
        
            
                
            
        

    
Fertile University

Colby Gray


Copyright © 2026 Colby Gray

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.



Great Communities




Dukes of Harem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem 




Club Kaiju

https://www.facebook.com/groups/484560235438701




Harem GameLit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit/about


Stay Connected




Want to know when the next book gets released? Want to get behind the scenes updates and early chapters?




Follow Colby Gray on his Amazon author page and get updated when he releases a new book:




https://www.amazon.com/stores/Colby-Gray/author/B0CFGFZ7QW?ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true&ccs_id=f4b9438c-b725-4364-b0b6-96ef0971f55c




Subscribe to Colby Gray's YouTube Channel and get book updates, early chapters, and exclusive audiobooks that aren't available anywhere else:




https://www.youtube.com/@ColbyGrayBooks


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Great Communities

Stay Connected

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Afterword


Chapter 1

I was halfway across campus before I remembered I hadn’t eaten anything besides a granola bar.

Two days before classes started, the place looked half-awake. Upperclassmen dragged carts of stuff toward dorms, parents hovered, and confused freshmen stared at maps on their phones. I skirted around a cluster of people hauling a mini-fridge and cut across the edge of the quad toward the counseling office.

This was supposed to be a quick check-in. Ten, fifteen minutes tops. Make sure I was on track, talk about “goals” for junior year, nod along, get the green light, and go back to pretending summer wasn’t basically over.

The counseling office sat on the edge of campus in one of those squat administrative buildings the university favored. It looked exactly like every other one from the outside, just with a different sign on the door.

Inside, the waiting area was functional—rows of chairs, a counter, a few posters about stress and time management on the walls. A bored-looking student worker glanced up when I came in.

“Name?” she asked.

“Tom Anders. Ten o’clock.”

She checked something on the screen, nodded, and waved me toward the chairs.

I sat. Pulled out my phone. Scrolled through emails I didn’t want to deal with. A reminder from financial aid, a message from a professor about textbook editions, spam from some club I’d accidentally signed up for freshman year.

My appointment time came and went by five minutes. Then ten. I checked the clock again just as the door beside the counter opened.

“Anders?” the counselor called.

I stood and slung my backpack over one shoulder. The counselor—a middle-aged woman in a cardigan—gave me a quick, professional smile as I stepped into her office and dropped into the chair across from her desk.

“Tom, right? Junior year,” she said, already tapping at her keyboard. “Computer science major, correct?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Figured I’d get the yearly ‘don’t ruin your life’ lecture out of the way early.”

That got the ghost of a smile. “We’ll try to keep the ruin to a minimum. This is your pre-term academic check. Just making sure you’re on track for graduation, that there aren’t any surprises. You’ve been here before, you know the drill.”

“Routine,” I said. “My favorite word.”

She clicked through a few screens, eyes scanning. “So. You’re planning to graduate at the end of next spring?”

“That’s the goal.”

“GPA is solid. You’ve stayed on top of your major requirements.” She frowned slightly. Her hand paused on the mouse. “One moment.”

The way her eyes narrowed at the screen sent a prickle through my chest.

“What?” I asked.

She didn’t answer right away, just kept scrolling. Her fingers moved faster. The frown deepened.

“Okay,” she said finally, more to herself than to me. “That’s…odd.”

“Odd how?” I shifted forward in the chair, my backpack sliding off my shoulder and hitting the floor.

She looked up. “According to this, you’re short a credit.”

“Short a credit,” I repeated. “What does that even mean? I’ve been taking full course loads. I did a winter term. I did a summer class last year. I’m not short on anything.”

“It isn’t the total number that’s the issue.” She turned the monitor slightly so I could see, then thought better of it and turned it back. “You’re missing one upper-division experiential credit required for your program.”

“I took that stupid online seminar last fall,” I said. “The one where we had to write reflection essays about ‘professional identity.’ That’s what my advisor told me I needed.”

“That course counted toward your elective requirement.” She shook her head slightly. “This is a separate line. Think of it as a practicum or applied learning credit. It’s only one credit, but it’s categorized differently. It’s new for your catalog year.”

“No one said anything about a new requirement.” My voice came out flatter than I intended.

“There was an email last spring,” she said. “And it should have been discussed in advising. It’s been attached to all computer science majors in your entry cohort.”

I thought back, trying to remember any conversation like that. Nothing. Maybe it had been buried in some massive mass email I’d skimmed and immediately forgotten.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “So I need one extra credit. Fine. I’ll add a one-credit class this semester.”

She pressed her lips together. “That’s the part that’s tricky. Most of the one-credit options that satisfy this requirement are associated with existing courses. Labs, capstones, research practica. They either have prerequisites you don’t have yet or they’re already full. And with the term starting in two days…” She trailed off and shook her head again. “It’s late.”

The prickle in my chest sharpened into something tighter. “What happens if I don’t do it this year?”

“You’d have to push your graduation date back at least one term,” she said. “Possibly an entire year, depending on when the right opportunity is offered again.”

I stared at her. “Over one credit.”

“Over a required credit,” she said gently. “Unfortunately, the system doesn’t distinguish.”

My mind jumped ahead in a rush. Another semester of tuition. More loans. Another year before I could even think about paying anything back. The internship I’d been eyeing that assumed a spring graduation date.

I rubbed my forehead. “There has to be something. An independent study. A late add. Something.”

She tapped her pen against a notepad, thinking. “Let me be clear: your options are limited this close to the start of term. But there might be one realistic path.”

“I’m listening,” I said.

“The department sometimes offers teaching assistant credits at the undergraduate level,” she said. “Not for grading-heavy positions, but for structured support roles—running labs, leading review sessions, that sort of thing. Those can be counted as experiential learning.”

A TA. I pictured the grad students I’d seen running discussion sections, making awkward jokes at the front of the room while the real professor sat in the back grading.

“I thought those were grad-only,” I said.

“Usually,” she said. “But some professors prefer advanced undergrads for introductory courses, especially in CS. If you can find a faculty member willing to take you on as an undergraduate TA and register you for a one-credit practicum attached to their course, that would satisfy this requirement.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “So who do I talk to?”

She spread her hands a little. “That’s the challenge. TA positions are usually arranged before now. Most professors who wanted one have already lined it up. You would need to contact potential faculty in your department directly and ask if they have space and are willing to sponsor you.”

“So my ‘realistic option’ is to run around campus begging professors for a job that probably doesn’t exist, two days before classes start,” I said.

“I know it’s not ideal,” she said. “But I want you to understand the stakes. Without this, your graduation timeline changes. If you’re proactive and persistent, you might find someone with an unfilled need. Departments sometimes make last-minute adjustments when enrollments are higher than expected.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked.

She hesitated again before answering. “Then we’ll re-evaluate your plan for a delayed graduation date. But I would focus on the first path for now. Here.” She clicked around on her computer, printed something, and slid the paper across the desk toward me. “This is the practicum registration form our office uses. If you find a faculty sponsor, they’ll need to fill in the course information and sign. Bring it back to us as soon as you can. We can fast-track the registration if we have the paperwork by the end of the week.”

The form sat between us like a bad joke. TA Practicum Agreement, it read at the top in bold letters.

“What if I just…overload?” I asked. “Take an extra full class this term instead of hunting down some professor who doesn’t know who I am.”

“Even if you could find an open class that meets the requirement, overload requests have to be approved by the department and the dean at least a week before classes start,” she said. “We’re past that window.”

I leaned back in the chair and stared at the ceiling for a second. “Perfect.”

“I’m sorry, Tom,” she said. “I know this is frustrating. But you’re a strong student. Your transcript reflects that. If anyone can convince a professor they’d be an asset as a TA, it’s you. Start with faculty you already know. Professors you’ve taken classes with. Ask if they need help with their introductory courses, labs, office hours. Explain the situation honestly.”

“Just like that?” I said.

“Just like that,” she said. “And if you hit dead ends, come back. We’ll see if there’s any wiggle room left on our side. But the department has to play a part.”

I picked up the practicum form and folded it once, then twice, more carefully than it deserved. “Okay,” I said, trying to sound like the room wasn’t tilting. “I’ll…figure something out.”

Her expression softened. “I know this isn’t the way you wanted to start the year. But you have time. Not much, but some. Use it.”

Time. Forty-eight hours to fix an administrative mess I didn’t know existed until five minutes ago.

“Thanks,” I said, standing. It came out automatically. Years of being polite to authority, even when I wanted to swear.

She gave me a professional, sympathetic nod. “Email me if you secure a sponsor. I’ll keep an eye out for your paperwork.”

I stepped back into the waiting area, the door closing softly behind me. My whole junior year had felt like a neat, ordered timeline when I woke up—a checklist of classes, projects, maybe a decent internship application or two.

Now all I could see was that single missing credit like a pothole at the end of everything.

Outside, the heat hit harder than it had on the walk in. Or maybe I just noticed it more now. I shoved the folded practicum form into the front pocket of my backpack and walked without really picking a direction at first.

A TA position. Short notice. Professors who already had their picks lined up months ago.

I’d had two computer science professors I didn’t hate freshman and sophomore year. One had retired at the end of last spring. The other mostly taught upper-level theory classes, the kind that had grad students orbiting them like moons. I could already imagine how that email would go.

I pulled out my phone and opened the department page anyway, scrolling through the list of faculty. Names I recognized. Names I didn’t. No section that said “Desperate for TAs, Please Help Tom Graduate.”

I stopped walking when I realized which part of campus I’d drifted toward. The gym complex loomed ahead, the big glass front facing the athletic fields.

Of course.

If there was anyone on this campus who might know which professors needed cheap labor, it was the guy who somehow managed to be at every game, every pep rally, every random event where the university wanted to look enthusiastic.

Jimmy.

He’d been my roommate freshman year. Total chaos in human form. Perpetually five minutes late, perpetually one misplaced assignment away from academic disaster. And yet he’d somehow gotten himself hired as the university’s squirrel mascot and parlayed that into knowing half the staff on campus. Professors, coaches, administration, random custodial staff. If there was a pizza party, Jimmy had been there in a squirrel suit.

If anyone had a backdoor into TA spots, it was him.

I cut across the lawn toward the gym’s side entrance. The air inside was cooler, the lighting harsher. I passed the front desk—flashed my student ID out of habit—and made my way toward the hallway that opened out onto the main basketball court and the door that led to the football practice field.

I didn’t have to guess whether practice was happening. Through the corridor windows, I could see players running drills out on the turf, helmeted bodies moving in lines. And beyond them, near the sideline, was a familiar, ridiculous shape.

The university had decided years ago that our mascot would be a squirrel. Not some intimidating animal. Not a noble bird. A squirrel. Someone had gone all-in on the concept, designing a full-body costume with a huge plush tail and an oversized head with fixed, wide eyes.

That someone was currently my best friend.

I made my way through the gym and out toward the field, sticking to the edges. I didn’t want to get yelled at by a coach for wandering into drills. Eventually I reached the spot where the players’ water coolers and equipment carts were set up, just far enough off the sideline.

Jimmy stood there in full costume, sans head. The gray-furred body suit and massive tail made him look even more ridiculous from up close. His real head sat on a folding chair beside him, big cartoon eyes staring up at nothing.

He was talking to one of the assistant trainers, animatedly gesturing with his paws. I waited until the trainer walked away, then stepped up.

“You planning to molt out of that thing, or is this your skin now?” I asked.

Jimmy turned, squinted, and then grinned when he recognized me. His hair stuck to his forehead in damp clumps, dark with sweat, but he looked exactly the same—like he’d pulled an all-nighter and somehow thought it was hilarious.

“Tommy boy,” he said. “Back on campus and already haunting the gym. Love to see it.”

“I’m not haunting anything,” I said. “I’m having a small academic crisis. Totally different.”

He tilted his head. “Crisis this early in the year? You’re way ahead of schedule.”

“I just came from the counseling office,” I said. “Apparently I’m missing a credit. A specific one. If I don’t fix it, I don’t graduate on time.”

That wiped the joke off his face. Not completely—this was Jimmy—but enough that I saw his eyes narrow.

“Missing how?” he asked.

“Some new ‘experiential learning’ requirement for CS majors,” I said. “One stupid credit. They added it to our catalog and no one thought to mention it in a way that didn’t sound optional. Now every normal option is full or requires a time machine.”

“Ouch,” he said. “So what’s the fix?”

“The counselor says my ‘only realistic option’ is to become a TA for a professor and get a practicum credit that way,” I said, letting the sarcasm drip. “You know, because that’s such an easy thing to grab at the last second.”

Jimmy blinked. “She actually said that?”

“Not in those exact words, but yeah. Find a prof. Convince them to let me help with their intro class or something. Get them to sign this.” I pulled the folded practicum form out of my bag and handed it to him.

He unfolded it and scanned it quickly. “Damn,” he said. “This is some official-looking paper.”

“That’s not the problem,” I said. “The problem is every TA spot is probably already filled. Everyone who wanted one set it up months ago. I don’t even know where to start.”

“CS department, obviously,” he said, like that was profound. Then he handed the paper back and wiped his forehead with the back of one furry paw. “Okay, yeah, that’s serious. You’re trying to walk at graduation, not hang around with me for another year.”

“As flattering as that prospect is,” I said, “no.”

He looked past me toward the field for a second, thinking. His usual default was joke-first, maybe-think-later. The fact that he was actually considering it meant he understood how screwed I felt.

“Look,” he said. “Don’t panic.”

“Kind of late for that.”

“Okay, don’t panic more,” he amended. “You’re right that most profs already have their TAs locked in. But not all of them. People flake. Enrollments spike. Admin screws up. Stuff falls through. I’ve seen it.”

“Because you lurk at every campus event like a furry cryptid,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said, completely unbothered. “Perks of being Squirrely the Squirrel. I know some people in your department. Not like, best-friends-forever know, but I’ve done events with them. CS outreach days, alumni mixers, that kind of thing. They’ve seen me. They’ve seen me fall off tables. We have a bond.”

“That’s…comforting,” I said.

He waved a paw. “The point is, I’ve got names and phones. I can start making calls. Ask around. ‘Hey, Professor So-and-So, you got all the help you need for Intro to Whatever? Got a smart kid here who needs a break.’ That kind of thing.”

“You’d do that?” I asked, more surprised at how quickly he’d offered than at the plan itself.

Jimmy snorted. “Dude, of course. You kept me from flunking data structures. Twice.”

“You only took it once.”

“Felt like twice,” he said. “Anyway, this is nothing. I’ve done way sketchier things for people I like less. Let me shower, lose the tail, and I’ll start texting around. Worst case, I find someone who knows someone.”

“I don’t have time for worst-case,” I said. “Classes start in two days.”

“Then we treat it like a two-minute drill,” he said, glancing out at the field like he was absorbing football metaphors through osmosis. “High pressure. Fast moves. No punting.”

I stared at him. “Do you even know what punting is?”

“Something with kicking and regret,” he said. “Stay focused. You still have today and tomorrow. First, make your own list. Which CS profs have you taken that didn’t hate you?”

“That’s a short list,” I muttered.

“Email them. Like, now,” he said. “While I’m stuck in this oven suit cheering on guys who are way more athletic than me, you’re going to be sending the nerdiest desperate emails of your life. Short, honest, respectful. ‘Hey, I’m in a bind, here’s my transcript, the counseling office says I need a practicum credit, are you taking any undergrad TAs for intro classes?’ Attach that form. Done.”

“You make it sound easy,” I said.

“It’s not easy,” he said. “It just beats sulking in your dorm and hoping the credit fairy visits. And while you’re doing that, I’ll hit my contacts. I know a couple professors by first name. One of them owes me for not passing out inside this suit at that alumni barbecue in July.”

I remembered the pictures from that online. Jimmy in full squirrel mode, posing with donors. The man had no shame and, apparently, no off switch.

“Jimmy,” one of the coaches called from farther down the sideline, gesturing sharply. Jimmy looked over, then back at me.

“Duty calls,” he said. “Go hit your laptop. Send the emails. Don’t let the panic brain win. I’ll text you as soon as I hear anything.”

“Pretty sure panic brain already has a three-touchdown lead,” I said, but I found myself straightening the practicum form in my hand anyway.

“We’ll run it back,” he said. “You’re not missing graduation over one credit. Not happening on my watch.”

He grabbed the mascot head from the chair and slid it on in one practiced motion. In an instant, my sweaty, disorganized best friend vanished behind fabric and fur, replaced by the wide-eyed, permanently grinning squirrel.

He gave me a thumbs-up with one padded paw, then jogged toward the coach, tail bobbing behind him.

I watched him go for a second, then looked down at the paper in my hand and the faint smudge of printer ink along one edge.

Two days. Find a professor. Become a TA. Fix a problem I hadn’t known existed.

“Don’t panic,” I muttered under my breath anyway.

Then I turned back toward campus and started walking, already drafting the first email in my head.


Chapter 2

By noon I was behind the counter at Luxe Cafe, pretending I wasn’t refreshing my email every thirty seconds in my head.

Luxe was wedged into the student center, all brick accent wall and dim, indirect lighting that tried really hard to look upscale and mostly just made everyone’s under-eye circles stand out. The university brochure called it “a curated on-campus coffee experience.” Everyone who actually went here called it Suxe Café.

I pulled on my black apron, tied it tight at my waist, and clocked in on the little touchscreen by the pastry case. The register beeped me into existence as Barista #7 or whatever anonymous number I was in the system.

No new emails from professors, obviously. Jimmy had texted me a thumbs-up squirrel emoji an hour ago—of course he had that saved—and: working on it. U worry too much. That was it. No miracles yet.

The lunch crowd was already forming a loose line when I stepped up to the register. People clustered in small knots, backpacks half on, half off, talking too fast, half paying attention to the menu. Typical.

“Hey,” my manager said from behind the bar, not looking over. “We’re slammed already. Try not to screw anything up today, okay?”

“Good afternoon to you too,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Got it,” I said, louder.

She nodded once and went back to steaming milk, the picture of not actually trusting me.

The first twenty minutes went by in a blur of autopilot. Swipe cards. Punch buttons. Tall vanilla latte, iced mocha, extra espresso shot, some complicated tea that took three menu screens to find. My hands moved faster than my brain, which was probably for the best because my brain was still stuck on practicum forms and professors who hadn’t answered my carefully worded pleas yet.

“Name?” I asked for the twentieth time, marker hovering over a cardboard cup.

“Josh.”

I scrawled it, misspelled on purpose out of habit, then handed him his receipt.

The line thinned for half a second, and I let myself look up past the counter toward the door.

That was when they walked in.

Three of them, side by side like they’d rehearsed the entrance. All around the same height, all in that first-week-of-semester casual that somehow still looked intentional. Every guy in the room who wasn’t glued to their phone glanced up.

The one in the middle had blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail and freckles dotting porcelain skin, the kind of face every sunscreen ad wanted. Green eyes that were bright even in Luxe’s attempt at moody lighting. She wore a simple white top and short denim skirt, and moved like she expected people to get out of her way without thinking about it.

On her right: black hair braided over one shoulder, tanned skin, arms that were fit enough to make her simple t-shirt look like it belonged in a catalog. Brown eyes taking everything in with a quick, controlled glance. A little more reserved in how she carried herself, but there was a sharpness behind it.

On the left: red hair that brushed past her shoulders, bright blue eyes, a small, curvy frame in a crop top and high-waisted shorts that did absolutely nothing to hide how stacked she was. She moved with a kind of loose bounce, like she was two seconds from laughing at something only she could hear.

They paused just inside, looked at the menu that never changed, then started toward the register together, talking low and grinning.

Of course they came to my line.

The girl in the middle—blonde, freckles, green eyes—reached the counter first and gave me a smile that looked practiced but somehow still hit.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hey,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral and my eyes somewhere above shoulder level. “What can I get for you?”

She tilted her head at the menu for a second, even though it was right in front of her at eye level. “What’s your favorite iced drink?” she asked.

There it was. The kind of question people asked when they wanted to talk, not order.

“My favorite or the one that won’t make you hate me when you see the price?” I said before I could stop myself.

Her mouth quirked. “Honest. I like it.”

“The cold brew’s good if you don’t like it too sweet,” I said. “If you do, iced vanilla latte, extra shot, caramel drizzle. Classic sugar bomb.”

“Sold,” she said immediately. “Iced vanilla latte with an extra shot and caramel drizzle. Medium.”

I tapped it in. “Any changes to the milk or syrup?”

She did that little pretending-to-think thing, tapping a finger against her chin. “Actually, can you make it with oat milk and sugar-free vanilla?”

Oat milk, sugar-free vanilla, extra shot, caramel drizzle. I punched each modifier carefully. I was not in the mood to get yelled at over milk.

“Name?” I asked.

“Eliza,” she said. “With an E.”

The redhead leaned on the counter slightly. “Can you write it with like, a fun flourish or something?” she asked. “She gets mad when they spell it wrong, it’s a whole thing.”

“I heard that,” Eliza said, without looking back at her.

I wrote ELIZA in block letters, no flourish. If she wanted calligraphy she could pay me more than minimum wage.

“And for you?” I asked the redhead.

She rocked up onto her toes, blue eyes scanning the menu boards briefly. “What’s your most unhealthy thing?” she asked.

“That’s a long list,” I said. “Top contenders are the blended caramel thing and the seasonal whatever. It’s sugar with a shot of coffee.”

“Blended caramel thing,” she decided. “Whipped cream. Extra caramel. And…chocolate drizzle too, if you can. Go big or go home, right?”

The girl with the braid made a face. “You’re going to get a cavity just looking at that.”

“That’s future me’s problem,” the redhead said. “Name’s Ellen, by the way.”

I wrote ELLEN, then looked at the last girl.

She gave a small, knowing smile. “Just a medium cold brew. Splash of cream. One pump hazelnut.”

Of course she ordered the one thing that didn’t require an advanced degree to make.

“You want regular cream or one of the alt milks?” I asked.

“Regular’s fine,” she said. “I’m Avery.”

I entered her drink, added the hazelnut, hit total. “That’ll be fourteen-fifty-eight,” I said, deadpan.

Ellen put a hand to her chest theatrically. “Robbery.”

“This is Suxe Café,” I said. “You pay extra for the suffering.”

That actually got a laugh out of all three of them, quick and bright. Eliza slid a card across the counter.

“Guess we’re funding your tuition now, Tom,” she said after glancing at my name tag.

“Barely,” I said, swiping the card. “You’re funding like, half a textbook.”

The receipt spat out. I handed it back and gestured toward the other end of the bar. “We’ll have those ready down there.”

They drifted away in a small cluster, still talking. I exhaled slowly and moved to the bar side, aware that my manager was watching me out of the corner of her eye.

“Stay on register,” she murmured.

“I got it,” I said. “You’re slammed with hot drinks; I’ll do these cold ones.”

She hesitated, then grudgingly shifted to the espresso machine.

Fine. I could handle three drinks without burning the place down.

I pulled three plastic cups, wrote their names across them in big letters, lined them up like little soldiers.

First: Avery’s cold brew. Easy. Ice, cold brew from the tap, splash of cream, one pump hazelnut. Done.

Ellen’s sugar bomb: blended caramel monstrosity. Ice, milk, caramel syrup, base mix into the blender. Blend, pour, whipped cream, caramel and chocolate drizzle in crisscross until it looked like a dessert menu photo.

And Eliza’s. I double-checked the ticket on the screen. Medium iced vanilla latte, extra espresso shot, oat milk, sugar-free vanilla, caramel drizzle.

I grabbed the oat milk carton, measured, pulled the extra shot, added the sugar-free vanilla. Ice into the cup, pour espresso over, top with milk, finish with a controlled spiral of caramel drizzle. Lid, straw, slide it next to the others.

I glanced back up at the screen. Everything matched. No room for “you forgot the—” later.

“Cold brew for Avery,” I called, holding it up.

Avery stepped forward, took the cup from my hand, eyes flicking briefly to my face, then down at her drink. “Thanks,” she said.

“Blended caramel for Ellen.”

“That’s me,” Ellen sang, grabbing the monstrosity with both hands and staring at it like she’d just been handed a trophy.

“And iced vanilla latte with oat milk for Eliza.”

She stepped up, took the drink, straw already between her fingers. “You remembered the oat milk?” she asked, a testing note in her voice.

“Yep,” I said. “And the sugar-free vanilla. And the extra shot. And the caramel drizzle. You’re fully customized.”

She smirked slightly and took a sip.

For half a second, her expression was neutral. Then she pulled the straw out of her mouth slowly and looked at the cup like it had insulted her.

“Yeah, this is wrong,” she said.

I blinked. “Sorry?”

She looked up at me, all bright green eyes and that same practiced smile. “I asked for almond milk, not oat,” she said. “This tastes like oatmeal.”

Behind her, Avery and Ellen exchanged a look that was far too amused to be sympathy.

“No, you said oat,” I said, before my brain could edit me. “Oat milk, sugar-free vanilla.”

Eliza’s eyebrows went up half a millimeter. “I definitely said almond,” she replied, light and easy. “Didn’t I?”

She glanced back at her friends. Avery nodded immediately, mouth curving. “Yeah, you said almond,” she said.

“Almond, for sure,” Ellen added. “I remember because I almost changed my order to almond too, but then I decided to live dangerously.”

They were all smiling. Not angry. Not upset. Just…watching.

I turned to glance at the order screen even though I knew what I’d see.6

I tapped the line and spun the screen so my manager could see from where she was tamping espresso.

“She said oat milk,” I said quietly. “It’s in the system.”

My manager shot the screen a three-second glance, then looked straight past it at Eliza. Her entire expression shifted into Customer Service Mode.

“I’m so sorry about that,” she said, stepping forward. “We’ll remake it for you right away.”

Eliza waved a hand lightly. “It’s really not a big deal,” she said. “We just thought—”

“No, if it’s not right, it’s not right,” my manager said. “We want you to be happy with your drink. You asked for almond?”

Eliza didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah,” she said. “Almond.”

“Of course.” My manager took the cup gently from her hand. “We’ll get that fixed. Tom, re-ring that as almond milk, comp it.”

I tightened my jaw. “The ticket says—”

“Now,” she said under her breath, without looking at me.

The couple behind the girls shifted impatiently. The faint tension in the air was palpable—eyes on me, on the drink, on the little power play none of them would remember in an hour.

I swallowed whatever I wanted to say, tapped in a remake, hit the comp button. The register chimed.

“Almond milk this time,” my manager said pointedly, sliding the cup toward me.

I dumped the oat milk drink in the sink, grabbed a new cup, wrote ELIZA again, this time with a barely restrained line through the first attempt.

Oat, almond. My hands went through the motions while my brain replayed the last thirty seconds on loop. I knew what she’d ordered. I knew what I’d punched in. But saying that out loud again would just make me look petty.

Extra shot. Almond milk. Sugar-free vanilla. Ice. Caramel drizzle. Lid.

I set it on the bar. “Almond milk iced vanilla latte for Eliza,” I said.

She stepped up, took it, and our eyes met for half a beat. There was a flicker there—something like satisfaction. She took a slow sip, still holding my gaze.

“Mmm,” she said. “Perfect. Thank you.”

Avery and Ellen both smiled at me over their cups like we were all in on some joke together. Then they turned, still talking, and walked out as if the whole thing had been a brief, mildly entertaining detour in their day.

The door shut behind them.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and turned back toward the register.

“Two iced caramel lattes,” the next person in line said immediately, in a tone that said they didn’t care about whatever weird little scene they’d just watched.

“Sure,” I said, punching the orders in. “Names?”

The line moved on. Orders came and went, my hands working while my mind kept circling back to green eyes and a smile that had sharpened the second she’d said the word wrong.

Twenty minutes later, when the rush had thinned enough that there were only two people waiting, my manager stepped over.

“Back room,” she said. “Now.”

I wiped my hands on my apron and followed her through the swinging door into the tiny storage space that doubled as an office. Metal shelves, boxes of cups, a cramped desk with a computer.

She stopped, turned, crossed her arms.

“What was that?” she asked.

“I made the drink exactly the way she ordered it,” I said. “It’s right on the ticket. Oat milk.”

“She said almond,” my manager replied. “And you argued with her at the counter.”

“I didn’t argue,” I said. “I just said—”

“You corrected her,” she cut in. “In front of other customers.”

“Because she was lying,” almost came out of my mouth. I bit it back hard enough I felt my teeth click.

I tried again. “Because the system shows what we ring up. If there’s a problem, it could’ve been at input, right? Not necessarily—”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Listen to me, Tom. This isn’t a coding class. This isn’t about being technically right. This is food service. If a customer says something’s wrong, you fix it. You apologize, you remake it, you move on. You do not argue about what they ‘actually’ said. Understand?”

“She made me look like an idiot,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them. “Her and her friends. They thought it was funny.”

My manager’s expression didn’t change. “You made yourself look unprofessional,” she said. “We’re not getting into a debate over some freshman’s milk preference. Those girls tell their friends this place screwed up their drinks and treated them like they were crazy? That costs us more than the eighty cents of oat milk you poured down the sink.”

“It wasn’t—”

“End of story,” she said. “I’m not going to tell you again: don’t contradict customers. Especially not when we’re slammed and people are watching.”

I bit the inside of my cheek and looked at a spot over her shoulder. I knew she was right in the big-picture way. Customer service, the customer’s always right, all that. It just grated knowing I was getting chewed out for someone else’s little game.

“I get it,” I said finally.

“Do you?” she asked. “Because if we get complaints about your attitude, I’m not going to be able to keep you on weekend shifts. And I know you said you needed the hours.”

That landed heavier than I wanted it to. Rent, textbooks, the thousand stupid fees the university invented every semester. Losing this job would screw up more than my coffee habit.

“I get it,” I said again, more clearly. “Won’t happen again.”

She held my gaze for another second, then nodded once. “Good. Take a breath. Then get back out there and smile at people like they’re not personally ruining your day.”

She turned back toward the door. “And wipe the bar; it’s a mess.”

The door swung shut behind her, leaving me alone with the shelves and the faint hum of the old fridge.

I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes for a couple seconds, then let them drop.

Missing credit. No TA yet. Now my manager hinting that one more “attitude problem” and I could kiss my paycheck goodbye. All in the same day.

I walked back out to the front, grabbed a rag, and started wiping down the bar where stray droplets of coffee had gathered. The couple at the end talked quietly. Someone typed on a laptop. Life moved on.

My reflection in the stainless steel of the fridge door looked tired, jaw tight.

I could still see Eliza’s expression in my head, that amused little curve of her mouth as she’d said, Yeah, this is wrong. The unbothered way Avery and Ellen had backed her up like they’d been expecting it.

They’d walked out laughing, and I was here wiping caramel off a counter and getting warnings about my job.

I rinsed the rag out at the sink and set it aside, forcing my shoulders to unclench.

Fine. They’d had their fun.

They wouldn’t be the last people to think making me look stupid was entertaining.

But if this week had taught me anything, it was that I didn’t have the luxury of just letting other people write the script.

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Three more hours in this shift. Then back to my dorm, back to my laptop, back to begging the department for a shot at that missing credit.

I turned back to the register as the door opened again, the little bell jangling softly.

“Hey there,” I said automatically to the next customer, my voice smoothing into the practiced cadence, my smile edged but in place.

“What can I get for you?”


Chapter 3

By the time I made it back to my dorm, my feet felt like they belonged to someone else.

The hallway lights were on that too-bright setting that made the chipped paint look even worse. Doors were mostly shut, a couple cracked open with muted TV glow spilling out. It was that late pre-semester lull where everyone was here but no one had real homework yet, just a lot of noise.

My room was at the end of the hall. The door stuck a little, like always. I shoved my key in, turned the knob, and pushed.

The latch clicked, the hinges groaned, and I stepped into my cramped little kingdom.

Both beds, both desks, one narrow strip of floor. That was it. My side: reasonably neat, laptop and textbooks stacked on the desk, sheets actually on the mattress. My roommate’s side: a pile of clothes that might have been clean once and a couple of dumbbells shoved under the bed.

And sprawled across my bed, sideways, was a full-grown squirrel.

For half a second my brain refused to process it. Then I registered the gray-furred body suit, the massive tail draped off the side of the mattress like a dead animal, and dark hair plastered to a very human forehead.

“Are you serious,” I said.

Jimmy was out cold. He’d managed to get the mascot head off; it sat crookedly on my desk chair, big cartoon eyes staring at me like even it was judging the situation. The rest of the costume was still on him, torso, legs, tail, like he’d made it halfway through undressing and quit.

I let the door fall shut behind me, and that small sound was enough to jolt him.

He twitched, made a noise, and then his eyes blinked open, unfocused. For a second he stared straight past me like he couldn’t remember where he’d parked his body. Then his gaze landed and he squinted.

“Tom?” he mumbled. His voice was thick, sleep-heavy. “Time’sit?”

“Late,” I said, dropping my backpack under my desk. “You broke into my bed in the dead of night. This is how horror movies start.”

He rolled half onto his back, the tail flopping with him. “Door was open,” he muttered. “Texted you. You didn’t answer. Thought you died.”

I fished my phone out of my pocket and checked. Three unread messages from him.

You back yet 

Where r u 

I’m dying, using ur bed, don’t yell

“I was at work,” I said. “Suffering. Why are you dressed like the world’s laziest furry on my pillow?”

His eyes drifted shut again, then forced themselves open like it was a Herculean effort. “Had to find you,” he said. “Got…news.”

That cut through the automatic sarcasm a little.

I sat down in my chair and spun it to face him. Up close, I could see how drained he looked. There was a faint red mark around his hairline where the mascot head usually pressed, and his undershirt was visible at the neck of the suit, damp with sweat.

“What kind of news?” I asked.

He flopped an arm across his face for a second, then let it fall back to his side. “I made calls,” he mumbled. “Like I said.”

“Yeah?” That pulled a knot of tension tight in my chest. “And?”

He took a long, slow breath, like each word was one more rep at the gym. “Found a guy. Professor. Hurst. Mister Hurst. He’s looking for a TA.”

I straightened in the chair. “You’re serious?”

“Do I look like I have the energy to mess with you?” he said, which was a fair point.

“What’s his deal?” I asked. “What class?”

“Freshman CS thing,” Jimmy said. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, smearing whatever salt and sweat had dried there. “Intro to…Programming Logic? Logic something. Big lecture. Said he was screwed if he didn’t get help. You’re his miracle.”

The knot in my chest shifted into something else—relief mixed with a new, sharper anxiety.

“How did you even—” I stopped myself. “No, back up. Who did you call?”

He blinked like retracing his steps hurt. “Started with Coach’s admin. She knows a lady in Arts & Sciences. That lady knows like every department secretary on campus. I said I had a strong CS kid in a bind, needed experiential credit, knew his way around code. Asked if anyone had a freshman course without enough hands.”

“‘Strong CS kid,’” I repeated. “You actually sold me?”

“Dude, I hyped you up like you were God’s gift to Python,” he said. “Also mentioned you pulled a three-point-eight last term. Secretaries love that number stuff.”

“And they said Hurst?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Department assistant said Hurst emailed earlier freaking out about enrollment caps and not enough support. I told her you’d email him. Gave her your name. She said she’d let him know.”

A tiny, disbelieving laugh escaped me. I’d spent the whole day imagining nothing but closed doors, and here was my roommate, half-dead in a squirrel suit, telling me he’d knocked on the exact right one.

“So he knows I exist,” I said slowly.

“Probably,” Jimmy said. “He at least knows there’s a Tom Anders missile headed his way.”

“That’s comforting,” I said, but my chest felt a little lighter.

“Wrote his info down,” Jimmy added. He patted at the front of the mascot suit like he was searching his pockets, grimaced, then reached awkwardly under the fake fur and pulled out a folded index card that had been pressed against his undershirt.

He held it up halfway, arm limp. I got up, crossed the couple feet of floor, and took it.

MR. HURST – COMP SCI 

intro to programming logic 

Jimmy’s handwriting was objectively terrible, but it was enough.

“You’re a ridiculous man,” I said. “But you might’ve saved my ass.”

“Told you I got you,” he muttered. His head sank deeper into my pillow. “Counselor lady’ll love this. You just get him to sign your magic paper.”

“I still have to convince him,” I said. “He doesn’t know me. For all he knows I barely passed my own intro class.”

“You didn’t, though,” Jimmy said, eyelids drooping again. “You crushed it. You’re like…coding Jesus. Hurst’ll be lucky to have you.”

“Blasphemy and flattery,” I said. “You must be exhausted.”

“Been running drills with freshmen mascots all evening,” he yawned. “Do you know how hard it is to teach basic choreography to people who can’t see their own feet? It’s war out there.”

There was a part of me that wanted to push for more detail—to ask exactly what the department assistant had said, whether this was a sure thing or just a “maybe if you email fast enough you’ll get to the front of the line.” But I could see him unspooling in real time.

“Okay,” I said, sitting back down. “I’ll email him first thing. Thanks. Seriously.”

Jimmy waved a hand vaguely in my direction. “Don’t mention it,” he slurred. “Literally. Ever. Hero image to maintain.”

I snorted. “Yeah, that’s what I walked in on. A real hero scene.”

“Shut up,” he said, but there wasn’t any heat in it.

I leaned my elbows on my knees, suddenly aware that my brain, no longer in survival mode from the shift, was free to rehearse the other disaster of the day.

“So, speaking of war,” I said. “You will not believe what happened at Suxe Café.”

He made a noise that could’ve been encouragement or could’ve been his soul leaving his body.

“These three girls came in,” I started. “Freshmen, I’m pretty sure. Walked straight up to my register like they owned the place. One of them, Eliza, orders this complicated iced latte. Oat milk, sugar-free vanilla, extra shot, caramel drizzle. I ring it in exactly like she says. It’s all there on the ticket.”

“Mm,” Jimmy said. His eyes were closed now.

“I make it,” I went on. “Perfectly, if I say so myself. Hand it to her, she takes one sip, then suddenly, ‘Yeah, this is wrong. I asked for almond milk, not oat.’ Just like that. And her friends back her up instantly. Smiling. Like they’d rehearsed it or something.”

Jimmy’s breathing was evening out.

“I told her she’d said oat,” I said. “I mean, I heard her. The system showed it. My manager glanced at it for half a second, then completely threw me under the bus in front of them. ‘We’ll remake it, so sorry, Tom messed up.’ Like I’d just free-poured soy into someone’s allergy. Gave me a whole lecture in the back about not contradicting customers.”

Jimmy didn’t answer. His chest rose and fell steadily, the only part of him that wasn’t completely still. The big plush tail was fanned out awkwardly over one arm like some tragic blanket.

“I came this close to getting fired for it,” I said to the room. I held my thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Over fake almond milk.”

Nothing.

I watched him for another few seconds, then sighed. “You’re not hearing any of this, are you?”

Silence.

“Cool talk,” I said. “Glad we had this heart-to-heart.”

He didn’t move.

For a moment, irritation flared again—at Eliza and her perfect smile, at my manager, at the absurdity of my best friend passing out in a squirrel suit on my bed.

Then it ebbed. None of this was Jimmy’s fault. The guy had apparently spent his entire evening hustling on my behalf and then dragged himself across campus in forty pounds of synthetic fur to deliver the news.

I reached down, grabbed the end of my comforter that he wasn’t lying directly on, and pulled it up awkwardly over his chest.

“Don’t suffocate in there,” I muttered. “I do not want to explain that to campus security.”

He murmured something incomprehensible and rolled onto his side, tail bumping against the wall.

I shook my head, turned back to my desk, and woke up my laptop.

The screen flared to life, email client already open and full of unanswered messages from professors about syllabi and “looking forward to a productive semester.” I clicked away from it and opened the CS department page instead.

Faculty list. Alphabetical. I scrolled past the names I recognized—Dr. Kline, who’d retired; Dr. Patel, who taught Algorithms and smiled exactly once a year until I found it.

Robert Hurst, Associate Professor.

I clicked.

A headshot loaded. Late fifties, maybe early sixties, depending on how forgiving you wanted to be. Gray hair thinning at the top but still hanging on. Wire-rimmed glasses. A button-down shirt and tie that looked like they’d been hanging in the same office for decades.

His smile was small, the kind older professors wore in brochure photos. Underneath, was a short bio.

Professor Hurst has taught introductory computer science courses at the university for over twenty-five years. His teaching interests include programming fundamentals, logic, and discrete structures. He is committed to helping students build a strong conceptual foundation…

The rest blurred together after that.

A list of courses scrolled down the page: Introduction to Programming Logic. Introduction to Computer Science. Discrete Mathematics for Computer Science. Same titles, repeating across years. Same room numbers.

This was exactly the kind of guy I’d pictured when the counselor mentioned “intro courses.” Someone who’d been explaining variables and loops and boolean logic to freshmen since before I was born.

It was both reassuring and weirdly intimidating. On one hand, that meant he’d have a system. On the other, I was imagining stepping into a machine that had been running without me for decades and trying not to jam any gears.

I leaned back in my chair, card from Jimmy still in my hand, and stared at the email address on the screen.

rhurt@…

The unfortunate pun potential didn’t escape me. I filed it away for later.

I could email him tonight. It wasn’t that late by professor standards, probably. But my head felt like it had been wedged between the espresso grinder and the mascot helmet all day, and if I rushed something now, I’d sound either desperate or incoherent.

Still, the outline of the message formed automatically in my brain.

Professor Hurst,

My name is Tom, I’m a junior CS major. The undergraduate counseling office suggested I reach out regarding a one-credit practicum opportunity as an undergraduate TA for your Introduction to Programming Logic course…

Blah blah, GPA, relevant coursework, experience helping classmates, please save my academic life without me sounding like that’s what I’m asking.

I dragged the cursor to the minimize button and let the window slide away. Tomorrow. First thing. Brain slightly fresher, crisis pitch perfected.

For now, I closed the laptop entirely and flicked off the desk lamp. The room dropped into a softer gray, whatever light leaked in from the hallway edging around the closed door.

I toed off my shoes, stepped carefully over the heap of Jimmy plus tail, and sat down on the narrow strip of mattress he wasn’t occupying. With a little shifting, I managed to wedge myself between his legs and the wall, back pressed against the cinderblock, feet pulled up.

It was ridiculous, sharing my own bed with a half-comatose squirrel. But after a second, the absurdity faded, leaving just bone-deep tiredness.

I lay down on my side, facing the wall, and let my eyes close.

For a moment, all I could see was the practicum form in my bag and Hurst’s photo on my screen. Twenty-five years of intro classes. Endless streams of freshmen. Me, at the front of one of those rooms, trying not to look like I’d been handed the chalk five minutes before.

Then the reel shifted.

Blonde hair, freckles, green eyes.

Eliza, leaning on the counter, asking for my “favorite iced drink” with that light, testing smile.

The way her mouth had curved when she’d said, Yeah, this is wrong. Like she’d been waiting all along for the moment she could twist the knife.

Avery, standing slightly behind her, brown eyes sharp and amused, cataloguing everything. The hint of muscle in her arms when she’d taken her cup, the way she’d backed Eliza up without missing a beat. Calm, controlled, dangerous in a quieter way.

Ellen, wide blue eyes and bright red hair, fingers wrapped around a drink that probably took a year off her life expectancy. Laughing easily, going along with the act, like the whole world was just one big game and they were winning.

I replayed the scene again. The perfected timing of it. The casual cruelty of pretending they’d said almond when we all knew they hadn’t. The way they’d walked out—laughing, sipping, not even looking back.

Anger flared in my chest again, hot and useless. They’d made me look incompetent in front of my manager and a line of people. They’d nearly cost me hours I desperately needed.

And under that anger, tangled up in it so tightly I couldn’t pull the threads apart, was the memory of how they’d looked doing it.

The way Eliza’s ponytail had swayed when she turned her head. The effortless curve of Ellen’s waist above high-waisted shorts. The line of Avery’s legs in those simple black jeans. None of them trying too hard, none of them overdone. Just…polished. Like they’d all stepped out of some catalog for “effortlessly hot college girls.”

If they’d just been rude, it would’ve been easy to file them away as people I never wanted to see again.

But they hadn’t been, exactly. They’d been flirty. Playful. Smiling the whole time, like we were all in on some private joke I hadn’t agreed to.

It wasn’t fair, the way my brain kept circling back to that. To the sound of Eliza’s laugh when I’d called the place Suxe Café. To the way Ellen had leaned on the counter and asked me to write her friend’s name with a flourish. To the small nod Avery had given me when I’d handed her drink over, like she was acknowledging a worthy opponent.

I shifted on the thin mattress, the wall cool against my forehead.

“Unbelievable,” I muttered into the dark.

They were probably in some freshman dorm right now, stretched out on their beds, talking about schedule shopping and parties and which upperclassmen were hot. Maybe I was a two-second anecdote in their night, “the barista who got our milk wrong.”

They’d forget me by next week.

The stupid thing was, I knew I wouldn’t forget them.

I opened my eyes to the dim outline of the wall inches from my face. Behind me, Jimmy’s breath came and went, steady and oblivious. Somewhere down the hall, a door opened and shut, muffled voices drifting past and then fading. Campus life, looping on.

Mr. Hurst’s tired brochure-smile and the three girls’ bright, amused ones overlapped in my head for a second, then pulled apart again.

Missing credits. Teaching assistant applications. Maybe getting fired over almond milk. Three unfairly attractive freshmen who thought I was fun to mess with.

It was only the second day back and already the year felt like it had teeth.

Eventually the knot in my chest loosened enough that my thoughts stopped pinballing and started to blur. The mental image of Eliza’s green eyes and the curve of her mouth faded into the generic fuzz of dreams.

At some point I slept.


Chapter 4

By the time I got back to the counseling office, I’d already checked my email three times on the walk over like the system might magically un-register me out of spite.

The same student worker from before barely glanced up when I stepped in. “You can go on back,” she said. “She’s free.”

I didn’t argue. I just pushed through the door into the counselor’s office.

She was at her computer, glasses a little lower on her nose than last time. When she saw me she gave a quick nod that was almost an actual smile.

“Tom. You move fast.”

“I had motivation,” I said, dropping into the same chair as last time. “Tell me it worked.”

She turned her monitor slightly away—probably some rule about me not seeing other people’s files—and clicked a few times.

“All right,” she said. “You submitted the practicum document this morning. Professor Hurst’s portion is completed. One moment while I refresh…”

Those two seconds stretched.

Then she nodded once, more firmly. “There we go. You’re officially enrolled in CS 399: Teaching Practicum, one credit, under Professor Hurst. It’s attached to his Introduction to Programming Logic section.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. My shoulders dropped.

“So I’m not getting surprise-delayed a year?”

“As long as you complete the practicum satisfactorily, this will fulfill your experiential requirement,” she said. “Your degree audit updates overnight, but it’s already showing as in-progress on my end.”

The words in-progress had never looked so good.

“I’m actually heading to that class now,” I said. “Intro to Programming Logic. First day. I thought I’d check in before it started, in case something exploded in the system.”

“Nothing’s exploded yet.” She made a quick note on her pad. “I appreciate how quickly you handled this, Tom. Most students in your situation would still be in denial.”

“You scared me straight,” I said. “In a very administrative way.”

That got another small smile. “Remember, this isn’t just a box to tick. You’ll be in front of a room of freshmen. That’s…its own experience.”

“I figured I’d be more of a helper,” I said. “You know, grade some quizzes, run a review if needed.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second before saying, “You’ll have to work that out with Professor Hurst. But on paper, you’re covered.”

That tiny pause landed weirdly, but I filed it away.

“Thanks,” I said, standing. “Really. I was already picturing another year of this place.”

“Let’s avoid that,” she said. “If anything changes, email me. Otherwise we’ll see you again at your usual midyear check.”

I nodded and stepped back into the hallway, practicum problem technically solved, a different kind of anxiety already warming up in the wings.

Outside, campus felt more awake than it had a couple days ago. More people, more backpacks, more nervous first-day energy. I threaded through clusters of freshmen who were walking three abreast like they owned the sidewalk, cut across the quad, and headed toward the science side of campus.

Intro to Programming Logic was in one of the older lecture halls. I knew the building—big rooms, tiny desks, fluorescent lighting that made everyone look like they were halfway through a midterm even when they weren’t.

I checked the time on my phone. Ten minutes to the hour. Early enough not to look chaotic, late enough that I didn’t have to stand in an empty room alone with my thoughts.

On the third floor, I followed a trickle of students toward the end of the hallway. The door to 312 was propped open. Inside, the room stepped down toward a wide whiteboard and a projector screen, rows of fixed chairs with fold-out desks.

And up front, standing by the computer like he’d been poured there and left to set, was Professor Hurst.

He looked the same as his faculty photo, just more…three-dimensional. Late fifties, maybe early sixties. Gray hair combed back but losing ground on top. Wire-rimmed glasses. A button-down shirt with a tie in a pattern that probably hadn’t been in style since before I was born.

He turned when he heard me come in, eyes scanning like he was bracing for a wave of freshmen.

When he registered that I wasn’t one—no lanyard, no map, no wide-eyed expression—his shoulders dropped a notch.

“Tom?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Tom Anders. We emailed this morning. About the practicum.”

He let out a small breath that was almost a laugh. “Ah, good. Good, good.” He crossed the last few steps between us and stuck out a hand. His grip was dry and light. “Glad you found me.”

“Same,” I said. “Thanks again for agreeing to this. The counseling office was…very clear this was my only option.”

“Well, the department assistant was very clear that my enrollment numbers for this course had gone up again,” he said, in the voice of a man who'd had that argument more times than he could count. “Fifty-eight students in an introductory class. It’s madness.”

“Fifty-eight?” I repeated, glancing up at the rows of seats. Somehow seeing an actual number attached made it worse.

“At least,” he said. “And that’s just the ones registered. First week there’s always a few extra bodies who think they can add late.” He checked his watch, then looked back at me. “You’ve taken this course?”

“Not this exact one,” I said. “I took Intro to CS with Kline and then Discrete with Patel. We covered a lot of the same fundamentals.”

“Good enough,” he said, waving a hand. “You know the basics. Variables, conditionals, loops, logic operators. You’ll be fine.”

“I’m happy to help however you need,” I said. “Grade homeworks, run lab, hold office hours…whatever fills the credit requirement.”

He gave me a look I couldn’t quite parse. Relief, definitely. Something else under it. Resignation?

“Lab,” he repeated. “Right. Well, here’s the thing.”

He stepped past me to the desk at the front, tapped the keyboard to wake the computer, and gestured at the logged-in screen.

“I’ve been teaching some version of this course for twenty-five years,” he said. “Introduction to Programming Logic, Introduction to Computer Science, Fundamentals, whatever name administration slaps on it. Always the same material. Variables, conditionals, loops, logic operators. You get the idea.”

“Sure,” I said.

He clicked a couple of folders, then frowned like he’d lost his train of thought. “Every year, the department says they want more hands-on support. Every year, they give me more students and less assistance. So when the assistant said there was a capable junior willing to help, I said yes before she finished the sentence.”

“Happy to be of service,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “Do you have a syllabus you want me to follow? Or slides?”

He made a small dismissive noise. “Oh, there’s a syllabus. Somewhere. I’m sure it’s on the course page. I used the same one last fall with a few date changes. But listen…”

He turned fully toward me, dropping his voice like we were conspiring.

“I’m going to be perfectly honest with you, Tom. I am tired. I have been teaching this exact material, semester after semester, to freshmen who can barely find the on switch on their laptops, for longer than you’ve been alive.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again.

“Some of them are very bright,” he went on. “Some of them work very hard. Many are neither. They don’t do the reading. They don’t come to office hours. Half of them treat this as a checkbox on their path to some startup fantasy they saw in a movie. And when they fail, they blame me.”

He stopped, seemed to realize he’d gone further than he intended, and gave a thin smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“What I’m saying is, the department wants this course to run. They want someone competent at the front of the room. They want hand-holding and engagement and whatever buzzword they’re attaching to teaching this year.”

He tapped the edge of the desk twice with two fingers.

“And you,” he said, “are competent.”

A small warning bell went off in my head. “I mean, I’ve done well in my CS classes,” I said. “And I’ve helped friends study. But I’m not…you.”

“Then don’t try to be,” he said, like it was the simplest thing in the world. “You know the material. You’re closer to their level, which frankly might help. Explain things how you wish they’d been explained to you. Use your judgment.”

I looked at the blank whiteboard. The empty projector screen. The slowly filling seats behind me as students drifted in, taking spots in the middle rows, pulling out notebooks, scrolling on their phones.

“You’re not…teaching today?” I asked carefully.

He glanced at his watch again. “I have another commitment,” he said. “The dean has roped me into some curriculum committee meeting. They’ve been on me to attend. The timing is…unfortunate.”

“Right now?” I said.

“In ten minutes,” he said. “Which is to say, yes. First week of classes is chaos all around.” He reached into his leather bag, pulled out a thin stack of papers, and handed them to me. “These are the printed syllabi. Well, last term’s version. Dates haven’t been updated, but the structure is the same. Weekly topics, grading breakdown, that sort of thing.”

I took them automatically, grip tightening to keep my fingers from shaking. The top page was a blur of course objectives and percentages.

“You can tell them we’ll post the updated version online later this week,” he said. “Introduce yourself. Go over the high-level expectations. Maybe do a light overview of what programming logic even means, to get them thinking. First days are mostly about setting tone.”

“Okay, but—” I said.

“And I’ll be in and out,” he added, which didn’t sound like a promise. “We’ll coordinate by email about assignments, exams, all of that. For now, just…keep them from wandering off.”

He gave a little laugh at his own joke. My face didn’t cooperate enough to join in.

“Look, Tom,” he said, and his tone softened a notch. “I know this is short notice. But you’re here because you’re capable. The department wouldn’t have signed off if your record didn’t reflect that. Sometimes the best way to learn something is to teach it.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “I’ve heard that.”

“Good.” He glanced toward the door. A few more students had slipped in, first-day energy mixing with the low hum of side conversations.

“You’ll be fine,” he said, already moving toward the exit. “If anyone asks, I’m your supervising professor, and I’ll be giving all the exams. And if there are any…issues, we’ll address them.”

Before I could form a protest that sounded less like I’m not ready for this and more like a professional concern, he’d reached the doorway.

“Oh,” he added, hand on the knob. “Make sure they know attendance matters. Otherwise half of them will stop coming after week three and then cry at you when they’re failing. Better to set expectations now.”

“Right,” I said faintly. “Expectations.”

He gave me one last nod. “Welcome to the other side of the desk, Tom.”

Then he slipped out into the hallway, and I was alone at the front of the room with a stack of outdated syllabi and fifty-eight strangers slowly filling the seats.

For a second, I just stood there, fingers pressed into the thin paper.

This was not what I’d pictured when I’d agreed to be a TA. In my head, there had always been a professor at the center and me on the edges—a helper, a backup. Not the only person between a room full of freshmen and ninety minutes of dead air.

Students kept trickling in. A cluster of guys in hoodies took over an entire row near the middle. A couple of girls claimed the first row like they’d never heard the phrase “front row keener.” There were backpacks everywhere, laptops flipping open, notebooks slapped down, pens chewed.

I set the syllabi on the desk, spread them into a few stacks by reflex. My brain tried to spin up a lesson plan out of nothing.

Okay. Syllabus first, always the syllabus. Then what? Ask what they know? Risk blank stares. Launch into an explanation of what “logic” means in programming versus philosophy? Half the room would be lost, the other half bored.

Ten minutes ago, I’d been walking over here thinking I’d get to be the nice guy who answered questions after Hurst did his thing. Now I was the thing.

I was still mentally rewriting the opening sentence of my introduction when the door at the back opened again.

I didn’t hear them; I just felt the shift in the room before I saw them. A subtle change in posture, a couple heads turning.

I glanced up.

Three girls walked in together, like a movie I’d already seen.

Blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, freckles across pale skin, green eyes that scanned the room without hurry. Simple white top, denim skirt. Eliza.

To her right, black hair in a low ponytail today instead of a braid, brown eyes sharp and assessing, tanned skin. Fitted t-shirt, jeans. Avery.

On the other side, red hair loose around her shoulders, bright blue eyes, petite frame in a fitted tee that did nothing to hide how curvy she was. Ellen.

They paused for a fraction of a second just inside the door, taking the place in. They were definitely not lost; they weren’t holding printed schedules or checking room numbers on their phones. This was their class, and they were making an entrance.

For a half second, our eyes met from across the room. Eliza’s mouth curved—not all the way into a smile, but close. A flash of recognition. The barista from Suxe.

My stomach did a weird little loop.

Of course they were in this class. Of course the universe had decided the three girls who’d turned me into a customer-service cautionary tale would also be my students.

My students. The phrase felt too big in my head.

They moved down the aisle as a unit, ignoring the empty seats closer to the front in favor of the third row, center. Prime watching-the-teacher real estate.

They sat. Eliza in the middle, Avery on her right, Ellen on her left. Bags at their feet, notebooks out. Eliza slid a pen from behind her ear like she’d done this before.

From where I stood, I could see them clearly.

I watched Eliza glance up at me again, eyebrows lifting just enough to be a question.

You?

I forced my mouth into something that was supposed to be a professional, neutral expression and probably came out more like mild constipation.

I glanced at the clock on the back wall. Five minutes past the hour.

The room was almost full. A couple of wandering stragglers slipped into the top row, but the latecomer window had closed.

Time to start.

I picked up one of the syllabi like it was a shield and moved around the front of the desk, out from behind the small comfort it offered.

The conversations around the room faded in that uneven way they do when enough people realize something is happening. A few heads turned. Then more. Fewer voices. More eyes.

Fifty-something faces looking down at me.

I took a breath.

“Uh, hi,” I said. My voice came out a little rougher than I wanted, but it carried. “If you’re here for Introduction to Programming Logic, you’re in the right place.”

A few glances toward the door, the room number, like people were double-checking. No one left.

“Good,” I said. “I’m Tom Anders. I’m a junior CS major, and I’m the teaching assistant for this course.”

That got a few more looks, like people were recalibrating. No professor in a tie, just some upperclassman at the front.

“Professor Hurst is the instructor of record,” I added quickly. “He’s…tied up in a meeting this morning, so I’m running the first session.”

There was a ripple through the room at that. Not quite a groan, more like a collective exhale of lowered expectations.

In the third row, Eliza’s lips twitched. Ellen leaned over to say something low in her ear. Avery watched me, expression unreadable, pen poised over her notebook but not moving.

I held up the syllabus stack. “We’ve got a printed syllabus here—this is last term’s version, so some dates are going to change, but the structure’s the same. I’ll pass these back, and we’ll also post the updated one online.”

I moved along the front row, handing out small piles. They started their slow migration backward, page corners rustling. I tried not to think about how flimsy it felt to be relying on a document I hadn’t even fully read yet.

“When you get it,” I said, “I want you to flip to the first page, where it lists course topics by week. Just so you have a sense of the road map.”

A few students obeyed immediately. Others kept scanning from “grading breakdown” to “late policy” like they were looking for loopholes.

While they were occupied, I glanced down at my own copy, skimming.

Okay, so the usual. Nothing exotic. Just all the foundational pieces the entire major rested on.

No pressure.

“Big picture,” I said, letting the syllabus fall to my side. “This course is about learning to think like a programmer. Not just memorizing syntax, but understanding the logic underneath it. How to break problems down. How to tell the computer what to do in small, precise steps so it doesn’t get confused.”

Blank looks from the back row. A few nods in the front.

“You don’t have to come in knowing how to code,” I added. “We’re assuming…basically nothing. The goal is to build up from zero.”

Ellen whispered something to Eliza, who smirked. Avery wrote a single word on her paper. Probably “assuming” with a question mark.

“Let’s start with the idea of an algorithm,” I said, because that was Intro 101. “Anyone want to take a shot at what that means?”

Silence.

I waited. Let the question sit. I’d been on the other side of this a hundred times; if the room was quiet long enough, someone would crack just to make it stop.

A hand went up in the second row. A guy in a hoodie, looking like he regretted it even as he did it.

“Uh,” he said. “Like…a set of steps? To do something?”

“Yeah,” I said, grabbing the whiteboard marker like it was a lifeline. “Exactly.”

I wrote:

algorithm is a step-by-step procedure to solve a problem.

“And all programming is basically giving the computer algorithms to follow,” I said. “You break down what you want it to do into steps simple enough that the machine can execute them.”

I underlined “step-by-step” for emphasis.

This was fine. This was normal. I could do this.

“So, say you wanted to write an algorithm for making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” I said, going with the classic. “You might write something like, ‘Put peanut butter on the bread, then put jelly on the bread, then put the slices together.’”

I spelled out “PB&J” under the definition. A few students smiled faintly. At least they’d heard the analogy before.

“In here,” I said, tapping my head, that’s totally reasonable. But to a computer, that’s ambiguous. Which slice gets the peanut butter? How much? What do you use to spread it? You need to be more specific.”

I turned back to the board, started writing out numbered steps.

Behind me, a muffled laugh. Then another. I didn’t have to look to know exactly which row they were coming from.

I finished the peanut butter steps, switched to jelly, underlined “order matters” like I was in some weird infomercial.

“And if you get the steps in the wrong order,” I said, “you get bugs. Errors. Things that don’t work the way you expect.”

A hand went up in the back. Another guy, baseball cap, already half-slouched.

“Is this…like, the whole class?” he asked. “Talking about sandwiches?”

There was a ripple of laughter. Some of it good-natured, some of it not.

I felt my ears heat. “No,” I said. “This is the first fifteen minutes of the first day. We’ll be writing actual code soon. But if you don’t get what an algorithm is, the code is just…random symbols.”

I heard how defensive that sounded and wanted to rewind the sentence as it left my mouth.

“Look,” I said, forcing my tone flatter. “Today is about big concepts. Next class we’ll be in the lab environment, actually typing. Running programs. Seeing what breaks. For now, I want you to start thinking in steps.”

I pivoted too fast.

“Variables,” I said. “Who’s heard that word before in a math class?”

More hands, at least. A few murmurs. X, Y, solve for, all that.

“Okay,” I said. “In programming, variables are similar, you’re giving a name to a piece of data so you can use it. But there are some differences. Types, for example.”

I turned back to the whiteboard and started sketching, while I felt like I was dying on the inside.


Chapter 5

I dropped onto the metal bleachers like my legs had given up.

From here, the football practice field looked like someone had shaken a box of pads and helmets out onto the turf. Players crashed into each other in neat lines, coaches pacing, whistles flashing in the air even if I couldn’t hear them from up here.

I pressed both hands over my face and just sat there.

Ninety minutes of Intro to Programming Logic replayed behind my eyes on fast-forward. The blank stares. The half-hearted notes. The guy in the back row who’d asked if we were really going to talk about sandwiches all term. My clumsy pivot into variables that had lost half the room before I’d finished the sentence.

And in the third row, center; Eliza, Avery, and Ellen watching me like I was a new show they hadn’t decided to renew yet.

“Kill me,” I muttered into my palms.

“Can’t,” a muffled voice said next to me. “I need you alive for at least one more semester.”

I dropped my hands.

Jimmy sat beside me, still in the squirrel suit. The massive gray tail spilled over the back of the bench, and the rest of the costume swallowed his body. He’d taken the head off; it sat between his feet, big painted-on eyes staring up at the field like they were really into drills.

His hair clung to his forehead, dark and damp, but he was grinning at me like this was just another day.

“You look how I feel,” he said.

“I seriously doubt that,” I said. “You get paid to wear that thing. I just bombed in front of fifty-eight freshmen for free.”

He whistled low. “That bad?”

I tilted my head back and stared up at the blank sky. “Hurst bailed.”

“Like, didn’t show?”

“He showed,” I said. “Long enough to hand me a stack of syllabi, tell me he’s tired of teaching freshmen, and walk out to some meeting. Left me alone at the front of the room with zero plan.”

Jimmy’s eyebrows went up. “He just…peaced out? On day one?”

“Apparently that’s a thing now,” I said. “Adjunct by ambush. He said we’d ‘coordinate by email.’ I got to improvise for ninety minutes.”

“Damn,” Jimmy said, sitting back. The tail bumped the bleacher behind us. “How’d you do?”

“Terribly,” I said. “I tried the peanut butter and jelly example. Half the room treated it like children’s television, the other half like I was wasting their time. I lost my place twice. I couldn’t remember what week loops were on in his syllabus, so I probably lied about when their first quiz is.”

“Ouch.”

“And,” I added, because my day clearly didn’t have enough salt in it, “those three girls from Suxe? The almond milk trio? They’re in that class.”

He barked out a short laugh. “No way.”

“Third row, dead center,” I said. “Eliza, Avery, and Ellen. Front and center for my slow-motion crash and burn. They were loving it.”

Jimmy leaned forward, propping his furry elbows on his knees. “What’d they do?”

“Nothing. That’s the thing.” I exhaled. “They just sat there. Passing notes, smirking every time I stumbled. Asking zero questions. Eliza kept looking at me like she was waiting for me to mess up something she could pounce on.”

“Maybe she was just admiring your…board work,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “That must’ve been it.”

We watched a running back cut through a drill line for a few seconds. A coach gestured at Jimmy from down below but didn’t actually call him yet.

“So what, you go back to the counseling office and tell them Hurst changed his mind?” Jimmy asked. “Find some other practicum?”

“I can’t,” I said. “Paperwork’s done. Credit’s attached to this course. If I bail, I’m back to square one with two days’ less time. Counselor was clear. This is it. I have to make this work or push graduation.”

Jimmy was quiet for a beat, which by his standards was practically monk-like.

“So you’re stuck,” he said finally. “With a checked-out professor and fifty-eight freshmen. Including the cast of Mean Girls.”

“Pretty much.”

He shifted, the costume rustling. “Okay. Then stop talking like you’re a substitute about to get eaten alive.”

I glanced at him. “Did you not hear the part where the actual professor abandoned me?”

“Yeah, and that sucks,” he said. “But you’re the one at the front of the room now. That means you’re not optional. You’re not the help. You’re it. So act like it.”

“Like what?” I asked. “An underpaid professor with a caffeine problem?”

“Like the guy in charge,” he said. “You know the material. You said you crushed this stuff with Kline. You helped me not fail it. Twice.”

“Still only took it once,” I muttered.

“Felt like twice,” he said. “Point is, you’re not some random schmuck they pulled off the quad. You’re good at this. So stop letting everybody else set the terms.”

“I didn’t exactly get much of a say,” I said. “Hurst dumped the whole thing on me.”

“So what?” Jimmy said. “You going to let him half-ass his job and then let a bunch of freshmen and a few hot girls run your life too? Nah, man. If he’s handing you the keys, you drive. You don’t sit in the passenger seat complaining about the map.”

I snorted. “Did you steal that from a motivational poster in the athletics office?”

“Probably,” he said. “Look, I’m serious. You keep talking like this is happening to you. ‘Hurst made me, the counselor forced me, the girls laughed at me.’ Flip it. You’re the one with the gradebook in your hand now. Use that.”

“Gradebook,” I repeated. The word landed with a little weight.

“Yeah,” he said. “You said yourself, this class is your only way out. So make it yours. Set the rules. Set the pace. Make them work to keep up with you instead of you stumbling over yourself trying to make everyone comfortable.”

Images flashed through my head. Eliza’s amused eyes, Avery’s unimpressed stare, Ellen fighting a smile while she pretended not to follow what I was saying.

“What if they can’t keep up?” I asked.

Jimmy shrugged inside the suit. “Then they fail. That’s not on you. That’s on them.”

“That’s…cold,” I said.

“It’s fair,” he said. “You’re not there to babysit them through an easy A. You’re there to teach the course. If they do the work, they pass. If they don’t, they don’t. Start of the term is when you make that clear.”

I thought about Hurst’s syllabus. Loose deadlines, big participation grade, generous late policy. The kind of thing that made everyone feel warm and fuzzy until they realized they hadn’t actually learned anything.

“What if I made a new one,” I said slowly.

“A new what?” Jimmy asked.

“A new syllabus,” I said. “My syllabus. Not just coasting on whatever Hurst has been recycling since the ‘90s.”

I could see it taking shape while I talked.

“Strict deadlines,” I said. “No automatic extensions because someone forgot there was homework. Attendance actually counts, not just ‘strongly encouraged.’ Smaller homework weight, bigger exam and quiz weight so people can’t coast on participation.”

Jimmy’s grin widened. “Now you’re talking.”

“And,” I went on, the idea gathering momentum, “weekly quizzes. Or random pop ones. No warning. If they’re doing the reading and paying attention, they’re fine. If they’re just showing up and staring at their phones, they’re dead.”

“Damn,” Jimmy said. “Evil Tom. I like him.”

“It’s not evil,” I said. “It’s…structured.”

“You say structured, I hear ‘weeding out the lazy,’” he said.

I pictured Eliza rolling into class, half engaged, blowing off the reading because she figured she could flirt her way through clarifications later. Avery pretending not to care until a bad grade got under her skin. Ellen turning everything into a joke.

“If they’re going to make my life hard,” I said, “I don’t see why I should be making theirs easy.”

“Exactly,” Jimmy said, nodding. “You’re always letting people push you around because you don’t want to be a jerk. But there’s a difference between being a jerk and having standards.”

“So I lay it out next class,” I said, my pulse picking up. “Hand out a real syllabus. No more ‘we’ll figure it out.’ Tell them passing this thing means working. No coasting.”

“And you don’t apologize while you do it,” he added. “No ‘sorry this is hard’ or ‘I know this sucks, guys.’ You stand there and you act like you expect them to step up.”

I could almost see it. Walking in, stacks of paper under my arm. The room settling. Eliza’s face when she realized free period was over.

“Tests worth, what, fifty percent?” I asked.

“Make it sixty,” Jimmy said. “Strike fear into their hearts.”

“Homework thirty, participation ten,” I said, ignoring the sixty suggestion. “Attendance tied to that ten. Three unexcused absences and it drops. No make-up quizzes unless they have documentation that someone literally died.”

“You’re scaring me and I don’t even have to take this class,” Jimmy said, but he sounded impressed. “Do it.”

“The trick is getting Hurst to sign off,” I said. “He’s technically still in charge.”

“He obviously doesn’t want to be,” Jimmy said. “Send him an email with your plan. ‘Here’s how I propose structuring things to keep the class on track.’ Old guys love words like structure and accountability. He’ll rubber-stamp it if it means less work for him.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then at least you tried,” Jimmy said. “But honestly? If you walk in there like you own it, half the battle’s won. Freshmen can smell blood.”

I let the silence stretch for a second, watching a linebacker flatten a tackling dummy.

“Those girls really got to you, huh,” Jimmy said eventually.

“They almost got me fired,” I said. “Now they’re in a class where I decide if they pass a requirement or retake it. I’d be lying if I said that didn’t feel…satisfying.”

He nudged my shoulder with his padded arm. “Then make ‘em work for it. No special treatment either way. They pass because they earned it, or they don’t.”

“Strict but fair,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said. “Channel your inner hard-ass. I know he’s in there somewhere under all that polite customer service trauma.”

I laughed under my breath, some of the tightness in my chest easing. The day still sucked, but at least now it had a direction.

Down on the field, one of the coaches finally cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled something up at us. Even if I couldn’t catch the words from here, the pointing was clear enough.

Jimmy groaned. “Here we go.”

“What’s he want?” I asked.

“Human tackling dummy,” Jimmy said, standing with exaggerated slowness. The costume made it look like a cartoon character getting to its feet. “They like to hit the squirrel. Builds morale or something.”

“I’m not sure that’s OSHA-compliant,” I said.

“Neither is this suit,” he said. He scooped up the mascot head and paused, looking back at me. For once, his face was serious.

“Hey,” he said. “You’re not getting delayed over this. You’re not losing your credit. You’re not getting pushed around by some bored professor or three freshmen with too much eyeliner. You’re running that room. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said.

He grinned. “That’s my TA.”

Then he shoved the head on. In an instant my exhausted, sweatslick best friend disappeared, replaced by the wide-eyed, permanently smiling squirrel.

He threw me a thumbs-up with one furry paw and started down the bleachers, tail swaying behind him as he headed for the field and whatever abuse the coach had planned.

I watched him jog across the grass and plant himself in front of a line of defensive players. The first guy came off the line and wrapped him up; the squirrel suit absorbed it in a way that made my spine hurt in sympathy anyway.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

For half a second I imagined it was Hurst, miraculously deciding to be responsible and offer an actual lesson plan. Or my manager from Suxe, firing me by text to round out the day.

I pulled it out.

Unknown number:

Hey, it’s Willow from Event Club. Are you free to meet on the quad? Need to run a start-of-semester idea by you.

I read it twice before my brain caught up.

Willow. Event Club president. Always with a clipboard or a Google Sheet. I’d done sound checks and random tech favors for a few of their events last year; somewhere along the way, she’d gotten my number “for emergencies.”

Apparently, this qualified.

Sure, I typed back. On my way.

I shoved the phone into my pocket, took one last look at Jimmy getting obliterated by a linebacker, and headed down the bleachers.

The walk to the quad helped bleed off some of the leftover adrenaline from the class. By the time I stepped onto the wide stretch of grass, clusters of students were scattered around—on blankets, at tables, moving between buildings with that first-week half-purposeful energy.

Willow stood near one of the main paths, a notebook open in her hand, pen already moving. Her hair was pulled back, a few highlighted strands loose around her face. She wore a simple blouse and jeans, but there was an efficiency to the way she held herself that made half the people on the quad look like they were in slow motion.

She spotted me, checked her watch—of course she had a watch—and waved me over.

“Tom,” she said. “Thanks for coming.”

“Sure,” I said. “What’s up? Did one of your speakers explode?”

“Not yet,” she said. “But give it a week.”

She flipped a page in her notebook. I caught a glimpse of a to-do list already half crossed out: Venue?, DJ, Food budget, Flyers.

“We were talking at the last Event Club meeting about doing something bigger to kick off the term,” she said. “Welcome week stuff is all small tables and info sessions. No actual fun. I want to give people one big night to remember.”

“Ambitious,” I said. “I like it.”

“I’m thinking a formal,” she said. “But not just a random dance in the gym. Something with a hook. I ran a couple themes past the officers, and the only one they didn’t shoot down in flames was a masquerade.”

“A masquerade,” I repeated. “Like, masks and everything?”

“Exactly.” She brightened slightly, which for Willow meant her expression shifted from focused to very focused. “Formal dress code, masks required. Music, dancing, food, the whole thing. People love the anonymity aspect. It gives them permission to act less like they’re in a midterm and more like they’re in an actual college experience.”

“Plus, you don’t have to clean up decorations for any specific holiday,” I said. “Just lean into generic ‘mysterious night’ vibes.”

“Precisely,” she said. “Lighting, simple color scheme, minimal props. The masks do most of the work. We get better turnout if people can come straight from wherever in the clothes they already wore out.”

“Where are you thinking for the venue?” I asked.

“I put in a request with athletics for the main gym,” she said. “It’s big enough, it’s already got space for a DJ setup and tables, and I know the facilities manager. If they approve it, that’s step one.”

“And you need…what from me?” I asked.

She glanced down at her list. “Reality check, mostly,” she said. “We’ve got a small budget from student activities and whatever we can get from ticket sales. I want music people actually dance to, food people actually eat, and decorations that don’t look like a middle school prom. You’ve dealt with sound and logistics more than anyone else who will answer my texts.”

“You really know how to flatter a guy,” I said.

“It’s not flattery,” she said. “It’s resource management.”

That was the most Willow sentence ever.

I tilted my head, considering. “Nighttime, obviously.”

“Saturday,” she said promptly. “Gives people a few days to settle in. Eight to eleven. Long enough to feel worth it, short enough that campus police won’t hover.”

“What about masks?” I asked. “Do we provide them, or do we make people bring their own?”

“That’s the one sticking point,” she admitted. “If we provide them, that’s a big chunk of the budget. If we don’t, people show up without them and the ‘masquerade’ becomes a vaguely dressy party where three people followed directions.”

“Compromise,” I said. “We advertise it as formal with masks required, tell people they can bring their own if they want something fancy, and then we have a table at the entrance with cheap ones for sale or free if we can swing it. Simple colors, basic designs. Enough to enforce the theme.”

She jotted that down immediately. “Mask table at entrance,” she said under her breath. “Got it.”

“What about tickets?” I asked. “Free, or…”

“Five dollars,” she said. “Enough to commit people without excluding anyone. We can do pre-sales at the student center and at the door. I’m thinking wristbands so we don’t re-check everyone every time they step outside.”

“You’ve already thought this through,” I said.

She gave a small shrug. “It’s what I do.”

I peered at the list again. “Music?”

“We can’t afford a big-name DJ,” she said. “I’ve got two students who offered to rotate sets. One’s more EDM, one’s more pop. I thought we could alternate.”

“As long as they know the difference between a dance crowd and a Spotify playlist, sure,” I said. “I can help with setup. Mics, speakers, whatever they need.”

“See?” she said, as if I’d proven her point. “Useful.”

“Food?” I asked. “You mentioned food.”

“Finger food,” she said. “Stuff people can grab without sitting. Chips, some decent dips, maybe trays of whatever the catering place will give us that isn’t sad. Non-alcoholic drinks, obviously. We’re not playing that game with admin.”

I nodded. “You’re going to need volunteers to keep the table restocked. And someone to babysit the punch bowls so no one decides to contribute.”

“I’ve got club members for that,” she said. “I just…wanted to make sure I wasn’t missing anything obvious before I submit the final proposal. Once it’s in, student activities will either approve it or tell me to water it down.”

“It sounds solid,” I said. “Big theme, clear dress code, simple logistics. People get dressed up, hide behind masks, dance with whoever. It’ll be huge.”

“You really think so?” she asked. There was a flicker of something like uncertainty there, quickly smoothed over.

“Freshmen will eat it up,” I said. “Upperclassmen too, if they hear about it. It’s early enough that no one’s burned out yet. And everyone loves an excuse to pretend they’re in some movie with fancy lighting.”

She smiled properly at that, the edges of her eyes crinkling a little. “Good. I was starting to worry I’d overcomplicated it.”

“Oh, you definitely did,” I said. “But in a productive way.”

She rolled her eyes lightly and made another note. “I’ll put you down as tech lead,” she said. “You’ll be in charge of sound setup, lighting design within our budget, and day-of coordination for that stuff.”

“Wait, what?”

“You said you’d help,” she reminded me.

“I said I’d help,” I echoed. “Not that I wanted a title.”

“Congratulations, you’ve been promoted,” she said. “Welcome to middle management.”

I thought about my week. TA for a class that wasn’t technically mine, barista at Suxe, now unofficial AV guy for a campus masquerade.

“I’m starting to see a pattern,” I said.

“At least this one comes with free snacks,” she said. “And maybe a chance to wear a suit and a mask and not think about code for a few hours.”

I pushed it aside.

“Yeah,” I said. “Could be fun.”

She glanced up from her notes. “You okay, by the way?” she asked. “You look…rough.”

“I just taught my first class,” I said. “Sort of.”

“Oh, right,” she said. “The practicum thing with Hurst. How’d it go?”

“Let’s just say I have strong incentives to get my act together before next time,” I said. “But I’ve got a plan now.”

“Good,” she said. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

It was said so matter-of-factly that it took me a second to realize it was meant as reassurance.

“I’m working on it,” I said.

She closed the notebook with a decisive snap. “Okay. I’ll draft the full proposal and send you and the other officers a copy. Once student activities signs off, we’re locked in.”

“Masquerade it is,” I said.

“Masquerade it is,” she echoed.

We stood there for another moment, the quad moving around us. A group of obviously lost freshmen clustered by the map sign. Someone tossed a frisbee too close to a professor, who pretended not to notice.

I thought of Eliza again, almost involuntarily. Of Avery and Ellen beside her.

“If this thing happens,” I said, “you’re going to get half the freshman class showing up in whatever they panic-bought at the nearest party store.”

“Good,” Willow said. “That’s the point.”

“Just warning you,” I said. “They’re…a lot.”

She eyed me curiously. “Personal experience?”

“Something like that,” I said.

She let it go, tucking her pen behind her ear. “I’ll keep you posted,” she said. “Go…do whatever TAs do. Grade imaginary quizzes.


Chapter 6

I spent most of the night turning Jimmy’s pep talk into an actual document.

After we’d finished hashing out Willow’s masquerade idea on the quad, I’d gone back to my dorm, opened a blank file, and stared at the blinking cursor for a long minute. Then I’d pulled up Hurst’s ancient syllabus in another window and started rewriting it line by line.

No more “participation” being a magic cushion. No more wide-open late policy. No more quizzes worth basically nothing.

By midnight, I had this instead:

Attendance and participation: 10%. 

Homework: 30%. 

Quizzes: 20%. 

Midterm: 15%. 

Final: 25%.

Homework due at the start of class, no late submissions without documentation. Weekly quizzes, some unannounced. Three unexcused absences and your participation grade started dropping half a letter per class.

I even added a line that made me feel like someone’s dad:

If you are looking for an “easy A,” this is not the course for you.

When I was done, I read through the whole thing twice, made a few small edits, then attached it to an email for Hurst.

Professor Hurst:

Attached is a proposed revised syllabus for Introduction to Programming Logic, based on your previous version but with clearer structure around attendance, assessments, and deadlines. Given the larger enrollment, I think this will help keep students on track and manage expectations from day one.

Please let me know if you have any concerns or suggested changes. If you’re okay with it, I’ll distribute this version in class tomorrow.

I hit send and stared at the Sent folder like it might spit something back at me immediately. It didn’t, obviously. Eventually I killed the screen and tried to sleep.

His reply came in the morning while I was brushing my teeth.

Tom,

Looks fine. Appreciate the initiative. Go ahead and use your version.

That was it. No questions, no edits. Just a shrug in email form.

Somehow that made it feel even more like the class was mine.

By the time I walked into 312 with a thick stack of freshly printed syllabi under my arm, I’d gone past nerves into something calmer. Not comfortable, exactly. Just…decided.

Students were already filtering in, claiming seats. A few of them looked half-asleep. A couple of overachievers in the front row had their laptops open and ready. Most were in that first-week “let’s see how bad this is” mode.

I set the stack on the desk, logged into the computer, pulled up my slides for the day, a real outline this time, not whatever I could scribble on the board in a panic. Variable types, expressions, operator precedence. Nothing wild, just more structured than last time.

When I glanced up, their faces were turned toward me in this loose, expectant way.

Third row, dead center—there they were.

Eliza sat in the middle like it was reserved, blonde hair down today instead of in a ponytail, freckles bright against pale skin. Avery was on her right, black hair pulled back, eyes sharp. Ellen was on her left, red hair loose, arms crossed so her chest pushed against the fabric of her shirt in a way that probably wasn’t accidental.

All three of them were watching me.

Eliza gave me a small, noncommittal smile. It didn’t quite reach her eyes. Avery’s mouth was flat. Ellen’s lips were pursed like she was holding back a joke.

I let my gaze pass over them without pausing and checked the clock. Two minutes past the hour. Good enough.

I stepped around the desk, picked up the top chunk of syllabi, and let my voice cut across the low murmur.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s get started.”

Conversations tapered off. Heads turned fully. The room settled.

“If you weren’t here last time,” I went on, “my name is Tom Anders. I’m a junior CS major, and I’m the teaching assistant for this course. Professor Hurst is the instructor of record, but I’ll be running a lot of the class sessions.”

I didn’t apologize for that. I didn’t say “sorry you’re stuck with me.” I just stated it like a fact.

“I’ve got the syllabus for you,” I said, holding up the stack. “This is the version we’ll be using going forward. It’s different from what’s posted online, so don’t just skim and assume it’s the same. We’re going to go through the important parts together.”

I started passing them out along the front row, handing each person a small pile to pass back. Paper moved down the columns in ripples.

“Once you get a copy,” I said, “flip straight to the grading breakdown.”

There was a brief rustle of pages. Pens appeared. A few people leaned in to share.

“Here’s how this class works,” I said. “There are five things that make up your grade: attendance and participation, homework, quizzes, the midterm, and the final.”

I read the percentages off the page, then lifted my eyes to the room.

“Notice what’s got the biggest weight,” I said. “Quizzes and exams. That’s on purpose. If you understand the material, you’ll do fine on them. If you’re just copying homework off a friend or zoning out in class, that’s going to show up very fast.”

A small groan came from somewhere in the middle. I ignored it.

“Homework’s still important,” I said. “That’s where you get practice. But it’s not going to carry you if you don’t actually learn what we’re doing. Same with participation. You can’t just talk a lot in class and expect that to save you at the end.”

Back row, a guy shifted like he’d been counting on exactly that.

“And yeah,” I added, “there will be weekly quizzes. Sometimes I’ll tell you ahead of time, sometimes I won’t. They’ll be short, ten, fifteen minutes—but they’ll cover what we’ve just done and what I asked you to read. Missed quiz without a documented excuse? That’s a zero.”

That got a real reaction. A couple of people exchanged looks; one girl actually raised a hand, eyes wide.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Like…what counts as documented?” she asked. “If you’re sick?”

“Sick with a doctor’s note, family emergency with actual documentation, something from another instructor if there’s a direct conflict,” I said. “Work schedule, oversleeping, and ‘my roommate’s printer broke’ don’t count.”

A faint ripple of nervous laughter went through the room. I didn’t smile.

“If this sounds strict,” I said, “that’s because it is. This is a foundational course for the major. A lot of what you learn here will show up again in every class you take after this. If you cut corners now, you’re going to feel it later.”

Third row, Eliza was staring at her syllabus like it had personally offended her. Ellen’s mouth had dropped open slightly, eyebrows up. Avery had gone very still; her pen was poised over the margin, unmoving.

“Attendance,” I went on, tapping the relevant line. “You get a certain number of unexcused absences before it starts hurting your grade. Use them carefully. If you’re not here, you miss examples, you miss quizzes, you miss chances to ask questions. I promise, you do not want to be trying to teach yourself logic from a textbook at midnight the night before the midterm.”

“Been there,” someone muttered. A couple of knowing nods.

“If you’re here for an easy A,” I said, “this is not the right section for you. I’m not saying that to scare you off. I’m saying it so you can make a decision now. If you’re willing to show up, do the work, and ask for help when you need it, you can absolutely pass this class. If you’re planning on coasting, you’re going to have a bad time.”

I let that hang for a beat.

Eliza’s gaze lifted from the paper and met mine. There was no smile now, just a cool, narrowed look that made it clear she’d read the fine print and did not like it.

Behind her, Ellen leaned over and whispered something in her ear. Whatever it was, it didn’t improve her mood. Avery’s jaw was tight.

I met their irritation with a small, deliberate grin. Nothing big. Just enough to say: Yes, I know exactly what I’m doing.

A flush crept up Eliza’s neck. Her pen dug into the paper a little harder.

“Questions on the policies before we get into actual material?” I asked, looking away from them and sweeping the room.

A guy in the back row lifted his hand halfway. “If we’re, like, borderline at the end,” he said, “do you round up?”

“I go by the numbers,” I said. “I’m not going to bump someone from a C+ to a B because they emailed me a long story about how much they ‘need’ it. If you’re worried about your grade, talk to me early, not in the last week.”

He nodded slowly, like that hadn’t been the answer he’d hoped for.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s talk about variables.”

I turned to the board, grabbed a marker, and wrote:

int, float, bool, string

“Last time,” I said, “we talked about the idea of algorithms. Today I want to drill into how we actually represent data in code. That starts with types.”

I tapped the list. “These are four basic types we’re going to use a lot: integers, floating-point numbers, booleans, and strings. If you don’t know what those mean yet, that’s okay. If you think you know, we’re going to test that a little.”

I moved fast.

“Integer: whole number. Zero, positive, negative. No decimals. Float: number with a fractional component, 3.14, -0.5, that kind of thing. Boolean: true or false. Only those two values. String: sequence of characters. Text. Even if it looks like a number, if it’s in quotes, it’s a string.”

As I talked, I scribbled quick examples.

Behind me, there was a faint intake of breath and then stillness. I didn’t turn around.

“Why does this matter?” I asked, underlining the types. “Because the type determines what you can do with a variable. You can’t add two strings and expect numeric addition. You can’t divide booleans. The compiler will complain, or worse, your program will run and do something you didn’t mean.”

I flipped the projector on and pulled up a simple code snippet I’d written the night before, a tiny program that added numbers, concatenated strings, and threw an error when you tried to mix them.

As the screen lit up, I could see reflections of it in the students’ laptop screens. A few people were already typing along. Others scrambled to open their IDEs.

I didn’t slow down.

“We’re going to look at operator overloading and precedence,” I said. “Don’t panic if those terms are new. Write them down. You’ll see them again.”

I walked them through it. Addition versus concatenation, implicit type casting, the order in which the computer evaluated expressions. I used actual terms and expected them to keep up.

“When I say ‘short-circuit evaluation,’” I said at one point, “what that means is the program stops checking parts of an expression as soon as the result is decided. So in an AND expression, if the first condition is false, it doesn’t bother with the second. In an OR, if the first is true, same deal. That has real consequences when you’re writing conditions that involve, say, checking for null before accessing a property.”

I wrote a quick example with a null check and a property access, ran it, showed them what happened when you reversed the order.

Pens flew. Typing lagged behind my cursor. A girl in the first row had her eyes ping-ponging between the board and her notebook like she was afraid to look away from either.

Someone halfway back raised a hand. “Can you go over that last part again?” he asked. “About…overloading?”

“I’ll post these examples on the course page after class,” I said. “If you’re getting lost, that’s your cue to go back through them slowly on your own time. Right now, I want to make sure we hit everything on the list.”

A slight murmur of protest. It fizzled when I went right back to the code.

Was it harsh? Maybe. But the whole point was that this wasn’t going to be a leisurely stroll.

Third row, the trio’s pens weren’t moving nearly as much as the rest of the room’s.

Eliza had her notebook open, but she kept staring up at the screen like the code might rearrange itself into something friendlier. Her brow was creased. Real concentration, not the bored amusement from last class. Avery was taking notes, but I could see the tension in her shoulders from where I stood. Ellen had stopped pretending to write altogether; she was just watching, biting the end of her pen.

Every once in a while, Eliza’s gaze slid from the projector to me, eyes narrowed. Irritation was written all over her face.

I answered it with that same grin every time.

You wanted to play games? Welcome to mine.

The ninety minutes went by faster from my side this time. I had a clear target, a list of points to hit, and I hit them. When I finally circled back to the beginning and pulled the slide deck down, the room looked…different.

Less relaxed. More aware.

“Okay,” I said, capping the marker. “That’s a lot for one day. The code examples are going up on the course page this afternoon. Your reading for next class is Chapter 2, sections one through three. There will be a quiz on that material next week. Don’t wait until the night before to look at it.”

A groan from the back. I ignored it.

“If you’re already feeling overwhelmed,” I added, “that’s normal. If you’re completely lost, come talk to me during office hours or send me an email. That’s what I’m here for. But I’m not going to slow the pace in class for people who didn’t do the reading. Deal?”

No one said yes, but no one argued, either.

“All right,” I said. “You’re dismissed.”

Chairs scraped. Backpacks zipped. People stood in clumps, some already comparing notes, others heading straight for the door with that shellshocked expression you see after midterms.

Eliza stayed seated for a moment, watching me pack up my laptop. Avery leaned in and said something low to her. Ellen shook her head like she couldn’t believe any of this.

When they finally stood, Eliza glanced over her shoulder at me one more time.

The look she gave me was pure annoyance. Not the playful kind from Suxe. Not even the amused superiority from last class. This was sharper.

I met it and let my smile flicker just enough to be visible.

She rolled her eyes, hard, and turned away. The three of them walked out together, elbows brushing, heads close.

A couple of other students lingered near the front, one to ask about office hours, another to double-check the add/drop deadline in case they decided this wasn’t worth it. I answered mechanically, mind already half out the door.

By the time the room was empty, my phone buzzed in my pocket.

I slung my bag over my shoulder, locked the projector, and checked the screen on my way out.

Willow: Got an approved budget. Want to make a supply run into town? I could use another pair of hands and a brain that understands quantity math.

I thumbed a quick reply.

Me: When are you leaving?

Willow: 20 mins? Lot behind the student center.

Me: On my way.

Outside, the air felt flatter than it had in the morning. Or maybe that was just the contrast between the focused intensity of the classroom and the easy, drifting way people moved between buildings.

I cut across the quad, past a couple of flyers advertising clubs that definitely wouldn’t survive past midterms, and headed for the back lot.

Willow was leaning against a small hatchback when I got there, keys in one hand, notebook in the other. She wore a simple tee and jeans, hair pulled back in a messy knot. No clipboard today, but the vibe was the same.

She looked up as I approached. “Perfect timing,” she said. “How’d class go?”

“Less of a disaster,” I said. “More of a controlled burn.”

“Is that good?” she asked.

“Depends which side of the fire you’re on,” I said. “The new syllabus went over great if you define ‘great’ as ‘no one threw anything.’”

She snorted. “I’ll take that as a win for now. Ready to go play event planner?”

“Let’s do it,” I said.

We got in, she drove, I claimed passenger seat. She pulled us out of the lot with that same no-nonsense calm she used on budgets.

“So,” she said, merging onto the main road into town, “how strict did you go?”

“Pretty strict,” I admitted. “Weekly quizzes, heavy weight on exams, attendance actually counts. I told them if they were looking for an easy A, they should drop now.”

“Wow,” she said. “That’s harsher than some professors I’ve had.”

“I’m not doing anyone any favors by pretending this stuff is optional,” I said. “Plus I have three freshmen in there who think it’s fun to mess with people behind counters. I’m not really in the mood to babysit.”

She glanced over briefly. “You’re talking about those girls from the café, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They’re in my section. Front and center.”

“That’s…awkward,” she said.

“It was,” I said. “Now it’s just motivating.”

She laughed under her breath. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

“I think you’re safe,” I said. “You actually show up to things prepared.”

She hummed at that, like she accepted the compliment as data rather than flattery.

Town wasn’t far, just a short stretch of road past some off-campus houses and a strip of low buildings. We pulled into the parking lot of one of those big-box stores that sold everything from cereal to folding chairs, found a spot, and headed in.

Willow had a list already sketched out by category: Drinks, Snacks, Misc.

“Student activities gave us a decent budget,” she said, “but we still have to make it stretch. I figured we’d do a mix of cheap crowd-pleasers and one or two nicer things so it doesn’t feel like a middle school dance.”

“Chips and one artisanal dip,” I said. “Classy.”

“Exactly,” she said, unbothered.

We hit drinks first. She scanned the shelves, eyes flicking between brand names and price tags.

“Soda, obviously,” she said. “But we need options for people who don’t want sugar or carbonation. And water. So much water.”

“Cases of the cheap stuff?” I asked. “No one’s going to be dissecting the label.”

“As long as it doesn’t taste like a swimming pool,” she said. “Grab four cases of assorted soda. I’ll get water and some kind of juice.”

I loaded cases into the cart, feeling the weight build up. She picked out big packs of bottled water and a couple of huge jugs of generic fruit punch.

At no point did she waffle or stand there paralyzed by brand loyalty drama. She checked prices, did quick mental math, decided. Efficient.

From there we moved to snacks. Chips, pretzels, some trays of cookies from the bakery section.

“We should get something vaguely healthy,” she said, frowning at a wall of neon-colored bags.

“Veggie tray,” I said. “No one will eat it, but admin loves seeing pictures of raw carrots at events. Makes them feel like they’re promoting wellness.”

“You’re not wrong,” she said, tossing a couple of plastic-wrapped trays into the cart. “Great photo op, minimum actual consumption.”

We debated chips longer than anything else. Name brand versus store brand, big bags versus smaller ones.

“College students will inhale anything,” I said. “We don’t need to impress them with imported kettle-cooked whatever.”

“True,” she said. “But if we go too cheap, half of this stuff will taste like salted cardboard.”

“So split the difference,” I suggested. “A few nicer flavors to make people think we tried, and then bulk up with the generics.”

She nodded. “You’re weirdly good at this.”

“I spend a lot of time around people who eat on five-dollar budgets,” I said. “You learn where you can cut corners without starting a riot.”

We filled the cart piece by piece: chips, pretzels, cookies, the obligatory veggie trays, plastic cups, napkins, a stack of cheap plastic bowls.

At the checkout, Willow did a quick subtotal in her head before we even got to the register.

“We’re under budget,” she said. “Barely, but under.”

“Look at us,” I said. “Fiscal responsibility and everything.”

She smiled, small but real. “Student activities is going to love this report.”

The cashier scanned everything with that neutral, slightly bored look of someone who’d been at it for hours. Willow actually met her eye, answered the standard “Did you find everything okay?” like it wasn’t a script, and thanked her by name after glancing at the little tag.

It was a tiny thing, but I noticed.

We loaded the car in relative silence, the hatchback filling up with plastic and cardboard. When we finally shut it and got back in, my phone buzzed again.

An email notification from the course page A student had messaged asking if there was “any wiggle room” on the attendance policy because they “weren’t morning people.”

I groaned quietly and slid the phone back into my pocket without answering.

“Student drama already?” Willow asked, buckling her seatbelt.

“One of them wants me to change the attendance rule because early classes are ‘hard,’” I said.

She snorted. “They’re in for a fun semester.”

“Yeah,” I said.

We pulled out of the lot and headed back toward campus. The day outside the windshield was just…average. Buildings, traffic lights, a couple of people crossing the street where they shouldn’t.

Inside the car, it felt easy.

We talked about logistics. When to move everything to the venue, where to stash the drinks until the night of the party, who she’d roped into helping set up.

She complained about one of her officers who kept volunteering and then forgetting what they’d agreed on. We traded stories about professors who thought email was optional.

At no point did I feel like I had to watch every word for landmines.

With Eliza, everything felt like a test. There was always this undercurrent of “let’s see how he reacts if we push here.” Avery watched everything like she was grading it. Ellen turned even basic interactions into little performances.

Willow wasn’t like that at all.

She didn’t flirt. She didn’t play games. She just…took things seriously without making them heavy, joked without making them mean.

By the time we pulled back into the campus lot, I realized my shoulders had dropped at some point. The tight, defensive knot I’d been carrying since the café milk incident and my first disaster lecture had loosened.

We parked, got out, and started hauling cases from the trunk.

“Thanks for coming,” she said, grabbing one of the water packs. “I know you’ve got class chaos and Suxe chaos and whatever-else chaos on your plate.”

“This was a nice change of pace,” I said, helping her unload and carry the supplies into the storage.


Chapter 7

Halfway through my shift at Suxe, my brain was basically a macro.

Swipe card. “What can I get for you?” Tap-tap on the screen. Call the name. Repeat until death.

The line wasn’t terrible for once. Mid-afternoon lull, a few people with laptops, a couple of stressed-out students clinging to iced coffee like a lifeline, one guy in a lab coat who somehow managed to make ordering a muffin sound like a thesis defense.

I slid a latte across the bar, wiped a ring off the counter, and glanced up at the door more out of habit than anything.

And then a six-foot squirrel walked in.

Full suit. Head on. Tail swaying side to side in that unintentional “please tackle me” way the football team loved.

The room actually paused. Not completely—this was campus, weird was normal—but enough that a couple of people glanced over their screens and then did a very quick double-take.

The squirrel beelined for the counter.

“Of course you’re here,” I muttered under my breath.

He reached the register and just…stood there, huge cartoon eyes staring up at me. For anyone else, it might’ve been unsettling. For me, it was Tuesday.

I leaned on the counter. “You know there’s a human head under there, right?” I said. “You’re allowed to take it off in public.”

The squirrel’s shoulders shook once in a silent laugh. Then the paws came up, grabbed the head, and lifted.

Jimmy’s face emerged, hair plastered to his forehead, cheeks a little flushed. He sucked in a breath like he’d been underwater too long.

“Bro,” he said. “You have no idea how hot it is in there.”

“You say that every time,” I said.

“And it keeps being true,” he shot back. “I swear they stitched another layer into this thing over the summer. I’m cooking.”

“You could just…not wear it all the time,” I said. “Revolutionary concept.”

He blinked once, like that thought had never occurred to him. “Nah,” he said. “I’m too deep now. You don’t just half-commit to being the squirrel. It’s a lifestyle.”

“A lifestyle choice is you eating instant ramen for dinner,” I said. “This is a cry for help.”

“Cry for electrolytes, maybe,” he said. He glanced up at the menu that hadn’t changed in years, then back at me. “What’s the coldest thing you can legally serve me?”

“Water,” I said. “It’s free. Comes out of this mysterious tap thing.”

He made a face. “Fine, what’s the coldest thing you can serve me that tastes like sugar?”

“Cold brew with extra ice,” I said. “You want anything in it or just pure caffeine and consequences?”

“Hit me with some vanilla,” he said. “The real kind. None of that sugar-free nonsense. I live in this suit. I deserve joy.”

“Debatable,” I said, but I punched in a large cold brew with vanilla and extra ice anyway. “On the house, before you ask. Consider it mascot hazard pay.”

“You’re a saint,” he said. “An underappreciated saint.”

“Tell that to my manager,” I said, moving over to the bar. “She thinks I exist to be yelled at about milk.”

“That still bugging you?” he asked.

I poured the cold brew over a cup full of ice, added vanilla, gave it a quick stir. “Not as much as the fact that I have to see those three again every other day in class,” I said.

He winced sympathetically. “Right. Almond Milk Squad.”

I set the drink down in front of him. He grabbed it with both hands like it was sacred and took a long pull.

His eyes fluttered shut. “Oh my god,” he said. “Inject this into my veins.”

“Please don’t say that in front of customers,” I said, glancing at the couple behind him.

He turned and offered them a lazy salute with the plastic cup. The tail swayed behind him again.

“So,” I said, dropping my voice a notch, “how’s the glamorous life of Squirrely the Squirrel?”

He rolled his eyes. “Coach says I’m a ‘key part of the team’s morale infrastructure,’ which apparently means I get hit a lot and pose in pictures with boosters.”

“That tracks,” I said.

“Speaking of,” he went on, “I gotta head to the gym in like five. They roped me into running a ‘mascot clinic’ for interested freshmen.”

I blinked. “A mascot…clinic.”

“Yeah,” he said, like it was normal. “They want a pipeline. Future squirrels. I’m basically building my own tiny, fuzzy army.”

“That is the most terrifying sentence you’ve ever said to me,” I told him. “And you once described your laundry situation as a ‘biodiverse ecosystem.’”

He grinned. “Imagine it. Whole line of mini-me’s. Little tails, little heads, dead eyes. I’ll be like a cult leader.”

“You realize you’re selling this to me like a horror movie,” I said.

He shrugged, unbothered, and took another long drink. Half the cup was gone already.

“How was your shift anyway?” he asked, wiping his mouth with the back of his fuzzy hand. “Any more surprise inspections from the Almond Committee?”

“Quiet so far,” I said. “Couple of regulars, one guy who tried to pay with a meal card from 2018, no one accusing me of ruining their lives over oat milk.”

“Progress,” he said.

I was about to make some crack about setting the bar low when the bell on the door jangled and the room shifted.

It was subtle. A little pause in the conversation at the nearest table, someone glancing up from their laptop. Just enough that my brain filed it as “something changed” before I even turned.

I did, and there she was.

Eliza walked in alone.

No Avery at her shoulder, no Ellen bouncing alongside her. Just her. Same blonde hair, loose today and falling around her shoulders. Freckles dusted across her nose and cheeks. Simple tank top and high-waisted shorts, plus a little crossbody bag. She looked very…normal. Not in a bad way. Just less like she was making an entrance and more like she actually needed caffeine.

For a half beat, she glanced around, taking in the room. Her eyes hit Jimmy’s costume first—hard not to, given that he was essentially a gray planet with his own gravitational pull—then slid to me behind the counter.

Our gazes met. There was that flash of recognition, barista, TA, guy she’d messed with about milk, guy who’d just told her she might fail a class if she didn’t work.

Her mouth curved. Not the full smirk. Something softer.

Beside me, Jimmy went silent in a way I had almost never witnessed.

He froze with his cup halfway to his mouth, eyes locked on her like someone had hit pause.

I glanced at him. “You okay?” I murmured.

He didn’t answer. He just watched her walk closer, some expression I couldn’t quite decipher flickering across his face. Awe? Panic? Both?

I squinted at him. “Dude,” I said low. “Close your mouth.”

He blinked hard, like I’d shaken him out of a trance. “I, uh—” he stammered. “Gym. I gotta go. They’re…waiting.”

“You just got here,” I said. “You said five minutes ago you had ‘like five.’”

“Yeah, well, time flies when you’re—” He waved his free paw in a vague circle, ears pinking a little. “—hydrating. I’m late. Gotta teach the youths. Go team.”

I stared at him. “Are you running away?”

“From what?” he said, too fast.

I didn’t have to answer. Eliza was almost at the counter now.

Jimmy jammed the mascot head back on like it was a lifeline, completely abandoning half his drink on the counter. Fully suited again, he gave her a stiff, awkward nod—just a giant squirrel acknowledging a human—and then shuffled sideways, tail smacking lightly against the pastry case.

He practically bolted for the door.

It was the closest thing I’d ever seen to him fleeing.

The head turned once on the way out—huge cartoon eyes landing in her general direction—then he was gone, tail swaying through the doorway and out of sight.

Eliza watched him leave, eyebrows slightly raised. Then she turned back to me.

“Was that…your friend?” she asked, nodding toward the door.

“Unfortunately, yes,” I said. “That was Jimmy.”

“He always dresses like that?” she asked, sounding more curious than mocking.

“Allegedly he owns other clothes,” I said. “I’ve never seen them. At this point I’m not convinced he doesn’t sleep in fur.”

Her mouth twitched into a real smile. “That’s…kind of adorable,” she said. “In a very questionable way.”

“Adorable is one word,” I said. “I’d go with ‘concerning.’ But yeah. That’s my best friend.”

She glanced at the abandoned half of his drink on the counter. “You should probably hide that before some freshman thinks it’s free.”

“I’ll bill it to his cult budget,” I said, sliding it back toward the bar. “What can I get you?”

She shifted her weight a little, fingers tapping the edge of the counter once. There was a focus to her I hadn’t seen at Suxe before. Less performance, more…present.

“Just an iced coffee,” she said. “Medium. Nothing fancy.”

“No oat or almond discourse today?” I asked before I could stop myself.

A flush climbed up her neck. “Okay, in my defense,” she said, “that was…a bad joke that got away from me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A bad joke that almost got me fired.”

Her eyes flicked down, then back up. “Yeah,” she admitted. “I heard your manager. I didn’t think she’d take it that seriously.”

“Welcome to retail,” I said. “Customer’s always right, even when they’re not, especially if they’re smiling about it.”

She winced slightly. “We were just messing around,” she said. “I didn’t mean to screw you over.”

“‘We,’” I repeated. “The royal we?”

“Avery and Ellen,” she said. “Obviously. They’re bad influences.”

“I’d believe that,” I said.

That got a small, guilty laugh. “Anyway,” she went on, “consider this my formal apology. No weird orders. No milk sabotage. Just…iced coffee.”

I studied her for a second. She looked genuinely embarrassed in a way that didn’t feel rehearsed. Her shoulders were a little hunched, freckles brighter now that her face was a shade pinker.

“Medium iced coffee,” I said finally, tapping it into the register. “You want room for cream?”

“Yeah,” she said. “That’d be great.”

I told her the total, took her card. While the machine thought about processing, I flicked my eyes back up.

“Where’s your entourage?” I asked. “You three travel in a pack. I assumed it was a safety thing, like sharks.”

She snorted. “They’re back at the dorm,” she said. “Currently engaged in World War III over where to put a stupid bookshelf.”

“Riveting,” I said.

“You have no idea,” she said. “There’s this one corner that makes the most sense, but Avery’s convinced it ‘throws off the energy flow’ or some crap. Ellen keeps trying to put it under the window, which is physically impossible because of the radiator. It’s…a lot.”

“That’s freshman housing for you,” I said. “Maximum drama in minimum square footage.”

Her mouth quirked. “You lived in those shoeboxes?” she asked.

“Freshman year,” I said. “Two of us in a room meant for one raccoon. I’m pretty sure the bed and the desk were made of the same material as prison furniture.”

She laughed, a real, startled little sound. “Our room’s not that bad,” she said. “But it’s close. Three beds, three desks, one tiny closet, one ‘common area’ that’s just enough space for us to trip over each other.”

“You picked the worst furniture arrangement and committed to it, didn’t you,” I said.

“I picked the only arrangement where my bed isn’t directly under the ceiling light,” she said. “Ellen picked the one closest to the window so she ‘can see the sunrise’—which she has done exactly once. Avery measured the distance between her desk and the outlet to ‘optimize cord management.’ Now no one’s happy.”

“Sounds about right,” I said. “Pro tip: it doesn’t matter how you arrange it. It’ll feel too small either way.”

“You’re not selling this,” she said.

“I got a single now,” I said. “Tiny, but it’s all mine. Worth every dumb housing form I had to fill out.”

She nodded slowly, something thoughtful passing across her face. “Must be nice,” she said.

“It’s quiet,” I said. “Except when Jimmy breaks in wearing fur.”

“That part sounds less nice,” she said, but she was smiling again.

Her card reader beeped. I handed it back, then moved to the bar to pour her drink.

For once, it was simple. Ice, coffee, leave room. No syrups, no alt milks, no fifteen-click circus.

As I worked, I could feel her watching me. Not in the laser-focused way from class, not the amused-shark look from before. Just…curious.

“You seem different up there,” she said.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Up where?”

“In front of the class,” she said. “You’re a lot more…intense.”

“Yeah, well,” I said, turning back to the carafe, “turns out when they hand you a gradebook and fifty-eight lives, you take it a little seriously.”

“I didn’t think you’d actually follow through with the whole ‘not an easy A’ thing,” she said.

“That’s the problem,” I said. “Everyone thinks they want easy until they try to transfer or take the next class and realize they learned nothing.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek. “You really made that syllabus yourself?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Hurst signed off. He’s happy as long as I keep the ship from sinking.”

“That’s…kind of impressive,” she said, almost under her breath.

The words landed weirdly. I wasn’t used to praise from this particular source. I wasn’t sure what to do with it.

I put the lid on the drink and popped a straw through.

“Medium iced coffee, room for cream,” I said, setting it on the counter between us. “No oat. No almond. No traps.”

She smiled, softer this time, and took it. Our fingers brushed for half a second. Totally incidental. My pulse did something stupid anyway.

She took a sip.

Her eyes widened, and for one terrifying half-second I thought I’d somehow managed to screw up plain iced coffee.

Then she tilted her head, brows drawing together in exaggerated offense.

“Wow,” she said. “You really can’t get my order right, can you?”

I stared at her. “It’s iced coffee,” I said. “There are literally two ingredients.”

“Yeah,” she said, lips twitching. “And somehow you used the wrong…ice.”

“That’s not a thing,” I said.

She bit back a smile. “Clearly, you lack imagination.”

“You’re unbelievable,” I said, but I could hear the amusement in my own voice.

“Relax,” she said, grin breaking fully now. “I’m kidding. This is perfect. See? I can say it.”

She lifted the cup a little in a mock toast.

I shook my head, letting out a dry laugh. “You’re going to give me a complex,” I said. “Every time someone says ‘this is great,’ I’m going to assume they’re lying.”

“Then you’ll just have to work extra hard to impress me,” she said.

She said it lightly, but the words slid between us with more weight than the joke deserved. My brain did a quick, traitorous flash-forward to the way she’d looked during the last class, frowning down at the console, running behind on her notes.

“Pretty sure that’s your job,” I said. “I already wrote the exam.”

Her mouth opened like she had a comeback loaded, then snapped shut again. Something flickered in her eyes—challenge, maybe. Or interest.

She took another sip instead. “We’re coming to that party thing, by the way,” she said casually. “The masquerade. Willow was putting up flyers in the hall.”

Of course she was. Willow moved faster than half the administration.

“Yeah?” I said. “Planning your dramatic masked entrance with your bookshelf war council?”

“Something like that,” she said. “It sounds fun.”

“That’s the goal,” I said.

“You going?” she asked.

“I kind of have to,” I said. “I’m on hook for the tech and half the snack table. If something explodes, it’s my problem.”

“Good,” she said. “Would be a shame if I showed up and the DJ was just someone’s Spotify with ads.”

“You’d riot?” I guessed.

“I’d leave,” she said. “Which is worse.”

Fair.

Someone cleared their throat behind her. A guy with a backpack shifting impatiently.

Eliza glanced over her shoulder, then back at me.

“I should get out of your way,” she said. “Don’t want your boss to yell at you again because I’m hogging the line.”

“Trust me, I’m completely capable of getting yelled at without your help,” I said.

She smiled at that, a quick flash of teeth and dimples I hadn’t noticed before. “Duly noted,” she said. “See you in class, Tom.”

She said my name like it tasted interesting. Not like the way she’d read it off a name tag that first day. More…familiar.

“See you,” I said.

She turned and walked out, weaving through the small line with that easy confidence again. Whoever had been impatient behind her watched her go instead of stepping forward right away.

I pulled my eyes back to the register and the next customer.

“What can I get you?” I asked automatically.

They ordered something with way too many syllables. My hands went through the motions, but my mind was stuck on the last five minutes.

Eliza, alone. Eliza without the backup chorus. Softer, a little awkward, actually apologizing. Talking about her crappy dorm and her friends’ weird quirks like any other freshman trying to figure out how to share a tiny space.

She’d been flirty, yeah. That seemed baked in. But there’d been something else under it this time that hadn’t been there at Suxe on day one.

Genuine, my brain supplied reluctantly. Honest, at least in flashes.

I tamped espresso, capped a cup, slid it across the bar.

“Thanks,” the guy said.

“No problem,” I said.

I wiped a stray drip off the counter and caught my reflection in the metal of the espresso machine. Same tired eyes, same coffee-splattered apron. Same guy trying to juggle being a hard-ass TA and a barista who didn’t get fired over milk.

She was trouble. I knew that. Anyone who could flip from messing with me to earnest apology and back to playful teasing in under five minutes was dangerous by default.

But if I was being honest with myself, watching her walk out of the café with that little smile, freckles bright, iced coffee in hand…

She was also, somehow, even hotter when she was being nice.


Chapter 8

I didn’t even touch the projector when I walked into class.

No slides. No warm-up story. Just a stack of papers under my arm and a pen in my other hand.

Students were still filing in, that late-morning shuffle of backpacks and half-awake faces. A couple of them did a double take when they saw me and not Hurst at the front again. At this point, I was starting to accept that I was the show, not the opening act.

Third row, center, the usual suspects. Eliza dropped into her regular seat like it had her name on it, hair in a loose ponytail today. Avery sat on her right, Ellen on her left. They talked quietly, glancing up every so often.

I set the stack of papers on the desk and checked the clock. Right on the dot.

“Okay,” I said, loud enough to cut through the last bits of chatter. “Pop quiz.”

The room answered me with a chorus of groans and a couple of actual whimpers. Someone in the back muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

I didn’t flinch. “I told you there’d be quizzes,” I said. “Sometimes with warning, sometimes without. This is a ‘without.’”

Hands went up automatically. I ignored them for the moment and started down the rows, dropping quizzes face-down on the nearest desks.

“It’s ten questions,” I said as I moved. “Short. Mostly on the material we’ve already covered and the reading I assigned for today. I need to see where everyone actually is before we go any further.”

I reached the third row. Eliza’s eyes were on me, narrowed, mouth already pulled into a little line of protest. Avery looked annoyed but resigned. Ellen’s eyebrows were up, like this was some dramatic twist.

I set their quizzes down, one-two-three, and kept going.

“No phones, no notes, no talking,” I said when I got back to the front. “You’ve got fifteen minutes. Start when I say go.”

A few people were still trying to get my attention with raised hands.

“Yes?” I asked one of them.

A guy in the middle rows. “Is this, like, for real points?” he asked. “Or just…practice?”

“It counts,” I said. “Not a huge percentage, but enough that you should take it seriously. I’ll explain what it means after we grade them.”

More groans.

I looked around the room once, made sure everyone had a paper. “All right,” I said. “Go.”

The rustle of paper being flipped, pens uncapped. Heads bent. For a moment it almost felt like a real exam.

I watched them work.

Question one was basic: identify the type of a given literal. Half the class should be able to do it in their sleep.

Question two: short-circuit evaluation on a couple of boolean expressions. Question three: what actually prints if you concatenate a string and an int in a specific way. It wasn’t rocket science. It also wasn’t nothing.

In the third row, Eliza read the first page, lips moving slightly. She wrote something, scratched it out, wrote again. Avery’s pen moved fast at first, then slowed. Ellen tapped hers against her cheek, staring at the middle of the paper like it might reveal an answer.

I walked the aisles, not looking at answers, just checking that no one had their phone out. A couple of people glanced up at me like I was some kind of predator. I didn’t exactly enjoy that, but I didn’t hate it either.

“Five minutes,” I said when my watch hit the ten-minute mark.

Pens picked up speed. A few students flipped to the back for the first time and looked like they regretted their life choices.

By the time fifteen minutes were up, maybe a quarter of the class still had their pens moving.

“Time,” I said. “Put your pens down.”

There were a few last-ditch scribbles. I let them trail off for a second, then held out my hand to the first row.

“Pass your quizzes forward in your row,” I said. “But don’t stack them. Just hand them up.”

Papers rustled their way to the front, a wave of white moving row by row. I collected them, shuffled them into a single stack.

“Now,” I said, “I want everyone to stand up, move one seat to your left, and sit down.”

Confused looks. A couple of people just blinked at me.

“I’m serious,” I said. “Stand up, move one seat left, sit down. If you’re at the far left edge of a row, come down to the right side of the row below you.”

They did it, awkwardly. Chairs scraping, backpacks getting bumped. There was some complaining—there always is when you make people move—but they got it done.

When they were settled again, I started down the rows, handing the stack back out, one quiz per desk.

“You’re going to grade each other’s quizzes while we go over the answers,” I said. “Put your name at the top corner of the paper you’re grading so I know who marked it. No cheating, no changing answers for your friends. If I catch you, it’s a zero for both of you.”

A buzz of uncomfortable laughter.

“Relax,” I said. “It’s ten questions, not the bar exam. But you should all see what counts and what doesn’t.”

I gave the last quiz to the far corner of the back row and went back to the front, grabbing a marker.

“All right,” I said, turning to the board. “Question one.”

I wrote them out as I read.

“Match each literal with its type. ‘42’ is what?”

“String,” someone called.

“Right,” I said, writing string. “Double quotes. Doesn’t matter that it looks like a number; the quotes make it text. Forty-two with no quotes is an…?”

“Int,” a couple of voices answered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Whole number, integer type. Three point one four?”

“Float,” a girl in the front said.

“Correct,” I said, writing float. “And true/false is boolean. If they wrote ‘bool’ or ‘boolean,’ give them the point.”

Pens scratched behind me as people marked little checks and Xs.

We moved on. Short-circuit evaluation. I drew a truth table, walked through why a certain complex expression evaluated to true even though half the students had probably slapped “false” down without thinking.

Every time I said, “If they wrote X, that’s wrong,” the air in the room tightened a little.

By question four—predict the output of a small code snippet—there was a definite shift. Less side chatter, more focused silence tinged with dread.

I risked a glance toward the third row.

Eliza was staring at the quiz in front of her, shoulders tense. Her lips were pressed together, the little vertical line between her brows showing up again. Whatever she was marking, it wasn’t a long string of checks.

Avery’s pen slowed, stopped, then she went back and circled one of her own earlier marks, like she’d realized the answer she’d thought was right was very much not. Ellen’s whole posture screamed, “I did not expect this.”

We went through all ten questions. Variables, scope in a tiny function, operator precedence in a messy expression I’d written with evil intentions. By the last one, half the room looked like they wanted to be anywhere else.

“Okay,” I said, capping the marker. “Count how many they got right. Put the total at the top—number correct, not percentage. Then circle any questions they missed so it’s easy to see.”

There were a couple of hesitant, “Do we…show them?” whispers.

“Yes,” I said. “You’re going to hand them back in a second, and then I’ll collect them. This isn’t to shame anyone. It’s information. For me and for you.”

Hands moved, totals got written.

“When you’re done,” I said, “pass the quizzes back to the person whose name is on them.”

The shuffling started again. Papers moving back along the reversed path.

I watched people’s faces more than anything.

There were a few small, relieved smiles. The “okay, eight out of ten, not bad” kind. A lot more frowns. Disappointed head tilts. One guy in the back just stared at his paper like it had betrayed him.

In the third row, Eliza took her quiz back from whoever had graded it. Her eyes flicked to the number at the top. Her face changed.

The confident mask she usually wore slipped for half a second into something rawer—surprise sliding into embarrassment.

She didn’t look up.

Avery’s paper didn’t seem to fare much better. She stared at it, jaw clenched, then exhaled sharply. Ellen made a face, eyebrows arched so high they practically hit her hairline.

“All right,” I said. “Real talk time.”

That got me a few wary glances.

“This was not supposed to be easy,” I went on. “It’s a diagnostic. I needed to know if the pace we’re going at is reasonable or if I need to adjust the way I’m explaining things.”

I gestured at the stack.

“From what I’m seeing, a good chunk of you are getting the basic type questions. Fewer of you are getting the more complex logic stuff. That’s fine. That’s what we’re here to work on. But if you got, say, three or fewer right on this?”

I paused, letting that land.

“You are behind,” I said. “Not doomed. Just behind. And if you don’t change something, you’re going to be in real trouble by the time we hit loops and nested conditionals.”

Someone in the middle row sank a little lower in their seat.

“This quiz is ten points,” I said. “It’ll go in the gradebook, but it’s not going to tank anyone’s average by itself. What matters more is that you pay attention to what you missed and why. Which chapters you didn’t really read. Which explanations didn’t click.”

I started down the rows, collecting the quizzes from the aisle seats, stacking them in my hands.

“I’ll post the answer key this afternoon,” I said. “If you did badly, use it. Go back through your quiz and see where your thinking went off. Then come to office hours, or email me, before this becomes a pattern.”

When I’d gathered the last paper, I went back to the front and set the stack on the desk.

“Homework for next class is still the same,” I said. “Problems at the end of Chapter 2. We’ll be building on this stuff, not leaving it behind. That’s it for today. You’re dismissed.”

A collective exhale. Chairs scraped, backpacks rustled, low conversation bubbled up.

I flipped through the top of the quiz stack as people filed out, just skimming totals. Eight, seven, nine, six. Four. Two.

And then:

Eliza – 3/10.

The number was circled, the grader’s handwriting neat, little Xs marking wrong answers down the page. Her guesses weren’t even consistently wrong in the same direction; it was just scattered.

I felt a flicker of something that wasn’t pretty. Some petty part of me that remembered almond milk and smiles and my manager tearing into me in the back room.

Serves you right, that little voice said.

“Um…Tom?”

Her voice came from halfway down the aisle.

I looked up.

Most of the room was empty now. A few students were still shoving things into their bags near the back, drifting toward the door. In the third row, Avery and Ellen were standing, shoulder straps in hand, clearly ready to leave.

Eliza was still sitting.

When I met her eyes, she hesitated, then stood and made her way down to the front.

Avery said something to her as she passed; Eliza waved her off with a small, tight smile. Ellen gave me a quick, curious glance, then followed Avery out.

Eliza stopped a couple of feet in front of the desk.

Up close, she didn’t look flippant or amused. She looked…uneasy. A little embarrassed, which was new.

“Do you have a minute?” she asked. “About this.”

She held the quiz up slightly.

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”

I glanced at the last couple of students wandering toward the exit. “Close the door on your way back?” I asked.

She reached back and nudged it shut. The click of it closing cut off the last bits of hallway noise and left the room feeling bigger and emptier all at once.

I picked her quiz off the top of the stack and flipped it toward me so I could see. She’d gotten the first type question right. Missed the short-circuit one. Botched the concatenation output. Mis-identified a variable’s scope.

Three out of ten.

I leaned back against the desk and looked at her.

“You’re not the only one who did badly,” I said. “But you are a lot lower than you should be if you want to pass this thing without pain.”

She blew out a breath, cheeks puffing slightly. “Yeah,” she said. “I kind of got that.”

There was a faint flush high on her cheeks, and not in the “I just dragged you over oat milk for fun” way. More like this actually bothered her.

“I did the reading,” she said quickly. “I swear. I just…thought I understood it more than I did, I guess.”

She tapped the edge of the quiz with one fingernail. “And you were talking kind of fast last time.”

There it was, a hint of the old bite.

“Fair,” I said. “I moved on purpose. But that doesn’t help you with this page right now.”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “So what do I do?” she asked. “I mean…I don’t want to fail. Obviously.”

“Do you have time right now?” I asked. “We can go through this together.”

Her shoulders relaxed a notch. “Yeah,” she said. “I have, like, an hour before my next class.”

“Okay,” I said, pushing myself upright. “Grab a seat.”

I slid onto the edge of the front-row desk nearest the aisle and gestured to the chair next to it. She came around and sat, close enough that I could see the faint scatter of freckles across her nose more clearly than I had in class.

I put the quiz between us on the desktop and uncapped a pen.

“First question,” I said, tapping the top. “You got the types right. That’s good. That’s basic vocabulary. No points lost there.”

“Small mercies,” she muttered.

“Question two,” I went on. “Short-circuit evaluation. You wrote ‘false’ here.”

“Because…there’s a false in it?” she said, half a question.

I let out a slow breath. “Right,” I said. “But that’s not how that works.”

I pulled my notebook closer, flipped to a blank page, and wrote the expression down.

“Walk me through how you thought about this,” I said.

She leaned in a little, squinting at it.

“Uh,” she said. “True and false is…false. False or false is false. False or true is true. So…false?”

“Okay,” I said. “You actually did the pieces right. It’s just that last step. False or true is…?”

Her mouth twisted. “True,” she said reluctantly.

“Right,” I said. “So false || true is true. So the whole thing is true.”

I circled it.

She groaned quietly. “That’s such a stupid mistake,” she said. “I don’t know why I wrote it like that.”

“Because you’re rushing and your brain short-circuits too,” I said. “Happens. The important part is the process, not the one-off slip. But on a test, this costs you a point same as if you didn’t understand anything, so we want to train your brain not to do that.”

She nodded slowly, lips pressed together.

We went through the rest.

On the concatenation question, she’d added numbers instead of strings. On the variable scope one, she’d treated a local variable like it was global.

“Remember what I said about blocks?” I asked, drawing a little brace diagram. “If you declare something inside these braces, it only exists in there. When you leave, it’s gone.”

“That’s so annoying,” she said. “Why can’t it just…exist?”

“Because then your programs turn into spaghetti,” I said. “You want things to be as contained as possible. It keeps you from accidentally stepping on your own code later.”

She watched my pen as I drew.

“Can you say that again?” she asked, head tilting slightly. “The…contained part.”

I rephrased it. She nodded, more firmly this time.

As we talked, she relaxed bit by bit. Her shoulders dropped, her breathing evened out. She made a couple of self-deprecating jokes about “blonde moments” that I shut down with a look, and she switched to just calling herself “rusty.”

She paid attention, though. When I asked her to try a variant of a problem—different numbers, same pattern, she worked it out slowly and got it right. When she didn’t understand something, she actually said, “Wait, I don’t get that,” instead of just nodding along.

Somewhere in there, the vibe shifted.

Her chair inched a little closer. When I leaned over to write something, her arm brushed mine. Not a big move, not a grab. Just enough contact that I was suddenly very aware of how close we were.

She smelled sweet. I wasn’t going there. It was enough that my brain was cataloguing details it had no business cataloguing: the way a loose strand of hair had slipped out of her ponytail and curled near her jaw.

“You explain this stuff way better than the book does,” she said at one point, looking up at me through her lashes in a way that set off about five internal alarms.

“Low bar,” I said, forcing my focus back to the paper. “Textbooks are written by people who get paid by the pound.”

She laughed. “Still,” she said. “You make it…less scary.”

I cleared my throat. “That’s the goal,” I said. “Scary enough that you take it seriously, not so scary you give up.”

“Mission accomplished,” she said quietly.

We finished the last question. She’d whiffed it on the quiz; walking through it now, she eventually got to the right answer on her own.

“So what does this three out of ten actually mean?” she asked when we were done, pointing at the circled number. “Am I…screwed?”

“Not yet,” I said. “This is one quiz early in the term. You bomb the next three, then we can start talking about panic. Right now it just means you’re not where you probably thought you were.”

“Thanks,” she said dryly. “Love that for me.”

“You asked,” I said. “I’m not going to fake it.”

She sighed, but it was softer. “I appreciate it,” she said. “Really. I know we were kind of…jerks at the café.”

“Kinda,” I echoed.

Her mouth twisted. “Okay, full-on,” she said. “I’m not denying it. I just…I don’t know. We do that stuff, and it feels funny in the moment, and then later I’m like, ‘Wow, that was actually shitty.’”

“That’s…self-awareness,” I said. “Most people never get that far.”

“Doesn’t make the oat milk magically appear,” she said, but she was smiling faintly.

“It does, however, make me slightly more willing to help you not flunk,” I said.

“Oh, good,” she said. “We’ve graduated from ‘villain’ to ‘reluctant mentor.’”

I shook my head. “Look,” I said, getting back on track, “this class is a lot of work. If you’re serious about passing, you’re going to have to put in time outside of lectures. Office hours, extra practice. Self-study.”

She nodded. “I can do that,” she said quickly. “But, um…”

There it was—the hesitation again.

“But?” I prompted.

“Would you…be up for, like, a tutoring thing?” she asked. “One-on-one. Not just office hours where ten people are fighting for your attention.”

She bit her lip, watching my face. It was a practiced move, I recognized that. It still hit.

“I mean,” she went on when I didn’t answer immediately, “I feel like I get it way more when you explain it to me directly. And I promise I actually do the reading; I just…need help connecting the dots, I guess?”

She looked earnest. Flirty, yes, but there was real worry there too.

My first instinct was to say yes. More time with someone who actually cared enough to ask, plus an ego boost? Not exactly a hard sell.

But my schedule flashed through my head in quick succession. Cafe shifts, my own classes, grading, and on top of that, Willow’s masquerade project chewing up evenings.

“I can’t promise anything outside my posted office hours,” I said. “I’m already stretched pretty thin between this, my courses, work, and event stuff.”

“Event stuff?” she asked. “Like…?”

“The masquerade,” I said. “I’m helping Willow with all the setup—tech, logistics, food. That’s eating most of my free time this week and probably next.”

“We were just talking about it,” she said. “Me and the girls. It sounds amazing. Like something out of a movie.”

“That’s kind of the idea,” I said. “Less fluorescent lighting, more…ambience.”

She smiled. “Now I definitely have to go,” she said. “I mean, I was going to anyway, but knowing you’re responsible for the music makes me feel slightly safer.”

“I didn’t promise good music,” I said. “Just loud.”

She laughed. “We’ll bring the vibes,” she said. Then, almost as an afterthought, “I’ll drag Avery and Ellen too.”

I made a face before I could stop myself.

She caught it. “What?” she asked. “You don’t want us there?”

“I didn’t say that,” I said. “I just…have a very clear memory of the last time the three of you were in a room with something I was responsible for.”

“Wow,” she said, putting a hand to her chest. “Holding a grudge. Harsh, professor.”

“I am not a professor,” I said automatically. “And it’s not a grudge. It’s pattern recognition.”


Chapter 9

By the time I got to the gym, I could tell something was wrong before I even stepped inside.

The big roll-up door at the side was half open, and voices echoed out—sharp, clipped, overlapping. Not the sound of music tests or people hauling tables. Argument.

I ducked under the door and walked in.

The court was mostly empty. No bleachers pulled out, no hoops lowered. Just a scattering of folding tables off to one side and, at center court, two very different people squared off like they were about to have a debate team cage match.

Willow stood with her notebook open, pen in one hand, the other on her hip. Her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, a few highlighted strands already working loose. Opposite her was a full-body squirrel.

Jimmy, obviously. Head off, body suit and tail still on. He had a crumpled piece of paper in one paw and his other hand was gesturing wildly. Behind him, three smaller squirrel mascots stood in a straight line, heads on, arms at their sides like backup dancers who’d missed rehearsal.

“You can’t have it both ways,” Willow was saying when I got close enough to catch actual words. “The gym schedule says we have this space from four to midnight.”

Jimmy waved his paper like it was the Declaration of Independence. “And Coach told me I had the court from four to six for mascot training. That’s not my fault your email beat his mouth.”

“It’s not about beating anyone’s mouth,” Willow said, snapping her notebook shut. “I filled out the facilities request form three weeks ago. I have a confirmation email from athletics and student activities. I did this by the book.”

“Coach doesn’t read books,” Jimmy shot back. “He just points at me and yells ‘Squirrel, you’re up.’ I can’t exactly say no when the entire defensive line is staring at me.”

One of the freshman squirrels leaned toward another and whispered something. The giant squirrel head turned enough that I could tell he was watching me. The other two followed, three pairs of dead cartoon eyes now fixed in my direction.

I raised a hand halfway. “Please tell me this isn’t about to end with the university’s mascot getting tackled through a punch bowl.”

Willow looked over at me like I was a life raft. “Tom,” she said. “You’re here. Good. Talk some sense into your…person.”

Jimmy twisted around, tail swinging. His face lit up. “Tommy boy,” he said. “Perfect neutral party. Help me explain reality to Clipboard over here.”

“Reality,” Willow repeated, unimpressed.

I walked closer, eyeing the two of them. Willow with her notebook, Jimmy with his wrinkled scrap and three backup squirrels. It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t my party at stake.

“Okay,” I said. “Someone tell me what’s actually happening before I start assigning fault points.”

“I booked the gym for the masquerade,” Willow said immediately. Confirmed. We have a DJ coming, tables, all the food and drinks. I sent the reservation to athletics. They said fine. Now suddenly Jimmy tells me he’s got ‘mascot practice’ on the court at the exact same time we’re supposed to be setting up.”

“I do have mascot practice,” Jimmy said. “Officially. Coach wants the new recruits”—he jerked a thumb behind him at the three smaller squirrels—“to learn the routines on the actual court. Game-day authenticity, or some buzzword he heard in a TED Talk. We can’t exactly do that in a hallway.”

“So go outside,” Willow said. “There’s an entire field.”

“Squirrels don’t dance on grass,” Jimmy said, outraged. “We have standards.”

“Okay,” I cut in before we spiraled into rodent dance philosophy. “Hang on. Do we absolutely need the gym? For the party, I mean.”

Willow’s eyes went flat. “We went over this,” she said. “It’s big, it’s easy to clean, it has outlets and built-in tables. It’s perfect.”

“It’s a gym,” I said. “Fluorescent lights and scuffed floor and echo. We can do better.”

Jimmy perked up. “Listen to the man. The man speaks truth.”

Willow gave me a look that said tread carefully. “What are you suggesting?” she asked.

I glanced toward the big open doorway and, beyond it, the slice of campus I could see. Quad, classroom buildings, a corner of the science block.

“There’s that dead-end alley between the classroom buildings near the quad,” I said slowly. “The one that just…stops at a brick wall? Nobody ever uses it.”

“I know the one,” Willow said, eyes narrowing like she was running schematics in her head.

“We rope off the entrance,” I went on. “String lanterns from one side to the other, run extension cords out for the DJ and lights. Put the food tables along the walls. The buildings make it feel enclosed, so it’s like…instant venue. Way more atmosphere than a gym. And you get your space back, Squirrel.”

“Hell yes,” Jimmy said immediately. “Court for us, creepy alley for you. Win-win.”

“It’s not creepy,” I said. “It’s…underutilized.”

Willow’s pen was already in her hand again, notebook open. “Power?” she asked. “We’d need at least two separate circuits. One for the DJ, one for lighting so we don’t blow anything.”

“Classroom buildings have exterior outlets,” I said. “Worst case, we run cords through a ground-floor window and tape everything down. I’ll talk to facilities so no one freaks out.”

“Capacity?” she said. “We were counting on the gym being able to handle, what, two hundred?”

“The alley’s long,” I said. “People can spill out toward the quad. And it’s open air, so no one can yell at us about fire codes as long as we don’t stuff bodies in a corner.”

The three freshman squirrels shifted, tails wobbling. One of them scratched at his head through the costume like it was itchy in there.

Willow closed her eyes for a second, then opened them again. Decision made.

“Fine,” she said. “We pivot. But if student activities asks, this was Plan A the whole time.”

“Obviously,” I said.

She turned to Jimmy. “You get the gym,” she said. “Four to six. After that, we’re bringing in tables for backup space anyway.”

Jimmy threw a padded fist in the air. “Squirrel squad, we have secured the court,” he called over his shoulder. “Commence…whatever.”

One of the freshmen actually pumped both arms like they’d won a championship. The other two just nodded, heads bobbling on their foam collars.

“Thank you,” Willow said to me, exhaling. “I did not have the bandwidth to fight athletics over a double-booking.”

“I’m just here to keep the squirrels from mutiny,” I said. “Come on, let’s go look at the alley before we commit to anything that gets me electrocuted.”

We left Jimmy in the middle of the floor, already trying to get his trio to line up in something resembling formation. I heard, “No, tails to the left, left,” as we walked out.

The path to the alley was short—across the edge of the quad, past a couple of groups setting up info tables for whatever clubs hadn’t burned out yet. The alley itself sat between two older classroom buildings, a strip of concrete maybe twenty feet wide running back to a blank brick wall. A couple of trash cans hugged one side. That was it.

Empty. Ignored. Perfect.

Willow walked to the middle, glanced up at the tops of the buildings framing the strip of sky, then down the length of the space.

“You’re right,” she said after a moment. “This could work.”

“See?” I said. “Not creepy. Just aesthetically challenged.”

“We’ll need lights,” she said, already flipping pages in her notebook. “Lanterns overhead, maybe some battery candles on the tables. DJ in the back so people move in. Food at the front to pull them in the first place.”

“We’ve got those LED lantern strings in the club closet,” I said. “Plus whatever I can steal from the theater department’s leftovers.”

“We’re not stealing,” she said automatically. Then, “Probably.”

“Borrowing,” I amended. “With the intent to return before anyone notices.”

She smirked briefly, then snapped the notebook closed. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s move. We’ve got three hours before people start showing up in uncomfortable shoes.”

The next hour was chaos in motion.

Event Club people appeared like she’d snapped her fingers, some of them I recognized from flyers and previous setups, some I didn’t. We raided the club storage closet for lantern strings, extension cords, tape, random tablecloths that had survived a decade of student events.

We ran cords from ground-floor outlets through cracked windows and taped them down across the hallway floors inside. The DJ rolled his setup out on a dolly, weaving between desks. I helped him get the speakers into position at the far end of the alley, making sure the cables weren’t going to trip anyone.

“Just don’t turn everything up to eleven right away,” I told him. “We’d like to avoid a visit from campus security in the first half-hour.”

He nodded like he’d heard that speech before and started unpacking.

Outside, we strung lanterns overhead, hooking them to window ledges and the little protrusions in the brick. It was tight, but it worked. White globes lined up from one wall to the other, zigzagging down the length of the space.

I ended up on a stepstool half my height, arms stretched, while Willow anchored the other end.

“Higher,” she said, squinting up.

“This is as high as physics is letting me go,” I said. “Unless you want to file a liability form.”

She made a face but tied off the cord. “Fine. No dunking contests under here, then.”

We dragged tables out from a random storage room in one of the buildings and lined them against the walls, covering them with the mismatched tablecloths. The cases of soda and water we’d bought went under the first one, waiting. Chips, cookies, veggie trays, and all the other snacks got unloaded in neat rows.

Willow hovered over the layout like a general inspecting troop formations. “Drinks at the front left,” she said. “Snacks next to them. That corner back there can be for masks and tickets.”

“Speaking of masks,” I said. “We only have, what, a dozen?”

“I was going to grab more this afternoon, but then the gym situation happened, and…” She trailed off, looking annoyed at herself. “Great. I forgot my own mask, too.”

I blinked. “You? Forget something?”

“I know,” she said, snapping a plastic cup stack into place with more force than necessary. “I was so busy making sure the DJ deposit went through and the facilities forms were right and the club had enough volunteers that I never actually bought one. I was going to wear my old one, but it’s in my parents’ attic two states away.”

“Scandal,” I said. “Event Club president shows up to her own masquerade unmasked. They’ll revoke your clipboard privileges.”

She shot me a look that would’ve withered most people. I grinned through it.

“Okay,” I said, grabbing a roll of tape. “Problem, we need masks. Solution, I take your car, go to whatever generic party aisle is closest, and come back with enough to cover you and whoever else shows up empty-faced.”

“You don’t have a car,” she pointed out.

“Which is why I said your car,” I said. “You trust me not to total it in a three-block radius?”

She hesitated for exactly one second, then dug in her back pocket and pulled out her keys. “Don’t take the speed bumps like you’re in a movie,” she said, tossing them to me. “Store’s on the main strip, across from the laundromat. Big sign, you can’t miss it.”

“Any preferences?” I asked, catching the keys. “Color, style, level of drama?”

She made a face. “Not hideous,” she said. “Beyond that, I trust your judgment more than mine at this point.”

“That’s a terrible idea, but okay,” I said. “I’ll be back in thirty.”

I jogged around to the lot, found her hatchback wedged between a campus vehicle and a car with three different club stickers on the bumper. I slid in, adjusted the seat just enough not to crush my knees, and pulled out.

The drive into town was quick. I didn’t even bother turning on the radio; my brain was too busy flipping between mental checklists.

Extension cords—done. DJ—half-done. Snacks—ready. Willow—half a step from a controlled freak-out. Me—somewhere between exhausted and wired.

The party store was exactly where she said it would be, a low building stuffed with seasonal junk and cheap costumes. I went straight to the wall of masks and stood there for a second, overwhelmed by feathers and glitter and plastic.

Okay. Keep it simple.

I grabbed a plain black half-mask for myself, one that tied in the back and covered just enough to count. For Willow, something with a little more…presence. Not full Vegas showgirl, but nicer than the dollar bin stuff.

My hand landed on a dark silver mask with clean lines and a slight filigree pattern around the eyes. Subtle, but it would pick up light. It looked like something she’d wear without rolling her eyes.

On impulse, I added a bulk bag of cheap, simple masks—white, black, a few metallic—so we’d have extras at the door. Student activities would survive the expense.

The cashier didn’t even look twice at me buying a stack of masks on a random afternoon. I paid, tossed the bag on the passenger seat, and headed back to campus.

By the time I parked near the alley and hauled the bag out, the sky had shifted. The sun was lower, the light between the buildings thinner. The lanterns we’d strung now glowed softly overhead, giving the alley a kind of instant ceiling.

And people were already showing up.

Formalwear on a college budget was a whole aesthetic. Guys in shirts and ties that obviously hadn’t seen use since someone’s cousin’s wedding. Dresses that ranged from simple black to sequined. Shoes that were definitely a bad idea long-term.

Masks, too. Some people had gotten fancy feathers, glitter, even one full-face thing that made the wearer look like a discount Phantom of the Opera. Others had clearly grabbed whatever was left at a dollar store. A few had nothing yet and were hovering near the entrance.

Music thumped from the DJ’s setup at the far end, bouncing around between the bricks. It wasn’t full blast yet, but it had that underlying energy that said it was going to get louder fast.

I shouldered through the slow swirl of bodies at the front and found Willow stationed at the makeshift ticket table, a roll of wristbands in one hand, cash box under the other.

She’d changed somewhere in the chaos.

Gone were the jeans and t-shirt. Instead she wore a dark blue dress that hit just above her knees, simple but fitted, with a neckline that somehow managed to be both modest and unfair at the same time. Her hair was still pulled back, but with a few deliberate curls loose around her face now.

She was writing something on a clipboard with one hand while taking money with the other, jaw set in that familiar focused line. There was a faint tightness around her eyes that said the missing mask was still bothering her more than she wanted to admit.

I slid the bag onto the table between us.

“Delivery,” I said. “One presidential disguise, plus party favors.”

She looked down, then up at me, and the tension in her shoulders actually eased.

“You’re a lifesaver,” she said, ripping the bag open. She pulled out the silver mask and turned it over in her hands. “This is…nice.”

“Figured you’d want something that didn’t look like it came with a plastic pirate sword,” I said.

“It’s perfect,” she said, and I could tell she meant it. She set the clipboard down for the first time in half an hour and tied the mask on, fingers quick at the back of her head.

When she straightened and faced me again, half her face was hidden, eyes framed by the silver. It changed her more than I expected. The lines I’d gotten so used to reading, micro-expressions of irritation, approval, exasperation—were softened, turned into something less easy to pin down.

“Now I actually match my own event,” she said, voice lighter.

“You always matched your event,” I said. “You were just missing the dress code.”

She snorted, then reached into the bag again and pulled out the black half-mask I’d grabbed for myself.

“This one’s you,” she said, handing it over. “It looks judgmental.”

“Thank you?” I said.

I looped it around my head and tied it at the back. The fabric settled over my nose and cheekbones; the eye holes were wide enough that my peripheral vision didn’t completely die, but the world narrowed a little anyway.

The effect was immediate.

I was still me. Same black button-down I’d dug out of the back of my closet, same dark jeans, but with the mask on, people’s eyes slid right over my face a little more. Or landed and then moved. The usual flicker of recognition I got from class or the café turned into quick second glances instead.

Anonymity. Not complete, not really. But enough.

“Nice,” Willow said, tilting her head. “Mysterious TA guy.”

“Mysterious snack-restocking guy,” I corrected. “Speaking of, we should probably start putting those extra masks out before half the crowd wanders in barefaced.”

She nodded and pulled out the bulk pack. “You handle the mask table?” she asked. “I’ll finish checking tickets and then circulate. I want to make sure the DJ isn’t just playing his own playlist all night.”

“On it,” I said.

As I laid the cheap masks out in a shallow box and slapped a hand-lettered “TAKE ONE” sign in front of it, movement near the DJ booth caught my eye.

At first it was just a cluster of older faculty trying very hard to prove they were “fun” by standing too close to the speakers. Then one of them broke away.

Gray hair. Wire-rimmed glasses. Tie that had definitely seen better days.

Mr. Hurst was on the makeshift dance floor.

He wasn’t…good. His rhythm was questionable at best, his arm movements stuck somewhere between “robot” and “trying to shake something off his sleeves.” But he was out there, near the DJ table, moving with actual enthusiasm.

A couple of students had made a loose circle around him, half laughing, half cheering him on. The DJ seemed delighted; he leaned over between tracks to say something to Hurst, who nodded and laughed like they were old friends.

I just stared.

“You okay?” Willow asked, following my gaze.

“That’s my supervising professor,” I said.

“The one who dumped the intro class on you?” she asked.

“The very same,” I said. “Couldn’t be bothered to stay for the first lecture, but apparently has zero problem cutting loose at a student masquerade.”

Willow made a sympathetic noise. “At least he came,” she said. “Faculty presence makes admin happy.”

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s really committing to the ‘experiential learning’ part.”

Hurst did something that might’ve been an attempt at a spin. The small crowd cheered. I pinched the bridge of my nose under my mask and decided I didn’t need to process that any further tonight.

I turned back toward the entrance just in time to see a gray tail bobbing through the crowd.

Jimmy had arrived.

Full squirrel, head on, body suit zipped. And behind him, in perfect formation, the three freshman mascots from the gym argument, also fully suited up. Four squirrels in a row.

They infiltrated the alley like a low-budget parade, tails swaying in sync. People parted for them automatically, some clapping, some pulling out phones.

Jimmy caught my eye through the mask and gave a jaunty little salute. Then he turned, flung his padded arms up, and started wiggling his hips in a way that probably violated some kind of school spirit code.

Within seconds, he had latched onto a line of unsuspecting students and turned it into a conga line. Squirrels at the front, then a string of masked undergrads behind them, hands on shoulders, snaking through the alley to the beat.

It was ridiculous. And perfect.

Willow laughed behind her mask, a sound I didn’t hear often enough. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll give you this. The squirrels were a good call.”

“I’m not sure I can take credit for that one,” I said. “I think we’re just witnessing the natural chaos of the universe.”

The DJ turned the volume up another notch. The lanterns overhead glowed brighter as the last of the daylight faded. The alley that had looked like a forgotten service corridor a few hours ago now felt like a real venue, crowded, moving, alive.

I adjusted my mask, took in the swirl of bodies, flashes of color and eyes behind fabric.

Somewhere in that mix, I was pretty sure, were three freshmen from my class, probably wearing something that made half the room stare. But with everyone masked and moving, there was no easy way to pick them out.

Part of me was relieved by that. Part of me was…curious.

Either way, for the first time since the semester started, the knot of stress in my chest loosened.

Classes, missing credits, Hurst’s disappearing act, Eliza’s tutoring. Those were all still waiting. But right now there was music, and lantern light, and anonymity, and a parade of squirrels leading a conga line past my supervising professor.

I stepped away from the ticket table, into the edge of the crowd, mask in place.

The night was just getting started.


Chapter 10

By the time the party really hit its stride, I was back where I always seemed to end up lately: behind a table, making sure other people had snacks.

The alley had transformed. Lanterns overhead, bodies packed in, masks everywhere. The DJ at the far end had cranked things up, and people were moving in loose clumps, some actually dancing, others just doing that sway-and-talk thing.

My table was jammed against one wall near the entrance, a fortress of chips, cookies, and sacrificial veggie trays. Every time I turned around, another bowl was empty.

I dumped a fresh bag of chips into a bowl and glanced down the wall.

On a row of folding chairs a few feet away, Jimmy and his freshman squirrel recruits were slumped in a perfect, miserable line.

Four full mascot suits, four gray tails spilling over the backs of the chairs. All four heads were off for once, sitting on the floor in front of them like trophies. Underneath, four sweaty, wrecked guys.

Jimmy had his eyes half closed, hair plastered to his forehead. One of the freshmen was chugging a bottle of water like he’d just crawled out of a desert. Another was staring into space, reconsidering all his life choices that had led to “college mascot practice.”

“Looks like morale infrastructure took a hit,” I said.

Jimmy cracked one eye. “Bro,” he rasped. “These kids have no stamina. One conga line and they’re dead.”

“You looked pretty dead yourself,” I said, nodding at his limp arms.

“I am a pillar of school spirit,” he said weakly. “Pillars need breaks.”

One of the freshmen groaned. “My back is never going to be the same.”

“Now you know why they pay us the big bucks,” Jimmy told him.

“They pay you?” another freshman asked, betrayed.

I snorted and turned back to the table, swapping out an empty cookie tray. While I worked, I caught glimpses over the top of the crowd, glittering masks, dark suits, cheap dresses, a few faculty members pretending they weren’t out of place.

Willow moved through it all like she was running traffic control, silver mask in place, clipboard somehow still in hand. She’d stopped by earlier to murmur a quick “Thank you” for the mask before being pulled away by someone who didn’t understand basic extension-cord physics.

I was dumping pretzels into a bowl when the music shifted.

Nothing fancy, just that moment where the beat dropped out and something slower slid in. The effect was instant. The herd split into pairs, people turning toward whoever was nearest, hands finding waists and shoulders like it was some unspoken cue.

“Uh-oh,” Jimmy muttered. “It’s coupling time. Hide.”

I was about to tell him I had nothing to worry about when a hand tapped my shoulder.

“Hey,” a woman’s voice said behind me. “Dance with me.”

I turned.

Mask. That was my first impression.

Black, full-face, edged with a thin line of silver. It framed her eyes and curved over her cheekbones, tied at the back of her head with a dark ribbon. Blonde hair was pulled back in a loose twist, a few strands loose around her neck. The dress was black too, fitted, thin straps over bare shoulders, ending somewhere mid-thigh.

Body not helping me narrow it down—there were a lot of girls here with that same “effortlessly on-point” thing going.

Her eyes behind the mask were green.

My brain jerked at that, but before I could latch on, she smiled. Not wide. Not obviously flirty. Just a small, confident curve of the mouth.

“You’ve been hiding behind this table all night,” she said. “Come on.”

The voice was different—lower, pushed through just enough of a put-on accent that it didn’t immediately click. If I hadn’t been staring at her eyes, I might’ve bought it.

“You sure you’ve got the right guy?” I asked. “I’m the snack goblin.”

She extended her hand. “I like snacks.”

Behind me, I could feel Jimmy’s eyes boring holes in the back of my head. The three freshmen were awake now, too, like someone had hit their “gossip” switch.

I wiped my hands on my jeans, set the chip bag down, and took her hand.

Her fingers were warm. She tugged, gentle but insistent, and I let her pull me out from behind the table and into the edge of the slow-song mess.

“Don’t worry,” she said, stepping in closer. “I won’t bite. Unless you ask nicely.”

Okay, that sounded a lot like her.

She slid one hand up to the back of my neck, the other resting light on my shoulder. We fell into that comfortable, swaying-in-place pose everyone defaulted to when they didn’t actually know how to slow dance.

I put my hands at her waist. Narrow. Solid under my palms. Her dress pressed warm against my fingers.

Up close, the mask hid enough to make her feel like a stranger and familiar all at once. Freckles were mostly hidden by the low light and the makeup, but I could see a few near the edge of the mask.

“So,” I said, because my brain thought talking would help, “are you going to tell me who you are, or am I supposed to just guess based on vibes?”

“That depends,” she said. “How good are you at reading people?”

“Decent,” I said. “Terrible at mind-reading.”

“Then guess,” she said, amusement in her voice. “You get three tries.”

“All right,” I said, settling into the rhythm. “You’re…someone from football trying to get extra credit the weird way.”

She huffed a laugh. “No.”

“You’re my manager from Suxe, here to fire me in person with a dramatic reveal,” I tried.

“God, no,” she said. “Try again.”

I pretended to think hard, even though the part of my brain keeping score already had a guess locked in. “Willow, then,” I said. “You changed dresses and found time to grow three inches.”

She leaned in, lips close to my ear. “Wrong again.”

Her breath, warm against my neck. My skin prickled.

“Okay, mystery girl,” I said. “Your turn. Who do you think I am?”

“Tom,” she said instantly. “Junior CS major. TA, barista, event mule. Chronic overthinker.”

I blinked. “That was…specific,” I said.

She shrugged slightly, a teasing tilt of her shoulders under my hands. “You’re not that hard to spot.”

“Should I be offended or flattered?” I asked.

“Both,” she said.

We moved, slow, bodies fitting together more naturally than I liked to admit. I was hyperaware of everything—her chest against mine when she leaned in, the way her hips brushed my thighs with each step.

Around us, the crowd was a blur of suits, dresses, masks. I couldn’t pick out faces; everything kept smearing together into anonymous pairs.

“You know,” I said, “if I guess right, you’re supposed to admit it. That’s how this game usually works.”

“Who said I’m playing by the rules?” she asked.

“That tracks,” I muttered.

Her hand at the back of my neck slid into my hair, fingers toying with the short strands there. The casual intimacy of it hit me harder than it should’ve.

“Why me?” I asked, quieter. “You had about a hundred other people you could’ve tapped.”

“Because you looked like you needed to stop thinking for five minutes,” she said. “And because I wanted to.”

That last part landed low in my stomach.

Before my brain could come up with something clever or stupid she pulled back just enough to look up at me. The lantern light caught the edges of her mask, making the silver tracing along the sides glow faintly.

“Tell you what,” she said. “You want to know who I am?”

“Kind of, yeah,” I said.

“Then come find out,” she said.

She slid her hand down my arm, laced her fingers through mine, and, without waiting for an answer, tugged me toward the edge of the alley.

I let her lead.

We slipped between clusters of people, past the snack table, past my abandoned kingdom of chips. Out of the alley and into the side door of the nearest classroom building.

The contrast hit immediately. One step inside and we were in an empty hallway, lights on, linoleum stretching in both directions. The noise from the party thinned to a distant, muffled pulse.

She didn’t slow. Just walked down the hall like she belonged there, heels clicking on the floor, hand still around mine.

My brain caught up enough to mumble, “Breaking and entering is usually more my friend’s thing.”

“Relax,” she said over her shoulder. “Door was open.”

She stopped at the first empty classroom with the lights off, pushed the door open, and pulled me in.

The room was exactly like a hundred others on campus—rows of small desks, a whiteboard at the front, a single window looking out over nothing important. No one inside.

She shut the door behind us with a soft click, then turned, back to it, mask still on.

We were alone. Just me, her, and a heady mix of adrenaline and curiosity humming under my skin.

“So,” I said, trying to sound more relaxed than I felt. “This where you murder me?”

“Tempting,” she murmured.

Then she stepped in, fisted her hand in the front of my shirt, and kissed me.

There was no warm-up. No testing brush of lips. Just her mouth on mine, insistent and sure, like she’d been waiting all night and decided she was done with the teasing part.

For half a heartbeat I froze, brain shorting out.

Then everything caught up and I kissed her back.

Her lips were soft, moving against mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with polite slow-dance vibes. She pressed me back a step, then another, until my hips bumped against the edge of the nearest desk.

Her other hand slid up my chest, fingers curling into the fabric at my collar. I grabbed her waist, pulling her in, feeling the heat of her body through the thin dress.

She made a small sound into my mouth—more breath than voice—but it went straight through me.

When we finally broke for air, we were both breathing a little harder.

“Tom,” she said, low and unfiltered. “Take your mask off.”

Hearing my name in her real voice knocked the last bit of doubt away. The edges I’d been pretending not to recognize were all there now.

My fingers found the knot at the back of my head and tugged. The mask slipped free and I let it hang around my fingers.

She smiled, slow, and reached up for her own ties.

The mask came off in one smooth motion.

Blonde hair tumbled around her shoulders, freed from whatever had been holding it back. Green eyes, bright and sharp. Freckles dusted across pale skin, flushed now.

Eliza.

Of course.

A dozen memories hit at once—her over the café counter, claiming oat milk she hadn’t ordered; her in the third row, glaring at me over a failed quiz; her sitting next to me after class, chewing her lip over boolean logic.

“Hi,” she said softly, lips curved.

I stared at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She laughed under her breath. “Disappointed?”

“That depends,” I said. “Is this a long con where you tell me I kissed you wrong and file a complaint?”

She rolled her eyes and stepped in again, closing the tiny gap I’d instinctively created. “You talk too much,” she murmured, and kissed me again.

I shut up.

This time there was no delay at all. My hands found her hips, thumbs pressing into the fabric of her dress. I pulled her tight against me, the desk edge digging briefly into my lower back before I shifted so it was digging into hers instead.

She slid her tongue against mine, confident, tasting like cheap fruit punch. Her fingers were in my hair again, messing it up, nails grazing my scalp in a way that made my eyes close for a second.

When she broke away, we were both a little wrecked.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” she said.

“Really?” I asked, because apparently I was still capable of being an idiot.

“Since you made that surgeon’s general warning of a syllabus appear out of nowhere,” she said. “Since you told a whole room of freshmen that ‘wanting an easy A’ wasn’t your problem. Since you looked at me like you knew exactly how badly I did on that quiz and didn’t gloat.”

“You think I didn’t gloat?” I said. “Internally, I was throwing a parade.”

“Even hotter,” she said.

She kissed me again before I could come up with a reply, then trailed her mouth down along my jaw, to my neck. Her lips at my throat made my hands tighten on her hips.

“You do realize,” I managed, “this is wildly unprofessional.”

She nipped lightly at the side of my neck, making my breath stutter. “Then don’t tell anyone,” she said. “Besides, you’re not that much older than me. It’s not like you’re Hurst.”

“Please do not put that image in my head right now,” I said, half groaning.

She laughed, breath warm against my skin, and slid her hands down to my chest, fingers fumbling at the buttons of my shirt.

“Off,” she said.

“No ‘please’?” I asked.

Her eyes flicked up, daring. “Please?”

Something about hearing that from her, in that tone, did something I didn’t want to examine too closely.

I tore the rest of the buttons open faster than she could’ve managed, shrugged out of the shirt, and tossed it blindly onto the next desk.

Her hands were on my skin immediately, palms warm against my chest, sliding down over my stomach. She traced the line at my waistband with one finger, then hooked both thumbs under it, tugging me closer.

“Your turn,” I said, my voice rougher than I liked.

She leaned back just enough for me to get my hands on the zipper at the back of her dress. For a second I fumbled with her hands already there, with my own nerves—then the zipper gave under my fingers and slid down, slow.

The back of the dress parted, revealing smooth skin, the narrow strap of her bra. I pushed the fabric off her shoulders, and she let it fall, stepping out of it like she’d been waiting to ditch it all night.

Underneath she wore a black bra, matching panties. Nothing fancy, just clean lines and pure gravity.

My brain shut up for a second.

I let my eyes run down—the curve of her breasts contained by the bra, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips, the way her thighs tightened when she shifted her weight.

“Staring,” she said, but there was satisfaction under the word.

“Observing,” I corrected. “Scientific purposes.”

She smirked and put her hands on my shoulders, pushing me down a little as she sat on the edge of the desk, legs parting just enough to bracket my hips.

“You going to keep giving lectures,” she asked, “or are you going to actually…teach me something?”

“That was terrible,” I said. “You’re banned from puns.”

She rolled her eyes and, in the same motion, hooked one ankle behind my leg and pulled me in between her knees.

Any snark I had planned dissolved.

The heat of her pressed right up against me now, through two thin layers of fabric. My cock, already stiff, throbbed in my jeans, pressed against the front of her panties.

She felt it. Of course she did. Her eyes flicked down, then back up, a smug little grin appearing.

“Guess I’m not failing everything,” she murmured.

“Cocky,” I said, and slid my hands up her thighs, fingers tracing the edge of her panties.

She sucked in a breath when my thumb brushed just where the fabric met skin. The tiny sound sent another spike of heat through me.

I pushed the panties aside and ran my fingers along her, once, slow.

Wet. Very wet.

Her head tipped back slightly, lashes fluttering. “Tom,” she whispered.

I caught her hand, kissed the inside of her wrist, then went back to exploring.

I slid one finger between her lips, up to circle gently around her clit. Her breath hitched. Her hips jerked, just a little, unconsciously chasing the touch.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “Okay. Okay.”

“Too much?” I asked, making no move to stop.

“Don’t you dare,” she said, glaring at me like she’d murder me if I took my hand away.

I grinned and pressed a little more firmly, slow circles, watching her unravel.

Up close like this, the flirty armor she wore in class, at the café, it all cracked. Her mouth parted, the carefully controlled sarcasm gone, replaced by raw reaction. Little shivers moved up her thighs under my hands, her fingers gripping the edge of the desk so hard her knuckles went white.

“Tom,” she said again, voice higher now. “Inside. Please.”

I didn’t make her beg twice.

I slid two fingers lower, found her entrance, and eased them in. Tight, hot, her body clenching around me as I pushed deeper. Her whole frame tensed, then shuddered.

“Fuck,” she whispered again, head dropping forward. Her forehead bumped mine, eyes squeezed shut.

I started a slow rhythm, in and out, crooking my fingers on each inward stroke to hit that spot that made her hips jump. My thumb stayed on her clit, small circles that matched the movement.

She was breathing in these short, sharp bursts now, every exhale a little shaky. Her thighs pressed against my sides, trapping my hand exactly where she wanted it.

“God, you—” She cut herself off with a low, ragged sound as I curled my fingers just right.

“You okay?” I asked, voice a little ruined.

She laughed breathlessly. “If you stop now, I swear I will—”

Her sentence dissolved again as I sped up just a notch, fingers working faster, thumb moving in tighter circles. The wet sounds of my hand on her were obscene in the quiet room.

Her muscles tightened around my fingers, grip on the desk going from strong to desperate.

“I’m—” she gasped. “I’m gonna—”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “Come on.”

That was apparently all it took.

She came with a choked sound, whole body arching off the desk, thighs clamping around my arm. Her nails dug into my shoulders hard enough to sting. I kept my fingers moving through it, slowing when she started to twitch, dragging it out just a little longer.

When she finally collapsed back onto the desk, she was flushed, hair messy, chest heaving.

“Holy shit,” she said hoarsely, eyes wide, unfocused.

“Feeling less anxious about boolean logic yet?” I asked.

She managed a weak shove at my shoulder. “Shut up,” she murmured, but there was a dazed smile there now.

I eased my fingers out of her carefully.

Before I could think of the next step, her hand was on my belt.

“Your turn,” she said, eyes sharpening again.

“Not necessary,” I said, even as my body screamed liar.

She gave me a look. “You got me off in under two minutes,” she said. “I’m not leaving you like this. That’s…rude.”

Her fingers were already working my belt open, then my fly. I hissed in a breath as she tugged my jeans and boxers down just enough to free me.

My cock sprang out, hard and aching. Her gaze dropped, and something hungry flickered across her face.

“Well,” she said softly. “Hi.” She wrapped her hand around me, warm and sure, and any joke I’d been about to make burned up.

She stroked once, slow from base to tip, thumb sweeping over the head. My hips jerked forward involuntarily.

“Yeah,” she murmured. “I thought so.”

She shifted back on the desk, scooted closer to the edge, and reached between us, guiding me with her hand.

“You have a condom?” she asked, voice suddenly serious.

“Yeah,” I said, fumbling in my back pocket where my wallet lived. Miraculously, it was still there. I managed to get the wrapper open with fingers that felt less coordinated than usual.

She took it from me, rolled it down over me with quick motions. The sensation—latex plus her hand—made my breath catch.

“Come here,” she said.

She leaned back on her elbows, legs opening wider, heels hooking on the edge of the desk. Her panties were still pushed to the side, glistening.

I stepped in between her knees, lined myself up with her entrance, and looked up. “You sure?” I asked, because I had to.

Her eyes met mine, clear even through the haze. “I dragged you in here, remember?” she said. “Yes. Please.”

That “please” undid me.

I pushed forward, slowly, letting her body take me inch by inch.

Tight, hot, perfect. Her mouth fell open, a low sound escaping. My hands found her hips, fingers digging in, more to steady myself than anything.

“Fuck,” I ground out. “You’re…shit.”

She laughed weakly. “Words,” she said. “Use your words.”

“Working on it,” I said through gritted teeth.

Once I was fully inside, I paused, forcing myself to breathe, to let her adjust. Her walls clenched around me, and for a second I thought I might lose it right there.

She rolled her hips experimentally, taking me even deeper. “You can move,” she whispered. “I swear I’m not going to break.”


Chapter 11

I woke up feeling like someone had replaced my blood with sand.

Not sick, not hungover in the traditional way, just…drained. Heavy. My limbs didn’t want to move. My brain lagged half a second behind everything.

I stared at the ceiling of my dorm room for a few beats, piecing things together in the slow, out-of-order way you remember dreams.

Lantern light. Masks. The alley full of bodies. The slow song.

Eliza’s mask coming off.

My pulse jumped just from the memory. That classroom. Her on the desk, fingers digging into my shoulders. My hands on her hips. Every line of her face when she’d said my name like she’d been waiting all week to do it.

I exhaled hard and scrubbed a hand over my face, like that might erase the reel in my head. It didn’t. If anything, the details got sharper.

Amazing. Exactly what I needed as a TA: graphic flashbacks to having sex with a freshman from my own class.

“Great job, brain,” I muttered.

I rolled toward the other bed automatically and only then registered that it was empty. No snoring jock roommate. No Jimmy, either.

For half a second I had that irrational moment of: Did I dream him, too?

Then I remembered seeing him leading a conga line of squirrels and undergrads, and the likely answer.

He’d probably passed out in a janitor’s closet somewhere, mascot head as a pillow. Or in the equipment room. Or under the bleachers. There were too many options with him.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat there, giving my body time to catch up.

Everything ached a little. From hauling tables, from being on my feet all night, from what had happened pressed against a very solid desk.

I stood, grabbed the nearest clean-ish t-shirt and jeans, and got dressed on autopilot. My shirt from last night was still draped over my desk chair. I picked it up, saw the faint crease from that classroom, and dropped it straight into the laundry bag.

The responsible part of my brain kept trying to pipe up—about power dynamics, about ethics, about every horror story where someone in my position crossed a line and it blew up later.

The rest of my brain just replayed the way Eliza had looked at me when she’d said, You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.

“Stop,” I told myself, out loud this time.

That didn’t help either.

I grabbed my keys and my phone, shoved both into my pockets, and headed out. If I stayed in that room any longer, I was going to spiral.

The walk across campus shook some of the fog off. Morning light, people dragging themselves toward early classes, the occasional over-eager jogger. No masks, no music, just normal.

Normal felt almost fake after last night.

By the time I cut around the edge of the quad toward the alley we’d used, I’d at least managed to shove the worst of the mental image loop into a box labeled Later.

The alley looked like the aftermath of exactly what it had been: a party. Lanterns still hung overhead. Tables lined one side, covered in cups, napkins, crushed chip bags. A few random masks were abandoned in corners.

And in the middle of it, Willow was already working.

She had her hair up again, silver mask gone, Event Club t-shirt back in place like Cinderella after midnight. There was a trash bag in one hand and a clipboard balanced on the other, because apparently she couldn’t function without one.

“Morning,” I called.

She glanced up, took one look at me, and huffed a small laugh. “You look how I feel.”

“Destroyed?” I said. “Confused about life choices?”

“All of the above,” she said. “Also…pleased. It went well.”

I stepped over a stray cup and grabbed an empty trash bag from the box by her feet. “Define ‘well,’” I said. “No fires?”

“No fires,” she said. “No trips to student health. No calls from campus police. The DJ didn’t quit. Nothing major broke. No one tried to climb on top of the speakers. By Event Club standards, that’s a huge success.”

“That’s a low bar,” I said, but I was smiling.

She rolled her eyes. “We had over two hundred people through here, minimum,” she said. “That’s not low. That’s a win.”

“Fair,” I said. “Word’s going to get around fast.”

“That’s the plan,” she said. “First big event of the year sets the tone.”

We worked on the clean up. Trash off the tables into bags, leftover food consolidated, bottles sorted. Every few minutes, someone walked by the mouth of the alley on their way to class, did a quick double-take at the mess, and kept going.

“You disappeared last night,” she said after a while, in that casual tone that wasn’t casual at all. “Right when the slow song started.”

“Did I?” I said, knowing full well I had.

She shot me a sideways look. “You did. One second you were being very serious about pretzel bowl refills. The next you were gone. With someone.”

I shrugged, focusing on scraping cups into the bag. “Mask party,” I said. “People come and go.”

“Mhm,” she said. “Tallish. Black dress. Black mask with silver. Ring any bells?”

I paused.

“Eyes on the alley, Willow,” I said. “You’ve got numbers to report, remember?”

She grinned. “So there was a mystery girl,” she said. “I knew it.”

“I didn’t say that,” I said.

“You didn’t have to,” she said. “I saw you walk out with her. And you didn’t come back for a while.”

There was a tease in her voice, but also plain curiosity.

I tied off the trash bag and set it aside for later. “Honestly?” I said. “I never got a good look at her face.”

That wasn’t technically a lie. The first ten minutes, masks had been involved. Faces had been…secondary.

Willow snorted. “That’s the laziest non-answer I’ve ever heard,” she said.

“I’m serious,” I said. “Dark alley, masks, dramatic lighting. She could’ve been anyone.”

“You followed ‘anyone’ into a building,” Willow said. “Bold choice.”

“I make excellent decisions,” I said. “Ask my academic counselor.”

She shook her head, amused. “Fine, keep your secrets,” she said. “Just don’t do anything that makes me have to fill out extra forms later.”

“Noted,” I said. “Less paperwork, more…non-identifiable fun.”

She rolled her eyes again, but there was a little smile there.

We worked in silence for a couple of minutes. It was the comfortable kind; with Willow, I never felt like I had to fill every gap with chatter. She just existed next to me in a way that didn’t demand anything.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

For a split second my heart jumped—some irrational piece of me braced for a message from admin, from Hurst, from someone who’d somehow seen everything and was about to end my life.

I wiped my hand on my jeans, pulled the phone out, and checked the screen.

Unknown number:

We need to schedule a time for our next tutoring session.

I didn’t need the name to know who it was.

My brain supplied the sender automatically: Eliza.

I could practically hear her voice in the words. Half earnest, half deliberate. Tutoring session. Like the last one hadn’t ended with her on a desk and my shirt on the floor.

I stared at the text.

We hadn’t exchanged numbers. I’d never given mine out in class. Office hours were on the syllabus, not my cell.

“How the hell…” I muttered.

Willow glanced over. “Problem?” she asked.

“Student thing,” I said quickly, locking the screen before she could see more than the notification bubble. “Nothing urgent.”

“Already harassing you about grades?” she asked.

“Something like that,” I said.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket, the words burned into my retinas anyway.

We need to schedule a time.

Part of me wanted to type back immediately. Set something up. Pretend we were just going to go over boolean logic again and see how long that lasted.

Another part reminded me that I was technically in charge of her academic fate and had literally written a line on the syllabus about professionalism.

I knotted another trash bag a little tighter than necessary.

“Hey!”

The shout came from the mouth of the alley.

Three squirrels jogged in.

The freshman mascots from yesterday, full suits on, heads off. Underneath, three flushed, earnest faces I half-recognized from the gym. They moved as a clump, tails bumping into each other.

“Have you seen Jimmy?” one of them asked, slightly out of breath. “Coach said he was supposed to run drills this morning, but he never showed. We checked the gym, the field, the locker room…”

“And the cafeteria,” another added. “And the mailroom for some reason.”

“He’s not in our room,” I said. “I checked when I woke up. Word on the street is he belongs to the custodial department now.”

The first freshman blinked. “What?”

“He probably fell asleep in a supply closet,” Willow translated. “It wouldn’t be his first time, based on what I’ve heard.”

The third one craned his neck back, like he was looking for divine guidance. “Coach is gonna kill us if we don’t show up with him,” he said. “He kept saying, ‘Where’s my squirrel?’”

“We’re the squirrels,” the second whispered, mildly horrified.

“Collective squirrel,” I said. “Mascot hive mind. You’ll get used to it.”

They all looked stressed enough that I was about to offer to help look when a voice drifted down from above us.

“Hey. Down here.”

We all tilted our heads back at the same time.

Jimmy was stretched out along a thick branch of the tree that overhung the alley, mascot suit still on, head off, one arm dangling. Leaves framed him like some extremely cursed wildlife shot.

He blinked down at us, squinting against the light. His hair was a mess, sticking up in weird directions, and he had bark marks on one cheek.

I stared. “Were you sleeping up there?”

He shifted, grimaced, and swung his legs over the side of the branch carefully. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to,” he said.

The freshmen squirrels stared up at him like he was some mythical creature descended from the heavens.

“How did you even—” Willow started.

“Again,” Jimmy said, inching along the branch toward the trunk, “don’t want to talk about it.”

He grabbed the trunk, slid down with more confidence than sense, and dropped the last couple of feet to the ground. His knees bent on impact. He winced.

“Morning,” he said, like he hadn’t just appeared from a tree.

“New low, even for you,” I said. “Or new high. I’m not sure.”

He ran a hand through his hair, then gave up when it just stuck worse. “I remember being really tired,” he said. “And really not wanting to walk all the way back to the dorm. Next thing I know, I wake up to some bird giving me a judgmental look.”

Willow shook her head, but there was a reluctant smile tugging at her mouth. “You’re going to get written up for nesting in university property,” she said.

“Worth it,” Jimmy muttered.

The lead freshman stepped forward, eyes wide. “Coach is looking for you,” he blurted. “We’re late.”

Jimmy sighed like a martyr. “No rest for the mascot,” he said.

He glanced at me, quick. “Party was good,” he said. “People are already talking about it. You and Clipboard crushed it.”

“Clipboard did most of it,” I said. “I just carried heavy things and made sure the DJ didn’t fry anything.”

“Team effort,” Willow said briskly. “Go before your coach actually hunts you.”

“On it, boss,” Jimmy said.

He tugged the mascot head back on, instantly transforming into Squirrely the Squirrel again. He clapped two of the freshmen on the back with padded paws.

“Squirrel Squad, assemble,” he said, voice muffled through the head. “We march.”

They shuffled after him automatically, tails swaying. In seconds, they were out of the alley and back into the stream of campus life.

I watched them go, shook my head once, and turned back to Willow.

She was tying off another trash bag.

“That kid is going to be a legend or a cautionary tale,” she said.

“Both,” I said. “Simultaneously.”

We hefted the full bags over to the growing pile near the entrance. The alley looked a little less wrecked now. Lanterns still hung overhead, but the worst of the trash was gone.

Willow dusted off her hands and checked something on her clipboard. Whatever she saw there must’ve been good; her shoulders loosened.

“You want to grab coffee?” I asked. “Real coffee. Not whatever generic punch they served last night passed off as caffeine.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second, like she was running through her mental checklist. Then she nodded.

“Yeah,” she said. “I could use it.”

“Suxe?” I said. “I get an employee discount and a pathological need to prove I can make at least one drink right today.”

“That might actually be dangerous for you,” she said, but she was smiling. “Let’s go.”

We left the alley, stepping back out onto the main path. Students flowed around us—backpacks, laptops, yawns, leftovers of last night in the way a couple of people still had their wristbands on.

We fell into step toward the student center.

My phone sat heavy in my pocket, Eliza’s text like a small weight I kept feeling no matter how I shifted.

We need to schedule a time for our next tutoring session.

Willow walked beside me, already talking about what she’d change for the next event, where we could string lanterns differently, how many masks we had left.

Two girls. Two completely different kinds of energy.

One uncomplicated, organized, easy to be around. The other complicated in every direction, dangerous, impossible to ignore.

I listened to Willow, nodded where it made sense, threw in a sarcastic comment here and there. On the edge of my thoughts, green eyes and a silver mask hovered, refusing to go away.

We crossed the quad together toward the Café, the mess of last night fading behind us and the next mess waiting straight ahead.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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