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​About the Author  

SankulaHub writes clean, emotionally rich romance for readers who love heartfelt tension, character-driven connection, and stories where love grows through trust rather than shortcuts. With a focus on wholesome relationships, uplifting conflict, and meaningful personal growth, SankulaHub creates romance that is safe, sincere, and centered on the quiet courage it takes to be honest with your heart.

This young adult romance is written for readers who enjoy school settings, academic pressure, rival-to-romance chemistry, and tender emotional moments without explicit content. It celebrates ambition, kindness, friendship, second chances in small ways, and the beautiful surprise of discovering that the person standing across from you may understand you better than anyone standing beside you.
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​Dedication
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For every student who has ever measured their worth by a grade, a rank, a score, or a name at the top of a list.

May you learn that being brilliant is not the same as being alone.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Arden is seventeen, precise, organized, and known for finishing first before anyone else has even checked the instructions. She has spent years building her identity around perfect scores, clean notes, and calm answers, but the summer honors program arrives at the worst possible time. Her home life is shifting quietly, her confidence feels thinner than it looks, and the one person who can expose every crack in her polished image is the rival who keeps tying her score.

Reed is seventeen, steady, observant, and impossible to rattle in public. He does not brag when he wins, does not complain when he loses, and never seems as desperate as Arden feels, which makes him even more frustrating. Behind his quiet focus is a private pressure he refuses to explain, along with a habit of helping people before anyone notices they need it.

Celine is Arden’s closest friend in the honors program, warm, sharp, and brave enough to say the truth gently. She sees how hard Arden is trying to look fine and refuses to let her disappear inside her own standards.

Dorian is Reed’s longtime friend, funny without being careless and loyal without needing attention for it. He knows Reed’s silence better than most people know full conversations, and he notices the change in Reed whenever Arden enters the room.

Greta is the student coordinator for the summer honors cohort, practical, bright, and determined to make the program feel less like a pressure cooker. She believes competition can bring out excellence, but she is less impressed by winning than by who students become under pressure.

Tomas is part of the honors cohort and enjoys stirring harmless academic drama from the sidelines. He treats every leaderboard like sports commentary, which makes the rivalry between Arden and Reed feel even more public than either of them wants.
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The air-conditioning gave up during the second hour of orientation, which felt personal.

By then, the whiteboard markers had dried into pale streaks, the windows had been pushed open even though they only let in heavier heat, and thirty-seven honor students sat in the east wing seminar room pretending they were not slowly melting into their chairs.

I had prepared for everything else.

I had brought two sharpened pencils even though no one used pencils anymore, a blue pen and a black pen because some teachers had strong opinions, three highlighters arranged from softest to brightest, a folder labeled Summer Honors in clean printed letters, and a water bottle cold enough to sweat through the side pocket of my tote.

I had printed the reading packet, annotated the first eight pages, and memorized the program calendar before breakfast.

I had not prepared for Reed.

He sat two rows ahead and one seat to the left, angled just enough for me to see the side of his face whenever I looked up from my folder. Which I was not doing often. Which I was doing only because he had chosen the seat directly beneath the flickering ceiling fan, and the fan made a soft clicking sound every four turns, and that clicking sound kept dragging my eyes in his direction.

That was the official reason.

The unofficial reason was the leaderboard taped to the door.

It had been there when we walked in, printed on thick cream paper with the school crest at the top and the words Summer Honors Placement Index written in the sort of font adults used when they wanted stress to look prestigious. The list ranked everyone based on spring grades, entrance essays, teacher nominations, and the diagnostic exam from last month.

My name was first.

Reed’s name was first too.

Not second. Not close behind. Not tied in a way that rounded up or down depending on decimals.

First,

The same score. The same ranking. The same tiny line between everything I had worked for and everything I had not planned to share.

I had stared at it for three full seconds before Celine touched my elbow and whispered, “Your face just went very quiet.”

“My face is always quiet,” I whispered back.

“No,” she said. “Your normal quiet face says you’re focused. This quiet face says you’re about to reorganize the entire alphabet because someone put a letter too close to yours.”

I had not answered, because Reed had appeared beside the door at exactly that moment.

He read the list. He did not smile. He did not frown. He simply looked at both names, mine and his, as if the tie was a weather report.

Then he turned, caught me looking, and gave me a small nod.

A nod.

As if we had both arrived early to borrow the same library book.

As if the placement index had not just announced that my summer would be a controlled academic emergency.

Now he sat under the clicking fan, calm as notebook paper, while Greta explained the program expectations from the front of the room. She wore a yellow cardigan that somehow made her look cheerful instead of overheated, and every time she smiled, the room tried to believe her.

“The Summer Honors Bridge is not only about grades,” she said, tapping the stack of folders on the desk. “It is about initiative, collaboration, leadership, and your ability to bring classroom thinking into real community needs.”

A boy near the window made a quiet sound that might have been a laugh or heat exhaustion.

Greta kept smiling.

“This year, because of the citywide heat advisory, our service project will connect directly with the community cooling-center network. You will work in teams to design, organize, and present student-led support plans for families, seniors, and younger students affected by the heat.”

The room shifted. A few students sat straighter. Someone behind me whispered, “That’s actually kind of cool,” then paused and added, “Poor word choice.”

I opened my folder to a blank page and wrote Community Cooling Project across the top.

Beside it, I wrote leadership, presentation, measurable impact, and recommendation.

The final word made my fingers tighten around the pen.

The Founders Scholar recommendation was the real reason half of us had given up normal summer plans to sit in a hot classroom while other students were probably sleeping late, swimming, or forgetting what a rubric looked like. Only one student from the program would receive the recommendation for the regional academic fellowship. One. The kind of recommendation that did not simply say a student was responsible and hardworking, but proved it with a school seal, faculty signatures, and the quiet force of official belief.

I needed it.

Not wanted. Not hoped for. Needed.

My mother had said we would talk about senior-year costs later, in the soft careful voice she used when bills sat unopened on the kitchen counter. Later usually meant she was trying to protect me from something until she had no choice but to say it out loud.

I had pretended not to notice.

I was good at pretending when the alternative was panic.

Greta lifted one folder from the stack. “Your first assignment begins today. You will receive your partner pairings, your preliminary project route, and your interview schedule. The first evaluation will happen at the end of this week.”

A low wave of voices moved through the room.

Celine leaned toward me. “Partner pairings?”

I kept my eyes on the page. “Probably based on project interest.”

“Or personality balance.”

“That is not a real metric.”

“It should be. You would be paired with someone relaxing.”

“I am relaxing.”

Celine gave me a sideways look.

“I relax efficiently,” I said.

She pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh.

Greta began calling names. Each pair rose to collect a folder, then moved to the hallway where the air was somehow even warmer but at least less crowded. I listened carefully, marking the pattern. Some pairings matched students from different schools. Some paired STEM students with debate students. Some matched people who looked thrilled. Some looked like they had already begun grieving.

Reed did not turn around once.

That bothered me more than it should have.

He should have been nervous. At least curious. At least human enough to glance toward the other person tied with him for first place and wonder whether the program would be cruel enough to put us together.

Unless he already knew it would.

My pen stopped moving.

The thought arrived so sharply that I looked up.

At the exact same moment, Reed looked back.

Not a full turn. Just enough for his eyes to find mine across the heated room.

The fan clicked above him.

Once. Twice.

His expression did not change, but something in his gaze did. It became less distant, less polite. Almost apologetic.

My stomach gave a small, irritated twist.

No.

No, absolutely not.

Greta looked down at the folder in her hands. “Arden and Reed.”

Celine inhaled beside me like she had just watched a glass fall from a shelf.

The room did not go silent, but it changed. A few heads turned. Tomas, sitting near the windows, whispered something that sounded suspiciously like “first-place showdown,” and someone else smothered a laugh.

I stood before my chair could scrape too loudly.

Reed stood too.

He reached the front first, of course, because apparently even walking to collect a folder had become a competition my legs had not been warned about. He accepted the folder from Greta, then waited.

Waited.

Not in a smug way. Not in a fake-gentleman way. He simply held the folder so I could take one side of it too.

I hated that I noticed.

I hated it more than I hesitated.

Greta’s eyes moved between us with the calm awareness of someone who had absolutely done this on purpose. “You two have the highest combined academic index in the cohort,” she said quietly enough that only we could hear. “Your project route is the hardest, but it also has the strongest leadership potential.”

My pulse stepped out of rhythm.

Reed’s fingers remained on the folder’s edge. Mine closed around the opposite side.

For one second, the folder connected us.

For one second, neither of us let go.

Then Reed said, “We can handle it.”

We.

Not me.

Don't worry.

We.

The word landed wrong. Or maybe it landed too well.

I looked at him. “That depends on whether you actually read instructions before deciding you can handle them.”

His mouth almost curved. Almost. “I read them.”

“Fast?”

“Thoroughly.”

“That was not my question.”

“It was your concern.”

Behind us, Greta made a sound that was either a cough or the beginning of a laugh.

I pulled the folder gently, and Reed released it at once. That annoyed me too, because I had expected resistance and instead got manners.

We moved into the hallway, where the lockers reflected long strips of afternoon light and the heat pressed against the walls like an invisible crowd. Other pairs had already opened their folders, comparing routes, schedules, and evaluation sheets. Someone groaned about public speaking. Someone else asked if interviews counted toward the final score.

I carried our folder to the windowsill near the stairwell and opened it before Reed could suggest anything.

Inside was a packet clipped in perfect order.

Community Cooling Project. Student Support Route. Senior Center Interview. Elementary Summer Lunch Program. Emergency Supply Drive. Final Honors Showcase. Leadership Evaluation. Founders Scholar Consideration.

I read faster.

Then slower.

Then once more, because the problem was not that I misunderstood.

The problem was that I understood perfectly.

Reed stood beside me, close enough that I could sense him reading the page without leaning into my space. He smelled faintly like clean cotton and sun-warmed paper, which was a ridiculous thing to notice about a person currently threatening my academic future by existing.

“The final showcase score counts for forty percent,” I said.

“Yes.”

“The service log counts for twenty.”

“Yes.”

“The interview reflection counts for fifteen.”

“Yes.”

“And peer collaboration counts for twenty-five.”

Reed was quiet for half a breath. “That appears to be what it says.”

I looked at him. “Peer collaboration.”

“Yes.”

“As in, if one of us is impossible, both of us lose points.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “Are you warning me or confessing?”

“I’m clarifying the stakes.”

“That sounds like a warning.”

“It sounds like reading.”

“It sounds like you’re very good at making reading feel like warning.”

I shut the folder.

A mistake. The motion was too sharp, and the sound cracked through the hallway. Two students glanced over. Celine, standing with her own partner near the water fountain, widened her eyes at me in a way that clearly meant please do not academically combust before lunch.

I lowered my voice. “I care about this.”

Reed’s expression softened, and somehow that was worse than if he had smirked. “I know.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know you rewrote the orientation agenda in your notebook because Greta skipped item three.”

Heat climbed into my face, which was unfair because the building was already doing enough.

“I did not rewrite it,” I said.

“You corrected the sequence.”

“That is different.”

“It was in a purple pen.”

I stared at him.

He looked back, calm and unbearable.

“You were looking at my notebook?”

“You were sitting behind me. Your notebook was visible.”

“So you watch visible notebooks?”

“Only when they’re correcting authority.”

“I was not correcting authority.”

“You wrote ‘missing transition’ in the margin.”

The heat in my face became something brighter and more dangerous.

I had written that.

In very small letters.

I looked away first, which felt like losing a point in a category no one had officially created.

Across the hallway, Greta clapped once to gather attention. “Everyone, before you leave today, check the last page of your folder. That page includes your first individual reflection question. Please answer honestly. It will not be graded for perfection, only for self-awareness.”

I opened the folder again because work was safer than Reed’s eyes.

The last page held one question centered in the middle.

What are you afraid your partner will discover about you?

For a moment, the hallway lost its noise.

The heat, the whispers, the scrape of sneakers on tile, Celine’s concerned glance from across the hall, Tomas narrating someone else’s project route like it was a championship bracket, all of it pulled back.

I could not write the truth.

I could barely look at it.

Because the answer arrived too quickly.

That I am not calm.

That I am not sure.

That if I stop being first, I do not know who I am supposed to be.

Reed’s gaze was on the page too. He did not make a joke. He did not read it aloud. He only became very still.

Something told me his answer had arrived quickly too.

The warning bell rang, startling half the hallway into motion.

I closed the folder before either of us could speak.

Reed looked at me. “We should meet before tomorrow.”

“I have work after this.”

“At the library?”

I narrowed my eyes. “How would you know that?”

“You mentioned it during introductions.”

“I said I help with shelving twice a week.”

“At the library.”

“That does not mean you know my schedule.”

“No,” he said. “It means I listen.”

The words were not loud. They were not dramatic. They should not have felt like a hand placed gently over a bruise.

I looked down at the folder between us.

“We can meet at four-thirty,” I said. “Twenty minutes. Main library. Public table.”

His mouth did the almost-smile again. “Were you worried I’d suggest a secret table?”

“I was worried you’d suggest wasting time.”

“I won’t.”

I believed him.

That was the problem.

Celine called my name from the end of the hall, and I stepped back, tightening my grip on the folder.

Reed let me keep it.

Again.

As if he did not need to prove he had an equal claim.

As if he already knew the score and was waiting for me to notice the game had changed.

I walked toward Celine, but before I reached her, Reed said, “Arden.”

I turned.

He stood beneath the long window light, one hand on the strap of his backpack, the other empty at his side. The hallway moved around him, but he stayed still.

“I’m not trying to take first place from you,” he said.

I should have been relieved.

Instead, something inside me sharpened.

“Then what are you trying to take?”

His face changed then.

Not much. Just enough.

The calm slipped, and for the first time all morning, Reed looked less like the person standing in my way and more like someone trapped behind his own locked door.

“Maybe nothing,” he said.

It was the least convincing answer I had ever heard from someone who always sounded certain.

The bell rang again, longer this time.

Celine reached my side and touched my arm, but I barely felt it.

Because Reed had looked away too fast.

Because the question on the reflection page still burned behind my eyes.

Because the boy tied with me for first place had just lied badly enough for me to know one thing for sure.

This summer was not only going to test whether I could beat him.

It was going to test whether I could survive understanding him.
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​Chapter 1: The Public Table
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By four-twenty, the public table looked too public.

It sat in the middle of the main library’s teen section, under the hanging paper sunbursts the children’s librarian had made for the summer reading display. Orange and yellow cardstock dangled above the table in cheerful loops, bright enough to look like they were mocking the heat outside. The library windows were glazed with late-afternoon glare, and every time someone walked through the front doors, a stripe of hot air slipped in before the doors sighed shut again.

I had chosen the table on purpose.

It was wide, visible from the circulation desk, and impossible to make awkward. Nothing private could happen at a table surrounded by study guides, graphic novels, squeaky book carts, and a display titled Beat the Heat With a Book. We would sit, review the assignment, divide tasks, and leave with a plan neat enough to survive both Reed and the weather.

That was the goal.

A clean plan. A clean distance. A clean reminder that being paired with him did not mean being tangled with him.

I placed the project folder exactly in the center of the table and squared it with the edge. Then I moved it half an inch to the left because the table had an old scratch near the corner, and the folder looked better when it did not line up with damage.

“Arden,” Celine said from behind the returns cart, “you are organizing the furniture with your eyes.”

“I’m making sure the space is useful.”

“You’re glaring at a table.”

“It started unevenly.”

“The table?”

“The energy.”

Celine leaned her elbows on the cart handle and studied me with the soft, amused patience that made her a dangerous friend. She had finished her own program meeting early because her partner believed planning meant agreeing with whatever Celine said and then asking if there would be snacks. She said this was either perfect or suspicious.

I had spent the first forty minutes after orientation shelving paperbacks with more force than necessary, then checking the clock so often that even the library seemed to notice. The brass clock above the front desk had never ticked that loudly before. Every minute sounded like a warning.

Celine tilted her head. “You know he’s just a person, right?”

“I know.”

“A seventeen-year-old person.”

“I know that too.”

“Not a mysterious academic storm cloud sent to ruin your summer.”

I looked at her.

She lifted both hands. “Fine. A mysterious academic drizzle.”

“He tied my placement score.”

“Which means he studied. Tragic.”

“He also noticed I corrected the orientation agenda.”

“You did correct the orientation agenda.”

“In my own notebook.”

“With your purple pen of justice.”

I closed my eyes briefly. “You are not helping.”

“I am helping. I’m reminding you that maybe the problem isn’t Reed.”

My eyes opened.

Celine’s smile softened before it disappeared. “Maybe the problem is that you’ve been carrying too much in your backpack and calling it ambition.”

The words were gentle. That was why they hurt.

I looked down at the folder. My name and Reed’s name had been written together on the tab in Greta’s neat handwriting. Arden and Reed. Alphabetical, probably. Practical, probably. Still, my name had never looked less like mine than it did beside his.

“My backpack is fine,” I said.

Celine did not argue. She rarely pushed when she knew the truth had already landed. Instead, she rolled the cart toward the children’s room and called softly over her shoulder, “Try not to make him submit a request form before speaking.”

“I make no promises.”

At four-twenty-seven, I opened the folder and reviewed the contents again. Project route. Interview schedule. Service log. Evaluation categories. Showcase guidelines. Individual reflection page.

I did not look at the reflection question.

I flipped past it too quickly, as if speed could keep it from existing.

At four-twenty-nine, Reed walked in.

I saw him before he saw me, which should have felt like an advantage and did not. He paused inside the entrance, letting the cool library air settle around him. His hair was slightly damp at the edges, like he had walked through the heat fast enough to regret it but not fast enough to show distress. He wore a navy T-shirt, clean sneakers, and a backpack with one strap looped over his shoulder. Nothing about him looked dramatic. Nothing about him looked like a boy about to disturb someone’s entire ranking system.

Then his eyes found me.

He did not wave. He only gave that same small nod from orientation, and somehow the quietness of it traveled across the room more effectively than a wave would have.

I looked back at the folder.

Not because I was nervous.

Because the folder was important.

Reed reached the table at exactly four-thirty.

Of course he did.

“You’re on time,” I said.

“You sound disappointed.”

“I’m recalculating.”

He pulled out the chair opposite me but did not sit yet. “Should I come back late?”

“No.”

“Early?”

“No.”

“So punctuality is acceptable?”

“For now.”

He sat, and the chair made a soft scrape against the carpeted floor. Not too loud. Not careless. Even his chair understood restraint.

He set his backpack beside him and took out a notebook, a pen, and the program packet. No loose papers. No crushed corners. No chaotic evidence that he was secretly less prepared than he looked.

I hated how relieved I was.

“I read the folder,” he said.

“So did I.”

“Twice?”

“Three times.”

His mouth almost did that almost-smile again. “Then I should catch up.”

I reached into my tote and took out my own notebook. “We have twenty minutes.”

“I thought we had until five.”

“I said twenty minutes.”

“You also said the main library, public table.”

“That part seems accurate.”

“I assumed the twenty minutes was defensive.”

“It was realistic.”

“It can be both.”

I looked up.

Reed’s expression was calm, but not blank. That was the problem with him. He made calmness look like a locked room with warm light under the door. You could tell something was inside. You just could not tell what.

“We need a working plan,” I said. “Not personality analysis.”

“Agreed.”

“Good.”

I clicked my pen. The sound was sharper than I meant it to be. A boy at the next table looked up from his comic, then looked away.

I opened a fresh page. “The project has three immediate parts. Tomorrow morning, we will visit the senior center to interview staff about cooling needs. By Thursday, we need a student support proposal for the elementary lunch program. By Friday, we submit a service supply plan with estimated costs, item sources, volunteer roles, and presentation format.”

Reed listened without interrupting.

That should have helped. Instead, it made me fill the quiet too quickly.

“The final honors showcase will probably reward measurable impact and clarity, so we should create a structure now. I can handle the written proposal, cost estimates, presentation outline, and final packet. You can handle interviews and maybe volunteer coordination, if you’re comfortable with that.”

His pen paused.

I kept mine moving. “I’ll build a timeline tonight and share it tomorrow. For the first interview, I’ll lead questions related to program needs, resources, gaps, and measurable outcomes. You can ask follow-up questions after that. For the elementary route, I’ll draft the support plan, and you can review before submission.”

I stopped because the silence had changed.

Reed was still looking at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Was that a plan or a takeover?”

Heat touched the back of my neck. “It was an efficient task split.”

“For both of us?”

“Yes.”

“In this plan, what do I lead?”

“I said interviews and coordination.”

“You said you would lead the questions.”

“For consistency.”

“And I would ask for follow-ups.”

“Yes.”

“So I lead the leftovers.”

“That is not what I said.”

“It is what you designed.”

The public table became very public.

A woman near the magazine rack turned a page. The front desk scanner beeped twice. Somewhere in the children’s room, a little kid laughed at a volume that made no sense in a library and somehow did not get corrected.

I set my pen down carefully. “I am trying to make sure we do well.”

“I know.”

“You keep saying that like it makes you reasonable.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No. It makes you sound like you’ve already decided I’m predictable.”

“Are you?”

The question was quiet.

It should not have bothered me.

I had spent years becoming predictable in the best ways. Predictable meant teachers trusted me. Predictable meant assignments were early, answers were accurate, grades stayed high, and no one had to wonder if I could handle pressure. Predictable meant safe.

But from Reed, the word sounded like a window I had not noticed was open.

“I’m prepared,” I said.

“That wasn’t the question.”

“That's the answer I’m giving.”

His gaze dropped briefly to my notebook, then returned to my face. “I don’t want leftovers, Arden.”

The sound of my name in his voice startled me more than it should have. Not because no one said my name, but because he said it like he was placing it carefully on the table between us, not using it as a point in an argument.

“I didn’t call them leftovers,” I said.

“No. You made them leftovers politely.”

I looked away, which was dangerous because the library gave me too many places to put my eyes. The summer reading poster. The water fountain. The checkout desk. Celine pretends not to watch from behind a cart of board books.

I lowered my voice. “If we lose points because we waste time negotiating every detail, that hurts both of us.”

“If we lose points because one of us is only pretending to collaborate, that also hurts both of us.”

My fingers curled lightly around the edge of my notebook.

He was right.

That was incredibly inconvenient.

I leaned back. “Fine. What do you want to lead?”

“The senior center interview.”

“I already said you could coordinate.”

“I said lead.”

“You don’t know my questions.”

“I read the route packet. I made my own.”

He opened his notebook and turned it toward me.

His handwriting was small, clean, and annoyingly easy to read. He had divided the page into sections without needing highlighters or labels. Staff needs. Resident concerns. Heat-risk patterns. Student support ideas. Existing resources. Follow-up actions. At the bottom, he had written three questions that made my throat tighten.

Who is most likely to stay quiet when they need help?

What would make support feel respectful instead of embarrassing?

What do students misunderstand about helping?

I did not say anything.

Reed’s voice stayed even. “If we only ask what supplies people need, we’ll get a list. If we ask what makes help hard to accept, we might build something they’ll actually use.”

The room felt warmer.

Not because the air-conditioning had failed here too. It had not. The library was one of the few places in town still cool enough for people to linger without pretending they needed a book.

It felt warmer because I had underestimated him.

Not his score. Not his preparation. Him.

That was worse.

I looked down at his questions. “Those are good.”

His fingers shifted slightly on the table, like he had not expected me to say it.

“Thank you,” he said.

I opened my notebook to a new page because the old plan had become evidence. “You lead the senior center interview. I’ll take notes and ask resource questions after yours.”

“Good.”

“I lead the written proposal.”

“Good.”

“We co-lead the presentation outline.”

He considered that. “Agreed.”

“And neither of us makes decisions that affect final scoring without telling the other.”

“Agreed.”

“And you do not silently rearrange the project and then say something calm when I notice.”

His eyes sharpened with amusement. “Was I going to?”

“You seem like the type.”

“What type is that?”

“The type who makes one small suggestion and suddenly the entire plan is better, which is very irritating.”

The almost-smile became real for half a second.

It changed his face.

Not in a dramatic way. Not enough for anyone across the room to notice. But I noticed, and that annoyed me because I had not given myself permission to collect details about him.

“Noted,” he said.

I pointed my pen at him. “Do not say notes like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re storing it for later.”

“I was storing it for later.”

“Then definitely don’t.”

He looked down at his notebook, but his smile had not completely left. “Agreed.”

For a few minutes, we worked.

Actually, it worked.

Not performing productivity. Not battled with polite words. I worked.

Reed read the route packet again while I made a cleaner task grid in my notebook. He suggested we ask the senior center whether volunteers should bring supplies directly or organize drop-off stations. I suggested we include a student-made heat-safety card for families picking up lunch at the elementary site. He added that it should be translated if the school already had language support. I wrote that down, then pretended I had already been about to think of it.

The strange part was how quickly the project became better with both of us touching it.

I could feel the shape of it changing from assignment to something real. Not just a way to win the recommendation. Not just a category on a rubric. There were people at the other end of the plan. Seniors sitting in overheated apartments because asking for help felt like admitting weakness. Little kids walking home from lunch under a sun that made the pavement shimmer. Families decide whether to spend money on fans, bus rides, or groceries.

My pen slowed.

Reed noticed. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You looked different.”

“I was thinking.”

“That is your usual look.”

“This was a different thought.”

He waited.

I hated that he waited well.

I tapped my pen once against the notebook. “We should make sure the supply drive doesn’t feel like charity.”

His gaze held mine.

The word charity sat between us, too heavy for the thin library table.

“My mom hates accepting help,” I said before I could stop myself.

Reed did not move.

I had not meant to say my mom. I had meant people. Families. The general, safe, anonymous version of need that could be discussed academically. The kind that looked good in presentations because it had no kitchen table, no unopened envelopes, no mother standing at the sink with her shoulders too still.

I looked back at the page quickly. “I mean, some people do. It can feel embarrassing. So the project should be framed as community cooling support, not donations for people who can’t manage.”

Reed’s voice was gentle. “That makes sense.”

Nothing else.

No question. No sympathetic face. No sudden attempt to become personal.

Just four words that gave me room to breathe.

I underlined community cooling support twice. The line came out darker than the rest.

Across the room, Celine’s shift ended. She passed our table with her bag over one shoulder and glanced at me in a way that asked whether I was alive. I gave her a tiny nod. She glanced at Reed, then at our notebooks, then back at me with the faintest lift of her eyebrows.

I narrowed my eyes on her.

She smiled like she knew something I had not approved of.

Then she left.

The library felt quieter after that, though nothing had really changed.

At four-fifty-eight, I should have closed the folder.

Instead, Reed and I were still arguing softly over whether the final presentation should open with data or a personal quote from the senior center interview.

“Data first establishes credibility,” I said.

“A quote first establishes why the data matters,” Reed said.

“Judges like structure.”

“People remember people.”

“People also remember unclear presentations badly.”

“Then we make it clear.”

I looked at him. “You say things like they’re easy.”

“You say things like they can only be safe if they’re difficult.”

The words landed before I could shield against them.

I sat back.

Reed’s expression changed as soon as he realized what he had said. “I didn’t mean that as an insult.”

“It sounded like one.”

“I know.”

“Then why say it?”

“Because I think it might be true.”

The old Arden would have had an answer ready. The perfect sharp one. The one that made people laugh lightly and move on, leaving me unexamined.

But the table was too quiet. Reed’s face was too honest. My own notebook was open to a page where I had written control beside task distribution without realizing it.

I closed the notebook halfway.

“You don’t know what safe costs,” I said.

Reed looked at me for a long moment.

“No,” he said. “I know what it costs me.”

The air shifted again.

Not a confession. Not quite. More like a door opening only wide enough to show darkness inside.

I waited for him to say more.

He did not.

A younger boy in a green T-shirt appeared at the end of our table with a stack of books nearly as tall as his chest. His chin wobbled as he tried to keep them balanced. Before I could move, Reed stood and caught the top two books as they slid.

“Got them,” he said.

The boy looked relieved and embarrassed at once. “They’re for my brother too.”

“Good picks,” Reed said, glancing at the covers. “Dragons, space, and one suspicious hamster.”

The boy’s eyes brightened. “The hamster is a detective.”

“That checks out.”

“I need to take them to my mom, but I can’t carry them all.”

“I can help you to the desk.”

Reed gathered half the stack without making it a performance. He did not look around to see who noticed. He did not make a joke for attention. He simply followed the boy to the checkout desk, carrying picture books and middle-grade adventures like that was exactly where he had planned to be at five in the afternoon.

I watched him.

I should not have.

But there was something quietly unsettling about kindness that did not ask to be witnessed.

It was easier when rivals were arrogant. Arrogance gives you a clean surface to push against. You could sharpen yourself on it. You could decide they deserved to lose.

Reed returned a minute later and sat down as if nothing had happened.

I looked at my notebook.

“You’re good with kids,” I said.

“My little cousin visits a lot.”

“Oh.”

“She reads books from the end first.”

I glanced up despite myself. “That is upsetting.”

“I told her that.”

“What did she say?”

“That ending is less stressful when you know who survives.”

A laugh slipped out before I could stop it.

It was small. Barely there. But it was real.

Reed looked at me.

I pressed my lips together and reached for the folder. “We should finalize tomorrow’s interview route.”

“Of course.”

But his eyes stayed warmer than before.

I hated that I had given him that. Not because he had done anything wrong with it, but because I had not planned to give him anything at all.

We spent the next fifteen minutes building the interview outline together. His questions stayed people-centered. Mine stayed structured. The combination was annoyingly strong. By the time we finished, the plan looked less like mine or his and more like something that could actually help.

At five-seventeen, the library phone rang at the front desk.

I ignored it.

Then the librarian called, “Arden, your mom is on line two. She said your phone isn’t going through.”

My stomach tightened so fast my pen rolled from my hand.

Reed looked up.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, too quickly.

I stood and walked to the desk, aware of every step because I could feel Reed not watching me too obviously. The librarian handed me the receiver with a soft smile and moved away.

“Mom?” I said quietly.

There was a pause, then the faint sound of air moving, like she was standing outside somewhere. “Hi, honey. Are you still at the library?”

“Yes. I’m working on the honors project.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

That sentence always made my chest hurt. My mother apologized before giving bad news, as if being the messenger made her responsible for the storm.

“It’s okay,” I said. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

Which meant something had.

I turned slightly away from the room. “Mom.”

She sighed, and the sound came through thin and tired. “The car won’t start again. I’m waiting near the clinic. I already called for a tow estimate, but it’s more than I expected.”

The library around me became too bright.

The front desk flyers blurred at the edges. Summer reading sign-ups. Volunteer schedule. Cooling center hours. All of them are cheerful, helpful, ordinary. Nothing matched the cold drop in my stomach.

“Are you safe?” I asked.

“Yes, I’m safe. I’m under the awning. I just wanted to let you know I may be late, and I don’t want you walking home in this heat.”

“I can take the bus.”

“No. It’s too hot, and you’ll have your bag.”

“I can handle it.”

“I know you can.” Her voice softened in a way that made the words heavier. “That’s not the point.”

I gripped the edge of the desk. “How much is the tow?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“How much?”

“Arden.”

“Mom.”

Another pause.

Then she told me.

The number was not huge in the way adults on television talked about it. It was not dramatic. It was the kind of number that ruined a week quietly. The kind that made grocery lists shorter. The kind that was made later became not now and not now become please do not ask.

I closed my eyes.

“I can use some of my library money,” I said.

“No.”

“I have it saved.”

“For senior-year fees.”

“I can replace it.”

“No, Arden. I didn’t call for that.”

“Then why did you call?”

The words came out sharper than I meant.

Silence moved through the phone.

I opened my eyes, guilt already rising.

Mom’s voice stayed gentle. “Because you’re my daughter, and I wanted you to know why I’m late.”

I swallowed.

The worst part of pressure was that it made love feel like another assignment you could fail.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“I know. Don’t be sorry. Just stay inside until I call again. Please.”

“Okay.”

“And drink water.”

“I will.”

“And don’t skip dinner because you’re worried.”

I looked back toward the table.

Reed was not staring. He had turned slightly away and was writing in his notebook, giving me privacy so deliberately that it made my throat ache.

“I won’t,” I said.

Mom exhaled softly. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

I hung up carefully, as if the phone might crack if I set it down too hard.

For a moment, I stayed at the desk with my hand still on the receiver. The library air hummed around me. Cool, steady, false. Outside, the heat waited. Somewhere across town, my mother waited too, standing under a clinic awning with a dead car and a bill she did not want me to see.

And tomorrow morning, I would sit across from staff at a senior center and ask what made support feel respectful instead of embarrassing.

I almost laughed.

Instead, I pressed my fingers under my eyes once, hard enough to stop anything foolish, and returned to the table.

Reed did not ask if everything was okay.

That was kind.

It was also unbearable.

“We should finish,” I said, sitting down.

“We have enough for tomorrow.”

“I said finish.”

My voice had changed. I heard it. Reed heard it too.

He looked at me, and whatever he saw made him close his notebook slowly. “Arden.”

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to ask if you want to take five minutes.”

“No.”

“Okay.”

The easy acceptance should have helped.

It did not.

I opened the folder and pulled out the service log sheet with too much force. The paper bent near the corner.

Reed’s eyes dropped to it.

I smoothed it quickly.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“I didn’t ask.”

“I know what people ask when they don’t ask.”

His gaze returned to mine. “Maybe I’m not a person.”

“That is exactly the kind of thing people say when they want to be treated differently.”

“And you treat everyone the same?”

“Yes.”

He did not answer right away.

Then he said, “No, you don’t.”

Something in my chest tightened.

“You don’t know me,” I said again, but this time it sounded less like a boundary and more like a wish.

Reed’s voice stayed low. “You treat people like they’re allowed to need things. You just don’t treat yourself that way.”

The words reached too accurately.

I stood so fast my chair bumped the carpeted floor behind me.

“I have to reshelve the returns from the front desk.”

“Your shift ended.”

“I still help.”

“Arden.”

“Stop saying my name like that.”

He stood too, not quickly, not crowding me. “Like what?”

“Like you’re trying to make me hear myself.”

For once, Reed had no immediate answer.

Good.

I gathered the folder, but one page slid out and drifted under the table. I bent to grab it at the same time he did. Our hands reached for the paper together. His fingers stopped before touching mine.

The paper had turned faceup.

The reflection question stared back.

What are you afraid your partner will discover about you?

Below it, not in my handwriting, was a line written in Reed’s clean, quiet script.

That I already know how it feels to be first and still disappoint everyone.

I froze.

Reed snatched the page, but not angrily. More like a person catching something fragile after it had fallen from too high.

For a second, neither of us moved.

The library sounds came back one by one. Pages turning. Footsteps near the nonfiction shelves. A cart wheel squeaking. Someone asking about printer money at the front desk.

Reed folded the page once, then stopped, as if even folding it felt wrong.

“I didn’t mean to see that,” I said.

“I know.”

“I thought it was mine.”

“I know.”

His face had gone pale in a way the heat could not explain.

The line would not leave my mind.

First and still disappoint everyone.

It made no sense with the version of Reed I had built. Calm Reed. Capable Reed. Reed who noticed missing agenda transitions and carried books for little kids and wrote interview questions that reached past the obvious.

Maybe that was why it hurt to see it.

Because suddenly he looked less like a rival standing on my side of the scoreboard and more like someone who had been standing under a different weight the entire time.

“I won’t say anything,” I said.

His eyes lifted to mine.

“I mean it,” I added.

“I believe you.”

The answer was immediate.

Too immediate.

Trust from Reed did not feel like a prize. It felt like being handed something breakable before I had proven I would not drop it.

My grip tightened around our folder. “You don’t have to believe me that quickly.”

“I don’t do most things quickly.”

“I noticed.”

His mouth almost moved, but the almost-smile did not arrive.

Instead, he looked down at the folded reflection page. “My old school had a winter academic invitational last year. I was supposed to win the final round.”

“Supposed to?”

“Everyone said so.”

The words were simple. The space around them was not.

“What happened?” I asked before I could decide not to.

Reed’s thumb pressed lightly against the folded page. “I won.”

I stared at him, confused.

He looked toward the windows, where the late sun had turned the glass a deep, burning gold. “And the person who needed the scholarship more than I did came in second.”

“That wasn’t your fault.”

“No.”

But he did not say it like he believed it.

I waited.

This time, he did not fill the silence.

Maybe he had already said more than he meant to. Maybe I had already seen too much. Maybe first place was not a crown for him either. Maybe it was a room with no windows, and every time someone applauded, the walls moved closer.

“I need the recommendation,” I said.

The confession left me before I could soften it.

Reed looked back at me.

I should have stopped there. I should have let the sentence stand plain and practical. But his folded page sat between us, and my mother’s tired voice was still in my ear, and the public table did not feel as safe as it had at four-thirty.

“My mom is trying not to tell me how tight everything is,” I said. “I’m trying not to tell her I know. Senior year is expensive. College applications are expensive. Everything is a fee now. Transcript requests, tests, graduation things, the stuff they call optional until everyone else has it.” I swallowed. “So yes. I need the recommendation. I need whatever doors it opens. And I know that probably makes me intense and predictable and difficult to collaborate with, but I can’t pretend this is just a summer project.”

Reed did not look away.

I almost wished he would.

“I wasn’t going to ask you to pretend,” he said.

My eyes stung.

I hated it.

Not him. Not exactly. I hated that the kindness in his voice made me feel closer to crying than the problem itself.

“I don’t want pity,” I said.

“You don’t have it.”

“Good.”

“You have my respect.”

That was worse.

Respect required me to stand still and receive it.

I looked down at my notebook because paper was easier than his face. “We’re still competing.”

“Yes.”

“I’m still trying to win.”

“I know.”

“And I’m not going to become less serious just because we had one weirdly honest conversation in a library.”

This time, the almost-smile returned, faint but real. “I was not expecting your personality to evaporate.”

“Good.”

“I’d be concerned if it did.”

A laugh pressed against my chest, but I trapped it before it escaped. Barely.

Reed slipped his reflection page back into his notebook. I pretended not to watch the careful way he tucked it away, as if hiding it could undo the fact that I knew one of his locked doors existed.

At the front desk, the librarian announced that the cooling center hours had been extended until seven because of the heat advisory. A few people shifted in their seats. An older man near the newspapers folded his paper and leaned back with closed eyes. A mother guided two little kids toward the water fountain, one hand resting lightly on each of their shoulders.

The project did not feel like a project anymore.

It felt like the town had been quietly waiting for us to stop treating it as a scoring opportunity.

I sat down again.

Reed sat too.

For a minute, neither of us spoke. Then I opened my notebook and turned to the presentation page.

“Quote first,” I said.

Reed looked at me.

I kept my eyes on the paper. “For the showcase. We open with a real voice, if the senior center gives permission. Then we use data.”

His expression changed slowly, as if he knew better than to make too much of the concession.

“Agreed,” he said.

“And for the supply drive, we use dignity language. Community cooling kits. Not donation bags.”

“Agreed.”

“And we should include student volunteers as delivery support only if the center says it’s appropriate. Otherwise, collection and sorting.”

“Agreed.”

I glanced up. “You are agreeing a lot.”

“You’re making strong points.”

“That better not be a strategy.”

“It’s not.”

“Because if you start agreeing just to make me less defensive, I’ll notice.”

“I know.”

There it was again. I know.

But this time it did not feel like he had trapped me inside a pattern. It felt like he had paid attention and decided not to use what he saw as a weapon.

My phone buzzed in my tote.

I stiffened.

Reed noticed but said nothing.

I took it out and read the message from Mom. She had managed to get the car to a small garage nearby. The tow cost would be lower than the first estimate. She told me to stay at the library until she called again, and she added that there was pasta in the fridge if I got home first.

The ordinary detail nearly undid me.

Pasta in the fridge. A dead car. A scholarship recommendation. A boy across from me who had once won and still looked haunted by it.

I typed back slowly, folding the message into a sentence instead of a panic. I told her I was safe at the library, that I would drink water, and that I loved her. I did not mention money. I did not mention Reed. I did not mention that the world felt as if it had shifted three inches while I was trying to keep everything aligned.

When I put the phone away, Reed was looking at the project page.

“We can make the proposal stronger,” he said.

I blinked. “What?”

“The supply plan. If we ask local stores for small contributions, we should also offer student-made heat-safety displays they can keep near the entrance. That way it’s not just asking. It's an exchange.”

I stared at him.

“What?” he asked.

“That is extremely useful.”

His face remained composed, but something in his eyes warmed. “I’ll try not to let it happen again.”

The laugh escaped this time.

Soft. Brief. Dangerous.

Reed heard it.

Of course he did.

His smile appeared fully, and the library around us seemed to become too bright again, but in a different way. Not glare. Not heat. Something closer to the moment before rain, when the air holds its breath and every leaf turns its underside toward the sky.

Then Tomas appeared beside our table.

“Wow,” he said, looking between us. “The co-champions are smiling. Should I alert Greta or is this part of the evaluation?”

My smile disappeared.

Reed leaned back. “Do you need something?”

“Only confirmation that the first-place alliance is real.”

“It’s a project partnership,” I said.

“Sure,” Tomas said. “That sounds much less dramatic.”

“It is less dramatic.”

“You closed a folder very dramatically this morning.”

“That was acoustics.”

Tomas grinned. “Greta wants everyone still here to check their email. She sent an update.”

My stomach tightened again. “What update?”

He lifted his phone. “Tomorrow’s senior center visit got moved earlier. Also, because of the heat advisory, the town is opening an extra cooling site at the elementary gym. Our cohort has to help prepare info tables by tomorrow afternoon.”

Reed reached for his phone.

I reached for mine.

The email loaded slowly, each second stretching thin. When it opened, I read it twice because once was not enough to make the words less serious.

The schedule had changed. Our pair, because of our route, would attend the senior center interview in the morning, prepare the first cooling support table by midafternoon, and submit a revised action plan by eight that night. Greta had also added one final line, polite and devastating.

Each pair would need to choose one lead speaker for the emergency briefing tomorrow, and that speaker’s performance would be considered in early leadership evaluation.

My mouth went dry.

One lead speaker.

Early leadership evaluation.

Reed read the email in silence.

Tomas made a low whistle. “Good luck deciding that.”

“Thank you for your concern,” I said.

“It’s not a concern. It’s curiosity.”

“Try having less.”

He laughed and wandered toward the printer.

The table went quiet again, but it was not the same quiet as before. This one had a wire inside it.

Reed set his phone down.

I set mine beside the folder.

We looked at each other.

There were fair ways to decide. Logical ways. We could compare speaking experience, project ownership, interview strengths, even the evaluation categories. We could discuss it calmly like partners. We could pretend the answer did not matter.

But it mattered.

It mattered so much that my pulse had already begun counting points.

“I can do it,” I said.

Reed did not answer.

“I speak clearly. I know how to organize information under pressure. I can keep the briefing concise.”

“I know.”

The phrase was no longer comforting.

“You also lead the interview tomorrow,” I added. “It makes sense to split leadership.”

“It might.”

“Might?”

“We don’t know what the briefing needs yet.”

“It needs clarity.”

“It may need trust.”

“I can be trustworthy.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

“Then what are you saying?”

Reed looked at the folder between us, then back at me. “I’m saying we should decide after the interview.”

“That gives us almost no time.”

“It gives us better information.”

“It gives us uncertainty.”

“Yes.”

The word sat there.

Yes.

As if uncertainty was something people could survive on purpose.

I shook my head. “I don’t like making decisions at the last minute.”

“I gathered that.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“No, you’re just being calm, which somehow feels worse.”

His voice softened. “Arden.”

I stood again, but slower this time. “I have to check the supply display near the front desk.”

“You already checked it twice.”

“Then it will be very checked.”

I gathered my notebook, then realized I had taken his pen with it. I set it down quickly.

Reed’s hand moved at the same time.

Our fingers touched.

Barely.

A brief brush. Nothing more than skin against skin for less than a second.

Still, the contact moved through me like a spark finding dry paper.

I pulled my hand back.

Reed did too.

Neither of us spoke.

The library was full of people, full of light, full of ordinary sounds, and somehow the space between our hands felt like the loudest thing in the room.

My phone buzzed again, but I did not look at it.

Reed’s eyes stayed on mine, and for the first time since orientation, he did not look calm enough to be untouchable.

That should have made me feel better.

It did not.

Because I suddenly understood that beating him would not be simple if part of me kept wanting to know why he looked lonely when he won.

And it would be even harder if he kept looking at me like second place was not the only thing I was afraid of.

The front doors opened, letting in a rush of evening heat.

The paper sunbursts above us trembled in the moving air.

Reed looked away first, but his voice stayed near.

“Tomorrow after the interview,” he said. “We decide who speaks.”

I held the folder against my chest.

“And if we both want it?”

He picked up his pen, turning it once between his fingers.

“Then we tell the truth about why.”

I had no answer.

Not because I agreed.

Because for one terrifying second, I knew exactly what my truth would cost.
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​Chapter 2: Heat Between the Lines
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By morning, the heat had stopped feeling like weather and started feeling like a test everyone in town had been assigned without warning.

The sidewalks shimmered on the way to school. The grass along the front lawn had turned tired and pale at the edges, and the flags near the entrance hung almost still, too heavy with warmth to move properly. Even the school building looked different in summer, emptier and brighter, with the usual crowded noise replaced by the squeak of sneakers in long hallways and the distant hum of machines trying hard to keep the air breathable.

I arrived twenty minutes early.

That was not unusual.

What was unusual was that Reed was already there.

He sat on the low brick wall near the front entrance with his backpack beside him and a folded program folder in his hands. The sun had not fully reached that side of the building yet, but gold light touched the edges of his hair and the shoulder of his shirt. He was reading something, his head bent, his expression still in that focused way that made people assume he was calm.

I knew better now.

That knowledge made my steps slow before I could stop them.

The evening before had followed me home like heat trapped in fabric. Mom had picked me up after the garage called with a lower repair estimate, and we had spent the drive pretending everything was manageable. She talked about pasta. I talked about the senior center
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