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Prologue
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Most schools dreamed of excellence.

This one demanded it.

Hidden at the edge of the city, framed by centuries-old stone and glass that caught the morning light like a stage cue, The Lyceum Academy for Advanced Arts & Sciences was not built for ordinary futures. It was built for prodigies. For outliers. For the strange, brilliant, relentless few who couldn’t imagine living quietly if they tried.

Within these walls, talent wasn’t just nurtured — it was sharpened.

The artists filled the east wing with music pouring from practice rooms before sunrise, dancers marking choreography in the hallways, actors performing monologues to empty air like the world depended on it.

The scientists claimed the north building, where labs glowed late into the night and students argued theories with the intensity of courtroom drama.

The linguists held court in the west, reciting poetry in three languages before breakfast and translating ancient manuscripts like puzzles left by gods.

And somehow — impossibly — the athletes kept pace with them all, training on fields that backed up against performance studios, sprinting drills beside students perfecting pirouettes.

The school ran on ambition and caffeine and the hum of too many bright minds in one place. It was competitive, creative, chaotic — a crucible of pressure that could turn raw talent into brilliance... or crack it entirely.

But the thing The Lyceum was truly famous for wasn’t the programs or the trophies or the alumni who went on to change industries.

It was the stories.

Moments that became myth.

Performances whispered about for years.

Partnerships that burned too bright to last.

Duets that felt like destiny.

Every generation had one — a pair of students who lit up a stage and made the entire school believe in something bigger than themselves. The kind of performance that teachers referenced for decades, that underclassmen tried to recreate, that upperclassmen swore no one could ever surpass.

The Lyceum lived for those stories.

It collected them. Protected them.

Built its legacy on them.

And this year, the school was about to witness another.

It just didn’t know it yet.
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Chapter One
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The space between us crackled like it remembered every mistake we ever made. I wasn’t ready for this. A whole damn week with him — his voice, his laugh, the way he filled a room like he owned the air in it. He had no idea I was still in love with him. No idea that one wrong look from him could unravel every boundary I’d stitched together. And if he did know... then he was playing with matches in a room full of gasoline.

So, of course, he walked in like the universe was testing me. Same broad shoulders. Same careless confidence. Same stupid, devastating smile that had no business still affecting me. My pulse tripped over itself — traitorous, predictable. He didn’t even look at me at first, which somehow made it worse. Because when he finally did... it felt like being seen and ignored in the same breath.

I tried to ground myself in the reason we were here. The kids. The eager, chaotic, theater-obsessed teenagers who’d signed up for a week of workshops in the midst of Showcase. That was the point. That was the job. But standing in this auditorium again, with him only a few feet away, the past and present blurred until I couldn’t tell which one I was standing in. The stage lights were already warming up, dust drifting through the beams like memories I didn’t want. He shoved his hands in his pockets, surveying the room as if he belonged here. And maybe he did. Maybe that was the problem.

Because of course it had to be here — back at the school where we’d first learned how to want things too big for our bodies. A whole week volunteering with the musical theater kids, guiding them through what auditions would be like — a kind of mock tryout, all nerves and pretend stakes — and helping them stumble through choreography and all the messy magic of putting on a show.

He loved this place. He lit up here. And I hated that I still remembered the exact shape of that light. The hallways smelled the same — dust, paint, old curtains, ambition — and the second I stepped inside, every memory I’d tried to bury clawed its way back up.

One memory rose faster than the rest.

Sixteen. Terrified. Knees knocking, palms sweating so badly I nearly dropped my sheet music. He’d been there too, leaning against the wings like he belonged to the shadows and the spotlight at the same time. He’d whispered, “You’ve got this,” right before my name was called — low, steady, far too gentle for a boy who’d later break me without even noticing. The lights hit, my voice cracked on the first note, and I wanted to disappear. But he smiled — not the cocky grin he tossed around like confetti, something softer, something he shouldn’t have given me. And somehow, I made it through.

But the callback... that was different. That was the moment everything shifted, even if neither of us understood the cost yet. They paired us for the duet — the romantic one everyone wanted but pretended not to. I stood center stage, pretending to study the sheet music while my heart tried to claw its way out of my chest. Then he stepped beside me, close enough that breathing felt optional. When he sang his first line, he looked right at me — not at the director, not at the empty seats — me. And suddenly it wasn’t acting. It was a confession we were too young and too hopeful to name. Our voices tangled, our hands brushed, and for one impossible second, I thought he might kiss me under the lights. He didn’t. Of course he didn’t. But the wanting... that stayed. It settled in my ribs and never really left.

“Hey.”

The word yanked me out of the memory so fast I almost stumbled. My brain short-circuited. My mouth followed.

“What—what are you doing here?” Smooth. Flawless. Exactly the level of composure I was aiming for.

He blinked, like he wasn’t sure if I was joking or having a small stroke. “I... was invited? Same as you?” His voice had the nerve to sound amused. Warm. Familiar. Like he hadn’t just walked in and detonated every boundary I’d spent years rebuilding.

I nodded too fast, too many times, like a bobblehead with anxiety. “Right. Yes. Obviously. I knew that.” I absolutely did not know that. Or maybe I did, and my brain refused to process it until he was standing three feet away, smelling like cedar and trouble.

He took a step toward me. Just one. But it felt like the floor tilted.

“I’m— I’m perfectly relaxed,” I blurted, sounding like someone who had never once been relaxed in her entire life.

He let out a soft huff — not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh — and gave me this maddeningly casual nod.

“Yeah. Sure. Okay.”

Like he didn’t believe me for a second, as he could see straight through me and wasn’t even trying to hide it.

Heat crawled up my neck. My pulse went wild. He was close enough now that I could feel the warmth of him, close enough that the memory of that callback duet flickered behind my ribs like a warning.

He tilted his head, studying me with that infuriating almost-smile — the one that used to undo me without even touching me.

And then the auditorium door banged open.

“Sorry! Sorry to interrupt—”

Mr. Halpern hustled in, out of breath and looking like he’d aged ten years overnight. His messenger bag was half unzipped, papers sticking out at odd angles.

He stopped when he saw us. Saw how close we were standing. Saw... whatever the hell was happening in the air between us.

“Oh,” he said, blinking. “You two are... early.”

I stepped back so fast I nearly tripped over a chair. “Just—getting reacquainted with the space,” I said, voice too bright.

“Right,” he said, clearly not buying it but too exhausted to care. He rubbed a hand over his face. “Listen, I hate to do this to you, but I need to ask a favor. A big one.”

He swallowed hard, and the shift in his expression made my stomach drop.

“There was a death in my family,” he said quietly. “I have to fly out in three hours for the funeral.”

My breath caught. “Oh, Mr. Halpern, I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you,” he murmured. Then his gaze flicked between us, softening just a little. “You know... I’m really glad you’re both still actively involved in theater. The kids are lucky to have you.”

Heat shot straight to my cheeks — not the good kind.

He exhaled, shoulders sagging. “I’ll be gone the whole week. Which means...” Another glance between us, apologetic and desperate. “You two will be running the program.”

My heart plummeted. A whole week. With him. Teaching together. Side by side. Every day.

He let out a low whistle under his breath. “Well,” he murmured, glancing at me with that infuriating half-smile, “looks like we’re partners.”

And just like that, the room felt too small again.

My stomach dropped so hard I was surprised it didn’t echo in the empty auditorium. Partners. For a whole week. With him. Teaching. Co-leading. Breathing the same air. Standing this close. Moving around each other like choreography we’d never unlearned.

Fantastic. Perfect. Exactly what my emotional stability needed — a live reenactment of every unresolved feeling I’d spent years duct-taping into silence.

I forced a smile that felt like it might crack my teeth. “Great,” I said, voice wobbling like a baby deer on ice. “That’s... great. Totally fine. I love— I mean, I like— I mean, I’m happy to help.”

He raised an eyebrow, amused in that infuriatingly gentle way that made me want to scream into a pillow. “You sure?” he asked, stepping just a little closer, like he couldn’t help himself. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

“I’m not,” I lied. I absolutely was.

His mouth twitched — not quite a smile, not quite a smirk — something in between that used to undo me without even touching me. “Relax,” he murmured. “It’s just a week.”

Just a week. Just a week with the boy who once whispered me into bravery and then broke me without even noticing. Just a week with the man who now stood close enough that I could feel the heat of him, smell the cedar on his skin, remember the way his voice wrapped around mine in that callback duet like a promise we never kept.

“Yeah,” I managed, swallowing hard. “Just a week.”

He looked at me for a long moment — too long — like he was trying to read something on my face he used to know by heart.

And then, softly, “You okay?”

Absolutely not. Not even close.

But I nodded anyway, forcing my face into something calm, something neutral, something that didn’t scream I have been in love with you since I was sixteen and this is killing me.

I straightened my shoulders, smoothing my expression into something calm and competent — the kind of face that didn’t betray the emotional earthquake happening under my skin.

Lucky I’m an actress, I told myself again, because God knows I’m playing a role right now.

And then the auditorium doors burst open.

A tidal wave of teenagers flooded in, all chatter and backpacks and uncontainable musical-theater energy.

“Are we starting?” 

“Do we get to warm up onstage?” 

“Is this the choreography day or the acting day?” 

“Oh my God, is that— are you—?”

Their excitement ricocheted off the walls, swallowing the fragile quiet I’d been clinging to.

One girl skidded to a stop when she spotted Mr. Halpern. “Mr. H! We’re ready! We made a whole group chat and everything!”

Halpern winced — not at them, but at the weight of what he had to say.

“Guys,” he said gently, raising both hands. “I’m so sorry, but... I won’t be teaching this week.”

A collective groan erupted.

“What? Why?” 

“Noooo, Mr. H!”

“Is this because we broke the fog machine last year? Because that was not our fault.”

He shook his head, softening. “There was a death in my family. I have to fly out in three hours for the funeral.”

Silence fell — the kind that only happens when theater kids realize life isn’t a rehearsal.

“Oh,” one boy whispered. “We’re... really sorry.”

“Thank you,” Halpern said, voice warm. “But you’re in good hands.”

And then — because the universe has a twisted sense of humor — he gestured directly at us.

“These two,” he said, his voice lifting with something like pride, “are alumni. They graduated from this very program. They were some of the strongest performers we ever had come through here.”

Twenty pairs of eyes widened at once.

He kept going — because of course he did.

“They did their senior showcase duet on this stage. They both went on to stay involved in theater — professionally, creatively, consistently. You’re lucky to have them this week.”

Heat shot straight up my spine. Great. Fantastic. Nothing like being publicly praised while trying not to spontaneously combust.

One girl whispered, not quietly at all, “Oh my God, that’s actually so cool.”

Another added, “Wait — were they, like... famous here?”

Halpern smiled tiredly. “They were very, very good.”

He meant it as a compliment. But the way the students stared at us — like we were some kind of legendary callback couple — made my pulse trip over itself.

And then he delivered the final blow.

“They’ll be running the program.”

I felt my soul leave my body.

He shot me a sideways look — that infuriating half-smile tugging at his mouth again — like he was enjoying this way too much.

And just like that, the room felt even smaller.

Halpern checked his watch, grimaced, and slung his half-unzipped messenger bag over his shoulder.

“I really do have to run,” he said, voice tight with the kind of grief he didn’t have time to feel yet. “Flight’s in three hours. Thank you both — truly.”

He gave the students a tired smile. “Be good. Listen to them. They know what they’re doing.”

Then he turned back to us, softer. “And... It’s good to see you both back here.”

Before I could respond — before I could even process the weight of that — he was already heading up the aisle, disappearing through the doors with a final wave.

The room shifted the second he was gone. Quieter, even with twenty teenagers whispering. Sharper. Like the air between us had been waiting for this exact moment.

Jonah cleared his throat first. “So,” he said, shifting his weight, hands in his pockets like he wasn’t sure what to do with them. “I guess we should... introduce ourselves.”

I blinked. “Right. Yes. Obviously. That’s... normal.”

He gave me that almost-smile again — the one that made my pulse trip over itself.

“I’m—”

“I know who you are,” I blurted.

The students snickered. Perfect. Exactly the level of composure I was aiming for.

He raised an eyebrow, amused. “Okay. Then maybe you go first.”

I swallowed, straightened my shoulders, and stepped forward like I wasn’t internally combusting.

“I’m Tess,” I said. “Tess Calder.”

A ripple went through the students — recognition, excitement, gossip forming at the speed of light.

Jonah nodded slowly, eyes never leaving mine.

“And I’m Jonah Rourke.”

Just Jonah. Like the name didn’t already live somewhere under my skin.

The whispers rose again — louder this time.

“Oh my God, it’s them.” “They did the duet.” 

“Are they—?”

“No, but look at them.”

I forced a smile that felt like it might crack.

And just like that, the week officially began.

A beat of silence. Then—

“WAIT.” A girl in the front row gasped so loudly it echoed.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, grabbing her friend’s arm. “Do the duet.”

The room stilled. Not dramatically — just a subtle tightening, like the air itself leaned in.

Her friend’s eyes went wide. “YES. The duet. The callback duet. The one Mr. Halpern always talks about.”

Another kid chimed in, “He said it was, like, legendary.”

“Iconic,” someone corrected.

“Life changing,” added a boy who had definitely never seen it but was fully committed to the myth.

The word hung there — duet — and something in my chest tightened. Not pain. Not nostalgia. More like a chord struck in an empty theater, soft but resonant.

“Oh—no, no, no,” I said quickly, hands up like I was warding off a wild animal. “We’re not— that was years ago—”

“PLEASE,” the girl begged, clasping her hands dramatically. “We need to see it. For educational purposes.”

“Yeah,” another said, nodding solemnly. “For our growth.”

Jonah let out a low breath — the kind that sounded dangerously close to a laugh.

“Tess,” he murmured, voice pitched low enough that only I could hear, “they’re not going to let this go.”

I shot him a look sharp enough to cut glass. “Don’t you dare encourage them.”

He lifted his hands in mock surrender, but the spark in his eyes betrayed him.

One of the boys stepped forward, practically vibrating. “Mr. Halpern said you two had the best chemistry he’d ever seen on this stage.”

My soul left my body.

Another kid added, reverent, “He said you didn’t even need direction. You just... found each other. In the duet.”

The room shifted again — a hush, a breath, a collective leaning forward. Even Jonah stilled beside me.

The duet. Like it wasn’t just something we sang. Like it was something that happened to us.

Jonah coughed — too sharp, too quick — like the memory hit him square in the chest.

I wanted to crawl into the orchestra pit and never return.

“Guys,” I tried again, voice cracking, “we’re here to teach you. Not—”

“ONE VERSE,” the girl pleaded. “Just a snippet.” 

“Just the harmony part.” 

“Just the bridge.” 

“Just the LOOK you did before the bridge.”

I stared at them, horrified.

“The look?” I echoed.

“Oh yeah,” the boy said. “Apparently, there was a look.”

Jonah rubbed the back of his neck, eyes darting anywhere but me.

“Okay,” he said under his breath, “that part’s... not inaccurate.”

My pulse went feral.

The students leaned forward as one, a collective inhale of hope and chaos.

“Please,” they begged in unison.

And suddenly the room felt too bright, too loud, too full of ghosts.

Twenty teenagers stared at us like we were the last two performers on earth capable of giving them oxygen.

“Please,” they begged again, a chorus of chaotic hope.

And something in me just... gave. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a tiny, traitorous shift — the faintest echo of a harmony slipping under a melody I thought I’d forgotten.

“Okay,” I said.

The room exploded with gasps, but the sound felt strangely distant, like it was happening underwater.

“But—” I added sharply, holding up a finger.

Instant silence.

“You all have to do something for us first.”

A ripple of confusion passed through the group.

“What?” 

“Anything.” 

“Do we have to sing?” 

“Is it a trust fall?” 

“Please don’t make us do trust falls.”

I folded my arms, leaning into the role I’d just cast myself in.

“You each have to perform a scene from Shakespeare.”

Groans. Wails. One dramatic flop onto the floor.

“SHAKESPEARE?” 

“Why?” 

“He’s dead!” 

“That’s the point,” someone hissed.

Jonah coughed into his fist — definitely hiding a laugh.

“It’s a theater program,” I said, trying to sound authoritative instead of panicked. “And Shakespeare is foundational. If you want us to perform something for you, you need to show us you’re willing to work.”

A girl in the front row narrowed her eyes. “That’s... actually fair.”

Another nodded. “Yeah. Like an exchange of artistic vulnerability.”

Jonah shot me a sideways look, low and warm. “Artistic vulnerability,” he murmured. “Nice save.”

I ignored the way my stomach flipped.

One of the boys raised his hand. “Can we pick the scene?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Can we pick our partners?”

“Yes.”

“Can we pick something short?”

“Absolutely.”

They all turned to Jonah.

“And then you’ll do the duet?”

Jonah glanced at me — a question, a warning, a spark of something old and dangerous.

I swallowed hard.

“If you all commit,” I said, “then yes. We’ll... do a little bit.”

The room erupted.

Screams. Cheers. Someone actually did a cartwheel.

Jonah leaned closer, voice low enough to brush the back of my neck.

“You realize,” he murmured, “you just made a deal with twenty extremely motivated theater kids.”

I exhaled shakily.

“Lucky I’m an actress,” I muttered, “because I’m absolutely faking confidence right now.”

He smiled — slow, knowing, devastating — and the worst part was how my chest answered it. Not panic. Not dread. Just that same quiet, impossible harmony humming under everything.

The kids scattered across the stage, flipping through dog-eared scripts and arguing over who got to die most dramatically.

Jonah didn’t even glance at the auditorium seats. Instead, he hauled two chairs to the edge of the stage — close enough that the kids would feel watched, far enough that we weren’t in their way.

“Judges’ table,” he said, dropping into one with a teacher’s authority and a traitor’s smile.

I sat beside him, notebook in hand, pretending my pulse wasn’t doing cartwheels.

I rolled my eyes but sat anyway, pulling a notebook onto my lap. He did the same, our elbows almost brushing. Too close. Not close enough.

“Okay!” I called out. “Whenever you’re ready, group one.”

A pair of girls stepped forward, clutching their scripts like life preservers.

“Um... we’re doing Much Ado,” one said.

“Act II, the garden scene,” the other added, already blushing.

Jonah nodded encouragingly. “Great choice.”

They launched into it — stumbling, giggling, over-enunciating like they were auditioning for a toothpaste commercial. But they were trying. Really trying.

I jotted a note. Gentle pacing adjustment, Jonah leaned over, reading upside down, and murmured, “You’re nicer than I am.”

I didn’t look at him. “I’m a teacher.”

“You’re an optimist,” he countered.

The next group was three boys doing Julius Caesar, except one of them kept forgetting his lines, and another kept stabbing the air like he was in a video game.

Jonah scribbled something. I peeked. commit to the betrayal

Onstage, the kid playing Brutus lunged so enthusiastically he nearly took out a lighting tree, while “Caesar” wilted to the floor like a dying houseplant.

I snorted. “You’re brutal.”

“I’m honest.”

“You’re terrifying.”

He smiled without looking up. “You used to like that.”

My pen froze for half a second — just long enough for him to notice — before I forced myself to write something, anything.

Good energy. It was a lie, but whatever.

Next came a duo doing Romeo and Juliet. Of course. The girl playing Juliet kept sneaking glances at Jonah like she was trying to study his face for clues about romance.

He pretended not to notice. I pretended not to notice him pretending.

When they finished, the room applauded as they’d just witnessed Broadway.

Jonah leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen against his notebook. “They’re actually not bad.”

“They’re earnest,” I said.

“Same thing.”

I shook my head, but a smile tugged at my mouth.

The last group — two boys and a girl — did Macbeth. The girl playing Lady Macbeth was terrifyingly committed. She stalked across the stage like she’d been waiting her whole life to guilt-trip someone into murder.

Jonah whispered, “She’s better than we were at that age.”

I whispered back, “Speak for yourself.”

He huffed a laugh — quiet, warm, too close to my ear.

When the final applause died down, the kids gathered in front of us, bright-eyed and breathless.

They’d done it. They’d worked. They’d earned it.

And the duet — their duet — suddenly felt a lot closer.

One girl clasped her hands. “So... now you’ll do it? The duet? From The Last Five Years?”

The room hushed. Not dramatically — just a subtle tightening, like the air itself leaned in.

Another kid added, reverent, “Mr. Halpern said your version was the best he’d ever seen. Like... ever.”

A boy nodded vigorously. “He said you didn’t even need direction. You just... found each other.”

Jonah stilled beside me.

My breath caught — a tiny, traitorous hitch.

The duet. The one moment in that show where the timelines meet. Where two people are in love at the same time. Where everything aligns before it all falls apart.

Jonah closed his notebook. Slowly. Carefully.

“Well,” he said softly, “I guess it’s our turn.”

My stomach dropped. My pulse lifted. That impossible harmony hummed under my ribs again.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess it is.”

The kids finished their Shakespeare scenes with a final burst of applause, cheeks flushed, scripts shaking in their hands. They gathered in front of us, buzzing with pride and nerves.

Jonah closed his notebook. “Great work, everyone. Really.”

I nodded. “We’ll go over notes with you after lunch.”

But they weren’t listening. They were staring at us. Waiting.

A girl clasped her hands. “So... now it’s your turn. The duet. From The Last Five Years.”

The room hushed — not dramatically, just a subtle tightening, like the air itself leaned in.

Jonah shifted beside me. “Right. The... duet.”

My stomach dropped. My pulse lifted. That impossible harmony hummed under my ribs again.

I opened my mouth to stall — to say we needed water, or a piano, or a miracle — but one of the boys was already dragging the battered music stand to the center of the room.

“We set it up for you,” he said proudly.

“We don’t need—” I started.

But Jonah had already stood. Not confidently. Not theatrically. Just... reflexively. Like his body remembered something before his mind did.

He walked to the center of the room, then turned back to me with a look that said he hadn’t meant to do that.

My feet moved anyway.

I joined him — not because I chose to, but because something in the room shifted, pulling me forward like a tide.

The kids fell silent. Twenty teenagers holding their breath.

Jonah rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re not warmed up.”

“It’s fine,” someone whispered reverently. “You don’t need to be.”

I swallowed. “We’re not doing the whole thing.”

“Of course not,” another kid said. “Just... whatever happens.”

Whatever happens. God. Terrifying.

Jonah met my eyes — a question, a warning, a memory.

And then — without planning it, without counting in, without even thinking — he sang the first line.

Soft. Tentative. Like he wasn’t sure he remembered it.

But he did.

And my voice answered his before I could stop it.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a quiet, instinctive harmony slipping under his melody like it had been waiting years for permission.

The kids gasped — not because it was perfect, but because it was inevitable.

Jonah’s eyes flicked to mine, startled. Not by me — by us.

We kept going. Not the whole duet. Not even a full verse.

Just enough.

Enough for the room to feel it. Enough for the past to crack open. Enough for that one moment — the moment where the timelines meet — to find us again.

When we stopped, the silence was thick. Holy. Like the room was afraid to breathe.

Then the kids erupted — cheers, shrieks, applause that shook the walls.

But all I heard was the echo of that harmony still vibrating in my chest.

Jonah exhaled, shaky, like he’d been holding his breath for five years.

“That,” he murmured, barely audible over the chaos, “was not supposed to happen.”

“Yeah,” I whispered back. “I know.”

But it had. And we both felt it.

The applause was still echoing off the rafters when the bell rang — a shrill, blessed, merciful sound.

“Lunch!” someone shouted, already grabbing their backpack.

The room dissolved into chaos: chairs scraping, bags zipping, kids sprinting toward the hallway like they’d been released from captivity. A few lingered long enough to whisper, “That was insane,” or “Oh my God, I have chills,” or “I’m texting everyone I know.”

Then they were gone.

Silence settled over the room like dust after an explosion.

Jonah let out a slow breath. “Thirty minutes,” he said, checking the clock. “We have thirty minutes before they come back demanding an encore.”

I nodded, but my throat felt tight. “Great. Perfect. Plenty of time to... eat.”

He snorted. “You don’t eat when you’re spiraling.”

“I’m not spiraling.”

“You’re absolutely spiraling.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but my voice came out thin. “I’m fine.”

He gave me a look — the kind that saw too much.

“Okay,” he said softly. “If you say so.”

I grabbed my bag a little too quickly. “I’m going to the staff lounge.”

“Same,” he said.

We both froze.

Of course. Of course, the universe wasn’t done with us.

The staff lounge was the only place with a microwave, a fridge, and chairs that didn’t wobble. And it was close. And we had thirty minutes. And we were adults. And this was fine.

Totally fine.

“Walk together?” he asked, voice careful.

I hesitated — one beat too long — then nodded. “Sure.”

We stepped into the hallway. It was empty, quiet, sunlit in that soft, dusty way schools get at midday. Our footsteps echoed.

Halfway down the hall, Jonah cleared his throat. “So. That... happened.”

I stared straight ahead. “It was an accident.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

But his voice had that low, warm edge — the one that said he felt it too. The one that said the harmony was still humming under his skin.

We reached the staff lounge door. I pushed it open.

“Lunch,” I said brightly, too brightly. “Let’s just... eat.”

“Sure,” he murmured, following me inside. “Just lunch.”

But the air between us said otherwise.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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The staff lounge was exactly as depressing as I’d always imagined: flickering fluorescent lights, mismatched chairs, a microwave that sounded like it was dying, and a fridge covered in passive-aggressive sticky notes about mold.

I had never actually been in here before. Jonah hadn’t either — I could tell by the way he paused in the doorway, taking it in like he’d stumbled into a forbidden wing of the school.

He held the door for me, because of course he did. Because the universe wasn’t done torturing me.

I stepped inside, clutching my lunch like it was a shield. “Okay,” I said, too brightly. “Food. Normal. Great.”

Jonah raised an eyebrow. “You’re doing that thing where you narrate your own actions.”

“I’m grounding myself.”

“You’re spiraling.”

“I’m grounding.”

He didn’t argue, which somehow made it worse.

We sat at the small round table in the corner — the only one not wobbling — and unpacked our lunches in silence. The kind of silence that wasn’t empty at all. The kind that buzzed. The kind that remembered harmonies.

Jonah finally spoke. “So. That duet.”

“Nope,” I said immediately, stabbing my fork into my salad. “We’re not talking about it.”

“We should.”

“We won’t.”

He leaned back in his chair, studying me with that maddening calm. “It was an accident.”

“Exactly,” I said. “So, we’re moving on.”

“Are we?”

I glared at my salad like it had personally betrayed me. “Yes.”

He didn’t push. He didn’t have to. The question hung there anyway, quiet and warm and dangerous.

The door swung open.

“HEY, THEATER PEOPLE.”

Coach Ramirez — the football coach — strode in like he owned the place, carrying a protein shake the size of a toddler. He wore a whistle, even at lunch. Of course he did.

Jonah straightened. “Hey, Coach.”

“Treadmill King,” Coach said, pointing at him. “And Drama Queen.” He pointed at me.

I blinked. “Is that... affectionate?”

“Absolutely not,” he said cheerfully, grabbing a yogurt from the fridge. “Heard you two caused a riot in the auditorium.”

I choked on a tomato. “We did not—”

“Oh yeah,” Coach said, peeling back the yogurt lid. “Kids were sprinting down the hall screaming something about ‘THE DUET.’ Capital letters. Very dramatic. Thought someone died.”

Jonah rubbed his forehead. “No one died.”

“Sounded like someone almost did,” Coach said. “One of the freshmen was hyperventilating. Said it was ‘transcendent.’”

I wanted to crawl into the microwave and shut the door.

Coach plopped into the chair beside Jonah, completely oblivious to the emotional fallout radiating off both of us.

“So,” he said, mouth full of yogurt, “you two getting back together or what?”

I froze. Jonah froze. The air froze.

Coach looked between us, confused. “What? Did I say something?”

Jonah cleared his throat. “We were never—”

“NOPE,” I cut in. “Nope. No. Absolutely not. Never. Not happening. Not a thing.”

Coach blinked. “Huh. Weird. The kids seem pretty convinced.”

Jonah muttered, “They’re teenagers.”

Coach shrugged. “Teenagers are usually right about vibes.”

I dropped my head into my hands. “Please stop saying words.”

Coach stood, tossing his yogurt cup into the trash. “Anyway, good luck with the rest of the week. I’m sure it’ll be... emotionally charged.”

Coach left. The door clicked shut.

Silence again — but different this time. Sharper. Closer.

Jonah exhaled slowly. “So. Lunch is going great.”

I groaned. “I hate everything.”

We lasted maybe thirty more seconds in the teacher’s lounge — long enough for the fluorescent lights to buzz judgmentally and for the ghost of Coach’s yogurt to haunt the air.

Then Jonah stood. “Cafeteria?”

“God, yes.”

We escaped into the hallway like refugees fleeing a war zone. The lounge was supposed to be a sanctuary, but teachers could be brutal — nosy, bored, and armed with decades of gossip instincts. The cafeteria, at least, offered the mercy of noise.

By the time we pushed through the double doors, the lunchroom was a wall of sound: trays clattering, kids shouting, someone dropping a whole carton of chocolate milk in slow-motion tragedy.

Blessed chaos.

We slipped into two empty seats near the theater kids, who were too busy reenacting their own melodramas to notice us. For a moment, it was almost peaceful.

And under the fluorescent lights, with the smell of burnt popcorn lingering in the air, that impossible harmony hummed again — quiet, uninvited, undeniable.

The athletes kept eating like nothing unusual was happening, which was honestly refreshing after the theater kids’ collective meltdown.

Then the tall one wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said, “So... can you guys, like... sing it?”

I froze.

Jonah froze.

The theater kids behind us went silent so fast it was like someone hit a mute button.

The athlete shrugged, oblivious. “I mean, Coach said you caused a riot. These guys—” he jerked a thumb at the theater table “—are acting like you invented music or something. We just wanna hear it for ourselves. See if it’s all hype.”

A girl behind us made a noise like she’d been stabbed.

Another whispered, “Hype? HYPE?”

Someone else hissed, “This is sacrilege.”

Jonah blinked slowly, like he was rebooting. “You... want us to sing. Right now. In the cafeteria.”

“Yeah,” the athlete said. “Just a little bit. Like... a sample.”

“A sample,” I repeated, dead inside.

“Yeah,” he said. “Like when they give out free bites at Costco.”

The theater kids collectively gasped.

One clutched her chest. “You did not just compare The Last Five Years to Costco.”

The athlete shrugged. “I like Costco.”

Jonah pressed his lips together, fighting a laugh. “Guys, we’re not singing in the cafeteria.”

“Why not?” the athlete asked. “You already did it once today. And honestly?” He looked around like he was evaluating a concert venue. “The acoustics in here are pretty decent. Should be fine.”

He nodded at the cinderblock walls and the tile ceiling like they were handcrafted by a team of sound engineers. “Look at all the hard surfaces. Sound’ll bounce really nice.”

A girl behind us made a noise like she’d been stabbed.

Another whispered, “He did NOT just say that.”

Someone else hissed, “This is sacrilege.”

“That was different,” I said.

“How?” he asked.

Behind us, a theater kid whispered, “It was destiny.”

Another whispered, “It was fate.”

A third whispered, “It was the timeline aligning.”

The athlete frowned. “Okay, now I’m curious. Sing it.”

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” someone behind me said.

“PLEASE,” someone else begged.

The tall athlete leaned back in his chair, folding his arms. “Look, we’re not trying to be weird. 

We just wanna know if this is, like... a real thing. Or if these guys are just being dramatic.”

“We’re not dramatic,” a theater kid snapped.

Another theater kid threw up their hands. “We are drama students. We are, by definition, dramatic. Hence the term.”

“You literally fainted,” someone whispered.

“That was low blood sugar,” the first one hissed.

Jonah rubbed his face. “We’re not singing.

The athlete shrugged. “Alright. Guess we’ll never know if it’s hype.”

The theater kids inhaled sharply, offended on a spiritual level.

One of them whispered, “He doubts the duet.”

Another whispered, “He doubts them.”

A third whispered, “This is how wars start.”

I dropped my head onto the table again. “I can’t do this.”

Jonah nudged me gently. “You’re fine.”

“I’m dying.”

“You’re fine.”

The athlete took another bite of his sandwich. “So... no duet?”

“No,” I said firmly.

Behind us, twenty teenagers groaned like I’d personally ruined their lives.

Jonah leaned closer, voice low enough for only me. “We need to get out of here.”

“Yes,” I whispered. “Before they start chanting.”

Behind us, someone whispered, “Should we start chanting?”

“No,” I said loudly.

But it was too late.

Theater kids: “DU-ET. DU-ET. DU-ET.”

Athletes: “DU-ET. DU-ET. DU-ET.”

Jonah: “We’re leaving.”

Me: “Yes. Immediately.”

And we stood up in perfect unison — which, of course, only made them chant louder.

The chanting finally died down, replaced by a tense, expectant silence. The athletes stared at the theater kids. The theater kids stared at the athletes. Everyone stared at us.

Then the quarterback leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Okay, look,” he said. “We’re not trying to be jerks. We just wanna know if this is all hype.”
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