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For my fellow weird kids and fandom nerds




CHAPTER 1


Your ticket to the Worlds Beyond fantasy con today …

See you there, CERYS!



I skip through the email, looking for the QR code, but not before my eyes widen at the reminder that ‘weapons, even makeshift and non-threatening, will not be allowed into the convention centre’.

‘What am I getting myself into?’ I mutter.

A glance around makes me even less sure that I’ve made the right decision to come along: there are streams of people walking past with armfuls of posters ready to get signed, wearing questionable wigs and fake elf ears, T-shirts that look like less cool versions of the Stranger Things Hellfire Club. Some of them are even completely dressed up, like they’re going to a Halloween costume contest. A guy strides by me in brown armour made of papier mâché, with antlers the size of my arm sticking out of his head.

I take a deep breath. This is all just a means to an end, I tell myself, and it’s going to be totally worth it. I just have to walk up, scan my ticket, and go find Jake.

I’ve hardly seen my best friend Jake since he moved house at the start of summer and started going to Colleg Carreg for sixth form, instead of St David’s with me. I can just feel him slipping further and further away. Every time we’ve made plans to hang out over the past few weeks, the rest of the old school gang ended up joining us, which would normally be fine, except …

Except I haven’t been able to shake the full-blown crush I developed on Jake months ago, and it’s true what they say: absence really does make the heart grow fonder. And how am I supposed to initiate a romantic move on him if he’s only ever going to see me in that context? I’ll be stuck in the best-friendzone for life.

And, like, what’s the alternative? Tell him I have a massive crush on him and think we’d be great together, risk total rejection and lose the best person in my life for good because I’ve made it too awkward between us?

Yeah, right.

No, I have to find a better way. I have to show him we’re perfect for each other.

Hence, The Plan.

Hence, I’m now at some random industrial estate, in front of an old warehouse-turned-convention hall, surrounded by strangers in cosplay and ready to spend all afternoon pretending I’m totally excited to be here.

There’s a huge banner stretched across the front of the warehouse. WELCOME, TRAVELLERS! it declares, TO THE WORLDS BEYOND FANTASY CON, FOR FANS OF ‘OF WRATH AND RUNE’!

Why couldn’t Jake have at least picked something, I don’t know, a bit more mainstream to be a die-hard fanboy over? I probably could’ve gotten on board with Lord of the Rings, I’ve seen the memes about it and even that weird Isengard song video. And I’ve been to see all the new Marvel films with Jake, even if I don’t actually know what he’s talking about when he goes on about the different ‘phases’.

But no, he had to go and pick Of Wrath and Rune to be his favourite thing. A niche, low-budget TV show with a cult following and eight books – eight! – that aren’t even a finished series yet. I have some idea what it’s about, mainly all second-hand knowledge from Jake talking non-stop about it when I have managed to see him lately: it’s a high fantasy adventure, with fauns, some Robin Hood-type characters called the Rascals, and an evil wizard or something.

I figure I probably have enough surface-level knowledge to not make a complete fool of myself today, and then I’ll try to watch the TV show. It’ll be like homework. All part of my ultimate mission to become Jake’s dream girl and give us something new to bond over so he’ll finally realize it.

Speak of the devil – my phone buzzes with a text asking if I’m here yet. I wonder if he knows I’m stalling out here, thinking about him? (Although, to be fair, I am usually thinking about him.)

His text only serves to remind me how quiet our message thread has become; when I open it, I can see back to texts I sent four days ago, agreeing to come to the convention. My reply sounds bright and breezy, thankfully – I’d been internally screaming that he’d invited me after I mentioned oh-so-casually how I was thinking of giving his favourite new series a go, seeing what all the fuss was about. I even swapped my usual Saturday shift at work so I could be here.

As I slowly make my way to the ticket scanners, I scroll a little further back, seeing too many half-made plans that fell through. Usually because he was busy with football, or his family. But one name in particular keeps glaring up at me from the screen: Max. They made fast friends after Jake moved, and ever since it’s Max this and Max that, and …

I can’t help but feel like I’m being replaced. Like Jake’s forgetting about me.

I shove the phone into my pocket, jaw clenched in determination. I have to change that. I have to get things back to how they were. And, if possible, make them better.

Alright, I think, striding towards the doors. Show time!

I’m not really sure what I was expecting from a convention, but I’m immediately overwhelmed. The noise of people chatting and someone speaking over a microphone is amplified by the high, corrugated metal ceilings into a cacophony that makes me feel like I’ve accidentally wandered into a nightclub. It’s way busier than I was expecting, with people clustered in huge groups to get things signed or have their photo taken with someone, and spilling out of a curtained-off section where I figure there must be a panel going on.

There’s loads of stalls selling merch, too. Not just Of Wrath and Rune things, but general fantasy junk. There’s a huge display of crossbows and swords, which I think is pretty rich, given the so-called ‘rule’ against having weapons in the convention hall.

This, I decide quickly, is so not my thing. Jake tried to get me to play Dungeons and Dragons with him and his older brother a couple of times, and I just could never get into it. I just don’t care about elves and sorcerers and trolls and faeries, and I really don’t want to spend my whole Saturday hanging out with people who do.

It’s not too late to turn around and get the bus home. I could just say I wasn’t feeling well. There’s got to be a better way to get Jake’s attention than all of this, right?

Also, it turns out, it’s not everyone in their costumes and fan-made T-shirts that looks weird in here: it’s me.

In the cute blue sundress and brown sandals I picked out especially to impress Jake, I stick out like a sore thumb.

I’m buffeted across the back of the head and the blow trips me forward. Looking over my shoulder, I see a woman in a giant set of painted cardboard wings, one now slightly askew. She straightens it, not seeming to notice our collision. Her friends are busy laughing about something, and then shout in unison, ‘For glory and destiny! For wrath! For ruin!’

I fix my ponytail, heart thudding hard.

I don’t know what I was thinking – I don’t belong here! Everyone here can see it, and I bet they’re all thinking it. My throat feels tight and my mouth bone-dry; a familiar, creeping dread that I’m intruding and not wanted. Except, this time, it’s not people in the school yard at breaktime, or my parents shouting at each other at home, and there’s no Jake to rescue and reassure me. It’s –

‘Cerys! You made it!’

I turn in the direction of my best friend’s voice, immediately breathing a little easier for hearing it, and find Jake striding through a gap in the crowds and right towards me. My heart does a little somersault. I know I only saw him two weeks ago just before college started, but I drink in the sight of him, some paranoid little part of me trying to work out if he’s already turned into someone else.

But he looks just the same as always: short, sandy-blonde hair styled in that way that looks effortless but I know takes him a solid twenty minutes every morning; tall, lanky frame and bright blue eyes that crinkle behind his glasses; and that huge, lovely smile that makes you feel like the centre of the whole universe, it’s so big.

Have I changed? Will he notice all the extra freckles on my skin brought out by a late burst of summer sun, the extra care I put into styling my pale blonde hair today? The fact that I’m wearing my good bra (the one that actually gives me some cleavage)?

Jake envelops me in a bear hug, crushing me against him, which, in turn, serves as a crushing reminder that my crush is very much unrequited. This definitely isn’t how you hug a girl you see as a romantic prospect; I’ve seen enough romcoms to know. His hand is meant to linger on the small of my back, at least.

He draws away, and I see he’s wearing one of those T-shirts like most everyone else. It’s a deep forest green, with a large circular emblem that looks sort of ancient Roman-inspired, and a sharp, blocky text is splashed across it, reading ‘BE YE A RASCAL, ROACH?’

Note to self: look up ‘Roach’, confirm if it’s a character name or a literal cockroach.

Actually, the T-shirt doesn’t look so bad … It’s a flattering cut on Jake, and the shimmer of the circle-thing is really pretty. I should get one, if I’m going to be part of this.

Am I going to be part of this? I’m still not sure.

‘I’m so glad you’re here! You missed the panel about the special effects, which sucks because I think you’d have loved that. And OMG, I totally beat the rush for getting a photo with the guy who plays Daxys, and he was so awesome. Why do they say never meet your heroes? I swear, it was the coolest three minutes of my life,’ Jake is gushing, and I realize I haven’t even said hello yet, but that’s so normal that I relax even more. What’s ‘hello’ in the face of five years of friendship?

We only got friendly because we were in the same form in Year 7; what if he’s only stayed friends with me because it was convenient? What if we’re the sort of people who drift apart the second they’re not forced to spend time in the same building five days a week? Or he makes all new friends – like Max – and I get pushed out? I actually don’t know what I’d do without Jake in my life.

He’s my only constant; I can’t lose him.

‘So?’ he says now, waving his hands out, his smile growing even wider. There’s a flush on his cheeks; he’s so clearly in his element. ‘I know you’re a total newbie to the fandom, but is this the most awesome thing you’ve ever seen, or what?’

‘Er …’

Oh God, come on, Cerys, think! There’s got to be something good you can say! But the more I look around, the more overwhelmed I feel – everything about it is making my brain scream that this is a place packed with people with a shared passion that borders on obsessive, and my total apathy is not the vibe.

‘It’s … huge!’ I say at last. ‘There’s so many people here!’

Neither statement is probably the enthused awe that Jake is hoping for, but his eyes still brighten. ‘Right? It’s, like, a total coup. I can’t believe it’s basically on our doorstep! Apparently one of the showrunners is kind of local – well, she’s from Pontypool, so close enough – and once they got her on board …’

‘So cool,’ I agree. I swing my ponytail over my shoulder to twirl a piece of hair around my finger, trying to rearrange my pose into something that says ‘flirty’. Jake’s trusty denim jacket is hooked carelessly through the strap of his backpack, and I’m already formulating a romantic plan for later. While Jake might be the master of all knowledge when it comes to Of Wrath and Rune, my encyclopedic strength lies in every romcom movie trick since the eighties. He’d give the jacket to me to wear if I asked, but that’s not the point. I need to get him to notice I’m cold, and offer it to me.

But he’s too busy checking his phone to be distracted by my hair-flicking or my jacket-burgling-plan and just says absently, ‘The panel with the cast starts in about forty minutes, so we’ll have to get in line soon if we want to get seats. And OMG, Cer!’ Jake grabs both my shoulders in excitement. ‘I forgot the best part. You’ve got to meet him. Where’s –?’

The next part all seems to happen in horrible slow motion, like I’ve gotten stuck in an actual nightmare. A cluster of convention-goers parts almost cinematically as a figure all in black strides through the middle of them, eyes focused and forward. He’s wearing leather armguards and a long, heavy cloak with more pieces of armour accented around the shoulders, and some intimidating-looking piece of what I can only describe as a harness-slash-holster over his torso. The old-fashioned linen shirt he’s wearing is loose around the neck to show off a necklace on a rope chain, and his long, white-blonde wig is tucked back behind a pair of pointed ears.

‘Here he is!’ Jake lets go of me to grab this stranger by the arm, and says the very words I’ve been dreading ever since he told me he wasn’t going to the same sixth form college as me.

‘Cerys,’ he tells me, beaming. ‘This is my new best friend, Max.’




CHAPTER 2

When Jake and his family were packing up their old house at the beginning of summer, I tried to stay out of their way, I really did.

But one morning there were boxes and suitcases being packed up at my house too, so I snatched up a roll of brown tape and left for Jake’s. I was smiling when he opened the door, and waved the tape in his face, saying, ‘Honorary member of the Team Wandsworth house-move, reporting for duty!’

Jake took one look at my red-rimmed eyes and pulled me into a hug. When he let me go, it was to grab his shoes from the rack next to the door. He called over his shoulder to his mum that we were going out.

‘Won’t you get in trouble? I thought you had to help …’

He shook his head. ‘Nah, they’ll be fine for a few hours. Come on.’

We ended up walking along the canal for a while. As usual, Jake chatted a mile a minute about anything and everything. I was pretty crap company. I kept fidgeting with the tape, turning it round and round and picking at the end.

Eventually we got to one of the locks, and Jake clambered along the thick wooden beam to sit, his legs dangling. The NO CLIMBING sign glared at me from the opposite side of the bank, but Jake beamed at me, so I followed him.

I’d been harbouring a crush on Jake for a little while, but when he put his hand on mine, I couldn’t even think about how this was A Huge Deal and if I should lean my head on his shoulder or turn in for a kiss. I just gulped down a shaky breath.

‘Your dad’s moving out, then?’ he said.

‘Yeah. I know I’ve been saying I wish they’d just get on with it, and I can’t wait to have a bit of peace and quiet once they’re not living in the same house and constantly arguing, but … I don’t know, it’s just weird.’

‘Weird doesn’t have to be a bad thing.’

‘I know. I know, but …’ Tears started welling up, and I didn’t have it in me to blink them away. Jake patted his pockets for tissues he definitely didn’t have, then scooted closer and tucked me into his side instead. ‘Everything’s changing, you know? Dad’s moving out, we’re going to college, you’re leaving –’

‘Hey, I’m not going anywhere, Cer. Well – alright, technically I’m going somewhere, but that doesn’t change anything. Not between us! We’re still best mates, aren’t we? We’ll always have each other. Geography’s got nothing to do with how much I love ya.’

He said it so casually, and it wasn’t like it was the first time either of us had ever said ‘love ya!’ But it was the first time I realized I wanted it to mean something more. It was the first time I had this pang in my chest like, I want you to be in love with me, though.

Which, obviously, I didn’t say out loud, because I didn’t want to ruin such a nice moment. He was reaffirming how much I meant to him, and I really, really needed to hear that from someone right then.

So we just sat on the canal lock, legs swinging, leaning into each other. We talked about all the things we’d do this summer, when we’d see each other after he moved, what films we’d see in the cinema …

And I thought: This is him. This is the boy I’m going to fall in love with.

Faced with Jake and his new best friend in the convention hall, I have two immediate choices.


	1) Run sobbing to the nearest bathroom because I thought it was just going to be the two of us, and my plan to be Jake’s #1 fandom friend and then his girlfriend has been ruined by the fact he’s already found a fandom friend, and end up alienating both of them with my reaction; or

	2) Be super-chill and act super-nice to Max, thus infiltrating their new friendship so I can swiftly undermine him and remind Jake that I am his best friend, not this interloper he barely knows.



It’s not that difficult to decide.

Which is why I give Max the very best smile I can muster and say, ‘Wow, great wig! That’s such a cool, um, cosplay.’

A word I know thanks to Jake, and which I can’t believe I’ve actually just had to use in real life. I’m reeling – too busy trying to take it all in to care if they think I’m staring.

Can you blame me, though? This guy is dressed up like – like – well, I don’t know what, because I haven’t actually seen the show, but he’s in armour and a cloak and wearing elf ears. He doesn’t even have a rucksack with him; did he get on the bus looking like this? Actually go out in public and leave the house wearing that stuff?

I genuinely can’t fathom it. The mental image is so outlandish to me, it’s pure static in my brain. And, oh God, is Jake going to start dressing up in cosplay too now? Am I going to have to, if I want to fit in and be part of all this?

The skin on the back of my neck prickles and I’m aware of a pair of eyes boring into me. I find Max looking at me, too, taking in my sundress and obvious lack of ‘I’m an Of Wrath and Rune fan!’ accessories, and he actually smirks.

Like I’m the one dressed up like an idiot.

‘He looks totally badass!’ Jake crows, slinging an arm round Max and giving him the same affectionate shake he’s given me a hundred times. I feel a stab of jealousy.

Jake is oblivious.

He runs a hand over one of the pieces of shoulder-armour Max is wearing, studying it closely. ‘Damn, I just cannot get over how awesome these are. You look like a real fighter; it’s so freaking cool. I wish I could pull that off.’

Max’s face relaxes a little as he tosses Jake a smile. ‘I told you I’d help you with a Daxys cosplay, if you wanted.’

Feeling cut-out already, I clear my throat. Jake startles slightly, but his grin is focused full-force on me once more within a split-second, and it’s so easy to smile back at him.

‘Max, this is Cerys, the girl I told you about.’

I baulk. Is that it? Five years of being best friends, of sharing in-jokes and bunking off school together and swapping homework to help each other out, and the grand sum of my introduction is the girl I told you about?

Unless … Unless Jake’s already told him so much about me, I need no introduction? Maybe he’s gushed about me non-stop to all his new pals and I’m ‘the girl Jake has a crush on’, or at least ‘the girl Jake doesn’t realize yet that he has a crush on, but he won’t shut up talking about her and it’s obvious to everyone’.

Yeah. Yeah, that’s it. It’s got to be.

This is the classic friends-to-lovers story; I know how it goes. It’s like in The Duff – he’s my Robbie Amell and just needs to see me in a new light, that’s all! I force myself to relax, to pay attention as Jake carries on talking, now waving a hand in Max’s direction, his arm still slung round his shoulders.

‘Cerys – this is Max. He’s at my new college. Remember, I’ve told you about that guy in my physics class, I met him at football earlier this summer when I switched teams after the move? This is him! And get this – he’s a huge OWAR fan, too! Talk about serendipity, huh?’

‘Really?’ I say dryly, and let my eyes skirt over the cosplay again. I can’t help it. Even his trousers aren’t, like, just normal trousers. Where do boys even get leather trousers? ‘I’d never have guessed.’

‘And you’re the newbie,’ Max says. His voice is lower than I was expecting. Slower. He sounds bored, which is a very nice way to treat his new friend’s best friend. He clearly did not choose to take the high road, like I have. What an ass.

But if this is the kind of guy Jake wants to be friends with – if this is what he bonds with people over, the sort of thing he loves … it just drives home the genius of my plan: get into the fandom to spend time with him.

I’m not about to let Max steal my friend. I’m not going to be usurped by some guy who wears wrist guards and a blonde wig out in public. Especially not one who has the audacity to somehow still be smirking at me. Is he trying to go for the world record, or am I that much of a joke to him?

I must be staring (glaring) at him too much, because he adds, ‘So Jake was telling me you’re pretty new to the fandom?’

If that’s his attempt at an olive branch, it’s a fail. He only succeeds in sounding snarky.

I need to get a hold of myself. I can’t stoop to this guy’s level and be as judgemental as him. I need to prove myself to Jake, not risk this distance between us widening more than it already has. I paste on a smile, shrug my shoulders back and shift my weight to one hip in a more visibly relaxed posture – pointedly mirroring Jake’s body language.

‘Yes. Yeah! Well, sort of. I’ve heard plenty about OWAR from this guy here.’ I giggle, giving Jake a playful shove. See, look at me, using the lingo, calling it ‘OWAR’! Jake laughs, too, and winks at me. My stomach flutters with butterflies.

‘I’ve been trying to get Cer into it for ages, man – and she finally caved! Couldn’t resist the ol’ Jake Wandsworth charm, huh?’

‘Oh, don’t you know it.’ I give him another little push, right on the bicep. Between that and the eye contact, it’s a total Moment. Then, to really drive home my commitment to this thing (and to Jake), I tell Max, ‘I don’t know why I put it off so long, it looks so interesting. I bought all the books last week. Jake thinks I should start with the show, then read the books, but it’s always better the other way round, right?’

‘Hmm, it depends. The books are pretty dense, especially the first one. Things don’t really get going until book three. I think the show’s probably more accessible if you’re not huge on fantasy … Kind of like with Game of Thrones, you know?’

‘Oh, for sure.’ I nod, despite the grand sum of my knowledge being that some guy called Ned Stark dies in, like, the first episode, and people really love Pedro Pascal’s character.

I may be way in over my head here.

‘Cerys is more of a romance gal. You know, She’s the Man, To All the Boys … I gotta say, she talked me into watching that one, but that series was so good. But, yeah, you’re not usually that into fantasy stuff, are you?’ Jake adds, turning to me.

Oh, ye of little faith.

‘That changes today!’

Max is giving me another very mean, very unimpressed look, but manages to say, ‘Well, OWAR’s got something for everybody. You’ll be a Silversmith shipper before you know it.’

My smile freezes on my face. ‘Um, right. Sure.’

Shipper? What, like, rooting for a fictional couple? It’s not a romance show, is it? Jake would’ve told me if it was.

Jake, though, is laughing, turned away from me once more. ‘As if. I keep telling you, man, those two are not endgame. Everybody’s wasting their time with them. Cerys will agree, I bet, just you wait and see. Now come on, I am not missing this panel.’

He grabs each of us by the arm, propelling us towards the mass of people near the curtained-off section. The last panel is over, and people are flocking out while we join the entrance queue.

Jake hops on his toes, grinning from ear to ear, and it’s so adorable that my heart gives a longing little squeeze. His excitement is so infectious that even though I have zero attachment to this show, I’m suddenly looking forward to hearing people talk about it.

Max ends up standing behind me, which is ideal because it means I might be able to not-really-but-actually cut him out of conversation to have a little one-on-one hang time with Jake, as planned.

I’m trying to think up the best topic of conversation – not college, and not how practice with his new football team is going, but maybe something about the gang from school? Something only the two of us can talk about – when Max clears his throat, suddenly standing just a little bit too close.

‘You know, if you really want to get involved in the fandom, Cerys, there’s a Discord channel that’s great. They’re pretty welcoming to newcomers.’

Maybe you could take a leaf out of their book, I think, glancing over my shoulder at him.

‘I’ll get Jake to send you a link,’ he tells me.

‘Sure,’ I say warily, not even sure what Discord is, and not willing to admit that and face yet more judgement. But Max must hear it plain as day in my voice, because he rolls his eyes.

‘It’s a chatroom forum thing. There’s an app. You can be anonymous, if you want, though most of us have shared first names and stuff.’

‘Anonymous?’

Max gives me an odd look. ‘Well, yeah. You just pick a screen name. Most of the ones in this Discord are OWAR-related. Like … puns of character names, or about the Rascals. But since you’re not familiar with it all, you could just throw together a couple of words like magic, mythic, legend … or elves, goblins, witches. Stuff like that. Anyway, this one’s all local people. Lots of Cardiff Uni students, too. They’ve organized meet-ups before, too, but I’ve always missed them.’

‘And they just … talk about OWAR? Online?’

‘Yeah. Fan theories, character analyses, swapping fanfic links, sharing cosplay pics, that kind of thing.’ He shrugs, so nonchalant he can’t even meet my eyes, like this is so basic and my question is so stupid. It sets my hackles up, but I can’t tell if that’s because of the odd dedication that it must require from the chatroom members, or Max’s cold attitude.

But I guess it might help me understand more about this series Jake loves so much, so I say, ‘Cool. Count me in.’

Max grunts, a noise that might be annoyance or might be a bored ‘okay’. Either way, it’s perfectly clear he doesn’t want to waste any more of his time with a newbie like me, so I turn back around and plunge into gossiping with my best friend about our mutual friends and some school drama, doing my best to salvage this day out with Jake.

The convention isn’t so bad, I guess. I don’t get most of what the panels are talking about, but sometimes there’s a good joke or something interesting about the creative process that piques my attention. And apart from Max, nobody else seems to be giving me judgey looks anymore. It makes me wonder if they ever really were, or if that was all in my head.

Plus, at the end of the afternoon Jake buys me a Roach T-shirt like the one he’s wearing, and presents it to me proudly. ‘To officially induct you into the cult!’ he jokes, and I put it on immediately.

(I do take it off as soon as I’m on the bus home, but he doesn’t need to know that.)

And then, that evening, amongst a string of texts as the two of us chat utter nonsense about anything and everything and it feels like I’ve got my best friend back, he drops me a link to the Discord channel and says, Maybe see you in the chat sometime!

This is it.

I’m going to be the biggest OWAR fangirl he’s ever seen.

OWAR Discord #324

General


@mythicwitch

Hi everybody! Newbie to the OWAR fandom here! I’m Cerys. Any takes on whether to start with the books or the show?

@wizeguy

sup Cerys! Welcome to Discord! And, books.

@fauningforhim

Don’t listen to him, Mythic. The TV show is best if you’re just starting! Take it from me – I only just got into OWAR last year, now a die-hard fan!

@silversmithhh

Hmm, depends … If you’re a Twilight/Court of Thorns and Roses girlie, definitely start with the show. If you’re a Homer’s Illiad or Les Mis fan, the books are a cinch

@fauningforhim

looooool mood

@silversmithhh

(In case it wasn’t obvious, @mythicwitch, start with the show. Always.)



Private chat with @runicrascal


@runicrascal

Hello, newbie! Fancy seeing you here

@runicrascal

Glad you accepted the invite!

@runicrascal

And, yeah, start with the TV show

@mythicwitch

I’m getting that vibe, haha! And also, nobody thought to mention these books have maps in them? What? Literally, what world have I entered? (They are kinda pretty, though. Like, why do I sort of want to get a poster of it for my wall?)

@runicrascal

Oof, the maps are what got you? DEFINITELY start with the TV show in that case

@runicrascal

We don’t want you bolting before you’ve left the gate, huh?

@mythicwitch

Almost! I’m here for the long haul though ;)

@runicrascal

Welcome to the fandom, Cerys!
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CHAPTER 3

Despite the fact that this is my third week of college already, that first-day dread hasn’t budged even a little bit. My heart hammers and my palms are slick with sweat at the idea of walking into a space where I know almost nobody, have a more flexible timetable and am suddenly treated more like an adult than a child, when I really don’t feel very grown-up at all. It all feels too intense, too free, and I miss my smaller, more contained world of secondary school, where the dynamics were fixed and I didn’t have to stumble blindly into a whole new, unknown environment.

I thought, after the first couple of days, I’d get used to it and the dust would settle. I thought I’d have new friends, but all I’ve managed to do is make small talk with some people I sit by in classes, and busy myself with some coursework or notes in my breaks.

There are a couple of sixth-form colleges in the area, so our group from school inevitably split up a little bit, but I stayed signed up for St David’s even after Jake moved. I told myself that I liked the idea of a fresh start, even if it meant not being with my old group from school day to day, but deep down, I know it’s because St David’s has a better reputation for arts.

Art was always my favourite subject when I was younger, but I’m not naive enough to want to pursue it further – it’s just an easy ‘A’ to go alongside my other A levels of English, history and media. A career in art hardly worked out for my dad, and I’ve seen the kind of fights and resentment such an unstable choice can cause first-hand.

I am starting to regret giving in to the pull of the impressive student art shows and great facilities, though, because the reality is that aside from a few people I didn’t know very well at school, I’m stuck attending a college where I don’t have any friends at all.

In my head, I know I’m not the only one in this situation. Everyone in my classes has come from different schools, and we’ve obviously got similar interests if we’re studying the same things, but it’s like I missed some vital memo on that first day. Cliques began to form, groups banded together, and I’m left on the outskirts, trying to fit in.

I stand in front of my bed now, debating between a pastel yellow top or a lilac shirt, like my life depends on it.

It sort of does.

At school, I never had to worry too much about fitting in. Our friend group was established very quickly in Year 7, bonds forged by trivial things like sharing the same bus stop or being in the same form group, and it never really changed much.

And I always had Jake.

So I never really felt like I was missing out on something better when I’d see the cool girls at school. But everything is different now – and I’d be lying if I said I’d never been at least a little bit in awe of them.

Girls like Evie Price. Pretty and smiley and polished, not the kind of Regina George ‘cool’ that involves snide put-downs and catty smirks.

Evie was never really my friend at school, but I’ve seen her around college and she’s in my art class. She’s got in with a group of girls that are always giggling and gossiping together, linking arms in the corridors and swapping sticks of cream blush and coursework notes.

Everything always looks so effortless and easy for girls like them. Not just when it comes to things like boys and clothes, but … all of it. Friendships, homework, liquid eyeliner, sports, music …

I bet their home lives are a lot less stressful, too.

I bet it’s all so much easier, when you’re above it.

God, I would love to be one of those girls if I could, and college feels like the perfect time to reinvent myself. And why can’t I? It’s just … refining how I present myself, until I believe it, too.

I open Instagram and see Evie’s new group – they’ve already uploaded Stories with their outfits of the day, causing me to promptly scrap both the yellow and lilac tops and pick out a tan turtleneck instead. It’s too warm for it, really, and I’m sweating as soon as I put it on, my hair a static mess of flyaways, but according to these girls’ social media it’s pumpkin spice latte season, global warming be damned.

I swap my trainers for a chunky pair of boots, and grab a jacket on my way out. Step one: complete.

Getting in with the girls at college isn’t that much different from immersing myself in the OWAR fandom for Jake. A few small changes here and there, and voila, everything will fall into place exactly the way it should.

As I make my way downstairs, I hear Mum shouting in the kitchen, ‘I told you I had a meeting to dial into this morning before we speak to the lawyers –’

And Dad snaps, ‘What, and I’m supposed to starve just because you’re in a meeting? I’m only here because you needed a lift into town while your car’s in the garage. So much for doing you a favour! Why can’t you just wear your bloody headphones?’

‘Because they can hear that stupid blender of yours down the street!’ Mum yells back. ‘As if some headphones would make a blind bit of difference –’

I hesitate on the bottom of the stairs, hand gripping the banister so tight it hurts. I’m holding my breath, too, and hear the thudding of my own pulse hard and loud in my ears while Mum and Dad carry on bickering. Then there’s a clatter of Mum gathering up her stuff and then Dad saying, ‘Well, what’s the point in that? I’m done, I’m already leaving –’

She hisses back, ‘Yes, you are,’ with such venom that I flinch.

I nab my keys off the hook by the door, and slip out in silence.

There’s a Costa on the way to college, if I get off the bus a stop early, and this morning, I do. It’s part of The Plan.

Well. The Other Plan. Not to be confused with The Plan of becoming a fangirl to get Jake to fall in love with me. This one is a bit less monumental and life-changing, but it’s still important. I refuse to get stuck being some weird loner girl on the outskirts for the rest of the school year – or worse still, for the entire two years of college – so it’s time to change things up.

I’ve learned – mainly through a few overheard conversations, but partly through social media posts – that Evie’s group go to Costa every morning on their way to class. I’m too embarrassed to ask outright if I can sit with them at lunchtime or something, but we can totally strike up conversation on more neutral territory, I’m sure of it. It’ll be like a romcom meet-cute, only with less romance and hopefully no spilling an entire coffee over someone’s white shirt.

I run the risk of being a bit late for my media class, but when I get there and see some of the girls chatting near the end of the counter, most of them with cups in hand already, I know I’m making the right decision. After all, what’s five minutes and a disappointed look from a teacher compared to two entire years of loneliness?

Evie isn’t there, though, and she was going to be my way in. Even if we weren’t friends at school, we were friendly enough. What am I going to do now? I feel too far in to bail.

My palms are clammy and my chest feels tight, but there’s no Jake to save me now, with all his exuberance and openness and charm so I can follow his lead. I’m going to have to do this for myself.

Hell, if I can go to an OWAR convention, I can do this – right?

I join the queue, trying to look casual, even though my eyes dart in their direction every few seconds. I’m sure they must be able to hear my heart thundering from all the way over there, and I fight to keep from readjusting my stance to appear my most cool and carefree, while feeling anything but.

Finally, though, I get a bite.

One of the girls glances my way as she talks, and we make eye contact.

Even though that was always my intention, I flush, feeling caught-out.

She lifts a hand to wave, and smiles. ‘Hey! Carys, right?’

‘Um.’ I clear my throat, but say, ‘It’s Cerys, actually,’ and hope it doesn’t sound like I’m shouting across the cafe.

She pulls a face, somehow looking embarrassed but unbothered at the same time. Her name is Daphne – ‘like Bridgerton! And I’m, like, perpetually late to stuff, so my mum’s always yelling at me to make haste, lol!’ as I heard her proclaim in our media class at the beginning of term – but she has a look more reminiscent of a Love Islander than a Regency-era duchess.

Today, she’s in an oversized cream jumper and khaki trousers, and her hair is slicked back in a neat bun. The other girls have done their hair the same way. I pat down the flyaways that I never quite got under control around my own ponytail. She’s even got the knack of outlining her lips with lipliner to make them appear bigger, which I tried copying a few days ago and had to scrub off immediately. While she looks glamorous, I felt like a clown.

I’ve practically got a mental dossier on all of the group from seeing them around college (and a bit of a stalk on social media). Daphne is very much into the clean-girl aesthetic; she’s a willowy girl with long, black hair and pale skin that’s flawless, thanks, she claims, to her very well-documented-on-Instagram nine-step Korean skincare routine. There’s Nikita, a curvy brunette who reposts a lot of snarky, sarcastic memes, is a die-hard Married at First Sight fan, and tends to wear a pop of colour with her beige-and-black-toned outfits; today, it’s a high-necked green jumper. Yesterday, it was a pair of red boots.

Evie, of course, I already know, but I looked her up on socials all the same. Blonde and petite, but with a far more curvy figure than I have, in a way that makes her look dainty instead of flat or boxy. She’s very into beauty influencers and fashion hauls, and alters her style often. Lately, she seems to have taken Daphne and Nikita’s lead, like I have.

And then there’s Chloe, who has the exact opposite of a resting bitch face. She does a lot of show jumping and horse riding, and is usually clad in thick leggings and long, worn boots, even if her glasses are Versace. Her dark hair is often plaited, and it must take her hours to get the styles looking so intricate and so neat. Quite honestly, I don’t know where they all find the time to put so much effort into how they look, every day before college. It’s sort of awe-inspiring.

‘Cerys,’ Daphne corrects herself, still smiling at me. ‘Right! I’m sorry. We have media studies together, right? Cute jumper, by the way.’

Nikita adds, ‘Love the shoes. I’m obsessed. Are they thrifted?’

‘Oh, um … sort of. They were my mum’s.’

‘Vintage! Ugh, I wish my mum had taste like that.’

Chloe jokes, ‘I wish my mum didn’t have such hideously big feet, so I could actually borrow her shoes!’

‘Oh nooo,’ sympathizes Daphne. ‘Not boat feet!’

‘Never mind boats, they’re like cruise liners.’ Chloe gives a melodramatic eyeroll that makes everyone laugh, and then it’s my turn to order from the barista. I try not to glance their way for approval, but order a pumpkin spice latte. I’ve only had it once before; Jake hates them, and I still remember him choking and sputtering after tasting mine, how he claimed he could still taste it a week later.

The girls carry on chattering without me, resuming their conversation, but I’m pleased when they wait for me to get my drink before Nikita says to me, ‘Ready to go?’ and I get to join them for the walk to college.

I sit by Daphne and a couple of her friends in media studies, and afterwards, even though I’m the first to history and take my usual seat, Nikita comes to sit next to me when she arrives, and then I end up going to lunch with her to join the others. Evie smiles brightly when she sees me there, waving me over enthusiastically as if we’ve never been anything but close. It feels genuine, and I let myself be swept into the fold, trying not to give away how much I could cry with relief at how easy and straightforward this turned out to be.

I’m sweating inside my turtleneck and boots, and I don’t know how they all look so cool and unbothered in their own jumpers and layers, but it’s so worth it to be included.

I knew I just had to find a way in.

If only things were this easy with Jake.




CHAPTER 4

On Wednesday afternoon, I’m sat in art class. It technically started fifteen minutes ago, although our teacher has yet to show up. Some people have carried on working on their projects – we’re spending this term compiling a portfolio of one study in five different mediums – but most people are scrolling on their phones or chatting to friends.

I feel like I made a huge mistake in opening my sketchbook to carry on with my work; Evie is perched on a table on the other side of the room, her legs swinging as she chats to a couple of people. I should have gone over and joined in. Is it too late now? Probably. I don’t want to intrude, and it’s not as if Evie invited me, is it? (Should she have? Was I supposed to assume a sort of standing invitation? Will she be more annoyed at me for barging in?)

It feels like when I go into the breakroom at the H&M I work at in town, and some of my older colleagues are talking about university courses or childcare and a hundred other things I can’t relate to, and I get stuck on the fringes, too intimidated to try joining in. Too in my head to make a decision.

I stay put.

The piece I’m working on isn’t even any good. We’ve been given the broad theme of ‘nature’ to work within, and my still-life of a single rose in a vase is bland and lifeless and so basic that, while technically decent, I wonder why I spent so many hours wrestling with the lighting when it’s so wholly uninspiring.

I am wholly uninspired.

Art used to make me feel … something, at least. Now it’s like I’m just … ticking a box. Like it’s the easy ‘A’ I told my parents it would be. It’s certainly not the hobby it once was, all those evenings I’d rush home from school to pull out the paints and canvas from under my bed. It was a fun class at school and I had really encouraging teachers, but then it became something to desperately distract me from the latest round of bickering that was going on downstairs between my parents. At least I’ve realized I’d be wasting my time to think it could be a career; Dad had to give up being an artist when I was little, and he’s become super resentful about it these days. I’m glad I’m learning from his mistakes before it ruins my life, too.

I flip the page away from my crappy rose, landing instead on a half-done sketch from last night. My pencil moves lightly over the drawing, falling into the habit of refining lines and expanding on the outline of the image, adding detail and suggestions of shadow to tend to later. It’s just something to keep my hands busy, since I’ve
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