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FROM THE EDITORS



Dear Readers,


When we sold this anthology and recruited our contributors, it was January 2020. None of us could’ve guessed how the world would change in the months to come, or how our relationships would change—with our families and friends, with partners and potential partners. Some grew stronger under the pressure, or more intimate despite the distance. Some did not. It’s no surprise that romance stories set before or beyond the pandemic (or in a different world altogether) have been a welcome escape. Romance tropes are familiar and beloved blueprints for relationships that take on lives of their own, and we’ve loved disappearing into these characters’ lives for a while. There’s struggle and sadness, sure, but the Happily Ever After on the horizon always keeps us going and gives us hope.


As the months passed and the world seemed to fall to pieces, reading these stories and writing our own was a balm. With every word penned by the amazing contributors we’re lucky to feature—whether they’re about finding your soul mate across time and space, rival superheroes realizing they don’t hate each other at all, or two teens at a Passover Seder faking and then falling in love—we found a respite. Not only was it entertaining and just damn fun, it was sustaining. Love, as it turns out, still conquered all.


By the time this anthology is published, we have every hope that the world will be a brighter and healthier place. We hope we’ll get to see our readers in bookstores and gush over our contributors in person. And, in the meantime, we hope you’ll enjoy escaping into these stories, losing yourself in your all-time favorite trope, and rooting for the happy ending we all deserve.
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Natasha Ngan


THIS WAS THE HARDEST PART OF THE RACE.


This, of a race so deadly it claimed on average one of its competitors’ lives each year—and that was not including the wolves. Over nine days and almost one thousand miles, the contenders had braved the dead-tree forests of the Bone Maze; made it through the blizzards of the Shali Mountains’ highest peaks; navigated the Ghost Plains, whose ceaseless fog-sea caused many riders to lose their way such that they were never seen again. Then, after all that: Devil’s Pass. A barely there sliver of a path that hugged the teetering cliff edge like a dancer’s silks, with its ice-slicked floor and hairpin turns that, with just one tiny miscalculation, would lead to a drop onto the sharpened rocks of the sea below.


And still, the most dangerous stretch was to come.


It was also the last. The final twenty-one miles of the Kiroki Trail that would decide everything. No more checkpoints. No more stops for food, sleep, or warmth. Nothing but the competitors and their wolves, and the driving push to the finish.


Mila Solis was one of just twelve challengers left.


They’d begun as thirty.


Even Mila’s older brother, Bastian Solis, as bold and strong as his name sounded, and in second place—second place—had been forced to admit defeat at the last checkpoint. Mila had arrived at the mountaintop camp of Amber Head Cap to find Bastian in the trail doctor’s tent, her brother sweating under layers of bear furs in what the doctor diagnosed as the mid-stages of hypothermia. One hour more exposed to the elements and he’d have been dead.


“I’ll stay with you,” Mila had said, Bastian gazing up at her with the clear grey eyes they shared, both of them knowing she didn’t completely mean it.


“You’re fifth,” he replied, before amending without bitterness, “fourth, now I’m out. The timings are tight. Tio will fall behind before he’s even reached Chulao Lake, you know that. His handling of descents is terrible. You’ll overtake Verggia on the lake—your cubs are faster than hers on flat land. Then there’s…”


He didn’t need to say her name.


Something sharp twinged Mila’s chest. The name, her name, was coiled under Mila’s ribs like a sleeping serpent that had just tightened a little around the soft flesh of her heart. But she kept her face calm. She’d never told anyone what happened at last year’s race, and if Bastian ever suspected, ever caught the look on his sister’s face as she watched the dark-eyed, wild-haired girl while she climbed the ice-sculpted throne to claim yet another win, he never said anything.


“Second place, Mi.” Bastian’s voice was quiet, yet full of pride.


Mila was grateful he didn’t attempt a lie. Everyone knew only one girl was taking first.


The corner of his cracked lips quirked. “And your best time yet. This is it.”


Mila brushed a swift kiss to her brother’s forehead. Then she stood. “This is it,” she repeated, feeling something reverent in the words, less a hope and more a statement.


A statement, five hours and thirty minutes later, she was seriously reconsidering.


Eyes scrunched against winds so ferocious it was akin to battling a stampede of bison, Mila charged her wolves across the frozen lake. There must have been rain recently; it was the most slippery she’d ever felt it. Her gloved hands shook on the helm of the sled. It was taking all her strength to remain upright, the winds were so strong and bone-deadening cold, and her pack sprinted fast, excited to be let loose after those slow, winding routes along Devil’s Pass. Now the mountain was behind them. All that lay ahead was flat ice and victory.


A shiver ran through Mia that had nothing to do with the cold. She knew her wolves could feel it, too—the win, so close.


Her brother had been right. She’d overtaken Tio five hours ago on the descent, then Verggia just half an hour later, at the very edge of the lake. The old veteran and her pack had seemed tired. Mila had felt a twinge of guilt—Verggia was a legend in the community—before an overwhelming sense of triumph swept it away.


Only one competitor was ahead of her now. All she had to do was cross the lake safely, and the silver medal was hers.


Mila had always preferred silver to gold, anyway.


“Hap!” she shouted, urging her wolves on. Her voice was barely audible above the pound of seven pairs of powerful paws. The wind roared in her ears, itself an animal, wild and untamable.


At the head of the pack ran a small, tight-limbed wolf, all grey with black-tipped ears—Evie, Mila’s lead. She howled, and the others howled in response. They moved so fast the sled was practically flying. Ice flakes churned up from beneath their paws.


At a distance, it might be hard for noncompetitors to understand why Chulao Lake was the most perilous stretch of the race. Framed by the cloud-tipped peaks of the Shali Mountains on all sides, the lake was expansive, yes: its frozen surface glittered under the low afternoon sun, stretching on to the amber horizon. But what was so hard about traversing a frozen lake when there’d been towering cliffs, disorienting cloud plains, forests with trees clustered so close together they snagged the wolves’ fur as they slalomed through them?


Chulao Lake’s dangers were worse, however, because, like the most dangerous things in the world, they were not immediately apparent. They hid. They lied. They were secret.


Until they were not.


When Mila first arrived at the lake, conditions had been near-perfect. Good visibility. The wind strong and steady at her back—what riders called the High Woman’s Hand because of the way it felt as though the spirits themselves were helping them along. Only the ice-slip posed a problem, but Mila knew her pack could handle it.


Now, though, as they approached the midsection of the lake, everything changed.


It had taken mere minutes. The wind was first. The High Woman’s Hand fell abruptly away and gales blew in from all sides, treacherous crosswinds that sliced at her and her wolves, making them skid even more on the ice. Worst of all, the crosswinds had brought in dense clouds. Fog swirled fast and low across the great width of the lake. Overhead, the sky closed over, steel grey. Mila had just enough time to pray the fog would pass when she felt the first flakes hit her face and she was enveloped in clouds in an instant.


A whiteout.


Mila’s heart hammered. She shouted a warning to her pack. They slowed a little, but on smooth ice at such high speeds the momentum was too much. They raced on. Snow pelted down, blurring everything. Mila could barely see her own gloved fingers. She hunkered low behind the helm, aching thighs screaming in protest, and swallowed a lump of fear.


Not now. Not here—


A scream flew from her mouth as the sled careened to one side. A mass of black rock loomed from the white, disappearing almost as soon as they’d passed it, missing it by inches. Mila had barely caught her breath when her wolves veered again.


They weren’t quick enough this time. Mila cried out as the left side of the sled whacked into an enormous spur of rock. The impact jerked her sideways; she only just managed to cling on. Pain whipped through her as her head smacked against the metal of the helm. Her vision turned black. Then it was back to white as she licked her lips, tasting blood—and had one split second to brace herself before the next stomach-lurching swerve.


Chulao’s Teeth. That’s what the riders called the midsection of the lake, after the rocks that jutted up through its ice-capped surface. On a day with good visibility, they were tough to handle.


During a blizzard, they were near impossible.


Panic drummed a sickening beat in her chest. But Mila spat away the blood dripping from her forehead and refocused, shifting with the sway of the sled, calling out to her pack and trusting in their movements. She’d raised all seven of them from cubs. She knew everything about them, and they knew her, and together, they could do this.


For a moment, her thoughts went to the rest of the remaining competitors. They’d have seen the blizzard sweeping in. They’d have had time to stop, set up camp to wait it out. No rider in their right mind would chance a crossing during a whiteout.


Ru.


Mila’s gut twisted. Rushanka was ahead of her. Mila had no idea how far; Ru hadn’t even waited for sunrise before setting off from Amber Head Cap. She could be a mile ahead, or ten. Had she made it far enough to beat the storm? A vision came of Ru battling the winds and snow, warrior-like in the face of the blizzard, her thick hair a mess of ice flakes, a determined smirk tugging her lips.


Ru was incredible. The best rider anyone had ever seen—even old Verggia admitted as much. Still, Chulao Lake in a snowstorm…


The world tilted once more, all thoughts of Ru flying from Mila’s mind as they narrowly missed another hulking stone spear. Then a few things happened at once.


The clouds dispersed.


The storm quietened.


The shape of something enormous loomed ahead.


Blood dripped into Mila’s eyes, blinding her before she could process what she was seeing, just as Evie let out a howl Mila hadn’t heard from any of her wolves in a long, long time.


Mila couldn’t hold it back anymore. Panic lanced through her as she scrubbed the back of one glove across her eyes to clear her vision. Blinking away the red, she saw what Evie’s wail had already warned her of.


They’d entered one of the strange pockets of clear air found sometimes in blizzards. All around, thick clouds circled, a roiling wall of white. They were still in Chulao’s Teeth—here and there, massive rocks burst through the ice, ragged and menacing—yet they were nothing compared to the monster that had erupted from the black depths below.


The monster they were heading straight for.


It reared high out of the lake, broken slabs of ice scattered around it, some seesawing in the water that was splashing up all around it. The creature’s bulbous body glistened in the eerie storm-light. Eight tentacles, each as thick as five tree trunks put together, lashed through the air as it raised itself higher, and, like something out of a fever dream, eight more limbs emerged—lanky, hair-covered legs this time, tipped in pincers.


A wave of nausea flooded Mila at the sound of the scythe-like pincers scraping ice as the thing clambered out onto the frozen lake.


An even bigger one hit as she looked up and saw twelve horrible pairs of eyes blinking down at her.


The giant spider-squid was one of the Kiroki Trail’s many myths. Scary stories to tell on deep winter nights to make excitable children giggle or set a flame in the hearts of adventurous riders who, with a heady mixture of wonder and fear, imagined one day facing it for themselves. It was part of the reason Chulao Lake was the trail’s most deadly stretch. Yet no challenger had ever come across it in Mila’s lifetime—at least none that lived to tell the tale. And though she’d heard the story of Verggia’s famed escape from its pincered, tentacled clutches twenty years ago enough times now to know it by heart, Mila had never quite believed it to be true.


She was an idiot.


Evie’s frantic howl snapped Mila alert.


Her wolves were still speeding straight for the terrifying creature, and she could hear the distress in their yowls. Even worse, behind the spider-squid lay a line of jagged rocks she hadn’t noticed before. They stretched on past the clearing, a wall of imposing black.


The monster had picked its ambush spot well.


Mila didn’t take long to make the decision. Though she loathed to reenter the white-out whilst still in the midst of Chulao’s Teeth, she preferred her odds with the rocks than the awful thing rearing ahead of her.


She yelled a set of orders. Gripped the helm hard as the pack veered—then yelled again, this time in shock, as the sled hit a patch of water spewed up from the monster’s thrashing and tipped up on one side. Mila threw her weight to stop it from completely turning over. High-pitched yelps came from some of her wolves. They were slipping, too. Then Mila felt great fat drops of water hit her—rain, in a snowstorm?—and she looked up.


Her stomach plummeted at the sight of one of the spider-squid’s giant tentacles flailing overhead.


“HAW!” she screamed, her wolves skittering sideways just in time.


There was a whoosh.


A thunderous crash rent the air as the tentacle smashed into the ice.


The ground tipped.


Wind blasted Mila’s cheeks as the sled lifted. For a second, she really was flying. And then her bones juddered as the sled came crashing back down. Her shoulders almost popped from their sockets at the impact, yet somehow she kept herself upright. More blood filled her mouth; she’d bitten her tongue.


All around, the clouds seemed to be closing in, swirling in tighter circles. It felt as though they were herding Mila right toward the spider-squid’s eager maw.


Something fierce charged down her veins. She glanced around at the clearing, the storm beyond, the slabs of broken ice and the awful monster—and in a moment of either insanity or clarity, changed her mind.


Mila spat out a bloody wad. Shook the wet hair from her eyes. Glared at the giant spider-squid as it waved its tentacles from where it crouched in the water, blinking eyes still fixed on her.


My wolves are the herders, Mila thought, staring it down. And I am not your prey.


You are mine.


She called out a string of commands. The pack changed course, diverting from where they’d been aiming to leave the clearing and instead heading directly towards the monster. Clinging to the helm with one hand, Mila reached with her other for the spear strapped to her back. It slid from its sheath with a metallic shing. As Evie led them closer to the broken gaps in the lake, Mila steadied herself, shifting into position.


The spider-squid opened its horrid mouth to reveal rows upon rows of razor-like teeth. An alien screech split the air. Gooseflesh pricked along every inch of Mila’s skin. One of the creature’s tentacles slapped out; she ducked just in time to miss it. Two of its pincered legs lashed towards her, but neither Mila nor her wolves backed down. She called out to them and they circled closer, yipping and growling with the same heady adrenaline charging her veins.


Mila stared up at the spider-squid and its hideous gleaming eyes, readying her throwing arm. She was almost within striking distance, almost—


The very moment she was about to release her spear, a new sound split through the clearing. Not the creature’s high awful screech, but a bellowing battle cry. Powerful. Determined.


Human.


The twelve sets of eyes that had been blinking down at Mila flicked away.


The spider-squid shrieked again. It reared, this time away from Mila and her wolves, and towards something—someone—else.


Mila had just enough time to see a whirr of speeding wolves and a mass of dark hair blowing in the wind before a rush of ice-cold water surged towards her as the spider-squid shifted.


Her wolves yelped.


The sled skidded, tipped, then flipped onto its side.


Mila was thrown from its back. She slid across the flooded ice. Water rushed over her, into her, down her open, silently screaming mouth, filling her lungs. She thought, This is it. Not like before, when her brother had said it, that it was time for the win, but that it was time instead for the ultimate loss. She choked and spun a bit more. Then, like the perfect opposite of a whiteout, everything went black.
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Mila was dreaming.


She had to be. It was a dream she’d had often, both during sleep and waking hours, half memory, half hope, entirely useless, she knew, yet she kept dreaming it anyway because it felt so nice. Ru’s strong arms strapped round her. The thud of the girl’s steady heartbeat. Her scent—pine and wolf fur, and something else, something she’d never been able to name—mingling with the smoke of a lit brazier. The warmth of blankets. Wind snapping the tent.


The details were spot-on. Mila had to congratulate her dream-mind. It could have been a year ago, that night during the party. Except…


Except Mila’s body hurt. Not the usual type of pain after the trail, but a hard, bruised, wounded kind of pain, burrowing deep into her bones. And she could taste blood.


Blood wasn’t usually involved in her dreams about the night Rushanka Laikho, golden girl of the Kiroki Trail, entered her tent without so much as an invitation and, wearing that infuriating grin of hers, took Mila’s face in her hands and started kissing her.


Mila’s eyes cracked open to find Ru grinning down at her.


“Hello, gorgeous,” the girl said. “Welcome back.”


It took a few moments for Mila’s brain to fight between shoving Ru away, kissing her, crying, crying and shoving her—oh, or crying and kissing and shoving her. Or simply just passing back out to avoid having to deal with any of it. After the adrenaline of facing the spider-squid, going back to sleep seemed a good option. Yet maybe some of that adrenaline still buzzed in her veins, because Mila surprised herself by trying to sit up. She stopped with a wince. Too painful. Instead, she settled for glaring up at the beautiful girl who had once kissed her—more than kissed her—before never so much as looking in her direction again, and snarled, “What in the spirits, Ru! You nearly killed me!”


Ru’s grin barely faded. Mila didn’t think it ever fully went away. She even smiled in her sleep.


Mila hated that she knew that.


Ru started to say something when Mila’s eyes widened. This time she did find the energy to push herself up from where she was lying against Ru’s chest, crying, “My wolves!—”


“All fine,” Ru said, coming around to crouch in front of her. She kept an arm laced round Mila’s shoulders. “Except this one, of course, but I’ve patched her up. She’ll be back to normal in no time.”


Mila’s eyes fell on a bundle of fur at her feet. Grey with black-tipped ears. “Evie!”


She lurched forwards, then doubled over as fresh pain lashed through her. After panting for a moment on hands and knees, she shuffled forwards, curling herself over Evie. She ran her hands through the wolf’s thick fur. In more than one place, her fingertips passed over bandages. Mila’s stomach contracted.


Evie was breathing heavily—but it was steady, and her heartbeat strong. One eye opened to reveal a flash of honeyed brown.


Relief flooded Mila. She felt the heat of tears. “Hey, little cub,” she cooed, nuzzling her face down to Evie’s. There was a scrape of rough canine tongue. Mila laughed, crying a little, then pulled back, shushing her, smoothing her hands down the wolf’s warm, firm body. “Get some rest, you. I’ll be here, and your sisters and brothers are right outside. We’re all here. We’re all here.”


She spoke softly. The brazier crackled, its light a golden underwater glow. Wind and snow beat upon the tent. The blizzard hadn’t let up yet, then. Mila heard the wail and snickering sounds of wolves outside, recognizing Luka’s and Amhr’s and Fell’s voices amongst less familiar ones. Ru must have tied their packs together. Mila resisted the temptation to run out and check on them. Her wolves could handle the snow and the cold.


The question was, could she handle Rushanka Laikho?


After a little while, Evie fell back to sleep. Mila sat up with a grimace—her chest felt battered from all the choking. She cricked her head round. “Thank you,” she said, not quite meeting Ru’s smiling eyes.


“For looking after your pack?” Ru asked. “Or—how did you so sweetly put it—nearly killing you?”


“Well, you did!” Mila winced, bringing a hand to her ribs. “I had the shot. The spider-squid was mine. And then you came out of nowhere and distracted it, and I was thrown from my sled and almost drowned in ice-water, and Evie was hurt and now I’m here, stuck in a tent with you! Again!”


Mila wasn’t fully looking at her, but even from her sideways view she could tell Ru was practically beaming.


“Why were you even there in the first place?” Mila growled, the same fiery thing that had reared up within her to challenge the spider-squid rekindling now. Lifting her chin, she turned to properly face Ru, who was indeed grinning broadly, her whole face shining.


Mila narrowed her eyes, as if looking into the sun. That was what it felt like sometimes, looking at Ru.


“You left Amber Head Cap before sunrise,” she pressed. “You should have been well clear of Chulao’s Teeth by then. You shouldn’t have been caught up in all of this”—Mila waved a hand, indicating the storm roaring and whipping the tent walls—“at all.”


Ru shrugged, flicking a tangle of windswept curls over her shoulder. “I ran into some trouble,” she replied simply. Her grin sharpened into a smirk. “Anyway, isn’t it better this way? I seem to remember we had a lot fun the last time we were alone in a tent, Mila Solis…”


Mila’s cheeks reddened. She forced herself not to look away from Ru—startling, statuesque Rushanka Laikho, with her laughing eyes and wild beauty, a girl who seemed every bit as powerful and predatory as the seven wolves who’d carried her to victory each year since Mila had known her.


It had been both their first times on the Kiroki Trail when they’d met. It was the day before the race. Mila was in line for the riders’ pre-race examinations and Ru was ahead, being checked, her back to the queue. The two trail doctors were laughing. Ru was joking with them as if one of the biggest days of her life wasn’t just around the corner, while Mila’s own stomach was tying itself in knots. Mila knew she’d never get the image out of her head: that big, broad-shouldered silhouette, head tipped back in a laugh, or arrogance—or, knowing Ru as Mila did now, probably both. A bushy mass of black curls glinted in the winter sunlight. Her coat was speckled with frost.


Then Ru had turned, as if sensing Mila watching. She’d looked straight past the rest of the waiting challengers to meet Mila’s eyes, and flashed a grin so fierce it had literally stolen the breath from Mila’s lungs.


Now, in the firelit tent with the blizzard pounding outside and Evie’s rumbling snores at her feet, and Ru close, so close, Mila felt breathless all over again.


“Here.” Ru shifted, grabbing some things. She held out a leather flask and a palmful of dried herbs. “For the pain.”


Mila took the herbs—a brush of skin—and chewed on them, instantly scowling. They tasted about as good as most herbal remedies. With a laugh, Ru passed her the flask. Expecting water, Mila took a great gulp, then almost coughed it all up.


“Ru,” she spluttered, “this is alcohol!”


“An expensive one too, so don’t waste it.”


Mila glowered, debating throwing the flask at Ru’s gorgeous head. In the end, she drank a bit more, enjoying the warmth the alcohol spread through her and the way it quickly masked the bitterness of the herbs. Within seconds, she felt the pain in her chest subside. Ru had given her good stuff.


She returned the flask and Ru took a deep swig. Then the girl leaned back on her hands, looking at Mila in a way that made her feel like her four layers of clothing were a few layers too few.


Dark eyes sparkling, Ru said, “So. Second place, and your best time yet. How does it feel?”


Mila knew it was every rider’s duty to know where the other challengers stood. Yet she felt a pleased glow all the same. “It’d feel better had I not almost been drowned due to another competitor’s interference,” she grumbled.


Ru only grinned more broadly at this.


Mila couldn’t help a tiny smile quirk her own lips. “And now said competitor is trying to get me drunk. I should report them to the trail runners for subterfuge.”


“Subterfuge!” Ru looked gleeful. “What a delightful word!”


Mila rolled her eyes. “What would you call it, then?”


“Seduction.”


Ru’s voice was practically a purr.


Knowing her cheeks had turned an indecent shade of purple, Mila busied herself with checking back on Evie. All the while she felt Ru’s gaze on her, as direct as fingertips to the nape of her neck. Mila had only been touched like that once, but the memory was strong enough to seem as though it had happened hundreds of times, imprinted upon her skin like a tattoo. Then she stiffened as suddenly Ru’s fingers were there, not a memory this time but actually there, on the exact same spot at the back of her neck, sweeping aside her short hair, Ru’s skin as rough as Mila remembered, like the pads of wolf feet.


Mila swirled round. “What in the spirits are you doing!”


“I was about to kiss you,” Ru said. “I thought that was obvious.”


“Nothing about you is obvious.”


It was out of Mila’s mouth before she’d even thought it. She froze. Ru’s face grew about as serious as it was capable of—which is to say, she was still smiling, though not quite as broadly anymore, the edges of her eyes unwrinkled.


They stared, barely a foot apart on the heavy fur rug. Evie’s snores rumbled around them. The brazier’s flames danced shadows across Ru’s face. Mila wished the girl would say something, but for once Ru was quiet. The air felt thick. Mila fiddled with the hem of her shirt, heartbeat racing, until she couldn’t bear it anymore.


“We spent a night together, Ru.”


The words came out in a whisper. She’d never spoken them aloud. They sounded ridiculous, too short and straightforward to convey all the things that night meant to her. The precious hours on which Mila had spent the last year feeding, taking moments out one at a time and turning them over and over in her mind, in her soft, secret, velvet desires, until their edges were as smooth as lakeshore pebbles.


Ru watched. Waited some more.


“And then you never spoke to me again.” Mila’s voice was tiny. She twisted away, looking through blurred vision at the tent wall. “Two months later at the Marura Trail you were kissing that—that guy, the one with the big blond moustache—”


“Gregorio Suh.”


“Gregorio Suh, and then three months after that it was—”


“Hela Greenfield.”


Mila’s shoulders crunched with anger. “Yes, her, and then it was time to come back here, and I thought… I thought maybe you were just waiting. Waiting for the Kiroki because it was our trail—” Her voice caught. She swallowed. “I mean, it was the place we first met. Shared a night. And I don’t know, maybe you just like to kiss the same person at the same trail. But then eleven days ago at camp you just walked right past me as though you didn’t even see me, didn’t even wish me and my pack good luck, and—don’t laugh at me!”


Mila whirled. Her shout cut off Evie’s rumbling snores and Ru’s laughter. For a moment even the storm seemed to pause, shocked into silence by her outburst.


Then Evie made some snuffling noises and fell back asleep, and the world slowly spun back into rhythm. Only now, Ru wasn’t laughing. Her lips were flat. Her eyes were soft. She looked so different without her eternal grin that Mila almost wanted to crack a joke to bring it back.


With a sigh, Ru unfurled her legs out from under her and cupped her socked feet in her palms. She smiled, but it was small. Sad. “I wasn’t laughing at you, Solis. I was just… laughing.”


Mila said stiffly, “I am aware what laughing is.”


Ru snorted, then fell serious once more. “I don’t—I didn’t mean…” She sighed again. “I laugh. It’s what I do. And… I do see you.” Her voice dropped. “Of course, I see you, Solis. How could anyone not?”


Something tightened in Mila’s belly. She smoothed her hands out from the fists they’d curled into. “You make it look easy enough.”


Ru turned her neck sharply. Her dark curls bunched around her shoulders like a mass of storm clouds. “It’s been anything but easy.”


Mila blinked. She wasn’t sure she’d heard Ru right. She started to ask why when a howl rose up outside, then another. Mila moved automatically towards the pinned entrance of the tent when a firm hand gripped her shoulder.


Ru drew her back, dragging on her coat at the same time. “Let me.”


She disappeared outside before Mila could argue. Mila hunched back, one hand absentmindedly roaming through Evie’s thick coat, her pulse running fast to keep up with her thoughts.


Ru had liked—no, still liked her?


But she’d kissed all those pretty boys and girls at other trails. Had ignored her… but it had been hard? Why? Why make it hard? Why hadn’t she just grabbed and kissed her like she’d done that night one year ago? She’d made it seem so easy, after all. And what did she mean about laughing being what she did?


Mila had still not made sense of any of it when the tent flapped open, letting in a rush of icy air. Flakes fell from Ru’s coat as she shook it off and knelt by the brazier to warm her hands. Her hair was white with snow.


“They’re fine,” she said. She set down a knife Mila hadn’t even noticed her pick up before she’d left. Its blade was clean. “A bear came down from the mountains, but I scared it off. I’ve never camped on the lake before. I took us east towards the Shali foothills to get away from the spider-squid, but maybe I went a bit too far.”


“Did you kill it?” Mila asked, quiet. “The spider-squid?”


“Spirits, no.” Ru looked round, and she was grinning again, chin tilted, dark eyes twinkling. “That would have made the mother really mad.”


“The—” Mila’s eyes went wide. “No.”


Ru’s grin broadened. “Yup.”


Mila stared, and then a laugh bubbled up from nowhere—and didn’t stop. She buckled at the waist, gales of laughter streaming from her now, waking Evie, who snuffled at her inquisitively. When Mila looked up, wiping the tears from her eyes, Ru was smiling at her in a soft, strange way that made Mila’s heart flutter.


“So that was the trouble you ran into,” Mila stated. When Ru didn’t contradict her, she went on. “I still don’t get it. You were so far ahead. The spider-squid…” Her stomach contracted at the thought of the adult version of the monstrous thing she’d encountered. “If it was a cub, then its mother wouldn’t have been far.”


Ru nodded. “It wasn’t.”


“So you were at Chulao’s Teeth around the same time as me.”


After a beat, Ru nodded again.


Evie was licking Mila’s hand, but she didn’t look down. She couldn’t drag her eyes from Ru, who seemed to be glowing with something more than just flame light and the snowflakes caught in her hair.


“You were waiting for me.”


Ru didn’t reply, but Mila saw the confirmation in her eyes. She was about to say something more—though she didn’t know quite what—when Ru moved forward. She crouched before Mila, so close Mila could see the tiny freckles painting a constellation across the bridge of her nose. A constellation she’d once stared at during a long, clear-skied night, committing it to memory.


Ru’s breath warmed Mila’s face. She smelt of pine and wolf fur and that other indescribable thing. A thing that made Mila want to cry and laugh at the same time. That both warmed and hurt her heart.


Silence stretched between them.


Ru broke it. “I was two-thirds of the way across the lake when I sensed the weather change. I knew a storm was coming, and I knew it would take you unprepared. It was building to the northeast, and back at the other end of the lake you wouldn’t have the right vantage point to notice. Still, I probably wouldn’t have turned back were it not for the spider-squid. I’d crossed it—the mother—hours earlier when I passed through Chulao’s Teeth, and I knew from your time that it would put you exactly within its nesting area when the blizzard hit—”


This time, it was Mila who, with a wild grin, took Ru’s face in her hands and kissed her.


Ru kissed her back.


A lot.


Finally, laughing, Ru pulled away with a smirk. “You didn’t let me finish. I was about to say I’ve won enough times, anyway. It’s getting a bit boring, Solis. This way, we can have a real race to the finish.”


Mila matched the girl’s challenging smile. “Oh, don’t worry,” she murmured, bringing her lips close to Ru’s. “You’re getting disqualified, remember, Rushanka Laikho?”


Ru’s eyes glinted. One of her hands was wound around Mila’s waist. The other was tangled in her hair. “Oh, yes. What was it again? Something about… subterfuge?”


“Seduction,” Mila corrected her, and Ru’s laugh was so loud Mila had to quieten her with her mouth.
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Later. Limbs tangled on top of thick furs. Ru’s sweet breath. The flickering brazier painting their bodies in orange and gold.


Mila’s lips felt mussed and sweet from all that kissing.


Her whole body felt mussed and sweet.


Evie snored at their feet. Outside, the blizzard was finally calming, snowflakes still pattering but with less force now, the wind a moan, not a howl. The wolves were quiet. Mila wondered faintly if the other challengers had safely waited out the storm. Perhaps now it was calming they were ready to get moving again.


Perhaps she should be getting ready to move again.


As if reading her mind, Ru said, “They won’t set off for at least another hour. We’ve got time.”


Smiling, Mila kissed the sweat-licked curve of Ru’s shoulder where her face was resting. “How did you know what I was thinking?”


“You’re a Kiroki Trail competitor, Solis. One of the best riders there are. It’s exactly what you should be thinking.”


“Is it what you’re thinking?”


Ru laughed, squeezing Mila closer. “Of course not. I am the best rider. I don’t need to worry about anyone else but myself.”


Mila felt herself blush. “And me.”


There was a pause. “And you,” Ru echoed, quiet, lovely words that made Mila bury her face into the girl’s warm neck and breathe her fragrance in until she was giddy on it.


But after a few blissful moments, Ru’s words took on a barbed edge. Mila drew back, eyes scanning Ru’s face. The girl was staring up at the ceiling. A smile danced on her lips—lips Mila wanted so badly to keep kissing. If she never stopped, maybe this would never stop, like it had one year ago, after a night almost exactly like this one. Questions stuck in her throat.


Ru cocked her head. Raised a brow. “Go on,” she prompted.


Mila took a breath. Even though it made her face hot, she muttered, “You ignored me. Why?”


Ru’s smile flickered. Something darkened her already ink-dark eyes. “I didn’t want to see you,” she admitted. “I’ve always been focused on this. The race. The win. It’s how I was brought up. My parents both died on the trail when I was too young to remember them. I grew up with my uncle, and he was…” She stiffened, then pushed out a slow breath. “He wasn’t a nice man. But it taught me how to be strong. How to laugh when all you wanted to do was—” She cut off abruptly and turned back to the ceiling.


“I think something’s broken inside me. I think I got too hard, and now I don’t know how to be soft. Take my wolves.” Her smile returned, warm and genuine. “I’ve seen the way you are with yours. You and your pack are more than a team, Solis—you’re family. As much as Bastian is your brother, these wolves mean much more to you than just a route to the gold. I like my wolves, yes, and I take good care of them. But they are not my family. They are replaceable.”


The words stung, even though Mila had no real reason to feel hurt by them. She focused on Evie’s soft grating snore. Thought of the rest of her cubs outside, curled into one another in the snow. Of how they’d looked as newborns, hairless and so impossibly tiny she could hold two at a time in each hand.


Not one of them was replaceable.


Then she pictured young Ru. Parentless and with an uncle who taught her hardness and how to laugh so as not to cry. The thought of it made her own eyes sting, and she realized what a wonderful thing it really was, to be able to cry and not be ashamed for it.


To not be afraid to drown in your tears.


“So, you saw me,” Mila said slowly, “but you didn’t want to. And the others—the other ones you were with—they helped you not see me.”


Ru gave a small nod. Then she shook her head. “That’s not fair to them. I liked them too—at the time, at least. In the moment. But that’s always been enough for me. You… you lingered.”


Mila’s lashes flicked down. One of her arms was draped across Ru’s bare belly, and she drew it back now, smoothing it slowly over her skin until it came to rest over the girl’s chest. She could feel her heartbeat, strong and steady.


Tears wet Mila’s cheeks. She understood, now. Rushanka Laikho, star of the Kiroki Trail, always moving, always racing, always chasing that which was within her reach and speeding away, away from anything that was not. Away from anything—and anyone—that might become irreplaceable, because irreplaceable things, once lost, could never be recovered. Like parents, and true family.


And love.


The thought made Mila’s heart ache.


They were silent for a long time. Mila curled closer to Ru, and together they listened to the patter of the flakes. Just a thin tent wall away, yet it all seemed so distant, another world. A world that, in just a few hours, they would be reentering.


Mila wasn’t sure she was ready.


Gently, she kissed Ru’s lovely shoulder and asked one final question, although she suspected she knew the answer. She could see it already, even though it felt so far away. The two of them emerging into the new dawn, squinting in the dazzling light. Boot-crunch on freshly laid snow. The lake a sweeping sea of white before them. Both packs of wolves would be yowling and yipping in excitement. The wind on Mila’s bare face would feel so cold after the warmth of Ru’s kisses. They’d pack the tent together in silence—it’d only be fair, after all. Ru had come back for her. She had probably saved her life. Mila imagined Ru mounting her sled, her mass of hair flying wildly about her face, and turning to her with that wild, winning smile.


She wondered who would leave first.


She wondered whose wolves would be faster.


She wondered how gold would look on her instead of silver.


Perhaps more than anything, Mila wondered what would happen after the finish line. Whether later that night she’d once again be visited by a dark-eyed, grinning girl whom she knew now had another girl within her, small and scared, forever running because it was too painful to stop.


What happens when the storm goes away?


Mila’s question hung between them for a long time. Then Ru, with a deep-bellied laugh that once again startled poor Evie awake, rolled on top of Mila, took her face in one hand, and, beaming so brightly it really was like looking at the sun, kissed her. And this time, those kisses felt somehow to Mila like a reply all of their own.














FIVE STARS


“Mistaken Identity”
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Amy Spalding


THE DOOR TO MY PRIUS FLIES OPEN. TECHNICALLY, IT’S DAD’S PRIUS; we just moved to Los Angeles three weeks ago, but he almost immediately traded in his giant pickup truck for this shiny hatchback. A scream would have flown out of me, but my heart pounds so intensely I can’t make noise. My former classmates warned me that L.A. was dangerous and that I was too soft for it, but I blew them off. I was from the kind of small town where the biggest news of the year was that the Gas U Go started carrying Coke products instead of Pepsi. (“More like Pepsi U Go!” we shouted when we found out.) I’d visited my aunt so many times in L.A. that I laughed behind their backs at their tales of urban violence, knowing that while the city might be big and busy, it was one of those things that had never been scary.


And yet, here I am, on my nineteenth day in Los Angeles, trying to leave school after showing up for a talent show that is being put on by the show choir that I’m not even interested in joining just so I could, I don’t know, meet people and pretend I had a social life here. And my reward—apparently being carjacked. Carjacked!


Okay, think, Krista, what do you do if you’re being carjacked? Call 911? Okay, actually, that’s probably what you’re supposed to do. That is something even a soft person from the Midwest can handle.


I reach out to my phone, resting safely and legally in its dashboard mount. Hopefully my shaking hand can connect with the right numbers. After all, there are only three. Two, really, one’s a repeat. Oh my gosh, I’m melting down, I can feel it, maybe—hopefully this is the kind of carjacker who’s just going to throw me (and my phone) out, and even though Dad will probably be upset that the car’s gone, I’ll be safe and, well, I don’t know how insurance works but hopefully it’ll all work out on the money side.


“I’m here, I’m here, I’m here.”


I flick my gaze into the rearview mirror, even though I don’t think you’re supposed to make eye contact with people in the process of stealing you and/or your car. But I also am pretty sure carjackers don’t normally announce their arrival with a triple “I’m here” either so all rules are out the window.


Oh my—holy—


It isn’t a carjacker. It’s Audrey Kim.


Audrey Kim is in my backseat. Again, technically, Dad’s backseat, but he isn’t here, I am and I’m in the Prius alone with the hottest girl I’ve ever seen in person.


“Sorry,” she says.


Audrey Kim, what could you be sorry for? Audrey Kim, your face is perfect and your hair is perfect and you’re now breathing the same air as me. You owe me no apologies.


“I think everyone’s getting a Rydr,” she continues, tossing her phone into her bag without looking at it, “so there are, ya know, twenty-seven black Priuses out there. It took me some time to find yours.”


“Oh, sure,” I stammer, instead of I am not your Rydr driver, I am not a Rydr driver at all! I too was just trying to get out of this weird surge of post–talent show traffic!


“Sorry too about the destination,” Audrey says, so breezily. How does anyone talk to a stranger like that, just a casual sentence cast out there without any anxiety about how it could come back to you? Even in my group of friends, it was never a true fearlessness. If I said everything that I thought, maybe I would have ended up saying everything. And I prided myself on just how much I kept to myself.


“Oh?” I try to sound like I’m not too interested. Rydr drivers are never very interested, and that’s on top of the fact that I’m not actually a Rydr driver and I have no idea what Audrey Kim’s destination is.


It’s already, as we all know, past the point in time when I should have said something, obviously. Hi, Audrey Kim, you obviously don’t recognize me, but I’m in your chemistry class and your American lit class, and before I moved here, I guess I didn’t really think there were girls like you in high school, but here you are, existing.


Oh! But not just that, obviously. Also, Audrey Kim, while this is a black Prius adorned with a Rydr sticker, it is not on duty, as my dad is the Rydr driver (Rydr drivr?) in the family, not me. This is an off-duty Rydr car. You should go catch your real ride now.


But, as we’ve already covered, I am not someone who just says things. So, I drive away from South Valley Academy, one of many shiny black hatchbacks in a line at the light at Coldwater Canyon Avenue like little beetles being let out into the world.


“The Grove at rush hour is a real masochistic move on my part,” Audrey continues, thank god, because even though I’ve only lived here for three-plus weeks, even I know what The Grove is. It’s an outdoor mall with a weird trolley and a movie theater, and I’ve already gone there with Aunt Margo for dinner the week we moved here and again last week. So instead of fessing up to Audrey—it’s already too late to tell her she got into the wrong car, isn’t it?—I tap the grove into Waze and watch as the directions display before me.


“It’s fine,” I say, trying to sound nonchalant but kind, as Dad says the best Rydr drivers are. You don’t want to talk too much and annoy someone, but you should be friendly, too. He and Mom moved here to work with Aunt Margo, whose artisanal mustard business has taken off in a huge way, but L.A.’s a lot more expensive than the-middle-of-nowhere Missouri, and so Dad’s driving for Rydr in his nonmustard time. Even though it’s a part-time gig, he’s dedicated himself to learning the ways of Rydr.


“No, The Grove at any time is like one of the seven circles of Hell,” Audrey says, and despite my knowledge of good Rydr driver behavior, I laugh. I laugh like it’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in my entire life.


“Normally it’s one of the outer rings, but at rush hour? It’s second or third from the center.”


I continue laughing like someone the camera zooms in on during a recorded standup comedy special. Get a grip, Krista. I mean, it’s not not funny, but Audrey Kim is not exactly reinventing comedy in here.


“Anyway, I know it’s your job, but it’s still a terrible drive, so, I’m sorry,” Audrey says. “Normally I take the bus, but I’m running late, so we’re here instead while I come up with an excuse when Mom sees this on her credit card statement.”


I glance in the rearview mirror, and accidentally make eye contact with her. Unless eye contact is okay? Dad didn’t cover this in any of his Ryder ramblings in the last nineteen days. I look back to the road, which is safest no matter the proper eye etiquette.


“Dude, I’m sorry,” she says. “I have no idea why I’m saying so much. Well, I do, it’s because I’m nervous as hell about—anyway, sorry. About the ride, about my mouth.”


“Nothing’s wrong,” I say. “With the ride or your mouth.”


Oh, god, ew, why did I say that? I chance another look back, but Audrey just smiles.


“Thanks,” she says. “Five stars!”


I realize she’s talking about Rydr’s driver rating system, and I wonder what she’ll think when it’s time to actually give the tip and review at the end of the ride. It certainly won’t say Krista P. and won’t feature my photo in a little bubble. But that’ll be later, after I drop her off, when I’m on my way back to my new house that doesn’t feel anything like home yet.


When Mom and Dad announced we were moving to California, I didn’t know what to feel. My old classmates were right; I am soft. I cry a lot and I’m scared of horror movies and I wore half of a cheap BFF necklace for six months, because I didn’t want to say anything negative, before Emily noticed it was turning my skin green. (We pivoted to bracelets woven out of embroidery floss after that.) Moving, much less to a big city, didn’t seem like it was for me.


But a small town—my small town, at least—wasn’t for me either. I always felt different, somehow, somewhere buried beneath my skin. For a long time, I attributed it to the things I could tick off a list, like all the ways I was too soft, or how during the last presidential election we were the only house with a Democratic yard sign on our whole street. (Not our whole block. The whole goshdarn street.) But it was more than that, and all those things added up sounded better suited for Los Angeles. It was my way out. Here I’d see yard signs that matched ours, here my softness would be enhanced by the scent of orange blossoms at dusk, and here I’d kiss a girl and not wonder what anyone thought about it.


But, so far, none of that has happened. There are no elections going on right now, my selfies look the same even with orange blossoms in the air, and my first kiss has still not happened. My first girl kiss, that is, because I don’t count anything that happened before I knew I was queer—oh, gosh, I’m queer, that’s a thing I am that I think about myself now. A real thing I have a word for, not just some vague differentness about me.


But, still, California is different than the Midwest, or at least the specific place I landed is different than the specific place I left. There I’d been, whispering words into my mirror, alone, and now here I am, where a girl like Audrey Kim just existed.


The car feels silent—too silent—and I try to remember everything Dad’s told me about being a great Rydr driver. “Can I put some music on for you?” I ask, in a voice that comes out more squeakily than intended. For a moment I worry that my five stars are in jeopardy and then remember I am not her actual driver, this whole thing is a weird accidental sham!


“That’d be great,” Audrey says. “Whatever’s good for me.”


I realize then that I have to turn on the car stereo, which is connected to my iPhone, and which I only paused leaving school because I wasn’t used to driving this car out here at all, so I needed a few moments of silence. When my phone reconnects to the stereo, there’s nothing to be done. The cast recording of Be More Chill is going to blare out into the car directly into Audrey Kim’s ears.


Obviously, of course none of this matters because Audrey Kim looks like a Wildfang model and I look like a librarian who graduated a decade early but still readily embraces lumpy cardigans and sensible shoes. And Audrey doesn’t recognize me from American lit or chemistry. I’m no one, so my penchant for musical theater won’t change her opinion of me as she has no opinion of me. My five stars aren’t in jeopardy. This embarrassment will be extremely short-lived while I search for anything that would be even slightly cooler.


So, I hit the power button. I try not to watch Audrey’s face in the rearview mirror; I should be focusing on driving and also: What’s the coolest album I could switch to? I don’t even know what’s cool! Maybe my attempt would be even nerdier than extremely earnest musical theater.


Audrey’s eyes light up though. She leans forward a little.


“I love this show,” she says, and I almost do the very clichéd thing of pinching myself to see if I’m dreaming because, oh, let’s see, the girl of my dreams is in my car and it turns out she likes musicals too? Or at least she likes a musical. In fact, she loves a musical, the musical I just happen to have on.


“Me too,” I say. “Though I haven’t seen it live or anything.”


“I got to go the other year,” she says, brushing her black hair out of her face. Her hair is short all over except the top, which falls into her eyes constantly. Why is watching someone push their hair back so dreamy? “My mom had a business trip to New York and she brought me. It was pretty amazing.”


“I bet.” I try to go back into professional driving mode, even though I wish we were still talking about the show, about other shows, about anything on Audrey’s mind at all. Instead I’m quiet while “Michael in the Bathroom” plays, though I glance back to see if Audrey smiles at the same lines I would, if I weren’t trying to be extremely professional.


“How long until we’re there?” she asks.


“Um, thirty minutes, is that okay?”


She laughs. “What are you going to do if it’s not okay? Call me a Rydr helicopter?”


“Yep, that’s our next service we’re unveiling,” I say. “Sorry, I’m just new to L.A., and I feel like I should apologize that it’s going to take thirty minutes to drive ten miles.”


“I wish it was three hours,” she says quickly, but then I see her waving her hand. “No, thirty minutes is fine. Sorry. I just have to see my ex-girlfriend tonight and I wish I—” She laughs a little. “I mean, I wish I didn’t have to. That’d be perfect.”


“Oh,” I say, because for some reason even though Audrey’s gorgeous and wears great clothes and is always surrounded by people at school, I haven’t thought of her having a girlfriend. Sure, an ex-girlfriend, but still. In an ideal world, whoever came before was so far in the past she wouldn’t warrant a mention.


“Sorry, this is annoying of me, I know, I just have this bad habit of verbally vomiting on people when I’m nervous and since you’re the only one around, lucky you.”


“I guess it’s good you couldn’t take the bus then,” I say, and she cracks up. I can’t believe I’m making a hot girl laugh, this kind of thing would never have happened in Missouri.


To be fair, back home, I just didn’t know anyone like Audrey. I’m not sure if I was the only queer person back at my old school, because no one said. And how could I complain, because I didn’t say either! I kept hoping it would just happen, somehow, a new girl would roll into town and she’d be visibly queer and I wouldn’t have to wonder if the eye contact we were making was just nice or if it was significant in some way and she’d be experienced enough to make the first move.


But instead of that happening, the mustard business exploded, and I left without a word to anyone about who I really was. Am. And then I sat down in my first-period chemistry class on my first day at my new school and watched as this girl walked into the room. Jeans, a printed button-down, perfectly worn Dr. Martens, and that haircut. But I knew anyway, there was something about how she walked, moved, sat. I realized why I hadn’t had any crushes on girls before, and it’s because where I was from, girls didn’t look like this.


I wanted to text heart-eye emojis to myself. But instead I buried my flushed face into my chemistry textbook and tried not to stare. Later, when Emily and I were texting about how my day went, I typed out what felt like a thousand different ways to say it… I have a crush on someone and her name is Audrey Kim or I saw the hottest girl today and she’s levels beyond me but now I completely understand when you were obsessed with Paul Leavitt freshman year or even just hey, I’m queer, I should have told you sooner, but now that I have can I tell you about my first irl crush?


I didn’t though. And obviously I didn’t get up the nerve to talk to Audrey either. Until today, and I’m still not even sure this counts.


“It was all over months ago,” Audrey says. “I’m fine now, and anyway, I’m the one who broke up with her. But she has a new girlfriend, and even though I’ve moved on emotionally, I really hoped I would have moved on first, you know, in that way.


“But instead she’s posting kissing selfies every night and I’m—oh, god, seriously, I’m sorry! I warned you but, come on. It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”


I shake my head. “It’s fine. I hate being nervous on my way anywhere. I was nervous the entire drive to California, and that took three days. I stress-ate five bags of Gummi Twin Snakes and—well, it didn’t work out great for my stomach, I’ll say.”


Audrey laughs again. “No, dude, why would it? So why did you move here?”


“My aunt opened this fancy mustard store, and it’s gotten really popular, and I guess my parents were looking to change things up, so they’re working for her now and here I am.”


“Oh, shit, are you talking about Colonel Mustard?” Audrey leans forward again, so that her extremely cute face is practically in the front seat next to me. “My mom is obsessed with that store. She puts mustard on everything.”


“Yeah, that’s it. I guess it would be weird if there were two hipster mustard stores.”


“In L.A.? It wouldn’t be that weird. Do you like it so far?” she asks. “L.A., that is, not the mustard store.”


“It seems fake sometimes,” I say. “The palm trees, how is this real? It looks like we’re in a postcard. But the weather is nice and people seem… I don’t know. Cooler about stuff.”


“It’s the only place I’ve ever lived,” she says, “but I like it. I bet you’ll like it when you’ve been here longer, too. More, I mean, besides the weather and the palm trees.”


“I hope so,” I say.


We’re quiet for a while, as “The Smartphone Hour” plays out of my speakers, filling all the silence. I haven’t driven this far across L.A. before, but despite the practically unbelievable number of cars on the road, it’s not actually that scary. It’s a lot, but it’s just driving, and I know if I miss anything that Waze will tell me.


“It’s bad that I wish she was still alone, isn’t it?” Audrey asks, and then shakes her head a whole bunch. “No, sorry, why am I being so inappropriate? Don’t answer that. Unless you want to. My Rydr ranking is going to plummet after this ride, though it wasn’t great before.”


“Why?” I ask, regardless of whether or not it’s my business. I guess it feels like we’re already past concerns like that.


“My friend KJ dropped an entire Frappuccino in a backseat, just a real sticky mess. We tried to pay the guy to get it cleaned but my Rydr reputation was done for. No matter what, I’ll never be five stars.”


“You’re five stars in my book.” I hear how the words come out of my mouth, and it’s not the way I talk to anyone. Like something extra soft is wrapped around each word. I’m flirting.


Audrey’s smile in my rearview mirror confirms that maybe I was right to do so.


“Are you in college?” she asks. “Is it bad to say I think you’re the youngest Rydr driver I’ve ever had?”


“High school,” I say, even though it’s dangerously close to the truth. I mean, it is the truth! It’s dangerously close to the bigger truth, which is that I’m not at all what she thinks I am, and we might not be sort of flirting over show tunes if I were to admit that. No, there was no might about it. We wouldn’t be at all.


“Oh,” she says, and “good,” and then “oh, god, never mind!”


It feels like it means something, even something that would never actually come to be, and my whole face feels warm and tingly.


“Also,” I say, probably treading into more dangerous waters, “I don’t think it’s bad you wish she was still alone. I’d probably wish that too. Not that I’ve been in the situation. But I can tell what I’d feel, if I were.”


Yep, that was probably a heck of a lot beyond proper Rydr protocol, but we connect our gazes in the rearview mirror, because I’m at a stoplight. I can’t believe how safe literally all of this feels: the traffic, me driving in it, and Audrey Kim in my backseat. Earlier today she was a crush, just someone to look at, really. She was more like a metaphor than a real girl, if I was honest with myself. She was freedom and confidence and being out in a way I still couldn’t completely imagine. But now, in a matter of minutes, she’s transformed into something way more and less than that all at once. Just a girl I feel like I could understand and who maybe could understand me.


It’s way, way too late to say anything, though, isn’t it? I try out more versions in my head. I should have said something sooner, but you got into the wrong car and I didn’t know how to tell you. I was so happy to see you in my backseat and also so happy you weren’t a carjacker so I just kept driving. If you wish you’d met someone new before your ex-girlfriend did, what about meeting someone new right now, also what if the someone new is me? Oh and by the way I am not actually your Rydr driver.


No. It’s too late. We’re going to have this perfect drive and then it will be over. And then the very best thing I can wish for is that she continues never noticing me at school.


“Can I ask you a weird question?” Audrey asks, and then I realize she’s covering her face like she’s embarrassed. Like I, of all people, am making her nervous. “What’re the rules for communication with Rydr drivers after a ride? Would it be weird if I—sorry, no. My therapist always says my anxiety makes me talk without thinking, and she is absolutely right.”


“No,” I say, because I think Audrey Kim is about to ask for my number. This is like a wild fantasy for me, even though I know for most people wild fantasies involve actual sex. Mine so far kind of stop at the getting someone’s number stage, considering how far-fetched even that seemed before. But here I am. “Ask the weird question.”


“Okay, Archie, would it be okay if I contacted you after the ride? After your five stars and your tip, of course.”


Why is she calling me Archie? Oh my gosh, that must be the actual Rydr driver’s name. Who probably canceled out on Audrey long ago and is carting someone else around now, legally. Not that what I’m doing is illegal, just… unethical. Maybe.


“Yeah,” I say, and I wish I could enjoy it more, but is there a way to say please call me by my full name, Krista and get away with it? That would just make the situation worse, won’t it?


Audrey gets out her phone. “I assume I should get your number directly and not just go through the app, right?”


“Definitely,” I say with perhaps too much force, but I’m back to feeling this, wanting this. A girl is asking for my number! I never dreamed this would be happening to me, not now, not before I went off to college and had some more freedom or whatever this situation required.


I pull to a stop, even though we’re nowhere near a light, as traffic slows even more than the crawl it’s been at for most of the drive. Waze tacks another minute onto our arrival time. Audrey’s quiet, so I assume she’s tapping through to her contacts to get ready to add me.


But then I glance into the mirror and see her expression.


“Uhhhhh…” Audrey stares at me. “What’s going on?”


My inability to talk to strangers or people who intimidate me, which had miraculously disappeared this afternoon, has returned. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.


“I just saw I had a notification from Archie J. that my ride was canceled because I never showed up,” Audrey says, her tone colder and sharper. Like an icicle.


“I’m—I’m sorry, I—I should have—”


“What the fuck is even happening?” She’s no longer leaning forward, and the backseat of this tiny car has never felt so far away. “Who are you? Why am I in your car?”


“Do you want to get out?” I ask. “I can, like, pull over and let you out. If you don’t feel safe or—”


“No, I want you to tell me what’s going on,” she says. “Then maybe I’ll have you let me out. But also I have to get to the fucking Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf at The Grove before Jenn’s shift ends at 5:30 or she’ll kill me. So, I guess I’m stuck, which means you’re talking.”


“I’m not a Rydr,” I say. “I mean, this car is, sometimes. My dad’s a driver. I was just leaving school, same as you. I’m new and… it sounds dumb but since I love musicals I thought maybe if I went to the show choir talent show today I might… meet people to be friends with or something.


“I’ve never had to make friends before, and it’s really hard. And of course I didn’t talk to anyone because talking to new people scares me—usually. Anyway, I was just trying to leave, and then you got in and—”


“And you didn’t say hey, this isn’t a Rydr, get out of my car?”


I don’t know what to say.


“Shit,” she mutters.


Normally, I’m too soft for cursing, but shit.


Traffic keeps crawling. I try to keep my eyes on the road, but it’s hard not to keep glancing back at Audrey. Her expression stays unreadable, and I wish it was okay for me to cry. In general, crying should be more socially acceptable. I know at this point that good Rydr driver protocol is out the window, so to speak, but even decent human protocol says that openly sobbing is generally frowned upon.


I should have known that it all felt too perfect. By the time I was considering pinching myself, I should have taken a big step back. Of course, I was destined to mess it up. Then the album ends and automatically cycles back to the first track. I’m aware that it’s just my Spotify settings, but as the show starts again, I wonder if I can start again too.


“Audrey, I know it sounds so stupid, and I should have told you, but like… I just couldn’t find the right moment?”


Audrey’s face stays blank, but then—to my surprise—she starts laughing. “You don’t have to find the right moment! Why were you being polite to me? I was the asshole who just leapt into your car like a carjacker!”


“Seriously, at first, that’s what I thought was happening to me. I was just so relieved it wasn’t, and that it was you—”


She’s leaning forward again. “That it was me?”


My face is all hot and tingly again. Oops. “I… I had a really big crush on you.”


“Oh,” she says. And she doesn’t move away.


“I didn’t mean to kidnap you.”


Audrey laughs again. I’ve never, ever been so relieved to hear Audrey’s laugh. “You didn’t kidnap me. As far as I know, you’re taking me to my destination. For free!”


“I totally am. We’re five minutes away.”


She sighs. “I have to give Jenn this stupid bracelet back. Her mom loaned it to me for homecoming and then we broke up afterward and… I guess it’s expensive or a family heirloom or something, and she’s right to want it back but…”


“You can’t give it to her at school?”


“Jenn goes to Marlborough, over on this side of the hill,” she says. “We met in the lottery line for Hamilton the other year.”


“You’ve seen everything!” I say, which I know isn’t the right response. Luckily Audrey laughs. “Sorry, it sucks about your ex and about the bracelet and about… now.”


“Now’s okay,” she says.
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