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I open my eyes and slam my hand against the alarm clock, silencing its obnoxious beeping.

The first day of senior year. Oh yay, I can't wait, I think sarcastically.

I groan and flop back onto the pillow for a few more seconds, mentally preparing myself to move. When I finally sit up, I stretch my arms above my head, hearing the soft pop of my shoulder.

Dragging myself across the room, I push open the blinds—and immediately regret it. It's raining.

Of course, it's raining.

I sigh and start getting ready, pulling on a pair of faded skinny jeans and a skin-tight black T-shirt. After running a brush through my hair and throwing it into a messy bun, I head downstairs to make something quick for breakfast.

The house is quiet—until a sudden blur of fur barrels down the stairs.

"Are you hungry, girl?" I ask Spark, my overly enthusiastic puppy, as she skids across the tile floor toward me. She yips once and wiggles in a circle. I laugh and pour her a bowl of food.

As I pop a bagel into the toaster, I hear Mom's voice from upstairs.

"Rayla? Can you make me a bagel, please?"

"Yeah. Does Dad want anything?" I yell back, grabbing another bagel.

"No thanks, sweetheart!" Dad calls down.

By the time they both come downstairs, I already have the food ready. Mom mutters something about needing coffee before functioning like a real human, and Dad disappears into his office. I hand Mom her plate and grab my bag and keys.

"I'm heading out!" I call over my shoulder.

"Drive safe!" they both reply in unison. Classic.

I dart outside, shielding myself with my bag as I race to my Mini Cooper. The rain is light but persistent, and the whole sky looks like it hasn't decided whether it's mourning or just annoyed.

By the time I get to school, the parking lot is chaotic. Horns honking, freshmen looking like lost puppies, and friend groups reuniting like they haven't seen each other in years.

I slide into a spot and take a deep breath before stepping into the madness.

Inside, the halls are packed. People are laughing, hugging, and yelling across the hallway. I pull out my schedule, scanning the top for my locker number. After some serious elbow-dodging, I finally find it tucked in the far corner of the hallway.

"RAYLA!" someone shrieks.

I don't even have to look. That's Amber's voice.

Sure enough, she's bouncing toward me, hair frizzing from the humidity, eyes wide with gossip.

"Hey, what's up?" I ask, smiling as I open my locker.

"That boy over there..." she says dramatically, lowering her voice like we're about to break into a spy mission.

I glance in the direction she's pointing. A guy is leaning casually against the wall by the vending machines. He's tall, wearing dark blue jeans and a band T-shirt I can't quite make out. His black hair falls just slightly in his eyes, like he planned it that way without trying to look like he did.

"What about him? Is he a freshman? I've never seen him before."

"No," she says, eyes practically sparkling. "He's new. In our grade. He's super cute." She giggles and lowers her voice even more. "I think someone said his name is Demetrius..."

"Demetrius?" I echo, raising an eyebrow. "That's... kind of an odd name."

"I know! Right?" she whispers. "But, like... in a mysterious, bad-boy way."

I glance back at him. He's not doing anything. Just standing there, but somehow, it's enough to draw attention. I can't help but wonder what his deal is.

Before I can ask any more questions, the warning bell rings, jolting everyone into motion.

"I'll see you at lunch!" I shout to Amber over the noise.

"Tell me everything!" she yells back with a wink.

I laugh and head off to class, already feeling like this year might not be as boring as I thought.
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Greek mythology.

Great. Fun.

The sarcasm practically oozes from my brain as I step into the classroom. I barely make it through the door before the teacher points me toward a desk.

My heart dips a little when I realize Demetrius is sitting right in front of it. He turns slightly in his seat, glancing back at me. Just enough to acknowledge I exist, not enough to say anything.

"Okay everyone," the teacher says, clapping her hands together. "Let's see how much you already know. Find a partner and make a list of all the Greek mythology figures, gods, and creatures you can think of."

I move to sit down, already feeling the pressure of having to talk to someone. Before I can even glance around to find a partner, Mrs. O'Leary is suddenly at my side.

"I hope you don't mind, Rayla," she says quietly, "but I paired you with Demetrius. Since he doesn't know anyone yet."

She offers a tight smile before walking away like I've already agreed.

I swallow my nerves and nod to myself. No big deal. He's just a guy. A mysterious, too-good-looking, probably-doesn't-speak guy... but still just a guy.

I pull out a sheet of paper and place it between us. "How much mythology do you know?" I ask, trying to sound casual.

He tilts his head slightly, studying me for a moment. "Some," he says. "More than I'd like."

Not sure what to say to that, I glance down at the paper. "Well, I think your name is Greek. Demetrius, right?"

I start to write it down, but he reaches over gently and stops my hand.

"Actually, it's Latin. Demeter is the Greek one."

He picks up his pen and writes it down anyway, his handwriting sharp and quick.

"What does Demeter mean?"

"She was the goddess of agriculture," he says. "Harvesting. Crops and such."

"Oh," I say, realizing that's... oddly boring for a goddess.

He doesn't seem to care what I think. Without asking, he starts adding more names to the list: Hades, Zeus, Poseidon...

Then he writes Death.

"Wait," I say, frowning. "Is 'Death' even a god? Isn't that more just... life being awful?"

He pauses for a long second, then slowly erases the word. His jaw tightens slightly, and he doesn't say anything. I instantly feel like I said something wrong, but I don't know what.

He continues the list in silence. I stare at the back of his head, trying to figure him out, but I get nothing. No emotion. No interest. Just a wall.

Okay, I think. So he doesn't like me. Whatever. No surprise there. He's definitely got bad boy vibes, and guys like that don't usually go for girls like me.

I try to focus on class, but my brain keeps spinning.

What's his deal?

Why did he freeze up when I mentioned death?

The bell finally rings, snapping me out of it. I gather my stuff quickly, ready to escape.

But as I leave the classroom, I can still feel Demetrius's eyes on me.
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A few months pass, just like that. Days blur together—school, homework, repeat.

The only time I ever really see Demetrius is in mythology class. And even then, we barely talk. Maybe a short exchange during partner work, a nod when we pass in the hallway. That's it.

Good, I keep telling myself. It's better this way. Easier.

He's too mysterious. Too intense. Too... something.

It's Friday. My night to cook.

I head straight to the store after school, blasting music in the car to drown out my thoughts. I don't want to think about Demetrius's dark eyes or how my stomach flips every time I see him across the cafeteria.

At the store, I grab spaghetti noodles, tomatoes, and garlic bread—easy comfort food. I hum quietly to myself as I toss everything into the cart.

––––––––
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When I get home, it's already five-thirty.

"Mom?" I call out, kicking off my shoes.

No answer. The house is quiet.

"Mom, you home?" Still nothing.

I shrug and pull out my phone to text her.

Me: I'm going to make supper tonight. When will you and Dad be home?

I set my phone on the counter and start boiling water for the noodles. I chop up tomatoes for the sauce, humming again under my breath, when my phone buzzes.

Mom: Make sure to make enough for two more. The Quintanas are coming over tonight.

I pause, tomato juice running down my fingers.

Wait.

Me: Mom... no. Please. Why??

I already know who she means.

Demetrius.

And his dad.

This night just took a dramatic turn for the worse.

I stare at my phone, hoping she'll respond. But instead, I get a new message:

Mom: Because Dad invited them over. We'll be home in about 10 minutes. We picked them up already. See you soon!

I let out a long, slow breath. Great. I get to play hostess to the school's mystery boy and his ominous, shadowy father. Fun.

Grumbling under my breath, I toss in more noodles and double the sauce recipe.

––––––––
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By the time they walk in the door, I've just finished setting the table. My dad's voice booms through the house.

"Hey Todd, you want to come hang out in the living room until dinner's ready?"

"Sure," a deep voice responds—Demetrius's dad.

I can hear my mom laughing softly as they head toward the couch.

"How long?" she asks, popping her head into the kitchen.

"About ten more minutes. I'm just finishing up the dishes," I reply.

She nods and disappears again.

I rinse off the last plate, trying to keep my hands steady, when I realize I'm not alone.

Demetrius is still here.

He walks up beside me, grabs a towel, and starts drying dishes without saying a word.

I glance at him. "Um... thanks."

"No problem," he says quietly. "By the way, the food smells amazing."

He flashes me a grin and—yep, there it is again—winks.

Wink count: two. And I'm definitely not immune.

I clear my throat and try not to smile as he heads back toward the living room like nothing happened.

I plate the food, wipe my hands, and call everyone to eat.

––––––––
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Dinner is... surprisingly normal. My dad talks about work, my mom asks Todd about their move, and the two of them laugh like they've known each other for years. Demetrius is quiet, but he's sitting across from me, and I keep catching him watching me between bites.

At one point, he slurps up a noodle like a five-year-old and ends up with pasta sauce on his cheek. He gives me a ridiculously goofy grin, and I can't help but giggle.
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