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      “Kira, what are you doing? We’re going to be late!”

      Rob’s exasperated voice drifted back to Kira from a few feet ahead.

      “And whose fault is that?” Kira grumbled under her breath as she bent down to look at the item that had captured her attention.

      The morning air was damp with the scent of rain. Her long, dark ponytail drifted past the shoulder of her windbreaker to brush against her cheek.

      No matter how early she got there, she always had to practically drag Rob out of the house to get him going for school every morning as he tried to put off interacting with the outside world for as long as humanly possible.

      This morning had been worse than usual.

      Rob had overslept. Their friend Whitney was usually good to give them a ride in her ancient boat of a Cadillac, but she had band practice this morning. So now Kira and Rob had been forced to take a shortcut past a former construction site—which had barely broken ground before the developer had gone bankrupt—in an effort to get to class on time.

      Chain-link fencing surrounded the failed condo site, plastered with signs depicting the architect’s idealized design, complete with smiling people strolling the sunny, landscaped perimeter. The gate leading to the site hung open, dangling on its hinges in the breeze. Regular traffic had been diverted from the cul-de-sac for months, and people still avoided the area out of habit, even though the road was open again.

      Kira reached down to pick up a cassette tape from the precarious edge of a storm drain at the side of the empty road. The white plastic was mud spattered, but relatively dry, considering there had been a storm the night before.

      “Ugh,” Rob said as he stopped to look back. He wrinkled his nose. “You stopped to pick up some garbage?”

      The remains of the storm’s damp wind ruffled his tangled mass of brown curls above the shoulders of his food-stained hoodie. He had been determined to grow his hair out over the past several months, much to the despair of his mother. But instead of falling, his hair just seemed to get bigger and bigger, like a fluffy, brown helmet. Kira secretly wondered how big it would get before he would finally admit defeat and get it cut. His scuffed laptop bag hung from his shoulder.

      “It’s a Nine Inch Nails tape,” she said. She flashed the hand-drawn symbol in black Sharpie that had caught her attention. In addition to the distinctive, rectangle-encased ‘NIN’ logo (complete with a backward, second ‘N’), it also bore the letters ‘PHM’. “Looks like a bootleg of Pretty Hate Machine.”

      Nine Inch Nail fans had a tendency to shorten both song titles and album or ‘halo’ titles into initials that almost became like a second language that Kira translated out of habit.

      Rob rolled his eyes at her. “You already have everything Trent Reznor’s ever done. What do you need some crappy bootleg tape for?”

      Kira shrugged. Rob was right. Her collection included everything Nine Inch Nails in both physical and digital formats. Besides, she didn’t even own a cassette player…

      But the white tape stood out like a sore thumb in the grimy mud contributed by the nearby construction site, and the familiar logo had given her pause. She wiped both sides of the cassette against her jacket before pocketing it.

      “You never know,” she said. “It could have some extra, live tracks or something. Besides, I think my mom has an old tape deck stored in the basement somewhere…”

      Rob uttered a long-suffering sigh. “OK, now can we go? Mr. Travers is gonna kill us if we’re late.”
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Kira and Rob had to make a run for it. Rob was no athlete, but the threat of facing Mr. Travers’ wrath lent him an extra burst of speed as he clutched his precious laptop bag to his side.

      Kira caught up with him easily. Still, she was careful about where she placed her feet. Despite her lean, athletic frame, she was at that awkward stage when she seemed to be all elbows and knees, and sometimes her coordination wasn’t what she would like it to be.

      The sounds of Rob’s labored breathing and the slap of their wet sneakers against the pavement were the only sounds as they left the cul-de-sac behind them and neared the school. La Valentia High loomed ahead of them—a sprawling, two-story building of gray stone.

      Kira’s green gaze darted instinctively for the bike rack. She stifled a groan. Sure enough, Mr. Travers’ familiar, yellow ten-speed had already been locked up. Even though she knew it was foolish, part of her had secretly hoped he might be sick or something—or at least a few minutes late.

      She should have known better.

      Unlike most of the other teachers, Mr. Travers held a perfect attendance record. He had even stumbled into class a few times just before the bell rang with a pale face and the sour scent of sweat as he heroically struggled to keep the contents of his stomach in line with an obvious case of the flu.

      Rob shook his curly head as they raced past the bike rack and scrambled through the front doors of the school. The yard was already empty. Kira followed on his heels.

      They both skidded to a squeaking stop and proceeded at a speed-walk as soon as they got inside. With no other students around to disguise their haste, they couldn’t just run past the front office. Still, Kira’s feet almost skidded out from under her as they rounded the corner that led to Mr. Travers’ classroom. The linoleum floor was damp with the muddy footprints of other students. She flailed her arms until she regained her balance, nearly knocking into Rob in the process. He glared back at her from over his shoulder.

      “Sorry,” Kira mumbled.

      They stumbled into the classroom in a breathless rush just as the bell was ringing. Kira mentally steeled herself for the dressing-down that was sure to follow.

      The lively conversation of close to thirty other teenagers fell silent for a moment as Rob and Kira stood in the doorway. Kira felt her face burn as a sea of familiar faces turned to witness her and Rob’s dramatic entrance.

      “Tsk, tsk.” Trevor Wright shook a finger at them from where he sat at the back of the classroom, surrounded by his army of admirers.

      Kira’s eyes narrowed at him with a surge of annoyance. Not a single one of his blond curls was out of place, and the blue polo that hugged his tanned, muscular frame matched his eyes perfectly.

      “What’s the meaning of this, Churro?” he said to Rob in a mocking, stern voice. “Are we going to have to report you two for being tardy?” He smirked.

      Rob stiffened at the mention of his hated nickname. In a way, it wasn’t really personal. Trevor had one for everyone who wasn’t a part of his little group of spoiled-brat preppies. Kira put a warning hand on Rob’s shoulder from behind him. He had lost his temper and gotten into scraps with Trevor and his lackeys before.

      It hadn’t ended well.

      “Or maybe I should start calling you ‘Dirty Sanchez’ instead?” Trevor raised an eyebrow when Rob remained silent. Trevor used his finger to outline the area above his own upper lip. “Just who helped to give you that? We both know it wasn’t Kira.”

      He smirked again. Kira resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Smirking was practically Trevor’s default facial expression.

      Around him, his friends chortled in amusement. Miranda Tanner flashed Trevor an adoring smile that made Kira want to vomit. Jake Reynolds and Brent Stevens laughed the loudest of all.

      “Good one, bro,” Jake piped up. He reached over to give Trevor a fist bump.

      “Thanks, Mini Me.” Trevor grinned back with a preening look.

      Jake was pretty much a shorter version of Trevor, with the same blond hair and blue eyes. He even wore the same style of polo shirt and followed Trevor around like his shadow.

      Or maybe a fawning puppy…

      Kira winced. She knew Rob must be fuming. He had a hard enough time when Trevor and the others called him ‘Churro’—a jab at both his Mexican heritage, and his sexual orientation.

      ‘Dirty Sanchez’ was definitely worse.

      Even though Rob had always been something of a slob, Kira had noticed that he always kept his face clean-shaven. It was the one neat thing about his appearance—probably in an effort to avoid this very scenario, especially since Kira was pretty sure none of Trevor’s little friends could grow any decent facial hair yet, even if they wanted to… She resisted the urge to stick her head past Rob’s shoulder to get a better look at his face.

      She hadn’t really noticed it earlier, but now that she thought about it, she realized he did have the faint, brown outline of a blossoming mustache on his upper lip. He had probably forgotten to shave before rushing out of the house.

      Still, there was no reason for Trevor to be a dick about it. Not that he ever needed a reason…

      “Where’s Mr. Travers?” Kira blurted before Rob could do or say something that might make the situation worse.

      Rob had worked hard to lose his accent, but it tended to crop up again when he got upset—a fact that Trevor was well aware of and used to his best advantage. Better to keep him quiet for now, if such a thing was possible.

      “Easy, Kira Beaver,” Trevor drawled. “Tattle-Tale Travers isn’t here yet.”

      Kira peered past Rob’s shoulder to look at Mr. Travers’ desk at the front of the room. Sure enough, it was empty.

      Makes sense. Trevor would never have the balls to talk like that unless there were no teachers around…

      As far as unwanted nicknames went, ‘Kira Beaver’ wasn’t that bad. Kira had learned to ignore it long ago, even though just the sound of Trevor Wright’s voice was often enough to make her blood boil. Kira had been raised in California—right here in La Valentia, like pretty much everyone else in school—but she had actually been born in Canada. When you added that to the fact that most of the guys at school were Trevor’s douchebag friends and therefore not worth her interest… Well, of course Trevor naturally assumed she must be a lesbian. Hence ‘Kira Beaver’.

      Kira gave Rob a nudge to get him through the door. Mr. Travers’ bike was outside. He was sure to arrive any minute. For some reason, they had been lucky enough to get to class after everyone else without being caught. No reason to push their luck any further.

      Once Kira managed to herd Rob forward, she slipped past him to take the lead to their desks with her chin held high. Rob followed behind her, his brown eyes glaring down at the floor, his hands balled into fists. Murmurs of ‘Dirty Sanchez’ followed in their wake. Kira gritted her teeth. She had built up a callus against the taunts of Trevor and his friends for her own sake, but she hated to see them turn on anyone else—especially when that someone was Rob.

      She made a sudden detour on a whim, stalking right up to Trevor’s desk. He leaned back and folded his arms behind his head to watch her with mild interest. She felt the weight of every pair of eyes in the classroom follow her as she went.

      She seized the left nipple protruding from beneath the fabric of his snug, blue polo and twisted.

      Trevor instantly dropped his muscular arms and
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