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As I lounged back in my seat, I cracked another joke, this time aimed at the kid in front of me who had just fumbled with his pen. The group around me erupted in laughter, and I flashed a grin, pleased with myself. The lesson going on at the front of the room was just a dull buzz in the background. Who needed to focus on geometry when there were more entertaining things to do, like seeing how many laughs I could get before the bell rang?

I leaned over to the girl next to me, giving her a playful nudge. “So, any plans after school? Maybe we could—”

“Pierce!” Mr. Daniels’ voice sliced through my sentence, sharp and disapproving. My head snapped up, and I saw him glaring at me from the front of the class, arms crossed over his chest. “Care to share what’s so amusing with the rest of us?”

The class fell silent, all eyes on me. I shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant. “Just trying to keep things lively, Mr. D.”

He didn’t smile. “Well, I suggest you start paying attention. Your grades are already hanging by a thread. Another stunt like this, and I won’t hesitate to call your father.”

The mention of my dad sent a cold knot of dread twisting in my gut, but I wasn’t about to let it show. Instead, I plastered on my signature smirk and gave a mock salute. “Got it, sir. All ears from now on.”

A few of my classmates snickered, and I felt a brief rush of satisfaction. But as Mr. Daniels returned to the board, that pang of worry lingered. My grades really were crap, and the last thing I needed was another lecture from my dad. But I pushed the thought aside, sinking back into my usual carefree act. No point stressing over it now, right?
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The water was a cool embrace as I pushed off the wall, slicing through the pool with each stroke. My muscles burned with the familiar ache of exhaustion, but I ignored it, focusing on the rhythm of my breathing and the precision of my movements. Every lap was a test, every turn a chance to prove myself. I couldn’t afford to slip, not with my dad watching.

“Faster, Jaden!” His voice echoed off the tile walls, sharp and demanding. “You’re dragging on those turns. Do it right!”

I tightened my core, pushing myself harder, trying to drown out the sound of his voice with the rush of water in my ears. But it was impossible to ignore. He was always there, watching, waiting for any sign of weakness. I knew he meant well—at least, I tried to convince myself of that—but the constant pressure felt like a weight on my chest, making it harder to breathe with each lap.

I reached the end of the pool and flipped, kicking off the wall with more force than necessary. My legs screamed in protest, but I didn’t care. I had to be faster, better. Anything less wasn’t good enough.

“Come on, Jaden! You’re slowing down!” he barked again, frustration clear in his tone.

I clenched my teeth, frustration building inside me. No matter how hard I pushed, it was never enough. I had to be perfect—perfect form, perfect speed, perfect everything. There was no room for error, no room to just... be.

As I reached the end of the lap, I slapped the wall with a little more force than necessary, panting heavily as I came up for air. My dad stood at the edge of the pool, his arms crossed, eyes narrowed in that way that told me he wasn’t satisfied.

“Get out,” he ordered, his voice clipped. “We’re going over your times.”

I nodded, swallowing hard as I pulled myself out of the water. My body felt heavy, but it wasn’t just the physical exhaustion. It was the weight of his expectations, the unspoken demand that I be perfect. And the worst part was, I wanted it too. I wanted to succeed, to be the best. But sometimes, I wondered if I was doing it for me, or just to make him proud.

As I walked over to the bench, I couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter how fast I swam, it would never be enough.
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As I slouched into the chair across from Mr. Daniels, I could already tell this wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. His office was too neat, too organized—like the man himself. Papers were stacked in perfect piles, and even the pens on his desk were lined up in a row. I glanced around, trying to avoid his gaze, but there was no escaping it.

“Pierce,” he began, his tone more tired than angry, “we need to talk about your grades.”

I rolled my eyes, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m doing fine, Mr. D. I’m passing, aren’t I?”

He sighed, leaning forward in his chair. “Barely. And that’s the problem. You’re coasting by, doing the bare minimum, and it’s catching up with you. If you keep this up, you’re going to fail this class.”

I felt a flicker of irritation, but I tried to shrug it off. “So, what? I’ll study harder or something.”

Mr. Daniels shook his head, his expression serious. “It’s not that simple, Pierce. You have potential, but you’re wasting it. I’m giving you an ultimatum: either you join the school newspaper and write a substantial article, or you fail this grade.”

My stomach dropped, and I stared at him, trying to process what he’d just said. The school newspaper? He couldn’t be serious. “You’re kidding, right? Me? Writing for the school paper?”

“I’m very serious,” he replied, not missing a beat. “You need something to focus on, something to push you. This is your chance to prove that you can actually apply yourself. But if you refuse, then I’m afraid you’re looking at a failing grade.”

Annoyance flared up, but so did a trickle of worry. I knew my grades weren’t great, but I hadn’t thought it was this bad. And the last thing I needed was another lecture from my dad about how I was throwing my future away. I glanced at Mr. Daniels, trying to gauge if there was any way to talk my way out of this. But the look on his face told me he wasn’t going to budge.

“Fine,” I muttered, slumping back in the chair. “I’ll do it. But don’t expect anything amazing.”

Mr. Daniels nodded, a small, satisfied smile crossing his face. “I’m not expecting amazing, Pierce. I’m expecting effort. You can start by meeting with the editor tomorrow after school.”

I nodded, though inwardly I was already thinking of ways to breeze through this. How hard could it be? Write an article, hand it in, and be done with it. It wouldn’t be a big deal. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself as I walked out of his office, the weight of his words settling uncomfortably in my chest.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PIERCE

[image: ]




The school newspaper office was smaller than I expected, crammed with desks, old computers, and stacks of papers that looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. The editor, a no-nonsense girl named Emma, sat behind the largest desk, her eyes already scanning me like she was trying to figure out if I was going to be a problem.

“So, you’re the new recruit,” she said, not even bothering to hide her skepticism.

“Guess so,” I replied, trying to sound casual as I shoved my hands into my pockets. The sooner I got this over with, the better.

Emma didn’t waste any time. “I’m assigning you to cover Jaden Connors. You know him, right? The star swimmer?”

I blinked, feeling a wave of dread roll over me. Of course, I knew who Jaden was—everyone did. He was the golden boy of the school, always winning trophies and getting praised by the teachers. The kind of guy who had it all together, unlike me.

“Uh, yeah, I know him,” I said slowly, trying to hide my reluctance. “What exactly do you want me to do?”

“Follow him, interview him, get the story of his success,” Emma said, leaning back in her chair. “It’s a big deal. We’re running a feature on him, and I need you to dig deep. Find out what makes him tick, why he’s so driven, that sort of thing.”

I fought the urge to groan. The last thing I wanted was to spend my time trailing after some jock, especially one like Jaden, who probably didn’t have a single thing in common with me. But I couldn’t afford to back out now, not with my grade on the line.

“Right,” I said, trying to sound more enthusiastic than I felt. “I can handle that.”

Emma gave me a once-over, clearly not convinced. “This is serious, Pierce. Jaden’s a big name around here, and this article is going to be front and center. Don’t screw it up.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it,” I muttered, though inside I was already dreading the whole thing. But what choice did I have? I’d just have to put up with it, get the stupid article done, and move on. How bad could it be?

As I left the office, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking into something way more complicated than I’d signed up for. But I pushed the thought aside, convincing myself that it was just another hoop to jump through. If I could just survive hanging around with Jaden for a bit, I’d be fine. At least, that’s what I told myself.
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When I walked through the front door, the familiar scent of dinner cooking hit me first, but the house felt as cold as ever. My dad was in his usual spot on the couch, eyes glued to the TV, barely glancing up as I kicked off my shoes and dropped my bag by the door. The evening news was on, the volume just loud enough to drown out any possibility of conversation.

“Hey, Dad,” I muttered, more out of habit than expectation.

He grunted in response, his gaze never leaving the screen. I wasn’t surprised. We hadn’t had a real conversation in months—maybe longer. It was always the same: him lost in whatever show or game was on, and me trying to slip through the house unnoticed.

I made my way to the kitchen, where Mom was stirring something on the stove. She looked up when I walked in, giving me a tired smile. “Hey, sweetheart. How was school?”

I shrugged, leaning against the counter. “Just the usual, Mom. Nothing special.”

She turned back to the stove, nodding like she expected that answer. “Well, dinner’s almost ready. You hungry?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, though my mind was already elsewhere. I watched her for a moment, the way she moved around the kitchen, always busy, always taking care of things. It was like she was holding the whole house together on her own. And then there was Dad, who didn’t seem to care about anything other than what was on TV. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d asked me about school or... anything, really.
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