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			Dedication

			
		
    In "The Cost to Belong," the haunting saga of teens that joined gangs reverberates through each page, their stories a visceral reminder of the fragile line between camaraderie and entrapment. kids who died early became mere shadows in a world that promised them strength yet delivered despair, as they navigated darkened alleyways desperate for validation. Instinctively drawn to the allure of belonging, these lost souls—kids who had no direction—hoped to weave themselves into friendships that could lift them from loneliness but instead found bonds forged in violence and betrayal. Each heartbeat echoed a silent plea for connection; every act of defiance was steeped in fear—a tragic truth where wanting to fit in morphed into surrendering their dreams. The irony hangs heavy like fog draping over their restless spirits: loyal only until loyalty meant threats or silence at gunpoint. In this narrative landscape painted with sorrow and resilience, I pen down not just an elegy for those lives prematurely extinguished but also a beacon for others still searching amidst chaos—the message is clear: embrace your story fiercely, ignite your own path with hope, and don't allow the darkness around you to define your journey forward.
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INTRODUCTION
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Alex Wilder, a 15-year-old star athlete and student at Millcreek High School, feels trapped in a mundane life. Yearning for recognition and excitement, he becomes intrigued by a crew of petty criminals led by Chris Mork, a charismatic 17-year-old. Drawn in by the allure of power and respect, Alex begins to distance himself from his girlfriend Stacie and his loyal best friend William. Despite initial repulsion, he joins the crew in their minor acts of vandalism and theft, rationalizing it as harmless fun. His involvement escalates as he seeks the thrill of his new life, causing friction with his family, especially his father, a police officer who sees the warning signs. Stacie and William voice their concerns, but Alex is convinced he is in control and dismisses their worries.
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[image: image]


As the crew's activities intensify to shoplifting and petty drug deals, Alex finds himself in deeper than he intended. William, who initially followed Alex into the crew, becomes increasingly uncomfortable with the violence and danger. He wants out, but Alex, fearing the loss of his newfound status, is unwilling to leave. The divide between them grows, and after a heated argument with his father, Alex decides to run away. Manipulated by Chris, he convinces William to join him, and they take refuge in an abandoned house set for demolition. Life in the squalid house exposes the grim reality of their situation. Alex starts using meth, becoming more withdrawn and aggressive, while William becomes disillusioned with the life they have chosen. The tension between the friends and Chris escalates, with Chris viewing William as a liability.
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Chris plans a more serious crime—boosting a car—and when William refuses to participate, the situation explodes. In a fit of rage, Chris shoots and kills William, leaving Alex in shock. Confronted with the brutal reality of his choices, Alex is consumed by guilt and grief. The police are called, and Chris is arrested, but Alex is left to face the devastating consequences of his actions. During the police interview, Alex realizes the truth in his father's warnings and feels responsible for his best friend's death. Haunted by guilt, he withdraws from everyone, including Stacie, who is heartbroken by the path he has taken. Alex sinks into despair, believing he has destroyed his relationships and disappointed those who cared about him. 

––––––––
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Margaret Lopez, a caring teacher, reaches out to Alex, offering support and a path back to normalcy. Slowly, Alex begins to accept responsibility for his actions and seeks redemption. He has an honest conversation with his father, acknowledging his mistakes and the pain he has caused. Their relationship starts to heal, and Alex realizes that the respect he sought was based on fear and manipulation. He learns the true meaning of loyalty and the high price of chasing popularity. Determined to rebuild his life, Alex returns to school and attends therapy, working to make amends for his past actions. Though he finds a glimmer of hope, he knows he can never fully forgive himself for William's death. The story ends with Alex's resolve to use his experience to help others avoid the same mistakes, living with the knowledge that he was responsible for his friend's tragic end.
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Chapter 1: Star of Millcreek
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The gun went off, and Alex was already out in front, his shoes pounding the red rubber of the Millcreek track, the taste of dust and heat on his tongue. The stands blurred past him, loud with classmates and parents, the noise swelling in his ears and rising with the afternoon sun. He didn't need to look over his shoulder to know how far ahead he was. A perfect start. A perfect lead. The first corner blurred, then the second. He was all alone, the hundred meters of nothing between him and the next fastest runner a yawning gulf of failure. In an instant, it was over. He crossed the finish line, the noise resolving itself into his name blaring out of the loudspeaker. "Alex Wilder!" The new fastest in school history. 

––––––––
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The stands went wild as the announcement rang out, cheering echoing across the field, raw and electric. People were on their feet, clapping, whistling, shouting his name. It rolled over him in waves as the rest of the runners staggered across the finish line, and the afternoon sun hammered down. A dozen kids had signs with his name on them, and parents held up phones, catching it all on video. To his left, a girl was screaming, "I love you, Alex!" like he was a rock star, her voice breaking from excitement. But he barely noticed, already slowing to a jog as he looped back toward his starting block.
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"That was insane!" a teammate yelled as Alex collapsed onto the grass by the side of the track, gasping for breath. He had short red hair and a constellation of freckles across his cheeks. The kid threw an arm around Alex's shoulders, pulling him back to his feet and bouncing with excitement. "Dude, you murdered out there!" Others crowded in close, offering up high-fives and slaps on the back. Their excitement was electric, but there was a flicker of uncertainty on Alex's face, a brief tightening of his jaw.
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"Great job, son!" his coach yelled, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him, eyes bright with pride. "Fastest damn time this school's ever seen!"

––––––––
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Alex tried to smile, but it sat awkwardly on his face. He looked like he was about to say something but nodded instead, eyes darting over to the stands. People were still yelling his name, still shouting his praises. The attention pressed in around him like the afternoon heat.

––––––––
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"Fastest time in history!" the announcer bellowed again over the loudspeaker. "Ladies and gentlemen, Alex Wilder is the new Millcreek champion!"

––––––––

[image: image]


It was a script he'd lived a dozen times before. A lead so comfortable that it hardly counted as a race. A victory so absolute it left no room for anything else. The words on the loudspeaker grew distant, everything around him shifting into slow motion as he went through the motions. A gold medal around his neck. Photos with his teammates. Posing, smiling, arms draped over shoulders. In every one, Alex was looking just past the camera, eyes never quite focused on the moment. 
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A roar of triumph, and they lifted him onto their shoulders, hoisting him up like a king. He sat high above the crowd, higher than everyone else, an unstoppable force, but his eyes drifted away from the scene. Beyond the track, beyond the school. Beyond the fields and toward the distant blur of the road. The place where his race had ended, his eyes were already seeking the next.
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"Millcreek's own Alex Wilder!" the announcer's voice boomed. But it was muffled, like it came from another room.

––––––––
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The podium was crowded with photographers. Flash. Flash. Faces in a sea of cameras, too many for him to know. They pushed closer, leaning in and shouting questions he couldn't hear. A man in a baseball cap kept snapping pictures even after everyone else stopped. One of the photos showed Alex's gaze a thousand miles away, not even pretending to celebrate. In it, the smile on his lips was so distant that it might as well have been a frown. 
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"You're gonna be famous, dude!" someone yelled from the edge of the track. "Remember us when you're big time!" 

––––––––
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But Alex was already trying to disappear into the background, putting distance between himself and the crowd of teammates. The congratulations still came in a steady stream, but he looked like he was wading through deep water, barely hearing, hardly feeling. A cold bottle of water pressed into his hand. A slap on the shoulder that sent him stumbling forward, almost into the arms of the next person.

––––––––
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"Thanks," he said, offering a tired wave and an empty grin. "Thanks a lot."

––––––––
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He let the medal dangle from his fingers, cool and metallic against the heat of the day. The crowd started to thin as the next race was called. A few diehard fans hung around, jostling for his autograph, shouting at him to take a selfie with them. He obliged, but his focus was distant, his gaze flicking to the empty field at the edge of the school and the line of parked cars. 

––––––––
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"You rocked it out there!" a parent shouted, holding up a kid in a yellow track jersey for Alex to see.

––––––––
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"Yeah!" the boy chimed in, eyes wide with admiration. "You're the best!"

––––––––
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"How about a photo with my boy?" the parent asked. "Future track star right here!"

––––––––

[image: image]


Alex blinked, pulled back into the present by the hopeful expression on the kid's face. He nodded, even as the enthusiasm of the crowd seemed to close in. The snapshot froze them in time, Alex's smile not much different from the boy's, but far less genuine. 

––––––––
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His teammates circled back, one of them slinging an arm over his shoulders. "How's it feel, man? Fastest in school history! You did it!"

––––––––
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Alex swallowed, glancing away from the intensity of their excitement. His throat felt tight, and his voice came out hollow. "Great, I guess," he said. "Real great."

––––––––
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The street was empty as Alex pulled up to the small yellow house he’d lived in his whole life, the neat row of hydrangeas out front as predictable as the father waiting inside. He cut the engine, hesitating for a moment before heading in. The afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, casting bars of light across the living room floor. Framed family photos and police commendations lined the walls, a shrine to their ordered life. James stood up as Alex entered, still in his uniform, jaw set with authority but eyes briefly softening with pride. "Heard you broke the record," he said, clapping Alex on the shoulder. "That's my boy."

––––––––
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Alex's face lit up, the warmth of the words sinking in. For a second, the tension of the day evaporated, leaving only a bright, hopeful glow in its place. He almost smiled. 

––––––––
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James held his gaze, the brief moment stretching just long enough to mean something. Then the corners of his mouth tightened, and his eyes flicked to a stack of papers on the coffee table. "Got the report card too," he said. 

––––––––
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A flicker of unease crossed Alex's face as his father's attention shifted. The gap between his father’s praise and expectations felt like an eternity, as always. 

––––––––
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James picked up the papers, a frown creeping into his features. "What happened in math?" he asked, still holding the report card but looking back at Alex. "B-plus? That's not like you."

––––––––
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Alex's shoulders dropped slightly, but he shrugged it off, trying to keep his tone light. "It's one grade, Dad."

––––––––
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"One grade," James echoed, but the way he said it made it clear that it wasn't just one grade. He set the papers down, a firm but worried expression on his face. "You know how important those scholarships are. Records are great, but they don't pay tuition."

––––––––
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The words felt like a shift in the weather, a sudden cold front moving in and freezing the warmth of the earlier moment. Alex nodded, the lightness from the track meet already slipping away. 

––––––––
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"Your math teacher says you've been distracted," James continued, his voice steady, controlled. "That's not a word I like hearing. Not with everything on the line."

––––––––
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"I'm not distracted," Alex said, but the protest sounded weak, even to him. He moved over to the couch, sinking into the cushions like they were quicksand. 

––––––––
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James stayed standing, the position one of authority even here in the living room, even out of uniform. He watched Alex, the muscles in his jaw working, the concern in his eyes growing sharper. "You're a smart kid, Alex. But it's a tough world out there."

––––––––
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"I know," Alex muttered, staring down at the pattern of light and shadow on the floor. 

––––––––
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James walked over to him, the heavy footsteps of a man used to his own weight. He sat down next to Alex, an attempt to make the conversation feel less like a lecture. It almost worked. "You know how proud I am of you, right? It's just... I've seen what happens to kids who let things slide."

––––––––
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A framed photo on the mantel caught Alex's eye. The two of them at a Little League game, James with his arm around Alex, both of them grinning from ear to ear. He remembered that day. He remembered how easy it had been to make his father proud back then. 

––––––––
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"I'm not letting anything slide," Alex said, but the defiance didn't reach his eyes. 

––––––––
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"I want to believe that," James replied, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. "I do. But you gotta show me. You gotta show yourself."

––––––––
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Alex nodded, not trusting his voice to hold steady. The living room felt like it was closing in on him, the walls a timeline of accomplishments he hadn't met yet. He glanced around, taking in the pristine order of everything. The house was like a dollhouse, each piece carefully placed, each expectation carefully laid out. 

––––––––
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"You've got talent, Alex. More than I ever did," James said, trying to sound encouraging. "But talent only gets you so far. You gotta work for the rest."

––––––––

[image: image]


"I am working," Alex insisted, but his voice cracked on the last word, betraying him.

––––––––
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James heard it, the crack, the doubt, and it hit him like a siren in the night. He reached out, his hand a little hesitant, but he patted Alex on the knee, trying to offer some reassurance. "It's gonna pay off," he said. "You'll see."

––––––––
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Alex looked away, blinking fast. "Yeah," he said, but it didn't sound like agreement. It sounded like something else.

––––––––
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The silence stretched out, filled with all the things they didn't know how to say. James broke it, his voice still determined but a touch softer. "Got your whole future ahead of you, son. Don't lose sight of that."

––––––––
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"Okay," Alex said, not even trying to sound like he meant it.

––––––––
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The silence returned, and Alex couldn't stand it. He stood up, avoiding his father's eyes, the weight of their conversation dragging behind him like a shadow. "I've got homework," he said, heading for the door.

––––––––
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James watched him go, a mixture of concern and frustration written across his features. He opened his mouth to call after Alex, to tell him one more time how much he cared, how much he expected. But the words wouldn't come, so he just let them hang in the air like everything else.

––––––––
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Alex closed the door behind him, the quiet click a small act of defiance. 

––––––––
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Alex closed the door to his room with more care than he wanted to. It was all neatness and reminders, just like the rest of the house, but in here he felt it more sharply. It was his neatness, his reminders. A row of basketball posters. A shelf of track medals. All of them staring back at him with the hollow eyes of success. He tossed his bag in the corner and dropped onto the bed, the springs creaking a protest into the stillness. 

––––––––
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He stared at the ceiling, its clean white surface as unblemished as the life everyone thought he had. The day played back in his mind, each congratulation a taunting echo, each cheer an accusation of failure for not feeling how he should. He closed his eyes, trying to shut it all out, but the room around him felt like it was closing in. Even the chaos was organized, each accomplishment carefully cataloged, each reminder carefully placed. It was all his, but none of it felt like him.

––––––––
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He took out his phone, hoping for some distraction. The screen lit up with a flood of messages, notifications piling on top of one another in rapid succession. Congratulations from classmates and friends. "Awesome race!" "Knew you could do it!" "Legend!" He scrolled through them, one after the other, without stopping to reply. Each message was a reminder of how everyone else saw him. How everyone else expected him to be.

––––––––
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He put the phone down and got up, the need to move making him restless. Through the window, he could see the neighborhood he'd lived in his whole life. The same houses, the same streets, the same routines. It all stretched out before him, so familiar it felt like a cage. He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, watching as nothing changed.

––––––––
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The sameness gnawed at him, a deep, insistent itch. He turned away from the window, the sense of entrapment following him across the room. A college brochure lay open on his desk, the glossy pictures of campuses and promises almost taunting. He picked it up, glanced at it for half a second, then pushed it aside with a sigh. Even the future looked like more of the same.

––––––––
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"There has to be more than this," he muttered to himself, the words hanging in the air like a challenge. But who was he challenging? His father? The world? Or just himself?

––––––––
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He dropped back onto the bed, arms sprawled out, and let his gaze drift upward again. The ceiling stared back at him, blank and expectant. A new message pinged on his phone, but he ignored it. 

––––––––
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The light in the room shifted slowly, the setting sun casting long shadows through the window. He looked over, watching the way the orange glow turned the walls and floor into a patchwork of fading ambition. In the reflection of the glass, he saw his own face staring back. It was a face he hardly recognized, a young man trapped between everything he was supposed to be and everything he wanted. He turned back to the window, watching as the last sliver of sun dipped below the horizon, leaving him in twilight. 
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Chapter 2: The New Crowd
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The cafeteria swallowed Alex in a swell of bodies and voices, a sea parting just enough for him to slip through, tray in hand. He saw them near the back wall—the leather-jacketed crew and their ringleader, relaxed and smiling, like they owned the place. Other students glanced nervously as they walked by, averted their eyes, steered clear, but not Alex. His gaze locked on Chris Mork, on the way he leaned back in his chair with easy confidence, the way his crew mirrored his every move, the way the room seemed to pulse and shift around them. Alex sat with Stacie and William, but even as he smiled and made small talk, his eyes kept drifting to the other table.

––––––––
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Chris was wearing that same worn leather jacket, the one that seemed to scream power, even if it had seen better days. He leaned back so casually, like he didn't have a care in the world, his arm draped over the chair next to him while his crew laughed at something he said. The whole table radiated energy, like a magnet drawing every eye in the room, and everyone gave them space, an unspoken rule. A girl passing by flinched when Chris's icy gaze flicked her way. Alex felt a pull to be there, part of that world, a tug that was getting harder to resist every day.
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He watched the crew, noticing how they followed Chris's lead, relaxing in their seats with the same confidence. It was like they were in sync, a pack of lions lounging in the sun, knowing no one dared to come too close. One of the crew, a big guy with a buzz cut, got up to grab a soda, and kids practically tripped over themselves to get out of his way. Alex couldn't stop staring, even as he set his tray down across from William, next to Stacie, his attention already slipping back to Chris's table.

––––––––
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William shot him a look, amused but a little puzzled. "Did you see Mork's new car this morning?" he asked, taking a bite of his sandwich. "It's all anyone's talking about."

––––––––
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"Uh-huh," Alex mumbled, not really listening.

––––––––
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Stacie nudged him, her eyes following his to Chris's table. "They're not even being subtle about it," she said. Her voice had that mix of curiosity and something else—maybe concern. "He's what, fifteen? And he has a car already?"

––––––––
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"It's just an old Mustang," Alex said, shrugging. But he knew better. That car was part of the image, part of what made Chris the center of attention, even when he wasn't in the room. 

––––––––
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Stacie tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, trying to catch Alex's gaze. "Alex, you okay?" She glanced over at Chris's crew, who were laughing again, then back at Alex. "You seem... distracted."

––––––––
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"I'm fine," he said, managing a smile but not really meeting her eyes.

––––––––
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Across the cafeteria, Chris said something, and his crew burst into laughter. It wasn't the forced kind Alex heard at other tables, the kind that came with nervous glances to see if they were being watched. This was real. Effortless. Like everything Chris did. Alex felt his stomach knot up. It used to be that way with him, too.

––––––––
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"You know, you can go talk to him if you want," William said, half-joking, but only half.

––––––––
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"What? No. It's nothing," Alex said quickly, forcing himself to look at his friends, even though he didn't really see them.

––––––––
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Stacie frowned a little, leaning closer. "Did something happen between you two?" she asked. "You were never really close, but..."

––––––––
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"Can we not talk about this right now?" Alex said, more sharply than he'd intended. He poked at his food, not really hungry. "Just drop it, okay?"

––––––––
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Stacie pulled back, her expression shifting to something more guarded. "Okay," she said quietly. "We don't have to talk about it." She paused, watching him with those perceptive eyes that seemed to see right through him. "So, about Friday," she tried, changing the subject. "Do you still want to go to the movies?"

––––––––
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"Sure," Alex said, his tone softer but still distant. "Whatever you want to see."

––––––––
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She sighed, fiddling with the edge of her notebook. "I was thinking maybe that new superhero movie," she said. "But if you'd rather see something else..."

––––––––
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Chris leaned forward in his seat, talking animatedly now, and Alex couldn't help it—his attention snapped back to that table.

––––––––
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"Seriously, man?" William said, shaking his head. "I knew you were into Mork's crew, but this is kind of pathetic."

––––––––
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Alex opened his mouth to protest, to say something, but nothing came out. Stacie touched his arm, gentle but firm, like she was trying to anchor him back to their table.

––––––––
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"Alex, are you even listening to me?" she asked, and he heard the strain in her voice, the way it wavered just a little.

––––––––
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"Yeah, I am," he said, but they all knew it wasn't true. He could feel the words slipping away from him, replaced by the laughter and voices from across the room.

––––––––
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William leaned back, his expression more resigned than annoyed. "Whatever's going on, you better figure it out," he said. "Stacie won't wait forever."

––––––––
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The bell rang, a sharp sound cutting through the chaos, and chairs scraped against the floor as kids started packing up their stuff. Alex watched Chris's crew get up, moving with a lazy kind of confidence, knowing everyone was watching, knowing no one would get in their way. 

––––––––
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Stacie gathered her books, her face a mix of concern and something sadder. "I'll see you later," she said, more a question than a statement.

––––––––
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Alex nodded, finally meeting her eyes but not really seeing them. "Yeah. Later."

––––––––
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As they left the cafeteria, he couldn't stop himself from looking back one last time, just in time to see Chris turn the corner, the leather-jacketed crew right behind him. 

––––––––
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Stacie watched Alex, biting her lip and waiting for him to look at her, really look at her, just once. The cafeteria buzzed around them, a thousand voices and clattering trays, but the only sound she heard was the empty silence coming from the boy across the table. "About Friday," she said finally, forcing cheer into her voice, hoping it would catch Alex's attention. "Do you want to grab dinner first?" He nodded, eyes drifting past her to Chris Mork's table. It was like she wasn't even there. Stacie felt her stomach twist as she tried again, the hurt creeping into her words. "Were you thinking pizza? Or did you want to be really adventurous and try Thai?" But Alex didn't answer, didn't hear. Didn't see her.

––––––––
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"Pizza's fine," he said after a long pause, his voice barely cutting through the noise around them. 

––––––––
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Stacie kept her smile from slipping, though it was harder this time. "Okay," she said, more to herself than to Alex. She watched him pick at his food, his eyes flicking back to Chris's table every few seconds, like he was afraid he'd miss something important. The other kids might have been avoiding Chris and his crew, but Alex couldn't seem to tear himself away.

––––––––
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She took a deep breath, willing herself to be patient. She'd known Alex long enough to recognize when something was bothering him, when he was pulling away into his own head. But this felt different, more distant, and it scared her. "What time do you want to pick me up?" she asked, her voice gentle but persistent, trying to anchor him back to their conversation.

––––––––
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"Hmm?" Alex said, looking up at her like he'd forgotten she was there.

––––––––
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"For the movie," Stacie prompted, pushing past the lump forming in her throat. "On Friday?"

––––––––

[image: image]


"Oh. Right. The movie." He scratched the back of his neck, still distracted. "Whenever you want," he said, glancing past her again. "Doesn't matter."

––––––––
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It felt like a punch to the gut, the way he said it so casually, like their plans weren't important at all. Stacie fought to keep her composure, to keep from letting her frustration boil over. "I thought you were excited about going," she said, a hint of challenge in her tone. "We don't have to if you'd rather do something else."

––––––––

[image: image]


Alex shook his head, eyes flickering back to her for a moment. "No, it's fine. I want to go."

––––––––
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"Then why won't you talk to me about it?" The words slipped out sharper than she'd meant, but once they were there, she couldn't take them back. "It's like you're a million miles away."

––––––––
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"I'm here, okay?" Alex said, his voice defensive now. "I'm right here."

––––––––
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"Are you?" Stacie whispered, almost to herself. She stared at him, hoping for a sign that he still cared, that he was still the Alex she thought she knew.

––––––––
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But his gaze was drifting again, past her, back to Chris and the easy laughter and the effortless confidence. Stacie followed his eyes, seeing the way Chris's crew leaned in, their postures relaxed, every one of them focused and intense. She watched Alex watching them, and it hit her all at once, the understanding and the hurt and the fear that she was losing him.
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She reached across the table, touching his arm to bring him back. "Alex," she said, her voice breaking a little. "Are you even listening to me?"

––––––––
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He blinked, like he'd been snapped out of a dream. "Yeah," he said, but the word sounded hollow, like even he didn't believe it.

––––––––
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"Then why won't you answer?" Her question hung between them, heavy with the things she didn't say, the things she was afraid to ask.

––––––––
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Alex looked down at his tray, anywhere but at Stacie. "I don't know," he admitted, his voice small and tired.

––––––––
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"Is it me?" She couldn't keep the tremor out of her words. "Did I do something wrong?"
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"No. It's not you," he said, finally meeting her eyes. "It's... I don't know."

––––––––
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Stacie watched him, feeling like she was losing a game she didn't know they were playing. "Then what is it?" she asked softly. 

––––––––
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Alex didn't answer right away, didn't know how to put the pull he felt into words. "I just need to figure some stuff out," he said at last.

––––––––
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"What kind of stuff?"

––––––––
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He shook his head again, helplessly this time. "I don't know," he repeated. "I just... I don't know."

––––––––
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Stacie pulled back, the hurt clear on her face now. "If you want to talk about it, I'm here," she said. "Whenever you decide you want to."

––––––––
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He nodded, but the way his eyes kept shifting, the way he couldn't focus on her, said more than his words did. It felt like everything was slipping through her fingers, and she didn't know how to hold on. She took a breath and tried one last time, her voice barely more than a whisper. "So, what time on Friday?"

––––––––
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Alex looked at her, really looked at her this time, but there was still a distance in his eyes, a gap he didn't know how to close. "Seven?" he said hesitantly, like even that was uncertain.
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Stacie nodded, a small, sad movement. "Seven," she repeated, holding onto it like a promise, like the last thing she could believe in. "I'll see you then."
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He nodded back, and for a moment, there was silence between them, filled with all the things they weren't saying. Then the noise of the cafeteria rushed back in, louder than before, and Alex glanced away, back to where Chris and his crew were standing, getting ready to leave. The sound of their laughter lingered, long after they'd walked out the door.
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William and Alex stood by the lockers, watching the hallway flood with students. The noise was overwhelming, a wave of sound that made it hard to think, but William couldn't shake what he'd seen during lunch, the way Alex had been so distant, so not himself. He pulled Alex aside, away from the flow of kids rushing past. "What's with you today?" William asked, concern edging his voice. "You've been staring at Mork's crew all lunch." Alex tried to shrug it off, but William wasn't buying it. "Is this about Stacie?" he pressed, catching the flicker of guilt in Alex's eyes. "You've been acting different lately. What's going on?"
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Alex looked down the hall, like he was calculating the quickest way out of the conversation. "I told you, man. It's nothing," he said, forcing a laugh that didn't sound convincing even to himself.
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William crossed his arms, blocking Alex's escape route. "I've known you too long to buy that," he said. "Come on. Talk to me."
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"It's really not a big deal," Alex said, glancing around to see if anyone was listening. The hallway was loud, lockers slamming and kids shouting as they made their way to class, but it still felt like everyone could hear them.
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"Then why are you acting so weird?" William asked, his voice steady but not unkind. "First you blow off Stacie, now you're lying to me. This isn't like you."
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Alex ran a hand through his hair, the movement quick and agitated. "It's not like I'm doing it on purpose," he said, the words spilling out faster now. "I'm just... I've got a lot on my mind."
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"Like what?" William pressed, not letting up. He was good at this—at getting Alex to talk, at knowing when to push and when to back off. 
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"Just stuff, okay?" Alex said, the frustration creeping into his voice. "School and... stuff." He shoved his hands into his pockets, trying to look casual, but William wasn't fooled.
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"If this is about Mork's crew—" William started, but Alex cut him off.
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"It's not."
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"Because if it is," William said, ignoring the interruption, "you should probably tell Stacie. Before she figures it out on her own."

––––––––

[image: image]


"It's not," Alex insisted, but the lie tasted bitter in his mouth. He knew William saw through it, saw through him, the same way Stacie had. It was only a matter of time before everyone did.
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William looked at him for a long moment, and Alex had to fight the urge to look away, to run from the knowing eyes of the one person he couldn't fool. "So you're just tired," William said finally, his voice a mix of disbelief and worry.
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"Yeah," Alex said, seizing the excuse. "That's all it is. I'm just tired."
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"You expect me to believe that?" William asked, but his tone was softer now, almost resigned. He could tell Alex wasn't ready to talk, not really, but that didn't stop him from trying. "You can't keep this up, Alex. Not with Stacie. Not with me."
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"I told you, it's nothing," Alex said, trying to sound more certain than he felt. "You don't need to worry."
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"Well, I am," William said, his concern still evident, even as he backed off. "Someone has to."
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Alex didn't know what to say to that, didn't know how to reassure William without letting him in on the things he was barely admitting to himself. He opened his mouth to speak, but a burst of laughter down the hall drew his attention, and his resolve crumbled.
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It was Chris, flanked by his crew, their voices loud and untroubled as they headed toward the exit. A pair of freshmen scrambled to get out of their way, pressing themselves against the lockers as the group passed by. Alex watched them go, watched the effortless way they moved through the crowd, and he couldn't stop the longing that twisted inside him, the need to be part of that, to be part of them.
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William followed Alex's gaze, saw the look in his eyes. "Unbelievable," he said, shaking his head. "You really think they're the answer?"
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"They might be," Alex said quietly, more to himself than to William.
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"You're wrong," William said. "You're making a mistake."
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But Alex couldn't hear him, couldn't hear anything over the pounding in his ears, over the voices and laughter from down the hall, over the sound of something he wanted more than he wanted to admit. He turned back to William, saw the worry etched on his friend's face, but he didn't have it in him to explain, not now, not yet.
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"Later," Alex said, already moving, already pulling away.
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William watched him go, watched him slip into the crowd, and his expression was more sad than angry, more hurt than surprised. "Yeah," he said to Alex's retreating back. "Later."
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Alex didn't look back, didn't see the way William stood there long after he was gone, a single figure in the sea of shifting bodies and unanswered questions. 
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Chapter 3: First Taste of Danger
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Between classes, the crowded school hallway felt like a cheap rock concert. Everyone was there but nobody listened. Alex pushed his way through, barely aware of the laughter and locker doors and teachers barking detentions. His mind was only on Chris Mork, on making it look accidental as he bumped their shoulders together. Chris turned, surprise in his eyes, and Alex nearly lost his nerve. The older boy stared at him like a rattlesnake sizing up a mouse, then broke into a smile. "It's Alex, right?" Chris said, his voice smooth as a hustler's dice. Alex nodded. A river of students pushed around them as they talked, their words full of potential and danger.
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“Man, you’re everywhere,” Chris said, noting the varsity jacket. “You win that spelling bee too?”
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Alex shrugged, trying to play it cool. “Just keeping busy.”
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“You’re Wilder, right?” Chris’s blue eyes stayed on him, intense and unblinking. “I’ve heard about you. Top of the heap around here. That must feel pretty good.”
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It sounded like a compliment but didn't feel like one. Alex’s heart raced as he tried to hold his ground. “It has its moments,” he said, fighting to keep his voice steady.
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Chris tilted his head, still sizing him up. “I didn’t think you’d know who I am.”
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“Who doesn’t?” Alex said, pushing some confidence into his words. “Everybody knows Mork and his crew.”
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Chris let out a laugh that felt like a test. “What else do they know?”
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Alex paused. He knew enough to be intrigued and scared all at once. “They know you run things your way.”
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Chris leaned in a little, the noise of the hallway closing out around them. “And you like that, Alex?”
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It wasn’t what Chris said. It was how he said it—like an invitation and a dare wrapped into one. Alex shifted his weight between his feet, trying to hide his nerves. “I like knowing what’s real,” he said, surprised at his own boldness.
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Chris’s smile widened. “Why don’t you come find out?”
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“When?” Alex asked, the word out of his mouth before he’d even thought.
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“Today. After school,” Chris said, his voice casual but commanding. “Behind the old Texaco on Millcreek Road. Don’t bring anyone else. Just you.”
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Alex knew this was it, the moment he’d wanted, but he felt like he was standing on the edge of a cliff. He kept eye contact a second too long before nodding. “I’ll be there.”

––––––––

[image: image]


The bell rang, loud and sudden. The hallway flooded with movement, students brushing past like a fast-forwarded movie. Chris backed away, his eyes never leaving Alex. “See you then, Alex,” he said, the words trailing like a hook.
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As Chris disappeared into the crowd, Alex felt the rush of adrenaline and fear, the thrill of being seen by someone like Chris. He turned and walked toward his next class, his mind spinning with everything that had just happened. The hallway sounds returned in a wave, but all he heard was Chris’s voice repeating in his head. 
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The hallway was a blur of voices and slamming lockers as Alex met Stacie after final period. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, and he felt a twist of something he couldn’t name. Excitement? Guilt? It didn’t matter. He shoved it down, trying to keep things straight in his head.
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“Hey!” Stacie said, barely noticing the crowd rushing around them. “I’ve got the movies. And my mom said we could order that pizza you like.”
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“Yeah,” Alex said, shifting his backpack strap. He needed to play this right. Just another lie to get through. “About tonight—”
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Stacie didn’t hear him over the noise. “I thought you were going to bail when you didn’t call at lunch.” She gave him a playful shove, her smile full of warmth.
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Alex forced himself to smile back. It felt like he was dragging a cinder block behind his eyes. “I forgot. I mean, I have a test coming up. History.”
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“Test?” She stopped, her enthusiasm flickering like a light about to burn out. 
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“I really need to study,” Alex said. He couldn't look at her. His fingers picked at the edge of his backpack, desperate for something to do.
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“Oh.” Her voice dropped. “We could study together?”
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He shook his head, finally meeting her eyes for a split second. It was enough to see the disappointment there. “I have to do this one alone. I’m sorry.”
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Stacie was quiet for a moment. The noise of the hallway seemed to press in around them like an unwanted third person. Her shoulders sagged, and her mouth curved down. “I’d been looking forward to tonight all week.”

––––––––

[image: image]


The words hit him harder than he expected. He almost said he’d come over after all, that it didn’t matter, but then he remembered Chris’s final words, his mind racing with possibility. 
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“I’ll make it up to you, I promise,” Alex said, the tremor in his voice betraying him.
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Stacie gave him a half-smile, the strain showing. “You’d better,” she said, trying to sound lighter than she felt.
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The goodbye felt too much like an ending. Alex stood there, watching her disappear into the crowd, that unnamed feeling twisting in his gut. He shook it off, pushed it down, and checked his watch. He had to keep moving.
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He made his way toward the school exit, forcing his mind off of Stacie, off the night they wouldn’t have, and onto what waited for him behind the Texaco station. The excitement built again, carrying him past the chaos, until it was all he could think about.
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The abandoned gas station sat like a ghost at the edge of town. Its faded Texaco sign leaned crooked above boarded windows, a monument to neglect. Alex approached with hesitant steps, the lot around him covered in graffiti and trash. The evening air was thick with the smell of something burnt and forgotten.
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He spotted Chris and four other teens lounging around a dented cooler. They passed beer cans and lazy jokes, half-interested in everything. Chris saw him coming and stood, giving him a nod.
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"Didn't think you'd show," Chris said, his words half-challenge, half-welcome.
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Alex shoved his hands in his pockets, trying to seem at ease. "Why wouldn't I?"
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Chris laughed and gestured to the group. "This is Alex, Millcreek's star boy."
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They stared at him with curiosity and something else, sizing him up. Alex felt the weight of their eyes as he joined the circle. One of the boys, older and rough-looking, kicked a beer can his way. Alex picked it up, tried to open it with casual fingers.
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"Thanks," he said, grimacing at the first bitter taste but forcing it down.
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Conversation started slow, a stone rolling downhill. School complaints turned into stories about fights and teachers and cops who looked the other way. Alex listened, taking cues from the others, trying to laugh at the right parts. The beer helped a little. The others kept a careful distance but didn’t shut him out. That gave him enough courage to speak up.
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“Matheson’s a jerk,” Alex said, chiming in on the teacher talk. “Always handing out surprise quizzes. Makes everyone look stupid.”
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One of the girls—blonde and cold—laughed. “Surprised you don’t love him. Isn’t that your crowd?”
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Alex felt his cheeks burn. “Maybe last year,” he said. “Not anymore.”
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The conversation drifted. Chris stayed at the center, keeping things loose but steering the flow. The others looked up to him, a mix of respect and fear in their eyes. Alex watched, drawn to the way Chris seemed so sure of everything. It was what he wanted. He didn’t know if he admired Chris or was scared of him or both.
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As the sun dipped lower, Chris pulled out spray paint cans. He rattled them like a drummer warming up. “Let’s get out of here. I got something better.”
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They moved to an old, abandoned building next to the station, its walls begging to be tagged. The others started right in, painting gang signs and obscenities. Alex hung back, unsure. Chris noticed, handed him a can with a smile that was more a dare.
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"Your turn, Millcreek star."
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Alex hesitated, then pointed the nozzle at the wall. His first spray was thin and shaky, but he heard the others cheering him on. He tried again, making bolder strokes, and something wild unlocked in him.

––––––––

[image: image]


"That's it, man," one of the boys shouted, a rough edge to his voice.

––––––––

[image: image]


The rush of it all hit him, adrenaline mixing with the last of his fear. He painted over and over, feeling the thrill of breaking something that didn't belong to him.
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It turned darker. One of the guys smashed a window, the crash echoing out into the night. The sound brought Alex back to himself, the reality of where he was and what he was doing hitting harder than he thought possible.
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They laughed and took off when headlights appeared in the distance, beer cans and paint cans abandoned behind them. Alex ran with the group, breathless with excitement and a terror he wouldn't admit to. As they slowed, the car long gone, he realized he'd crossed a line he couldn't uncross. It was everything he'd wanted and nothing like what he expected. 

––––––––

[image: image]


His heart pounded, full of a thousand things he couldn't put a name to. 
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Chapter 4: Crossing Lines
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The building was a relic from before they were born, long forgotten and reduced to rusting pumps and broken glass. The parking lot stretched out in a sea of cracked concrete and swirling trash, an ugly scar on the edge of town where everyone told them not to go. Which made it perfect. The abandoned gas station was where Alex found them, huddled under a patchwork of graffiti. Chris and the others leaned against the graffiti-splattered walls, with beer cans and cigarettes in hand. When Alex approached, Chris waved him over with the lazy confidence of a lion welcoming a stray into the pride.
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"Hey, there he is!" Chris called, lifting his chin in a nod. His voice carried a quiet authority that pulled Alex closer despite himself. The crew looked up with assessing eyes, tough-looking teenagers who wore their danger like a badge of honor. 
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Alex hesitated, taking in the scene. A lanky kid with a snake tattoo passed a cigarette to a girl in a leather jacket, her hair shaved close on one side. They watched him, sizing him up, and Alex felt a twinge of uncertainty beneath his varsity jacket. Chris gestured again, a little more insistent, and Alex crossed the final stretch of littered ground.
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"You gonna stand over there all day, or you wanna join us?" Chris said, handing him a beer. His smile was warm, but his eyes stayed cold, waiting for Alex's move.
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Alex took the can and popped it open, trying to ignore the way his hand shook. "So, what's up?" he asked, keeping his voice steady. He didn't want them to see the jittery mix of excitement and nerves running through him.
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Chris laughed and introduced the others. "This here's Snake, Jett, and that's Spider," he said, pointing them out one by one. Each gave a slight nod or a grunt, acknowledging Alex as part of the crew now, at least for the moment.
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"So, you up for some fun tonight?" Snake asked, his voice a lazy drawl. The cigarette dangled from his lips as he spoke. 
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"Depends on what you mean by fun," Alex said, trying to sound cool but not careless. The word "fun" hung in the air, charged and full of promise.
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Jett flicked her lighter open, flame dancing as she lit the cigarette. "Some people think we're trouble," she said with a smirk, blowing smoke. "But we just like to keep things interesting."
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Chris leaned in, eyes fixed on Alex. "You scared, rich boy?" His tone was teasing, but there was an edge beneath it, a challenge that dared Alex to back down.
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Alex felt his face heat up. "No way, man," he said quickly, pushing the words out before his doubts could take over. He couldn't let them see him flinch, not when he'd come this far.
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Chris nodded, satisfaction curling the edges of his smile. "Let's see what you've got, then." He jerked his head toward a low building half a block away. The old warehouse loomed, abandoned like everything else on this stretch of road, just waiting for them to claim it.
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The crew moved as a unit, quick and restless, Alex trailing for a moment before catching their pace. The night buzzed with possibilities, and his earlier hesitation was swallowed by a reckless kind of thrill. This was it—his chance to prove he belonged, not just to them, but to himself.
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The building rose up, dark and silent, as they approached. Windows were boarded but not completely sealed, inviting in their taunts. Chris handed out spray paint cans, the rattle and hiss breaking the night’s quiet. They set to work, painting over blank walls and existing graffiti, leaving their marks in crude, bold strokes.
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Alex watched, heart thudding, as Jett sprayed a wild jumble of colors. The air filled with the sharp, chemical smell of paint, and he could feel it—like a dare, a promise, a call he couldn't ignore. He grabbed a can and shook it, the rattle syncing with the rush in his chest.
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He started tentatively, spraying a jagged line, but as the colors bloomed under his hand, something changed. The caution slipped away, replaced by a surge of energy. He laughed, surprising himself with the sound, and painted faster, careless and free.
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Chris watched with approval, then kicked at a loose board. The wood splintered and gave way, a crack like a gunshot in the quiet. Alex jumped but only hesitated a second before grabbing the board, helping pry it loose. The window behind it shone intact, like a taunt, a target.
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"Go on, man," Chris urged, a devil's grin on his face. "Break it."
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Alex stared at the glass, at the faint reflection of himself staring back. The weight of the moment pressed in, his old life and new one balanced on the edge of the same splintered plank. He swung.
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The window shattered, an explosion of sound and shards, and he stood there, breathless, a raw shout of triumph rising in his throat. The crew cheered, a chorus of approval that drowned out everything else. 
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Chris clapped him on the back, the contact electric and affirming. "Not bad for your first time," he said, his voice equal parts praise and promise. Alex couldn't stop grinning, the rush unlike anything he'd felt before.
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The spree continued, windows breaking like brittle bones, a symphony of destruction that crescendoed in the dark. Alex lost track of time, lost track of everything except the wild rhythm they made. It was only when they finally stepped back, breath steaming in the cold night air, that he realized it was over.
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The walk home was a blur of streetlights and wind, his thoughts tumbling over themselves in dizzying loops. He told himself it was harmless, just blowing off steam, a little chaos to offset the order of everything else. He almost believed it.
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The cafeteria pulsed with noise and movement, a restless hive of jostling bodies and shouted conversations. Alex stood by the entrance, scanning for Chris and the others. The chaos swept around him, familiar but strange now, like he’d come back to a dream he'd outgrown. Over by the windows, Stacie and William sat at their usual table. Stacie glanced up, her expression brightening for a split second before Alex turned away. He spotted Chris waving from the corner and made his way over, the sense of belonging drawing him more than the hum of a hundred familiar faces.
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Loud laughter and the thud of sneakers against plastic benches greeted him as he reached the table. Chris nodded and gestured for him to sit, making space between Jett and a kid in a baseball cap Alex hadn't met yet.
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"What's up, man?" Chris said, flicking a chip across the table. It bounced off Snake's soda can, earning a half-hearted shove in return.
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"Not much," Alex replied, trying to sound as relaxed as the rest of them. He slid into the seat and grabbed a slice of pizza from the middle of the table, forcing himself to laugh along as Chris and the others traded stories.
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"So we roll up," Jett was saying, eyes bright with the retelling. "And he's like, totally freaked out. Almost pissed his pants."
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Snake snorted, shaking his head. "Probably did."

––––––––

[image: image]


Alex chuckled, the sound almost natural now, almost his. The echo of yesterday’s rush clung to him, the thrill of Chris's approval humming underneath everything. Across the room, William looked up, catching Alex's eye for a moment before turning back to his lunch. Stacie had her back to them, but Alex could picture her confused expression. 
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A voice cut through the noise, right behind him. "Alex?" It was uncertain, edged with a hint of disbelief.
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He turned to find Stacie standing there, a tray balanced in her hands. Her eyes moved from him to Chris to the others, trying to make sense of what she saw.
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"You want to sit with us, or what?" Chris asked, an amused twist in his tone. He leaned back, watching Stacie with the same calculating interest he gave everything.
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"Actually, I wanted to talk to Alex," she said. Her voice wavered under the weight of everyone else's silence. "Alone."
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Alex felt a tug of old habits, old loyalties. He shifted in his seat, glancing at Chris before looking back at Stacie. "Uh, sure," he said finally. He stood, more reluctant than he meant to show.
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Stacie nodded toward the door, already heading that way. Alex followed, ignoring the curious stares and whispered comments trailing in their wake. He heard Chris's voice rise above the rest, casual and mocking.
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"Better not keep you too long, man."
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They reached the hallway, the clamor of the cafeteria muffled behind them. Lockers lined the walls, a corridor of silent, painted metal. Alex and Stacie walked side by side, their footsteps echoing. An awkward pause stretched between them until they stopped near the vending machines.
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"Is this why you blew me off last night?" Stacie asked, setting her tray down with a clatter. Her words tumbled out, a mix of accusation and confusion.
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"What?" Alex said, pretending not to understand. His eyes darted down the hall, avoiding her gaze.

––––––––

[image: image]


"You said you couldn't hang out because you were studying." Her voice was clearer now, sharpened by frustration. "I guess that's what you're calling it."
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He shifted his weight, hands shoved deep into his pockets. "It's not what you think, Stacie."
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She crossed her arms, staring him down. "So what is it, then? You're ditching us to hang out with these guys? Everyone knows they're trouble."
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He felt the familiar sting of accusation, the push and pull of wanting to defend himself without knowing how. "You don't even know them," he said, trying to sound more certain than he felt. "They're just having fun, not hurting anyone."
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She shook her head, a mix of disbelief and hurt in her eyes. "You're changing, Alex. You're lying to me. Missing our dates. I don't even know who you are anymore."
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Her words hit him harder than he expected. His posture stiffened, the armor coming up, the defenses he learned from years of being everyone else's golden boy. "Maybe you don't know me," he shot back. "But at least they do. At least they don't try to control everything I do."
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Her expression wavered, a flicker of something breaking beneath her careful composure. "I'm not trying to control you," she said, her voice softer, tinged with pleading. "I care about you. I'm worried about you."
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"You're not my mother, Stacie," he snapped, the words out before he could stop them. The look on her face was immediate, a raw cut of betrayal and pain.
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Stacie stepped back, blinking hard. "I can see that," she said, the tremor in her voice barely held in check. She turned and walked away, her footsteps quick and uneven against the tiles.

––––––––

[image: image]


Alex watched her go, the hallway suddenly too quiet, too empty. Guilt stabbed through him, a fast, unexpected burn. But he buried it quickly, shoving it down where it couldn't touch the new skin he was growing. 

––––––––

[image: image]


He headed back to the cafeteria, the sound of his friends' laughter spilling into the hall. They were still at it, Snake and Jett and Chris, each trying to outdo the other with stories and trash talk. 
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Alex hesitated at the door, the weight of the last few minutes clinging like old cobwebs. Then he pushed through, crossing the room to their table with renewed determination.
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Chris looked up, a knowing smile curving his lips. "That was fast," he said. "Thought she might drag you to math club or something."
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