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1 NICHOLAS



The salle at Kings Row was the most luxurious and gorgeous place Nicholas Cox had ever fenced in. He’d first learned to fence back in the city, in Coach Joe’s scruffy gym. He’d trained there so much and so hard that whenever he picked up a mask and an épée, some part of Nicholas always expected to walk out onto a wooden floor so old it was gray and worn white in patches, with a shredded rubber mat to mark their field of play, the piste. Coach Joe said fencing clubs with grounded pistes were only for millionaires.


Here in the salle at Nicholas’s new school, they had grounded pistes. The floorboards were glossy—but never slippery—and even and gleamed like gold. The sections of the two-meter-wide strip that was their piste were marked clearly with light gauge metal. The differences didn’t end there. At Coach Joe’s, there had been no historical swords fixed to the wall, no twirly wedding-cake twists at the corners of the ceiling, no triangular window with gold leaves swaying on the other side of the glass.


But, worst of all, Nicholas had not had a partner at Coach Joe’s.


Nicholas and Seiji stood facing each other, in en garde position.


“Allez,” commanded Seiji, who insisted on acting as referee during their practice bouts. His eyes were steady through the mesh of his mask. The long, light lines of their foils were poised.


Nicholas attacked. Seiji parried. Nicholas barely managed to parry Seiji’s riposte in turn and swung into another attack as quickly as he could. Nicholas’s speed was his advantage; he didn’t have Seiji’s skill, polished into glass over years of expert training. Every time one of his rough lunges made Seiji retreat, or even hesitate, Nicholas’s blood thrilled.


Seiji’s next riposte landed.


Just then, the double doors of their salle were flung open, and Eugene rushed in. Eugene Labao was a big guy, but he walked softly.


Right now, he wasn’t talking softly.


“Bros!” he yelled. “Big news.”


Nicholas turned his head. Seiji made a small impatient sound from within his mask.


“More proof of your total inability to focus, Nicholas?” he asked.


“I’m focused,” Nicholas promised, and lunged.


Parry, riposte, engagement, change of engagement, steps, and swords. Like a dance Nicholas could win, and he wanted to.


“Seriously, guys, I know you’re doing your thing, but this is important,” Eugene said.


“Halt!” said Seiji in a ringing tone.


He took off his mask and fixed Nicholas with the steel-cold stare that had made another student cry in class last week. Nicholas grinned over at him. Seiji used that stare on him at least once during every practice bout.


Seiji gestured with impatience. Even when he wasn’t holding a foil, Seiji seemed ready to parry the world’s attacks until it admitted defeat and surrendered.


“What is your news, Eugene?” he asked.


Eugene raised a well-shaped eyebrow, a slightly sardonic expression on his face. “It’s not my news, bro. It’s Coach’s news. She says it’s big, and we need to report to her office immediately.”
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Coach’s office was one of Nicholas’s favorite rooms in Kings Row. It was small and cozy, and she had cool posters of sabers on the walls. When Nicholas once asked where she’d gotten the posters and if he could get some with épées, Coach Williams made a sour face and told him not to talk to her about épées.


She wasn’t making a face now, though. Her dark eyes were sparkling. She was a vision of joyful impatience, tap-dancing her fingers on her desk as they took their seats.


As soon as they were settled, Coach Williams burst out with “Have you heard about Camp Menton?”


Nicholas looked around the room for a clue. Their team captain, Harvard Lee, was already sitting in front of Coach’s desk, and Assistant Coach Lewis was in the corner with her notebook. Assistant Coach Lewis always took very meticulous notes.


The last member of their team, Aiden Kane, wasn’t here. Now that Nicholas thought about it, Aiden hadn’t been around much lately.


Harvard gave Nicholas a reassuring smile. Their captain was like that, always ready to carry the whole team on his capable shoulders. He never made Nicholas feel stupid for the gaps in his fencing knowledge. He’d drill with any of them whenever they asked.


Harvard seemed as though he was about to fill Nicholas in when Eugene spoke up: “I’ve read about Camp Menton! It’s a totally famous European fencing camp, on these amazing training grounds in France. A bunch of their fencers went on to represent France and Germany and England in the Olympics.”


Eugene and Nicholas had both started reading up about fencing so they would be more informed. Nicholas wished he’d gotten to the book Eugene had.


“Yes, everyone knows that.” Seiji spoke flatly.


Eugene looked slightly offended, so Nicholas defended their teammate. “Like you know so much about French fencing.”


“I know a great deal about French fencing,” Seiji claimed.


“Really, how?” Nicholas demanded.


Seiji raised his eyebrows in the way that made him look extra imperious. “I lived in France for a year?”


“Oh yeah,” said Nicholas. “Forgot that.”


It was weird, sometimes, remembering how different from Nicholas’s life Seiji’s had been. Spending a year in France sounded as fabulous and distant to Nicholas as spending a year on the moon. France and everything about it had always seemed like a symbol of ultimate luxury. Nicholas only had a passport because one of his mom’s boyfriends made a promise that he’d take them to Paris. His mom had believed him, because Nicholas’s mom always believed the boyfriends, but she was also always fooled. That boyfriend never even took them to the arcade.


Since Nicholas had fallen in love with fencing, France seemed even more special. The salle was called that because of the French term for weapons room—salle d’armes. And épée, the foil they fenced with every day, was the French word for sword. But Seiji Katayama, US Olympic prospect and fencing prodigy, knew all that. Seiji knew everything. For him, seeing Nicholas and Eugene memorizing this stuff must have been faintly puzzling. Fish didn’t try to learn about water.


No wonder Seiji and Nicholas hadn’t gotten along the first time they’d met. Or the second. Seiji had kicked Nicholas’s ass on the piste, then been standoffish, which Nicholas now knew was simply Seiji’s way. At the time, Nicholas had been infuriated. But he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the way Seiji fenced.


Seiji, and wanting to prove he could be as good as Seiji someday, was part of what inspired Nicholas to try for a place on the Kings Row team.


Seiji and Nicholas, in a world that made sense, would have stayed as distant from each other as the sun and the moon. In this world, though, they had both come to Kings Row, and they’d been assigned to each other as roommates. It hadn’t been easy at first, but who wanted easy? Fencing wasn’t easy. Winning gold was never easy.


Not that Nicholas had ever won gold. But he would. And being friends with Seiji was like winning gold.


Harvard nodded approval at Eugene, who glowed. Coach Williams swept on excitedly.


“Exactly, Eugene. Camp Menton is a highly prestigious training camp. It’s different from any other. It’s the breeding ground for champions. The camp used to be restricted to EU fencers only. A few years ago, they allowed some other international teams to participate, but Camp Menton has never been open to US fencers.” She paused for thrilling effect. “Until now.


“This is the first year a few select American high school teams have been invited,” she continued. “Kings Row, along with several of our rivals for state. Please tell me you can all come. This could be what gives us the edge we need to win.”


Harvard was the one who spoke up. Their captain was the best fencer aside from Seiji, and he was great at dealing with people, which was… not one of Seiji’s strengths. Nicholas knew everyone at Camp Menton would like Harvard. Their captain was the coolest.


“Coach,” Harvard said in a low, thoughtful tone, “there’s the issue of cost.”


Their coach’s face fell, as though she’d been so excited that she hadn’t even considered this.


Oh. Yeah, that made sense.


“Other state teams are attending?” Seiji asked in a sharp voice. “Which ones? Exton?”


“MLC and Exton,” Coach admitted. “Of course, it’s not mandatory to attend Camp Menton! None of you should feel you have to go. It’s an honor to be invited. I only wanted to tell you guys about… the honor.”


She didn’t sound convinced, though, and Nicholas didn’t find her convincing. Kings Row had never won state. Nicholas had really been hoping this would be the year—showing everyone that he really did deserve that scholarship.


And if Nicholas’s father found out, he might be proud.


“I don’t need to train at Camp Menton,” Seiji said sharply. “I can train here.”


Eugene sighed. “Yeah, I guess we can train here. Still, it would be amazing to go.”


“If you want to go, then go,” snapped Seiji, as if the solution was obvious.


There was a silence. Eugene stared at the floor with sudden fixed concentration.


“Be serious, Seiji,” said Nicholas, because he deeply enjoyed offending always-serious Seiji when he said that. “It costs millions of dollars to go to France.”


Seiji’s eyebrows judged Nicholas. “Thousands at the most.”


Nicholas shrugged. “Same thing.”


“Mathematically speaking,” said Seiji, “no.”


“Practically speaking, Seiji,” Nicholas riposted, “yeah. Doesn’t really matter how much it is if you don’t have anything.”


Seiji paused, brows now drawn together in a vehement black V, as though he were solving a complex calculus problem.


Eugene’s head hung low with embarrassment. Harvard laid a hand on his shoulder. Eugene didn’t have as much money as the other kids at Kings Row, but he still seemed pretty rich to Nicholas; Eugene said it was all relative. As the resident scholarship kid, it was obvious to Nicholas that fancy European trips were out of the question. Nicholas didn’t understand what was so embarrassing about that.


It felt like they were disappointing Coach, though.


“Sorry, Coach,” Nicholas added.


“No, Nicholas,” said Coach. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”


“Seiji and I were having a practice bout,” Nicholas offered. “We’ll get back to it.”


“You do that,” said Coach, and when everyone got up, she held up a hand. “Hang back, Captain, would you? I want a word.”


Harvard sat back down, but the rest filed out of the coach’s office, in lower spirits than before. There’d been other guys who’d tried out for the fencing team, good guys and good fencers like Kally and Tanner, who could’ve afforded a trip to France easily, but they hadn’t made the cut.


“Do you want to go to Camp Menton?” Seiji demanded abruptly.


“Sure.” Nicholas tried to smile. “Same way I’d like to fly around in a private jet or have superpowers. Have I told you what my superhero name would be? I’ve figured out a cool one.”


“No, Nicholas,” said Seiji. “For the last time, I don’t want to hear your superhero name. Do some drills. I have to go make a call. I mean, take a call.”


“From who?” Nicholas yelled after him.


The call had to be from Seiji’s dad. Nobody else ever called Seiji. Even though Nicholas thought Seiji was very cool, he was pretty sure he was Seiji’s only friend. Seiji seemed to generally dislike people and didn’t even talk to his former fencing partner.


Seiji’s dad had started calling more over the last few weeks. Nicholas didn’t listen in, but he could hear from the other side of the shower curtain Seiji’d hung up in their room that the calls seemed oddly brief and businesslike. But it must be nice to have your dad call you. Nicholas’s dad didn’t even know who he was.


Nicholas glanced over at Eugene, but he was already slinking toward the gym, obviously crushed that he couldn’t go to Camp Menton. When upset, Eugene liked to lift his feelings away. Nicholas headed out. It was almost sunset, and when he could, he liked to be outside for the magic hour.


Nicholas had been at Kings Row for weeks now, longer than he and his mom had lived in some of their apartments before getting evicted. He’d never, for any length of time, lived anywhere like this. He’d never even dreamed of a place like this.


When the sun set on the sprawling buildings, the mullioned windows shone as brilliantly as gold, and the redbrick glowed crimson. Nicholas could go outside and sit in the open on the lawn, like he was doing today, or wait under the shadow of the trees, and just marvel that this school was his.


He didn’t need Camp Menton. He had this.


He loved Kings Row. He loved fencing. He loved—


Just then, his reverie was interrupted by Seiji marching toward him.


“I thought you would return to the salle and practice your footwork!” said Seiji sternly. “Come back with me at once.”


Nicholas stretched as he scrambled up from the grass. “Don’t know why we’re suddenly in a hurry, but okay.”


“There’s no time to be lost!”


Sometimes, Nicholas saw what people meant when they said Seiji was “very, very, very intense.” Mostly, though, he thought people were being ridiculous.


Seiji accelerated, dodging and weaving around the throng of Kings Row students who just hung out in their free hours. Nicholas tried to catch up and almost slammed right into Aiden, the last member of the Kings Row team, who was leaving a dorm room that wasn’t his.


“Watch where you’re going, freshman,” Aiden snarled.


Usually when Aiden appeared anywhere, his fan club fluttered around him like adoring bluebirds, and the sun danced in his hair. His voice was typically warm and amused, like he was mentally on a tropical beach.


This evening, it seemed as if a tropical storm had arrived, sending the tourists running and turning the white sand gray. Aiden’s hair, normally imperfectly perfect, was wild. It looked as if someone had pressed ash-covered thumbs under both his eyes, leaving dark marks beneath them. He was buttoning up his wrinkled uniform shirt, concealing a string of small bruises running up from his chest to his chin, as though he’d been hit multiple times with the hilt of a sword.


Nicholas truly had no idea why anyone would be getting dressed in somebody else’s room, let alone how someone would get those bruises. But somehow even those things weren’t as weird as the blankness in Aiden’s eyes.


Nicholas shook his head.


Aiden. What was up with that guy lately?
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2 HARVARD



Hang back, Captain, would you?” Coach Williams said. “I want a word.”


That was Harvard’s first sign something was very wrong.


When Coach was in a good mood, she’d yell, “Yo, Harvard!” and maybe toss something at his head. Harvard would always catch it and grin. Sure, she was stern when it came to discipline, but otherwise she was pretty chill.


Seeing Coach Williams this serious made Harvard want to run away.


Harvard was captain, though, so he couldn’t do that. Instead he braced himself and waited for whatever came next. He usually liked it in the coach’s office, where they would sit at her big, battered desk and sketch plans for the team’s future.


Today Assistant Coach Lewis was sticking around, too, wisps of ruddy brown hair escaping from her ponytail. She shot Harvard a covertly sympathetic glance over her glasses, then straightened up. She never stayed behind for captain-to-coach meetings. If Coach Williams needed backup, that was even more proof this was bad.


Coach Williams gestured to the chair across from her. Harvard sat and Coach Williams sighed.


“This isn’t about fencing,” said Coach. “Well, only tangentially. It’s about a member of the team, and I think you know who.”


Coach paused, leaving a space for Harvard to fill. Harvard wished he didn’t know who Coach meant. He had a sudden desperate urge to hear Eugene was setting fires in the gym.


Instead he turned away, to the window, and said to the glass rather than his coach: “Aiden.”


Even saying his best friend’s name sent a strange, shuddering pang through Harvard. It was like a story Harvard had read as a child about a broken magic mirror. The shards had flown in all directions and hit people—some in the eye, some in the heart—and the small, cold, jagged pieces had stayed in them and twisted. Those who’d been hit had to learn to live with those sharp, cold reminders that something magic had been broken and couldn’t be fixed.


“The man himself,” said Coach. “Have you seen him lately? Because I haven’t since he no longer comes to matches, to practice, or, so I’m told, to class. He didn’t even come to this meeting. Eugene couldn’t find him.”


Harvard crossed his arms and tilted back in his chair. If he’d been Aiden, that would’ve been a cool move of lazy insouciance.


Since he was Harvard, he felt vaguely unbalanced and almost immediately restored the chair to its rightfully steady position on all four legs.


“Aiden says he’s living his best life.”


“He’s sneaking out to meet guys. And I say ‘sneaking out,’ but it seems like he wants to get caught, or at least doesn’t care if he’s caught. He’s had detention every day for a week,” said Coach. “At least he gets some sleep in there. He certainly doesn’t look like he’s living his best life. Do you have any idea what’s going on with him?”


“I…,” said Harvard. “Not exactly.”


He swallowed, fidgeted, and bit his lip. He didn’t do well with guilt. When he was younger, and he was home alone and broke something, he waited on the porch so he could run to his mom and confess as soon as possible.


He’d never kept a guilty secret. Not until now.


“Do you want me to read out all the Kings Row rules Aiden has broken this week?” Coach Williams gestured. “Lewis has a list.”


“I do have a list,” the assistant coach agreed sadly. “It’s extensive.”


Harvard shook his head. He didn’t want to hear it.


“Is it my fault?” wondered Coach Williams aloud. “Am I a bad role model?”


“You’re doing great, Sally,” the assistant coach contributed supportively. “You’re the best role model!”


Coach drummed her fingers meditatively on the surface of the desk. “I certainly haven’t dated the entire state of Connecticut, as seems to be Aiden’s dream.”


“You totally could, Sally.” The assistant coach continued to validate Coach Williams. “Um. Anyone could tell you that! Anyone would say the same thing.”


Coach Williams was frowning, dark eyes narrowed as she focused on the problem of Aiden. The assistant coach sighed and pushed her glasses up her nose. Harvard’s stomach roiled, sick with guilt.


What he couldn’t tell Coach was that Aiden’s behavior was all Harvard’s fault. Harvard was a fool about love who’d messed up the very few dates he’d ever gone on. It had been Harvard’s idea to practice dating with his best friend, and it was Harvard who continued being a spectacular idiot and fell in love with his best friend over the course of three days. Brilliant, beautiful Aiden Kane, who wanted to date the entire state of Connecticut.


Harvard had tried to make things right. He’d reassured Aiden that he only wanted to be friends, that their friendship was the most important thing. He’d made sure Aiden knew he was free to do whatever he wanted.


Only it seemed now that what Aiden wanted was to go absolutely wild. Harvard couldn’t figure out if the recent bad behavior was Aiden making clear that he couldn’t be tied down, or—and this suspicion made Harvard feel worse than anything else as he lay alone in their room through the long, cold nights—if Aiden had simply been bored out of his mind for the handful of days they’d pretended to date, and was seizing his chance to have fun again.


“We had an emergency meeting about Aiden,” said Coach Williams. “The principal called Aiden’s father. You know Aiden’s father.”


Sadly, Harvard did. He thought it was a pity that Aiden knew Aiden’s father.


“His father is opposed to any discipline that would stay on Aiden’s record, like suspensions,” Coach Williams went on. “He said he would rather withdraw Aiden from school. Of course, it won’t come to that, but I don’t even want to think about it. Do you understand, Harvard? You have to get Aiden to calm down.”


Harvard could barely speak, but he managed in a low voice: “Yeah.”


He understood.


Coach Williams ran a hand through her springy Afro, dark-and-silver curls catching on her fingers like rings. “I hate to put this on you, kid. But I’ve tried sitting him down myself, and I just got a cat-eyed stare and too-cool-for-school jokes. You’re the only one who can talk sense into him.”


Harvard had always been Aiden’s best friend. Since they were little.


“I’ll do my best,” promised Harvard.


He always really tried. He couldn’t let these wild new feelings for Aiden—feelings that were his problem alone—get in the way of being a good captain or a good friend.


He excused himself from the coach’s office and made his way back to the dormitory. His own room was empty, with no sign of his roommate. Harvard wasn’t surprised. Aiden hadn’t slept there in days. He and Aiden, at the start of the year, had pushed their beds together so they could talk and watch movies more comfortably. The only occupant of Aiden’s side of the bed was Aiden’s teddy bear, Harvard Paw. Harvard had given him that bear in preschool, and Aiden had always fussed over it and treasured it. Until now. The teddy bear was flung carelessly to one side, abandoned. Much like the room. Much like Harvard himself.


It had reached the point where Harvard missed Aiden so much that he’d gone home and brought back his album full of postcards from all the outrageous vacations Aiden had ever been on. Aiden always wrote postcards to Harvard every day when he went abroad and texted Harvard every day when they were both at home. They had never really been separated before now.


Okay, that was enough of that. Harvard turned right back around to head for the salle, where he could run drills alone, but he found his freshman teammates there already. Seiji was barking orders at Nicholas at the top of his lungs. Cute kids. Nicholas was getting a lot better. Apparently, Seiji’s unusual teaching methods really worked on Nicholas. Other students who only witnessed Seiji’s lessons had been reduced to tears. Harvard withdrew silently, leaving them to it.


Instead of a running a drill, Harvard walked around the school, hoping to spot Aiden somewhere. There were a few students here or there, coming back inside as dusk fell, their dark-blue uniform jackets blending with the deepening blue of the evening sky. None walked the way Aiden did, or had long honey-colored hair that could be tied up in an elegant knot or could fall down all around you like a curtain at the theater.


Being at Kings Row usually made Harvard happy. He’d chosen this beautiful, small school where he could get to know everybody’s names, where they could run through the long paneled halls and across the velvet-smooth lawn underneath the leaves. He’d talked Aiden into coming here so they could be roommates at last and best friends always.


Falling in love with Aiden shouldn’t have changed everything.


Harvard thought about it all the time, and he couldn’t talk about it to anyone. Who could he tell? He always told his best friend about his problems, but now Aiden was his problem. His parents loved Aiden: He didn’t want that to stop just because Aiden had accidentally broken Harvard’s heart. His friends were Aiden’s friends, and they knew how Aiden was. They’d think Harvard should have known better—after knowing Aiden for so long—than to add his name to the endless list of Aiden’s lovestruck victims. Even Coach Williams would laugh at him. Coach Williams literally made people do suicide runs if they said “Aiden dumped me” in front of her. And Aiden hadn’t even dumped Harvard, because they hadn’t been truly going out in the first place. This was pathetic. Harvard felt like a big joke.


When it came to fencing, Harvard didn’t have Seiji’s consummate skill or Nicholas’s raw potential. What he had was determination and patience. He kept a level head, and he worked on mastering a move, and he made sure he succeeded.


He could master this feeling, too. He should concentrate on what mattered: teamwork, being captain, being a good friend. Aiden couldn’t give him the slip forever. Even if he had to corner his roommate, Harvard would make Aiden see reason.


Maybe this break would be good for them both. Eventually things would be just the way they’d been before. If Harvard kept calm and stayed sensible, it would all work out. Nothing had to change.
















[image: Book Title Page]















3 AIDEN



On second thought,” announced Aiden, slamming the door on the awful world in general and Nicholas Cox’s awful haircut in particular, “come over here and kiss me, What’s-your-name.”


Aiden’s head hurt. His whole body hurt. He’d been sleeping badly in unfamiliar beds for days. He hadn’t slept last night, though he’d skipped class and fallen into a fitful doze at some point today. Unfortunately, the owner of last night’s unfamiliar bed had returned and disturbed him.


The owner of last night’s unfamiliar bed blinked over at Aiden now. He had eyes like a wounded sheep’s. Seeing someone else’s suffering infuriated Aiden. He wasn’t here for more pain.


“You don’t remember my name?” the other boy asked.


“Were you laboring under the mistaken impression you were memorable?” bit out Aiden.


The resemblance to a wounded sheep increased. Whatever—this guy had kicked out his roommate for a chance to spend time with Aiden. That made him a lousy roommate, and he deserved everything he got.


There was a sour taste in Aiden’s mouth, but he almost savored it. Aiden kept doing this lately. He’d always had a sharp tongue, but there was a difference between a needle and a sword. In the past, Aiden had known when to stop. He’d tried not to say anything that would ever disappoint Harvard if it got back to him.


To be fair, Aiden still knew when to stop. He just… didn’t stop when he should. Who cared?


He prowled toward the boy now.


“If you let me kiss you,” Aiden murmured as he dipped his head down toward the other boy’s, “you’re pathetic.”


The boy trembled and turned his face up for the kiss. It wasn’t a kind kiss. His hands shook as he clung to Aiden.


Had Aiden seemed the same way when he was with Harvard? Did I like him too much? Was I too obvious? Aiden wondered sometime later, once it was night. He sat on the ousted roommate’s bed, pushed up under the window, and stared out at the black-veiled trees. The lake beyond gleamed by the light of the moon, as the moon had shone for an owl and a cat in a tale from one of Harvard’s storybooks. The owl and the cat had sailed away for a year and a day in a pea-green boat. Aiden only got fairy tales at Harvard’s house. His dad and his many stepmothers were too busy. Harvard’s mom used to read books to them both when Aiden stayed over, and that was Aiden’s favorite story.


Aiden had hurt his flings in the past, but he’d always done it by being thoughtless. He hadn’t cared much about his wannabe suitors, but he had never wanted to hurt them.


Now he did want to, with a viciousness that surprised him. Aiden wanted to hurt anyone within reach, including himself. He was especially furious with himself.


Ever since his growth spurt, Aiden was used to his mind and body being on great terms. He treated his body right and kept his hair fabulous. In return, his body remained cool and composed in even the most stressful of situations.


He didn’t understand why, now, in his time of need, his body had betrayed him so completely.


Harvard had said he only wanted to be friends. Aiden had given him what he wanted. Everything back to normal, pretending like they’d never kissed, never touched. He’d thought he could do it, for one evening, for the duration of one night. They’d gone to sleep like they always did, in beds pushed up together.


Aiden had woken in the early hours of the morning, with his arm twined around Harvard’s neck as though it belonged there, his face nuzzling into the crook of Harvard’s shoulder. Thank God Aiden had woken up before Harvard. He’d thrown himself out of bed and onto the floor, then snatched up his uniform and gone looking for the first boy he could find. Anyone would do.


Finding a new fling had always worked to make Aiden feel better in the past. But now it wasn’t working in the slightest.


Every time he went to kiss a guy, Aiden had to fight the urge to turn his face away. Kisses had once felt like playing, but now they felt like defeat. There was nowhere he felt comfortable enough to sleep. He didn’t dare go back to his room, and it was horrifying to sleep near anyone else. Even if he tried, he would inevitably jolt out of his doze, heart hammering in a panic because something was wrong, and would have to spend too many sick moments figuring out what it was. He was always in the wrong place with the wrong person. It was as if Aiden’s every instinct had been rewired over the duration of a handful of days.


A few times, he’d been unguarded enough to flinch from a kiss, or his fling had caught him being too obviously miserable. What was Aiden supposed to say? I hate being touched by someone who’s not Harvard? I hate you for not being Harvard?


He’d thrown himself into misery instead and hadn’t come up for air. Why would he do that when he just wanted to drown?


Aiden was so tired his eyes burned, but he didn’t close them. Whenever he shut them, he saw that evening again and remembered what an idiot he’d been to hope. He’d run to Kings Row, intent on confessing his love to Harvard. But before he could even get the words out, Harvard had said he couldn’t imagine anything worse than being in love with Aiden.


What a moment that had been. Aiden was well aware of what most people thought of him, but he hadn’t thought his best friend agreed.


Luckily, Aiden hadn’t had the chance to confess his love. What an exercise in humiliation that would’ve been. He didn’t even know why he’d thought it might work: He’d spent years following Harvard around. He’d followed him to Kings Row.


Aiden smiled mirthlessly to himself.


He didn’t care if everyone thought he was awful. That was better than the truth.


Being unrequitedly in love with your best friend since you were a little kid? That was pathetic. Aiden Kane was determined to be anything but that.


He was the one who’d made the rule that he wouldn’t date people on the fencing team. He was the one who’d broken the rule. He deserved whatever he got.


If you’re going through hell, keep going. That was a quote from a British politician with a face like a cranky bulldog.


Aiden had to keep living like this, had to keep going through the deep charring feeling underneath his breastbone. It felt as if his heart were being burned away.


That was the whole point. Once his heart was gone? Problem solved.
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4 SEIJI



Seiji couldn’t believe he was doing this.


The worst thing was that he couldn’t even blame anyone else. He was the one who’d had the bright idea to run off and call his father.


Koichiro Katayama was a very busy man, so Seiji tried not to bother him, but ever since Seiji had asked him for help over a certain matter involving Nicholas, his father had been calling more frequently. It was peculiar. His father didn’t seem to have anything much to say.


“How are they treating you at Kings Row?” his father inquired once.


“They aren’t treating me,” Seiji answered. “I haven’t sustained any injuries, and I haven’t been ill.”


“Ah,” said his father. “Making friends?”


“More friends?” Seiji returned in horror.


“Never mind,” his dad replied. “How’s Nicholas?”


His father always asked. Seiji would tell him about Nicholas’s fencing progress, which was dismal, every time his father called. At least that was a pleasant part of the conversation. He’d known his father would become more interested in fencing one day.


He understood his father would rather have a social butterfly for a son, but Seiji had enough trouble with the one friend he’d accidentally acquired without heaping more disasters on himself. Still, those weekly awkward talks with his dad meant Seiji felt he could call him, when the next trouble regarding Nicholas arose.


So he walked out onto the grounds at Kings Row as the sun set, dialed his father’s number, and caught him playing golf.


“I’m sorry, I’ll call you back later,” Seiji said at once. “Focus on winning.”


Seiji hadn’t wanted to come to Kings Row. He’d always expected to accompany Jesse Coste and attend Exton: a far larger school than this one, with an elite fencing team and high gray walls surmounted by tall gray towers. But Seiji was getting used to it here in this small school, where everything was old-fashioned in a way that was classic and cozy at once and where he hardly ever sat by himself in the dining hall. His father’s voice was steady and reassuring in his ear.


“Don’t worry about that. It’s just a game, Seiji. Winning’s not the most important thing in the world.”


“I don’t understand,” said Seiji.


“I know you don’t,” his father returned. “Someday you might. For now, let’s talk. Did you just want to, uh, chat?”


His father was attempting a more casual way of talking to him lately. He was trying to be “down with the kids,” Seiji thought, and it was horrible. Seiji himself had never been “down with the kids.”


“Why would I bother you if all I wanted was to exchange pleasantries?” asked Seiji. “We can do that during winter break. No, I’m calling about something important. This is about Nicholas.”


“Okay, wow, it’s happening,” said his father. “Right, Seiji, let me just move away from the others, give us some privacy. Listen, guys, save me something from the drinks cart—”


“You don’t need to leave your friends.”


Seiji was starting to feel unnerved.


“They’re not my friends, they’re business associates. I barely like them,” his father said, then speaking away from the phone, “Sorry, Jock, didn’t mean for you to hear that.” He transferred his attention back to Seiji. “Doesn’t matter! What matters is you, Seiji. I think I know what you’re going to tell me. I’m so glad you feel able to share this with me! Thank you. I, ah—love you.”


Seiji cast a hunted look around the courtyard. He had the irrational wish to climb up a chestnut tree and escape this emotional conversation.


“And I’m sure I will love Nicholas,” his father continued.


“Why would you do that?!” asked Seiji. “He’s annoying, and he’s bad at fencing!”


There was a long pause on his father’s end of the line.


“I’m sure he has… qualities,” his father said at last. “The point is, I hope you know that you can always tell me… whatever it is you have to tell me. I’m accepting. I accept you. I just found it difficult to swallow the idea of Jesse.”


“Why are you bringing up Jesse?”


Seiji’s throat narrowed a small but crucial amount when he was forced to discuss Jesse Coste, his former fencing partner and the reason he was attending Kings Row. The mysterious obstruction in his throat made it difficult to speak clearly and show that Seiji was perfectly all right.


“No reason,” said his dad. “I’m sorry. Let’s never talk about Jesse again. That would make me very happy. Tell me about Nicholas!”


“Do you remember me saying that he was socioeconomically disadvantaged?”


“That doesn’t matter,” his father assured him.


Seiji lifted his eyes to the sky. He knew his father was intelligent. He wasn’t sure why sometimes he said foolish things.


“Obviously, it does matter. That’s why I’m calling you. To tell you about Nicholas.” Seiji paused. “And Eugene.”


“Eugene!” his father exclaimed. “Who is Eugene?”


“He’s also on the fencing team,” said Seiji. “He lifts weights. He has…” Seiji considered. Nicholas said Eugene had “an army of brothers and sisters” but Eugene had rolled his eyes when Nicholas said that. Seiji didn’t know the truth. “Potentially twelve siblings. He says bro frequently and makes excellent protein shakes. I don’t know anything else about him.”


A silence followed, the wind dropping leaves one by one onto the grass. Perhaps he’d praised Eugene in overly glowing terms, but Eugene was a teammate and always friendly.


“He sounds nice.” His father’s tone was doubtful. “Well, I’m an open-minded and modern man. Tell me whatever you have to tell me about Nicholas… and Eugene.…”


“It’s really the whole team,” said Seiji.


On the other end of the line, his father made a strangled noise. Seiji heard him cover the phone and yell out muffled apologies to other golfers.


“Go on,” his father encouraged him after this eventful break in the conversation.


“I want you to sponsor the Kings Row team to go to a prestigious training camp in France,” Seiji said. “Nicholas wishes to go, but he can’t afford it.”


He didn’t like it when Nicholas wasn’t able to have things Nicholas should have. It was as though someone had cheated in a match to gain an unfair advantage, except it seemed as though someone had rigged life to make it easier for them and harder for other people. Seiji disapproved of unfair matches.


“Right,” his father responded cautiously after another and less eventful pause. “Uh, Seiji, why not have me pay for just you and Nicholas to go?”


“Eugene’s poor as well,” Seiji answered. “Not as poor as Nicholas, but his family can’t send him to France.”


“I suppose he has all those brothers and sisters…,” his father murmured.


Seiji had no more to say about Eugene’s family. “More importantly, if you sponsor the whole team, it’s a gesture of support to the school and doesn’t single out Nicholas. He might feel awkward or as though he owed me something if he perceived himself as an object of charity. He has to think this is something that would happen whether he was at Kings Row or not.”


“You’re learning a lot at this school,” said his father.


“I don’t know about that,” said Seiji. “It’s vital for me to have fencers of my own caliber to have practice bouts with, and there isn’t anyone like that at Kings Row. That’s why we must go to Camp Menton.”


And there was the silver lining, gleaming like an épée in the light of their salle. In France, there would be plenty of elite fencers to face. He’d had many excellent matches in France in the past. The only time he’d been so evenly matched in the US had been with…


But Seiji didn’t want to think about Jesse.


His father offered, in a careful manner, “If this fencing camp is so prestigious, will the Exton team be attending as well?”


The fact his father was worrying about that was awful. It made Seiji feel as though he’d left a gap in his defense, so obvious it could be spotted by anyone, and now he was sure to lose.


“Yes,” Seiji said in a clipped voice.


“Jesse’s going to be there.”


That stupid obstruction was back in his throat. Seiji refused to let it interfere with his speech. He kept his voice stern and convincing as he said, “I can handle Jesse.”


That had to be true.


“But you don’t have to ‘handle him.’ You shouldn’t do anything that will hurt you. Winning’s not that important. It’s just—”


“Just a game?” Thinking of Jesse made Seiji’s voice sharper than he’d intended. “You already said that. Why do you enjoy sealing a deal or opening a new factory? It’s not about money. We have enough of that. It’s about winning. You keep score, the same way I do.”


He expected his father to be insulted by the comparison. Instead, he sounded oddly pleased.


“Never thought about it that way,” his father admitted. “Ah well, the child of a hawk is a hawk. I take your point, Seiji. I don’t like losing, either. I only wish… I never want you to feel trapped. You should decide when the victory is important. Don’t let anyone choose your fight for you.”


When his father talked about feeling trapped, Seiji remembered the humiliation of losing against Jesse in that one match where he’d let his feelings get the best of him. Never again.


“I think the Olympic selection committee might choose my match for me,” said Seiji.


Seiji didn’t know why everyone else was always missing the obvious. There were times in life when you had no choice but to fight.


“I’ll let you win this conversation,” his father told him, laughing. “I imagine you win most of them.”


“No, I don’t,” Seiji said gloomily. “Nicholas never listens. He just keeps talking, and he does whatever he wants!”


“I must meet Nicholas someday soon,” Seiji’s dad added.


“Why would you want to do that?” Seiji was baffled. “I really don’t think you’d have much in common.”


“We have you in common,” said his father.


Seiji stared fixedly up at the fall-gold leaves. “About what you were saying earlier.”


His father coughed. “Ah. Yes, some crossed wires there. I can see how a lot of the things I was saying probably didn’t make sense to you.”


At least he knew!


“I just wanted to say I… hold you in high regard as well,” said Seiji. “But I’d rather not talk about it.”


His father’s voice went soft. “All right. Then we won’t. Consider your request granted. I’ll sponsor the team. Enjoy France. I must get back to winning my golf game.”


“I thought it was just a game and it didn’t matter?”


“It is just a game,” said his father. “That I am going to win.”


Seiji found himself giving the phone a small smile after he’d hung up. It was bizarre but oddly nice to think he and his father were alike in some ways. And it was good Nicholas would be pleased about going to France.


Then he did some mental arithmetic about how the travel time to France was going to cut in on his fencing schedule, and it became clear that going to France was a terrible idea. Seiji rushed Nicholas back to the salle and tried to do as many drills as possible.
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That night, Seiji lay in his bed on the properly ordered side of the room and frowned over at the yellow ducks on the curtain he’d hung up to keep Nicholas’s chaos away from him. The ducks fluttered in the night, taunting him.


Chaos awaited in France. He would be forced to think about how it had been when he lost his match to Jesse and fled to France because he felt as though he were in exile. He would have to see Jesse at camp as the new captain of the Exton team. Seiji and Jesse had once planned to lead the Exton team to victory together.


Why had he done this? Just because Nicholas wanted to go to Camp Menton. Just because Nicholas hadn’t been trained the way he deserved. Why was it up to Seiji to make that right?


What had Seiji been thinking? He must have lost his mind.
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