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        Phósopoi- The “mutant” people. Ancient Greek: People of Light

        Kladí- The Gifted Phósopoi. Those with “powers.” Must be Bonded to the Agora or to a Royal Agora as a Knight if they are Agora-less. Ancient Greek: Branch

        Agora- The Phósopoi with the power of Will and the power to Bond their Kladí and help regulate their power. Ancient Greek: The Center

        Omás- Term for an Agora and his or her Kladí. Can be from two (with one Kladí) to Seven (With six Kladí) but usually Omás consists of three to four Phósopoi (two to three Kladí). Ancient Greek: The Group

        Royal- The Royal Phósopoi are those born in the Royal bloodlines. Not all Royal Phósopoi are in line for the monarchy. Royal Agora’s have the power to Bind Knights to themselves or to their region or monarch.

        Phóspolis- The hidden city of the Phósopoi, located near Toronto in Lake Ontario, Canada. Ancient Greek: City of Light

        Kenós- Kladí or Agora who have been drained of power or cut off from their Bond. Need the flesh of the Agora to survive and gain power. Ancient Greek: Empty One

        Region- The are in which a Phósopoi lives. Modern borders mean little to the Phósopoi. They are born into a region and cannot move unless Bonded to an Agora in another region or given travel permits. There are 13 regions, with Phóspolis being Region 13.

        Monarch- The ruler of a region, referred to as king or queen. Hereditary role. Always an Agora. Always a Royal. The monarch’s Kladí are referred to with the title Consort.

        High Monarch- Referred to as High King or High Queen. The ruler of Region 13 is elected by the Council and is not hereditary. They preside over the Summit and as mediator between regions.

        The Council- Made up of 12 region monarchs and one High Monarch

        The Summit- Happens every four years. It is when the Council convenes to discuss matters, socialize and enjoy the Games

        The Games- Happens every four years at the Summit. They are like the Olympic games of the Kladí. The winner is given near-Royal status for four years and travel permits.

        Aporthétos- The winner of the Games. Ancient Greek: The Undefeated

        Agèma- A warrior-line of Kladí. Given prestige and more freedom than other Kladí and greatly sought after as Knights. Ancient Greek: Leading Unit

        Knights- The Agora-less Kladí that serve a Royal, Noble, or region and is Bonded to a Royal Agora. Some are Warrior-division Knights but others serve as domestic workers or in other fields.

        Elite- The Warrior-division Knights of Region 13. Given autonomy and act as enforcers of Phósopoi laws.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            REGIONS, MONARCH, AND COLORS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I.	Queen Victoria/West Europe, U.K/Green and Gold

        

        II.	Queen Jacqueline/Canada-Phóspolis/Powder-Blue and White

        

        III.	King Javier/South America, Mexico, Central America/Bronze and Crème

        

        IV.	King Kavri/Oceana, Artics/White and Silver

        

        V.	King Richard/United States, Puerto Rico, North Mariana Islands/Purple and Gold

        

        VI.	Queen Sun-Ja/Central Asia, East Asia/Red and Gold

        

        VII.	King Daljeet/South Asia, India/Orange and Yellow

        

        VIII.	King Yusuf/Middle East/Yellow and White

        

        IX.	Queen Ebele/African Continent/White and Green

        

        X.	Queen Zorya/Easter Europe, Russia/Crème and black

        

        XI.	King Lars/Norwegian Peninsula, The Netherlands, Denmark/Navy and Brown

        

        XII.	Queen Njay/Pacific Islands, Caribbean/Red and Blue

        

        XIII.	High King Ahmad/Phóspoli, High Seat of the Council/Black
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      “This seat taken?” When I glance up, a pair of brilliant-green eyes stare back at me. Their owner stands on the other side of the desk I claimed for myself at the front of the classroom.

      “Oh! Uh… no, go right ahead.” I gesture lamely to the empty seat next to me. The desks in this classroom fit two to a seat, and all the other spots in the front row are taken.

      “Thanks!” My new desk partner smiles brightly, her brown curls bouncing a little as she settles into her seat.

      I try to return her enthusiasm, but knots twist in my stomach. I manage a hint of what I hope is a smile.

      The girl doesn’t seem to notice. She flashes her brilliant whites before leaning over. “Good thinking coming early, and I notice you didn’t try hard with the makeup. Good choice. I hear he likes natural girls.”

      My inner nervousness fizzles out as I stare at her in confusion. “What? Who?”

      Now, Green Eyes’ brow furrows in confusion. “You mean you don’t know? Why did you come early and sit in front? Oh, my God, you’re a nerd, aren’t you?” Disgust drips from her voice.

      I bite my lip, reluctant to confirm her suspicions even though it’s true I came early to sit in front; though, not for the same reasons as the rest of the girls around us who perk up as the start of class draws near.

      Peering around my bouncy new friend I notice that the front row is unusually full for an eight a.m. class and consists mainly of preening girls in full makeup and killer outfits.

      I grimace at my white t-shirt and jeans. Dressing up for such an early class never crossed my mind. At my last university, people habitually came to morning classes in pajamas.

      “Uh…”  I manage to mumble. I’m not good at speaking to people, especially the kind who scream extrovert like the one staring at me.

      She must catch my meaning because her eyes go wide. “You are a nerd! You totally didn’t know.” When she laughs, the husky quality gives me the sense I’m missing out on some secret.

      “What don’t I know?” I’m irritated and a little indignant at her assumption of my nerdiness, though it’s correct.

      She stops laughing to explain. “You must be a transfer or something. Anyway, Dr. Evans is like super-hot and a genius. He finished his residency at the Mayo Clinic when he was only twenty-two. He’s a legend. Best part is, he’s single. Girls who aren’t even science or biology majors take this class because it’s the only one he teaches. I bet you most of the class today will be female.”

      The news comes as a surprise. My advisor mentioned this is a popular course, but I didn’t believe her. Who takes Intro to Genetics for fun? Well, other than me, of course.

      “Wow, er, I didn’t know. I got here early because I’m intrigued by this course.” I wince, my explanation sounding bookish, even to me.

      Her eyes widen then narrow in quick succession. Her face is an intriguing mix of surprise and suspicion, which would be comical if it wasn’t directed at me.

      “You’re not a science or biology major?” she asks slowly.

      When I shake my head, she presses. “You’re studying genetics for, like, fun?”

      I shrug.

      She stares at me for a moment, those bright eyes searching for something. Over the years, plenty of people have given me the same look. People always want to know a motive, especially when you come from a background like mine.

      Before I respond, the doubt clears, and she graces me with a wide-mouth grin that eats at her face, pushing her eyes up into her forehead. “That’s so cute!”

      Why being interested in learning makes one “cute” is beyond me, but her demeanor is friendly.

      Shaking my head, I offer a weak laugh.

      She offers her hand. “I’m Candice. We’ll probably be in these seats the whole semester. Dr. Evans is famous for his strict seating charts.”

      I nod as I shake her hand. While I may be new, my RA warned me to come early to this class if I wanted a good seat. Although, at the time, I didn’t know why. “Rose. I mean, my name is Rose. You can call me that.”

      Candice drops my hand and turns to her phone.

      Wiping my sweaty palms on the sides of my jeans, I turn to watch the last few students straggle in. Class begins in two minutes and still no sign of Dr. So-Hot Professor. When I researched him before class, I found an article regarding him as a successful physician who recently gained fame for his papers on genetics. It’s unusual for a medical doctor to research genetics, but there was no mention he was some kind of prodigy or, as Candice put it, super-hot.

      I watch as the numbers on my phone blink to indicate it’s already a few  minutes past our eight a.m. start time. The front of the room remains empty. I’m about to ask Candice if she knows what’s going on when the back hallway door opens, and all my brainpower goes with it.

      He’s tall. His honey-brown curls would be messy on anyone else, but he manages to make it sexy. Dressed in slacks, his pale-blue oxford shirt brings out the caramel-tone of his skin. As he strides to the front of the class, the fabric tightens over his muscled arms and chest, and for the first time in my life, I wonder what it would be like to run my fingers over a man’s chest.

      As he takes his place in the front of the classroom, blocking my view of the PowerPoint screen and blackboard, his gaze sweeps over the classroom. Wiry frames mask his forest-green eyes, but amusement shines through as his focus settles in my direction.

      I turn to figure out what he’s looking at, and then I realize it’s me. The silence of the classroom and Candice wide-eyeing me like I’ve gone mental clue me into the situation.

      “Wh-what?” I squeak, mortified at being caught ogling the professor.

      Dr. Evans’ eyes dance as he repeats, “I asked everyone to say their name and why they chose this course. It’s a small class, and I like everyone to be friendly.”

      The butterflies that twisted in my stomach when Candice spoke to me earlier rear their angry little ends and make a mess of my intestines. Public speaking is not my forte on a good day, and with Mr. Chiseled Jawline staring at me, I’ll be lucky if I can utter a complete sentence.

      “Oh, right,” I stammer, trying desperately to appear like I was listening. “I’m Rose Anastasia, uh, Christensen. But you can call me Rose.”

      My normally white-as-snow skin heats up to the tint of a ripe tomato. Good going, Rose. Everyone wanted to know your full name. Care to share your Social Security number and date of birth, too?

      Sighing, I continue to berate myself as I sit back in my chair. Preoccupied with dissecting my blunder, I almost miss Dr. Evans’ perfectly shaped eyebrows rise in silent question until Candice elbows me in the ribs.

      “Why you took the class,” she prompts, barely containing her laughter.

      “Oh, right. I took the class because I’d like to learn more about my own family history.” I finish in a rush and turn to Candice, praying she begins talking to take the attention off of the burnt toast I’ve made of this thing.

      No such luck.

      “Why don’t you ask your family for their history?” Dr. Evans questions. “Genetics isn’t a fast or easy way to learn about your family’s past.”

      I glare at him. The stupor that fell over my mind when he walked in evaporates with my ire. I don’t want to answer his invasive question, but it seems like he won’t move on until I do.

      I’m a compulsive people-pleaser, so instead of refusing, I respond with as much detachment as possible. “I’m an orphan. There’s no one to ask. And I’ve been in too many foster homes to trace my family that way.”

      When Dr. Evans gets uncomfortable at my reply, vindication pushes aside my discomfort. He motions for Candice to go ahead, not glancing back in my direction once for the rest of the introductions.

      Panic threatens to eat at my throat after divulging my background to a room full of strangers. Breathing slowly, I remind myself that being a foster kid brings me no shame. Far from it. Still, it’s not something I like being required to tell strangers.

      Forcing myself out of my mulish thoughts, I listen to the rest of our row give their introductions. One after another, they are perfectly poised and prepared to answer the question. Apparently, I’m the only one who didn’t get the memo.

      Most of the girls gush about the field of genetics and how genetics is “so interesting,” like they didn’t sign up for the class to snag the professor. The rest of the class responds similarly, save for the handful of science or biology majors, and I find myself annoyed.

      Is no one here to actually learn anything? Crossing my arms over my chest, I grip my forearms as the rest of the class introduces themselves until the last one.

      He’s one of five boys in a class of thirty. Even from his position in the back of the room, he stands out. Not built like Dr. Evans, but not skinny either. His golden-blond hair is cut surfer-style and looks so soft. My hands itch to touch it. His eyes remain impassive as he introduces himself as Sebastian Taylor. He leans forward and our eyes connect. I hate prolonged eye contact, but I find myself unable to look away from those deep baby-blues.

      They sparkle as he answers the last question. “I also have some family mysteries to uncover.”

      When he turns from me to face the professor, his gaze hardens as Sebastian’s eyebrows rise, communicating something indecipherable. Professor Evans opens his mouth to respond, but the clock catches the professor’s attention, and he dismisses class instead.

      I jump up and rush to pack away my notebook and grab a syllabus, eager to get to my dorm and hide away for the next four years. Mortification at what happened has dulled, but I’m still not ready for social interaction.

      Again, no such luck.

      “Rose? May I speak with you?” Dr. Evans calls out from behind his desk, dismissing the gaggle of girls trying to speak with him. How they have questions already baffles me since Dr. Evans didn’t give a lesson today.

      As I head toward him, I sigh. “So close.”

      His eyes dance again, as if my presence amuses him, but they turn serious as he watches the last of the students leave the room.

      “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I hope you believe me when I say I was merely curious about why you would study genetics for such personal reasons. It’s not an easy field of study.”

      The effect of those forest-green eyes focused on mine stuns me for a moment. Then his words sink in, as does his genuinely apologetic tone. Cheese sticks. It would have been easier if he kept up the King of the Jerks impersonation. Now he’s back to Professor McHotty and I’m back to Socially Inept Rose.

      Anger is the only emotion strong enough to break me out of my timid shell.  In the absence of my earlier indignation, I manage a muttered, “S’ok,” as I focus on the dark wood of his desk.

      The edges of the desk are rounded and worn down from the countless professors before Dr. Evans. My heart beats a rhythm I’m not familiar with. Instant attraction like what I feel for the professor isn’t something that happens to me often, if ever.

      Thankfully he takes pity on me and stands, ending our conversation.

      “I look forward to working with you this semester, Ms. Christensen.” He sticks out his hand, his eyes still twinkling.

      Maybe he finds awkward people entertaining. I hurry to shake his hand, eager to escape. As our palms touch, all thoughts of escape leave my head.

      My hand catches fire. Heat licks at my palm, like when you put your hands too close to a bonfire. Pinpricks follow the heat and a million tiny needles punch into my sweaty palm.

      The sensation is odd but not super painful. I try to snatch back my hand, but Professor Evans tightens his grip.

      I jerk my gaze up to him. My mouth falls open. The lines of his face lose all amusement or professional geniality, smoothing out to a blank slate devoid of any discernible emotion. Except for the eyes. If it weren’t for them, I’d have thought the professor went into some sort of shock, but those glowing forest-green irises rove over me, flashes of fear and something else unidentifiable warring within them.

      Surprise at his reaction clouds my processing ability. I don’t notice the painful pricking until it increases in intensity, becoming unbearable. A cry rips from me, yet the professor squeezes my hand tighter. Heat licks at my skin, a reaction to Dr. Evans’ gaze this time, which still maps over me like he wants to memorize my face or something. Neither of us utter a word until, as suddenly as it began, it stops.

      Sweat warms between our palms, and the calluses on Dr. Evans’ fingers scratch at the outside of my hand. He detangles himself from our connection, and my fried brain struggles to think of something to say for a long moment. His silence matches my own, that blank slate still in place as his eyes continue to hold me captive. A million different emotions flash through them, not one of them the twinkling amusement from before.

      Outside the open door behind me, students laugh and chat, their sounds a symphony as my breath grows shorter, my lungs working to pull in air.

      No, not today. I can’t afford a panic attack right now.

      Using the coping technique my therapist taught me, I work to calm the rapid staccato of my heart, pulling in deep breaths and focusing on the fair hairs that stand at attention on Professor Evans’ knuckles.

      Once I can breathe without effort, I allow my eyes to travel up his narrow waist to his broad shoulders but can’t make myself go any farther to meet those eyes. With the panic gone, embarrassment settles in and spreads to warm my cheeks and dislodge a thin trail of tears from the corner of my eyes.

      Professor Evans remains silent. I had thought he seemed as freaked out as I was when the weird prickling started, but maybe I imagined it.

      And now he thinks you’re a freak, a voice at the back of my head grumbles.

      It still doesn’t explain why he held onto my hand for so long, but there could be a million different explanations. I reach up to brush away the tears that have made their way down the sides of my heated cheeks.

      So mortifying! Crying from a handshake. Who does that?

      Dr. Evans makes his first move since the prickling stopped, grabbing my hand gently and bringing it away from my face. This time, no painful pinpricks or heat manifest at our contact.

      Surprise rolls through me as my fingers curl over his. I’m fascinated by the new feel of his skin on mine. Like something super soft, like rabbit fur or velvet. Pleasure runs along my arms, causing me to shudder.

      Is it because I haven’t touched a male in the last five or so years? I dismiss the thought. This isn’t normal.

      Maybe I’m not normal. It would explain a lot. Nobody gets sent to fifteen different foster homes in eighteen years by being normal.

      Out of their own volition, my fingers trace circles on his wrist. Dr. Evans produces a low rumble at the gesture, oddly like purring. I freeze as I realize the liberties I’m taking with my professor and hastily drop his hand, taking a step back in the process. I resist the urge to scratch my heated cheek, which probably resembles a tomato for the second time today.

      “S-s … sorry,” I mumble, wracking my brain for a way to explain my weirdness. I almost never touch people, especially men. Yet here I am, rubbing my professor’s hand like some kind of stress ball.

      “No, it’s okay. I should apologize. I should explain some things to you, but at the moment I’m a bit… overwhelmed.”

      Curious about what he means by ‘things,’ I peer at Dr. Evans. For a second, I catch a glimpse of guilt flash over his expression before he stifles it. By the looks of it, he is still warring with the countless emotions he’s battled since our palms connected. Picking up my bag, I try to figure out what to do or say, but all I come up with is a vague nod in his direction, my focus glued back on the rounded edges of his desk.

      Professor Evans gives me a tight nod in return before practically sprinting out the back door he came in from.

      Heavy with more questions than answers, I head toward my dorm room.

      As a general rule, I love questions. Figuring out people and cultures is what I love to do, from a distance, but not from the comfort of my own body? No thank you.

      I would much rather be a spider on the wall, thank you very much.
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        * * *

      

      Luckily, with no nosy roommates to rehash the Professor Hottie debacle with, I don’t even have to leave my dorm room until the next morning.

      After my usual two hours of sleep, I wake up still curious about what happened but with no plan of action for how to find answers. I put it out of my mind and pull my hair up into a rough topknot before heading out.

      I trudge along the skyway, intent on ignoring my fellow Homo sapiens until my coffee kicks in, and maybe not even then.

      When I arrive at the cafeteria, I immediately regret leaving my dorm. Students crowd the room, buzzed from the first week at school and more energetic than I can handle right now.

      With a sigh, I head in the direction of the alcove that houses the cafeteria’s café and order my coffee. One of the best parts of transferring to Woodrow is the food service. The school’s tuition may be high-class, but so is their espresso machine, complete with bored looking work-study students to operate it.

      As I wait in line for my order to be ready, someone taps on my shoulder. I turn around to meet the most gorgeous pair of brown eyes I’ve ever seen. Melted chocolate, warm and soft, rimmed with long, elegant midnight-black lashes. If their owner were female, I’d assume those lashes were fake.

      But the body and face connected to these pretty eyes is all male, tall, with long limbs and lean muscles. Even without the soccer jersey he wears, I would have guessed he played on one of the few sports teams Woodrow offered.

      “Uh, hey?” I ask. I mentally pat myself on the back for not stuttering or squeaking.

      “You’re one of the transfer juniors, right?” The crispness of his voice belies a soft accent that I instantly recognize.

      I stare at him in surprise. Woodrow is a small university but not that small.

      He laughs. “Sorry, not to sound creepy or anything. We’re in the same department, and I saw you at orientation. I was helping with registration.”

      “Ah.” I nod like I get it even though I totally don’t.

      “So, anyway, would you like to sit with me and my friends? It’s not like it’s high school, but transferring still sucks even in Uni.”

      I pick up on the hint. “You transferred too?”

      “Yeah, my brother and I transferred here two years ago.”

      “From?” I forget my usual shyness at the possibility of satisfying my curiosity.

      “University of Toronto.” He grins at my puzzled expression. After a moment, he relents. “But before that, we were in London, born and bred.”

      My mouth pulls at the corners and I let out a chuckle at his cheeky smile. He knew I recognized the accent.

      “I knew you were British,” I say triumphantly.

      His grin softens, and he gestures for me to continue, so I explain. “I knew someone who had an accent like yours; she was from London as well.”

      My smile widens at the memory of Mary, one of my favorite foster parents. I lived at her house all four years of high school. Before Mary, I never stayed at a home longer than a year. She was the closest thing I had to a mom.

      The sound of someone calling my name breaks me out of my memories.

      Shaking my head, I glance up to find the barista impatiently holding out my latte. I shuffle over to grab it and place it on my tray, turning around to find Chocolate Eyes waiting, his eyebrow quirked.

      Right, he wants me to sit with him. My own eyebrows threaten to rise at the realization I didn’t reject his offer outright. I try to avoid large groups of people and most social situations. Chocolate Eyes somehow beguiled me into a comfortable conversation, and it would be rude to say no. Gathering my usual abundance of social grace, I grunt my assent and motion for him to lead the way.

      “I’m Lucas, by the way,” he offers as we head toward his friends.

      “Rose,” I respond.

      He winks. “I know.”

      I look at him but then realize it’s written in bold Sharpie on my cup, not to mention the work-study student yelled it before giving me my latte.

      “Right,” I mumble.

      I say nothing more, and neither does he as he purposefully picks his way to a table in the back of the room. It’s a large table full of boisterous co-eds, precisely the type of people I tend to avoid. The temptation to run accompanies my trembling hands, but when I take a step back, they all stop talking to eye me.

      “Hey guys, this is Rose. She just transferred in as a junior.” Lucas motions to the seat next to the one he plops his tray in front of.

      The guy who sits on the other side of the chair pulls it out for me, offering what I think is a charming smile, but it’s hard to tell with panic clouding my senses.

      “H-hey.” I give an awkward head nod to the group.

      The girl in front of me smiles as I settle my tray. “Welcome to Woodrow, Rose,” she says, pushing a strand of dark-brown hair behind her ear.

      With another small nod from me, my eyes drift from hers to the way her hand reaches out toward mine, hesitating until I mumble a soft thanks in response.

      “I’m Daisy,” she says.

      I glance up to find her eyebrows raised. Her hand makes it to mine, and she squeezes it with a comfortable familiarity. It takes a moment for me to get the joke. A chuckle escapes before I can stifle it. She smiles brightly.

      “Daisy and Rose. We have to be friends. It’s destiny!” She proclaims gaily, releasing my hand and holding up hers for a high five.

      Giddiness makes its way through me at her declaration. The number of people who would claim to be my friend fit on one hand. Influenced by her wide grin and bubbly laugh, I high five Daisy.

      She then points around the table and introduces the rest of Lucas’s friends, who thankfully already returned to their conversations and food before I even sat down. Most of the table is filled with guys from the school’s soccer team like Lucas, including his brother. When Daisy points to him, I look up into familiar chocolate-brown eyes, the same thick lashes fluttering at me as he gives me a subdued smile and nod.

      Did Lucas change his seat? No. When I glance to my right, I’m met with the same pretty eyes and cheeky grin as before. My eyebrows reach into my hairline, causing Lucas, his brother, and Daisy to all laugh.

      “Lyle and Lucas are identical twins,” Daisy explains.

      When they stop laughing, Lyle offers me a fist bump from his seat on the other side of Daisy. My pale-as-moonlight skin contrasts starkly with his ebony tone as our knuckles meet. The girls at the table are mostly girlfriends of the team. Daisy dates the team captain.

      Why did Lucas offer for me to sit with him? It doesn’t look like they extended the privilege to many other girls. If the giggling table of women behind Daisy is any clue, there are plenty who would like an invitation.

      It can’t be because I’m a transfer junior. There are about a hundred of us this semester. I glance over at Lucas for some answers, but he winks at me and nods his head at my untouched plate of pancakes.

      Too hungry to care anymore, I attack my breakfast and let the conversations of the table flow around me. The blueberry pancakes are so good I almost forget I’m surrounded by the shiny and attractive people at my new school.

      The moment I shovel in the last bite though, Lyle decides to speak up. “So, Rose, how do you like your classes at Woodrow so far?”

      I swallow slowly, buying time to consider how to respond. “I’ve only had one so far and it was… alright.”

      “Just alright?” he teases

      “Um, yeah, it was that genetics course with Dr. Evans, and he was a little strange.” The students on our end of the table stop talking to stare at me, wide-eyed.

      “Strange? That’s odd. Everyone I know who’s taken his class loves him.” Lyle seems genuinely perplexed at my impression.

      I sigh, realizing too late I probably insulted everyone’s favorite professor. What happened yesterday still knocks around in the back of my head. Despite my conclusion that the pinprick sensation was a figment of my own imagination, the professor’s weird reaction and insistence that I not pull my hand away still remain hard to explain away.

      But students at this table might know something about Dr. Evans. Am I the only one to find him strange?

      Apparently, but I plow on anyway. “Yeah, like, does he have something against touching students?” Realizing how bad my question sounds as soon as I say it, I hurry to explain.

      “Yesterday I had to stay late so he could apologize for something he said to me in class. Anyway, at the end of our meeting, we shook hands and he totally freaked out.”

      I try to gauge Lyle’s reaction, mentally kicking myself for going Psycho New Girl on the first group of friends I met at Woodrow no matter how desperate I am for answers.

      Lucas, not Lyle, speaks up. His voice holds a bit of urgency, and when I turn to him, his eyes practically bug out of his head, making them even larger. “Freaked out how? What happened? Did you feel something when⁠—”

      “Lucas,” Lyle cuts him off, though he looks as spazzed as his twin.

      The rest of the table watches us like some kind of bad soap opera. It makes me reluctant and unsure of how to respond to Lucas’s questions, though he visibly calms after a few breaths.

      “Sorry, Rose, I, uh, haven’t heard anything about Professor Evans having a phobia of shaking hands. Maybe you’re too pretty and he didn’t want to lose his job.” He grins and winks.

      Unable to think of anything to add, I nod and smile back. There’s no way that’s the reason Lyle and his twin freaked out. Even I recognize that kind of social cue, but I let it go. The need to shutdown and get out of this conversation pushes at me like a war drum, warning of dangerous situations ahead. Heeding my instincts, I don’t mention my issues with the professor again.

      Since I already finished my pancakes, I see no reason to stick around to add more fuel to the fire I started. Disappointed I already messed up any potential friendship I might have had with her, I offer Daisy a quick smile and stand to leave.

      “Thanks for inviting me to sit with you guys,” I tell Lucas as I reach for my tray.

      Regardless of whether or not I’ll be invited back, he was kind to introduce me to his friends. Before I can make my hasty retreat, Lucas stands with me, tray in hand. “Come on, I’ll show you where the dish drop-off is.”

      “Oh, no, it’s okay. I can find it,” I protest.

      But Lyle already left his seat and comes to stand next to me, his arm brushing against my shoulder.

      “It’s cool, we’ll show you the way. We have a thing to go to anyway.” He glances at his brother, who moves closer to me, boxing me in some sort of hunky twin sandwich.

      “Yep! Let’s go, Sweet Pea. There are some bitter work-study seniors dying to get their hands on these dishes,” Lucas says brightly.

      I sigh and trot after them, their long legs making it difficult to keep up.

      A little out of breath, but trying not to show it, I catch up when we reach the conveyor belt for the dirty dishes. Thanks to Lucas and Lyle nearly jogging through the busy cafeteria, I lack the stamina to protest when Lucas grabs my tray and throws it on with his and Lyle’s.

      Standing so close to the brothers, I don’t know how I can tell them apart. They’re identical in every way, even down to their matching shoes. But for some reason, I know Lucas grabbed my tray while Lyle stands off to the side, looking anxious.

      With the trays on their way to wherever the bitter seniors wait, Lucas takes my elbow and drags me over to a small hallway where the belt disappears into the wall. Except for a door at the end marked Kitchen Staff Only, the hallway is empty.

      “Wha—” Before I say anything, Lucas puts his hand over my mouth.

      Lyle comes up on my other side, his shoulder resting against mine. Turning my head to him, I barely get a glimpse of his profile before Lucas tugs my head back over. In the back of my mind, I know I should feel something more than curiosity at my current situation, yet all that comes is a thick fog of calm, blanketing every other emotion that tries to break free.

      Everything is going to be alright, my inner-voice purrs at me. I trust Lucas and Lyle. They would never steer me wrong. A desire to do whatever they ask worms through the fog in my head, wrapping around my senses until I’m as compliant as a rag doll.

      The back of my mind rages against something, but I don’t know what. Ignoring it, I relax and slump against the wall behind me. I giggle at the sensation of my back hitting smooth concrete. Tears form in my eyes, but I don’t move to brush them away.

      “Too. Much,” Lyle grinds out next to me

      Strain fills his voice, and I giggle again. Why is Lyle so angry? Everything is going to be alright. We have to trust Lucas.

      “Sorry, I can’t control it around her. She must be ours, Lyle.”

      Curious, I gaze at Lucas. Why is he apologizing?

      I let the thought go as I surrender once more to the blissful feelings wrapped around me. My eyes rove listlessly over Lucas as he reaches out for my left hand while Lyle steps forward and reaches out for my right.

      “Well, let’s find out.” Lyle’s words drift down to me.

      Lucas’s trembling hand turns my palm face up and aligns his own above it, facing down. Lyle arranges my other hand the same way. I snort at their strange behavior but leave my hands where they are. I trust them so completely. As soon as Lyle is in position, they grab my hands, palm-to-palm.

      Intense pain breaks me out of whatever cloud of calmness I had been under. I don’t have time to process the forceful change in emotion before the pinpricks come.

      Like with Dr. Evans, there is a burning sensation followed by sharp pinpricks increasing in intensity. But unlike with the professor, the sensation is in both of my hands, causing double the pain.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, but for some reason, I don’t cry out like I did yesterday morning. Neither do Lyle or Lucas. All three of us bear the pain for a moment, and then it vanishes as abruptly as the last time.

      Instead of getting weird or running away, Lyle moves to wrap his arms around my back. My hands throb, but I barely register it as Lyle nuzzles my neck. I purr in response; his touch is like Professor Evans’ yesterday, pleasant.

      I lift my eyes to the warm chocolate irises in front of me. Lucas radiates such intense joy, and for a second, I can’t move or look away. And then he does something I have allowed no man to do in my twenty years of life.

      He kisses me.
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