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Mallory Halloran

[image: ]





The darkness of the night enveloped the expanse of stars above my head, seeming to follow every twist of the throttle.

The blue and black sports bike sped along. A thin fog rolled out onto the road as midnight approached. The moon cast a grayish white light, reflecting a soft glow, occasionally hitting the side mirrors on the right and left, right in the direction of his eyes.

The heartbeat inside was racing against the smile etched on her face, hidden behind the tightly fitted full-face helmet.

I won that bet again, as usual.

Nothing else could explain what she felt inside, the crackling explosion of a festive celebration in her heart, even though her soul was still enjoying the night breeze blowing through the sleeves of her tight black leather jacket.

The roar of the high-performance biker engine, with its best-in-class aerodynamic design, echoed from the distance, cutting through the darkness of the night. It interrupted the rising cheers of excitement, welcoming the arrival of the sport bike.

The beauty of the row of street lights fell upon the two-story building, filled with the cheers of young boys and girls. The party was celebrating a great victory—one of them had just managed to humiliate the rival biker gang in a betting race.

They felt the same happiness as before, when their opponents accepted the reality of losing a large amount of betting money just like that.

"Look at them, welcoming me as usual." The smile still didn't stop spreading.

The motorcyle's handlebars were pulled, heading towards the last turn onto the asphalt road connected to the main road.

As soon as the motorcycle stopped in the slightly spacious parking lot in front of the two-story building, the crowd of people celebrating immediately surrounded it. 

Two men pulled her off the motorcycle, lifting her onto their shoulders, while the other girls immediately cheered even louder with enthusiasm.

The full-face helmet, still in place, was removed, allowing her shoulder-length black hair to be freely blown by the night breeze. 

Then her free hand was raised in a fist, pointed toward the sky with a smile that hadn't faded since she was on the road.

"CONGRATS, OUR LEADER!!"

"AGAIN AND AGAIN, SHE'S BURNING UP THE RACETRACK WITH CRAZY SMOKE!"

"WOHOO! WE ARE ALL SATISFIED TO SEE THEIR DEFEAT!"

Shouts of encouragement echoed back and forth, even simultaneously, like beautiful music burning her chest from within.

Her eyes scanned every hand raised in the air, even though the faces of the people around her were not very clear in the dim light. Her shaking body did not mind at all.

Her ears were almost ringing from the shouting, even though the pressure that enveloped her entire skin, with the last remnants of the smell of asphalt from the track before it was abandoned, had not yet subsided after witnessing the defeat of the opposing motorcycle gang on the track. Her shoulders shook slightly, feeling the bones of her shoulders supporting her thighs very firmly.

"Mallory!" A man's shout cut through the noise, diverting her attention.

With glasses perched on his straight nose, a man's face broke through the crowd lifting her up. He tried to push through to reach her position, offering to help by extending his own hand to help Mallory down.

"You can lower me a little," Mallory jumped off the man's shoulder who was carrying her as soon as he arrived. 

He moved with ease, as if her body had no weight at the waist, as if it were no longer strange for him to do so.

The face in front of her eyes gave a small smile. It was very slight, even though the light from the building behind his broad front was a little dazzling, that warm smile was still visible. 

Then the man slowly pulled his right hand back, wrapping his arm around her neck briefly without applying too much pressure, then gently stroking the top of her head after they parted.

"You always manage to fry Black Aoudra on her own ego. Congrats, Ry." The man's voice was soft, his lower eyelids swelling slightly.

"Thanks, Liam." Her lips still struggled to stop curving upward.

The recent victory still felt like something she couldn't quite believe.

The cheers and shouts around them gradually died down as they watched their interaction. 

A few seconds later, another man with bright blond hair that reflected the neon lights approached Mallory and William—the man with glasses—as they stood there.

Without hesitation, he reached out and wrapped his arm around Mallory's shoulders.

"I'm glad to see you finally back from the track; everyone's been waiting for you." Azrien sounded trembling, but there was an odd mix of joy in his voice.

Without saying much, he invited everyone there to go back inside the two-story building standing quietly in front of them, which they called their headquarters.

"You're quite sweet to welcome me back from the race," Mallory followed where Azrien pulled her shoulder, as if guiding her.

Until they passed through the wide open doorway. At the far end of the room, a long shadow on the wall caught her attention.

After that, a girl her age appeared, running fast towards her, her long dark brown hair flying wildly in all directions.

"MY BESTIE! CONGRATULATIONS FOR YOUR VICTORY!" Her small shout was almost stifled.

The girl managed to reach her feet, carrying a bottle of drink in one hand. Holding out the drink with its thin layer of condensation, Mallory didn't have time to think before accepting it and feeling its cold surface, as if it had just come out of the refrigerator.

As soon as the bottle changed hands, Claire gave her an enthusiastic, excited look. Pulling her hand, which had been slightly shocked, into a tight embrace, it felt almost suffocating.

"You have no idea how crazy I was watching from the sidelines, I felt like screaming!" Her voice grew shrill, slightly painful to the ears.

Mallory responded to Claire's arms wrapped around her neck with one hand. Her other hand dove into her jacket pocket. She searched for something inside and pulled out a thin, black object that she had prepared earlier.

"Come on, Claire," she said softly, pulling Claire's hand away from her neck. 

"Spend this, the bet money with Black Aoudra has been transferred. When you're done shopping, I'll add it all up and put the rest into the joint account with Randzion."

The girl's eyes immediately widened, shifting her gaze from his face to the black card held at the tip of his finger. 

The bank card held out near her face was slowly picked up with the tips of his index finger and thumb. She raised her eyebrows and glanced at Mallory, as if to show her satisfaction.

"Oh, sugar mommy brought us betting money for dinner, huh?"

Without waiting for a response, she turned around and walked closer, waving the card in front of the faces of several other girls standing near Mallory's gathering area.

"Oh my god, is this girl for real?" Mallory could only shake her head slightly.

"LET'S GO, GIRLS! Let's spend this betting money on cooking a special meal for all Randzion members!" Claire exclaimed in her usual sweet voice.

Claire quickly turned around again, her legs half-open, heading out of the headquarters building through the door.

Seeing this, Mallory just shook her head slowly once more, following her best friend's back, which was almost out of sight, with a slight smile. 

The group of girls Claire had brought along, leaning their backs against the wall, each gently patted the girl's shoulder one by one, as a sign of their support.

"Next time, consider giving the ATM card to me instead, Ry. Instead of Claire, you saw it yourself." 

With a slight chuckle, Mallory gave a brief smile and nodded.

After the group of four girls had passed by, Mallory took a slow breath, her head tilted back, leaning gently against the wall.

"Why does my new helmet feel too tight when I wear it? Did I lock it too tight?"

It had only been a few seconds since she had tried to calm the turmoil in her head, still filled with the euphoria of the smell of vehicle smoke from the previous illegal race. She heard the sound of objects falling simultaneously, her forehead wrinkling as she was sure it came from the deeper side of the room.

"It sounds like weapons being packed," she whispered softly.

Mallory straightened her back away from the wall, lifted her chin, and walked past the people gathered along the building's hallway.

When she reached the other side of the building, her eyebrows rose slightly, followed by a downward-curving smile.

She scanned the room filled with weapons hanging on several wall racks for a few seconds, then dropped her gaze on the blond-haired man sitting on the floor with his back to her.

"Why are there so many more weapons? Aren't they gone, and I haven't put any more in?" Her voice came out as if interrupting.

The blond man shrugged his shoulders. "This is stock from my shipment, Ry, that arrived this afternoon. So William and I packed it right away," he explained without turning around, still busy with the pile of light machine guns in front of him.

Mallory decided not to say anything after hearing the answer, nodded briefly, and turned to leave the room.

Returning to the gathering room, the laughter and chatter of the members still formed a cluster, a long conversation that seemed too absorbed in their drinks.

But she ignored them, choosing not to join in. She turned toward the stairs leading to the second floor of the headquarters, directing her feet toward the wooden door of the room usually used by the leader.

"At least I can still enjoy some rest after the race,"

Making sure the door was closed tightly without any noise from the floor below, Mallory lay down on the wide bed there. She straightened her back, which felt a little stiff for a moment.

Staring at the beige ceiling above her head, she took her cell phone out of pocket, just wanting to look at some photos taken by Randzion members, who were at the race track earlier, just coming to watch and cheer her on.

"I wonder how I look on the track. Will it be bad? Or... edgy rebel?"

The white screen flooded her eyes, her thumb swiping through the photos very slowly, noticing a selfie of herself standing on her motorcycle after crossing the finish line, signifying her victory.

"Cute, I'll give this photo a favorite star." A flat smile appeared on her face.

As her finger swiped through the photos, one suddenly made her eyebrows knit together.

A man was captured in the photo—but her face, for some reason, looked very familiar to Mallory.

"Wait a minute, why... him?" Mallory straightened her neck, almost sitting up but then stopped.

Her heartbeat quickened, clearly reacting to what her eyes were seeing.

"This is the Black Aoudra members. But this person... seems familiar."

"Lorenzo?" Mallory almost whispered. "But... no. Considering how he's perceived by the school crowd," 

Mallory ended up talking to herself, staring at the face of the man standing in the crowd, who showed no expression on his face during the entire game, as if he had no interest in watching it at all.

"Here, he looks like he doesn't want to watch, but was forced to come. Look at that disgusted face,"

Mallory scrolled through other photos, looking for one that might show the man's face more clearly.

However, there were no clearer images than the original photo, which was only slightly blurry. Mallory felt a slight heat in her chest, causing her to unconsciously bite her lower lip gently.

After staring at her phone screen for a while, a few meters from where she was now, she heard faint footsteps approaching her door.

She looked down at the bottom of the door, and through the crack she could clearly see the shadow of someone coming.

The door was knocked on several times softly from the outside, as if not wanting to disturb her further.

"Mallory, are you asleep?" The man with the deep voice raised his voice.

Taking a deep breath, she stared at the screen of the cell phone in her hand, but a voice outside made her immediately turn off the flat device.

She knew whose voice it was. Lowering her legs with a slight feeling of heaviness, Mallory got out of bed and walked to open the door, leaning her shoulder against the wall after the door opened slightly.

She ran her fingers through her short black hair once. "I wasn't sleeping, just lying down for a bit. What's up?"

William held up his phone, wanting to read her something. "Hestia left a message for you. She said she's sorry she couldn't bring the Eagle Scouts and watch your race against Black Auodra again earlier."

Mallory nodded slowly, a faint smile on her face. "Just tell Hestia she doesn't need to apologize like that. I don't mind at all. You guys came to watch and support me at the track earlier." She reached out and patted William's shoulder gently several times.

William lifted his face, looking at her with a gleam in his eyes that showed pride, making her smile back.

"Alright, I'll tell her right away." The man turned his back, walking towards the stairs while typing on the screen.

Mallory stood silently for a moment, after William's back had disappeared down the stairs, until she pulled the door handle shut completely before following William downstairs.

"I know you're actually bored, Mallory." She said to herself again.

The sight that greeted her when she returned downstairs, heading straight to the gathering room that was no longer very crowded, made her smile slightly.

There were three men sitting in the middle of the shaggy carpet, playing UNO cards together. As usual, it was filled with the noise of arguing and accusing each other.

Mallory approached without thinking twice, took the empty seat next to Azrien, watched the three of them play UNO cards, and just watched without showing any interest in playing.

"Don't you want to join in, Mallory?" Mattheo played a +4 card clearly aimed at Azrien.

Azrien spat out a curse near his ear, "Ah, you always trap me like that, damn you, Theo."

Mallory just shook her head slowly in response to Mattheo. Resting her chin on one hand, her attention was focused on the pile of cards in the middle of the circle where the four of them were sitting.

The game continued into the next round. Every time they finished playing and the cards were dealt, the three of them took turns asking Mallory to join them, but she remained very reluctant to play and told the three of them to continue playing without her.

"Just play, I'm feeling lazy."

Another round was played, until the girls who had gone shopping returned, the sound of car engines faintly audible.

One by one, their faces appeared, each carrying a brown paper bag, not too big in size, in their hands. They stepped inside, carrying all their groceries to the kitchen.

"They're finally back," Azrien said, playing his last card to signal victory.

"Let's see what these princesses bought," Mallory said without permission, standing up and resting her hands on Azrien's shoulders.

Her back leaned slightly against the wall as she entered the kitchen area. 

"What are you guys shopping for?" Her mouth yawned slightly as her eyes began to feel heavy.

Another girl with long black hair down to her back approached her, took a card out of her wallet, and handed it to Mallory.

"Claire said she wanted to make pasta, but she didn't know what kind of pasta to make. So she bought several types of sauce, and... bought a lot of snacks."

Claire carved an innocent smile, continuing to take cooking ingredients out of the bag, avoiding Mallory's gaze. "Don't be angry, sweetie," she chuckled.

Mallory let out a sigh, ignoring Claire's playful remark, and simply accepted the card Victoria was holding out. She showed no expression, focusing on calculating the shopping bill on the receipt with the remaining betting money, then transferring the total amount left to Randzion's joint account, which was still with her.

Done, she exhaled deeply. "Claire, Victoria," she called softly, still focused on her phone. "After we finish eating, let's just go home. Tomorrow we have school and killer biology class. Don't talk too much, or we'll be home even later."

The words that came out of Mallory's mouth immediately made the two long-haired girls pause, stopping them from stirring the food they were frying.

Claire let out a soft groan, as if trying to suppress a laugh that was about to escape, while Victoria laughed and patted Claire on the back.

"You know, I almost got hit with a book just because I almost fell asleep in her class." Claire laughed, holding Victoria's shoulder.

In the corner of the kitchen, a little away from everyone else, Mallory found Aesira still preparing the French fry sauce when she called her.

The hand holding the wooden spoon turned, lifting her chin, her eyes staring blankly at the source of the call, waiting.

"After we're done with all this, come with me to Black Aoudra's headquarters for a bit, okay? I want to stop by and see something there," Mallory sighed for the umpteenth time.

Aesira nodded in agreement, finished preparing the sauce, then took a paper towel to wipe her hands. "Let's just go now if you're only passing through. We can wait for Odessa, Victoria, and Claire to finish cooking."

Mallory thought about the suggestion for a moment, then nodded in agreement. "Okay, let's go."

Aesira tidied up her work one last time.

She walked out of the kitchen area, following Mallory. Each carrying a motorcycle key in their hands, they glanced at the gathering room as they went to get their jackets. They passed those who were still playing a game of UNO.

William was watching Mattheo and the others play UNO, turning his head toward the two girls as they passed. "Where are you two going?" he asked, looking at Mallory, as if investigating.

"I'm going out for a bit, please watch the base," Mallory replied quickly.

Her feet stepped out of the building first, quickly getting on the motorcycle first and putting on her helmet.

Turning the key to start the engine, she waited a moment for Aesira, who was still inside—just coming out carrying two cans of drink.

"What are you doing there? You just finished betting with them." Aesira stopped walking, letting Mallory stay ahead of her.

Mallory accepted Aesira's offer of a can of soda, pulled the tab, and drank it in a few gulps. "There's something I want to find out, so let's just go there. Come on, let's hurry."

The can, which was almost empty after a few sips, was crushed in both hands, then thrown into the trash can, hitting the target.

Aesira didn't ask any more questions, choosing instead to follow Mallory and get on the motorcycle parked not too far from Mallory's.

The sound of the two motorcycle engines broke the silence of the Los Angeles night, which watched them silently in the roar.

Mallory muttered softly behind her helmet visor. "Why is Lorenzo in the lineup of Black Aoudra members in that photo?"
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Secret Feeling
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The school bell rang throughout the corridors, signaling that the last class of the day was over, as the sun shone with a hint of oranAge in the west, streaming through every classroom window.

Mallory grabbed her notebooks and supplementary books for her previous biology class, hurriedly stuffing them into her bag, then finally piling her cell phone on top of the thin books.

Claire noticed her friend's behavior, completely focused on her books, not even glancing at anything else, so quickly that the teacher had just stepped out of the classroom, almost dropping her own things.

"You seem to be in a hurry, Ry. Where are you going?" Claire looked closely at the stressed expression on Mallory's face.

Mallory glanced briefly at her two friends in turn. "Marzio said he wanted to show me something, so I want to go home quickly," she explained simply, as she finished putting her books in her bag and immediately picked it up.

"I'm leaving first!"

Her shoes scuffed against the ceramic floor.

Mallory left the biology class without giving Claire and Victoria a chance to respond. She took wider steps, running steadily until she was quickly descending the school stairs, passing other students, before walking a little more leisurely in the crowded hallway.

"We'll see what that idiot Marzio wants to show us." Her breath caught slightly, feeling a thin trickle running down her temple. 

The girl with black hair passed by a group of students from another class, her peers, who were gathered in the locker hallway she was about to walk through.

Mallory didn't pay much attention to their faces, but she could sense that one of the boys had shifted his attention from the conversation, completely drawn to her as she walked by.

One, two, three... Mallory's head turned quickly, just a glance, just a peek. "That must be Lorenzo..." Her lips trembled slightly.

Mallory took a deep breath, finally stepping into the school parking lot. 

She scanned her surroundings, glancing left and right at the other students around her, showing no reaction.

"Let's see if there's a bus to school today... even though I miss my motorcycle."

Spotting a yellow bus on the road, heading into the school grounds, a smile appeared on her face. 

But something else caught her attention—a person standing still, holding onto the top of a bag.

Before long, a black car slowed down, stopping right in front of him, causing his eyebrows to furrow at the sight.

It seemed like he had never seen this car at school before.

At first Mallory wanted to ignore it, but she was also curious as to why the car had stopped in front of her.

The tinted window slowly rolled down, revealing the figure of a man inside.

"Hey, Mallory Halloran?" His eyes were wide open. "Interested in coming home with me?" The dark brown-haired man gave a slight smile.

Mallory immediately held her breath for a second, her eyes wide, her black pupils slightly enlarged. "You're Lorenzo Jefferson, right?" One corner of her eye narrowed.

Lorenzo curved his lips slightly downward. "So you know me. What do you say? Want to come?"

Did you want to get into the car of the man you had secretly been watching, or not? Was this my chance?

The offer, made with a friendly expression, made Mallory hesitate for a moment. Her face tilted slightly, and she finally nodded once, agreeing to the invitation from the student who had never been in her class.

Mallory quickly stepped into the passenger seat next to Lorenzo, despite receiving glances from a few people who stared at her, as if judging something.

Why are they looking at me like that?

After making sure Mallory was sitting comfortably and wearing her seatbelt, Lorenzo gently pressed the gas pedal, and the black car sped out of the school grounds.

"Why do you look like that?" Lorenzo leaned over slightly, looking at her with confusion.

Mallory froze for a moment, shook her head slightly, and continued to adjust her bag. "No, I'm fine. Just keep going."

The buildings lined the road, looking increasingly blurry as the car picked up speed.

The wind blew a few strands of her hair from the slightly open window as she rested her chin on her palm and looked out at the road.

As they drove through the suburbs of Los Angeles, the only sound was the light hip-hop music playing on the radio. Their lips were tightly sealed, as if they didn't want to ruin the atmosphere.

The tension in the car grew thicker as they exchanged only light questions to keep the air from getting heavier.

Mallory stared at the white lines on the asphalt road below, feeling something unclear, mixed up in her mind and pounding heart. Calm down, Mallory. What are you really thinking?

As her gaze returned to the road ahead, the man next to her, still focused on the steering wheel, coughed softly, catching Mallory's attention, but she didn't turn her head.

"Mallory, can I ask you something?" Lorenzo finally spoke again.

The question that had just been asked made Mallory exhale softly, allowing a few seconds of silence to linger in the air, leaning back and lifting her chin slightly.

Mallory turned her face slightly to the left. "Yes, go ahead. Why?"

Lorenzo took a breath that seemed to constrict his chest, while maintaining his focus on controlling the steering wheel.

"I don't mean anything by it, especially not to offend you. But since this concerns me, I want to make sure."

Those words caught her attention, and Mallory's eyelids narrowed slightly.

"I'm not feeling too confident, but..." Her tongue lingered in the air for a few seconds before she took a breath. "There's a rumor, I don't know. That says you... have feelings for me, is that true? I really didn't mean anything,"

A fraction of a second after those words reached her ears, Mallory felt an electric current surge through her entire body at a high frequency. She clamped her mouth shut, unable to give a spontaneous reaction.

Mallory took a very slow breath, racking her brain to find the right words. Before glancing at Lorenzo through the corner of her eye.

"What kind of rumor is that, huh? That's ridiculous," she said softly, deliberately holding back her voice afterwards. "I never liked anyone at school. I was too busy taking care of other things in my life to allow anyone else into it." Mallory finished saying the words she had carefully crafted in her mind.

She stared for a moment at Lorenzo's hands on the steering wheel. I... couldn't possibly ask him if he had ever gone to watch the illegal races that often took place in the middle of the night.

The traffic light ahead changed from red to green, even before the car reached the intersection. Lorenzo laughed softly as his hand moved the steering wheel to the right.

"I was right, it was just a joke." Lorenzo nodded slowly before falling silent, looking as if he was thinking. "Have you heard the other news, about Delrico Stevenson? We all know his reputation at school. He... likes you."

Mallory, who had been leaning comfortably in her seat, staring at the road ahead, suddenly turned her face completely toward Lorenzo. She had heard the rumor spreading, faintly in her memory, perhaps a few days ago.

A junior told me...

"I've heard," she said softly. "I don't feel like responding. I don't care what people at school think of Delrico."

"Why don't you respond?" Lorenzo seemed to pause deliberately. "If you're with him... maybe you'll get more attention from people. Delrico is very charming." He glanced at the left mirror, seeing his own reflection, but one corner of his mouth rose very slightly.

Mallory's shoulders rose briefly. "You think I only care about status and the opinions of those around me?" Her voice rose slightly. "I don't need attention, Lorenzo. Hearing vague rumors like that is enough to make me question myself,"

Lorenzo turned to her again, something had changed in how he reacted. "I think you're the same as many girls at school who approach Delrico solely for his looks, not to mention his social status."

Mallory let out a thin laugh, glancing out the window.

"Why don't you respond to the gossip, just for the thrill of it?"

Mallory let out a low laugh. "I'm not as foolish as those others out there, wasting their time on such things," she replied bluntly. 

"But just so you know, the person I think about most often these days is you," Mallory's lips trembled as she whispered softly, more to herself than to Lorenzo.

Lorenzo raised the corners of his lips. "You seem very calm, Halloran."

Mallory brushed her hair back, which had been messed up by the wind. "I'm calm because I choose not to think too far ahead," she replied softly.

The man next to her nodded. "If Delrico is rumored to like you, your reaction pretty much explains that you don't want to get involved." 

Lorenzo spoke again, but held his words in the air, though his tone didn't sound as heavy as before.

"What if... I had feelings for you? I mean, would you react the same way you did to Delrico?" The question came out casually, either too lightly or deliberately testing her.

Mallory spontaneously held her breath when Lorenzo said it, tensing up again and again, feeling her mind go blank, unable to think of anything.

In addition, the man with the last name Jefferson glanced at her from time to time, even though he remained focused on the steering wheel in his hands, as if stalling for time, waiting for her to give an answer.

Oh... why would you ask that, huh? Is it that easy?

Mallory didn't want to give Lorenzo the answer he was waiting for, so she pressed her lips tightly together, even though her hand resting on her thigh was clenched into a fist.

Lorenzo laughed softly, as if from deep within his chest. "There's no way you would accept a guy like me, right? Even Delrico, the gossip about him is so bad that you don't even bother responding, let alone me," he said, playing with his fingers on the steering wheel. "Delrico could be considered perfect, maybe? Many people praise him, especially girls."

The corners of Lorenzo's lips rose in a smile that revealed the cynicism in his eyes, and Mallory caught the change in his face very clearly, even if only for a moment.

"Hah, you're quite good at praising people." Mallory laughed at Lorenzo without looking at him again. "I'm not saying I don't accept you, but..." she said very softly, deliberately letting her words be carried away by the wind.

"Did you say something?" Lorenzo turned his head with one eyebrow raised.

Lorenzo's foot pressed the gas pedal a little deeper, while his other foot lifted off the gas pedal, as if certain that he had heard something come out of Mallory's mouth just now.

"I didn't say anything," Mallory evaded, hiding a broad smile behind her palm. "My house is on the street up ahead, you can turn after two more blocks."

She immediately raised her hand, pointing towards the street leading to her neighborhood.

Lorenzo looked up, following where Mallory's hand, covered by her black jacket, was pointing.

When he found it, he nodded slowly, maintaining the car's steady speed as he turned the last corner before reaching their destination.

The car slowed to a complete stop beside the sidewalk. Before Lorenzo could unbuckle his seatbelt, Mallory had already gotten out of the car and hurried away, as if something had suddenly changed her mood.

Immediately packing her bag, Mallory looked down at Lorenzo's face, poking her head out a little to get a better look at his face.

"Thanks for the ride. It's good you offered, I didn't bring my motorcycle today." Mallory gave a slight smile, holding tightly to the bag on her shoulder, as if it gave her strength.

"So I'm your helper for today, then." Lorenzo returned the smile. "No problem for me. How about another day, I'll give you a ride home again?"

Mallory opened her eyes, her lips pursed slightly. "Sounds good, I'd like that."

The man laughed, hiding a smile that seemed to escape without permission. "Glad to hear it." He checked the watch on his left hand. "It's time for me to go home, you can go straight into the house."

Lorenzo then got into the car, fastened his seatbelt, and rolled up the window completely.

Mallory said nothing as the window closed.

Lorenzo glanced outside once more, his eyes lingering on Mallory's face, as if trying to memorize every feature of her face.

Even though she was already outside the car, now blocked by the window that was not completely dark.

Keeping both feet planted there, her eyes followed Lorenzo's car as it drove away, even though she didn't know why she had decided to do so. Her short black hair flew in the gentle breeze.

"I don't even know what to say, Lorenzo... it seemed natural to offer me a ride."

Lorenzo's black car had vanished from view in the distance, causing her to exhale softly, feeling something had been bothering her throughout the journey, though she herself didn't know the meaning behind that feeling.

"Mallory, what are you thinking about out here?"

Mallory felt an electric shock run through her entire body when she heard the words and felt someone suddenly grab her shoulder from behind, disturbing the silence. She slowly turned her head and saw her brother's face.

"Huh? It's you. I wasn't thinking about anything," she replied casually, avoiding the man's gaze as he tried to look directly at her face.

Realizing that his only sister seemed to want to avoid his gaze, the man raised his hand and gently pulled Mallory's shoulder, causing her to tilt her body slightly and look at him.

"You didn't ride your motorcycle to school, right? How did you get home? Usually the school bus takes a long time," Marzio stared at her with narrowed eyes, then looked at the surrounding streets, showing no signs of passing vehicles.

Mallory took a breath, tightening her grip on the bag on her shoulder. "I was offered a ride home with Lorenzo."

His large body moved closer. "Wait, Lorenzo... Lorenzo Jefferson?" Marzio pulled Mallory's shoulder so she was facing him.

Mallory raised her eyebrows high in response to Marzio's eyes, which she thought were reacting too spontaneously. "Yes, it's him. What's the matter?" she asked back in a skeptical tone.

Marzio opened his mouth for a moment, took a breath, and rubbed his rough face. "Chaopard Diamond, you have it with you, right?"

Hearing Marzio's question, Mallory wrinkled her nose, looked around, then reached into a small pocket tucked into the sleeve of her long jacket. 

There was a zipper there, which she pulled with her fingertips, opening it to take out an object that gave off a soft blue light.

"Yes, I have it with me. Always. What's going on?" Mallory opened her palm, revealing the object she said was the Chaopard.

Marzio's eyes immediately softened when he saw the object in her palm, shining brightly in front of him. "The point is, I want you to be more careful. Don't let Lorenzo get this diamond," he said firmly, looking at his sister's face, alternating with the diamond.

Mallory closed her fist, holding back the blue light from shining more in the sunlight. "What does Lorenzo have to do with Chaopard?" Her question came out unconsciously.

Marzio rubbed his face. "If I'm not mistaken, he's one of Dalton Ventura's members." His brother was silent, as if waiting for a reaction. "I'm sure you won't believe me. But later, when we have time, I'll explain it more clearly," he replied calmly, even though his face showed something different.

Mallory took a deep breath, her eyebrows furrowing more noticeably now. "You understand how sensitive this conversation is when it involves Dalton's name, right?"

His older brother closed his eyes slowly and nodded slightly, indicating that he was serious.

Mallory looked away, staring blankly at the grass, her mind exploring and connecting the dots of several possibilities in her head.

Could it be that I felt uncomfortable the whole way because I was near Lorenzo, and Chaopard reacted?

Mallory gently bit her lower lip before nodding her head and looking up at Marzio.

So maybe... that's why Lorenzo was in the Black Aoudra member lineup in my photos?

Mallory folded her arms across her chest, biting her lower lip a little roughly this time. "I haven't had anything to do with Dalton for a long time, maybe I'll find out about this later."

"Never mind, we'll talk about it later." Marzio waved his hand briefly in front of Mallory's face. "There's something else more important I want to show you, Ry."

Marzio grabbed Mallory's wrist, which was holding her school bag, and took his sister's bag to help carry it. Then, with his free hand, he pulled Mallory into the house after closing the gate.

The girl just shook her head at this treatment, while continuing to follow her brother's footsteps.

But her mind replayed every word her brother had said a few moments ago.

Dalton and Lorenzo, Lorenzo was a member of Dalton.

The man with broad, sturdy shoulders stepped further into the house, while Mallory stopped in the living room. She lay down on the sofa, leaning back after taking off her shoes.

"What are you actually trying to show me?" She left her shoes lying there, replacing them with comfortable slippers.

"I really don't want to burden your mind any further," Marzio took his phone out of his pocket and roughly swiped the screen of the flat black device in his palm.

"When have I ever not carried an excessive burden in my life?" Mallory raised her arm and stretched it along the backrest.

Marzio turned the phone screen toward his face.

Mallory took the device and frowned slightly when the white screen lit up. It was a chat room in a messaging app, containing several conversation bubbles, many of which had repeated unanswered calls from the sender.

"Who are you actually contacting, Marzio...?"

Marzio raised his index finger. "I'm not the one contacting them, but I'm the one being contacted."
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Seeing the name on the screen, named by Marzio, Mallory bit her tongue, her eyes continuing to read all the messages.

"Look at what's really being discussed here,"

A few seconds later, Mallory clicked her tongue.

"Very funny... who does he think he is? Want to bring us to live with him again, after what happened in the past?" Mallory handed the object back to its owner. "I think he's playing a comedian talent show, try giving him a contract."

A faint laugh echoed from Marzio's mouth. "I knew you would say that, Ry."

Mallory crossed one leg over the other, leaning back on the sofa armrest. "The funny thing is," she looked up at Marzio. "They left us years ago, after that night's divorce. But now, without any explanation, suddenly they want us to live with him again. Like...?"

Marzio laughed again when he saw Mallory's forehead crease and her lips curl up at one end toward her nose. "If they took this to the Oscars, I'm sure she'd be nominated, Ry." He walked over and sat down on the arm of the sofa. "The funny thing is, they asked us to choose which one of them we wanted to live with. Even though we both know clearly that neither of us will leave,"

"We're too comfortable living together like this. Look at our lives so far, they've been fine." Mallory raised both hands in the air, unable to say much more. "Besides, if we live with them again, one or both of them. I can't guarantee that I'll feel at home there."

"And also, what is their reason for wanting to take us back? Suddenly they want us to live with them again,"

"I'm sure you're right. For example, if we went back to live with mom, but mom already has a new family, that would be very awkward." Marzio nodded in agreement with Mallory.

"I also don't understand what their real reason is. Especially Dad, who also suddenly wants us to come back, not long after Mom sent a message, only a few hours apart. Even though since they separated, they never gave us money to live on."

Marzio closed his phone screen completely, having read the last message from the person who was supposed to be a 'father' figure to him and his sister.

The air around the two teenagers was tense, forcing them to become accustomed to their lives, which had changed completely since the incident years ago.

Silence hung for a moment, leaving only the ticking of the clock, the only sound accompanying the two siblings as they each lost themselves in thought.

That night's divorce was crazy... I was almost dragged away by force.

Mallory moved her legs off the sofa and stood up first. She stood still for a moment while adjusting her sleeves.

"My advice now is to just block our parents' numbers so they can't contact either of us anymore," said Mallory without looking away. "I'm too sick of seeing him try to win our hearts back," she continued before reaching for her bag.

Seeing that Marzio was sitting on it, she hit her brother repeatedly with a sofa cushion, without saying anything, hitting him until the man who often made things difficult for her moved away and let go of her bag.

"You..." Marzio raised his index finger to Mallory's face.

But Mallory just stuck out her tongue from the corner of her lips, her eyes glancing through the edge of her eyelids.

The girl said nothing more in response to Marzio's protesting face, instead walking away, leaving the man sitting alone in the living room.

A white door with a black handle appeared within sight, slowly turning the cold surface of the object. Pushing it open revealed a dimly lit room, illuminated by light shining through the curtains.

Mallory looked around the small room, which contained all of her belongings, although some corners were piled high with stuff.

"Ah, I forgot when was the last time I tidied up my room."

She sighed softly at the sight of scattered shoe boxes, neglected when she forgot to pack them before leaving for school.

Mallory's school bag flew through the air, landing right on the mattress, and she followed it by throwing herself onto the pile of pillows.

Mallory gently massaged her nose, moving up to the middle of her eyebrows. "The question of Lorenzo and Dalton's connection. Now, Dad."

A soft orange light glowed, radiating a soothing beauty, the outskirts of Los Angeles drawing the sounds of passing vehicles on the streets in peace.

The absence of anything to disturb her for a while made Mallory feel like she could breathe freely, without thinking about the many things filling her head. 

"When was the last time you slept completely peacefully?"

Mallory's cell phone, placed on her side, rang briefly, signaling that a message had just come in.

"It's probably just Victoria or Claire," she said without moving to reach for it, letting it vibrate at her fingertips.

Mallory ignored the notification sound, as more and more messages came in. She remained lying still near the window, listening to the chirping of a flock of birds flying by.

Her daydreaming was interrupted when the phone's sound changed to a phone call.

"Who the hell has been bothering me all this time?!"

Finally feeling truly annoyed, she reached for the phone lying nearby, checking who had been sending messages repeatedly until they called.

The incoming messages and voice calls were all from the same number, not saved in her contacts. There were dozens of unread messages, but she only glanced at the last one. 

'Tonight, Dad will pick you up with Marzio, so get your clothes ready.'

The message immediately drew a sharp glance from Mallory's wide eyes, holding back the boiling anger in her head at that moment, knowing exactly who the number belonged to.

"Who does he think he is?" 

Mallory ignored the incoming messages, which remained unanswered, and immediately searched for the settings menu to block the messages.

The number turned red, having been completely blacklisted from her phone.

Feeling a little satisfied with what she had done, she turned her attention to other messages, which came from the large Randzion group, containing messages from herself and other team members. 

"If I yell back, 'you're the worst bastard father who ever lived,' I'll probably be immediately blacklisted from the company's list of shareholders."

The messages were jokes, throwing cheap jokes at each other, with the occasional sarcastic message in between, at least lightening the mood after what had just happened today.

"Randzion members, when they're not racing, look like people who use drugs."

However, the price Mallory paid for a moment of peace seemed to be very high.

There was a voice call from the same phone number, but it went to Mallory's other number, and the phone rang right in front of her eyes.

"If I could curse, I'd probably say 150 words in a few minutes."

In one slow, exhausted breath, Mallory pressed her thumb, sliding the green phone icon up, answering the call, and directing the phone's speaker close to her ear.

There was a moment of silence before the low, characteristic cough of an elderly person sounded. 

"Hello, Mallory... daddy's beautiful daughter. How are you doing now, sweetheart?" His voice came out soft and calm.

Mallory quickly grabbed her phone, feeling her heart plummet inside her chest as the words came out.

Her face, which had initially shown no reaction, now displayed a deeply furrowed brow, and her eyebrows seemed ready to collide.

She took a deep breath, preparing to spit out the words. "Hey, old man. I want you to shut up. I'm sick and tired of all the garbage coming out of that disgusting mouth."

Mallory almost raised her voice.

The flat object was a silent witness to the intense communication, Mallory made it float to the other side of the bed. 

Her head throbbed, giving her a slight, haunting pain. Her gaze was sharp, like a dagger ready to stab anything in front of her. Both hands combed her black hair back, giving her scalp a slight massage with her fingertips, at least easing the pressure of her dislike of the brief conversation earlier.

Mallory got out of bed and walked toward the white towel hanging calmly near the door.

"I'm very suspicious that those old people's brains have evaporated. Who do they think they are, controlling my life as they please?"

"Weird."

She kept walking even though her mouth was grumbling, venting her feelings of suffocation. Until she finally reached the corner of the room, standing in front of the white door.

She stepped into the bathroom, letting the warm water fill the bathtub. Mallory reached for several bottles of soap, the scent of flowers and sweet bubble gum wafting from the shelf. 

Pouring a few drops, using the usual amount, until the sweet scent of soap filled her nostrils, lightening her heavy head a little.

In this rare moment of calm, Mallory felt the burden on her soul slowly lift.

The busyness of school, assignments, and various other suffocating problems seemed to fade away, replaced by a temporary soothing warmth.

More than half an hour had passed since she had been soaking, her body comfortably submerged in the water, her head resting on the edge of the bathtub. Her eyes were tightly closed, her breathing steady.

But her tranquility was shattered in an instant.

Knock... Knock

The sound of knocking on the door, though faint due to the pop music playing from a nearby speaker, forced Mallory to open her eyes and return to the real world. She sat up and stared at the door, turning down the music that was still playing to drown out the knocking.

"Oh my god, who's bothering me?!" Mallory sharpened her hearing, waiting for the person outside to knock again.

"Mallory, what are you doing in there?"

Marzio's shout from outside made Mallory take a deep breath, feeling like she wanted to get angry and throw something at him.

"What's wrong? I'm taking a bath,"

"I wanted to tell you, in 25 minutes, those two old people will be here, I don't know what they want. So finish your bath, and if possible, don't leave your room."

Mallory hit the foamy surface of the water in front of her when she heard Marzio's words. "So you mean I have to stay in my room until they both leave?" She shouted louder to make sure Marzio was still outside.

"Maybe... yes? I can't be sure either, Ry." Marzio replied, his voice slightly lower at first.

Mallory didn't respond for a few seconds, letting her mind process it. "I'd better go to Claire's house instead; it's safer."

"It's up to you!" Marzio replied, followed by the sound of footsteps fading away, until the sound of a door closing could be heard.

Her body felt heavy as she left the warm bath, which, even though it was only for a short time, managed to calm the chaos in her mind.

A series of unexpected events came one after another without stopping, and there was only one word that could describe how she felt throughout the day: annoyed.

"Mallory, I'm sure you're actually very lazy, right?" Mallory groaned.

After preparing her things, several stacks of novels, at least they could help her get rid of some of her boredom on the way to Claire's house.

Mallory carried her book bag on her back, carrying it out of the room. Although her attention was completely focused on her phone screen, rather than paying attention to her footsteps as she descended the stairs.

Her phone kept ringing from a messaging app. Opening the app's home page, her eyes fell on an unfamiliar ID that she seemed to be seeing for the first time.

Mallory felt intrigued by something and took the time to look at the profile of the person who had contacted her.

Mallory's eyebrows met, "Lorenzo? Who gave him my ID?" Mallory muttered to herself, thinking for a moment, and raised her eyebrows when she realized. 

"Oh, I'm sure he got my ID from Claire," her thumb moved to press the chat room.

• Lorenzo Jefferson

"Hello, Mallory. It's me, Lorenzo Jefferson. I got your ID from your close friend, Claire Delaney, if I remember her name correctly. I'd like to ask you out tonight, what do you think?"

Mallory exhaled as she stared at the screen, her face expressionless, though she felt a slight dislike for Claire's actions.

"You're such a Claire," she said. "But it's actually good, right, Mallory? You can find out if Lorenzo is really a member of Dalton or not. There's always a silver lining, even if there are many downsides."

Her footsteps, which had stopped halfway down the stairs, finally continued down, her attention still focused on her phone, typing a reply to Lorenzo agreeing to his invitation. 

Unconsciously, she smiled as she replied to Lorenzo's message, unaware of what happened next.

Bugh!

"Watch where you're going, leader Randzion,"

Mallory's forehead hit something hard, stopping her abruptly and almost causing her to fall backward. 

Marzio held her wrist tightly, supporting his weight with one hand on her waist.

Mallory pushed Marzio's hand away, forcing him to let go before adjusting her stance and glaring at her brother.

"You know your body is like a tower, don't suddenly stand in my way, Marzio Halloran!" She immediately pushed Marzio away from the middle of the stairs.

Marzio in front of her did not move, instead taking two small steps back, his calm eyes slowly scanning down the clothes she was wearing, a hint of cynicism in his gaze.

"Where are you going? You look very neat,"

"I said earlier that I was going to Claire's house. Eh, just now, Lorenzo asked me out. I canceled my original plan to go to Claire's house, and I'm going with Lorenzo." Mallory lifted her cell phone and showed the screen to Marzio.
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