Chapter 11

I sorted the materials for the months you missed. Start with literature review and calculus recovery. No rush tonight. Open when you have the energy.

Below it were photos. Then a file list. Then one final line.

You do not need to thank me before using them.

I blinked.

There were six labeled folders in the shared drive link and, according to the photos, two physical binders he had apparently already left at the Harbor Public Library front desk for me to pick up tomorrow because "it will be easier to annotate on paper."

For a second I genuinely forgot how to breathe.

I tapped one folder open.

Week-by-week breakdowns.

Color-coded tabs.

Past papers cross-referenced with the exact units I had missed during my illness.

Not broad, generic subject review. Not some condescending "here's a summary, good luck." He had mapped the gap with the precision of someone who had been paying terrifyingly close attention.

Literature: annotated reading guides for the poetry cluster I missed in October.

Calculus: reworked notes starting from the chapter where I had dropped out, with margin marks on the problems most likely to show up in ranking exams.

History: teacher preference notes.

Chemistry: a list titled MAE - COMMON FOUNDATION ERRORS TO FIX FIRST.

I opened that one expecting to feel offended and, instead, had to put my phone down because my eyes burned so suddenly.

No one had ever studied my weaknesses like this without turning them into leverage.

Jace knew exactly where I was vulnerable too. Emotionally, socially, academically when I was too tired to argue. He could always find the bruise. He just used his thumb to press harder.

Adrian had found the same soft places and built railings around them.

That should not have felt intimate.

And yet I sat there in my bedroom touching a screenshot of his neat handwriting with the side of my thumb like the page itself mattered, because somehow it did.

Maybe romance had ruined my standards. Maybe I had spent too long being dazzled by theater—rings, declarations, strategic jealousy, the performance of being wanted. Meanwhile the thing that made my throat ache was a binder spine labeled CALCULUS RECOVERY and a note that said: Start here. This part looks worse than it is.

I laughed, then immediately wiped under my eyes in annoyance.

"Oh, great," I muttered. "I'm emotionally compromised by office supplies. Fantastic. Love that for me."

He had even included bullet comments.

Not the cruel or mocking kind that had made my life feel public and skinned-open before. These were short typed notes beside scanned problems and reading passages.

This method is faster.

You already know more than you think here.

Skip the vanity panic and do step two.

I actually snorted at that one.

Only Adrian could make encouragement sound faintly insulting and, somehow, exactly what I needed.

The next afternoon, after classes blurred by in a manageable haze, I went to Harbor Public Library.

The place always smelled faintly of paper, dust, and the sea sneaking in from the harbor two streets over. It was one of the few quiet places in the city that didn't feel punitive. At Westbridge Academy, silence was competitive. Here it was merciful.

The librarian handed me the binders from behind the desk after checking the note clipped to them.

FOR MAE BENNETT, in Adrian's precise handwriting.

Just seeing my name there did something odd to my chest.

I carried the binders to a long table by the windows and sat down carefully, like I was handling something expensive.

Which, emotionally speaking, I probably was.

The first binder was navy, the second gray. Their tabs were labeled by month and subject. Inside, every section had its own summary sheet: what I missed, what mattered most, what could wait, what kind of mistakes I tended to make if I rushed.

Not what a general student tended to make.

Me.

He had noticed that I overcompensated in literature by writing too much and undercut myself in math by assuming I was already behind before I started. He had marked teacher patterns, exam traps, and one specific note in the margin of a calculus page that made me go still.

You were absent when Mr. Hale explained this, and his board work is terrible. Use this version instead.

Not absent in the abstract. Not ill in the vague, polite school-record sense.

He remembered where the hole in my year actually was.

My fingers rested on the page.

There are humiliations that make you feel observed. There are kindnesses that do too. The difference is whether the gaze asks something from you in return.

Adrian's did not.

My phone buzzed on the table.

Hannah: Where are you? And before you answer "in my villain era," I'm asking as a friend.

I texted back: Library.

She replied instantly: Of course you are. Can I come find you after last period tomorrow?

I knew from that wording she wanted to talk about Jace.

I also knew I was tired of acting like every conversation about him was some sacred emotional weather report the entire world had to monitor.

Still, Hannah wasn't the enemy. She was just a representative from the old regime.

Me: Sure.

I spent another hour at the table, and for the first time in weeks—months, maybe—I studied without half my mind drifting toward whether Jace was angry, bored, flirting with someone else, or waiting for me to break first.

By the time I closed the binder, a dangerous thought had started to form.

Peace itself was evidence.

Maybe I did not need to make myself miserable to prove I had loved sincerely.
Chapter 12

The next day, Hannah caught me in the Senior Review Classroom before evening review started. Most people were still filtering in. Chairs scraped. Someone at the back was loudly opening chips despite the teacher's standing ban. The whiteboard was crowded with deadlines in three colors of marker, as if panic needed good organization.

Hannah slid into the seat beside mine and set down her water bottle with the cautious air of a negotiator entering fragile territory.

"So," she said. "How are you really?"

"That's a dangerous question in this room. I might start listing percentages."

She gave me a look. "Mae."

I let out a breath. "I'm... steadier than I expected."

Her expression softened with obvious relief. "Okay. Good. That's good. I just—" She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Don't get mad at me, but have you thought about maybe talking to Jace again once everything cools down?"

There it was.

Not cruelty. Not betrayal. Just habit dressed up as concern.

I looked at her for a second. "You rehearsed that opener, didn't you?"

"A little."

"Terrible work, therapist. Very obvious agenda."

She huffed a reluctant laugh, then sobered. "I'm serious. You two have so much history. Maybe he was angry and stupid and proud, and you were angry too, and now everyone's escalating because no one wants to be the first one to soften. That happens." She lowered her voice. "If you still care about him, maybe apologizing doesn't mean surrender. Maybe it just means not throwing away something big because of one awful stretch."

One awful stretch.

I repeated it in my head like a phrase from a textbook I no longer agreed with.

I turned my pen between my fingers. "Do you know what's weird? If you'd said that to me a week ago, I probably would have believed you. I would have started editing myself immediately, trying to figure out my tone, my timing, the exact way to make him comfortable enough to come back and punish me less."

Hannah's face tightened. "Mae, I didn't mean it like that."

"I know." And I did. That was the problem. She meant well and still landed on the wrong side of me. "But that's what it always becomes." 

She was quiet.

Around us, notebooks opened. Someone asked for an eraser. The room kept moving, indifferent and ordinary, while something in me clicked into place with surprising calm.

"Why should I apologize," I said, more softly now, "if I don't even like what he's doing to me anymore?"

Hannah blinked.

I heard the sentence myself as it came out, and once it was in the air I couldn't pretend I hadn't been building toward it for years.

"I keep thinking everyone wants me to preserve the relationship because we've had it forever," I went on. "But forever isn't the same as good. And history isn't a personality trait. It's definitely not a moral argument."

A tiny, startled smile touched Hannah's mouth at that despite the tension. "That sounded rehearsed too."

"No. That's the upsetting part."

I looked down at my desk, at the corner of Adrian's binder peeking from my bag like a private, practical secret.

"I used to think if I felt relieved, that meant I was heartless," I admitted. "Like maybe I hadn't loved him enough. But what if relief is the point? What if feeling peaceful is actually information?"

Hannah watched me for a long moment. She wasn't defensive now, just thinking.

"I don't want you to be alone in this," she said quietly.

"I know."

"And I don't think Jace is all bad."

"Maybe not." I met her eyes. "But I don't need him to be a villain for me to stop volunteering as his emotional furniture."

That made her laugh helplessly, one hand going to her forehead. "Mae."

"What? It's accurate."

She shook her head, but there was less resistance in her expression now. "Okay. Okay. I hear you. I still think this is going to get messy."

"It was already messy. I was just doing all the cleaning."

This time she didn't argue.

The bell rang for evening review, cutting off whatever else she might have said. Hannah reached over and squeezed my wrist once—quick, warm, apologetic in its own way.

"I'm on your side," she said.

"Then stop sending me back into traffic."

She made a face at me. "Noted. Very rude metaphor."

But she smiled, and the smile held.

When she turned to unpack her books, I sat still for a second, letting the words I had said settle inside me.

Why should I apologize if I don't even like what he's doing to me anymore?

The sentence felt clean. A little merciless. Entirely true.

I couldn't unsay it now, not even to myself.

That night I went back to Harbor Public Library instead of going home and lying on my bed with my phone like a Victorian heroine of the digital age.

I took the navy binder to the same window table and worked through two sections of literature review, one page of calculus, and exactly three minutes of spiraling before I forced myself to stop.

When I reached a problem Adrian had marked with See me if this method annoys you, I gave in and opened our chat.

For a full minute I stared at the message box, trying not to sound either too stiff or too grateful or, worst of all, emotionally deranged over stationery.

Finally I typed:

I started with the literature section and the first calculus unit. Your notes are alarmingly specific.

I erased alarmingly and replaced it with extremely, then changed it back. Accuracy mattered.

I added: The board-work warning was deserved.

Then, after a pause: Thank you. I'm using them seriously.

I read it over twice. It sounded like me on my best behavior, which was probably the safest available option.
Chapter 14

I looked up. "I haven't done number fourteen yet."

"I know."

"That sounds smug."

"It's predictive." He tapped the page near the bottom. "You'll get impatient here, assume the author's tone shifts more than it actually does, and pick the sharper answer because it feels smarter."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "You make me sound terrible."

"No. Just readable."

That should not have landed the way it did.

I went back to the section mostly out of spite. And because he was probably wrong.

He was not wrong.

When I got to number fourteen, I had the exact thought process he'd described, right down to the stupidly appealing sharper answer. I caught myself with my pencil hovering over it and looked up so fast my chair squeaked.

Adrian was already watching me.

"Told you," he said quietly.

The satisfaction in his voice was light, not mean. Worse. Attractive.

I exhaled through my nose. "I hate this."

"No, you don't." His gaze dropped to the corrected answer. "You hate being predictable before you learn the pattern. That's different."

And somehow that felt less like being exposed than being understood.

By Monday, the Senior Review Classroom had returned to its standard atmosphere of controlled suffering.

The air smelled like dry-erase markers, printer ink, and collective burnout. Review packets covered every desk. Half the class looked under-rested, the other half looked aggressively overcaffeinated, and all of us were pretending that rankings weren't dictating the emotional weather of the room.

I had Adrian's study plan folded inside my notebook like contraband and, embarrassingly, a sense of structure strong enough to pass for courage.

Jace Hayes arrived two minutes before the bell with Chloe Morgan drifting in at his side, glossy and bright as if exam season were a photo shoot she had graciously agreed to visit. He laughed at something she said, low and easy, the sound calibrated for an audience.

He didn't look at me.

The old version of me would have felt that like a door slamming in my face. Would have spent the next hour bleeding quietly over the fact that he could be so casual, so untouched, so good at acting like history meant nothing when it no longer entertained him.

This time it still hurt.

It just didn't rearrange my organs.

I noticed the strain because I was no longer drowning in it. The way his laugh came half a beat too late. The way his shoulders tightened when Adrian took the seat beside me. The way not-looking can become its own kind of stare when someone commits too hard.

Adrian set down one of his binders and a slim stack of practice sheets. "We'll use the ten-minute break after the first section," he said.

No fuss. No performance. No asking whether I was okay in that loaded voice that turns okay into a public event.

I nodded. "Fine."

From two rows over, Jace spoke to someone else without aiming the words at me. "Some people really need a full support staff for review season."

Clipped. Casual. Meant to travel.

I felt the line hit the room and waited for the old instinct—the one that would have made me twist toward him, defend myself, explain, react.

Instead I uncapped my pen.

Adrian didn't even turn his head. "Some people need results," he said, scanning the worksheet in front of him. "The methods are obvious afterward."

The silence that followed was so clean it almost sparkled.

Jace gave a short laugh with no amusement in it. "Didn't ask you."

"No," Adrian said. "You rarely ask useful questions."

I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to keep from smiling.

The teacher walked in then, saving the room from open escalation and denying Jace the chance to recover his footing. Papers were distributed. Timers set. We bent over another mock exam like obedient little casualties of the education system.

But under the desk, my hand wasn't shaking.

Halfway through the session, we hit the break Adrian had predicted I would need before I knew I needed it. I rolled my neck, blinking at the clock, and reached automatically for my next packet.

He stopped me with two fingers on the corner of the page, not touching me, just the paper.

"Water first," he said.

"I'm fine."

"Mae."

Just my name. Quiet. Flat enough to sound practical, soft enough to feel personal.

I glared at him for form's sake, then reached for my bottle. It was nearly empty.

Adrian looked at it once. "You did it again."

"This is getting judgmental."

"This is data collection."

I took a drink and nearly laughed. Across the room, Jace was talking to Chloe with deliberate ease, but I caught his eyes flicking over once, fast and sharp, when Adrian leaned closer to mark a question on my page.

Coldness as punishment only works when you still need warmth from the same source.

That realization came to me so simply it was almost insulting. All those months I had treated Jace's moods like commandments. If he withdrew, I chased. If he mocked, I negotiated. If he ignored me, I panicked and called it love.

Now there was a worksheet in front of me, a clean explanation in the margin, and a boy beside me who noticed my bad habits without making them into flaws of character.

Ignoring me wasn't enough anymore.

That should have made me feel triumphant. Mostly it made me feel tired. And weirdly free.

After class, Harbor Public Library felt even quieter than it had over the weekend, the late afternoon light washed pale across the long tables and carpeted aisles. The post-school crowd was thinner, more serious. Fewer whispered gossip loops, more silent desperation.

Adrian chose a table near the back windows, away from the main desk and the high school cluster near the entrance. Private, but not intimate enough to look intentional.

Which, with him, probably was intentional.

We worked through two math review sets and a reading correction drill before my concentration began to fray around the edges. I didn't say anything. I just reread the same line three times and hoped dignity could carry me through the fourth.

It couldn't.

Adrian slid my pencil out of my hand.
Chapter 21

The smile I tried to hide must have shown anyway, because his eyes lowered briefly to my mouth and then came back up, controlled but not indifferent.

The moment shifted.

The air between us did too.

I could still hear my own breathing from the run. Could still feel the aftermath of his shoulder near mine all ten laps, his public choice, the ugly silence Jace had given me by comparison. Everything in me felt scraped raw and newly awake at once.

Adrian took one step closer.

Not enough to corner me. Enough that I noticed.

"Mae," he said, and my name in his voice was always somehow both precise and careful. "Let's make a deal."

I tightened my fingers around the bottle. "That sounds dangerous."

"Only if you lose."

"Wow. So reassuring."

A faint curve touched his mouth. "If I help you beat Jace's score on the exam, I want one wish afterward."

For a second, all I could do was stare at him.

The field seemed to tilt into sharper focus around us—the white lane lines, the fading sunlight, the distant thud of a basketball from another court—as if the world had decided to become a backdrop on purpose.

"A wish," I repeated.

"One." His gaze held mine. Calm. Intent. Entirely too aware. "Not illegal. Not cruel. Not impossible."

"You came prepared with terms?"

"I like clear agreements."

"And if I say no?"

His expression didn't change much, but something in it deepened. "Then I'll still help you."

That landed harder than the flirtation.

Because of course it did. Because Adrian apparently had a talent for making every kindness feel chosen instead of strategic, and every choice feel heavier because he refused to cheapen it.

I swallowed. "Then why ask?"

His eyes stayed on mine long enough to make my pulse misbehave all over again.

"Because I want you thinking about a future that doesn't center him," he said quietly. "And because I want something from you that you'll give me willingly."

Heat rushed up my throat so fast it was almost absurd.

Medium danger, my brain supplied unhelpfully. Maybe high.

"You're impossible," I said.

"No. Just patient."

God. Damn.

There were probably ten better responses available to a girl with her dignity fully operational. Unfortunately, mine had just run ten laps and gotten publicly defended by the hottest boy at Westbridge, so resources were limited.

"How do I know your wish won't be terrible?" I asked.

"You don't."

He let that sit for exactly half a second before adding, "You do know I won't force anything you don't want."

And there it was again—that impossible balance. Edge without threat. Pressure without coercion. A promise hidden inside the provocation.

He wasn't asking to own the next move.

He was asking me to imagine there would be one.

To imagine there was an afterward.

An exam result. A bargain. A future tense where my life did not orbit Jace Hayes's moods like a doomed little
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