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            MORIAH

          

          TWELVE YEARS BEFORE THE PUMPKIN PATCH PACT

        

      

    

    
      The fluorescent lights in Candlewick Creek High School's library hummed with the same nervous energy that buzzed through Moriah Pearson's veins as she shuffled her color-coded notes for the third time in five minutes. Around the oval table, the other student council members chatted and laughed, but Moriah kept her focus on her meticulously organized binder. At sixteen, she was the youngest student council president in school history, and she felt the weight of that achievement - and the skepticism it had generated - in every meeting.

      "Alright, everyone, let's get started." Mrs. Patterson, their faculty advisor, settled into her chair with a stack of papers that immediately made Moriah's stomach clench with anxiety. "We need to discuss the Valentine's Day fundraiser."

      Moriah straightened in her chair, her hand already reaching for the pink tab in her binder. She'd been preparing for this moment for weeks, creating detailed timelines, budget projections, and contingency plans. The art department desperately needed new supplies, and this fundraiser was their best shot at raising the necessary funds.

      "I've prepared a comprehensive proposal," Moriah began, but Mrs. Patterson held up a hand.

      "Before we get into specifics, we need to address the logistics. This year's fundraiser needs to be bigger than ever. The art supplies we need cost nearly three thousand dollars." She looked around the table with the expression of someone about to deliver bad news. "Which means we need to double our usual volunteer commitment."

      A collective groan rose from the assembled students. Moriah felt her carefully planned timeline crumbling already.

      "Each booth will need to be staffed by a two-person team for the entire school day," Mrs. Patterson continued. "And since we have six booths planned, that means twelve of you will be working instead of attending your regular classes."

      "Can't we just recruit more volunteers?" Asked Christopher Webb, the senior class treasurer, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

      "We tried. Apparently, Valentine's Day falls on the same day as the county basketball tournament this year. Most of our usual volunteers will be at the game." Mrs. Patterson pulled out a small wicker basket that Moriah recognized with growing dread. "So we're going to have to do this the fair way. Partner assignments will be drawn at random."

      Moriah's pen froze halfway through writing "Partnership Logistics" at the top of her notebook page. Random assignments were the antithesis of everything she believed in. How could she ensure quality execution if she couldn't control the variables?

      "Mrs. Patterson," she said, her voice carefully modulated to sound mature and reasonable, "wouldn't it be more efficient to assign partnerships based on complementary skill sets? I've prepared personality assessments for each council member that could⁠—"

      "Moriah, sweetie, I know you like to plan everything down to the last detail, but sometimes we have to trust in a little chaos." Mrs. Patterson's smile was kind but firm. "Besides, this will be good practice for the real world, where you don't always get to choose your collaborators."

      The real world. Moriah bit back her response that she'd been living in the real world since she was twelve, when her parents died and left her to figure out how to navigate life with nothing but her grandmother's love and her own determination to prove she was worth keeping.

      "The booth assignments are already written on these slips," Mrs. Patterson said, shaking the basket. "You'll draw your partner's name, and then we'll reveal which booth you're managing."

      Moriah closed her eyes briefly, running through her mental list of council members. Please not Jeremy Collins, who treated every responsibility like a joke. Please not Sarah Wilkinson, who was sweet but had never met a deadline she couldn't miss. Please not⁠—

      "Moriah, you're up first."

      Her hand trembled slightly as she reached into the basket. The slip of paper felt heavier than physics should allow. She unfolded it slowly, hoping against hope that the universe might, just once, cooperate with her plans.

      Orion Gable

      The name stared back at her in Mrs. Patterson's neat handwriting, each letter a small catastrophe. Of all the people in the student council, of all the people in the entire school, it had to be him.

      "Who'd you get?" asked Lisa Keller from across the table.

      Moriah cleared her throat, trying to keep her voice steady. "Orion Gable."

      A few snickers rippled around the table. Everyone knew about their rivalry, which had been escalating since middle school when Orion had "accidentally" knocked over her science fair display and she'd retaliated by organizing a petition to get the cafeteria to stop using his family's pumpkins for the pumpkin pie because they were "obviously inferior to the ones from McPherson's farm."

      "Oh, this should be interesting," muttered David Meadows, not bothering to lower his voice.

      Mrs. Patterson shot him a warning look before reaching into a second basket. "Your booth assignment is..." She unfolded the paper with theatrical flair. "The Love Notes station."

      Moriah's heart sank even further. The Love Notes booth was traditionally one of the most popular. Students could buy beautifully decorated cards and have them delivered to their crushes during class. It required artistic flair, customer service skills, and the ability to handle the romantic chaos of teenage hormones. In other words, it needed everything Orion Gable definitely did not possess.

      "Perfect," she said through gritted teeth, already mentally revising her entire approach to the fundraiser.

      The meeting continued around her, but Moriah barely heard the other assignments being announced. Her mind was racing through contingency plans, trying to figure out how to manage a successful booth with a partner who probably considered Valentine's Day a capitalist conspiracy designed to part people from their hard-earned money.

      Orion Gable. The boy who showed up to every council meeting five minutes late with dirt still caked under his fingernails. Who turned in assignments on time but never seemed to care whether they were any good. Who looked at her with barely concealed irritation whenever she tried to organize group projects or improve their processes. The boy who, despite all her efforts to dismiss him, had somehow managed to infiltrate her thoughts more often than she cared to admit.
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      Orion Gable slumped in his chair at the back of the library, watching Moriah Pearson gesture animatedly at some kind of color-coded chart while Mrs. Patterson nodded approvingly. He'd been dragged to this student council meeting because he needed community service hours to graduate, and this Valentine's fundraiser was apparently his least awful option.

      The irony wasn't lost on him that Valentine's Day, a holiday he considered nothing more than commercial manipulation, was going to be his ticket to graduation.

      He checked his watch discreetly. The meeting was running long, which meant he'd be late getting home to help Dad with the evening chores. Every minute he spent listening to debates about booth placement and pricing strategies was a minute of work that would have to be done in the dark.

      "Before we get into specifics, we need to address the logistics," Mrs. Patterson was saying, and something in her tone made Orion pay attention. "This year's fundraiser needs to be bigger than ever - the art supplies we need cost nearly three thousand dollars."

      A collective groan rose from the assembled students. Orion felt his stomach sink. Bigger meant more time commitment, which meant less time for the farm work that actually mattered.

      "Which means we need to double our usual volunteer commitment," Mrs. Patterson continued. "Each booth will need to be staffed by a two-person team for the entire school day."

      "Can't we just recruit more volunteers?" Asked Christopher, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

      "We tried. Apparently, Valentine's Day falls on the same day as the county basketball tournament this year. Most of our usual volunteers will be at the game." Mrs. Patterson pulled out a small wicker basket. "So we're going to have to do this the fair way. Partner assignments will be drawn at random."

      Orion suppressed a groan. Random assignments were bad enough when it came to group projects, but spending an entire day working closely with someone from student council? He glanced around the table at his fellow council members—overachievers who treated every school activity like it was a matter of life and death.

      "Mrs. Patterson," Moriah said from the front of the room, "wouldn't it be more efficient to assign partnerships based on complementary skill sets? I've prepared personality assessments for each council member that could⁠—"

      "Moriah, sweetie, I know you like to plan everything down to the last detail, but sometimes we have to trust in a little chaos."

      Orion almost smiled at that. If anyone needed to learn to embrace a little chaos, it was Moriah Pearson, with her perfectly organized binders and her need to control every variable.

      "The booth assignments are already written on these slips," Mrs. Patterson said, shaking the basket. "You'll draw your partner's name, and then we'll reveal which booth you're managing."

      Moriah went first, reaching into the basket like she was diffusing a bomb. When she unfolded her slip of paper, her face went through several expressions that Orion couldn't quite read.

      "Who'd you get?" Asked Lisa.

      "Orion Gable."

      A few snickers rippled around the table. Everyone knew about their long-standing rivalry, which had been going on since middle school when he'd accidentally knocked over her science fair display and she'd retaliated by organizing a petition against his family's pumpkins.

      Orion felt his own stomach drop. Of all the people in the student council, it had to be her. The girl who treated every project like a military operation and every group assignment like her personal responsibility to drag everyone else up to her impossible standards.

      "Oh, this should be interesting," muttered David.

      Mrs. Patterson shot him a warning look before reaching into a second basket. "Your booth assignment is... the Love Notes station."

      Perfect. Not only was he stuck with the most high-maintenance person in school, but they were going to be running the mushiest, most romantic booth at the entire fundraiser. He could already picture her detailed spreadsheets for optimal heart-shaped decoration placement.

      The meeting continued around him, but Orion barely heard the other assignments being announced. His mind was already calculating how many hours of farm work he'd have to sacrifice to meet whatever elaborate preparation schedule Moriah was undoubtedly already formulating.

      When Mrs. Patterson finally dismissed them, Orion packed up his things as quickly as possible, hoping to escape before anyone could make more jokes about the partnership. But as he headed for the door, he caught Moriah's eye for just a moment. She looked about
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