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      To the three princes in my life. Isaiah, Austin, and Connor, I hope you always know how much I love you.
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      “Our foreign exchange student is a prince,” Mom said.

      My entire family stood in a small circle, huddled in a corner of the airport near the baggage claim. And this was the moment my mother chose to tell us that our new foreign exchange student, the one we were moments away from meeting, was not only a boy but royalty as well?

      My brother Mark spoke first, looking dumbfounded. “Huh?”

      No one could accuse him of being eloquent, but then again, my four older brothers weren’t exactly known for their book smarts. No, they got attention based on good looks and charisma. Neither of which I had.

      Mom looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening in on us. Of course no one was. Everyone else was too wrapped up in their own travels to notice our weird family huddled up like a football team. “Headmaster Bradford asked our family specifically to host him because he trusted our integrity to keep his identity a secret.”

      My oldest brother, Ken, laughed. “Good one, Mom.” He looked at Dad. “How did you talk her into pranking us?”

      Our mom was about as no-nonsense as a person could get. Dad didn’t play much either, preferring work and amiable banter to practical jokes.

      “It’s not a prank,” Dad said, his face serious. “This young man is counting on us to have a hassle-free nine weeks at an American school before he goes back to Laughlin.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Laughlin? He’s the Prince of Laughlin?” We’d just studied the small country in my geography class. About a hundred years ago, parts of Scotland and England had broken off to form their own nation.  The family who had taken over the small country was known for the humanitarian way they ruled over and cared for their people. If I ever went to college, Laughlinian politics would be a topic worth studying.

      My other brother Garrett seemed angry. “Why are you telling us now, ten minutes before we meet the guy?”

      Dad gestured at Ken. “Ken was meeting us here, and we wanted to tell you all at the same time. So I need each and every one of you to promise me you will not tell anyone, not even your friends, who Leo really is. Okay?” He looked at each of us, staring us down until we agreed to staying silent.

      “Good,” Mom said. “His flight should be landing any minute now, so let’s move closer to the carousel and give him a warm greeting. His family and his country are putting a lot of trust in us to watch over him, and I want to make sure we do a good job.”

      I noticed something other than nerves in Mom’s speech. Pride. She was proud our family had been especially chosen for our perceived virtue. Surely, she’d be telling her grandchildren one day what a great family we had and how much of an honor it was to host the future king of Laughlin.

      I searched my memory, trying to remember anything I could from our geography class about the royal family. The wife had studied literature in college. The husband had volunteered abroad, even though he was from another country and had no possibility of advancing. He’d simply done it from the good of his heart.

      And their children... children. There was more than one, right?

      Then I realized I could just be googling this. I got out my phone to search while we waited, but Mom gave me a glare hot enough to melt my electronics.

      “What happened to no telling your friends?” she said. “We just talked about this and you’re already texting them?”

      “I’m googling him,” I said. “I just want to know—”

      Next to me, Garrett said, “Is that him?”

      I looked around for someone about my age coming in with the rest of the passengers and noticed Leo instantly.

      He had light brown hair just long enough to be parted and swept to the side atop his head. His skin lacked the golden tan typical for this part of the world, and instead, it was almost porcelain and perfectly clear of the cystic acne I suffered from.

      Leo walked like he had been trained to do so his whole life, with straight shoulders, an easy gait, and his eyes ahead. His lips curved upward at the corners, a slight smile permanently on his mouth.

      Mom held up the sign that said LEO BATES. A pseudonym, I now knew. The royal family’s name was Williams.

      As he caught sight of the sign, his lips spread into a practiced smile, wide and beaming. Drawing closer, he lifted his hand and said, “Are you the Kelleys?”

      “That’s us,” Dad said, extending his hand.

      Leo took it in his own and said, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Kelley.” I didn’t know what I’d been expecting from his voice, but it wasn’t this lyrical blend of a Scottish and British accent that made my knees weak.

      “I’m Clayton,” Dad corrected, speaking just as loudly as always. Either he was losing his hearing or years talking to customers on the car lot had made him immune to the volume of his own voice. “This is my wife, Janine, our sons Ken, Garrett, Mark, Paul, and then our daughter, Faith. She’ll be in your grade at Emerson Academy.”

      Leo nodded at us, his eyes sliding over me as though I was just another person in the crowd.

      Why did it hurt that his gaze hadn’t lingered?

      Why had I expected anything different?

      He was a prince.

      And me?

      I was just another curvy girl.
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      Twelve hours on an airplane had not done me any favors. Instead of taking the Laughlin jet reserved for my family’s use, my parents had bought me a business class ticket on a flight out of London so I could blend in with the rest of the travelers. Luckily, no one had noticed me in the hooded jumper and sunglasses I’d worn.

      They’d told a story to the press, saying I was interning abroad. Hopefully the distraction would let me see what it was like to live as a civilian before beginning college and training to be a diplomatic representative of Laughlin while my brother, Barclay, became king.

      Despite feeling exhausted and completely jet-lagged, I was excited. For once, I wouldn’t be Barclay’s younger brother or His Royal Highness Alastair’s son. I would be Leo.

      And judging by the size of the family greeting me, it would be easy to blend in. There were four brothers and a girl my age, and each of them seemed perfectly nice.

      Ken was the oldest; I could tell—he carried himself as Barclay did, as though he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. He even drove his own vehicle, saying he’d meet us at the house.

      The younger three brothers each had unique personalities of their own. We’d barely gotten into the spacious van and Garrett was already getting annoyed with the others, telling them to make room in the backseat, where the three brothers sat.

      Paul was the humorous one, cracking jokes, and Mark had the most questions for me. What was Laughlin like? (Rainy.) Did I have any sisters? (Just a brother.) Did I speak any other languages? (English, German, and Gaelic.)

      But Faith? She was quiet, looking out the passenger window as we drove down the sunny highway toward Emerson, California. I wondered why she was silent—if she was upset by my presence here.

      I hoped not. I wanted to make the most of this experience, not worry about a feud with a housemate.

      The farther we got from LA, the more suburban the area became. It was fascinating, seeing all the homes painted bright coastal colors. Everything in MacColl, the capital city of Laughlin, was old. The buildings, most constructed hundreds of years ago, were made of stone that became ever drabber in the rainy climate.

      I could already tell I’d get used to the sun.

      The neighborhood passing out the windows looked like suburbia straight out of an American movie. All the trimmed hedges, big homes with windowed eves and grassy lawns added to the effect.

      The van slowed, and Janine twisted in her seat to look back at us. “This is home.”

      I shifted so I could look ahead and take in the house. It had a stucco exterior with light cream paint and dark wooden double doors. There was a three-car garage and an expanse of green manicured lawn. A golden garden flag hung from the home with a purple cross on it.

      Clayton parked next to a car that looked new with a sticker on the windshield. Noticing me staring at it, Paul leaned forward and clapped my shoulder. “Dad drives the best demos home.”

      My eyebrows drew together. “Demos?” Although we both spoke English, some things were already getting lost in translation.

      Clayton unbuckled his seatbelt. “New cars on the lot.”

      “Ah.” I remembered he owned a car dealership. They must mean demos to be cars they were planning to sell.

      Following everyone else, I unbuckled my seatbelt and began walking toward the front door.

      Garrett seemed to growl, “Sure, we’ll carry your bags in for you.”

      My neck immediately flushed. Back home, arriving from a trip was an event that required greetings to the townspeople, and you could hardly do that carting all your luggage. This was clearly a different world.

      “Sorry,” I said at the same time Clayton said, “We’ll carry our guest’s bags. It’s only polite.”

      Now I felt embarrassed as everyone else carried one of my bags—the two rolling suitcases and a duffel bag, along with my backpack and a case of toiletries. Faith, Janine, and I were the only ones with empty hands.

      We made it inside the home, and it was just as big inside as it looked from the outside. This place had a grand entry with a curving staircase and a well-decorated sitting room. But instead of being intimidating like all the castle’s décor, it already felt comfortable.

      Instead of going to the sitting area, Janine started up the stairs. “Let us show you the room you’ll be staying in. It was Ken’s room, but he rarely uses it anymore.”

      “What does he do?” I asked, following her up the stairs. The idea of staying so far away from my family was almost as fantastical as dragons or magic. Our roles required us to always abide in the same city, and most realistically, the same castle.

      “He works in LA,” Clayton answered. “Gaining experience at other dealerships before it’s time for him to partner with me.”

      Ah, so maybe we weren’t that different after all.

      Following the boys with my bags, Janine took me down a hallway of bedrooms, two on one side and three on the other. Each door had signs with names and photos clipped around. I found myself looking long at Faith’s, which showed her with a group of girls in almost every picture. I wondered if they would be my classmates soon as well.

      The boys set the bags at the end of the hallway, then walked past us and down the stairs. Faith made to leave as well, but Janine took her hand, signaling her to wait.

      We stopped at the far door on the left. There was a framed sign that said LEO and had pictures of my family, probably pulled from the internet.

      “This is your room,” Janine said, wringing her hands. “I hope you’ll like it.”

      She may have been nervous, but I was too. All I knew were the castle and hotel rooms. This would be my home, if only for a little while.

      The bed was made with a dark blue comforter, and in the corner stood a desk with writing utensils. A dresser with a television faced the bed. Across from the door, there was a window with navy curtains pulled aside giving a view of the backyard, which had a pool surrounded by a cement patio and palm trees.

      “What do you think?” Janine asked. “If you’d like, we can always go to the store to get decorations more to your taste.”

      “It’s good,” I said. “Great, really. Thank you so much.”

      Clayton put his hand on his wife’s shoulder as if to say I told you so. “Let’s give the boy some space to settle in.”

      “Sure,” Janine said. “I need to get to the kitchen anyway. Faith can give you a tour of the house, and then we’re having a few friends over this evening so you can meet other people your age before school starts tomorrow.”

      “Great,” I said, although meeting people was the last thing I wanted to do. I wanted to rest. To lie on the bed and look at the ceiling and wonder what would come when this stint in the US was over.

      Instead, I looked at Faith as her family dissipated. “Shall we?”
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      With his eyes on me so intently, I felt uncomfortable. I much preferred the way he’d let me fade into the background at the airport. “We don’t need to start now, if you want to get settled,” I said. “I’m sure I’d want to use the restroom or put my feet up after such a long flight.”

      The gaze he gave me was curious, and I wondered what I’d said to draw such interest. I absently sucked at my teeth, worried a strawberry seed from the smoothie I’d had earlier had gotten stuck.

      “I would like a break,” he said in that intoxicating accent of his.

      Nodding, I gestured toward the door on my left. “The restroom is right there. I’ll be in my room when you’re ready.”

      He flashed a smile at me that nearly took my breath away. He was good-looking, no doubt about it. Which reminded me. Why had my parents agreed to having a boy live across the hall from me?

      As I walked to my room and sat at my desk to wait, I tried to make sense of it. Mom and Dad had made their stance on purity and abstinence very clear. They’d even volunteered to speak in my private school’s health class on the topic, as well as to the youth group at our church.

      Hadn’t Mom said “avoid temptation at all costs”? The woman who gave that speech wouldn’t have approved of a boy living across the hall from me. Especially when her room was downstairs and creeping into his bed on the carpet would be exceedingly easy.

      I got out my phone and texted my friends like I couldn’t do before.

      Faith: OUR FOREIGN EXCHANGE STUDENT IS A BOY.

      The five of us had been besties since the beginning of the year when our guidance counselor brought us all together. It was meant to be a support group for female plus-sized students, but we’d quickly taken the weekly lunch together and made it our own, forming Emerson Academy’s second Curvy Girl Club.

      I almost told them about Leo’s royal status, because I knew none of them would spill the secret, but I didn’t want to betray my parents’ request either.

      My friend Des was the first one to reply in the group chat.

      Des: WTF? They let a BOY stay in your house?!

      Nadira: That’s what I thought. Aren’t your parents super strict abut that kind of thing?

      Cori: Is he cute???

      Adriel: That’s what I was going to ask!

      I chuckled at them, blushing at my own answer.

      Faith: The cutest. But trust me, nothing’s going to happen.

      Des: We’ve heard that before. *cough* Cori *cough*

      I giggled at the phone. Of course Des wouldn’t miss a chance to call out our friend who’d fallen for her arch-enemy. Luckily, it had ended with him turning over a new leaf and Cori getting her own happily ever after.

      Faith: He’s just going to be here for nine weeks. I’ll have so much going on that love will be the last thing on my mind, whether it’s attainable or not.

      Adriel: Famous last words.

      I sent them the eye roll emoji, then typed another message.

      Faith: But my mom’s having a meet and greet for him tonight so he can know a few people before school starts back. Can you guys come?

      Nadira: Sorry, Apollo has a date planned for us tonight. :/

      Des: I’m there.

      Adriel: Same.

      Cori: Me too

      Faith: 3/4 isn’t bad. We’ll forgive you this time, Dira. ;)

      Nadira: Text me and tell me all about it later!

      A soft knock sounded on my open door, and I looked toward it, seeing Leo freshly dressed in gray pants and a classic white tee. I followed the shape of his shirt, wondering if I could make something on the sewing machine that fit so well. Or if it was Leo himself that made the shirt look amazing.

      “Ready?” I asked, realizing I had gone far too long without speaking.

      He nodded and stepped aside as I walked toward the door.

      “This is my room,” I said, “which... you already know.” I pointed out Paul, Mark, and Garrett’s rooms. “They’ll be gone most of the quarter since they stay in the dorms at UCLA and USC. I usually don’t go in their rooms.”

      I felt his eyes on me as I walked down the stairs, and I took every step more carefully, begging God not to let me trip. “This is the main sitting room. Mom has Bible studies in here with other women, or Dad does sales coaching with his team sometimes. It’s more for the parents,” I explained.

      Leo’s eyes studied the room, and I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking behind his indigo irises. They were the darkest blue eyes I’d ever seen, not pale blue like mine.

      We walked past the sitting room to the formal dining room with a table long enough to seat ten. There were seven of us in the family, and when the boys were all home, it felt like one of them was always bringing a friend around. Now that it was just my parents and me, it felt so big. I couldn’t help but be glad someone else would be here to take up the space.

      The next thing I showed him was the kitchen, specifically the pantry, where my mom kept all the snacks. In her mind, food was love. There was always something baking or a bowl of treats out for us to eat. But when that failed, my stash of Oreos was always there.

      Leo nodded, seemingly impressed. “I know where I’m heading for a midnight snack.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And if we run out of anything, just write it on the notepad on the fridge.” I stepped out of the pantry and tapped the magnetic pad to show him what I meant.

      “Great.”

      The next thing I showed him was the den where my brothers had always hung out with their friends and watched TV. I much preferred my room, my friends’ houses, or my grandma’s house.

      Leo stepped closer to the mantel, where the TV was positioned. On either side, there were family photos, and he pointed to one of me and my grandma. “Who’s this with you?” he asked easily, like he was perfectly at home in the question. In himself.

      “My grandma,” I answered. “She’s my favorite person in the world.”

      He nodded, looking at the picture a moment longer. When he turned away, I brought him to the backyard, where most of the party was sure to take place. We had a pool off to one side with a few beach chairs and a basketball goal my brothers always loved to play with. On the opposite side of the yard, there was a small herb and vegetable garden Mom tended to and a seating area by the grill.

      “That’s all,” I told Leo. The entire place I called home. The place I couldn’t wait to leave.

      “It’s lovely,” he replied in that beautiful lilting accent.

      If only to hear more of his voice, I wanted to ask him more about himself. About what it was like to be a prince and how long it would be until he was king. But something told me that wasn’t what I should lead with. “How old is your brother?” I asked, an innocent enough question.

      “Twenty.” A shadow crossed his face for a moment, and I wondered what the story was there. If he’d ever care to share it with me while he was here.

      Before I had a chance for another question, Leo said, “Four older brothers. You must feel outnumbered.”

      “I don’t feel I rank at all,” I said honestly, but I instantly regretted it. His expression told me I’d revealed too much. He looked...sorry.

      I was used to people being sorry for me. I was pretty sure it just came with the territory of being an adopted child. All my parents had to say was that my own mother abandoned me and there was that look of sympathy, followed by a comment about how amazing my parents were for taking me in.

      I was seen by our community as a burden, no matter how much I tried to forget it. No matter how much money my parents threw into my wardrobe or education to make me look like a natural-born Kelley, that would never change.

      “You’ll want to wear a swimsuit to the party,” I said to Leo, turning toward the door. “People like to swim at these things.”

      “Do you like to swim at these things?” he asked, following me.

      I stopped and glared at him. I obviously wasn’t the kind of girl who liked to parade around in a swimsuit. And when I did, there were always jokes about another earthquake coming or that I could sit atop a table with an apple in my mouth. Especially when my brothers’ awful friends came around.

      It was all a game to them, but I was done playing.
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      I didn’t know what I’d said, but it was wrong. Obviously, because Faith walked through the door and I was left standing in the backyard, sans an answer and sans my host sister.

      I’d thought Faith and I were getting along. She was quiet, easier to be around than her boisterous brothers, but clearly the feeling wasn’t mutual. As soon as she’d fulfilled her obligation to give me a tour, she’d stormed inside.

      Taking my phone out of my pocket, I checked the time. It was nearly ten o’clock at home, which meant my parents were preparing for bed. I hadn’t gotten a text from them or Barclay, but that wasn’t a surprise. They were all too busy to be worried about me.

      Despite the bitterness in my heart, I tapped out a text and sent it to the family group chat.

      Leo: Made it to the Kelleys. The house is nice, and there’s a pool in the backyard.

      I snapped a picture of the pool, being sure to include a palm tree in the background, and sent it to them.

      Barclay texted me back in a separate chat.

      Barclay: Enjoy your vacation. It’s the last one you’ll have.

      My stomach soured at the response. He would know. And even without being in his position, I did too. We were destined to a life of labor, a life of caring about our country above our clan.

      Mother: Looks lovely. Your father says to come back with a tan.

      For a moment, I wondered what I’d look like with a tan. The closest I’d ever come was the week we’d spent in Aruba several years ago. I could only tell I had a tan when comparing my slightly less pale arms to the paler skin of my hip.

      With a sigh, I turned and went inside, finding my host mother in the kitchen, tending to food I assumed was for the party. And by the looks of it, she was expecting more than a few guests. There was enough food there to feed at least thirty, if not more.

      Catching my gaze, she turned and said, “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there! Did Faith give you a good tour?” There was worry in her expression, like she thought maybe Faith wouldn’t do a good enough job. I wondered why that was.

      “It was brilliant,” I answered.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “Actually... is it possible to have an espresso? It’s nighttime at home, and I don’t want to get to bed too early.”

      She frowned. “I’m so sorry. We don’t have an espresso maker. But we do have a Keurig.” She went to a machine on the counter and pulled out a drawer. “We have cappuccino, dark brew, breakfast blend, latte...”

      “Latte,” I answered, standing awkwardly in the way between the kitchen and the hall to the dining area. I was usually okay with being in new places, but after Garrett had suggested I was lazy, I didn’t want to get in the way again.

      “Come sit,” she said, gesturing at a large countertop in the middle of the kitchen. I pulled out a bar stool and sat, waiting as the coffee poured from the machine to the cup.

      When it had stopped dribbling, she handed it to me, and I breathed in its scent. Coffee smelled amazing, no matter where you went.

      “What did you think of the house?” she asked.

      “Lovely,” I said for the third time that day.

      Her cheeks brightened slightly. “That means a lot coming from a... well, you know.”

      My shoulders tensed at the mention of royalty. One leaked word to the press, and my anonymous time here would quickly give way to paparazzi swarms. At least we were safe in the privacy of the Kelley home.

      Seemingly oblivious to my worry, she said, “Now that I have a moment with you, I wanted to discuss the rules.”

      I set my cup down. “That would be great, because, you know, the culture is different, and I don’t want to overstep.”

      She chuckled. “You are so charming. It’s simple really. Curfew on weeknights is ten and midnight on the weekends unless you’re staying with a friend. Clayton and I go to church on Sundays, and Faith and the boys come with us when they’re home. You’re welcome to come if you’d like.”

      I nodded. A curfew was nothing new to me. In fact, the rules were lenient compared to the oversight I’d experienced at the castle. And my parents required me to attend Mass with them and Barclay on weekends.

      But I was sensing that wasn’t everything by the way Janine was rolling her wedding ring around her thin finger.

      “Is there anything else?” I asked. “A chore schedule, perhaps?”

      She chuckled. “Well, there is another thing. I’m not sure how your parents handle this at home, but we ask that you practice abstinence while you stay with us. I’d hate for you to get into a situation that couldn’t be undone.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Abstinence. As in... “No...fraternizing?” I clarified.

      She smiled, relieved. “Yes. Can I have your word on that bit, Leo?”

      I was here for nine weeks. Falling in love with an American girl was the last thing on my mind—it wouldn’t be fair to her or me. “You have my word.”
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      Of course my parents had invited half of our church and the entire senior class to our house to welcome Leo.

      Of course they had.

      Almost everyone my age was at the pool in the backyard, jumping in, having a grand old time with my older brothers and their friends.

      Leo fit right in with his toned arms, defined abs, and perfect accent. He was swarmed by all the popular girls in our class—Isabella and Tatiana especially.

      My friends and I sat around a table in the garden, drinking my mother’s famous slush punch and trying not to be bitter. Well, maybe that last bit was just me.

      Cori lowered her cup, glancing toward Leo and his new posse. “It’s going to be fun having that crew hanging around here all quarter.”

      I rolled my eyes toward the dusky sky. “Please tell me you guys will let me hide out at your houses.”

      Des looked at me like I was crazy. “That slice of sexy pie is here and you’re going to be away from your house?”

      I snorted. “Look at him! He’s a literal prince. There’s no way I have a chance.”

      That earned a glare from each of my friends. One of the unwritten rules in our club was that we tried to speak kindly of ourselves. Even Nadira was coming around on that one, and she had been so insecure at the start of the year.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s my last quarter at the Academy, and then I’m signing up to volunteer abroad and getting the heck outta Dodge.”

      I’d thought about joining the Peace Corps, but Invisible Mountains, a local charity, had recently become more internationally involved. They were opening and supporting mental health practices in multiple countries now and needed people to serve for assistance and outreach. I couldn’t help but wonder what might have come of my life had my birth mother had good mental healthcare.

      A water ball slammed into Adriel’s chest, soaking her light pink shirt and quickly making the situation dire.

      While she covered her chest, I whipped my head around, ready to find which of my brothers had done it. I found Tatiana cackling instead. Leo, I noticed, stood quietly near.

      “My bad,” Tatiana called unapologetically.

      Des made an obscene hand gesture at Tatiana, and I shoved her hand down before my parents could see. It wouldn’t matter who had started what—Des would be asked to leave.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said. Glaring at Tatiana, I got up with my friends and we made a beeline to my room. It was much quieter up there, and we were safer from projectiles that way.

      We walked through the kitchen toward the stairs. We could see most of the adults standing and mingling in the sitting room. None of them noticed us as we made our way upstairs.

      In the safety of my room, I finally felt like I could breathe. I handed Adriel a dry shirt to wear and said, “Tell me good news. Someone. Anyone.”

      Adriel began slipping out of her soaked top. “Carter’s having a bodybuilding competition next weekend in LA if you guys want to come.”

      A bunch of guys on stage with oily abs? “Count me in.”

      “I’ll be there,” Cori said. “We should bring Ryker and see what faces he makes.”

      I laughed. Ryker played football, so he was in really good shape, but I bet even he might feel a little self-conscious at a place like that.

      Adriel said, “We should bring all the boyfriends, see how they react.”

      I agreed, despite feeling acutely aware of my singleness. Senior year had been a complete bust. While I’d watched all of my friends date and fall in love, I’d remained single. Not even a hint of a spark had flown between me and any guy.

      With only nine weeks left in the school year and my plans to go abroad after graduation, there was only time for a short fling, and I wasn’t interested in that. Not that anyone would be interested in me anyway.

      For the rest of the evening, my friends and I caught up about what happened over spring break and our plans to make the last quarter of the school year the best it could be.

      Cori’s phone vibrated, and she glanced at the screen. “I need to get my stuff ready for school tomorrow.”

      Adriel frowned. “Same.”

      “I should probably get ready for tomorrow too. I’ll walk you out,” I offered, getting up with them to leave.

      My friends and I walked out of the room and down the hallway, hearing laughter from below.

      Then Mom’s best friend Mary said, “Really, you two, I can’t believe you let a young man stay in your house while Faith is still here!” There was a tone of shocked disbelief in her voice, like my parents were being rebels or something.

      I stopped at the top of the stairs, looking back at my friends to indicate we should be quiet for a moment. Stay out of sight.

      Dad chuckled, but my mom said, “Come on, Mary. We all know how special Faith is. She has a great personality, but Leo certainly isn’t going to be tempted when it comes to our daughter.”

      My mouth fell open, her words hitting me like punch after punch in the stomach.

      Mary replied, “Faith’s going to find such a special boy in college.”

      Clearing his throat, Dad said, “She’s not going to college. She wants to hop around the world like it’s her personal playground. Wouldn’t even consider mission work.”

      Mary and her husband, Phil, responded like they were completely shocked, but I was reeling, my throat tightening and my eyes stinging.

      A hand patted my shoulder softly, and I turned to see Adriel, a concerned look in her eyes. Are you okay? she mouthed.

      “Why don’t you guys head out?” I whispered with a smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Cori frowned. “Are you sure you don’t want us to stay a bit longer?”

      “I’m fine.” I waved and walked toward my room, not wanting them to see me cry.
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      This party would never end. Faith and her friends had gone inside hours ago, and I couldn’t help but wish they’d taken me with them. All I wanted to do was go upstairs and fall into bed.

      Unfortunately, my new host brothers and their friends, along with plenty of Emerson Academy students, were still romping about the pool, laughing and joking with each other. I’d never seen people say so much without saying anything at all. And somehow, I was caught amidst it all.

      At the risk of sounding arrogant, I was used to having girls crawl all over me for an attempt at fame and power. But this Tatiana girl was next level. I could tell she was practiced at seduction by the way she batted her eyelashes, the way she touched my arm and complimented my muscles. It was a little terrifying, honestly, despite the fact that I knew none of it was real.

      I was more than a little grateful when my host parents came to the backyard and told the high schoolers it was time to leave. That the college kids had another hour before lights out.

      Tatiana requested my number, Grant gave me a high five, and Isabella sent me a flirty wink before leaving. I went inside too, saying goodnight to Clayton and Janine as quickly as I could before escaping up to my room.

      When I walked past Faith’s bedroom, though, I heard her crying.

      I paused beside her door, listening to the soft keens. My chest physically ached for her. What had caused her to cry like that? Had someone said something mean to her?

      Anger welled in my chest at the invisible enemy just as strongly as it had when Tatiana had hit Faith’s friend with that stupid water ball.

      My parents had told me the Kelleys were the most respectable, virtuous family at the Academy, but how could that be true when their sons were treated like gods and their daughter was no more than an afterthought?

      I wanted to knock on the door, to make her smile before she went to bed. In fact, I lifted my hand to do just that.

      But then I froze, wondering why it mattered so much to me.

      Because I knew what it was like to go to sleep feeling like no one cared.

      I knocked on the door, and the crying instantly stopped.

      She was afraid. Afraid to share her feelings. To show that she was hurt, and it just made it worse to witness.

      Who had broken her heart?

      “Yes?” she said, her voice shaky.

      “Can I come in?” I asked quietly. Her parents had made it pretty clear they wanted me to maintain my distance from women. Something told me I needed to keep this between us.

      There was a long pause as I heard shifting covers and eventually creaking springs. “Come in.”

      I wasn’t sure what to expect as I walked through the door, but it wasn’t this sad girl with red rings around her eyes and mascara smudged on her cheeks, sitting up straight and smiling at me, pretending everything was alright.

      “Did you have a good time at the party?” she asked.

      There was the part of me trained to interact with the media that would have spouted some lie like “it was lovely” or “the perfect welcome to America.”

      Something about this girl made me want to tell the truth.

      “Tatiana is a bit... much.” I frowned. “Will I be seeing her much at school?”

      An actual smile parted Faith’s lips, and it was like the sun rising after a pitch-black night. “If she has anything to do with it? Definitely.”

      Her words were both terrifying and endearing. Wincing, I said, “I suppose there’s no way I can get around that?”

      Her lips twisted to the side as if she were deep in thought. “Well, you could sit with my friends and me. Cori’s boyfriend, Ryker, is kind of the only person Tatiana’s afraid of.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. If that insatiable girl was afraid of him, maybe I should be too.

      “He’s not bad or anything,” Faith quickly explained. “His dad’s just very... powerful around here.”

      “Ah, that I can relate to,” I said. “I look forward to meeting him.”

      She smiled slightly, her eyes on her hands. She was sturdy compared to the girls my parents were bringing around for Barclay. Those girls looked like they could tip over in a soft breeze, but there was something so intriguing about Faith and the way her body moved and changed shape as she sat or stood.

      Raucous voices sounded from downstairs, probably her brothers and their friends coming into the house. But more surprising was Faith’s reaction. She jumped out of her bed, walking me toward the door.

      “I’m not allowed to have boys in my room,” she whispered.

      Not allowed to have boys? “You’re about to graduate.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She paused in the doorway, giving me a brief half-smile. “Goodnight, Leopold Williams.”

      The door was closed when I whispered, “Goodnight, Faith Kelley.”
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      Mom had outdone herself for breakfast this morning, preparing biscuits and gravy, sausage, bacon, scrambled eggs, and buttery toast. Usually, breakfasts were much simpler than this, but today was a special occasion.

      Leo’s first day at Emerson Academy.

      I still couldn’t quite understand what had happened between us the night before. Probably nothing, but still, I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he’d whispered my name. Or the way my mother had said he’d never be interested in a girl like me.

      I stayed quiet while I ate my breakfast, which was fine because my brothers were loud enough for all of us.

      At half past seven, Mom said, “It’s time to get to school, kids. Leo, are you sure you’re okay riding with Faith? I don’t mind driving you for the first day and walking you to the main office.”

      Leo wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “I’m perfectly content to ride with Faith. I’m sure she’ll be a fine guide.” He gave me a smile that made my insides dance.

      I wanted to look at my mom and say see? I’ll be just fine. But my dopey smile indicated otherwise.

      I got up from the table, bringing my plate to the sink, and said, “Thanks for breakfast, Mom.”

      “Of course,” she replied, leaning back against the counter. She never ate until we were all finished. I wasn’t sure why.

      She waved at me as I walked toward the front door, Leo following behind me. As if we’d done it a million times before, we got into my car and backed out of the driveway. Leo’s eyes were trained out the window, drinking in our surroundings like he’d never seen anything so intriguing before.

      But that couldn’t be true. He lived in Europe. Had likely traveled the world with his family. “Have you been to California before?” I asked.

      “No,” he answered with a quick shake of his head. “Only the east coast, and even then, Barclay and I hardly left the hotel.”

      “Your brother?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “What’s your favorite place you’ve traveled?” I asked, hungry to hear more about the world outside of California. I’d never traveled outside of the state, and getting out of here was the first thing I wanted to do after graduating.

      His lips pursed slightly, just enough to make lines form around his mouth as he thought of his answer. “Costa Rica. Ziplining through the rain forest has to be the most exhilarating experience. But there was so much to do besides that. Rafting, surfing, walking through the city. Eating fresh food from vendor carts. And the coffee was amazing.” He seemed embarrassed at his lengthy answer. “Sorry, I don’t usually get asked questions like that.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I replied, turning down another street. “I loved hearing about it.”

      His smile turned from bashful to relaxed. “And you? Where has been your favorite place?”

      “The redwood forests. But I haven’t been outside of California.” I kept my gaze forward, not wanting to see the shocked expression that was sure to cover his face.

      All of my friends had traveled the world. My brothers had even gone on study abroad trips in college—much to my father’s annoyance—but I felt like a caged bird here, never having seen the world.

      “I’d like to see the redwoods,” Leo said easily. “Do you think we’ll have time this quarter?”

      “Maybe. We’re going to be pretty busy with prom and graduation and finals. But I’m sure we can make some time. I know Grandma’s been wanting to go.”

      “From the picture, right? Was she at the party yesterday?”

      I shook my head. “She’s kind of a black sheep. Like me.”

      “In that case, I can’t wait to meet her.”
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      I’d seen pictures of Emerson Academy online, but it seemed larger in person. The high school building towered before us, and I swallowed before getting out of the car.

      Faith’s shoulders seemed tense too; that was until one of her friends greeted her. They hugged, and the gesture was so foreign to me it hurt. My family hardly showed affection aside from the rare clap on the shoulder. Barclay and I only touched each other with fencing swords, and the goal was to avoid exactly that.

      Behind Faith’s friend was a dark-skinned guy with a broad smile that immediately put me at ease.

      “Hi there,” he said, lifting a hand. “I’m Carter, and I’m sure you’ve met Addy.”

      The girl Faith had just hugged smiled at me too.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said to both of them. I hadn’t really had a chance to meet any of Faith’s friends the night before.

      “Sorry I couldn’t make it last night,” Carter said. “My grandma needed help getting the house ready for her book club today.”

      “No worries. Tatiana kept me occupied,” I said with a cringe.

      Carter winced. “My apologies.”

      Addy smiled between Faith and me. “I like him,” she said to Faith.

      Faith’s smile in response meant more than it should have.

      Soon a red-headed girl approached us, followed by her tall boyfriend with gray eyes and a sharp jawline. They introduced themselves as Cori and Ryker.

      I was beginning to wonder why we weren’t walking into the building yet, but then I caught sight of a different group congregated around a black pickup truck.

      Almost all of them had been at the party, except unlike Faith and her friends, they’d been in the pool, having a good time with the crowd. Now, I could see the weary glances Faith was sending their way.
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