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Chapter 1: The Last First Day
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The scent of fresh wax on linoleum floors and the sharp, acrid promise of industrial cleaner filled Atheli Marie Thomas’s lungs as she pushed through the heavy double doors of Crestwood High. It was a smell she associated with dread—a chemical harbinger of the three hundred and sixty-five days of purgatory that stretched before her.

Around her, the hallway buzzed with the electric chaos of the first day of senior year. Locker doors slammed in percussive symphony. Shouts of greeting, laughter that bordered on hysterical with relief, the scrape of sneakers against floors still shiny from summer maintenance. Everyone wore the same uniform of desperate hope: Just one more year. Just one more year and we’re out.

Atheli kept her head down, her dark, straight hair falling like a curtain between her and the world. Her backpack, worn at the seams and heavy with textbooks she’d already organized and color-coded, was a familiar weight. It was her armor. She moved with practiced invisibility, a shadow skirting the edges of the sunlit clusters of her classmates.

Just one more year, they all thought. Atheli’s version was darker, more specific: Just one more year of him.

Stephen Riley Andrews. The name echoed in her mind not with the fondness or exasperation reserved for a childhood acquaintance, but with the cold, metallic taste of fear. His bullying wasn’t the dramatic, cinematic kind—no stolen lunch money in back alleys, though there had been that phase in seventh grade. It had evolved, matured alongside them, into something more insidious. A constant, low-grade psychological warfare. A comment about her second-hand sweater, just loud enough for her table to hear. A “tripping” incident that sent her carefully compiled history notes fluttering into a senior-day puddle. The way he could, with one lazy, dismissive glance from his usual throne at the center of the senior lounge, make her feel like she’d somehow failed at the basic act of existing.

She’d known him since kindergarten, when he’d been a golden-haired boy who’d snatched the red crayon from her hand and broken it in two. The hair had darkened to a rich, burnished brown, the face had sharpened into something unfairly handsome, but the essential cruelty, Atheli believed, had only been refined.

Her locker was 347, in the quiet wing near the chemistry labs. A small mercy. She worked the combination, the numbers—18-4-32—as automatic as a prayer. As the door swung open, a flutter of white caught her eye. An envelope, pristine and out of place, lay on the top shelf, resting against her stacked binders.

Her heart, stupidly, leapt. A memo from the office? A misplaced note for the previous locker owner? She picked it up. It was heavy, expensive paper. Her name was written on the front in elegant, sloping script—Atheli—just her first name. No one called her just Atheli.

Frowning, she slid a finger under the flap. It came away cleanly. Inside was a single sheet of the same thick paper. The message was brief, typed, not handwritten.

To the girl with the storm-cloud eyes,

I’ve watched you walk these halls for years, a silent star in a noisy sky. Today marks a beginning. This year, I hope you see yourself as I see you.

Yours,

A Secret Admirer

Atheli stared at the words. Her face flushed, then paled. This was a joke. It had to be. She scanned the bustling hallway, searching for smirking faces, for Stephen’s tall frame leaning against a wall, watching her reaction with cold amusement. She saw only the usual first-day chaos.

Her hands trembled slightly as she folded the letter and tucked it into her algebra textbook. A prank. A cruel, elaborate prank initiated by him, or maybe by one of his minions. Tyler or Mark, snickering in the background. That was it. It was the only explanation that fit the architecture of her world.

The warning bell shrilled, scattering students. Atheli slammed her locker shut, the sound final. She hugged her books to her chest and hurried toward homeroom, the strange letter feeling like a hot coal against her ribs.

Homeroom was Mr. Henderson’s domain, a room that smelled of dust and dry-erase markers. Atheli took her usual seat in the third row, by the window, a position that allowed her to observe without being central. She kept her head down, arranging her pens in a precise line.

The door swung open, and a new kind of energy entered the room. She felt it before she saw him—a collective shift in posture, a few eager glances from certain girls, a subtle straightening from certain guys. Stephen Riley Andrews walked in with the easy, ownership grace of a predator in a territory he’d long since conquered. He was taller over the summer, his shoulders broader beneath his dark gray sweater. His jaw was set in its usual line of bored arrogance. His eyes, a disconcertingly clear gray-blue, swept the room as he dropped into a seat near the back, surrounded immediately by his friends. Their laughter was too loud, a performance for the room.

His gaze passed over Atheli. There was no recognition, no specific malice in that glance. It was the look one gave a piece of furniture. She looked away, her cheeks burning with a humiliated heat.

See? she told herself. The letter was nothing. A fluke. A mistake.

Mr. Henderson droned through announcements, the schedule for the year, the importance of this final sprint. Atheli took meticulous notes, the action calming her. Structure was safety. When the bell for first period rang, she was the first out of her seat, a small fish darting ahead of the current.

The day unfolded with the strange, stop-start rhythm of the first day. New syllabi, hopeful teacher speeches, the anxious calculus of who was in which class. Atheli moved through it all mechanically. In AP Literature, as she was sliding into a desk, she noticed another white envelope, this one tucked between the pages of the worn poetry anthology on her desk.

Her breath hitched. She glanced around. The room was half-full, no one paying her any mind. With furtive fingers, she extracted it. Same paper. Same elegant script spelling her name.

This time, her hands shook openly as she opened it.

Your mind is a library I wish to wander. I hear the questions you’re too careful to ask in class. I see the answers you write in the margins of your soul. Never stop turning those pages.

Yours,

A Secret Admirer

The language was extravagant, poetic. It felt alien in the harsh fluorescent light of Room 214. A flush spread from her chest to her neck. This was... different. A prankster wouldn’t write like this. Would they? Stephen certainly wouldn’t. His vocabulary for her consisted of “nerd,” “weirdo,” and “try-hard.”

Confusion, a dizzying, unfamiliar cocktail, mixed with her dread. She spent the period divided between Ms. Greenway’s sonorous voice discussing the tragic hero and the two sentences burning a hole in her pocket.

By lunchtime, the conflicting emotions had settled into a low-grade panic. The cafeteria was the heart of the social jungle, and Atheli’s territory was a small, isolated table at the very back, near the emergency exit, usually shared with Lissa from her chemistry class. Today, Lissa was absent.

Atheli picked at her salad, the letters heavy in her bag. She was so preoccupied she didn’t see him approach until his shadow fell over her table, blocking the weak sunlight from the high windows.

“Look what the cat dragged into the darkest corner.”

The voice was like gravel smoothed in velvet—deep, mocking, and instantly, viscerally familiar. Every muscle in Atheli’s body tensed. She looked up slowly.

Stephen stood over her, a tray in his hands he had no intention of using at her table. He was flanked by Tyler, who wore his perpetual smirk. Stephen’s eyes, those Arctic eyes, raked over her with a lazy, dismissive contempt that was more intimate than any stare.

“What do you want, Stephen?” Her voice came out quieter than she intended, but steady.

“Just surveying the kingdom.” He set his tray down on her table with a thud, ignoring her flinch. He leaned forward, palms flat on the laminate. “Not sitting with your fan club today, Thomas? Oh wait, that’s right. You don’t have one.”

Tyler snickered. Atheli focused on a crouton in her salad.

“Although,” Stephen continued, his tone shifting into something more speculative, more dangerous, “I did hear a funny rumor. Little, quiet Atheli Thomas, getting love letters.”

The air vanished from her lungs. Her head snapped up. How could he know? She’d told no one. Had someone seen her? The panic must have been plain on her face, for a cruel, satisfied smile touched his lips.

“Cat got your tongue?” he murmured, his voice dropping so only she could fully hear it. The noise of the cafeteria faded into a dull roar. He leaned closer. The scent of him—clean cotton, expensive soap, and something uniquely, unsettlingly masculine—invaded her space. “Stupid nerd. I see you’ve been getting letters from a secret admirer.”

His voice was mocking, almost taunting, but there was something else there, a vibration beneath the words that made her skin prickle. His eyes weren’t just insulting her now; they were traveling over her face, down to the vulnerable column of her throat, over the old sweater she wore, as if he were trying to memorize every inch of her. It wasn’t a look of desire—it was something darker, more possessive. An appraisal of a thing he considered his to torment.

“Wonder who’s got such shit taste to like a nerd like you,” he finished, the vulgarity a deliberate slap.

Something hot and fierce boiled up in Atheli’s chest, cutting through the fear. It was rage, pure and bright. She shot to her feet, the legs of her chair screeching against the floor. The sudden movement made him straighten up, a flicker of surprise in his eyes.

“Go to hell, Stephen,” she said, her voice low and trembling with a strength she didn’t know she possessed. She shoved his tray, sending it sliding across the table, a carton of milk tipping over with a sickly white splash.

Before he could react, she rolled her eyes with all the disdain she could muster, snatched up her bag and her own tray, and walked away. She didn’t run. She walked, her spine straight, feeling the heat of his gaze boring into her back until she pushed through the cafeteria doors into the relative quiet of the hallway.

Her heart was a frantic bird against her ribs. She leaned against a cool bank of lockers, closing her eyes. The confrontation, the letters, his knowing about them—it was all too much. The possessive intensity in his look replayed behind her eyelids. It didn’t match the words. None of it made sense.

In the sanctuary of a rarely-used girls’ bathroom, she took out both letters. In the stark light, they seemed both magical and sinister.

A silent star in a noisy sky. Your mind is a library.

These were the words of someone who saw her. Truly saw her. Stephen’s words were meant to erase her.

They couldn’t be from the same person. The universe didn’t work that way. It couldn’t be that cruel.

The final bell of the day was a release. Atheli hurried to her locker, her mind a whirlwind of poetry and poison. As she opened it, her breath caught for the third time that day.

Another envelope. This one was smaller, square. With a sense of surreal inevitability, she opened it. No typed note this time. Inside was a small, perfect, pressed forget-me-not, its delicate blue petals preserved. On a tiny slip of paper, in the same script, was written:

For the first day of the rest of your story.

No signature was needed.

Atheli carefully placed the flower back in the envelope. She looked down the now-emptying hallway. No Stephen. No smirking onlookers. Just the lingering scent of wax and adolescence.

She had survived the first day. But as she walked home, the three letters and a dried flower in her bag, the bullying fresh in her mind, she felt a terrifying, thrilling fissure crack open in the bedrock of her grim reality. This year, the script had changed on the very first page. The dread was still there, a cold, familiar companion.

But now, walking beside it, was a question. And a single, fragile, impossible hope.
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Chapter 2: The Lines We Cross
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The silence in the Thomas household had a texture. It wasn’t peaceful; it was a heavy, expectant quiet, like the held breath before a fault line gives way. Atheli moved through it with the routine of a ghost in her own home. Her father was already sequestered in his study, the blue glow of his computer monitor bleeding under the door. Her mother was in the living room, the television on a home renovation show, volume low, her eyes fixed on the screen without seeing it. A half-empty glass of white wine sat on the coaster beside her.

“I’m home,” Atheli called out, a formality.

A muffled “Dinner’s in the fridge” from her mother was the only reply.

She retreated to her room, the one space she could curate for order. Books lined her shelves, organized by genre and then author. Her desk was clear save for a lamp, a pencil cup, and the day’s new syllabi, which she immediately began annotating in her neat, compact script. But today, the ritual failed to soothe her.

From her backpack, she carefully extracted the three envelopes. She laid them side-by-side on her faded quilt, a stark white trio against the blue floral pattern. The pressed forget-me-not seemed to glow in the evening light from her window.

Who?

The question was a drumbeat in her skull. She eliminated the impossible first: it wasn’t Stephen. His performance at lunch was the final, brutal proof. The secret admirer wrote of libraries and silent stars; Stephen spoke of shit taste and nerds. They were binary opposites. So it had to be someone else. But who?

She ran through a mental roster of the male population of Crestwood High. The shy guys from AP classes? They barely registered her existence. The athletic types? They orbited Stephen’s solar system. No one fit the profile of someone who would observe her for years, who would use words like that. It felt... older. More mature.

A part of her, a small, treacherous part she’d buried deep, wanted to believe it was real. That someone saw past her worn sweaters and quiet demeanor to the person she was inside—the one who got lost in Brontë novels, who wrote fragments of poetry in the backs of notebooks, who had opinions on Byzantine history. The letters were a lifeline tossed into the choppy sea of her senior year. But could she trust the hand that threw it?

Downstairs, a door slammed. Raised voices, quickly stifled, hissed through the floorboards. Her parents. Again. Atheli pulled her knees to her chest, the letters forgotten for a moment. The tension in the house had been escalating all summer, a slow-motion collapse. It was another reason senior year felt less like a launchpad and more like an escape pod she desperately needed to reach.

She tucked the letters into the locked diary she kept in her bottom drawer, beneath a stack of sweaters. A secret for a secret.

The next morning, a fourth letter was waiting, this time tucked into the handle of her front door. Her heart did a wild, foolish somersault as she snatched it, checking the empty street before slipping it into her coat pocket. She didn’t open it until she was on the bus, shielded by the noise and the fogged windows.

I heard what he said to you yesterday. His words are rust on a dull blade. Yours are silver. Remember that.

He’d heard. The admirer had been in the cafeteria. He’d witnessed her humiliation, her feeble act of defiance. Shame burned through her, hot and immediate. He’d seen her at her weakest. But then the shame transformed.

His words are rust. Yours are silver.

He’d framed her walking away as strength. He’d reinterpreted the scene. No one had ever done that for her before.

The revelation left her disoriented all through first-period calculus. She found herself scanning the room, not for Stephen, but for a sign—a glance held a second too long, a knowing smile. Nothing.

History was a shared class with Stephen. Atheli took a seat as far from the back as possible, near the front. She was arranging her notes when he walked in. He didn’t look at her. He slouched into a seat near the door, his long legs stretched into the aisle, already exuding an air of profound boredom. But she felt hyper-aware of him, a magnetic pole of negative energy in the room.

Mr. Davies, a jovial man with a passion for primary sources, was announcing their first major project. “...and to make the research more dynamic, you’ll be working in pairs! I’ve taken the liberty of assigning them.”

A collective groan, mixed with some excited whispers, filled the room. Atheli’s stomach dropped. Pair projects were a special kind of torment. You were either the unwanted partner dragged down by a slacker, or you were the one doing all the work while your partner took credit. There was no winning.

Mr. Davies began reading from his clipboard. “Adams and Breckinridge... Chen and Lopez... Thomas and Andrews.”

The world narrowed to a pinprick. The sounds of the room distorted, as if she were underwater. She must have misheard. She turned her head slowly, against the will of every screaming nerve. Stephen was looking right at her, one eyebrow arched. His expression was unreadable—not quite triumphant, not quite annoyed. It was the look of a chess player seeing an unexpected, but not unwelcome, move.

“No,” she whispered, but the word was lost in the general din.

“Partners will get time at the end of class to connect and exchange information!” Mr. Davies boomed, oblivious to the personal earthquake he’d just triggered.

The rest of the period was a blur. Atheli took notes without absorbing a single word about the Treaty of Westphalia. The bell rang, a jarring release. Students began shuffling, gathering bags. Atheli sat frozen.

A shadow fell across her desk. She didn’t need to look up.

“Looks like you’re stuck with me, nerd.” Stephen’s voice was dry, devoid of its usual mocking edge. It was a statement of fact, which was somehow worse.

She finally looked up. He was leaning against the desk in front of hers, arms crossed. Up close, she could see the faint dusting of stubble along his jaw, the surprising thickness of his lashes. He was studying her with a detached curiosity, like a biologist observing a peculiar specimen.

“I can talk to Mr. Davies,” she said, her voice thin. “I’m sure he’ll reassign us. He must have made a mistake.”

Stephen shrugged one shoulder. “Suit yourself. Seems like a lot of effort to avoid a little research.” He pushed off the desk. “Project outline’s online. I’ll text you about meeting up.”

“You don’t have my number.”

A faint, almost imperceptible smirk touched his lips. “I’ll find it.”

He sauntered away, joining Tyler at the door. As they left, Tyler glanced back at her with a snicker. Atheli felt a hot wave of humiliation. This was his doing. Somehow, he’d orchestrated this. It was too cruel to be coincidence.

In the hallway, her phone buzzed in her pocket. An unknown number. The message was terse: Library. Tomorrow after school. Don’t be late. -S

He’d gotten her number. Of course he had. The invasion of privacy was absolute. She leaned against the cool tiles of the wall, closing her eyes.

His words are rust, the admirer had written. Right now, she felt corroded through.

The Crestwood Public Library was a grand, old Carnegie building, all hushed whispers and the scent of aging paper. Atheli arrived ten minutes early, a defense mechanism. She chose a table deep in the stacks, in the history section, hoping the surroundings would grant her some authority.

Stephen arrived exactly on time. He dropped his bag on the table with a thud that seemed blasphemous in the quiet. He wore a black t-shirt that stretched across his shoulders, and he looked around the library as if he’d landed on an alien planet.

“You picked a cheery spot,” he said, pulling out a chair. Its legs screeched against the floor.

“It’s appropriate for the topic,” Atheli said, opening her binder with precise movements. “The project is on post-war societal reconstruction. The 940s are a good place to start.” She slid a printed copy of the project rubric toward him. “I’ve broken down the requirements. I suggest we divide the research into primary causes, key figures, and long-term impacts. I can take causes and impacts if you want to handle the key figures.”

Stephen stared at the rubric, then at her meticulously color-coded notes. He didn’t touch the paper. “You’ve already done all this?”

“It’s called preparation.”

He leaned back, crossing his arms. “Right. Preparation.” His gaze drifted from her notes to her face. “You get another love letter today?”

The question was so abrupt, so off-topic, it stole the air from her lungs. Her carefully constructed professional demeanor cracked. “That’s none of your business.”

“Everything in this school is my business,” he said, but his tone wasn’t aggressive. It was probing. “Especially weird things that happen to people who sit near me.”

“It’s not weird,” she defended automatically, then cursed herself for engaging.

“Getting anonymous poetry is the definition of weird, Thomas.” He picked up a pen from her cup and twirled it between his fingers. “It’s probably some desperate freshman with a weird librarian fetish.”

Anger, sharp and clean, cut through her anxiety. “Why do you care? You made your opinion perfectly clear.”

“I’m just looking out for you.” The pen stilled. His gray-blue eyes locked on hers. The phrase was horrifying coming from his mouth. “Guys who do that... it’s not romantic. It’s cowardly. It’s creepy.”

The hypocrisy was staggering. “And public humiliation is better?”

A flicker of something crossed his face—surprise, maybe, or irritation. “At least it’s honest.”

They stared at each other across the table, a gulf of mutual incomprehension between them. For the first time, they weren’t playing their assigned roles of bully and victim. They were having a disagreement. It was terrifyingly novel.

“Can we just focus on the project?” Atheli finally said, breaking the stare. Her heart was pounding.

Stephen shrugged again, that infuriating, fluid motion. “Fine. You’ve clearly got a master plan. Tell me what to do, oh prepared one.”

She spent the next hour directing him. To her shock, he listened. He asked sharp, intelligent questions that revealed a mind she’d never guessed he possessed. When she pointed him toward a biography of George Marshall, he found it without help and began skimming it with a focused intensity that transformed his face. The arrogant mask slipped, replaced by one of acute concentration. It was disconcerting.

“So the Marshall Plan wasn’t just altruism,” he mused aloud, not looking at her. “It was strategic. Rebuild the markets, contain the Soviets. Cold War chess on a global scale.”

“Yes,” Atheli said, surprised. “That’s a central thesis for the ‘impacts’ section.”

He glanced up, meeting her eyes. A ghost of a real smile, one devoid of malice, touched his lips. It was gone in a second, but it had been there. “Not bad, Thomas.”

The praise, backhanded and minimal as it was, sent a confusing jolt through her. She looked down at her notes, flustered. “We should wrap up. I have... things.”

He didn’t push. He just gathered the books he’d been using. “Your place or mine next time?” he asked, his tone casual, back to its usual slightly mocking cadence.

The question felt loaded. “What?”

“The project. We’ll need to synthesize this, start the presentation. My place is quiet. Or we could subject your parents to my sparkling presence.”

The thought of Stephen in her tense, silent house was unendurable. “Yours,” she said quickly. “Your place.”

“Text you the address.” He slung his bag over his shoulder. He paused, looking at her for a long moment. The library quiet settled around them again. “Watch your back, Thomas,” he said, his voice low. “Secret admirers in stories are one thing. In real life, they’re usually the villain.”

Then he was gone, melting into the shadows of the stacks.

Atheli sat alone, the smell of old books and his faint, clean scent lingering in the air. The conversation played on a loop in her mind. His unexpected insight, that fleeting smile, his warning that felt more like a threat. And beneath it all, the memory of the morning’s letter.

His words are rust. Yours are silver.

But in the library, for a few moments, Stephen’s words hadn’t been rusty at all. They’d been sharp, incisive, and frighteningly intelligent. The lines between her tormentor and her project partner were blurring. And the voice of her secret admirer, once a clear and comforting contrast, now seemed to whisper from a more complicated, more dangerous shadow.

She packed her bag slowly, the weight of the new letters in its front pocket a counterbalance to the weight of Stephen’s parting words. Two different kinds of attention. Both, she was beginning to fear, were prisons in their own way.
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Chapter 3: The Anatomy of a Gift
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The fifth letter arrived two days later, slipped between the pages of her physics textbook in her locker. Atheli had developed a new routine: a quick, furtive scan of the hallway before opening the metal door, her heart a trapped bird against her ribs. The thrill of discovery hadn’t faded; it had intensified, layered now with a deep-seated paranoia.

This one contained no poetry. Instead, nestled in the fold of the expensive paper was a single, perfect black-and-white photograph. It was a candid shot, taken from a distance with a telephoto lens. It was of her, from the previous spring. She was sitting under the old oak tree in the quad during a rare free period, utterly absorbed in a book—Wuthering Heights, she remembered—her brow slightly furrowed, a shaft of sunlight catching the deep auburn highlights in her otherwise dark hair. She looked peaceful. Beautiful, even.

On the back, in the now-familiar script, was written: A study in concentration. You are most yourself when you forget the world is watching.

Atheli stared at the photo, a cold wave washing over her. This was different. The letters were one thing—words could be imagined, fabricated from afar. But a photograph? This was evidence of physical surveillance. He had been there. He had watched her, framed her, captured her without her knowledge. The admiration curdled, tipping into something that felt undeniably like violation.

Watch your back, Thomas. 

Stephen’s warning in the library echoed with new, ominous weight.

She shoved the photo into her bag, her fingers trembling. The sense of being seen, which had initially felt like a blessing, now felt like a spotlight pinning her in place for an audience she couldn’t see. She spent the morning jumping at shadows, scanning the crowds between classes for a face that might be looking a moment too long. Every male teacher, every upperclassman she barely knew, became a potential suspect.

The only face she saw with regularity was Stephen’s. In History, he now occupied the desk directly beside hers, a change he’d enacted without comment or permission. She could feel the heat of him, hear the soft scratch of his pen. He didn’t speak to her, but his presence was a constant, low-grade disturbance. Once, when she dropped her highlighter, his hand shot out and caught it before it hit the floor. He held it out to her, their fingers brushing. A simple, accidental contact. But his eyes met hers, and for a split second, there was no mockery, no hostility—just a startling, direct focus that made her breath catch. He said nothing, turning back to his notes as if nothing had happened.

The incident left her more unsettled than any of his past torments.

The agreed-upon study session at Stephen’s apartment loomed that afternoon. Atheli had spent an irrational amount of time deciding what to wear, finally settling on her least-worn jeans and a simple navy sweater. It wasn’t for him, she told herself firmly. It was armor. One did not go into the lion’s den looking like a helpless lamb.

The address led her to a modern complex on the nicer side of town, all sleek glass and brushed steel. It was sterile, impersonal. His apartment was on the fourth floor. She knocked, the sound echoing in the quiet hallway.

The door swung open. Stephen stood there, dressed in dark sweatpants and a faded university t-shirt, his hair slightly damp as if he’d just showered. He looked younger, softer around the edges without the armor of his usual designer casual wear.

“You found it,” he said, stepping aside to let her in.

The apartment was exactly as she’d imagined, yet somehow more. It was a studio, spacious but starkly minimal. A large window offered a view of the city’s skyline. The walls were bare white. A massive, expensive-looking laptop sat on a sleek, black desk. The bed was a low platform, neatly made with gray linens. A single bookshelf held not books, but a collection of vintage motorcycle helmets and a few trophies for swimming and debate.

Debate?

The sight of the trophies was a shock.

The only sign of disarray was a pile of textbooks and notepads on the large, low coffee table in the living area.

“Home sweet home,” he said, his voice dry. “Make yourself uncomfortable.”

She hovered near the door. “Do you... live here alone?”

He was already walking toward the small, open kitchenette. “My dad’s company owns the building. He’s never here. I prefer it that way.” He pulled two bottles of water from the stainless steel fridge. “Sit. Unless you plan on conducting this meeting from the doorway like a vampire.”

Gingerly, she moved to the black leather sofa, perching on the very edge. She unpacked her binder, her color-coded system a bright splash against the monochrome room. Stephen dropped onto the sofa beside her, leaving a careful foot of space between them. He picked up her project timeline, his eyes scanning it.

“You’ve added sub-deadlines.”

“To ensure we stay on track.”

“Control freak,” he muttered, but there was no heat in it. He set the paper down. “So. Synthesis. My key figures feed into your long-term impacts. We need a through-line.”

For the next hour, they worked. It was strangely efficient. Stephen, when focused, was a relentless editor of ideas, cutting to the logical core of an argument. He challenged her assumptions, forcing her to defend her thesis with stronger evidence. It was mentally exhilarating and utterly exhausting.

“You’re arguing for economic interdependence as the primary force for lasting peace,” he said, tapping a paragraph she’d written. “But what about the cultural alienation in the Eastern bloc? The Marshall Plan fed bodies but not souls. That resentment festered.”

“That’s a socio-cultural impact, not an economic one,” she countered, leaning over to point at her notes. “We can address it in the ‘unintended consequences’ section. See here?”

As she pointed, her sleeve brushed his arm. They both froze. The contact was electric in the quiet room. Atheli pulled her arm back as if scalded. Stephen’s gaze flicked from her notes to her face. The air grew thick, charged with an unspoken tension that had nothing to do with post-war Europe.

He was the first to look away, clearing his throat. “Fine. We’ll segment it.”

The work continued, but the atmosphere had shifted. The space between them on the sofa felt charged, alive. Atheli was hyper-aware of every movement he made, the sound of his breathing, the way he chewed on the end of his pen when thinking.

During a lull, her eyes wandered back to the debate trophies. “You debate?” The question slipped out before she could stop it.

Stephen followed her gaze. A closed, shuttered look passed over his face. “Used to. In middle school.”

“Why’d you stop?”

He shrugged, a defensive gesture. “Got boring. People just argue in circles. No one actually listens.” He changed the subject abruptly. “You get any more creepy mail?”

The pivot was jarring. She hesitated, thinking of the photograph currently buried in her backpack. A part of her wanted to tell him, to see what he’d say. But admitting it felt like giving him ammunition. “No,” she lied.

He watched her, his eyes narrowing slightly, as if he could sense the untruth. He didn’t call her on it. Instead, he said, “Good. It’s probably some pathetic joke that’s run its course.”

His dismissal should have been a relief. Instead, it sparked a flicker of defensive anger. “Why are you so invested in it being a joke?”

“Because the alternative is worse, Thomas,” he said, his voice low and serious. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “The alternative is that someone is fixated on you. They’re watching you. They’re building a fantasy in their head about who you are. And when the fantasy inevitably crashes into reality...” He let the sentence hang, its implication dark and ugly.
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