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Part One


Chapter One
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The summer sun hung lazily in the sky, drifting toward the horizon with unhurried ease. Its fading warmth stretched across the quarry, casting everything in a soft golden haze. The jagged rocks, fierce and imposing at midday, now seemed gentler, their edges rounding beneath the evening light. Below, the still water reflected the sky like polished glass, disturbed only by the occasional ripple of a passing breeze.

Laughter bounced between the quarry walls as six children played near the shore, their joy bright and uncomplicated. They splashed each other, chased one another through the shallows, and clung to the last carefree days before high school would scatter their routines and pull them toward Ionia’s crowded hallways.

Among them were Stephanie and Chris. Stephanie, fair-skinned with a single dimple tucked into her right cheek, adjusted her glasses as she flicked a handful of water at him. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. Her blue one-piece swimsuit hugged her frame, and her long hair sat knotted in a bun at the back of her head.

Chris—tall, warm-skinned, and effortlessly charismatic—grinned back at her. Water gleamed across his ebony skin and vibrant green trunks, outlining the subtle flex of his muscles. Every movement between them became a kind of dance, sending brief rainbows arcing through the air when the light hit just right. Whenever she drifted close, Stephanie fit perfectly in the circle of his arms, a fact Chris didn’t bother hiding that he enjoyed.

Not far away, Henry perched on a flat rock, applying suntan lotion to his pale skin with exacting care. His dusty blonde hair fell into his eyes, refusing to be tamed. Beside him sat John—lean, muscled, and always ready with a joke. The faint scar across his chin caught the sunlight as he laughed, the last remnant of a childhood mishap involving a rope, a treehouse, and an afternoon neither boy ever forgot.

A little farther up the bank sat Quinn and Babs. Barbie in name and almost in appearance, Babs radiated a bubbly charm that seemed permanently dialed up. She giggled each time Henry so much as glanced her way, and Henry—oblivious or pretending to be—kept his eyes anywhere but on her. Quinn, with her short dark hair and reserved manner, hovered at the edges of things, but her quietness never pushed her out of the group. They always made sure she was included, and Quinn valued that more than she ever said aloud.

This was their circle—closer than most families, bound by years of shared summers, shared jokes, shared secrets. They’d all convinced themselves they were different from other friend groups.

Stronger.

Unbreakable.

They believed they could survive anything if they stayed together.

As the sun dipped lower, their shadows stretched long across the rocks. Henry and John began gathering towels and backpacks. Babs slipped on her sandals. Quinn brushed sand off her legs. One by one, they turned toward Chris and Stephanie, waiting for the pair to rejoin them.

Chris finally caught the hint and clasped Stephanie’s hand. They made their way back toward the group to say their goodbyes before heading to the bonfire later that evening. Chris mentioned wanting one last jump from the quarry rim before leaving. John and Henry nodded, already accustomed to Chris’s ritual leap. Babs threw Stephanie a playful wink, tugged Quinn along, and the group headed toward home.

Stephanie followed Chris up the steep, craggy slope toward the “jumping rock,” a natural ledge hanging twenty-five feet above the quarry’s deep pool. Every friend had jumped from it—everyone except Stephanie. Even Henry, slight and sun-shy, had done it once, urged forward by John’s relentless encouragement.

The rule for the jump was simple: a kiss before the leap. One thrill before the next.

Chris stopped at the edge and faced her, taking her hands. The evening breeze had dried the water from his skin, and the warmth of the sun lingered in him. He smiled at her—wide, genuine, and so handsome it made her chest tighten. Stephanie never quite understood why a boy like Chris had chosen her. Girls at school practically lined up for him, while she considered herself plain, glasses and all.

“Are you ready?” he asked, his voice low and steady. “You’ve got to do it at least once before summer ends.”

“Why?” she whispered, unable to hold his gaze for long.

Chris stepped closer, softening. “Because you’re brave, girl. Stronger than you know.” He kissed her forehead gently.

“I don’t feel strong,” she murmured, turning away.

He lifted her chin with a careful touch. “I know you are,” he said, then kissed her lightly on the lips. Stephanie’s eyes fluttered closed, her lips lingering.

“If you want more,” he teased, “you’ll have to follow me.”

“That’s not fair,” she complained, pouting.

“It’s just you and me,” he said with a quiet laugh.

“Yeah,” she breathed.

“Then come and get me.” He kissed her cheek—and jumped.

She gasped, startled by his sudden leap. And then—before she could overthink it—she followed, her hand still gripping his.

They hit the water with a splash, Stephanie’s scream ending in a mouthful of quarry water. She surfaced sputtering, scanning for Chris. When she spotted him, she smacked the water in mock outrage, sending a splash directly into his smug grin.

“You’re a jerk,” she grumbled.

Chris swam toward her, and when she wrapped her arms around his neck, he led them both back to shore. They sprawled on the rocks, their bodies warm against the cooling air.

The horizon glowed red and orange, the last of the sunlight stretching long and thin through the atmosphere. Stephanie tugged Chris closer until he rolled atop her, bracing himself with his hands. She cupped his face between her palms.

“You have a beautiful heart, Stephanie,” he said, smiling down at her.

She returned the smile. “Only because people like you let me show it.”

“I’ll be your lucky penny if you’ll be my four-leaf clover,” he said softly.

“Okay.”

She kissed him deeply, their lips and tongues moving together in the fading light. When they parted, Chris brushed her cheek with his thumb.

“If you were an angel,” he said, “I’d bind your wings so you’d never fly away.”

Stephanie’s eyes softened. “You wouldn’t have to. If I were an angel, I’d give them up just to stay with you.”

He kissed her again, then lay beside her. She rested her head on his arm, curling close.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked quietly.

“You,” he said. “Us. All of us.” He reached toward the sky as if plucking at the first emerging stars. “I want to give you everything. The moon, the stars. The whole world.”

She shook her head gently. “Just give me you.”

He didn’t answer at first. Then her hand guided his face back toward hers, and he smiled.

“I can do that,” he said. He stood, offering her his hand. “Come on. Let’s get to the bonfire.”
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The “bonfire” took place in Henry’s backyard, where a modest fire pit glowed beneath the darkening sky. The six friends had planned nothing extravagant—just sodas, popcorn, s’mores, and the easy laughter that belonged to teenagers who still believed time was theirs to spend freely.

By the time Chris and Stephanie rounded the side of the house, the others were already gathered in a loose circle around the flames. No one had been waiting on them, but their arrival was met with warm calls and cheerful smiles.

“Hey, you two!” Babs sang, waving them over. Chris and Stephanie slipped into the open chairs without hesitation, the fire’s warmth embracing them along with the familiarity of their friends.

Stephanie found herself seated between Babs and Chris; on Babs’s far side sat Henry, then John, and finally Quinn. It was their usual, comfortable order—one they fell into without planning.

“So,” Babs asked Stephanie in a conspiratorial whisper, “what did you two get up to after we left?”

Stephanie flushed immediately. Before she could stumble through an answer, Chris stepped in.

“I made Stephanie take the jump off the rock.”

A small eruption of applause and approving noises followed. Stephanie ducked her head, wishing briefly she could disappear behind her own glasses. Everyone knew the rule about jumping from the rock—and the kiss that came first. Everyone had done it at least once. Stephanie had been the last holdout.

“Great job, Stephanie,” John said, giving her an encouraging grin. He nudged Henry. “She did great, didn’t she?”

Henry nodded, smiling warmly. “Yeah. Congrats, brave girl.”

As Stephanie looked around the fire at each familiar face, she saw nothing but pride and affection reflecting back—fire-lit smiles glowing almost brighter than the flames themselves. Almost. Quinn alone avoided her gaze, staring fixedly into the fire as if it held answers Stephanie wasn’t meant to see.

Stephanie felt a small pinch in her chest. It would have meant so much if Quinn had simply looked at her—just acknowledged her. But before that ache could settle, Chris’s voice cut through the quiet chatter, pulling everyone’s attention as easily as ever.

“Wow,” Chris said, leaning back in his chair. “How long have we all been friends?”

He wasn’t asking anyone in particular, but Henry answered anyway.

“For some of us, since fourth or fifth grade.”

He was mostly right. Quinn had been the last to join, arriving at the start of middle school—new to the city, new to everything. They’d all been drawn to her gentleness, adopting her before she even realized she’d been folded into their group. It helped her find her footing, and they never once made her feel like an outsider.

Chris waved a hand dismissively. “Two years, ten years—doesn’t matter. All I know is I’m gonna be friends with you guys forever.”

The fire crackled softly. Every one of them nodded in agreement, the unspoken truth settling warm and solid between them. When Chris’s gaze finally landed on Stephanie, he paused. She seemed to glow—whether from the fire, from his affection, or some combination, he couldn’t decide.

Suddenly, Chris clapped his hands. “I think we should make a pact. Next year we’re all starting high school together, so let’s promise we’ll stay friends for all four years. No matter what.”

“I like that idea,” John said immediately. Then, as always, he checked with Henry. “You like it, right?”

Henry nodded so hard his glasses shifted down his nose. “Yeah. Sounds good.”

Babs clapped, her braces catching the firelight like tiny sparks. “I think it’s perfect, Chris.” She turned. “What about you, Quinn?”

Quinn startled at being addressed. For a moment she seemed unsure whether the question was meant for her at all. But with everyone’s eyes suddenly on her, she whispered, “It sounds good to me.”

Her soft voice prompted a ripple of laughter—not unkind, just affectionate—and the conversation moved forward again, circling around the idea of a pact and all that the next four years might bring. Four years of growing, changing, discovering who they would become under pressure from the outside world.

But tonight, the future felt bright and reachable. Their paths lay open like roads drawn in starlight.

“Is everyone agreed?” Chris asked finally.

One by one, each friend nodded.

And just like that, their pact was sealed in the glow of the fire—six hands warming in the same circle of light, six hearts convinced nothing could break what they had.
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Stephanie moved through the long hallway, lockers rising on either side like mute sentries. Her mission was simple—reach her first afternoon class—but the post-lunch haze made each step feel like wading through warm air. Trigonometry waited for her ahead: demanding, unforgiving, and essential for the mathematics degree she dreamed of. She couldn’t afford to drift.

She was a few doors away when two hands suddenly covered her eyes. She didn’t need to guess. Only one person in the entire school touched her that way.

“Hey, Babs,” Stephanie laughed, her voice carrying over the crowded corridor.

“You always guess right,” Babs whined dramatically, stomping one foot as if wounded. Her high-pitched voice turned even her mock-anger into something bright.

Stephanie slowed until Babs fell into step beside her. “It’s always you. No one else would dare.”

As they walked, Stephanie noticed—like she always did—how the flow of students seemed to bend around Babs. People noticed her. They always had. Stephanie, by contrast, moved through the currents unseen, a quiet presence slipping past louder currents.

High school had transformed Babs from the shy girl with braces and thick glasses into someone everyone knew. Her older sister—the head cheerleader—helped open doors, but Babs had been the one to carry herself through them. Braces were long gone, glasses replaced by laser surgery, and her smile—always warm—had grown unmistakably radiant.

But what mattered most to Stephanie was what hadn’t changed. Beneath all the attention, Babs was still Babs. Loyal. Steady. Hers. The idea of losing her—even to something as natural as growing up—was a fear Stephanie kept locked away.

They had barely gone another ten paces when Stephanie’s breath caught.

Chris was walking toward them.

Her heart thudded painfully, every practiced layer of calm peeling back.

‘There he is,’ she thought, a familiar ache blooming low in her chest. The one who used to be my closest friend.

Distance had grown between them—quietly, steadily—and she never understood when that shift had begun. Or why.

Babs noticed instantly. Without hesitation, she slipped a hand around Stephanie’s arm and wove their fingers together, pulling Stephanie close until their shoulders brushed. The gesture was subtle but solid, a silent vow of support.

Across the hallway, Chris’s attention flickered toward them. In the same instant, he lifted his arm and draped it around the shoulders of the girl walking beside him.

Quinn.

Caught off guard, Quinn glanced up at him. Chris never did public affection. Not in years. Not with her.

She followed his gaze—straight down the hallway, straight toward Stephanie.

Her stomach tightened.

Chris wasn’t pulling her close because he wanted to. He was pulling her close because Stephanie was watching.

Heat crept up Quinn’s neck. She dropped her eyes to the tiles, suddenly fascinated by their scuffed patterns, trying to hide the way realization stung.

Chris was performing.

And she was the prop.

Chris slowed as he reached them, bringing Quinn to a halt beside him. The moment felt staged—almost choreographed—and Quinn’s instinct was to shrink, to fade out of sight before anyone noticed how uncomfortable she was.

“Hey,” Chris said to Stephanie.

The smile he wore wasn’t the one she remembered from childhood. The easy warmth had drained out long ago, replaced with something sharper—resentment, maybe. Hurt. A boy who’d once been promised the world and now lived in the rubble of whatever broke.

“Hi, Chris,” Stephanie replied, her voice threaded with a sadness she tried to hide. Every part of her felt the empty space where their friendship used to live.

She turned to Quinn. “Hi, Quinn.”

There was hope in that small greeting—hope for some flicker of the closeness they once shared.

“Hey,” Quinn mumbled.

She lifted a hand to remove Chris’s arm, but his grip tightened—subtle at first, then firm enough for her shoulder to ache. Quinn stilled, breath caught between annoyance and something colder. His hold wasn’t affectionate. It was deliberate. A message for Stephanie.

And Quinn was the delivery mechanism.

She looked around the hallway as if searching for an exit. There wasn’t one—not from his arm, not from the eyes she felt grazing over her, not from the uneasy knot twisting in her stomach.

Beside Stephanie, Babs stiffened.

Her discomfort wasn’t only about what she was seeing now. The fissures between all four of them had roots—old ones. Staying loyal to Stephanie had felt, at times, like choosing a side she never wanted to choose. Chris and Quinn had pulled away years ago, and Babs carried a quiet guilt over the separation she hadn’t caused but couldn’t fix.

The split had begun when Chris disappeared during their freshman year. They’d all known something was wrong, but none of them said it aloud.

He’d been held back a grade—officially for attendance. Unofficially, because he’d been fighting a war at home no one could see.

His father’s drinking had long been a threat, but when Chris’s mother left, his father’s cruelty sharpened. He masked it behind the lie of ‘boxing training,’ a story no one questioned too closely. The bruises, the swollen ribs, the blackened eyes—they were supposed to be from sparring.

They weren’t.

Chris had come back to school carrying those scars, trying to pretend they meant nothing. But his absence from the group was the beginning of the end. Without him, their tight circle loosened. Without his steady presence, the laughter echoed differently. Eventually the threads snapped.

And when they did, Quinn was the one who didn’t drift. She broke into a sprint.

In Stephanie’s mind, Quinn had run straight to Chris—clinging to him with fierce loyalty, orbiting him so tightly that the rest of them couldn’t get close even if they tried. He had become her anchor in a world she didn’t trust.

The painful truth was simpler:

Once Chris left them, Quinn left too.

And neither of them ever really came back.

Stephanie still felt the sting.

Even after she and Chris had finally admitted their feelings for each other, he had drifted—slipped out of her grasp and into Quinn’s orbit. It hurt more than she ever wanted to admit. It felt like rejection wrapped in silence, a dismissal of everything they’d once been brave enough to say aloud.

But what could she do?

Some things you can’t pull back once they’ve slipped away.

All she could do now was feel it, face it, and keep moving.

Chris had pushed away from all of them, not just her. They knew the reasons—his home life, his father, the darkness he lived with—but knowing didn’t mean any of them had managed to stop his retreat. Stephanie was one of them. Even loving him hadn’t given her the courage to reach out before he walled himself off.

He never gave them an opening anyway.

His silence was the door he kept locked.

Eventually Chris guided Quinn back into the surge of students, his hand still at her shoulder. His parting “See ya” blended into the hallway noise until it vanished entirely.

Stephanie watched until they disappeared into the crowd. Only then did she let out the breath she’d been holding, swallowing the ache that sat heavy under her ribs. She wished—for the thousandth time—that things had gone differently. That the bonds they once shared hadn’t splintered. That Chris hadn’t needed to retreat at all.

A gentle tug on her arm drew her back.

“Come on, girl,” Babs murmured. “We’re gonna be late, and you know Mr. Walker hates tardy.”

The practicality of the statement snapped Stephanie out of her spiral. She forced a smile and let Babs pull her forward. By the time they reached the classroom wing, the weight on her chest had loosened enough for her to joke.

“Why are you even taking trigonometry, Babs?” she teased, leaning against her locker. “You hate math.”

Babs grinned, bright as ever. “Because it was the only class I could get with you this year.”

Stephanie snorted. “That is the dumbest reason. You’re literally failing.”

“I am holding onto a strong D,” Babs corrected with mock dignity, tapping her chest as if making a pledge. “And I’d be pulling a solid C if my best friend tutored me more than once every three years.”

Stephanie sighed—dramatically, but affectionately. “Fine. I’ll come by more often. You’re still crazy.”

Babs shrugged, fully unbothered. “A D or higher gets me the credit, professor.”

Their laughter followed them all the way into class. An hour and fifteen minutes later, they stepped back into the hallway, splitting off almost immediately.

“Text me before our study session,” Babs called out, already being absorbed into a cluster of her cheer squad friends.

“I will,” Stephanie promised.

Watching Babs join the tide of popular faces, Stephanie felt a faint tug at her heart—the separation of paths, the divergence she couldn’t stop even if she wanted to. But there was also comfort. Babs always came back to her.
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