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CHAPTER ONE
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Out Of Place

Malik knew the difference between being seen and being watched. Being seen was ordinary. It was a glance at the grocery store, a teacher checking attendance, a coach counting heads before a bus pulled away from the curb. Being watched felt different. It had weight. It stayed on the skin after the eyes moved on. It made the back of his neck tighten and his shoulders rise before he could tell them not to. By the time he stepped down from the yellow activity bus into the damp afternoon air outside the athletic complex in Atchison, Kansas, Malik had already felt three different kinds of watching before his spikes ever touched pavement.

The first came from the old man standing beside the chain-link fence near the parking lot, his hands buried in the pockets of a faded brown coat, his mouth working slowly around a toothpick. The man looked at Malik the way people looked at weather they did not trust. Not alarmed exactly, but prepared to blame it if something went wrong. The second came from a group of girls in matching warmup jackets who stopped laughing when Malik passed close enough for them to notice he was alone. Their faces did not twist into anything ugly. That would have been easier to name. They only paused, lowered their voices, and let their eyes follow him until he was beyond them. The third came from one of the volunteer fathers near the registration table, a square-built man with a clipboard pressed flat against his stomach and a whistle hanging around his neck like it gave him authority over more than lane assignments.

Malik kept walking.

The sky above Atchison hung low and bruised, the kind of gray that made everything beneath it look older than it was. The bleachers, the concession stand, the strip of track curving around the football field, even the damp banners tied along the fence seemed tired under that sky. A cold wind dragged across the complex and carried the smell of wet grass, mud, rubber track, and the faint grease of hot dogs already warming somewhere under a metal awning. The air tasted like rain before the rain came, sharp and metallic, sitting on Malik’s tongue as he adjusted the strap of his track bag against his shoulder.

Their bus was late because the driver had taken the wrong exit coming through town, then argued with Coach Granger about it as though the road signs had personally betrayed him. By the time they reached the meet, the other schools were already settled into their places. Tents had been claimed. Folding chairs had been opened. Coolers sat beneath tables. Teams moved around in clusters, loud and comfortable, calling each other by nicknames, slapping hands, complaining about the cold. Malik’s school, West Haven, had unloaded in a rush. Coach Granger had shouted instructions that scattered in the wind. The sprinters went one way. The throwers went another. Somebody said the tent was near the far curve. Somebody else said it was by the visitor bleachers. Malik turned to ask Jalen where they were supposed to go, but Jalen had disappeared into a crowd of blue warmups near the check-in table.

Malik stood still for a moment with his bag cutting into his shoulder and his hoodie pulled over his uniform. He hated looking lost. Looking lost invited people to ask questions they did not really want answered. His mother used to tell him that every place had rules, even when nobody posted them. There were rules about where to stand, how loud to speak, how long to look back, when to smile, when not to smile, and when to pretend he had not noticed someone deciding something about him. At seventeen, Malik had learned enough of those rules to know they changed depending on who else was present.

A whistle blew somewhere near the infield. A starter pistol cracked dryly through the air, and the sound made a flock of birds lift from the roofline of the school building beyond the fence. Malik watched them break apart against the gray sky. For half a second, he envied how simply they left.

“Carter!” Coach Granger’s voice came from behind him, already annoyed. “Find the team tent and stay loose. Four-by-two after the girls’ hurdles.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Coach Granger’s eyes stayed on him a beat longer than necessary, not suspicious, just distracted and impatient, before he turned back toward a parent asking about parking passes. Malik shifted his bag again and headed along the fence line toward the far curve.

The first drops of rain touched his face before he found anyone from West Haven. They came softly at first, almost polite, darkening the shoulders of his hoodie and speckling the track in tiny black dots. Around him, people began moving faster. Athletes snatched up backpacks. Parents folded blankets. Coaches yelled for clipboards to be covered. The tents, bright squares of red, navy, green, and white, became the most important things in the world. Everyone wanted shelter, and everybody seemed to know exactly where they belonged except Malik.

By the time the rain became steady, he was near the north end of the field, where the tents formed a crowded row along the grass behind the visitor bleachers. Water dripped from the metal seats above him and splashed onto the concrete in uneven rhythms. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his hoodie and scanned for West Haven’s black-and-gold canopy, but all he saw were unfamiliar school colors and strangers hunching beneath them. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out with wet fingers and saw a message from Jalen.

We by the other side lol.

Malik stared at it.

“Helpful,” he muttered.

The rain thickened. It came suddenly and without mercy, slanting across the field in silver sheets. The wind pushed it sideways beneath the bleachers, soaking the front of his hoodie and sending a chill through the thin fabric of his uniform underneath. Someone nearby laughed as they ran for cover, but the sound turned sharp when thunder rolled over the complex.

A tent stood a few yards away, its white canopy snapping in the wind, crowded but not full. Beneath it, athletes in maroon warmups clustered around folding chairs and duffel bags. A cooler sat near the back. A stack of backpacks had been shoved beneath a table. Malik hesitated at the edge of the grass, then looked across the field toward where West Haven was supposed to be. The rain blurred everything. The far side might as well have been another county.

He stepped beneath the tent.

The relief was immediate but incomplete. Rain still blew in along the edges, tapping cold against his calves, but the worst of it broke against the canopy overhead. The sound inside was loud and hollow, a constant drumming that filled the space between people. Malik moved to the side, near one of the metal legs, and lowered his bag carefully between his feet. He did not sit in anyone’s chair. He did not touch the cooler. He did not move anybody’s things. He stood with his shoulders tucked in and his hands near his pockets, trying to occupy as little space as possible.

For a few seconds, nobody said anything.

Then the watching started again.

A boy with freckles looked at Malik, then looked away. A girl sitting in a folding chair glanced at his hoodie, searching for a school name. Two boys near the back lowered their conversation until it became impossible to understand. Malik pretended to study the track. He could see runners lining up through the rain, their bodies bent against the weather, their uniforms bright and slick beneath the gray light. His own race felt far away, like something belonging to another version of the day.

“You with somebody?”

The voice came from his right.

Malik turned.

The boy standing there was tall, broad through the shoulders, with wet blond hair pushed back from his forehead and a maroon jacket zipped halfway up his chest. His face was the kind people trusted before he said anything. Clean jaw, clear eyes, the easy confidence of someone used to doors opening without him checking whether they were locked. He held a water bottle in one hand and looked at Malik as though Malik had appeared inside his bedroom.

Malik kept his voice even. “I’m waiting out the rain.”

The boy’s eyes moved over him again, slower this time. “This is our tent.”

“I see that.”

“So where’s your team?”

“Other side.”

“Then go to the other side.”

A few people shifted beneath the canopy. Nobody stepped in. The girl in the folding chair looked down at her phone, but her thumb did not move across the screen.

Malik breathed through his nose. “It’s raining.”

“No kidding.”

“I’m not bothering nobody.”

The boy gave a short laugh, not because anything was funny, but because he wanted the others to hear that he did not take Malik seriously. “You can’t just walk into somebody else’s tent.”

Malik looked at the rain pouring off the canopy edge. “I just did.”

That changed something. He felt it before he saw it. The small silence that followed was not empty. It filled with attention. The freckled boy’s eyebrows lifted. Somebody near the cooler whispered, “Ethan, chill,” but not loudly enough to mean it.

Ethan took one step closer.

So that was his name.

Malik did not move back. He wanted to. His body suggested it in small ways, tightening at the knees, shifting weight toward his heels, measuring distance to the open grass. But stepping back would make Ethan taller than he already was. It would make the tent feel more like Ethan’s. It would tell everyone watching that Malik understood the order of things.

“You got a problem hearing?” Ethan asked.

Malik’s jaw tightened. “I hear fine.”

“Then you heard me say this is our tent.”

“And you heard me say I’m waiting out the rain.”

“You don’t belong under here.”

The words landed harder than the others. Maybe Ethan did not hear it. Maybe he did and liked how it sounded. Either way, the sentence seemed to stay in the air after the rain swallowed everything else.

Malik looked around the tent. At the backpacks. At the shoes
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