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Kai Foster had concluded at a young age that elevator schools were the worst; at twenty, he had not changed his mind. University was supposed to be a chance to cut ties with the past and reinvent yourself, wasn’t it? Instead, he was only one campus away from where he’d gone to high school, sharing a dorm with his preschool nemesis, and still letting the girl he’d had an increasingly stupid crush on since middle school pull him into her bullshit team-bonding activities. He was half inclined to drop out and flee the country just to get away from it all. But if he did that, his father might remember his existence long enough to cut him off, and Kai had spent enough time in high school couch-surfing to know he wasn’t built to make it on his own.

	Elevator schools were the worst, but jobs were up there as well, and without his father’s name to lean on, he’d have a much harder time getting by—especially given the number of assault and vandalism charges that had been carefully expunged from his records. Anyway, he was halfway through his bartending course. Soon he’d be free to run off properly, and he’d never see any of these people again for as long as he lived.

	Good riddance to them all in advance.

	“Kai, are you paying attention?” Jaina frowned at him. Her tan face glowed in the sunlight. As always, she was pulling off the “girl next door” look like she was born for it: pink hiking boots, cute shorts and tank top, slightly chipped white nail polish. Her nose was dotted with freckles, and her violently curly hair was pulled back with a headband. “We’re getting ready to head out.”

	Kai stared blankly at her, torn between longing and resentment as per usual.

	“Why am I here?” he asked.

	Here as in “leaning against a tree near the gym, waiting for the rest of Jaina’s friends to get their hiking gear in order,” not here as in “alive.” Though the more time he spent out in the summer sun, the more he was questioning that, too. It was too damn hot to do anything, and he could tell it was only going to get hotter. Maybe if it were just him and Jaina, he could bear it. But there were eight people in this group, and Kai already wanted out.

	“Because Alasdair Trail is the best hike in the area, and I want pictures of all my friends in front of the falls,” she said promptly.

	“Yeah, yeah, sure. Why am I here? We’re not friends.”

	Jaina frowned like he’d disappointed her. Good. After all these years, she should be used to him disappointing her, but somehow, him doing so always seemed to hit her as a surprise. Her expectations for him were always too damn high.

	A soft, familiar chuckle behind him made Kai grit his teeth. He wheeled around to find Sakuya Himemiya standing behind him, backpack already slung over one broad shoulder, piercing black eyes lancing right through him. Since they’d had the bad luck to be assigned to the same building this year, Kai had been seeing those eyes around every corner. He even saw them in his sleep.

	Whatever courses aspiring paramedics took were not held in the same buildings as bartending courses, thank God, and they’d more or less worked out a system for sharing a dorm without bloodshed. A system that involved memorizing the sound of each other’s footsteps and getting the hell away when they heard each other coming—or, in Kai’s case, getting into Sakuya’s way specifically to start shit.

	Sakuya’s fine black hair had grown out a bit since high school, when he’d been going for a “picture-perfect honor student” look. It had waves now. He looked more relaxed overall, calmer, and the way his shirt strained around those shoulders confirmed he’d been hitting the gym more often. He was also exactly an inch taller than Kai was.

	Kai curled his lip and jerked his head away before his eyes could linger.

	“Let’s wait until we’re on the trail before we start picking fights, okay?” Sakuya said with an audible grin.

	Jaina laughed and swatted his arm. “No fighting in the mountains, either!”

	“That might be asking a bit much of Kai,” someone else in the group threw in.

	Kai glowered at the asshole who’d spoken up, but it was Sakuya’s face he saw.

	Sakuya’s smile was as radiant as any movie star’s and just as artificial. It had been that way since preschool. Kai hated it.

	Kai hated him.

	The Himemiya family ran some kind of important corporation in Japan, but Kai’s father ran some kind of important corporation here in the States, so he didn’t give a shit. What mattered to Kai was that Sakuya had won every single fight Kai had goaded him into since preschool. And, as if that wasn’t enough, he casually excelled at everything else, too. Math. English. The sciences—yes, all of them. Kai had been on the same baseball team as him for about two months before being suspended for fighting and quitting in favour of basketball. And even then, the few times their Phys Ed classes had overlapped, Sakuya had still kicked his ass at his sport of choice.

	It was unbearable. One person shouldn’t be allowed to be good at everything. It was an affront to God. Day by day, piece by piece, Kai had found himself devoting more and more of his time and energy to trying to see Sakuya fail at something.

	And then came middle school. Jaina started looking at Sakuya the way that Kai had started looking at her, and suddenly it became personal. Kai did everything he could to keep Sakuya’s eyes on him and away from her, and it was all so damn pointless, because Sakuya barely knew Jaina’s name. They’d only ended up on speaking terms because she kept commiserating with him about Kai’s behaviour. Plan failed completely.

	Yeah, elevator schools are the worst, Kai thought bitterly, grabbing his own bag at last. He’d made some compromises for the hike—actual hiking shoes were a must, even if his were sneakers, and he’d dressed for cold mountain weather—but he refused to take out his piercings. His hair was still dyed a bright, fluorescent scarlet even if he’d left the gel at home. And his jacket was covered in patches. He stuck out like a sore thumb among the rest of Jaina’s friends, who were either hiking enthusiasts like her or the kind of shy nerd who got swept up in her orbit.

	At least he wasn’t the only member of the pack who stuck out for being too tall, too muscular, too stylish. He just wished the other outlier wasn’t goddamn Sakuya.
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