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Chapter 1
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Jake noticed it before he understood it, and that was what bothered him the most, the way something could shift right in front of him without anything actually happening, without a clear moment he could point to and say that was when it changed, because as he sat there in his usual seat, half-turned toward Tyler and the rest of the group, everything looked the same on the surface, the same desks, the same low hum of voices filling the classroom before the bell, the same people sitting in the same places, and yet the feeling in the air had tightened, like something invisible had been pulled just a little too taut.

Tyler was in the middle of talking when Jake tuned in, his voice cutting cleanly through the noise around them, not louder than everyone else but sharper somehow, like people listened because they knew they were supposed to, and Jake found himself nodding along even though he had missed the start of whatever Tyler was saying, catching only the tail end as Tyler leaned back in his chair and smirked.

“I’m just saying,” Tyler said, glancing around at them like he already knew he had them, “if you’re gonna say something, at least don’t make it that obvious.”

“What are you talking about?” Marcus asked, though there was already a hint of a smile on his face, like he was preparing to laugh before he even knew the punchline.

Tyler shook his head, looking almost disappointed. “Bro, you weren’t there? At lunch? When he tried to act like he wasn’t staring the whole time?”

A couple of the others laughed immediately, quick and automatic, and Jake felt himself do the same, a short breath of a laugh that came out before he had even decided if it was funny, because it felt easier than being the only one not reacting, easier than having Tyler look at him the way he sometimes did when someone didn’t fall in line fast enough.

“Who?” someone else asked.

Tyler paused for a second, letting it sit just long enough to pull everyone in before he said it. “Owen.”

There was another round of laughter, a little louder this time, and Jake’s eyes drifted across the room without him really meaning to, landing on Owen sitting a few rows over, hunched slightly over his desk with a book open in front of him, completely separate from the noise, like he existed in a different version of the same room.

“I swear,” Tyler continued, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe it, “dude thought nobody would notice. Just sitting there, trying to be slick.”

Marcus let out a short laugh, but it came a second later than everyone else’s, quieter too, and when Jake glanced at him, he caught the way Marcus’s eyes flicked briefly toward Owen before dropping back to the group.

Jake looked away quickly, leaning back in his chair as if that small moment hadn’t happened, as if he hadn’t noticed the delay or the glance or the way it didn’t quite match the energy Tyler was putting out, because it was easier not to think about it, easier to stay in step with what was happening right in front of him.

Tyler kept going, building on it, turning something small into something worth everyone’s attention, and Jake could feel the rhythm of it, the way Tyler controlled the pace without ever saying that he was, how he decided when something was funny and how long it stayed funny, and the rest of them followed without really questioning it, filling in the gaps with their own comments but always circling back to him.

“You should’ve seen his face when he realized,” Tyler said, grinning now, looking directly at Jake for a second longer than necessary. “Like he thought he got away with something.”

Jake forced a small smile, nodding like he knew exactly what Tyler meant, even though he hadn’t seen any of it, even though he wasn’t sure what the point was beyond the fact that everyone else seemed to be in on it, and for a second he thought about saying something neutral, something that would keep him in the conversation without really adding to it, but the moment passed too quickly and Tyler had already moved on.

“People really think nobody notices anything,” Tyler went on, his tone shifting slightly, less joking now, more pointed. “Like you can just do whatever and it doesn’t matter.”

“Yeah,” someone said, quick and eager.

“It’s stupid,” Tyler added, and there was something in the way he said it that made the word land heavier than it should have, like it applied to more than just Owen, like it was a general rule being laid out without being directly stated.

Jake nodded again, slower this time, feeling that same tightness settle in his chest, the sense that there was something underneath all of this that he wasn’t fully catching yet, something about the way everyone reacted, the way timing mattered, the way even a half-second delay felt noticeable, like there was an unspoken expectation he was supposed to meet without being told what it was.

Across the room, Owen turned a page in his book, completely unaware of the conversation circling around him, and for a brief second Jake wondered what it would be like not to notice any of this, not to feel the constant need to track where he stood, what he should say, when he should laugh, but the thought slipped away almost as quickly as it came, replaced by the awareness of Tyler still talking, still watching, still setting the tone.

The bell hadn’t rung yet, but the room had already started to settle into something quieter, more focused, and Jake realized, sitting there with his eyes on Tyler and the rest of the group, that it wasn’t just the conversation that had changed, it was the way everything seemed to revolve around it now, like there was a center to the room that hadn’t been there before, or maybe had always been there and he was only just noticing it.

Tyler leaned forward slightly, resting his arms on his desk as he looked around at them again, and for a moment nobody said anything, the silence stretching just long enough to feel intentional, just long enough that Jake felt the urge to fill it even though he had nothing to say.

Then Tyler smirked, like the pause had been the point all along, and shook his head. “Whatever,” he said, dismissing it, even though it didn’t feel dismissed at all.

A couple of the others laughed again, softer this time, and the conversation shifted to something else, something easier, but the feeling didn’t go away, not for Jake, who sat there nodding at the right moments and saying just enough to stay part of it, all the while aware of that same quiet pressure building underneath everything, something he couldn’t name yet but couldn’t ignore either, like a line being drawn somewhere just out of sight, waiting for him to realize exactly where it was and what it would mean when he finally had to decide whether or not to cross it.
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Chapter 2
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The shift didn’t happen all at once, and that was what made it harder for Jake to push back against it, because by the time he really noticed where things were going, it already felt like they had been heading there for a while, like the line had been moving little by little until suddenly it wasn’t where he thought it was anymore.

They were in the hallway this time, leaning against the lockers in that loose circle they always formed, not quite blocking anyone’s path but taking up enough space that people had to move around them, and Jake could feel the same underlying tension from earlier, the same awareness of timing and reaction, even in something as simple as standing there between classes.
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