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“HURRY, JAY! YOU’RE going to be late!”

Justine Shannon jumped, startled by the sound of her adopted sister, Aubrey, calling to her from across the quad. When she glanced over, she found not just pixie-faced Aubrey, but also their square-jawed sister Eda, waving to her from the far sidewalk, wearing matching patchwork dresses that made them look like parrots in the crowd.

For all the times Justine had tried to tell them to listen to their sister, Eula, when it came to fashion, both girls had astutely ignored her.

“I’ll get there! You go on, or I might just skip out altogether,” she called back, already knowing she’d get a rise from one of the girls. 

Aubrey’s jaw dropped so comically, Justine almost cackled out loud. It took all of her restraint not to take a picture of her adopted sister right them. Before the girl could come flying at her, and remind her about how their moms wouldn’t be happy if they heard that, Eda caught Aubrey’s arm.

“It’s okay, she’s kidding, let it go,” she said. As soon as Aubrey’s back was turned, Eda raised one thick black brow, and made a “watching you” sign at Justine.

Biting back another laugh, Justine made her way to class. As she settled into her seat, though, she caught sight of her friend, Aiden, walking in. He stood at the door, scanning the room for an empty spot. 

For a while, as he took in the space, her heart beat faster, and she felt her breathing deepen. They hadn’t been in class together for long, but something about him drove her wild.

Then his gaze met hers, and he roamed to the seat beside her. Right before he got there, a girl with her nose half-buried in a book came up behind her, and dropped her bag into the empty space.

Immediately, Justine sat up taller. She felt her whole body shifting into this subtle space she’d found she had within herself, one where she could tell people what to do, and they automatically listened. 

It wasn’t something she was totally proud of. It almost felt slimy, like she was sliding into a lizard suit. On occasions like this, though, it came in handy, even if it felt borderline uncontrollable.

Leaning over to her deskmate, she whispered, “You don’t really think this is a good place to sit, do you? Can you even see the board?”

The girl looked at her in alarm, and then at the front of the room, like she hadn’t actually considered it. “I...guess so?”

Justine shook her head, pointing to a spot farther up. From the corner of her eye, she studied Aiden, praying he wouldn’t sit down somewhere else until she’d finished. 

“You’re too short to see any of the important stuff,” Justine whispered to the girl. “Try going over there. That guy won’t mind, and you’ll be happier when you’re not squinting.”

For a breath-taking moment, the girl looked around, confused. “O-kay,” the girl said at last, finally getting up and taking her things with her. 

Justine waited until she’d tiptoed over to another set of chairs, whispering to the guys for a seat. Like clockwork, they moved their stuff out of the way. The moment the girl sat down, Justine looked up, catching Aiden’s eye. 

With a slight nod, she motioned to the open chair.

He blushed, ruffled his brunette hair, and then made his way over. “You’re too kind,” he whispered, sliding his books onto the desk.

“Friends help friends,” she said, twirling a long lock of curly hair around her finger. She could feel some of her suggestive capabilities from just moments ago falling off of her shoulders, but not all of them. 

In the past, she’d always talked to boys in this almost flirtatious way. That part of herself came back now, relishing in the fact that she could get them to listen to her by using what one of her moms called her “feminine wiles” with them. 

Part of her loved that she could use it on Aiden. Another part of her desperately wanted him to see through it. 

“Who else will share their notes with me when I fall asleep over Chaucer?” she asked. This time, the question came with an honesty that had less to do with her silver-tongued abilities, than just the fact that she liked him.

Aiden laughed, a quiet sound that made something wild in Justine’s chest settle down. “Only if you share your customary Twix with me.”

Justine reached into her bag, and held up the unopened candy bar. “Of course!” she said.

To her dismay, though, as soon as he sat down, the professor walked in, and class had started. She spent the entire time watching Aiden, studying the way he hunched over his notes, and kept his gaze on the board. By the end of the session, she only had maybe two lines of notes.

In her head, though, she already had a list of ways she could chat with him.

“Hey,” he said, turning to her as everyone was packing up. “Do you know what’s good on the lunch menu today? The caf’s so hit and miss...”

Justine waved a hand, already feeling herself slipping back into her old, suggestive tricks as she smirked and smoldered at him. Part of her wanted to stop it, desperate to know what he’d do if she let him in. 

Another part couldn’t help itself, and this part just took over, as if they were at a party, and she was trying to take control of the situation.

“Oh, you don’t want that food,” she said, easy as pie. “Even when it’s good, it’s crap. You’ve got better taste than that. Go to that new bagel place down the street,” she said, imagining the upscale place she always went when she went out for food.

Aiden stared at her for a long time, like he couldn’t understand what she was talking about, or why she’d mention it. “But I can’t afford it,” he said, plucking at his wear-worn t-shirt, and faded jeans. “That’s why I have a meal plan here. I thought you knew that, after I told you I can only buy thrift-store clothes.”

Justine rubbed his arm. “Oh, it’s not that much money. Your body will thank you for it,” she said. The words came so smoothly, and naturally, that she couldn’t help herself from saying them.

A second later, he pulled away from her, his face twisting with disgust. Justine froze under his glare. It scared and amazed her, being studied like that. 

Like he could see straight into her soul.

“No, I don’t think it will. And neither will my wallet,” he said, and got to his feet.
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STUNNED, JUSTINE GRABBED his arm. “No, wait!” she said, clinging on. 

His skin was warm, the hair there soft. It shocked her into silence for a second, realizing she was close enough to touch him. Realizing he was real, and human, as if that had somehow missed her completely.

Even more, she realized in that moment that he’d just dismissed her advice. No one had ever done that before, not that she could remember, anyway. And yet, he was looking at her now with the world’s softest gaze, even after being so affronted.

“It’s better at the bagel place. You’ll like it,” she said, her voice meek. The words came out of her before she could stop them, but the attempt was more half-assed than anything. 

She didn’t feel like her flirty self anymore. She just felt...normal. The strangeness of it put a pang of fear in her heart.

This time, he didn’t glare at her. He did look at her with great pity, though. “It’s okay, Justine. Really. I’ll just ask someone else. Clearly, you have the kind of money you that can just spend on pricey food whenever you want to. It’s fine, but it’s not for me.”

Justine stared at him, agog. She couldn’t even drag her gaze away as he put one book into his bag after another. 

Something in the air had changed. It was suddenly charged between them, pushing her away, and giving him space. The feel of it made her skin crawl. 

Then, for the first time since he’d come into the room, she felt the silver-tongued side of her falling back, out of place. It seemed to be running away, leaving her cold and empty, and alone, without it. 

“I’m…so sorry, Aiden,” she whispered, drooping a little in her seat. She felt herself getting slightly dizzy.

Once he’d finished packing his bag, he leaned in a bit, his face lined with concern. It was just enough space for them to talk intimately in the now-empty room. “What’s going on with you?” he whispered, his voice soft, but worried. “You’re usually such a nice person, but now you’re acting all weird and...I don’t know. Manipulative.”
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