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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB WRITES EMOTIONALLY warm, clean fiction with heart, momentum, and memorable relationship journeys. Each story is created to offer readers comfort, tension, hope, and characters who feel real long after the final page.

With a focus on wholesome romance, strong emotional payoff, and fully original storytelling, SankulaHub creates books for readers who love sincerity, chemistry, and the kind of love story that earns its ending.
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​Dedication
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For everyone who has ever tried to keep life neat and quiet, only to discover that the messiest moments sometimes lead straight to the truest ones.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Tori Bennett is seventeen, a senior at Westbury High, and the kind of girl teachers trust with keys, schedules, and last-minute disasters. She likes plans, clean margins, and facts that stay where they belong, but senior year has started asking more from her heart than her color-coded calendar ever could.

Levi Mercer is seventeen, a senior at Westbury High, and the familiar face behind the school’s morning announcements, event hosting, and half the laughter in any crowded room. He looks effortless from a distance, but underneath the easy grin is someone who is tired of being treated like a joke when he is trying very hard to become something steadier.

Skye Navarro is Tori’s best friend, a yearbook photographer with quick instincts, sharp humor, and a habit of seeing the story hidden behind people’s polished faces. She loves Tori enough to tell the truth, even when Tori would rather hide behind organization and call it control.

Ari Calder is a high-achieving senior who has known Tori long enough to notice every shift in her voice. He believes in order, reputation, and long-term plans, which makes the sudden chaos around Tori harder for him to accept than he wants to admit.

Mason Hart is Levi’s closest friend, a goalkeeper with a calm presence and a dry sense of humor that keeps Levi grounded. He notices more than people think, and he has a quiet talent for knowing when a joke is covering something real.

Dani Rhodes is the editor of student media and one of the loudest forces in Westbury’s social ecosystem. She lives for momentum, headlines, and what everyone is talking about, which makes her both useful and dangerous when a rumor catches fire.

Westbury High is a busy, image-conscious school where club leadership, fundraising success, student media, and hallway reputation all seem to matter at once. In a place like this, one mistaken story can become more powerful than the truth before lunch even starts.
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By ten past eight on the first Monday of October, Tori had already saved the senior fundraiser from a balloon arch collapse, a missing cash box, and a tray of iced cinnamon rolls that nearly tipped off the hospitality table when the choir rushed past too fast.

The day should have felt good.

It was the launch of Founders Week, the biggest student-run event on Westbury High’s calendar, and Tori had spent three weeks building it down to the last taped extension cord. Donation booths lined the gym entrance. Poster boards stood straight. Volunteer badges were alphabetized in a clear acrylic tray. The principal had thanked her twice before the first bell, which usually meant the universe had finally recognized the value of preparation.

Instead, as she pushed through the side doors carrying a fresh stack of program cards against her chest, her phone began vibrating so hard in her blazer pocket that she thought for one strange second it might be an alarm she had forgotten to turn off.

Then it buzzed again.

And again.

And then one more time, the sharp urgent rhythm of three messages in a row from Skye.

Do not answer anyone.

Where are you?

Tori, please tell me you are not walking into the gym right now.

Too late.

She hit the swinging door with her shoulder and stepped straight into noise, bright overhead lights, and the first wave of students turning toward her with the same expression people wore when they knew something she did not.

Three sophomores by the raffle table stopped talking the second they saw her. A junior near the snack stand tried and failed to hide a grin. Someone else whispered her name, and then she heard the second name that made the back of her neck go cold.

Levi.

Tori stopped walking.

The programs shifted against her arms. One slipped loose and fluttered to the polished floor.

She reached for her phone at last and found thirty-one notifications waiting under a lock screen photo of last summer’s beach trip, the one where everything had still felt manageable and nobody had decided to lose their mind before noon on a Monday.

At the top of the screen sat a screenshot Skye had sent without comment.

Tori opened it.

For a second, nothing in the gym moved.

The screenshot showed a grainy photo taken through the glass wall outside the media room. In it, Tori stood on a ladder with one hand braced against the frame of the Founders Week backdrop, her ponytail falling over one shoulder, while Levi stood below with both palms lifted as if he had just caught the bottom edge of the sign or maybe her, depending on how much trouble the viewer wanted. His head was tipped back toward her. Her face was turned down toward him. From that angle, and with the morning light hitting the glass, the whole thing looked too close, too soft, and absolutely nothing like what had actually happened.

The caption across the post read, So that’s why Mercer joined Founders Week.

Under it, someone had added a poll.

Secretly dating?
Obviously.
Be serious.
I knew it.
The account name in the corner made Tori close her eyes for a beat.

The Westbury Wire.

Not an official school account. Not even a responsible one. Just the campus rumor page that appeared every year under a slightly different name, spread like spilled glitter through the student body, and somehow always knew things it should not have known.

Her stomach dipped.

That photo was taken last night.

Last night the gym had been empty, the building technically closed to students, and the only reason she and Levi had been in the media hallway after six at all was because the main Founders Week backdrop had ripped down the center ten hours before launch. She had been standing on a ladder trying to fix it with fresh grommets while Levi, who should not have been there in the first place, held the frame steady and made unhelpful jokes about the school’s long war against tape.

Nobody else had been there.

Or at least she had believed nobody else had been there.

A shadow crossed her phone screen. Skye came skidding around the corner from the yearbook booth, camera strap bouncing against her sweatshirt and expression somewhere between apology and emergency.

“Tori.”

Tori held up the screenshot without a word.

“I know,” Skye said quickly. “I know. I saw it six minutes ago. Dani says it was already everywhere by the first bell, and I swear I did not tell a single person you were in the building last night.”

“That is not the most comforting part of this conversation.”

“I am choosing to focus on the part where I am innocent.”

Tori looked up. “Who took the picture?”

“If I knew that, I would already be in jail for crimes related to theft of phone privileges.”

Tori lowered her voice. “Nobody was supposed to know we were here.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then how is this happening?”

Skye glanced over Tori’s shoulder toward the center of the gym and made a face that meant the answer was not going to help. “Because Westbury has the collective maturity of a raccoon with Wi-Fi.”

Tori almost laughed, which only made her more annoyed. She tightened her grip on the programs instead. “I need this down.”

“It’s a rumor page. The whole point is that it doesn’t care what you need.”

“I’m speaking in twenty minutes.”

“You’re opening Founders Week. Not making a state confession.”

“That’s not better, Skye.”

“No, but it is true.”

Across the gym, laughter rose near the stage steps. Tori did not have to look to know the laughter had changed shape. Everything around her had. Normal sounds now carried that charged, awful edge of people pretending not to stare while absolutely staring.

She shoved the programs at Skye. “Hold these.”

“Tori.”

“I’m not hiding in a supply closet while my life gets turned into a lunch-period hobby.”

Skye took the programs because there was no point arguing with that tone. “Fine. But maybe don’t do anything dramatic.”

“I have literally never done anything dramatic in my life.”

Skye’s eyes widened. “That sentence is going to age badly in about four minutes.”

Before Tori could answer, the side curtain near the stage shifted and Levi stepped through carrying a coil of audio cable over one shoulder.

The gym seemed to notice him all at once.

Which was the problem with Levi. Even before a rumor attached itself to his name, people tracked his movement like he came with his own soundtrack. He had the kind of face that made adults call him charming and the kind of timing that made half the school laugh before he finished a sentence. This year he had started showing up earlier, staying later, and volunteering for things nobody expected him to touch, but the reputation had not caught up with the effort. To most people, he was still the guy who could talk his way through a missed deadline with a grin and a microphone.

He saw Tori by the raffle table, slowed, and then saw her phone in her hand.

The grin he had been wearing faded.

Mason, walking beside him with a crate of cords, followed Levi’s line of sight and muttered, “Oh no.”

Levi handed him the cable without looking away from Tori. “Give me a second.”

Tori waited while he crossed the gym.

She hated that her pulse had picked this moment to notice details. The sleeves of his black school hoodie were shoved to his elbows. A strip of silver tape clung to one wrist from whatever backstage repair he had been doing. His hair looked like he had run a hand through it too many times already this morning. He stopped a few feet from her, and for once there was no easy joke waiting in his mouth.

“You saw it,” he said.

“That would explain why I’m standing here holding a screenshot of my own social collapse.”

His gaze flicked to Skye, then back to Tori. “That seems dramatic for eight twenty-two.”

“You do not get to use that word when your face is in the photo.”

“Fair.”

Mason had sensibly retreated to the stage. Skye remained where she was, watching the two of them like somebody standing too close to a fireworks table.

Levi held out a hand. “Can I see?”

Tori gave him the phone, mostly because she wanted to watch his face while he read it.

He scanned the screenshot, and something unreadable moved through his expression. Don't panic. Not amusement either. More like the steady alert look people got when they realized a stupid situation was about to become expensive.

Skye folded her arms. “That reaction is not helping your case.”

Levi exhaled through his nose and handed the phone back. “I was hoping they’d at least spell my name wrong.”

“That was your best line?”

“It was the only one I had.”

Tori stared at him. “Why are you not more alarmed?”

He looked at her for half a second too long. “Who says I’m not?”

“Because normal people do not look that calm while the school invents a relationship for them before the first period.”

“Tori,” Skye said gently, “you are doing the thing where you act more composed the more upset you get, so maybe let’s not start defining normal reactions right now.”

Tori ignored that completely. “We need to shut this down.”

Levi’s eyes moved briefly to the stage, where Principal Warren was now speaking with two parent volunteers near the auction table. “Maybe not yet.”

Her disbelief came so fast it almost tripped over itself. “I’m sorry?”

“I said maybe not yet.”

“I heard what you said. I’m checking whether you actually meant it.”

His voice stayed low. “If you go charging across the gym and start explaining what the photo really is, you will have to explain why we were in the building after hours. Then Principal Warren will ask who approved it, and since the answer is nobody, Founders Week becomes the story instead of the rumor. You know that.”

Tori opened her mouth and closed it again.

Because he was right, and she hated him for being right.

The backdrop. The locked hallway. The fact that she had texted him in desperation after the decorations committee left early and he had shown up anyway with a toolkit and a bag of convenience-store gummy bears, saying he had been nearby and definitely not bored enough to rescue her from fabric-based tragedy. If she tried to untangle the truth publicly, she would have to pull that entire thread with it.

Skye let out a slow breath. “I hate that this makes sense.”

Tori looked between them. “So what, exactly, is your brilliant plan? We just let Westbury decide things about us and smile politely while it happens?”

Levi shifted his weight. “No. We keep it boring.”

“It is currently a poll.”

“Then we make it less interesting than the fundraiser.”

“That sentence is nonsense.”

“It's a strategy.”

“It’s cowardice.”

A flash of something sharper crossed his face, gone almost before she caught it. “It’s damage control.”

For the first time that morning, his tone lost its lightness completely. Tori felt the change like a draft through an open door.

Around them, volunteers were moving tables into straighter lines. The student jazz trio near the entrance had started tuning. Over the speakers, a burst of static crackled and died.

Skye glanced toward the stage again. “You both have about three minutes before Warren starts looking for her event people.”

Tori lowered her voice even further. “This is exactly why I do not do chaos.”

Levi leaned slightly closer so nobody else would hear. “You think I do?”

She almost said yes. It would have been easy. It would have fit the version of him Westbury liked to keep on hand.

But the tiredness in his eyes did not belong to someone enjoying this.

Before she could answer, Dani came flying down the gym aisle with a tablet hugged to her chest and enough momentum to qualify as weather.

“There you are,” she said, sounding delighted in the way only people untouched by a problem could sound delighted by it. “Okay, I need both of you near the stage in thirty seconds because the student media kickoff clip is about to roll and also everyone is absolutely losing their minds.”

Tori looked at her like she had personally invented electricity. “That is not a selling point.”

Dani did not even blink. “I know, but you should see the engagement.”

Levi made a face. “Please stop saying that like you’re proud.”

“I’m not proud,” Dani said. “I’m alert. There’s a difference.”

Tori crossed her arms. “There is no clip.”

“There is now. Someone grabbed stills from the fundraiser setup and made a cute little montage with the poll screenshot and—”

“No.”

Dani stopped. “No, what?”

“No montage. No cute anything. Not using my life as your opening segment.”

Dani’s expression shifted enough to show she had finally noticed Tori was not simply annoyed. “Okay. Right. Sorry. That’s fair.”

Skye stepped in before Tori could say anything she would later regret in front of a camera. “Delete it.”

Dani drew herself up. “I can kill the clip, but I cannot kill a rumor account from inside a public high school without becoming a criminal mastermind, and that sounds like a lot of admin paperwork.”

“Delete the clip,” Tori repeated.

“Done.”

Dani backed away, palms up. “But Warren still wants both of you at the stage because Levi’s doing announcements and Tori’s opening the donor thank-you. So, unless either of you would like to spontaneously transfer schools, you’re up.”

She vanished before Tori could answer.

Skye rubbed a hand over her face. “This day has turned rude.”

“Tori.” Principal Warren’s voice carried across the floor with terrifying efficiency. “Levi. Stage, please.”

Levi looked at Tori.

For one ridiculous second, it felt like the whole gym had gone still around the sound of her own breathing.

If they walked up there side by side right now, the room would read it exactly one way. Every glance would sharpen. Every whisper would multiply. And if she refused, if she pulled away, if she made a scene before the microphones even came on, then the rumor would stop being silly and become blood in the water.

She hated that these were the options.

Skye stepped closer and pressed the fallen program cards back into Tori’s hands. “Whatever you do, do it like you meant to.”

That was the most terrifying advice anyone had given her all year.

Tori lifted her chin and started toward the stage.

Levi fell into step beside her.

The walk was not long, but it felt long enough for fifty new theories to grow teeth. Voices followed them in soft bursts. Somebody near the bake sale table made a sound that was definitely a gasp and definitely too loud to be an accident. Tori kept her eyes on the risers ahead and tried not to think about the fact that she was suddenly aware of Levi’s shoulder only a few inches from hers.

Principal Warren greeted them with brisk gratitude and did not appear to notice the collective weirdness in the air, which meant either she truly had not seen the post yet or adults developed a survival instinct that allowed them to ignore teenage nonsense until it exploded near office windows.

“Tori, donor welcome first,” she said. “Levi, quick emcee handoff after the choir intro. Keep us moving.”

Tori nodded automatically.

Then one of the parent volunteers, smiling too brightly, said, “You two certainly look coordinated this morning.”

Heat rushed into Tori’s face so quickly it felt unfair.

Levi answered before she could. “Occupational hazard. We both work with tape.”

The volunteer laughed like that had been charming instead of evasive. Which, Tori realized with a sinking feeling, was exactly the problem. Everything Levi said sounded smooth enough to be suspicious when people were already looking for romance where there was none.

Principal Warren handed Tori the wireless mic. “Ready?”

No, Tori thought.

Not even a little.

But the gym lights were hot against her skin, and Founders Week was still hers to protect, even if the floor beneath it had suddenly become ridiculous.

She stepped forward.

The first rows of students quieted. The rest followed, slowly, with pockets of whispering still snapping at the edges. Tori looked out over the crowd she had organized into neat volunteer blocks, committee lanyards, and donation goals. She had spent weeks making sure everything ran on time.

Now she could practically feel a rumor breathing through the room.

“Good morning,” she said, and somehow her voice came out steady. “Welcome to Founders Week.”

A few cheers went up. Someone clapped too early. Somebody else shouted something from the back that got instantly swallowed by laughter.

Tori kept going. She thanked donors. She named the clubs involved. She pointed out the silent auction tables, the community sponsorship wall, the schedule for the lunchtime showcase. She did not stumble. She did not look at Levi. She did not mention the fact that half the room would have preferred an answer to a question she had never agreed to be asked.

When she finished, the applause sounded normal enough to hurt.

She turned to hand Levi the mic.

He took it, and their fingers brushed for less than a second. It should not have mattered. It should have been nothing. But the entire front row saw it, because of course they did, and a ripple moved through the crowd so fast Tori nearly laughed from sheer disbelief.

Levi heard it too.

Instead of reacting, he looked out over the room and smiled the easy, practiced smile he used on broadcast mornings. “Good news,” he said. “Westbury remains deeply committed to making Mondays stranger than necessary.”

The gym laughed.

Tori nearly stared at him. That line could have made everything worse. It should have. Instead, it released just enough pressure for the room to breathe.

He rolled smoothly into announcements about the lunch showcase, volunteer sign-in, and the student band’s first set. No denial. No confirmation. Just movement. Just enough charm to keep attention on the event without feeding the rumor directly.

It was infuriating.

It was also working.

By the time the choir took the stage and the crowd broke into smaller pockets again, the noise had shifted. Still curious. Still loaded. But no longer on the verge of combustion.

Tori stepped off the riser and headed straight for the back curtain.

Levi found her behind it before she reached the equipment cases.

“You cannot keep doing that,” she said under her breath.

“Doing what?”

“Answering questions without answering them.”

His expression softened around the edges in a way that only made her more suspicious. “It kept the room from turning into a circus.”

“We are already inside a circus.”

“Then I’m trying to keep the lions seated.”

Tori stopped so abruptly he nearly walked into her. “This is not funny.”

“I know.”

The immediate seriousness in his voice took some of the force out of her anger, and she disliked that too.

Around them, stagehands moved music stands. Somewhere beyond the curtain, the choir director called for quiet. The space smelled like dust, warm wires, and the faint sugary drift of cinnamon from the lobby table.

Levi lowered his voice. “Listen to me. If we push back hard right now, people start digging. If people start digging, last night comes out. If last night comes out, Warren starts asking why the backdrop repair happened off the books. And if that happens, Founders Week stops being your event and starts being an admin problem.”

“My event,” Tori repeated. “You say that like you don’t care what happens to it.”

He gave a short, incredulous laugh. “I joined because I care what happens to it.”

That landed harder than she expected.

She had known he volunteered. She did not know why.

He looked away for a second, toward the stage opening where the student choir had begun to sing. “You think I wanted my first serious week on this committee to turn into a rumor poll?”

Tori said nothing.

Because that was the second question of the morning she did not know how to answer.

Levi looked back at her then, and the performance was gone completely. No grin. No timing. Just a boy standing too close in a dark space behind the stage, asking to be believed for once.

“We need a plan,” he said.

Tori folded her arms, holding on to that gesture like it could keep her upright. “I’m afraid to hear yours.”

“For a few days, we stopped making this interesting. We show up where we already have to show up. We act normal. We keep attention on Founders Week. We did not explain last night. We do not feed the rumor page. We get through donor review on Friday, and then we kill the story when it has nothing left to eat.”

Tori stared at him.

The choir’s applause swelled on the other side of the curtain.

“That sounds a lot like telling the school they were right,” she said.

“It sounds like not handing them a better scandal.”

“And if they keep talking anyway?”

He held her gaze. “They will.”

The honesty of it caught at something inside her.

“And you’re fine with that?” she asked.

His smile this time was small and tired and not for an audience at all. “No. I’m just less surprised by it than you are.”

For one dangerous moment, Tori forgot to be angry.

From the gym, Principal Warren called for both of them again. The donor walk-through was starting. The sponsorship wall still needed explaining. The whole day was moving forward whether she wanted it to or not.

Levi stepped back just enough to give her room, then said quietly, “Walk out there with me. Let them talk. We’ll keep the real thing ours.”

Tori should have refused.

Instead she looked past him at the bright slice of gym visible through the curtain gap, at the volunteers waiting, the parents circling the auction baskets, the giant repaired backdrop standing perfectly straight because the two of them had fixed it together in a locked hallway nobody was supposed to know about.

Then she looked at Levi again.

Out in the gym, Westbury was already making up a story.

And for the first time that morning, Tori had the sharp, impossible feeling that stepping beside him now might change much more than what people believed.
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​Chapter 1: The Version Everyone Wanted
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By lunch, Tori had discovered that there were at least fourteen different ways for a school to look normal while behaving nothing like itself.

On the surface, Founders Week was running. The donation table stayed busy. Teachers drifted through the gym entrance carrying coffee and approving expressions. The drama club’s painted backdrop stood tall and straight behind the silent auction baskets, giving no sign that it had torn down the middle the night before. The robotics team had arranged their display near the east wall, the choir had finished their first performance without anyone tripping over cables, and the cinnamon rolls had sold out before the second period.

Everything looked successful.

Everything felt slightly tilted.

Tori stood behind the sponsor display with a clipboard braced against her forearm and tried to focus on the list in front of her. The local bakery logo needed to be moved higher. One donor card had slipped crooked in its sleeve. The sign-up sheet for the after-school volunteer shift needed a second pen because the first had gone missing. These were real problems. These were fixable. These were the kinds of things she could solve without having to think about the strange current running under every hallway glance and every voice that dropped half a note when she passed.

Unfortunately, the rest of Westbury seemed committed to making her romantic life a group assignment.

A pair of juniors stopped near the raffle baskets, looked at her, then immediately looked past her toward the gym doors as if her existence had become part of a larger exhibit. One of them whispered something that made the other grin into her sleeve.

Tori kept her face calm. She adjusted the donor card that was one millimeter too low and told herself she did not care.

That lasted almost eight seconds.

“You are pressing that sleeve so hard it’s about to file a complaint.”

Skye appeared beside her with a camera hanging at her hip and two bottles of water tucked under one arm. Her voice was light, but her eyes were watchful in the way they always got when Tori was pretending she was fine too quickly.

Tori let go of the plastic sleeve. “I’m not pressing it hard.”

“You’re one breath away from laminating it with your rage.”

“I’m organizing.”

“You’re reorganizing the same four inches of cardboard because you can’t reorganize the entire student body.”

Tori accepted a bottle of water and twisted the cap open. “I hate when you’re observant.”

“That is deeply inconvenient for both of us.”

Tori took a drink. The water was cold enough to make her teeth ache, which at least gave her something else to focus on. Around them, the gym hummed with lunch-period noise now that the noon bell had rung. Student volunteers crossed the floor with cash aprons and clipboards. A pair of freshmen carried in a tray of cookies from the culinary room. Somebody near the stage tested a microphone and sent a squeal of feedback across the rafters.

It should have been enough to drown out one rumor.

It was not.

Skye leaned one shoulder against the edge of the display and dropped her voice. “The post is still up. The poll is worse.”

Tori closed her eyes for a second. “How much worse?”

“Too much for noon on a Monday. Not enough for me to repeat if I want to be your friend.”

Tori gave her a flat look. “You are currently a very unhelpful ally.”

“I’m preserving your blood pressure.”

“My blood pressure left the building at eight fifteen.”

“That tracks.”

Skye took a small sip of her own water and glanced across the gym. Tori followed the look before she could stop herself.

Levi was near the stage steps, kneeling beside one of the audio cases with a coil of wire in his hands while Mason crouched nearby holding the end of a cable. Two girls from the student council lingered a little too close to the risers pretending to read a sponsor poster. Levi said something that made Mason snort, then glanced up, almost absently, and found Tori looking.

The moment could not have been more than a second.

Still, something in her chest shifted with sharp irritating precision.

He didn’t smile. He didn’t wave. He just held her gaze long enough for her to feel seen, then looked back down at the cable in his hands as if he knew perfectly well that being obvious would make her want to throw a folding chair at him.

Skye made a noise under her breath. “Oh, that’s going to help.”

Tori turned back so quickly her ponytail brushed her shoulder. “What?”

“That thing you just did with your face.”

“I didn’t do anything with my face.”

Skye widened her eyes in exaggerated innocence. “Then it must have been a weather event.”

Tori took another drink of water and wished she could step into the storage closet behind the stage for ten quiet minutes and come out after Westbury had chosen a new hobby.

Instead she capped the bottle and said, “I need the updated volunteer sheet for the bake sale.”

Skye looked offended. “That was an evasive pivot and I deserve better.”

“You deserve a yearbook deadline.”

“Low blow.”

Before Tori could answer, Ari appeared from the main gym doors with a cardboard tray balanced against one hip and the kind of controlled expression that meant he had been looking for her long enough to be annoyed about it.

Of all the people for this day to hand her, Ari was one of the worst.

Not because he was mean. Ari was almost painfully not mean. He was smart, careful, and good at moving through school in straight lines while other people drifted. They had known each other since sophomore year through academic council and donor planning meetings, and if there had been any unspoken possibility there once, it had lived mostly in the expectations of other people. Teachers paired them on committees because they were dependable. Parents smiled at them too knowingly when they worked late after events. Tori had spent a year pretending not to notice.

Now the timing of his appearance felt like one more detail the universe had chosen specifically to test her.

He stopped in front of the sponsor board and looked from Tori to Skye and then, briefly, toward the stage.

“I brought the new printouts from the office,” he said. “They said you needed them.”

Tori accepted the tray. “I did. Thank you.”

Ari’s gaze settled on her face properly then. “Are you okay?”

The question was gentle. That made it harder.

“I’m busy,” she said, which was not an answer and sounded thin even to her own ears.

Ari glanced past her again, this time not bothering to hide that he was looking at Levi. “Yeah. I noticed.”

Skye, who had better survival instincts than either of them, took one decisive step backward. “I’m suddenly in need of photography. So tragic.”

She vanished before Tori could stop her.

Ari folded his arms. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

The air around Tori seemed to pull tight. “Nothing is going on.”

“That would be more convincing if the entire school hadn’t spent the last four hours acting like they’d been handed season tickets to your personal life.”

His voice stayed level, but something beneath it wasn’t level at all. Tori felt it immediately. The pressure of expectation. The unfairness of being asked for clarity before she had any of her own.

“It’s a rumor page,” she said. “They posted a picture.”

“I saw the picture.”

“Then you know that doesn’t mean anything.”

Ari’s expression barely changed. “Doesn’t it?”

Tori tightened her grip on the tray until the edges pressed into her palms. “Ari.”

“You and I were finalizing budget sheets in the library on Friday and people still asked if we were doing calculus practice.” His laugh held no amusement. “You stand next to him one time and suddenly the school acts like there’s a soundtrack.”

“That sounds like a complaint for the student body, not me.”

“It’s not the student body I’m talking to.”

For one second she had no idea what to do with the honesty in that.

Ari looked away first, jaw tight, then reached for the top sheet in the tray and squared it against the stack, more to give his hands something to do than because it needed straightening.

“I’m not trying to make today worse,” he said more quietly. “I just don’t like not knowing where I stand with people.”

Tori swallowed. The truth, when it came, felt awkward and unfinished and still more fair than letting him keep guessing.

“You stand where you always have,” she said. “You’re important to me. But not like that.”

It landed between them with a softness that still managed to hurt.

Ari gave a short nod, once, as if he had expected the answer and still needed time to carry it. “Okay.”

The word was calm. His eyes were not.

Tori wished there were a cleaner version of this moment, one where she could keep his dignity intact and also stop the ache building behind her ribs. But there wasn’t. Real things almost never arrive with the courtesy of ideal timing.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He looked at her then, really looked, and whatever else he was feeling shifted enough for concern to come through again. “For that? Or for this morning?”

Tori let out a slow breath. “Everything.”

Ari glanced once more toward the stage. Levi was on his feet now, talking to one of the parent volunteers while Mason adjusted a speaker stand. “Is he at least worth the chaos?”

The question hit like cold water.

Because the answer should have been easy. There was no he. There were no them. There was only a photo, a rumor, and a very inconvenient plan to stop Founders Week from turning into an administrative disaster.

And yet.

She hated that the answer in her chest was not simple enough to say out loud.

Ari saw something in her face then, something she had not meant to show. His mouth flattened for a moment before he stepped back.

“Right,” he said. “I should get these to the finance table.”

“Ari.”

But he only lifted one hand in a quiet, unfinished gesture and walked away toward the west side of the gym, the cardboard tray lighter now and his shoulders set too straight.

Tori stared after him with guilt spreading heavy and sour through her stomach.

When she turned, Levi was no longer near the stage.

She found him a minute later in the corridor outside the gym, standing near the trophy case with a stapler in one hand and a half-rolled poster in the other. The hallway was cooler than the gym, quieter too, full of filtered daylight and the faint smell of floor polish. Students passed at the far end in small clusters, their voices rising and fading beyond the lockers.

Levi looked up as she approached. “That doesn’t look like your relaxed expression.”

“I need you to stop being perceptive.”

“I wish I could. It’s exhausting.”

She stopped in front of him. “This is already affecting other people.”

His face changed slightly. “Who?”

“Ari.”

Levi nodded once, like that answer made sense faster than he wanted it to. “What happened?”

“He asked what was going on.”

“And?”

“And I told him the truth.”

“That seems responsible.”

“It still hurts him.”

Levi leaned his shoulder against the wall beside the trophy case, poster tucked against his side. “Sometimes the truth does that.”

Tori looked at him sharply. “That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not supposed to be comforting. It’s just true.”

She should have stayed angry. It would have been easier. But there was something in the quiet of the hallway, in the way his voice had dropped when he asked who, that made anger feel too blunt for the shape of the moment.

“You make everything sound simple,” she said.

Levi tipped his head. “That’s funny. Usually people accuse me of making everything sound like a joke.”

“This morning, you did.”

“This morning I was trying to keep you from setting the rumor page on fire in front of the bake sale.”

She glanced at the stapler in his hand. “And now?”

“Now I’m hanging directional signs because apparently I volunteered for public service and decorative labor.”

Tori tried not to smile. Tried and failed just enough for him to catch it.

“There,” he said softly. “That one looked real.”

Her small smile vanished on reflection. “Don’t get comfortable.”

“I wouldn't dream of it.”

He set the stapler down on the windowsill and unrolled the poster. It was one of the larger Founders Week signs, the one directing parents toward the auction room overflow. The corner was bent.

Without thinking, Tori reached for it. “You folded this wrong.”

Levi looked offended. “I transported it under duress.”

“You rolled it too tight.”

“You’re speaking to a person holding a stapler. Show mercy.”

Tori smoothed the bent corner with careful fingers. He steadied the opposite side without argument, and for a few seconds they stood shoulder to shoulder over a poster that should not have required two people and somehow still did.

The hallway fell quiet around them.

“You really care about this week,” she said, eyes still on the paper.

Levi did not answer right away. “Yeah.”

She glanced up. “Why?”

He looked down at the poster instead of at her. “Because last year I was the guy who made everything louder and then left before cleanup.”

The honesty of that caught her off guard.

“I don’t think that’s all you were.”

“It was enough of what people remember.”

His thumb rested against the edge of the poster, ink smudged faintly on the side of his hand. “My mom says reputations are lazy. They keep the first version of you that requires the least amount of effort from everyone else.”

Tori went very still.

“That sounds like something your mom has had to learn the hard way.”

His mouth lifted, but only a little. “She usually says it while filing paperwork for six different people at once, so probably.”

There it was again, that brief opening into the part of him she had not been invited to see before. Not the bright public version with timing and a grin. Something steadier. Be more careful. A little tired around the edges.

It made the hallway feel smaller.

“I didn’t know you were trying to change things,” she said.

He gave a light shrug that did not hide much. “I’m on time now. I answer emails. I know where the extension cords are stored. I thought Westbury might throw a parade.”

Tori’s laugh slipped out before she could stop it.

This time he smiled properly. Not for a crowd. Not as a deflection. The expression changed his whole face in a way that made it suddenly difficult to remember every reason she should keep him in a neat, manageable category.

Then footsteps echoed from the far end of the corridor, and two freshmen turned the corner, saw them standing close over the poster, and immediately lit up like they had spotted fireworks.

One of them whispered, not quietly enough, “I knew it.”

Tori stepped back so fast the poster nearly slid from her hands.

Levi caught it before it hit the floor. “That was subtle.”

She stared after the freshmen in disbelief. “Do they not have classes?”

“Not useful ones, apparently.”

“This is impossible.”

“It’s high school.”

“That is not a defense.”

He propped the poster against the wall, and for the first time since the morning, some of the lightness left his face entirely. “Tori.”

She looked at him.

“If this gets too much, say so.”

The concern in his voice landed deeper than she expected. It did not sound strategic. It did not sound like damage control. It sounded real enough to make her chest feel unsteady.

“What would you do?” she asked.

His gaze held hers. “Something else.”

The answer was simple. The meaning inside it was not.

Tori looked away first. Out through the narrow hallway window, the autumn sun lay thin and pale over the student parking lot. A line of yellow leaves had gathered against the curb in the wind.

“I don’t like being looked at like I belong to a story somebody else wrote,” she said quietly.

Levi was silent for a beat. “I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

He did not argue. “Okay. Then tell me.”

She leaned back against the wall beside the trophy case, the cold glass pressing through her cardigan. “I’ve spent three years trying to be taken seriously. Not just by teachers. By everyone. If something goes wrong, they come to me. If an event matters, I’m trusted with it. I worked for that.” Her throat tightened unexpectedly, and she hated that too. “And now one blurry picture happens and suddenly none of that is what anyone sees first.”

Levi stood very still.

“They see a girl in a rumor,” she said. “Not the person holding the entire week together.”

For a moment the only sound in the hallway was the buzz of fluorescent lights and distant gym noise bleeding under the doors.

Then Levi said, very quietly, “I know what it is to have the wrong thing become your name.”

Tori looked at him.

There was no performance left in his face now at all. Just that same steady, unguarded seriousness from behind the stage. It changed something in the air between them so softly she almost missed the exact second it happened.

He pushed away from the wall and reached for the stapler again. “Come with me.”

“Where?”

“To hang this sign.”

“That is the least persuasive invitation I’ve ever heard.”

“You like useful tasks.”

“I like useful people doing them correctly.”

“Great. Then supervise me.”

She should have gone back into the gym. She had a lunch schedule to check, two missing volunteers to locate, and at least one parent donor who kept asking whether the silent auction closed at two fifteen or two thirty. Instead she followed Levi down the hall toward the side stairwell because the corridor had gone too small to breathe in and because part of her, the part she least trusted, wanted to see what he was like when there was nobody around to impress.

The stairwell door shut behind them with a hollow clang. It was cooler in there, shadowed and quiet except for the faint echo of student traffic from the level below. Sunlight came through the narrow glass pane in the landing door and laid a pale rectangle across the concrete steps.

Levi climbed two steps, lifted the sign to the cinderblock wall, and squinted at it. “Crooked?”

“Yes.”

“I haven’t even stapled it yet.”

“You were thinking crookedly.”

He laughed under his breath, adjusted the edge, and held it again. “Now?”

“Better.”

He turned his head slightly. “Are you always ruthless with volunteers?”

“Only the ones endangering the visual integrity of major events.”

“That feels personal.”

“It is.”

He fixed the top edge into place. The sharp click of the stapler sounded too loud in the quiet stairwell. Tori watched his hands, the loose bend of his wrist, the line of concentration that appeared between his brows when he was trying to get something exactly right. It was such an ordinary moment that it unsettled her more than the rumor had. Ordinary moments were harder to defend against.

When he finished, he stepped back beside her and looked at the sign. “There. Public service. Civic honor. Minimal disgrace.”

She tilted her head. “Still slightly crooked.”

His eyes widened. “You are impossible.”

“And yet you keep volunteering.”

He looked at her then, properly, the quiet stairwell pressing in around them. “Maybe I’m starting to think that’s the part I like.”

The words were light. The look in his eyes was not.

Tori’s breath caught.

For half a second neither of them moved.

Then the stairwell door below burst open and voices flooded upward, two students arguing about raffle tickets and marching band seating. The spell broke so cleanly it almost embarrassed her.

Levi stepped back first, palm flattening briefly against the railing. “Right.”

Tori forced her own heartbeat down. “We should go.”

“Probably.”

But neither of them moved immediately.

From below, the voices grew louder, footsteps ringing on the concrete. Levi reached for the poster tube leaning against the wall, and Tori pushed away from the landing at the same moment. Their shoulders brushed as they turned toward the door.

It was the smallest contact of the day.

It burned through her like a secret.

By the time they returned to the gym corridor, the lunch bell was nearly over. Students were filtering back toward classrooms in clumps, still talking too loudly, still looking too often. One sophomore near the water fountain caught sight of them emerging together and practically vibrated with interest before hurrying off in the direction of the science wing.

Tori stopped walking.

Levi noticed instantly. “What now?”

She let out a slow breath. “Now I think your boring strategy may have officially failed.”

He followed her gaze toward the emptying corridor and made a face. “That’s fair.”

From inside the gym came the sound of Skye calling Tori’s name, followed by Dani’s voice somewhere behind it saying, “No, let me tell her, I want to watch her reaction.”

Tori closed her eyes.

When she opened them, Levi was already looking at her like he knew exactly how little she wanted to hear whatever was coming next.

“That sounds bad,” he said.

“It sounds like Dani.”

“That’s usually worse.”

Skye came through the gym doors at half run, camera strap flying, Dani just behind her with a tablet in both hands and the kind of expression people wore when they had accidentally found a lit match in a fireworks drawer.

“Tori,” Skye said, slightly out of breath. “Please promise not to panic in the hallway.”

Dani thrust the tablet forward. “The rumor page just posted again.”

Tori took the tablet.

Her stomach dropped before she finished reading.

It was another photo.

This one had been taken no more than thirty seconds ago, from somewhere near the gym doors, catching her and Levi coming out of the side corridor together while he looked down at her and she looked up at him. The light from the hall window had softened everything. Their expressions were unreadable enough to be dangerous.

The new caption was shorter than the first.

Told you.

Below it, the comments were moving so fast the screen kept jumping.

For one terrifying second, the hallway around Tori went silent.

Then Dani said, with a care that arrived far too late to be useful, “I know this is a horrible time to mention it, but now if either of you deny it, absolutely no one is going to believe you.”

Tori lifted her eyes from the screen.

Levi was already watching her.

And the worst part, the part that made her pulse go wild for reasons she did not want to name, was that for the first time all day she was no longer sure the thing threatening to ruin her life was only the rumor.
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