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"Look at you," Benji says, leaning back against the wall

"You’re doing that thing again, Justin."

"What thing?" I ask, though I know exactly what thing.

"The 'staring at the sun' thing. You're gonna go blind, man." Benji nods toward the center of the living room.

Chloe and Scarlette are on the flanks

And then there’s Mariana.

She’s wearing something that looks effortlessly cool—like she didn't spend a second thinking about it

"Have you ever wanted someone to just... notice you?"

Benji snorts

"I’m an athlete, Jus. I don’t have that problem. But you? You're out of luck on that one."

I look at him, but he’s already glancing back at the trio.

"That’s Mariana," Benji says

"And those are her shadows, Chloe and Scarlette. Every guy in this room—including the seniors—has tried to talk to her.

I look back at Mariana. Right then, as if she can feel the weight of my staring
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I don’t even have a plan. 

As I get closer, the "trench" around Mariana and her friends becomes obvious.

There’s a five-foot radius of empty space that no one dares to cross. It’s a social dead zone. Chloe is mid-sentence

Then, the unthinkable happens.

Mariana’s eyes don’t just pass over me. They lock.

her head tilts just a fraction of an inch, her dark hair catching the strobe light.

"Hey," she says.

Her voice isn't loud

Chloe and Scarlette stop talking instantly.

They look at me, then back at Mariana, then back at me.

"Me?" I managed to say.

"You," Mariana confirms

She steps out of the trio

closing that five-foot gap until she’s standing directly in front of me. She’s wearing a scent that smells like vanilla and something sharp—like a thunderstorm.

"I haven't seen you around. Or maybe I just haven't looked."

"I'm Justin," I say

"Justin," she repeats

She leans in closer, her eyes searching mine with a terrifying amount of confidence.

"You look like you have a lot on your mind, Justin.

"I’m bored with this party," she says

"And I’ve never been with a virgin before."

"I—" I start, but she’s already turning

"Don't talk," she says, leading me toward the stairs. "Just follow."

I caught a glimpse of Benji. His jaw is literally hanging open. He looks like he’s just seen a glitch in the universe. I want to give him a thumbs up, but I'm too busy trying to remember how to breathe.

I’m being led to the second floor by the hottest girl in school. I’m winning. I’m actually winning.
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"So," I said, my voice cracking slightly. 

"Is this where you tell me you’re actually a vampire and you brought me up here to feed?"

She laughed—a real, short laugh that wasn't for show.

"A vampire? Really, Justin?"

"You’ve been watching too many movies. I’m just tired of the noise downstairs. Everyone is trying so hard to be someone they aren't. It’s exhausting to watch."

I leaned against the opposite wall, trying to look casual. "And you? Are you being someone you aren't?"

"But you... you’re different. You were staring at me like most guys 

"Maybe I’m just different" I joked

"Or maybe you're just honest," she whispered.

She reached out and adjusted the collar of my shirt, her fingers lingering near my neck. "Most guys here have a script. They say the same things, use the same lines. Do you have a script, Justin?"

"I don't even have a rehearsal," I admitted.

She smiled, "Good. I hate rehearsals."

She grabbed my hand again

led me toward the last door at the end of the hall. She pushed it open

She closed the door behind us

"Now," she said

"Where were we?"
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She reached out, her hands sliding up my chest to settle behind my neck, pulling me down toward her.

When she kissed me, it wasn’t like the movies. It was the kind of kiss that makes you forget your own name.

I felt like I owed her my soul for choosing me.

“See?” she whispered. “Not so scary, right?”

I should have nodded. I should have leaned back in. I should have kept my mouth shut.

“I love you.”

It suddenly got very quiet.

Mariana didn’t move at first. Her hands slid off my neck.

“What?” she asked.

“I... I just...” I stammered.

“You love me?”

She let out a short breath.

“I know. I just got caught up in—”

She walked to the door and unlocked it. She didn’t look back.

"I think I’m gonna go find Chloe," she said

"Good luck with... whatever that was."

I sat there cursing myself out i was so close 
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It was Monday I was trying to convince myself that maybe—just maybe—Mariana had amnesia. Maybe the music had been so loud she thought I said, "I love stew," or "I love blue."

"Yo, Romeo!"

I didn't even have to look up to know it was Benji.

"The whole school is talking, man,

You disappeared with Mariana for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes! You’re a god in the locker room right now. Everyone wants to know—was it like the movies?"
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