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Part 1
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Tired, but wired,

Tied to the pain.

Fighting to stay sane, forever on that lane.

Is this a game?

I think I’m losing.

Losing the game-

Always the same.

Will there ever be an end to the pain?

Losing light,

But I’m alright...right?

Is it really night?

Teary eyes, losing sight.

One day I’ll be flying high.

Until then, hold me close, hold me tight.

Prologue – Never Enough

I can’t sleep.

The room is too quiet, too still. The kind of stillness that makes your thoughts feel louder than they are. I’ve flipped the pillow over three times now, hoping the cold side might trick my body into relaxing. It hasn’t worked. My mind keeps replaying every terrible first day of school I’ve ever had—like a cruel little highlight reel stitched together just for me.

Tomorrow’s supposed to be different. Supposed to.

My phone buzzes softly beside me on the mattress. I turn it over and read the message.

Adalynn: we’re gonna slay tomorrow 💅 see u at the gate.

I smile, even if it’s small. Even if it disappears a second later.

She believes that. That we’ll “slay.” That high school is something you conquer. I admire her for it. I always have. She walks into rooms like they’re already hers, like she’s allergic to fear. Meanwhile, I break into a sweat ordering at cafés.

But she’s here again—back in my life, after four years apart. She moved away in third grade, right after her mom left. One day they were all still a family, and the next it was just her and her dad, boxed-up memories, and too many unanswered questions.

Most people would’ve changed. Moved on. But Adalynn didn’t. She came back at fourteen, found me again like no time had passed, and picked up where we left off—like I wasn’t the weird, quiet girl who sits alone in the cafeteria pretending to read.

She never asked why I stopped talking to people.

She never asked why I flinch when I hear yelling behind closed doors.

She just stayed.

And I don’t understand it.

I pull the blanket up over my chest and stare at the glow-in-the-dark stars still stuck to my ceiling from when Jesse and I were little. One of them is peeling in the corner. I should’ve taken them down years ago, but part of me likes that they’re still there. Something old that didn’t disappear.

That’s what Jesse is, too. Old. Safe. Still here. When Mom and Dad were fighting—shouting so loud it shook the doors—he used to sneak into my room and sit at the foot of the bed, reading books out loud until I could breathe again. He's only a year older, but he always felt more like a shield than a brother. 

Jesse was eighteen already. He should’ve been in college by now, probably figuring out his future faster than I ever could. But he stayed. For me. He didn’t say that, of course. He said he wasn’t sure what he wanted yet. But I knew the truth — he would’ve figured it out. I was glad, though. Selfishly glad I had my brother a little longer. I don’t know what I’d do without him.

Or what I’d do without Adalynn.

I flip onto my side and bury my face in the pillow. My chest feels heavy, like I’m already bracing for everything to go wrong tomorrow.

It always does.

I used to think I was just quiet. Shy. But somewhere along the way, people decided it meant I was difficult. Teachers got annoyed when I didn’t speak up. Kids thought I was rude or stuck-up when I was too anxious to say hi. My silence made me invisible, but not invisible enough to be left alone. And once someone decides you’re weird, it sticks.

Sometimes I think I could’ve survived all that if home felt safe. But it didn’t. My parents loved me in that stiff, formal way that feels more like pressure than affection. When I cried before a school project, they called it “dramatics.” When I said I couldn’t do it, they said I was “being disobedient.”

Even now, I can still hear my mom’s voice: You’re not the only person in the world with feelings, Nia. Get over yourself.

I wish I could.

I’ve spent so long trying to be less—less sensitive, less dramatic, less me. But it’s exhausting, pretending not to care when every cell in your body cares too much.

And then there’s Adalynn—who somehow sees all of that and stays anyway. Who tells me I’m not a burden even when I feel like I am. Who stands next to me like it’s not something she has to do, but something she wants to do.

I don’t understand why.

I just know tomorrow will be easier if she’s there.

So I close my eyes and whisper a small, quiet prayer to the universe:

I didn’t know then how long it would take for anything to feel different.
How much growing hurts.
How loneliness doesn't always go away just because someone sits beside you.
But that night, curled under my blanket with hope burning small and desperate in my chest, I believed things might change.
I believed I might change.
And maybe, for once, I wouldn’t be the girl who breaks under it all.

Please let this year be different.
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Chapter 1 – Invisible Girl
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Three years later and I still hate Mondays.
They're the worst.
The hallways of Briar Glen High are louder. The air outside is damp with that sour, piney smell Oregon rain always leaves behind. And the week always feels like it's waiting to crush me.

I keep my head down as I weave through the crowded school entrance, gripping the straps of my black bag like a lifeline. The hallway smelled faintly of wet sneakers and cafeteria coffee, the kind of mix that made my stomach clench before first period even started. The voices around me blur into a dull hum—just noise, nothing I need to focus on. If I don’t make eye contact, maybe no one will notice me. Maybe I’ll be invisible.

“Morning, sunshine!”
Or maybe not.
Before I can react, Adalynn hooks an arm around my shoulders, nearly knocking me off balance. She smells like vanilla and hairspray. When I glance up, she’s grinning like it’s the best day of her life. It probably is. Adalynn thrives in chaos.

“Hey,” I mumble, tucking a loose coil behind my ear.

She sighs dramatically. “Nia, you have to give me more than that. You sound like you’re narrating a funeral.”

I offer her the best smile I can manage this early. She squints at me, debating whether to accept it, then shrugs.

“So,” she says, dragging me toward our lockers, “did you see them yet?”

I don’t need to ask who she means. I already know.

The twins. 

They’d just switched from their last school in Briar Glen to ours. Different halls, same town. 

Lael and León Vega arrived two weeks ago and instantly became the center of every whispered conversation. They’re identical—dark hair, sharp jawlines, the kind of eyes that look like they’ve seen things no one else has. But it’s Lael who catches my attention most, the one my gaze always lingers on a little too long.

Not that I’d ever admit it.

“They’re over there,” Adalynn says, jerking her chin toward the end of the hall.

I don’t want to look. But, of course, I do.

Lael is leaning against a row of lockers, arms crossed, expression unreadable. His twin, León, stands beside him, saying something in a low voice. They don’t seem interested in anyone around them. They never do. It’s like they exist in their own world, separate from the rest of us. Their faces are almost too sharp for high school—high cheekbones that caught the fluorescent light, full mouths shaped the same way, though Lael’s lower lip curved just slightly fuller, the color blending so seamlessly with their skin it looked painted. Their hair was cut short at the sides, the rest falling back in dark, loose waves, careless but deliberate at the same time. They were identical down to the bone, except for their eyes: Lael’s icy blue, León’s darker, greener—like even nature hadn’t been sure which story it wanted to tell.

I tear my gaze away before he catches me staring, heart fluttering for no reason at all. It’s ridiculous. He doesn’t even know I exist.

But there’s something about them—about him—that makes my stomach twist with curiosity.

Then the school bell rings, its shrill sound erasing my curiosity and replacing it with nausea and terror. It’s like my brain can’t tell the difference between a mass shooting and a physics lesson. Honestly, I’d probably feel calmer in a mass shooting. At least I’d be dead and there’d be nothing after it. But after this class—after this presentation—I’ll still be alive, haunted by their laughter and sharp words.

Sharp, but unfortunately not sharp enough to finish me off.

“You coming?” Adalynn is already ahead of me, halfway to the classroom. I didn’t even notice her move. I just nod and follow.

A few minutes later, we’re seated next to each other. Adalynn is playing on her phone, casually scrolling through Instagram. Her earlier frustration fades back into her usual school expression—bored and mildly irritated.

I glance around. Most students are on their phones, talking with friends, or half-heartedly finishing homework. Some are dozing off. I always imagined I’d be like that once I started high school—not sleeping in class, but just... relaxed. Belonging.

I always wanted to be like them. The pretty girls. The ones everyone likes. The ones who actually enjoy school—not because they love the material, but because they thrive in it. Because they feel safe here.

My first instinct when entering any classroom is to find the nearest exit and run. And I hate it.

If it weren’t for Adalynn, I’d probably have no one. And even though I try to tell myself I’m okay with that, it still makes me sad.

I mean—it is sad.
Pathetic, even.
I wonder if Adalynn ever thinks that too. Wondering why she couldn’t have a more normal best friend—one who loves parties, socializing, clubbing. Someone who doesn’t hold her back like I do.

I know she thinks it, even if she never says it.

I wish I was different.

“No.” Adalynn groans suddenly, gesturing toward the front of the classroom, phone still in hand. “I can’t believe he’s already here.”

She’s talking about Mr. Johnson, our physics teacher. His greatest (and most annoying) talent is being exactly on time. Zombie apocalypse? Doesn’t matter—he’d still start class at 8:00 a.m. sharp.

But today it’s not his punctuality that torments me. It’s the two people who walk in behind him.

Lael and Olivia.

He towers over Mr. Johnson—who isn’t short, but Lael isn’t average either. He’s probably six-foot-two or three. His caramel skin seems to glow beneath the fluorescent lights, like even the ugliest classroom in Briar Glen couldn’t dull him. His hoodie is black and oversized, his jeans loose, but nothing about him looks careless. His face is all sharp angles softened in the right places—cheekbones that cast faint shadows, a straight nose, lips full enough to notice, the lower one curving slightly fuller as if it was made to ruin girls like me. 

His hair is styled the same as always—sides shaved, the rest tousled back, a few strands falling just above his right eye. Careless. Perfect.

God, his eyes.
That icy blue so pale it almost looks white against his skin. Even though he isn’t looking at me, I can’t stop staring. I can’t stop admiring them.
A small part of me is relieved. He’d probably think I’m a total creep.

But a bigger part of me hates that he’s not looking.

Because he’s looking at Olivia instead.

Of course.

She’s flawless. Long, platinum-blonde hair. Porcelain skin. High cheekbones, a navy-blue dress that hugs every curve. Full lips. Perfect lashes. Perfect makeup. Just... perfect.

Everything I’m not.

And of course he sees that.

Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart races like it’s trying to escape.

Mr. Johnson is almost done taking attendance, and Lael and Olivia just sat down. Right next to each other.

Thump. Thump. Thump.
The guy I like.
The girl who hates me.
And I’m about to give a presentation.
I can’t do this. I really can’t.

What if I just left? I could ask to use the bathroom and never come back. That’s legal, right? He can’t forbid me from going.

I start raising my hand slowly, trying not to let it tremble.

“What are you doing?” Adalynn whispers beside me.

Before I can answer, Mr. Johnson says, “Yes, Ms. Pierce?”

“May I use the restroom?” I ask, barely audible.

Please don’t make me repeat it.

He sighs, clearly hearing me just fine. “Can this wait until recess? The lesson’s about to begin.”

I shake my head.

Another sigh. “Fine. Be quick.”

Thank God.

I stand up quietly, leaving my bag behind so I don’t draw more attention. Just two steps from the door now.

“Do you really think that’s fair to the rest of us?”

I freeze. That voice.

Olivia.

Mr. Johnson doesn’t sound pleased. “What do you mean, Ms. Davis?”

“Well, you never let us use the restroom during class. And wasn’t Nora supposed to present today? If she leaves now, she’ll miss it—and didn’t she already get an extension?”

Now I’m standing in front of her. Can’t even escape the smug look on her face.

“I appreciate your concern for my lesson, Ms. Davis, but had I needed your input, I would’ve let you know.”

I take one more step toward the door.

“But nevertheless,” Mr. Johnson says behind me.
I freeze again.
“...Ms. Davis is right.”
No. No no no.

“I did give you an extension, which ends today. Please get ready to present. You can use the restroom afterwards.”

Five. Little. Words.
Please get ready to present.
Present. Present. Present.
The word echoes, over and over and over.
I walk back to my desk in a daze. I kneel down, searching frantically through my bag for the USB stick. Hands shaking. Heart pounding.

At the front of the class, I fumble to plug it in—three tries before I get it right. The lights dim, the screen lights up, but the room is still too bright. Too exposed.

“Anytime you’re ready, Ms. Pierce.”

I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.

Whispers. Giggles. Laughter.

“I’m sorry,” Olivia calls out, “but what’s so hard about giving a presentation? Did you prepare this five minutes ago?”

More laughter.

At me.

My chest tightens. I can’t breathe.

And then, I’m running.

I don’t know how. I’d been frozen all morning. But somehow, my legs are moving.

Fluorescent lights flicker above. My body feels weightless. Jelly.

I don’t care if it collapses.

Just get out.

I just need to get away. Away from the stares. The whispers. The walls closing in.

I need to run until the world ends. Until there’s nothing.

God, I wish the void would just take me already. That’s probably the only excuse my mom would accept for skipping school.

How will I ever show my face again?

I’m so tired.

By the time I burst through the front doors, the sky has turned gray and heavy. Wind cuts through my jacket. Wet leaves cling to my shoes.

I collapse onto the nearest bench. My knees come up instinctively. I bury my face between them.

I don’t care if I look crazy.

I don’t want to see anyone.
I don’t want to exist.
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Chapter 2 – Just checking in
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Someone sat down on the other end of the bench.
I didn’t look up. Maybe if I stayed still, they’d go away.
They didn’t say anything—just existed near me.
Which, somehow, felt worse.
Then, after a long pause: “You okay?”
I almost laughed.
No. I wasn’t. I was the opposite of okay.
But I didn’t answer.
The silence stretched again. I focused on breathing.
Five in.
Seven out.
Try again.
“You like birds?”
That one made me blink. I frowned.
“There’s a sparrow in that bush over there. Been staring at you like you owe him money.”

It was such a stupid thing to say.
I almost smiled. Almost.
The adrenaline had started to wear off, leaving behind the familiar, sinking fog. I was only a few feet away from school, but it felt like another planet. I knew I should go back. My stuff was still in the classroom—my bag, books, USB, even my phone.

But I couldn’t face it.
Couldn’t face them.
Couldn’t face myself.
I felt the tears slipping down, warm trails cutting through my makeup. I didn’t bother wiping them away. Just watched the black smudges stain the sleeve of my white shirt.

“Your friend wanted me to give you this.”

The voice pulled me out of the fog.
I looked up.
Lael was sitting next to me, my bag slung over one shoulder, phone in hand.
I froze.
“She said she’d be out in a minute—had to handle something.” His voice was calm, almost careful.

I didn’t answer. I just looked at him, then down again.

He didn’t leave.
He placed my stuff beside me, keeping just enough distance.
A minute passed. 

Maybe more. He didn’t say anything else, just watched the little birds hopping around in front of us.

I envied them.
The freedom to leave. To fly away.
To be anywhere but here.
“Thank you,” I mumbled eventually.
It came out cracked and thin. I wasn’t even sure he heard it.
Then, quietly:
“Thank you for not laughing at me... back there. I know it must’ve been hard, front row seat and all.”
“I disagree,” he said after a pause. “Not laughing at someone’s pain is the easiest thing in the world.”

I looked up, surprised.
Our eyes met again.
There was no smugness in him. No judgment.
Just something... open. Real.
It made my chest ache a little.
He didn’t break the gaze.
Neither did I.
And for a second—just a second—everything else fell away. The school, the panic, the fear. It was quiet inside me for the first time all day.

But it didn’t last.

“Hey.”

Adalynn’s voice cut through the stillness.
I turned.
She stood a few steps away, arms folded, eyes scanning me like she was assessing the damage. Her expression was unreadable, but her posture? Tense. She’d done something. I could tell.

“It’s all taken care of,” she said, voice low, like she was trying not to spook me.

I blinked. “What does that mean?”

She didn’t answer. Just gave me a tiny nod and sat down beside me, gently patting my arm.

When I turned back—
Lael was gone.
No goodbye.
No footsteps.
Nothing.
Just... gone.

I looked around, confused, then back at Adalynn.
She was watching me closely.
I forced a weak smile, trying to distract her from asking questions I didn’t want to answer.
“Let’s skip,” I said suddenly. “I can’t go back in there.”
Adalynn didn’t even blink.
“My place?”
I nodded.

We walked in silence, our bags bouncing against our sides. I could feel the pressure returning—less panic now, more dread.

It hit hard when my phone buzzed in my pocket.

I pulled it out.
Mom.
Text:
Where are you? Why aren’t you in school?
Buzz.
Voicemail.
I played it.

“Nia,” my mother’s voice snapped through the speaker. Cold, sharp. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you today, but this isn’t like you. We need to talk. I’ve been hearing things. If you’re not home in 15 minutes, so help me god I’ll-.”

I ended the call before it could finish, my stomach twisting.

Adalynn glanced at me.
“Your mom?”
I nodded, eyes stinging.

She didn’t say anything else.
Just took my hand in hers and held on.
I blink, confused. What... just happened?

Adalynn comes strolling out of the building, oblivious, a curious frown on her face. "Sorry about that," she says with a small grin. “I had to make sure everything’s settled.”

I turn back, staring at the empty space where Lael had been, heart pounding. Did I just imagine that?

Adalynn raises an eyebrow, but doesn’t comment. “You ready to go?”

I blink again, trying to shake off the strange feeling. “Yeah... let’s go.”

But as I walk beside her, the eerie emptiness where Lael had been lingers in my mind. His presence—like a shadow—still hangs in the air, even though I know he’s gone.

We didn’t go back to school.

Adalynn didn’t ask again. She just looked at me, really looked at me, and said, “Come on.”
And I followed.
Her house was only a few blocks away, tucked into a quiet street with flower boxes on the windowsills and a wind chime that twinkled every time a breeze passed. It felt like another planet.

Inside, it smelled like laundry detergent and vanilla. A soft breeze came through the open windows. Her dad greeted us from the kitchen, wearing socks that didn’t match and stirring something on the stove. His hair was thick and black, a little mussed from the steam, his pale skin flushed pink from the heat. Blue eyes — sharp and startling, so different from Adalynn’s — flicked up at us with warmth.

Adalynn had her mother’s skin, the golden brown skin and fuller lips that turned the same pink as her dad’s when she laughed. But she’d inherited his hair, wavy like his, even if she usually straightened it into the sleek ponytail she wore like armor. Seeing them side by side always made the contrast feel sharper, like her features were two halves pulled from different worlds.

“Na, Mädels,” he said in easy German, voice warm as the steam curling from the pot. “Hungrig? Ich hab’ wieder zu viel Pasta gemacht.”

“We’re good, Papa,” Adalynn answered, switching languages without missing a beat. She tugged on my wrist, already pulling me toward her room.

I gave him a shy smile, even as my tongue froze on the words I knew I should answer with. I’d known Adalynn my whole life, and my German still sucked. It never rolled off my tongue the way it did hers.  

“Alright,” he said, totally unfazed, going back to stirring. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

That was it. No interrogation. No third degree. Just pasta and wind chimes and windows that opened.

Adalynn’s room was all soft colors and string lights, shelves lined with books and makeup and tiny fake plants that somehow still looked alive. She tossed her bag to the floor, flopped onto her bed, and patted the spot beside her.

“You good?”

No. But I nodded anyway and lay down next to her.

For a while, we didn’t talk. She put on music—low and instrumental, something with violins—and we just existed. No questions. No explanations.

And for a little while, it helped. I could breathe again. Even laugh a little when she made some sarcastic comment about our biology teacher looking like a taxidermied moose in corduroy.

I almost forgot about Lael.
Almost.
Because somewhere in the back of my mind, I kept replaying it—how he looked at me, how it felt like the world had stopped just for a second. But then, just like that, he was gone. One second he’d been there, sitting next to me, and then he wasn’t. No goodbye, no sound of footsteps, nothing.

When Adalynn came back outside, she looked around, confused.

Now, lying in her room, I wanted to ask again. I wanted to talk about it. But my throat was heavy, and I didn’t want to ruin the moment.

A gentle knock pulled me out of my thoughts. Adalynn’s dad peeked in. 

“Hey, sorry to interrupt,” he said gently. “Nia, your mom called the house. She said she’s expecting you home now.”

My stomach twisted. The warm, floaty feeling from earlier vanished in an instant.

“Danke, Papa,” Adalynn said before I could even speak. Her eyes were already on me.

“I can walk you—” she started, but I was already on my feet.

“It’s okay,” I mumbled. “I’ll go.”

“You sure?”

No. “Yeah.”

______________

The walk home felt shorter than it should have. Maybe because I wanted it to last forever.

When I stepped inside, I barely had time to close the door before I heard her.

“Nia.”

Her voice was sharp—too calm. The kind of calm that comes before something explodes.

I stepped into the hallway. Mom stood there with her arms crossed, brows drawn tight, mouth a flat line. Her light brown eyes—didn’t soften. Her shoulder-length hair framed her face in waves, making her look younger than she ever acted. I hated that about her. She looked almost gentle when she wasn’t. 

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I—”

“Why didn’t you come home after school? Why did your teacher have to call me to tell me you walked out of class?”

My mouth opened. Nothing came out.

Her voice rose—not yelling, but tight and cold. “Do you know how that makes us look? Do you understand what people will think when they hear you stormed out of a classroom like that?”

“I didn’t—” I tried again, but my voice cracked.

“You didn’t what? Think? Act like someone with a little respect? This isn’t like you, Nia. What’s going on?”

I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t tell her that my chest had felt like it was caving in. That I’d barely been able to breathe. That I thought I was going to die in that stupid chair in that stupid classroom. Or worse be stuck in there forever with no air, without the possibility of actually suffocating. 

I couldn’t tell her that. So I said nothing.

And in the silence, I could feel her disappointment settle over me like dust. That’s all I’m ever good at, it seems. Being the disappointment. I could feel my eyes sting – burning with tears I could no longer hold back. I lowered my head, trying not make my mother even angrier. “I’m sorry..” 

My voice sounds strained, weak, as if it were no longer mine. “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment.” The word “Mom” broke somewhere between a sob and a whisper. Sobbing in the middle of the hallway. In front of my mom. The last person I wanted to cry in front and now I was. 

“Did you hear me call you a disappointment, Nia? I am disappointed in you. That’s true, but that’s not me calling you a disappointment. Don’t put words in my mouth. I don’t like that.”

“I just-I-.”  “you know I don’t like talking to you like this.” My mom interrupted me. “Please go to your room, once you’ve calmed down we can continue our conversation.” 

I don’t move, at least not intentionally. My entire body is trembling, with this feeling I couldn’t quiet describe. I felt like I wanted to rip out every single coil of hair I had on my head, like my skin was smothering me, like there was too much of me and too little place to fit it. I wanted to scream, explode, destroy everything like it destroys me. But I couldn’t. I can’t.

“But mom I-.” I try again. “You know I don’t like talking to you when you’re crying.” My mom’s passive aggressive tone, wasn’t so passive anymore and I knew I just needed to leave now. If I don’t my mom will explode and I couldn’t deal with it. 

Not today. Not now.

I barely registered the walk to my room.
I closed the door behind me, then leaned against it like I could somehow keep the world out.
But the tears had already found me.
I slid down to the floor, pressing my palms to my eyes like I could stop it.
But I couldn’t.
I was crying so hard I couldn’t even hear myself anymore. Just a shaking, gasping version of me I didn’t recognize. I wished Jesse were home instead. He had Dad’s height but not his severity—just this lanky, loose-limbed ease, like he never quite fit into his own body. His eyes were the same green as mine, only steadier, darker somehow, like he’d gotten the better version of us. When everything caved in, he had a way of making space, like the world wasn’t crushing me after all. Right now, I could’ve used that.
My phone buzzed.
I ignored it.
Buzz.
Again.
I wiped my hand on my sleeve and glanced at the screen.
Adalynn: You okay?
A pause.
Adalynn: Stupid question. Just... text if you need me to come over, alright?
My throat tightened.
Then another notification.
An unsaved number.
Notification: Hey. Just checking in.
Four words.
That was all.
I stared at the message for a long time.
My fingers hovered over the screen, but I didn’t type anything back.
Not yet.
The number wasn’t saved in my contacts, but there was this feeling I couldn’t quiet shake a feeling. A feeling telling me, I don’t need to worry or be cautious. The number wasn’t saved, but I still knew who it was.

It was him.

The storm inside me—
just for a moment—
quieted.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 - Doomed
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Dinner felt like sitting inside a pressure cooker.
The clink of silverware was the only sound at the table.
The overhead light was too bright, making the white tablecloth look sterile and cold.
I pushed pasta around my plate without tasting it.
Mom sat across from me, perfect posture, her napkin folded neatly in her lap like we were in a restaurant. Her expression was unreadable—calm but distant, like she was waiting for me to crack.
She hadn’t raised her voice since I came home.
She didn’t have to.
Her silence did the screaming for her.
Dad tried to make small talk once—something about a leak in the upstairs bathroom. His dark skin and tired eyes made him look older than he was, though the dimple that appeared when he smiled reminded me of the pictures from before things got heavy.
Jesse hunched over his food like always, his curly hair falling into his face. Taller than me, stronger too, but he always looked like he was shrinking into himself.

I hadn’t looked up from my plate.
Couldn’t.
Not when I still felt like I might burst into tears at any second.
Finally, Mom set her fork down. Softly.
That was how I knew it was coming. 
“Nia.”
Her voice was calm. Almost gentle.
Which made it worse.
“I spoke to your teacher today,” she said. “He told me about what happened.”
I didn’t answer.
My stomach tightened.
“He also mentioned something else,” she continued, like this was just a casual update. “He thinks it might be helpful if you worked with a tutor for a while. Someone who could help you get back on track.”

Pause.
Sip of water.
“I agreed. And I already spoke to the tutor.”
I finally looked up. “You what?”

She tilted her head. “I didn’t want to waste time. You start this week.”

A chill crept down my spine. “Who?”

Please say Adalynn. Please say Adalynn. Please say Adalynn. Please say Adalynn.
Adalynn was smart, lived close by, and she was my best friend. She was the perfect choice.
It had to be her.
Mom smiled like it was no big deal.
“Lael Vega.”
“No!” I said, jumping to my feet.

“Nia, I know tutoring sounds a bit drastic, but—”

“No, it’s not that, it’s just...” My cheeks were already burning. I couldn’t think. I already embarrassed myself enough for one lifetime. And now he was going to tutor me? No. Way.

“I already spoke to Adalynn and she offered to,” I said quickly. “What kind of friend would I be if I just replaced her?”

Mom gave me that look—the one that meant I’d already lost.
“The kind of friend who has a mother who already chose a tutor for her.”
“But—”

“Please don’t argue with me on this. Adalynn’s a great student, yes, but she’s also your best friend. I need you to actually study, not sit around chit-chatting.”

I opened my mouth, but she wasn’t finished.

“Besides, your teacher said this Lael is new and could use some extra credit. So why not help each other out? I really don’t understand the problem, Nia.”

The problem is that I didn’t want the guy I like to witness me failing basic physics.
He probably already thought I was slow. As my tutor? I'd prove it.
“What about Jesse?” I blurted.

My brother choked on his food, coughing like I’d slapped him.

I turned toward Dad. “What about you?”

He cleared his throat. “Honey, I’d love to help, really. But it’s been years since I touched anything more advanced than a calculator. You’d end up tutoring me.”

I turned to Jesse again—my last hope.
He looked at me, then shook his head slowly, like a man walking toward a firing squad.
Coward.

That was it. My last card folded.

Mom hadn’t moved. Hadn’t softened. But she did offer a choice.
“An Olivia Davis also volunteered,” she said. “You can choose between her and Lael.”
Olivia Davis. The human embodiment of my personal hell.
There was no universe where I’d willingly spend an hour a week alone with her.
I sank back into my seat like I’d just been shot.
“Lael’s fine,” I mumbled.
It was official.
I’d taken a wrong turn and ended up in hell.
Mom smiled like it was a victory.
Maybe it was.
To her. Me?
I was doomed.

__________________

That night, I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, arms folded tightly to my chest like I could squeeze the panic out of me.
The house was quiet.
Too quiet.
Even Jesse’s music had finally stopped, which meant he was either asleep or pretending to be.

My phone buzzed again.
I didn’t check it.
Three notifications already waited on my screen—two from Adalynn, one from Lael.
I hadn’t opened any of them.
Couldn’t.
Adalynn was probably checking in.
Trying to make me feel better, like always.
And Lael...
I didn’t even want to know.
Eventually, I turned my screen face-down on the nightstand, rolled over, and buried my face in my pillow.

Sleep didn’t come easily.
When it finally did, it felt like falling into water.
Heavy. Cold. And way too deep.
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Chapter 4 – Off-Limits
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Mornings weren’t supposed to feel like this.

Like walking into a courtroom. Or toward a guillotine.

But today wasn’t just any day—it was tutoring day.

Tuesday morning sunlight barely filtered through the blinds.

I dragged myself out of bed and into the bathroom, flipping on the light with a wince. My reflection stared back, puffy-eyed and unimpressed. Hazel eyes—basically green—rimmed with sleep. Full lips I hadn’t smiled within days. My dark skin dull under the overhead light.

I peeled off my scarf. My hair had mostly survived the night, but a few curls had made a break for it. A slick bun would fix it. Side part sharp, gel tight, edges neat. I worked in silence, focused, like it might keep my thoughts from spiraling.

By the time I finished, I looked okay. Maybe not thriving, but functional. Alive-ish.

I pulled on my black cropped hoodie and favorite pair of flared jeans—the ones that made me feel tall and maybe a little powerful. Not that I needed power. I needed invisibility.

But unfortunately, I had neither.

I grabbed my phone. Three notifications still stared at me from the night before—two from Adalynn, one from Lael. I didn’t open any of them. Just shoved the phone into my bag and headed downstairs.

The scent of toast and coffee hit me first.

Mom sipped her tea like she was royalty, waves of dark brown hair spilling over her shoulders, her skin glowing faintly in the morning light. She always looked soft, but her voice cut sharp enough to remind me otherwise.

Dad was half-hidden behind his tablet, glasses sliding down the bridge of his nose. He had the same high cheekbones I did, only softened by laugh lines he didn’t use much anymore.

Jesse sat slouched with his cereal, broad shoulders bent low, like even his posture had given up.

“Morning, sweetheart,” Dad said with a small smile.

“Mornin’,” Jesse mumbled, mouth full of cereal and zero energy.

Mom’s eyes flicked over my outfit. “Interesting choice,” she said lightly, and sipped her tea.

I didn’t bother responding. I wasn’t in the mood for a fight, and she knew it. Which probably made her feel like she’d won.

I poured myself a glass of juice and leaned against the counter.

“Jesse,” I said, “can you drive me today?”

He paused mid-bite, groaning. “Ugh. Seriously?”

“You’re already up.”

“My first period’s canceled,” he muttered. “I was gonna go back to bed.”

I gave him the best pleading look I could manage. “Please? I really don’t wanna deal with the bus today.”

He sighed dramatically, but shoved one last spoonful of cereal into his mouth and stood up. “You’re annoying.”

“I know.”

Dad chuckled under his breath. Mom didn’t say anything. But I could feel her watching me the whole way out.

_______________

The drive to school was quiet, except for the hum of the engine and Jesse’s occasional grunts when I messed with the radio. The sky was still pale, streaked with morning gray, and the sidewalks were crowded with backpacks and yawns.

He pulled up to the curb and leaned over the wheel, squinting. “You good?”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

He reached over and tugged one of my curls loose from behind my ear. “You’re being weird.”

“I’m always weird.” I said, honestly.

“Yeah, but you’re extra weird. You okay?” He asked, his voice serious now.

I paused. Not really. But what would my brother do? So I simply nodded, hoping he’d drop it.

He looked at me for a second longer, scanning my face carefully, then nodded. “Text me if you need anything.” He tells me just before I get out and by the look on his face, I knew he meant it. I might not have a lot of friends, but I could always count on my brother and that meant more to me than any friend ever could.

“I will.” I say, giving him an honest smile.

I shut the door and stood on the sidewalk, watching him pull away.

I was supposed to meet Adalynn at the front entrance. She always waited for me by the bike rack. But something made me glance toward the side of the school—the alley near the back entrance.

That’s when I saw him.

Leaning against the brick wall like he had nowhere better to be. Hoodie up. Joint between his fingers. Smoke curling around him like fog. The sharp bite of smoke carried even from here, cutting through the usual morning air of cafeteria grease and deodorant.

León Vega.

Even with half his face shadowed by the hood, I could still see it—the sharpness he shared with his brother. The same high cheekbones, the same full mouth shaped in that quiet, almost careless way, the lower lip just a little fuller. Only his eyes set him apart. Emerald green, so stark against the gray wall behind him, they didn’t look real. Too bright. Too alive. They carried the same warmth as Lael’s, though, like no matter the color, something in them matched.

But where Lael’s clothes always seemed to swallow him whole, León’s didn’t hide him. His hoodie was vintage-looking, less oversized, paired with ripped jeans and a chain glinting faintly in the light. Edgier. Sharper. Like he wanted people to notice—but not touch. The way his hand lingered near his sleeve, tugging at it absently, made it seem like some part of him still hated being seen, even when he wasn’t really hiding anything at all.

He didn’t look at me. But for some reason, it still felt like he knew I was watching. Like he’d been waiting.

I tore my gaze away from León before he could catch me staring.
I didn’t know why I felt like I’d been caught doing something wrong. He hadn’t even looked at me.
Right. Adalynn.

I looped back toward the front of the school, heart still thudding for no good reason. Or maybe for too many reasons to count.

She was already waiting, leaned against the bike rack with her arms crossed, expression unreadable. Her hair was sleeked down, straightened smooth into her usual low ponytail — the same wavy texture she’d inherited from her dad, but never left that way. A pink jacket hugged her shoulders, the one she always wore when she wanted to be seen.

The closer I got the better I could see her expression, her full lips pressed into a thin line, her warm brown eyes burning with anger.

I knew I was in trouble before I even reached her.

“You alive?” she said without smiling, tone dry.

I tried to laugh, tried to shove down the guilt, I knew I deserved. “I’m so sorry, Adalynn.”

“I texted you. Twice.” She said, still angry and rightfully so. 

“I know,” I said, avoiding her eyes. “I saw. I just... couldn’t.” My voice, barely making it past the lump forming in my throat. I should’ve just replied. I don’t know why I didn’t. She’s always there for me and I keep on disappointing.

Her voice softened a little. “I get it.” She says gently touching my arm, making me look at her again. The warmth in her eyes, had returned when she says, “just text me that the next time, please. Okay?”

“Okay.” I say, returning the smile.

She unfolded her arms and stepped closer. “Wanna talk about it?”

“It’s okay. It wasn’t anything important.” I lie, not wanting to burden her more.

“If it hurt you, it’s important to me, N.” She says her voice genuine, and her smile honest. I don’t know what I did to  deserve a friend like Adalynn, but I was more than grateful that I do.

I hug her tightly and then we started toward the doors. The morning buzz of students around us felt far away, like background noise to a movie I wasn’t paying attention to.

“Actually—” I glanced at her. “Could we maybe... hang out after school? I don’t wanna go home right away. Not after tutoring.”

She raised a brow. “Tutoring already?”

I nodded. “Today’s the first session. With Lael.”

Her eyes went wide and her voice shrill. “Lael Vega?!”

“Shh!” I hissed. “Keep your voice down.” I added, looking around nervously.

She covered her mouth like she’d just committed a crime. “Sorry, sorry. I just—wait. So your mom really signed you up with him?”

“She didn’t even ask me,” I muttered. “She just did it.”

Adalynn scoffed. “Of course she did. Because he’s clearly the most emotionally stable and academically gifted option.”

I snorted, even though my stomach still felt tight.

Adalynn bumped her shoulder into mine. “Yeah, of course we can hang out after. I’d totally come sit through tutoring just to make fun of you both, but...”

She hesitated.

“But what?” I say, anxiety rising.

She rubbed the back of her neck. “I kinda... can’t.”

I stopped walking. “Why not?”

She gave me an awkward look, then dropped her voice. “Detention.”

“What? Why?” I ask, already dreading the answer.

She made a face. “Yesterday. After you left. Olivia Davis was still running her mouth and I... might’ve called her a bitch. And also slapped her.”

My eyes went wide. “You what?!”

Before she could answer, a voice cut through the crowd like a blade.

“Well, well, look who finally decided to show her face.”

The warning bell was minutes away, but half the hallway froze at Olivia’s voice.

Olivia Davis was stomping toward us, her high ponytail swishing like a weapon. Lip gloss gleamed under the fluorescent lights, all shine with nothing soft behind it. And her manicured nails flashed as she crossed her arms. She looked like she’d stepped out of a cheerleader commercial—but her brown eyes were sharp and cold, nothing like the warmth they sold. My stomach dropped.

Adalynn immediately stepped in front of me, arms crossed again—this time like armor.

I had a feeling things were about to get worse before they got better.

Adalynn was still in front of me, blocking Olivia like a shield. “Walk away, Olivia. Aren’t you bored of yourself?” Her tone was casual, unbothered. How did she do it? And why couldn’t I?

But Olivia was in fact not bored of herself.

She crossed her arms, sneering. “Oh, please. You’re lucky it was just a slap. Try that again and see what happens.”

Adalynn didn’t move. “No, you are lucky it was just a slap. Next time I won’t go so easy on you.” She says, smiling, at least that’s how she sounded. I was still behind her, so I couldn’t see her face. But I didn’t have to, to know she was being serious. Adalynn wasn’t scared of Olivia, she wasn’t scared of anyone, never has been. I envied that about her.

Olivia only rolled her eyes, flicking them to me, sharp and cold. “And you. You think I don’t know what’s going on?”

I blinked. “I—what?”

“Lael Vega?” she snapped, stepping around Adalynn. “Really?”

My heart sank. “That wasn’t— I didn’t—” I wanted to disappear, but the further back I stepped, the closer she got, until she had me pressed against the lockers, with nowhere to go, nowhere to look, but her angry eyes.

“He’s supposed to tutor you? That’s hilarious.” She tossed her hair. “You think just because you had a little panic meltdown and people felt bad for you, you get to hang out with whoever you want?” She says, pointing her finger at me like a weapon. 

“I didn’t ask for him to tutor me,” I said quietly. “My mom—”

“I don’t care about your mom.” Her voice went low. Dangerous. “He and his brother? They’re off-limits. Got it?”

I stared at her, too stunned to respond. Pressing with all force against the lockers, hoping they might give in, after all.

“I’m throwing a party Friday,” she went on, finally backing up, her voice louder now so others around us could hear. “Juniors and seniors only. Everyone who matters will be there—including them.” The students around us started to cheer, praising her, like she was their queen.

Then she looked me over like I was something she stepped in. “You’re not invited.”

Adalynn laughed under her breath. “Wow. High school villain era in full swing, huh?”

Olivia ignored her. Her eyes stayed locked on me.

“I’m serious, Nancy. Stay in your lane.”

“It’s fucking Nia.” Adalynn said, arms crossed before her chest, serious.

Olivia only replied with an annoyed: “Whatever.”

Then turned on her heel and stormed off, a small group of girls trailing behind like obedient ducklings.

Adalynn groans out, loudly. “God, she makes me so homicidal.”

I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until Adalynn nudged me.

“You good?”

My heart still felt like it wanted out, like there wasn’t enough room in my rip cage for my lungs, oxygen and a beating heart. The cold lockers still pressed into my back, grounding me in the worst way.

I still nodded slowly. “Yeah. I mean, no. But also... yeah?” But my voice gave away my brain still hadn’t registered, the threat was gone.

She smiled, small but fierce. “You want me to kill her? I’ve watched enough shows. I know what to do.” She said, jokingly. I hoped.

I laughed weakly. “As the queen of hell, I’m sure she’s immortal.” That made her laugh I joined in, until the bell rang and the moment was ruined.

We stood there for a second, the noise of the school morning slowly creeping back in around us. Somewhere down the hall, the late bell shrieked, jerking us back into motion.

I groaned. “Time to go meet my tutor.”

“It’s going to be okay.” Adalynn said, honestly.

I sighed. “Yeah.”

“Want me to fake a medical emergency?” Her tone, indicating she would actually do it.

“Too late. Pray for me.”

She made a little cross over her chest. “May the academic gods have mercy on your soul.”

I waved goodbye and started walking down the hall toward the library, stomach twisting with dread.

Because now, tutoring with Lael wasn’t just awkward.

It was dangerous

_______________

The library was quiet except for the soft hum of fluorescent lights and the occasional clack of a keyboard. The air smelled faintly of dust and printer ink, the kind of smell that made your throat dry. I hovered near the door, clutching my backpack like it might shield me.

I spotted him instantly.

Lael was already there, leaned over a table in the corner with a binder open and one hand running through his waves. He looked bored. Or tired. Or both. His hoodie sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, and he was chewing on the end of a pen.

I could still walk out. Pretend I got lost. Pretend I had food poisoning. Pretend I didn’t exist.

But my feet moved before I could change my mind.

He looked up as I approached, and his face did this small, subtle shift—surprise, then something else I couldn’t quite read.

“Hey,” he said, sitting up straighter. “Nia, right?” His voice had that same friendly warmth it did yesterday. Maybe he isn’t as bothered about this as I thought.

I nodded, nervously. “Yeah. Sorry I’m late.” I say, my voice quieter than I intended it to be.

“You’re not. I just got here early.” He says, giving me gentle smile.

I sat down across from him, trying not to look like I was dying inside, trying not to feel nervous and embarrassed. But how could I not be after yesterday? God, I must’ve looked crazy. 

“Okay, so...” He says flipping a page, bringing me back to reality. “Looks like we’re supposed to go over electricity and magnetism?”

I nodded again, this time more focused. “That’s probably a good idea.” Please universe, don’t let me embarrass myself too much.

And as if he could read my mind, he gave me a reassuring little smile, and for a second it was just... easy.

And then we started.

At first, I hated every second. My brain felt like static, and I kept second-guessing every answer I gave. But Lael wasn’t mean. Or condescending. He didn’t even seem that different from how he was in class—quiet, a little intense, but not in a scary way.

Somewhere in the middle of explaining exponents, I made a joke without thinking. And he laughed. Actually laughed.

After that, it wasn’t quite so awful.

We’d just started a new problem when his phone buzzed on the table. He glanced at it, then frowned.

“Sorry. I have to take this.”

He stepped away, phone to his ear, voice low.

I tried not to listen. I failed.

“...Sí. No, todavía estoy en el colegio. ¿Puedes esperar?”

Pause. Was he speaking Spanish? Of course he spoke Spanish, like he wasn’t absolutely perfect already. I don’t know what bothered me more, that I couldn’t understand him or that I wanted to, when it was none of my business.

“Alright. I’ll be there soon.” He says back in English, his tone neutral.

He came back a moment later, slipping his phone into his pocket. “Sorry about that. Something came up—I have to run.” His voice was genuine, almost apologetic.

“Oh. Yeah. No worries.” I started shoving things into my backpack too fast, my cheeks burning with embarrassment again.

“We could pick it back up later?” He hesitated. “After school?” 

Panic flared in my chest. “Um—actually I... I can’t really... like, go anywhere.” My heart again louder, than my voice. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Strict parents?” His voice careful, not smug.

I nodded, embarrassed. “Yeah. Kinda... very.”

He looked apologetic. “That sucks. I just don’t want you to fall behind again.”

And then—I don’t know why I did it—I heard myself say: “You could come to my place. If you want.”

It just... slipped out.

And before I could backtrack, he was already nodding. “Yeah, that works. Text me the address?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling like this was fine, like I wasn’t screaming internally.

He grabbed his stuff and gave me a small wave. “Alright. See you then.” He said, giving me a little smile.

And then he was gone.

And I was frozen, the collar of my shirt getting tighter, like it was trying to suffocate me. Can a collar just randomly get tighter or was I losing my damn mind?

What. Did. I. Just. Do?

Bringing Lael to my house?

Where my mother lived?

Where the air was made of judgment and awkward silences?

I clutched my backpack straps, brain spinning.

There was no way out now.

I was officially doomed.
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Chapter 5 – Company Smile
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I sat on my bed, hugging a pillow to my chest like it might absorb the panic vibrating through me. Downstairs, the clatter of pans and the faint smell of garlic meant Mom was already cooking.

What had I done?

My brain replayed the moment over and over like a cursed highlight reel: Me, smiling like a complete idiot. You could come to my place. Like it was nothing. Like it didn’t mean opening the door to Lael Vega and letting him step into my actual house where my mom roamed like a warden with a Bible.

Maybe he’d forget.

Maybe something would come up and he’d cancel.

Maybe the world would end.

None of those things happened.

Instead, I heard the worst sound possible: my mother’s voice drifting up the stairs.

“Nia, someone’s at the door!”

I stopped breathing.

No. No no no no no—

I shot off the bed and ran for the stairs before she could open it herself. “I got it!”

She was halfway through wiping her hands with a dish towel in the kitchen, eyebrows already drawn. “You’re awfully quick.”

I ignored her, yanked open the door—

And there he was.

Lael stood on our porch, holding his backpack in one hand and looking just slightly out of place, like a very handsome alien who had crash-landed in the suburbs. The porch light flickered above him, catching on the loose strands of hair that had fallen into his eyes.
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