
1. Nina’s Big Idea

Author’s Note:
Aaaaaand we’re back!!! Friendos, full disclosure: we knew before we even finished the microwave fic that we were gonna have to write a sequel, whether you wanted one or not. This verse is just way too much fun for us both. So here we go! To keep things simple for you, this follows Can I Get Close To You (the most recent fic in this series).






 Nina 



When all was said and done, everyone – including Nina – would agree the whole debacle was Nina’s fault. Let the record show none of this could have happened without her. Of course that didn’t mean that they weren’t also very grateful when the insurance company came to a different conclusion. All apart from Brekker who disdained such blatant incompetence.



The idea first came to her one late night at the Two Clever Foxes Brewpub, two beers in and wedged between Inej and Wylan. Their respective boyfriends were locked in a highly competitive game of pool. Matthias was winning – Nina remembered that part vividly. Kaz hated losing to Matthias, so it was a delight to watch.



“Honestly, I would pay money to watch them argue over just about anything,” she’d said, to which Inej and Wylan agreed with a peal of drunken chortles. 



“We should really be filming them for Matthias’ reels,” Wylan pointed out, and fumbled for his phone just as Jesper lined up – and perfectly sank – a particularly absurd shot into a corner pocket with his pool cue tucked around his back. He threw Wylan and the camera a dazzling, flirtatious wink while the other two broke into an argument about the legitimacy of Jesper’s technique. 



That’s when it hit her. “The next time Matthias lands a sponsorship, we’re capitalizing on this,” Nina said. 



Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? They were all up to their eyeballs in student debt, and Matthias’s most-watched content continued to be the candid moments he shared of his newfound family. What would be the harm in collaborating a little, if the right opportunity presented itself?



 Honestly, the fact that Kaz Brekker himself hadn’t thought of it was the true testament to her genius.



“Kaz will never agree to it,” Inej had pointed out as if responding to her thoughts. Nina frowned petulantly, watching this frankly brilliant idea float away before anyone had even had the chance to admire it. 



“So, what – he’s upset one little mob boss and now he can never show his face in public again?” she grumbled. 



“That is the literal definition of witness protection, yes.” 



 Spoil sports.  



Nina was just going to have to find a way. She had no intention of making $700/month payments to Navient until she croaked and had to get her ghost to make $700/month payments until Navient finally allowed her to rest in peace. There had to be another way. Matthias had more than once voiced to her that it was a tired, lonely lot, this constant, lonesome content creation. He was practically begging for a collaboration. 



Maybe she’d just make Brekker wear a paper bag over his head and call it good. She’d even draw a frowny face on it to make it realistic. 



For awhile, that’s all it was. A daydream. A scheme Nina stewed over at night while she stressed about her looming graduation date and what the fuck she was going to do about the mountains of debt she was expected to somehow pay on an entry level social worker’s salary. 



Everything changed just before spring break. 



The first week Inej had spent in bed, Nina believed her when she said she wasn’t feeling well. There’d been a stomach bug making the rounds on campus, so this made sense. But by the second week, her suspicions were mounting. The truth revealed itself the afternoon she found Inej unmoved from the position she’d left her in at 8:00 that morning. 



“Inej, honey.” Gently – for whatever was wrong, Inej clearly deserved extra care – Nina nudged her roommate’s sleeping form. Bleary-eyed and disheveled, Inej rolled to look up at her. 



“You missed your 3:00 again, love,” Nina told the girl buried beneath layers of oversized hoodie and pillows. 



Inej only groaned and reached for her phone, sighing when she found herself blinking at a dead black screen. She’d forgotten to plug it in again.



“I’ll get up and email the professor,” she promised, her voice still thick with the last dregs of sleep. 



“Ok.” Nina intended to step back and let her roommate handle her own problems. She really did. But there was something about the dark circles under Inej’s eyes, the syrupy slowness of her voice and her movements. Nina didn’t feel right backing away.



“You’re worrying me, love,” she said instead, and gave Inej’s forehead a quick temperature test with the back of her hand. She didn’t feel feverish, but still –



“Should I take you to see the nurse?” she offered. Inej shook her head. 



“I’m just tired,” she said, softly. “That’s all.” 



Nina’s betta fish was a better liar than Inej Ghafa. 



“Did something happen with Kaz?” she asked, as gentle as a girl could be while plotting a murder. 



Inej shook her head again. That time she was being truthful, at least.



“He’s just working long hours at his internship,” said Inej, scrubbing the sleep from her eyes. “We’re fine. I promise. I’m just tired.” 



Nina’s heart broke a little, because now she knew. There was really only one thing that could lay Inej out like this.



“Did they take a plea deal?” 



Inej’s face was hidden beneath her hand when the small reply leaked out of her, barely audible: “No.” 



Nina sank to the edge of Inej’s bed, draping a hand over Inej’s socked ankle like that was going to do anything. Because she had to do something. Somebody had to. All these lawyers and these journalists and, hell – alright, yeah she’d say it – even Inej’s parents, were so concerned that these predators who’d assaulted Inej over a year ago saw jail time, and no one was concerning themselves with how it was affecting Inej. No one noticed – or if they did, didn’t care – how every time there was a new development in the case, the story resurfaced, the photos were recirculated and just like that, Inej was reliving the worst days of her life all over again. A plea deal would have at least meant the end of the story. Inej could have caught a break, just once. But no. These nepo baby sexual predators and their lawyers were ready to drag the Ghafas through the mud until they ran out of cash or gave up from sheer exhaustion. 



“Did they set a trial date?” Nina asked. Inej gave a slow, foreboding nod. 



“March,” she said, “of next year.” 



 Goddamnit.  



Inej wasn’t just tired, Nina knew. Inej was losing her will to fight. 



Damn Brekker for taking that internship this semester. Well actually, good for him for resembling a responsible human adult for once, but also damn him for his timing. Whatever qualms Nina had about their catfishing revenge schemes, at least they gave Inej life. 



Nina was just going to have to think of her own scheme for Inej. Put that daydream about a debt-free life on the back burner for the moment. 



 Unless… 



“Have you eaten today?” Nina asked, giving Inej’s ankle a concerned tug. “I’m meeting up with Matthias for dinner – let me bring you back something.” 



Inej crinkled her nose. 



“You guys aren’t going to that vegan place on East Stave again, are you?” 



“It’s Matthias’s turn to choose, so probably. But there’s that burger place next door?” 



“Yeah, ok, that sounds nice.” 



Nina nodded, skillfully hiding all evidence of her growing enthusiasm beneath a veneer of patient concern. There was a plan here, a scheme that could benefit all of them if she played her cards right. 



She just needed to get her ducks in a row. 



As she pulled their dorm door closed behind her, she fired off a quick text to Brekker. He wouldn’t see it until after her date with Matthias anyway.



Nina: Call me after work. It’s about Inej.




 Matthias 



There was something different about Nina tonight. Her hair was as glossy as ever, her lips as plump and luscious, her laugh as distractingly and infectiously loud, but behind all that something was up. Matthias couldn’t put his finger on it.



 “You know these buffalo cauliflower wings aren’t as bad as I thought they’d be,” she was saying around a mouthful of said wings.



 Personally, they were too spicy for Matthias. He often thought he’d probably be able to eat them if he drowned them in the vegan blue cheese sauce that came with them. Then, he’d remember the calorific content of the cashews in that sauce and chastise himself thoroughly for even thinking about it. Nina had no such qualms.



 “Too spicy,” he answered eventually. She raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow and glanced pointedly at the dipping sauce between them. “You know I’ve gotta keep an eye on my macros right now.”



 This earned him a scoff and a roll of her eyes. “Whatever you say.”



 He didn’t need her to understand why he went to the gym, why he cared so much about his physique, why continuously upping his PB was so important to him. It wasn’t just about the sponsorship deals and being a good role model for young boys and men out there. It was about personal excellence – being his best self.



 Being his best self. Yeah. That’s what this was about. 



 It didn’t sound very convincing even in his own head.



 Rather than pay too much attention to the twinge in his sternum, that hard knot of tension he couldn’t seem to dislodge these days, Matthias turned his attention back to Nina.



 “How was your day?”



 “Oh, you know… The usual,” she said, eyes still on her wings.



 Matthias frowned. This was a very untypical Nina answer. Usually, if he didn’t know the exact tone with which her 3pm sociology professor announced the date of the next pop quiz by the end of her recital, it was time to check for signs of illness.



 “Did Professor Fyodor come back from her sabbatical?”



 “No, we had that useless TA again. What kind of a name is Geels anyway?”



 “Kerch, I think,” Matthias answered without thinking. The smile Nina gave him suggested the question was rhetorical – that is to say, slow and indulgent. He usually missed those. “What about lunch with Anika?”



 If Matthias was being honest, Anika scared him. She had this gnarly undercut and at least three visible piercings, which was way more than he’d seen on anyone in real life he was pretty sure. Apparently, she had many more that weren’t visible but the thought of that stressed him out even more.



 “You’re full of questions today,” Nina purred. She was taking her time dipping a wing in the cheese sauce in a way that was making his belly rumble even though he had his own food. Ever since they met, she’d been teaching him new ways to be hungry.



 “You’re not very full of answers,” he said. That earned him an impressed chuckle – his very favorite kind. But still, there was something smug about her smile, about the glimmer in her eye. Something else happened today. “Did you have that meeting about your summer placement?”



 “Oh, that?” Nina shrugged, waving a dismissive cauliflower wing. “Yeah, she gave me a few options – most of them out of state. But I think this summer is too soon anyhow.”



 “What do you mean too soon? You’re graduating. When else?” Matthias leaned forward, finally dismissing the three bean burrito bowl in front of him.



 “I don’t know. I was thinking I could take a year out. Maybe.”



 Was this what felt off today? She’d never talked about wanting to take a year out between college and work. Matthias wasn’t opposed exactly but it just seemed kind of sudden.



 “Nina –”



 “Matthias,” she said mock-sternly. Then, she licked each of her fingers without breaking eye contact. It was a nasty piece of distraction. “It’ll be fine and anyway, I have something else I want to talk about.”



 Finally, Matthias groaned internally. He’d never been very good at getting information out of people. Not that he had much practice. Relieved, he asked, “What is it?”



 “So –” That tone and the glimmer in her eye set off all kinds of alarm bells. Matthias braced himself – “I’ve been thinking about your van.” 



 This was delightfully unexpected. Matthias’ heart swelled at the sight of Nina’s coy, insinuating smile, not normally something that accompanied the discussion of his months-long project to restore an old VW camper to its former glory. He’d bought it before they’d met; he couldn’t expect her to understand the ache in his heart to set out into the wilderness in it with nothing but a dog and (grass-fed, locally-sourced) beef jerky. He’d always imagined his mind might stop racing and the pit in his stomach might loosen if he could just be outside long enough. Just turn off every notification and get away from it all. Not for good (maybe for good); just for a little while (maybe a long while).



 Nina had never had any interest in the VW beyond the one time they did it in the backseat in the safety of his driveway, mostly to satisfy her curiosity over how comfortable the fold-down bed in the back actually was. (The verdict: not comfortable enough for another round.)



 But here she was now, her eyes sparkling as her teeth scraped the straw of her sex on the beach, talking about how she’d been thinking about his van. 



“Yeah?” Slowly, a hopeful smirk spread across his own lips, tentatively mirroring the gorgeous girl in front of him. Maybe he’d get that second round in the backseat after all.



“And…” Nina drew out the word like she knew exactly how she teased him.



“And…” God, the suspense was killing him. Yes, come with me. The open road, windows down, the wind in her hair. Let’s get out of here. Let’s never look back. 



“I’ve been thinking you’re right,” she said, unaware of how thunderous his heart was in his chest. “I think she deserves a maiden voyage. I think we should plan a trip.” 



“Really?” Matthias hadn’t heard his own voice sound like that since he was a boy at Christmas. “‘We’? You and me–”



“ – and the whole gang,” said Nina. 



There wasn’t a record to scratch, but someone in the back did shatter a glass at that very moment. Matthias found it all too fitting and was briefly struck dumb.



 “You’ve been thinking we should all plan a trip in the van?” Matthias scanned her face for any hint of a joke. She was always so good at flustering him, maybe this was one of those times. “How long of a trip? And…” he swallowed, “what do you mean by all of us?” He tried not to shudder at the idea of living in close quarters with Kaz Brekker.



 “All of us,” Nina repeated gleefully. “You, me, Inej, Wylan, Jesper, and Kaz.”



 How had this all gone so wrong?



“Why?”



 “You’re always talking about how lonely the content creator life is, how you want to take to the open road with that van life trend. And your posts with all of us in them do way better than the straight gym stuff and you know it. This could really launch your vanlife dreams.”



 She wasn’t wrong about that, but –



 “But Kaz?” Matthias had to really emphasize this part of her plan. Because it was deranged. She had to know it was deranged. It was probably also his best way out of this inevitable train wreck. “There’s no way he’s going to agree.” Please, for the love of God, don’t let him agree.



 But Nina said, “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” and waggled her eyebrows in that way that meant she had some trick up her sleeve, some leverage or other. Matthias’ once-soaring heart sank.



The thing was, he had absolutely zero doubt that Nina could pull it off. She’d been managing this kind of witchcraft from the moment he’d offered to spot her bench presses. She hadn’t even needed his help, and still he was drawn into her orbit. If Nina Zenik wanted Kaz Brekker to join their roadtrip, there was little Brekker could do to escape this inevitable vacation. She was just too cunning for her own good.



  Still… 



 “Nina, I’m sorry, but this is a terrible idea. Don’t get me wrong, they’re great drinking buddies, but… I heard Wylan has a habit of blowing stuff up, and Jesper’s basically afraid of confined spaces. It wouldn’t work. We’d kill each other before the end of the week.”



 Not to mention, there would be dramatically fewer opportunities to touch her boobs with four other people in the vehicle – a reason that carried more weight than Matthias cared to admit out loud. Honestly, he really enjoyed the time he spent with all of Nina’s friends, occasionally even Brekker. But Nina’s boobs. Christ. If Nina were in his shoes, she would understand.



 Across the table, Nina pouted. She had a face made for pouting. It was that luscious bottom lip, kiss-bitten red whether she wore makeup or not. Inevitably, it softened him right up. Matthias cursed her for a witch.



 “Please,” she simpered, adding some lash action to the mix. Some soft choke of protest died in the back of Matthias’ throat as his shoulders sagged. The truth was, he’d drive her and whomever she wanted anywhere in the world, provided there were, of course, roads –



But then, Nina sobered slightly, and any time that happened, Matthias knew whatever came next was serious.



“The thing is,” she said, sitting back in her chair, “I’m worried about Inej. This whole legal ordeal is going on way longer than she anticipated, and it’s really starting to wear on her. She’s…she’s not doing well, Matthias. Maybe it’s crazy but I think this would be good for her, to get away from everything for a while. And it’d be good for us too. Maybe I could finally meet your family?”



 Despite her confidence, there was a question in her voice. They didn’t talk about family much, though he knew she was desperate to meet them. It was time, Matthias knew that, with a growing anxiety. He’d met all her friends, the important ones and the new ones, the ones who’d been there for her through her years in foster care and the ones she built her world around. Each one had reinforced what Matthias had known deep down since the first time he’d kissed her – Nina was not someone to let get away. She deserved to see his world, too. She deserved to dazzle and impress like he knew she would.



So really, it wasn’t his family meeting Nina he was afraid of. 



It was her meeting them.




 Kaz 



The message from Nina was the first thing Kaz saw upon leaving Merchant Financial Holdings for the day. The sky was bruised a deep indigo, the sun having set over an hour earlier, and the air had a chill to it. It was actually refreshing after a day spent cooped up balancing spreadsheets and correcting his boss’s gross misuse of ellipses in financial reports. 



What wasn’t refreshing was this insinuating message from Nina. Call me after work. He would do no such thing. If she was going to be weird and vague, she could be weird and vague to his face.



It didn’t take long to find out where she’d be right about now. Matthias had shared a photo of a three bean burrito bowl absent sour cream and guac with the glimmer of red lacquered nails in the background only a half hour ago. This was precisely why he kept off social media. Why people felt the need to broadcast their location to the world at every hour of the day was beyond him. It did serve him, however. Now he knew the route she’d be taking home.



The drive took him just under fifteen minutes. Inej and Nina’s dorm was on the outskirts closer to town than the rest of the university, but that vegan place was on the other side – closer again to Matthias’s place. 



Not for the first time, Kaz thought about how much easier this would all be if they lived in the same place. And, not for the first time, Kaz banished the thought. It really had been a long day if he was seriously considering cohabitation with anyone other than Jesper. Or Inej, he supposed. He could see himself living with Inej. She was so small after all, so tidy and lovely and funny; she’d hardly change the dynamic at all. Realistically, Wylan more or less lived with them too now so that wouldn’t been too disruptive either. And Nina, well –



Kaz shook himself and focused. Don’t get distracted. She should have been heading back, would be rounding the corner at any moment.



What had she meant, it’s about Inej? What about Inej?



Things had been going well. Much better than he could’ve hoped if he was being brutally honest, which he was trying to be. He’d meant everything he’d said to her in that car – the day everything changed – about not knowing what he was doing, about not being right for her or for relationships in general. But she took everything in stride. They went on dates, actual dates. He’d learned the noise she makes when she wins a round of cards, the little furrow she gets in between her eyebrows while measuring out ingredients for a cake, the way her breath caught whenever he gave into his impulse to tuck stray hair behind her ear. He kissed her good-bye any chance he got, savoring each one as he drove back to his apartment because who knew when it was all going to fall apart. 



Hopefully today was not that day. 



It’s about Inej. Nina’s text reverberated through his mind. He had to have fucked something up royally to have warranted this from her. Already his defenses were chomping at the bit.



As if she’d decided to interrupt that train of thought, Nina sashayed around the corner right then. Wearing a very revealing red halter top and jeans that looked poured on, she seemed to be singing to herself while swinging a brown paper bag with the Greedy Cow logo printed on the front.



Once she was close enough, Kaz stepped smoothly into her path. He hadn’t been hiding exactly, but he wouldn’t deny the satisfaction he got when Nina almost dropped the takeaway bag at the sight of him.



“Shit,” she gasped, free hand clutched to her chest.



“Does Helvar know you’ve ordered a second dinner within ten minutes of leaving your date?”



“It’s not for me, jackass,” she retorted. “Does Inej know you’re cyberstalking her best friend?”



Kaz inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Touche.”



“No, but really, what the hell are you doing jumping out at women on their way home after dark?”



Well, when she put it like that. “Don’t make this sound creepier than it is.”



“Whatever it is is already pretty creepy, Brekker.” She said this all with a signature hand on a signature hip, eyebrow very nearly in her hairline.



They were so far off topic. Kaz mentally scrambled to get back control of the conversation.



Inej.



“You’re the one who wanted to talk. Here I am, so talk.”



Nina hefted the takeaway bag so that it sat higher in the crook of her elbow and gave him a very meaningful look.



“We need to do something about Inej. ” And then, before he could respond to that, she added, “Luckily for you, I’ve got a plan.”



“No, wait — go back a second. What about Inej needs… doing?” That sounded all kinds of wrong. “Shit! No, not like — I meant — ”



“I know what you meant. At least, I think I do. Haven’t you noticed how low she’s been recently? She barely leaves her bed, let alone our room. I’m worried sick about her, aren’t you?”



The floor felt suddenly very wobbly. Or maybe that was just him. Not even gripping the head of his cane provided him with the usual sense of stability.



She had to be exaggerating. Inej was great; her lovely, cheerful usual self. Except, now that he thought about it, it had been taking her longer to reply and there’d been fewer emojis in her messages when she did. These past few weeks, he hadn’t been able to get much time away from the internship either so they hadn’t really spoken all that much on the phone or in person.



But no, last they spoke Inej had been fine. 



“She’s fine,” he insisted, eventually. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What’re you talking about?”



“She is not fine, Kaz.” The worst thing about how she said this was how quiet, how sincere she was being. This wasn’t a trick. There was genuine concern in her eyes.



Kaz shook his head, still not quite believing. He’d thought they were getting better together, that they were a team. And they were. Everything that’d happened with Nazyalensky, all the stuff they’d worked through together, it had made them both stronger. Through it all, Inej had always insisted on talking about whatever was going on or however they were feeling, no matter how nauseated it made him. And she was right. Against all his worse judgment, talking had felt like tearing open old wounds and coming up for air – punishment and penance both.



Why then, after all that, would she not talk to him? Did she not feel like she could?



“Come on,” Nina said, nudging him with her elbow. “I’ll explain on the way home and then, you’ll see what I mean.”



For five whole minutes, Kaz kept his mind open to Nina’s proposition. When she spoke the phrase hashtag van life, however, he could hardly contain his incredulity. The plan was… insane. There was no earthly way Inej’s current state was bad enough to induce him to consenting to what sounded to him very much like torture. Kaz looked forward to seeing Inej and clearing this all up. Maybe it had been too long since they last saw each other in person, but nothing could compel him to participate in so unhinged a plan.



A lingering doubt niggled at the back of his mind as they approached the dorm and all the way up to their floor and as Nina opened her door with unprecedented gentleness.



“Inej,” she murmured, as if Inej might be asleep which Kaz found hard to believe even being a possibility. Although, now that the door was open a bit wider the room did seem awfully dark and the curtains were drawn even though it was barely 9pm. “Darling, I’ve brought dinner and a show.”



The look she threw over her shoulder told Kaz he was the show. He rolled his eyes to cover for the way his stomach was doing backflips. When Nina flicked on a table lamp, the light revealed a mound of blankets and the unruly tangle of Inej’s hair splayed across her pillow that shifted as she rolled toward the sound of Nina’s voice.



“Oh, god. Um. Hi.” Inej’s startled voice was thick with the dregs of sleep as she rubbed her eyes at the sight of him. She cleared her throat once, twice, and looked sheepish as she pushed herself up onto her elbows. Kaz’s greeting dried up in his throat. She was wearing that ridiculous Belendt U hoodie, the one that swallowed her up like a black hole. The one she wore when she was feeling particularly unforgiving of Ketterdam University and the many, many ways it had failed her. This was not good.



Kaz had asked her once if she’d ever considered transferring. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she had. “I’m sure the men are equally terrible there,” she’d muttered, then added with a cheeky smirk, “and not half as handsome.” 



He’d chucked a wadded-up straw wrapper at her to distract from the way his cheeks burned.



“I’m gonna give you two a minute,” Nina said to them now, and she set the takeaway bag at the edge of Inej’s bed, all the while shooting Kaz a hard look that clearly said Fucking do something. And then turned and left the room.



Great. Today was the day Nina Zenik had decided to start delegating. Just perfect. 



Inej wouldn’t meet his eyes as she reached for the takeaway bag and pulled it toward herself. She didn’t open it, though. Mostly just fiddled nervously with its crinkly edges as Kaz stiffly sat on the edge of Nina’s disheveled bed, his hands poised on the head of his cane as he stretched out his aching leg. 



For a while, neither said a thing. She looked so tiny in that sweatshirt, among her mounds of pillows — like she’d buried herself. There were dark shadows under her eyes. Shame snarled at the edges of Kaz’s mind, ravenous and eager. She’d been this way for weeks? How had he missed this? 



He tightened his grip on his cane, leather creaking, as he steeled himself. He was her boyfriend now. Boyfriends took care of things like this. She had been there for him when he’d fallen apart – he could do the same for her.



“Nina says she’s worried about you.” Kaz broke the silence at last. 



Inej arched an eyebrow, still not lifting her gaze from the takeaway bag. 



“Nina,” she mumbled, low and dangerous, “needs to learn to keep her mouth shut.” 



Kaz huffed a laugh at that. His girl was still in there at least. 



“Normally, I’d agree,” he said, and took a deep, rallying breath. Fuck, would sharing his feelings ever get easier? “But now I’m in a bind, because now that I’m here, I’m worried, too.” 



“Did she tell you to say that?” Inej grumbled. 



“Have you met me?” Kaz quipped. “Have I ever said anything Zenik wanted me to say?” 



By way of a concession, Inej just groaned and stuffed her hoodie sleeves over her eyes.



“I’m sorry I worried you,” came her quick, muffled reply. “I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m tired and I’m having a moment, but it’s fine, everything’s fine—” 



“Yeah, that sounds exactly like something someone who’s fine would say,” Kaz drawled. 



“I’m allowed to have a bad day,” Inej snapped back, finally meeting his eyes with a fiercesome frown. “In fact, I’m allowed to have more than one bad day, even—”



“You are.” Kaz was quick to agree. The next words came so easily, they surprised even him. “I just want to be here for them. For you.” And when Inej looked momentarily speechless, the rising anger stunned out of her, he added: “This is what we do. You know you’d do the same for me.” 



“I know that, I just…” Inej’s voice trailed off as she absentmindedly picked at pills on her blanket. “You’re doing so much right now. I wanted to fix this on my own. I didn’t want to be one more thing you have to take to Nazyalensky’s office.” 



“That’s – ” Kaz had the good sense to stop himself before the words, that’s crazy, left his mouth. “You were literally the first thing I dragged into Nazyalensky’s office.” 



“And look how well that went,” Inej muttered under her breath. 



 What was that supposed to mean?  



“I’m not mad about it,” Kaz shrugged, determined to let sleeping dogs lie. The last thing he wanted was Inej examining potential regrets about their relationship, of which he was sure there had to be many. Not here, not now, not ever, thanks very much.



“I just mean,” Inej sighed, scrubbing a hand over her eyes again, “that this whole process has been hard enough on you as it is – don’t try to deny it, you know it hasn’t been easy. And I didn’t want to slow down your progress with my personal bullshit. Because that’s all it is. It’s just bullshit – ”



“I’m your boyfriend. I chose your personal bullshit. I’m here for all of the bullshit.” 



“Oh my fucking god.” Inej gave a frustrated groan into her palms, which was absolutely not the response Kaz was expecting and he was more than a little horrified. It only got worse, because when Inej pulled her hands away, her eyes were lined with giant tears. “How are you real?” she’d started to sob. “I can’t even think – ” 



Well, this was a disaster. This was most certainly not what Zenik had had in mind when she’d left him to handle this. In one swift motion, Kaz got up from the bed to kneel at Inej’s bedside. He was prepared to beg, to grovel even –



“Fuck, I’m sorry.” He wasn’t really sure what he was apologizing for, but it seemed like a good place to start. “Can’t you just tell me how this started? What happened?” Whose life am I ruining this week? 



“I wanted to fix it,” Inej cried into her sleeve. “I thought I could fix it before it became a problem and you freaked out, but I couldn’t and now…” 



“Inej, love, I’m begging you here. Use words that make sense.” His stomach was a pit of icy dread, his mind a blur of a thousand potential outcomes that all ended with her breaking up with him.



“I lost my scholarship.” 



When Inej choked out the words, Kaz sat back on his heels like he’d been slapped. The reaction only served to fuel Inej’s tears.



“I’m sorry, fuck, I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, finally reaching for him as if he were the one in need of comfort. 



“Why the fuck are you apologizing?” he asked, and let her draw him close. He let her pull at his shirt til he was sitting next to her on the bed and could wrap his arms around her. Her wet face pressed against his chest.



“I’m so fucking embarrassed.” Her voice was a tiny thing now, trembling against his body.



“Don’t be,” was all he could think to say. He held her tighter. He should have done this ages ago. To hell with that stupid internship.



“Between all this – this never-ending court shit and then all the therapy work – ” she said.



“You don’t have to explain,” he said. 



“But I want to,” Inej insisted, still shaking no matter how hard he squeezed. “I’m better than this, way better than this. Kaz, I was valedictorian the same year I placed second all-round in the national championships. This shouldn’t be so hard. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 



“You were dealt a bad hand,” Kaz said. “Doesn’t matter how smart you are.” 



“I couldn’t keep up,” Inej whispered, miserably. “I’m just so exhausted. And then they didn’t take the plea deal, and now the trial isn’t until next March, and I couldn’t – I can’t – ” 



“You could’ve told me,” Kaz said, softly, his cheek against her hair. “I’d have done your work for you.” 



“No,” Inej said, flat and bitter. “That’s not the point. If I can’t do this by myself, then how am I any better than them?” 



“But if it would have meant not letting them get to you like this – ” 



“Did you not hear me?” Inej pulled back then, and reluctantly, Kaz let her. “This doesn’t end this year. This will still be going on next spring – maybe even longer. So what? Are you just going to write all of my assignments for me for the next year?” She let out a laugh devoid of humor. “I wanted – I thought I could find a way to power through, that I was resilient like you are. Evidently, I was wrong.” 



Kaz blinked, taken aback.



“Inej. I didn’t do jackshit when my family’s murderer was on trial.” 



“What?” Inej’s brow creased, surprised.



“I was useless,” Kaz said. How she had gotten such a heroic impression of him was a mystery, but it was time he set her straight. “I was robbing convenience stores and hacking into my school’s database to hide my absences and give myself passing grades. I was not handling anything well. Except avoiding arrest, of course.” 



“Oh.” It was Inej’s turn to blink. 



“You’re handling this just fine, I promise. With much less larceny or fraud than I was prone to.” More quietly, steeling himself against the unfamiliar sincerity, he added, “Let me help.”



Inej gave only another sorry huff of a laugh as she looked away. 



“What?” Kaz wanted to pull her close again, anything to keep her from crying. 



“I lost my scholarship,” Inej repeated, more forcefully this time. “My family can’t afford to pay my tuition, and I can’t afford the kind of loan payments I’d have to make if I borrowed the money. I’d be paying it off for the rest of my life. Kaz, I can’t…” She couldn’t hold his gaze then, her tears spilling over her soft brown cheeks. “I can’t come back to KU next year. I have to figure out something else. Are you – ” Inej had to stop and swallow, her tear-stained face reddening as she closed her eyes, like she was summoning up one final burst of strength. “Would you still choose this personal bullshit if I was at a different school? If we had to do this long-distance? If I wasn’t here to – ” 



Kaz couldn’t stand to hear another word. That she’d even have to ask, that she’d even think –  



Leaning forward, he cupped a palm against her face, hot and damp with tears. With his other, he drew her close, bending so that his forehead nearly touched hers. She held back a sob and bit down on her lip when the pads of his thumb brushed her tears away. Not for the first time, he cursed the fact that this was as close as he could get. Every time he managed to hold her closer, kiss her longer, it still never felt like enough.



“Yes,” he insisted into the diminishing space between them, relishing the way her breath caught at their proximity. “Whatever distance, I would choose your personal bullshit. I would run toward it, fucking crawl for it – ” 



Inej gave a wet laugh, turning her head away. Just for a moment.



“Jesper’s right – you’re so dramatic.” But there was a deep fondness in her voice and her glimmering brown eyes when she looked back up at him. It spurred him on. 



“And no matter how far apart or how fucked up we are,” he said, his forehead bumping hers. She didn’t pull away. “I am not giving up on this. So don’t you hide in this bed and give up now.” 



Inej shut her eyes like his words brought with them a physical pain.



“This is the part where you give the pep talk Nina told you to give me, isn’t it?” she sighed. And it did feel that way, but damn, did he hate doing it. Kaz gave a grim nod.



“I’m afraid we have reached that portion of tonight’s show, yes,” he teased. And though Inej scrunched up her nose, she’d leaned just slightly into his palm. I’ve got you now. Right where he wanted her.



“I don’t even get dinner first?” she sighed. Only half joking, Kaz knew. And though he was reluctant to pull his hand away from the gentle curve of her cheek, he handed her the takeaway bag. And if he snuck a few fries off the top after she dug out the burger, who could blame him? 



“I wasn’t giving up, you know.” Inej said it with her eyes downcast, picking at the sesame seeds on her burger bun. “And I wasn’t trying to shut you out. I was just so tired from all of it. I just kept thinking, I need sleep and then I’ll think clearer. I just need to sleep and then I can figure out what to do.” 



“Nina says it’s been two weeks.” 



“I know.” Her voice was tiny and shameful. “I know it’s not working. I just don’t know what to do.” 



For his part, Kaz could think of no less than a hundred things to do, but the legality of all of them was questionable at best and none of them particularly suited his more ethically-minded girlfriend. What he had learnt to do, though, was make her smile.



Across the coverlet, he reached for her hand. 



“Well,” he said, with his eyes wide and innocent, “someone once said to me, I don’t need you to be perfect; I just need you to try.” 



“Oh, you asshole,” Inej sighed, loudly. But she did laugh.



Kaz grinned devilishly, and the french fry she threw at him bounced off his nose. 



“I’m telling Nina you plagiarized your pep talk,” she accused, eyes sparkling. 



“Oh, god, not plagiarism.” Kaz clutched his chest, and Inej reached for one of her pillows. “Anything but that. However will I survive Nina Zenik’s poor opinion of my academic integrity.” 



Inej’s only recourse was to wallop him across the face with the pillow. 



A little while later, when they’d run out of pillows and the rest of the fries were scattered on the floor, Kaz found himself flat on his back on her bed, her fingers wrapped around his wrist that she kept pinned to the mattress as she bent over him. Their eyes locked in that moment, and the laughter faded from their throats almost simultaneously. 



Kaz expected her to move at once. That’s what happened, usually. There was this invisible barrier he kept running into – something that would set her off, something that would trigger him, and this was as far as anything would go. An accident, a suggestion, and then nothing more.



But here, for a moment, her eyes drifted across his face. Then lower. Kaz found he was breathing hard – which made no sense; he’d barely moved – and when he looked at her mouth, Inej’s lips had parted. Suddenly, his body felt like jello, like a pliant, trembling thing.



His other hand – the free one – settled against her waist. There were pillowy layers of sweatshirt between them, but beneath it all, he could feel her lean body against him. And now he could hold her there. What’s more, she let him.



She looked for a moment like she might bend towards his mouth, and a not insignificant part of him wanted her to. But instead she stayed frozen there above him, his hand at her waist, her fingers softly exploring the underside of his wrist. 



Kaz could have stayed there forever. That thought hit him with an icy shock of panic. 



I can’t come back to KU next year, she’d said.



“Are you really going to another school next year?” he asked, lowly. 



“I don’t know.” Her reply ghosted over his skin. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 



“But you don’t want to go?” He didn’t know why, but he had to hear her say it. 



“No,” she murmured. She shook her head slightly, the soft curtain of her ink black hair shifting. “No, Kaz, I don’t want to go.” 



God, he wanted her to kiss him so bad. The urge to slide his hand up her sweatshirt was as palpable as a third person in the room. Another minute and he would be unable to go on ignoring it. 



So he drew in a galvanizing breath and shifted his weight, letting go of her waist to push himself up to sit. Because, although he didn’t know much about relationships, he was at least aware that it would be supremely shitty of him to benefit from her emotionally vulnerable state. If he kept playing his cards right, there’d be other chances to get under her sweatshirt. 



Lots of chances on a road trip, you know. 



That was weird. That voice sounded a lot like Zenik. Disturbing. 



 Just sayin’. 



Oh, fuck. He was about to agree with Zenik on something, wasn’t he? This was the end, surely. Hell had frozen over. Pigs had learned to fly. And Kaz Brekker was living the hashtag vanlife. 



Kaz had to swallow his dread. Inej was tucking her hair behind her ear when he looked at her – completely, blissfully unaware of the insanity that was about to leave his mouth. He envied her.



“Nina said she thinks you need a change of scenery,” he said anyway. “To help shake you out of your funk. I would posit that what you actually need is money.” 



“Don’t we all,” Inej huffed, with a look that said, Thanks, Captain Obvious.



“Apparently, Matthias doesn’t,” Kaz said. “Nina says that what Matthias needs is the open road and some people to help him with his content creation bullshit while he road trips. Which I hear can be very lucrative.” 



Inej frowned. 



“Are you…?” She shook her head like she was trying to clear it. “You and Nina think I should go on a roadtrip with Matthias?”



“Oh god, no.” Oh god, that made him want to vomit. “No, no, no, no, no. Nina thinks we should all roadtrip with Matthias.” 



“All of us?” Inej’s eyebrows lifted high.



“Alllll of us. For you.” Well. “And for money.” 



Kaz expected – well, no, he wanted – her to react with the same kind of apprehension she’d offered up that day he’d proposed they swindle Nazyalensky by pretending to date. He was prepared to deal with that. He could find the right words to say. 



What he hadn’t been prepared for was the way a brilliant smile split across her face, brighter and happier than he’d seen her in months. 



“That sounds really fun, actually,” she grinned.



And that’s when he knew there would be no going back.






2. Two Weeks, Six Friends, One Road

Summary for the Chapter:
The gang gets ready to hit the road.
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Jesper




No one, in the history of the world, had ever called Jesper Llewellyn Fahey a planner. He was more the fly-by-the-seat-of-his-pants kind of guy. So when Kaz told him they were all going on a road trip at very short notice, where other people might have thrown up various objections relating to logistics, Jesper could only be delighted.



 “This is the best idea anyone has ever had,” Jesper said, the message from Kaz still open on his phone.



 Sitting beside him, a chemistry textbook open in his lap, Wylan objected. “It’s a terrible idea. I’m surprised Kaz is going along with it.”



 They were supposed to be studying together. Not together together – Jesper would rather crawl across the endless Zemeni frontier without food or water than try to commit biochemistry formulas to memory – but he’d read aloud from the textbook for Wylan’s voice memos like he always did. The only difference was that once Jesper had been paid handsomely by the Van Eck estate for helping work around Wylan’s dyslexia, and now since Wylan’s father had cut him off, Jesper happily did it for free. Well, sort of free. These days, they usually ended up in his bedroom (or the couch)(or the floor), so he couldn’t honestly say he was being entirely altruistic. 



Today, they had the apartment to themselves so one of Jesper’s records was playing quietly in the background, and he had a bowl of butter popcorn balanced precariously on the arm of the sofa. The snack was both fuel and fidget toy, which meant a not inconsiderable proportion of it was now scattered haphazardly across his lap and on the floor.



 “He’s probably got some convoluted plan to siphon money from Helvar’s account. Guaranteed, he’ll walk away from this richer,” Jesper said around a mouthful of corn. “He always does.”



 “Even so, have you seen that van?” Wylan was wearing his signature puzzled frown, but whether it was directed at the trip or the chemistry Jesper couldn’t tell.



 “No. Why?”



 “It’s not big enough for all of us.”



 “Do you not want to go?” Jesper’s forehead creased. If Wylan wasn’t going, there was no way Jesper was going. He adored Nina and Inej, and he loved Kaz like a brother, and Matthias was interesting enough, but Jesper Fahey was not a fifth wheel. 



 Thankfully, Wylan insisted, “I didn’t say that,” much to Jesper’s relief. 



 “What else am I going to do?” Wylan went on with a shrug. “I’m not going to stay behind and watch your miserable roadtrip reels all alone in my dorm.”



“My miserable and sexy reels, is what I think you meant to say.” And Jesper lifted an eyebrow high, running a hand over his puffed up chest.



Wylan laughed at him, the apples of his cheeks turning red with his grin. Jesper didn’t care where the road took them, as long as he got to keep making Wylan smile.



“There’s not going to be enough room in this van for your ego, let alone six people,” Wylan sighed, looking amused. 



“Oh, I’m sure we can make it work!” Jesper grinned as he stretched his legs, leaning back in his chair. “Inej is very small and very flexible, she’ll tuck away nicely. Then there’s you – you don’t take up hardly any space at all. And, realistically, neither does Kaz. I’m practically a waif for how slender and dainty I am. So it’s really only Nina and Helvar we have to worry about and I’m sure Nina would happily sit on Helvar’s lap – or vice versa.” Jesper paused for breath. “Who do you think’s gonna drive?”



 “Depends on how long the route is, I guess. Where are we going, exactly?”



 “I didn’t even ask. I just said yes. Do you think he’ll let me drive the camper? Just once?” 



 “Oh, God. Is this how I die?” 



 “Hey! I’m an excellent driver,” Jesper feigned offense. “I’ve been driving tractors since I was twelve. I’m sure all the relevant skills are transferable. His van probably doesn’t even have a manual transmission. What do you do? Just press start and stop?”



 “Tractors?” Now Wylan was blinking big blue eyes up at him, perplexed.



 They hadn’t really gotten around to discussing their respective families yet, beyond the basics. Now probably wasn’t the time for all the details.



 “Haven’t I told you I grew up on a farm? Surely, you could tell I’m a farm boy by my unmistakable farm boy demeanor?” He leaned in a little as he said this and crossed one ankle over his knee – wishing he was wearing his cowboy boots. To his delight, Wylan blushed.



 “I was under the impression country boys are supposed to be polite and shy,” he replied primly.



 “Only the boring kind.”



 Wylan had completely abandoned his formulas and was watching Jesper, cheeks pink. This was always Jesper’s favorite moment: the anticipation and promise in the few inches between their lips, the few seconds before a kiss.



 Jesper took Wylan’s chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilted his face up and heard a key in the lock. The front door swung open and they both heard Kaz’s unmistakable gait as the bastard returned his cane to its stand by the door and toed off his shoes. Wylan flinched out of Jesper’s hold and turned back to the formulas in his lap. Goddammit.



 “Does the calendar app mean nothing to you anymore?” Jesper shouted to Kaz, his fingers still lingering in the air where he’d once held Wylan’s face. 



 “You can’t block off every day of the week for sex, Jesper,” Kaz sighed, trudging for the kitchen. “I live here. Hi, Wylan.” 



 “Hi, thanks, sorry.” Wylan’s face was redder than a firetruck. 



 “Stop apologizing to him,” Jesper insisted. That was a work in progress. To the shuffling sounds of Kaz in the kitchen, Jesper continued, “We were just discussing the road trip.” 



 “More specifically, we were wondering where we’re going,” Wylan jumped in, with a look that said he was sure Jesper had already forgotten to ask. And he was right. Jesper had forgotten. 



 Kaz returned to the living room doorway, leaning against it with a beer can in hand. He’d loosened his tie and top collar button. 



 “Matthias’ hometown, I think?” he said, rubbing an eye with the meat of his palm. He looked worn down. “Ask him. I’ll just pronounce it wrong.” 



 Jesper frowned. This was weird. Really weird. 



 “What’s the angle?” he asked. Kaz never did anything without one, but especially not visiting the hometown of his gym bro archnemesis. 



 “What are you talking about?” Kaz fussed with his tie, distracted. 



 “I’m talking about what’s the scam,” Jesper said. “Are we stealing Helvar’s sponsors? Do his parents own a casino that we’ll be ripping off? Why are you doing this?” 



 “Is that all you think I do?” Kaz looked put out. “You think I won’t do stuff unless I can steal something?” 



 The silence that followed wasted no time getting awkward. Jesper glanced at Wylan only to see him visibly gulp.



 “I mean…” was all Jesper could offer, and even that sounded weak.



 “I am a human being, Jesper,” Kaz argued, a harsh rasp in his voice. 



 “Yes, you are,” Jesper agreed, angelically, even though that rasp often sounded like a demon.



“And human beings have friends and go on roadtrips without ulterior motives sometimes.” 



“They do. You do. This is all… very valid and… and normal.” Handling a post-therapy Kaz was such a treat. Jesper should really be getting paid for this.



Beer in hand, Kaz dropped heavily into the recliner across from them, his arms propped on the armrests like a king bracing beneath the weight of the burdens of his kingdom. There was clearly more he wasn’t saying, so Jesper held his breath.



Eventually, Kaz heaved a sigh and was out with it. Jesper did have this to say about post-therapy Kaz – at least he didn’t require quite so much needling to actually talk these days.



“Inej needs money,” he said, lifting his weary gaze to the two of them. “Or she won’t be returning to Ketterdam University next year.” 



“And there it is.” Now Jesper was satisfied. “So, what’s the plan? I’m assuming there’s a plan.” 



“The plan is to leverage Matthias’ content platform to go viral.” Kaz’s face had that grim look like he’d spent the last several hours crunching numbers, and he added: “Several times over.” 



“Wow, you…” Wylan hesitated, looking a bit awestruck. “You really think Matthias’ content has that kind of potential?” 



Kaz scoffed into his beer can before taking a swig. 



“Of course not,” he said, and licked his lips. “That’s why we’ll be hacking the algorithm.” 



And that’s when Jesper heaved a sigh of relief. Now everything was starting to make sense.



“You can do that?” Wylan asked, his voice an incredulous squeak. 



“It’s not like it’s rocket science,” Kaz gave a shrug. “Marketers do it every day. Haven’t you ever seen something really bizarre go viral and wondered why the fuck that video, that creator?”



“Only every day,” Jesper grumbled.



“You are an outlier here. I keep telling you to stop interacting with every fucking video you see,” said Kaz.



“I just want people to feel appreciated for their work,” Jesper explained, unabashedly.



“Such a polite farm boy,” said Wylan, as he hid a grin behind his knuckles. Jesper caught the flirtation in his voice immediately and returned it with a wink. 



“Anyway,” Kaz interrupted, shooting a pointed glare at them, “the point is, going viral nowadays has nothing to do with talent or luck or the quality of what’s being produced. Like everything else in the world – it’s just business. All it takes is identifying your target audience, building enough bots that behave the way your target audience behaves, and then deploying them to interact with your content so that the algorithm will then suggest your content to other accounts that behave the way your bots behave.” 



“So, kind of like learning how to act like a rich frat kid in order to meet more rich frat kids and take their money,” Jesper supplied, and Kaz nodded. “Except this is teaching robots how to be wanderlusting gym bros.”



“And you can do that?” Wylan repeated to Kaz, with increasing incredulity. “What’d you say your major was?” 



“Finance,” said Kaz, which did nothing to assuage Wylan’s doubt. His eyes only widened, so Kaz added, “I have hobbies.” 



Jesper held back a laugh. Classic Kaz. Cryptic and unhelpful.



“What he means is, he has no life,” he clarified. “He can do this.” 



The crooked smirk on Kaz’s scheming face only solidified Jesper’s confidence. This was a fantastic idea.





Kaz




It was almost impressive how much space Jesper took up and how much noise he was making as they made their way around the store. There seemed to be a never ending array of things drawing his attention, but he was always diligent about putting things back where he’d found them.



 “Do we need a camping stove?” Wylan was asking as they rounded the corner into the homewares aisle.



 “Ooh, for roadside picnics?” Jesper gasped. “That would be so cute.”



“Matthias’s van has a stove.” Kaz didn’t take his eyes off the shopping list on his phone, but he could feel Jesper’s disappointment. “It probably wouldn’t hurt to have a spare, though.” Then, ignoring the way Jesper clasped his hands together in front of his heart, Kaz turned to Wylan. “How many blankets can you contribute?”



“How many blankets — what?” The boy frowned at Kaz.



“I don’t want to have to rely on whatever sorry excuse for a battery that camper is sporting for warmth. All roadside assistance guides recommend packing blankets, in case of emergency.”



Unsolicited, Jesper piped up, “You wouldn’t believe the number of times I’ve come home to Kaz with a little blanket over his knees, sitting on the recliner. It’s adorable.”



“It is not,” Kaz snapped. 



“It really is.”



“Okay,” Wylan said slowly, eyes flicking back and forth between the two roommates. “Well, I don’t have any blankets. That wasn’t really a priority when I was getting out of my dad’s place.”



“Okay,” Kaz mused, thumbing over his shopping list. “I think we should buy at least three. I know Inej and Nina have at least two and surely Matthias has something already.”



“That seems like a lot. Can’t we just share?” Wylan asked, all innocence.



“Share?” Kaz couldn’t help frowning.



Grin breaking over his face, Jesper threw an arm around his boyfriend’s shoulders and nodded.



“He’s right. Body heat is the best way to stay warm anyway.”



For several vacant seconds, Kaz just blinked at them. He was thinking about body heat. He was thinking about sharing. Seemingly oblivious, Jesper pushed their cart with one hand while dragging Wylan along with the other. When Kaz came back to the present, Jesper was talking again.



“What are the sleeping arrangements going to be? I call dibs on bunking with Wy.” Wylan blushed and gave Jesper a little shove, though Kaz noted that wasn’t a rejection. “I guess it’ll just be couples?”



Kaz barely managed a grunt in response, his mind too full of sharing and body heat. He had been actively avoiding considering this impending disaster. But here now, images of Inej in crumpled pajamas and unruly hair flashed behind his eyes — all warm skin and soft eyes and morning breath — and he couldn’t deny that he wanted. His heart sped up. 



So often, he fell asleep in his recliner, which was always a rather solitary experience. That was by design. He hadn’t shared a bed with another person since —



Inej would want to remind him that he’d made admirable progress since joining Nazyalensky’s PTSD study, and, sure, there were marked improvements. But nighttime had always been a different animal entirely. In the night, the lines between reality and subconscious were at their most blurred, and all too often, memories found ways of disguising themselves as real life. And while he could understand and appreciate now that his mind was simply trying to protect him, that appreciation didn’t change the fact that sometimes he woke up drenched in cold sweats. Sometimes he’d hit other foster kids in his sleep. Sometimes he didn’t sleep at all.  



Happily, these incidents seemed to occur less in the recliner since he and Jesper had started renting the off-campus apartment. Like Kaz had to trick his body into believing he wasn’t going to sleep after all, and only then would it cooperate and fully rest. But there was no telling what would happen once he crammed it into Helvar’s van and next to the beautiful girl he really didn’t want to upset. Though, if history had taught him anything, there was little to no chance his mind and body wouldn’t conspire to humiliate him in the middle of the night.



Would she hate him if he suggested they sleep reclined next to each other in the driver and passenger seats? She probably would, wouldn’t she.



The others had progressed much further up the aisle, by-passing the blankets entirely. He gave them a longing look on the way past and grit his teeth as he set about catching up with them. Maybe he was being too dismal. Maybe his admirable progress and his marked improvements would surprise him and everyone else, and he wouldn’t accidentally punch Inej in his sleep. Maybe it would be nice and all would be well. 



You are such an idiot, drawled a voice in the back of his mind. As ever, any desire he felt was at odds with that old sense of dread he couldn’t seem to shake. He’d have to do his best to ignore it for now.



“We should get a tent,” Jesper was insisting, because he’d seen tents. 



“But we have a van,” Wylan reminded him. 



“I know, but just consider for a moment.” Jesper lifted his brows for emphasis. “What if Helvar and Zenik wanna bump uglies? Where are we supposed to go?” 



“Why are we being sent to the tent in this scenario?” Kaz scowled. “They should be sent to the tent.” 



“I agree,” Wylan echoed, firmly. “Send them to the sex tent.” 



“The horny tent,” Kaz offered, and also, “Horny jail.”



“I’m glad we’re all in agreement,” Jesper concluded and reached for the nearest two-person tent. But not before throwing what he surely thought was a secretive glance at Wylan, and suddenly just one tent seemed like not enough at all. 



“It would work best if –” Kaz started, but Jesper was quick to interrupt. 



“If you’re about to suggest a Google calendar for scheduling tent time, I’m sending you to the horny jail tent with Helvar and Zenik,” he said. “All of you can just sit there and think about what you’ve done.” 



“I mean, a schedule’s not a bad idea,” Wylan shrugged. 



“Thank you, Wylan.” Kaz was triumphant.



“I’m putting the tent back.” Jesper immediately rebelled and shoved the box back onto the shelf.



“We’re going to be living in very close quarters!” Wylan objected, looking to Kaz to back him up. “We have to communicate! Set boundaries! All the things!” 



“New plan,” Kaz announced, fists in his pockets. “We buy six tents, and nobody talks to me about anything.” 



“We buy one giant tent, and everybody has their own room!” Jesper countered.



“The walls won’t be thick enough. I hear too much from your room as it is.” 



“We line the tent walls with more tents!” 



“We are never getting out of here,” Wylan despaired, scraping his hands down his face.



“Ok ok,” Jesper made a valiant show of trying to sober up. “We buy one tent for sex, and one tent for when Kaz wants to be alone.” 



“What the fuck?” Kaz had to laugh. “I am not sitting in a tent alone while you guys are having sex next door.” 



“Why not? It’ll be just like home.” Jesper cackled like an imp while Wylan gave him an exasperated shove. Kaz gave him an extra one for good measure.



“We buy one tent,” he said, decisively, and reached for the box again. “And nobody tells me anything about it. There.” He tossed the box into the cart. “Done.” 



“That’s a great idea that you and no one else had,” Jesper drawled with a roll of his eyes.



“Except Inej,” Wylan was adding, as he pushed the cart forward. For a moment, Kaz thought he’d missed a large chunk of what he’d been saying in the midst of the squabble with Jesper.



“What’s that?” he asked. 



“Except Inej,” Wylan repeated, just like before. Kaz stared back at him blankly so he clarified. “Nobody tells you anything about the tent, except for Inej, obviously. You will at least communicate about the tent with Inej?” 



The answer was right there on his tongue. Obviously, he wanted to say. Obviously he would talk with Inej about the purpose of the tent. But then this opened up an entirely new world, this obvious next step. The tent was meant for physical intimacy. The tent would mean expectations.



You are such an idiot. That line again. When had that started? 



Suddenly, his chest was feeling tight, his skin too snug against his bones. His response dried up along with his tongue. 



Something like worry creasing his brow, Jesper told Wylan, “No one has to use the tent if they don’t want to.”



If only it was that simple. His life would be so much simpler if he just didn’t want to. 



Of course he wanted. They didn’t get many opportunities to be really alone, what with both of them living with roommates, so the idea of being able to pitch a tent out in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but the cicadas and each other for company was endlessly enticing. It didn’t take much to picture how the starlight would fall over Inej’s face, the way she’d tuck her lower lip between her teeth the way she did sometimes when she was feeling shy, the way he might brush a few strands of hair out of her face or trace her jaw with his thumb or slide a hand into her waist. Wanting had never been a problem. Oh, how he wanted. 



The thing was, he’d tried this before, sort of, in his own fucked up way. In high school, he had bonded with Imogen Berkhof over a shared disdain for prom culture and a mutual appreciation for the fine art of cutting class. She had a gap-toothed smile and strawberry blonde hair, and he liked the way she wore asymmetrical shirts that left one freckled shoulder exposed. When he sat behind her in trig class, he used to imagine running his knuckles down her skin there, seeing how far the shirt would slip. He would wonder what the gap in her teeth would feel like against his tongue, and his stomach would warm at the thought.



But all that build up took exactly thirty seconds to destroy. They’d avoided prom together – not that he could have afforded a tux even if he’d wanted one. She’d suggested they meet up under the bleachers, and he wasn’t about to make it known that he’d actually never met up with a girl under the bleachers before. Something about him suggested that he was the type, and he very much preferred it to stay that way. Against his better judgment, he’d agreed.



For a moment, he’d dared to hope. There was a palpable thrill of excitement in the air, something electric in their heated glances. They’d shared a foul-tasting cigarette, leaning against adjacent bleacher posts. He liked the way she looked up at him through her lashes. It wasn’t lost on him that she kept looking at his mouth.



But when she stepped closer to him, when her body aligned with his, panic overtook the excitement in his veins. Suddenly, it wasn’t the soft body of the girl from trig against him. 



It was Jordie with a bullet through his skull, his dead limbs heavy and suffocating. 



To avoid looking at her, to avoid having to do anything with his mouth, he’d taken a long, shaky drag of the cigarette. That was supposed to calm your nerves. Instead, the smoke scorched its way into his lungs and made it even harder to breathe. It felt like he was breathing through a straw, but Imogen mistook his labored breathing for something else. Before he knew it, her hands were in his pants.



The cigarette fell from his lips as he sputtered and coughed and seized her by the wrists, none too kindly. She’d sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth and shouted. Hurt was all over her face as she drew back from him, cradling a wrist in her hand. Kaz had half a mind to apologize until –



“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she demanded. The hurt on her face had morphed into disgust.



See now that was precisely why he’d never let it get that far. That totally predictable reaction. Because what teenage boy in his right mind would reject these kinds of advances. There he’d been, under the bleachers with a girl he’d liked and all he could think about – all he could feel was his brother’s years dead corpse.



The only thing left to do then, had been to throw up his hands with a shrug. Better to look indifferent than weak. “I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.”



She’d met this with a scoff, flippantly rolling her eyes.



“What, are you a virgin or something?” she sneered at him. 



Kaz was under no illusions, he knew this wasn’t a desirable trait, but he’d never had it thrown at him like an accusation before. It had never hit him in the gut quite like this.  



He had no defense. Just shoved his hands in his pockets while he ground the cigarette into the dirt beneath his shoe. 



Imogen turned to leave and laughed, throwing one last barb on her way out: “What a freak.”



To his left, Jesper’s steadying hand clapped against his shoulder. 



“Oh, shit, did I break him?” came Wylan’s voice through the fog of Imogen’s memory. “I was just making conversation – ” 



“He’s fine,” Jesper was saying. “Aren’t you, Kaz?” 



“Don’t for one minute, Wylan, think that you have the ability to break me.” For a moment, it seemed as if Kaz had thrown a grenade into the conversation. Wylan looked at him wide-eyed. Jesper’s hand tightened where it was still on his shoulder. Then Kaz gave his wolf’s grin and the silence shattered.



Walking on, Jesper took up his ceaseless chatter, and all was as it should be. Except Kaz was still thinking about sleeping arrangements and body heat. A small shiver worked its way down his spine as he pictured himself dry heaving out of Matthias’s camper – in front of all of them.



This was a horrible idea.





Inej




 Looking at it now, one hand propping up her chin, the van in Matthias’ driveway was rather small. Inej was trying to picture herself, Kaz, Nina, Matthias, Wylan and Jesper all piled into this cute VW camper. The laugh that bubbled up out of her was entirely involuntary, and at that point, almost entirely foreign. Standing to her right, Nina’s head snapped in her direction at the sound.



 “Love,” she said, eyes crinkled in amusement—and was that relief?



 “How on earth are we going to all fit in there?”



 From somewhere on the other side of the van, Matthias said, “I told you.”



 “Oh, hush. The both of you. I don’t appreciate this defeatist attitude,” Nina scolded, still smiling. “You and Wylan are only little, and Kaz is hardly much bigger. We’ll fit.”



 Though that tight knot in her belly hadn’t quite receded, Inej felt herself relax fractionally. The tension in her shoulders and neck gave way as she imagined Kaz’s scowling face as he attempted to pitch a tent by a dusty roadside. Did he even know how to pitch a tent? Did any of them?



 “Do either of you actually know how to camp?”



 Sleeves rolled up to his elbows and forearms covered in engine oil, Matthias emerged from around the van. Beside her, Nina sighed. When Inej looked over she saw her best friend making gooey, simpering eyes at her boyfriend and considered another aspect of the close quarters she hadn’t thought about before. Three couples on the road together for Saints knew how long.



 Inej recalled the last proper conversation she and Kaz had had. Mostly, the way she’d cried like a baby, but also everything he’d said—all the right things he’d said. And he hadn’t wanted to break up, either. She’d been so sure that once he’d seen all of her failures laid out next to each other, he would start to examine their relationship in that rational, reasonable way of his. He would see what she’d feared the most: that they’d been doomed from the start. That it would be better to cut their losses now before either of them fell any harder. 



 Except he didn’t. And he hadn’t. Not even close. 



 She had to put it out of her mind. There was a particular kind of flutter that went through her any time she thought about the way Kaz had held her that evening, and she wasn’t sure how she’d behave around him next if she entertained it too long. The potential embarrassment wasn’t worth the risk.



She still wasn’t completely sure whether running away like this—and no matter what anyone said, it was running away—was the solution to any problem, let alone hers, but she couldn’t deny how much she longed for it. To just get out, get away from everything. She hadn’t replied to her parents in days, hadn’t been able to open her Instagram or Facebook except to look at her pictures with Kaz. Every notification, every little red blob was a reminder of how many people she was letting down, how big of a failure she was.



 But maybe Kaz and Nina were right. Maybe she could do with the time away, and she definitely could do with the money. If this scheme of Kaz’s worked out.



 “Of course I know how to camp,” Matthias said, looking not a little offended.



 Nina sidled up to him and cooed, “My boy scout—always prepared, huh?”



 Inej didn’t think she was imagining things when Matthias looked down uncomfortably, but the expression was fleeting. 



But before she could be sure, he was saying, “The question is, do any of you know how to camp? Or am I going to have to drill you all in the basics?”



 “Drill away,” Nina purred. 



That earned her a blush so dark, Inej thought Matthias might spontaneously combust. Heading off such a disaster, Nina laughed and turned away from him to say, “We’ll figure it out. How hard can it be!”



 Muttering something under his breath, Matthias bent to retrieve a new tool from his open toolbox on the pavement before returning back to whatever he’d been doing to the van—leaving his girlfriend and Inej to ponder other technicalities as they leaned against the van’s side door.



 “Kaz said they’re getting a tent, blankets, sleeping bags, folding chairs, a portable stove, and a first aid kit,” Inej read the list off her phone. Apparently, the tent had been dubbed the Sex Tent, but Inej kept that to herself to spare herself the inevitable gloating.



 Nina pursed her lips a moment, then asked, “Do we need, like, torches and fire starting stuff?”



 “Oh, Kaz has all that covered already.”



 This earned her a raised, perfectly groomed eyebrow. Inej didn’t know why Nina would be surprised by this news. Sure, Kaz wasn’t an arsonist by profession, but he had once run a small con with a kid at the rival college, which involved blowing up an equipment shed and three years worth of school records.



 “Your boyfriend’s not the only one who’s prepared,” Inej added, a little smugly.



 “Oh yeah, and what is it that Kaz is prepared for exactly?”



 “I’m not sure to be honest,” she conceded, suppressing a giggle. Trying to get back on topic, she cleared her throat and straightened her face. “Anyway, who’s going to be driving? Maybe we should make up a schedule so that no one’s driving for too long?”



 “I think we all have a license, no?”



 Muffled by the camper van between them, Matthias just said, “No.”



 “What do you mean no? Which of us doesn’t have a license?” Nina asked.



 “No, you’re not driving my van,” he clarified.



 For a moment, her friend stood speechless. Inej ducked her head to hide a smile. This was going to be interesting. Although she loved her friend very much, she was in agreement with Matthias. It didn’t seem wise to put all their lives in Nina’s hands.



 “I am a great driver,” Nina insisted after a bit of blustering.



 “Of course you are, darling,” Inej cooed, rubbing small circles on the brunette’s back. Nina turned to her with a gasp. 



“Oh my god, you agree with him!”



Inej winced. “Well…”



“I can’t believe you, Inej. My best friend. This utter betrayal. When have I ever gotten anyone hurt while driving?”



“Well, there was that one time with the lamp post—” Inej began.



“And then that other time with the post box—” Matthias added, while Nina’s brows drew further and further together.



“But did you die?” Nina insisted.



“That’s hardly a fair benchmark. That time you hit a possum, it did die, and I had to get three stitches in my forehead,” Matthias remarked casually.



Nina pouted and crossed her arms petulantly. The cut hadn’t left a scar, but Inej remembered the incident well. He’d been worried it would hurt his engagement but actually, it’d improved it quite a bit. Apparently, all his rabid fans liked the image of him as dangerous and tough. It added an element of drama and jeopardy to his story. Naturally, he’d left out the part where his girlfriend hitting an animal with their car had caused the injury. 



 Nina remembered this effect on his engagement, too. 



“You should thank me for that, you gained two thousand followers that week. So if this trip is all about your hashtag-vanlife and you want to boost engagement, maybe I should drive. Everyone loves a hot girl behind the wheel. Plus, if I drive, we’ll get to your family before Hringkalla.”



 “If we get to my family,” Matthias shrugged. It seemed strange to Inej that he didn’t sound particularly bothered at the prospect of not making it.



 “Fine.” Nina threw up her hands and blew out a breath. “So the rest of you will drive. That’s fine. I have no problem being a passenger princess.”



 At this, Inej heard Matthias slide out from under the van and return to where they were standing. His hair had started coming out of the bun he kept it in and was falling into his eyes. It was, Inej could concede, a flattering look. Ever so gently—and completely oblivious to the mess he was making—he wrapped his arms around Nina’s waist and lifted her clean off the ground.



 “You were made to be a passenger princess. Let me drive you around the world.”



 Nina held up her petulant pose for a solid three seconds, working her jaw in an unsuccessful attempt to hold back a grin when he playfully kissed her cheek. Then, dropping her hands to his shoulders and grinning, she let out a laugh. “You big lump.”



 “Your big lump,” he corrected.



 Inej felt a twinge, watching them and their easy intimacy. Something akin to envy. 



She had to stamp that out quick. It made her feel like a terrible person, given all the times she’d reassured Kaz that this was fine and she didn’t need more than he could give. It was fine. It was. 




It was just…




Lately, there were moments when it was so easy with Kaz that made her greedy for more. Moments like the morning he, while nursing a hangover, sprawled out on his sofa and laid his head in her lap, letting her comb her fingers through his hair while he dozed. Or all the times he linked their fingers together while they walked to dinner, as second-nature as breathing. And the way he kissed – Saints. He had lips made for kissing. The fact that he was so careful about it drove her insane. 



It was just that sometimes that carefulness made her feel like the wrong kind of fragile, like a chipped china teacup. Like the kind of fragile assigned to things already broken, things you’re trying to keep from shattering all the way. 



Inej was so tired of feeling broken. 



It would have been much easier to accept Kaz’s carefulness if she knew he was doing it entirely for his own comfort, but he wasn’t. Not all the time, not anymore. Like their last conversation, for example, there was that moment she had him pinned to the bed and watched him arch his neck, just ever so slightly, his eyes trained on her mouth. And then he stopped himself. Again. Not a trace of panic on him. Just concern all over his absurdly gorgeous face. It was maddening! Everyone was always so concerned, when all Inej wanted was just one moment of normal. 



Maybe she didn’t even know what normal was anymore. In any case, it seemed like Nina and Matthias had a slightly better grip on whatever it was.



The rumble of a car’s engine pulled Inej from her musing as Kaz’s Chevy pulled into the driveway behind the camper van. She turned her head just in time to see Kaz, through the windshield, grimacing at Nina and Matthias before laying into the horn. At the same time, Jesper was leaning almost entirely out the passenger side window, shouting wildly: 



“Keep your clothes on! We have a tent for this!” 



“A tent for clothes?” Matthias wondered aloud, as Kaz cut the engine. Then to Nina: “How many clothes are you bringing?” 



“Not even half as much as Jesper’s bringing, love,” Nina said, lifting to her toes to leave a sweet peck on his cheek. It did nothing to unfurrow his oil-stained brow.



“But remember, vanlife is about minimalism,” he fretted, and helplessly watched as Jesper and Wylan began unloading many shopping bags from the Chevy’s backseat. “Minimalism!” he shouted at them for emphasis. 



“Cool your tits, Helvar, and show me what we’re working with,” Kaz said, gesturing to the van’s trunk. “I can make it work.” 



It was ridiculous that even his annoyed grumblings now shot butterflies through Inej’s stomach. Just having him near made her happy, and she couldn’t keep her face from doing stupid things when she saw he was happy to see her, too. The smile he quirked at her felt private, a look he saved just for her.



It faded quickly when he noticed Matthias’ tripod and ring light set up at the back of the garage. Kaz pointed an accusatory finger at the equipment as Matthias opened the doors to the back of the van. 



“Are you filming right now?”



“Yeah, it’s a timelapse of the packing process,” Matthias explained, then looked to Nina for support when Kaz scowled. “People love those.” 



“Well, you’re gonna have to redo this one. I can’t be in these,” Kaz insisted, firmly. 



“I told you this was going to be a problem,” Matthias said to Nina. He looked ready to throw in the towel already. 



“There’s not going to be a problem as long as you stop recording—” Kaz emphasized. Beneath his irritation, Inej recognized the steady rise of panic, the perceived threat to his survival, and she laid a steadying hand on his shoulder.



“He’s deleting it, Kaz,” she reassured him, shooting a weighted glance at Matthias and Nina. “No one’s posting anything with you in it.” 



But Matthias was grumbling under his breath as he stode to the back of the garage to the iPhone propped up on the tripod. 



“Something you want to share with the class?” Kaz barked. 



“I just don’t understand how this is going to work,” Matthias shot back. “We’re all going to be living in very tight quarters, and I have to shoot several videos a day, and this always works better when I can just set up the tripod and—” 



“Just give me the phone. I’m the tripod now,” said Kaz, holding out a hand. Matthias’ eyes immediately grew wide in panic, but surprisingly he didn’t protest right away. “Look, if I’m filming, then I’m not on camera and we don’t have to pack the tripod, which Jesper’s already informed me is not as important as his sneaker collection anyway.” 



“Trust me,” Jesper reassured Matthias’ put out expression. “If you’re wanting to make some real bread on this business venture, you want these feet looking their best.” 



“It’s not—” Matthias was flustered and turning red again. “It’s not that kind of business venture!” 



“Matthias, give me the phone,” Kaz was saying, calmly, “and I promise you Jesper’s feet will never make an appearance on your feed.” 



“Why does this feel like a hostage situation?” Matthias muttered under his breath, but handed over the phone anyway. “You know how to work this, right?” he asked, before relinquishing it. 



“How hard can it be?” Kaz shrugged, nonchalant. “Where’s the record button?” 



Matthias immediately retracted the phone. 



“Seriously?” Inej did not know a man of Matthias’ size could squeak, but there he was, clutching the phone to his chest. 



“It’s a joke. Jesus Christ, yes, I know how to record a video.” Kaz held out his hand more insistently now, and even Nina, usually fairly defensive of Matthias, had to laugh. 



“But there’s, like, lighting and angles and editing to consider—” 



Despite his protests, Matthias—apparently against his better judgment—gave Kaz the phone anyway. 



They eventually settled into a rhythm as Kaz found an angle that met Matthias’ approval and the timelapse could begin again. From there, the focus turned to strategizing: there was limited space in the trunk, beneath the back seat, and in the cabinetry Matthias had installed in the tiny kitchen area behind the driver. Meanwhile, the boys’ shopping trip had yielded supplies fit for a zombie apocalypse. 



“Is this… freeze-dried ice cream?” Inej asked, as she packed the kitchen cabinets and discovered the vacuum-sealed snack from a shopping bag. Jesper peered over the backseat from where he and Matthias were trying to organize the camping equipment. His eyes lit up as she held the silver bag aloft for him to see. 



“Isn’t that wild?” he grinned. “Astronauts eat this shit. It lasts years!” 



“We’re not going to be gone for years?” Inej pointed out, trying to find the logic. 



“But it’s cool,” Jesper said, like that was the logic. “Wylan and I are going to eat in the loft and pretend we’re on the space station. He knows the names of, like, all the constellations—it’s so dope.”



“It is?” Wylan looked bewildered and flattered all at once. 



“Ah, ok, cool.” Inej tried to sound indifferent, but sleeping arrangements. This again. Every time they’d skirted this topic before, Kaz got weird. The prevailing assumption was that each couple would be sharing a bed, which made plenty of sense given the limited space, but getting Kaz to verbally agree to it was another matter entirely. She knew she wasn’t supposed to take it personally, but that was no easy undertaking. Inej braced herself for another round. “So, you guys have claimed the loft, then?” 



The roof of the VW camper could be raised up in the center, creating a tented area with a bed that could be accessed through a sliding door above the back seat. When popped up, the loft had enough room for one or maybe two, as long as both were comfortable with snuggling close for the night. 



“We can take turns,” Jesper offered, with an easy-going smile. “I won’t deprive you and Kaz of the chance to play astronauts, too.” 



“I’m good.” Kaz declined without ever looking up from what he was filming.



“That shit’s basically poison anyway,” said Matthias, with a dismissive gesture to the novelty snack in Inej’s hand. 



“Astronauts eat it, Helvar,” Jesper said, rolling his eyes. “You and your massive biceps are not going to convince me that our nation’s brightest are eating poison in space.” 



“It’s a marketing gimmick,” Matthias countered. “Astronauts aren’t eating ice cream in space.” 



Jesper straightened as he accepted the challenge, rolling his shoulders back with an inflated air of confidence. 



“Wylan,” he said, “when your dad took a spaceflight tour of our upper atmosphere, what kind of snacks did they serve on the spacecraft?” 



“He said there was–that there was freeze-dried ice cream,” Wylan admitted, sheepishly. 



“Boom.” Jesper made his point with a flourish as Matthias broke eye contact first. “There was freeze-dried ice cream, baby. That’s right—we’re eating like billionaires on this road trip.” 



“Say that again to the camera,” Kaz instructed, zooming in. “That was gold.” 



“No, stop it. Don’t record that.” Matthias put his hand over the phone’s camera, and for a moment, Inej thought Kaz might fight back. His eyebrows shot straight to his hairline. But Matthias remained undeterred. 



“The people who subscribe to me expect a certain aesthetic,” he said, with a firm jab of a finger. “It’s not about indulgence or overconsumption. These are young men and boys who are looking to take control of their health and get fit and stay fit and—” 



“—and never, ever enjoy anything at all,” Nina chimed in next to him, a perfect mirror of his firm expression. “Young men and boys shouldn’t be taking road trips to enjoy themselves! What’s manly or inspiring about enjoying yourself? Am I getting it right, love?” 



Something was at war in Matthias then, just below the surface. He opened his mouth like he had a retort locked and loaded, but something stopped him. It was like witchcraft. Nina hadn’t even moved or unfolded her arms, but Inej watched a measurable amount of bluster leak out of Matthias’ stance anyway.



“That’s not what I meant,” was all he muttered instead, and bent to pack more into the van like nothing had happened. 



“Teach me your ways,” Jesper said to Nina, under his breath as she threw him a wink. 



“Don’t worry, I got all that.” Kaz wore a greedy grin from behind the phone. 



“That’s enough.” Matthias was trying to move on. He was surveying what was left to pack. “I think you need to return the tent. It’s not going to fit.” 



Immediately, Kaz, Jesper, and Wylan disagreed all at once. 



“The tent is vital.” 



“I will leave some sneakers.” 



“You’re going to want the tent.” 



“One at a time!” Nina stood in the middle and held up both hands. “Explain the sentimental value of the tent,” she said. 



“It’s not about sentiment—it has essential and practical uses,” Kaz insisted. 



“Ok, explain the—” 



“You can’t have sex in the van!” Jesper burst in. Nina blinked several times as Matthias looked like he might dissociate at any minute. Honestly, Inej couldn’t blame him. Meanwhile, Wylan choked down a giggle, then cleared his throat as he struggled to keep a straight face. 



“This was a big concern, was it?” Nina asked, with a surprising amount of dignity for the situation. 



“It was an observation we felt merited a solution,” Kaz said, diplomatically. “The tent is the solution.”



“Ok, so if I’m following correctly,” Nina said, “the loft is for playing astronauts—” 



Jesper and Wylan high-fived each other. 



“—the tent is for—” 



“—playing with each other,” Jesper supplied, devilishly, which tore a laugh out of Wylan for real. 



“And the backseat is for—” 



“I mean, that should just be for Kaz and Inej, shouldn’t it?” Jesper finished, suddenly dead serious. And just like that, any mirth shared among them awkwardly petered out.



For a moment, no one knew what to say. Kaz’s mouth hung halfway open like it had gotten stuck on a joke that wouldn’t materialize. Inej felt her face burning red hot, her skin prickling with shame. 



“For real, though,” Jesper went on, “Kaz is the one with the bad leg. He shouldn’t have to climb up into the loft or sleep on the ground. That’s not fair. He and Inej can just put the backseat down. It’s not like they’re gonna—” 



Jesper stopped when he noticed the way everyone was staring at him. For her part, Inej dropped her gaze like a stone to the floor.



“Boundaries, Jesper,” she heard Wylan sigh, exasperated. 



“You’re right, too far,” Jesper agreed, putting his hands up apologetically. “I deserve that one.” 



Inej glanced up to see Kaz brushing the side of his nose with a very expressive middle finger in Jesper’s direction, his brows angrily knit together. On a good day, it might have unraveled the knot in her stomach—might have even made her laugh. Today, though, all she could do was return to packing the snacks in the van’s kitchen cabinets. She tried to ignore the way everyone’s voices suddenly dropped to angry, conspiratorial whispers, as if for her benefit. She hated it, and yet she was far too tired to join in the fray.



When Nina raised her voice, Inej almost flinched—she was suddenly much closer than she had been before. “Matthias and I will take the tent. For all the sex we’ll be having.”



 “How very diplomatic,” Kaz drawled from outside the van.



 “Oh, you know me.”



 With a gentle smile, Nina handed her a bottle of water and nodded toward the van’s open door. Fine. Inej could take a hint. She would go get a grip.



She stood at the edge of the garage, unscrewing the water bottle cap with shaking fingers. Her skin was still prickling. The knots in her belly were untying and retying themselves with fervor, and she thought she might very well be sick, but she took a drink anyway. Then, someone was touching the back of her hand so tentatively, she could’ve missed it. Not looking up, only to the side, she watched Kaz’s knuckles slide against hers. 



All of the air she’d been holding in, all of the tension, rushed out of her.



 Inej looked up at Kaz, traced the line of his mouth and the furrow between his brows.



 “You okay?” he asked. “Want to bail?”



 She considered for a moment, moving her gaze from his face to the camper van and the road out of town. That was an awfully tempting offer. Two weeks. Six friends. One road. Maybe this was a terrible idea, there were so many ways this could end in disaster, but with Kaz at her side, she was finding it hard to care.



 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Let’s do this.”
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Wylan




Wylan couldn’t sleep the night before they were set to hit the road. Jesper looked completely at ease with the situation, with moonlight spilling across the broad expanse of his back as he draped over half the bed. That was fine. Wylan was used to taking up as little space as possible. And it wasn’t like he was sleeping anyway.



It was nerves, mostly. He’d never done this before. 



Not the travel part, good lord, he’d been jet setting since before he could eat solid food. He’d been touted as an accessory to a business empire before he’d even started elementary school. “Meet my son,” his father would say, pleased with the firm little handshake Wylan could offer up at four. It delighted CEOs everywhere. Or at least, it did once. 



Wylan had never traveled anywhere without his father.



This was just one of many firsts since he’d cut off contact with the man, and he’d survived all of those firsts, too. He knew he could do it again. Didn’t mean he was going to get any sleep, though.



The usual litany of second guesses kept his mind flooded in the dark. Maybe he’d overreacted. Maybe he should just let his father know about his plans. Afterall, what if something happened? Who would help him if he was stranded? Who would foot his funeral expenses if he crashed and died? Morbid thoughts, yes, but practical ones, too. He didn’t even know if he was still on his dad’s insurance. What if he needed that? 



Did these thoughts ever plague his father, too? The night before his solo spaceflight, had his dad spared a thought for what Wylan would do if he’d burnt up in the atmosphere? Did he have a moment of regret for not even offering up the information first? 



Wylan wasn’t sure he had. And why, after everything, did that still hurt so much? 



“Oh, baby.” Jesper’s sleep-rough voice was full of sympathy as he lifted his head off the pillow to squint at him in the dark. “You should be sleeping.” 



“Mm.” Wylan rolled to his side, shifting his attention to the welcome distraction. “Is that what we’re supposed to be doing?” 



“Smartass,” Jesper called him, the moonlight illuminating his roguish half smile. He draped one arm around Wylan and pulled him close, tucking Wylan’s head under his chin. Wylan drew in a long breath, warm against Jesper’s skin, and felt himself relax against the comforting weight of Jesper’s muscles. 



This was what he had chosen, that day his father had screamed at him in their driveway for the last time. He had chosen this. He deserved this. He only wished he’d recognized it sooner. 



“Wanna talk about it?” Jesper murmured against his hair. His thumb moved in sleepy circles between Wylan’s shoulder blades. 



“No,” Wylan said. He really didn’t. Not now. The past could stay buried where it belonged. 



Jesper kissed the top of his head, and for a good long while, the only thing that filled Wylan’s head was marvel at the way their bodies fit together, even like this.





Nina




It was 6:30am on the day they’d finally settled on hitting the road and Nina was up despite the unholy hour. If we don’t get ahead of commuter traffic, it’ll take us three hours to get out of the city, Matthias had insisted. Unfortunately, he was right about that. So here she was, hands on her hip, looking at the very top of Inej’s head peeking out from under a rumpled pile of blankets. Nina could make out a tangled ribbon of black hair.



 Inej used to be a morning person. In fact, Nina still thought of her that way, but it’d been months since her friend had climbed out of bed much before noon. It was an important reminder of why they were doing this.



 Sitting carefully on the very edge of the bed, Nina put a hand on what she assumed to be Inej’s shoulder. “Sweetheart,” she murmured. The way her breathing faltered slightly told Nina she was awake. But otherwise there was no movement. Nina tried again. “We gotta start getting ready, honey.”



 At this, Inej let out a small sigh and nudged her head out from under the covers. Reluctantly, she blinked those big brown eyes up at Nina. Then, very quietly, she said, “I don’t want to.”



 Nina pursed her lips, thinking. It would do no good to argue with her. Inej was probably telling the truth. Right now, she likely didn’t want to get out of bed and shower and pile into a cramped little van with a gaggle of idiots. That said, they both knew she would have a good time once they were on the road. Not to mention, she definitely did want to see her boyfriend.



 “How about just sitting up?” Baby steps.



 Inej closed her eyes and considered. Then, after a deep breath, nodded.



 The blinds were still closed, but the blue-gold rays of dawn were just creeping through the slats – softening the edges of the room. Slowly, Inej sat up and let her comforter pool around her hips. Between the unruly hair, sleepy eyes, and rumpled pajamas, she was triggering all of Nina’s most maternal instincts.



 “Shall I get the shower running?” Next step.



 Inej turned her head slowly, to look in the direction of their shared ensuite. It was like she was looking up the face of Mount Everest. Nina’s heart tripped over itself. She didn’t know what she’d do if Inej didn’t want to get ready today, if she really didn’t want to leave. Call in reinforcements, she supposed.



 “Okay,” Inej whispered.



 Not wanting to look too enthusiastic, Nina gave her shoulder a squeeze and got up.



 Once the shower was running and the room started to fill with steam, she heard Inej get out of bed. Every movement was followed by a sigh, every movement was accompanied by the dragging of feet. Still, Nina wasn’t about to complain about any movement at all.



 Nina talked Inej into shampooing her hair on the condition that Nina would then brush and condition it afterwards. While Inej was in the shower, Nina sent a message to Matthias with an updated ETA. At this rate they were going to be late, but as long as Nina got her to the van she’d count it a victory.



 Two minutes later she got a message from Kaz. 



Kaz: What’s wrong with Inej?



 Nina rolled her eyes. Honestly, it was kind of cute how worried he was, but really, did he not trust her?



 Nina: Nothing. We’re getting ready. You know how girls are.



 Kaz: I know how Inej is.



 To be fair, she couldn’t argue with that. The bastard knew his girlfriend incredibly well. He could be almost scarily perceptive sometimes. Not always, not even most times, but sometimes – sometimes, he knew things about Inej before she herself knew them.



 Nina: I’ve got it covered. Stop fussing.



 Those oh so telling three dots popped up and went away again once, twice, three times. Nina could practically see his spluttering protest from across campus. The image was so delightful, she smiled to herself.



 Nina got up, opened the blinds and cracked the window. The room filled with the sounds of campus waking up. There were strains of music rising up from one of the practice rooms on the ground floor and Nina could just about make out the chuffing breaths of an early morning jogger. Soon campus would be completely quiet as everyone headed home or south for spring break. She was glad to be getting away. The last time she’d stayed over a holiday, inhabiting these empty halls had freaked her out to no end.



 Behind her, the bathroom door cracked open and Inej stepped out – wrapped in a towel. Skin dewy and cheeks flushed, she looked more awake already. Hope rose in Nina.



 “Shall I do your hair?”



 “Please,” Inej said, pulling it forward over her shoulder with a frown. “It’s – I’m a mess.”



 “You are not. Come here.” 



Nina patted the bed and, grabbing a hair brush and the leave-in conditioner from the dresser, joined her there. They were quiet as Nina worked the conditioner through Inej’s locks. Fresh out of the shower, her hair was heavy and desperately tangled so Nina took her time. Gradually, her hair loosened up and smoothed out until Nina could get a brush through it – working upward from the ends. Once it was brushed out, she toweled it off a bit more. In the back of her mind, her mother warned about sending Inej out with wet hair. There was no avoiding it really, but they could get it as dry as possible.



As she worked, Nina noticed Inej’s shoulders lowering and relaxing. Her breathing deepened too, until she was holding almost no visible tension anymore. It was going to be alright.



“Is this a good idea?”



“This?” Nina asked, holding Inej’s hair separated into four even sections. “I’ll have you know I’m an excellent braider, and I thought we’d agreed on a fishtail – ”



“Not the braid, Nina.” There was a note of fond exasperation in her tone that warmed Nina right through.



“The trip?”



Inej nodded shallowly, trying not to disturb Nina’s hold on her hair. “I just – We’re all going to be in such close quarters for weeks. Kaz and I – We don’t – It’s not – ”



“It’s not..?” 



Nina thought she knew what Inej was getting at, but it was hard to say for sure. Kaz and Inej were a complicated couple. They clearly liked each other a lot, but Nina couldn’t even begin to pin down all the shit going on with that overdressed weasel so imagining how it combined with Inej’s issues was… concerning, to say the least.



Screwing up her courage, Inej said, “We’re still working on the intimacy and I don’t know how it’s going to be if we’re out on the road for weeks and there’s no privacy and…”



 Nina was about halfway down the braid when Inej trailed off. She didn’t need to say anymore; Nina had witnessed the panic attacks, the nightmares, the sleepless nights. All that was bad enough in the privacy of your own room, but on the road, with five other people around – one of whom has their own issues keeping them up at night. Yeah, it was a lot.



 Nina considered her response as she kept working Inej’s hair. She thought about the trip and being in close quarters, she thought about the sex tent.



Then, a little abruptly, she asked, “Did I tell you Matthias doesn’t like having sex with the light on?”



 “What?” Inej jerked her head to the side, almost tearing her hair out of Nina’s grasp. “Wait, what’s that got to do with – ”



 “I’ll take it I haven’t told you,” she said, turning Inej to face away again. “Yeah, well, he’s very insistent about it. Anything that involves both of us taking our clothes off has to happen at night with the lights off or with the blinds closed. When I’m getting dressed in the morning or taking a shower while he brushes his teeth, he’ll look as long as he likes. I caught him ‘brushing his teeth’ for five minutes once and I can hardly blame him. But when he’s getting changed, he hunches over and does it quickly. He always wears a pump cover at the gym, until it’s time to record. That’s the only time he takes his shirt off and keeps it off. I don’t know how to ask him about it because I don’t think he thinks about it very much. And he definitely doesn’t want to talk about it.”



 She paused then, tying Inej’s braid off with a plain brown elastic. “What I want to say is that I don’t know how that’s going to go, while we’re on the road. How he’s going to be. You’re right, we won’t have much – any privacy. It’s going to be weird and awkward and intimate. But I think it’ll be good for him to be out there with everyone, away from the gym for a while.



 “And I think it’ll be good for you, too.”



 Inej was quiet for a while, hands in her lap. Maybe it’d been the wrong thing to say. Nina wasn’t trying to detract from what was going on with Inej, the opposite in fact. They were all here for each other. She didn’t have to go through this alone.



 “You’re right,” she said, eventually. Heavily, she slumped back against Nina. “It’ll be good.”



They sat like that for a few more seconds, then Inej got up and they finished getting ready. For now at least, it seemed as if the crisis was averted. Undoubtedly, these fears would raise their head again. There would be disagreements over so many things: the driving schedule hadn’t been agreed yet, there hadn’t been any consensus about what they were eating and when, sleeping arrangements. But they loved each other and they were all fighting demons, it was incentive enough to figure their shit out so they would.



In the end, Nina got them out the door at 7:35am and honestly she deserved some kind of prize. Matthias was parked in front of their dorm wearing a fierce scowl. In the back seat, Jesper was asleep by the window and drooling onto Wylan’s shoulder. Kaz sat in the lone bucket seat between the door and the kitchenette and squabbled with Wylan about the best route out of the city. 



Nina watched Inej put their bags in the back before climbing over Kaz to the one remaining space in the backseat. Kaz stopped bickering immediately and gave her a concerned once over as she passed him by, but if she noticed, Inej said nothing. For herself, Nina folded her arms in the driver side window and pouted at Matthias. His frown was quite determined.



“You’re late,” he said.



“Barely,” she parried.



“Are you going to get in?”



“Are you going to say good morning?”



Matthias continued frowning. 



In the backseat, Jesper spoke. “Kiss her, jackass.” When Nina glanced back, she saw his eyes were still closed.



“We’re going to hit traffic.”



“No, we’re not.” This from Kaz, who was holding his phone in one hand and a to-go cup of coffee in the other. He was wearing shades despite the fact the sun hadn’t even finished rising. “We’re still ahead of rush hour.”



Before Nina could lean further into the window as was her intention, Matthias grabbed the handle and pushed the door open. She took a surprised step back and watched him climb out of the van. Passing by her, he walked around the car and pulled the passenger side door open. Nina blinked at him while he waited. Pulse drumming in her neck, she circled the car too and stopped in front of him. His face was as stern as ever, but there was also some of that fire in his eyes.



Nina rose up on her toes ever so slightly and tilted her chin up. Obliging, Matthias moved in and kissed her lightly – more a tease than anything.



“Good morning, Nina.”



“Hmmmm, it is now,” she purred. 



The apples of Matthias’ cheeks reddened in his valiant attempt to hold back a smile. Nina preened. Mission accomplished.



When she was finally settled into the passenger seat, Nina put her feet on the dash, rolled her window down and closed her eyes. The smell of cut grass and Cardi B’s dulcet tones filled the car as they made their way out of the city. By 7:43am, they were headed North. She asked Matthias to tell her when they hit the open road. She wanted to see the road unfurling to the horizon.





Kaz




The tea Kaz had picked up for Inej on their way over had gone cold ages ago. It felt wrong to even offer it now. But also where was the garbage can and was he just going to sit there with his hands full for the rest of the day? 



This day was off to a great start. 



Kaz let his phone rest in his lap as he closed his eyes a moment behind his shades. His eyelids felt swollen from lack of sleep. He’d stayed up half the night texting Inej, a decision he’d known in the moment would come back to haunt them both when Matthias inevitably blew up the group text with early morning wake up calls, but he couldn’t have helped himself even if he’d wanted to. 



He’d meant to try to diffuse whatever awkwardness Jesper’s lack of filter about the sex tent had spawned, and he supposed that he’d been somewhat successful. The conversation had quickly devolved into how they were going to get Jesper back, plans spanning from lacing his sneaker collection with itching powder (too messy) to sloppily making out in front of him (too risky – Jesper might actually enjoy it). 



He’d been starting to doze off in his recliner and the time between texts was growing longer when she’d sent two sentence that had raised his eyebrows to his hairline.



Inej: We should just lay claim to the sex tent tomorrow. That would really throw him off. 



Kaz was still forcing himself to not get any ideas. He’d been tired, so was she. He knew neither one of them had been thinking clearly. Still, without meaning to, he felt a smile quirk at the edges of his lips. 



Don’t tempt me, he’d written back. Vague enough. He’d been sure she’d leave it at that. They were tired. Matthias would be texting the group in two hours. 



But his phone had buzzed again. And when he lifted it in the dark, his phone illuminating the quilt he had drawn up to his chin, what he read made his eyes blur. 



Inej: Haven’t you figured it out yet? I exist to tempt you, Kaz. 



Holy shit. 



That was literally all his brain could do while his heart (among other things) throbbed. Was she…? Was this…? Did she want to seduce him? Holy shit. Just holy shit.



He had nothing remotely suave to offer back. If she’d been standing in front of him, he’d have been gaping like a fish. In the end, all he’d managed was: 



Kaz: Mission accomplished, Ghafa. 



Which, in hindsight, had effectively ended the conversation. God, he was an idiot of the first order. And what he definitely wasn’t going to do was offer her a cup of cold tea now. 



She’d tried. He would try again. If he could just get her laughing again…



“Heyyy, Inej.” Jesper had roused enough to offer a sheepish greeting to his and Wylan’s new seatmate. 



“Morning, Jesper,” said Inej. She sounded like her arms were crossed.



“So…” Jesper’s tone was tentative. “Are we cool? I feel really horrible about yesterday.”



“He really does,” Wylan added. “He actually won’t shut up about it.” 



Inej gave a light laugh, a placating one. That wouldn’t do; Kaz wanted a real one.



“We’re cool,” she promised, maybe a little begrudgingly.



“That’s right.” Kaz twisted to look over his shoulder toward the backseat, flashing his most wolfish grin. “Lull him into a false sense of security, Ghafa. We strike when he least expects it.” 



“Oh, shit – I told you we shouldn’t have left them alone.” Jesper bumped Wylan with his arm. “They’re scheming!” he exclaimed as Inej dissolved into the most satisfying evil cackle. Her shoulders had loosened, her smile wide and genuine. Kaz could almost forget about the now-useless to-go cup in his hand.



“What’s the plan?” Wylan asked Inej, then to Kaz with a mischievous grin. “I want in.” 



“Et tu, my love?” Jesper wailed, dramatically.



“Do I need to pull over already?” Matthias shouted from the driver’s seat. “It’s been five minutes!”



“It’s fine, love – spite is one of Kaz’s love languages,” Nina reassured him.



“If that’s true, then he’s been in love with me for months,” Matthias muttered. 



“Why do you think I’m here, Helvar?” Kaz shot back, relishing the wild and giddy quality of the laughter from the backseat. “Just give in to it already.”



“Please, Brekker, not in front of my girlfriend.” The fact that Matthias was willing to go along with the bit had Nina howling, her head tossed back with the window rolled down.



“She’s just jealous of what we have.” Kaz was not going to be outdone.



“I knew I’d have to separate you two eventually,” Nina mused, wiping her eyes, “but I wasn’t expecting this would be the reason why.” 



“Yes, jail him, Nina!” insisted Jesper, who only knew how to get louder when everyone was laughing. “He’s plotting something devious against my person!” 



“It’s too late,” said Kaz, lifting his phone again to check the traffic reports. “The game’s already afoot. Nothing can save you now.” 



“Wylan,” Jesper cried, theatrically, “tell my dad I love him.” 



A notification banner bobbed at the top of Kaz’s screen. 



Inej: What plan did we decide on again? 



Kaz bit down on the inside of his lip to hold back a smile. The lively repartee around him began to sound more like background noise as he punched back a response with his one available thumb.



Kaz: I don’t remember. I was just going to let him think there’s a plot til his paranoia does the hard work for us



Inej: 
💀💀💀



Inej: I love it



He glanced over his shoulder at her in the back seat – too far away, frankly, but his nerves had felt too frayed from lack of sleep to weather an attempt at squishing himself in back there – and she must have caught the movement because she looked up over her phone at him with the slyest of smiles. She’d braided her hair again, and wore little gold hoops in her ears that shimmered in the morning sun. He hadn’t seen her take the time to do that in months. 



It struck him then that he was going to see what that braid looked like in the morning. And, more than that, he’d likely soon get to see what her hair looked unbraided. 



He turned toward the front of the van again before his face could betray what was happening in his head. But then, like a notification banner interrupting the neat organization of his mind, her text from the previous night bobbed at the top of his memory.



I exist to tempt you, Kaz. 



He looked back to their text history. Here was a chance to try again.



Kaz: Someone looks like she woke up and chose temptation again today



The three dot bubble appeared and disappeared several times in quick succession before Inej finally seemed to find her words again.



Inej: Oh thank God



Inej: Really thought I might have pushed it too far last night



Kaz frowned as he tuned out whatever it was Jesper and Nina were yelling about now.



Kaz: Are you kidding? It was awesome



And, just for good measure, he added: 



Kaz: It’s all I’ve thought about since



Inej: But you didn’t really say anything back? 



Shit. Shame hit him like a load of bricks. He hated it when his instincts were correct. Even he knew there was no universe in which “Mission accomplished” was considered an invitation for sexting. If only the cold tea in his hand right now was spiked.



And then his phone buzzed again before he could finish typing his reply.



Inej: It’s ok if you’re not ready yet. We can just forget it. I shouldn’t have assumed



God fucking damnit. His jaw clenched while he deleted what he had been typing and tried again. This stupid cup and this stupid tiny van and his stupid little attempts at chivalry –



Kaz: Gimme a minute. I am trying to do this with one thumb



Inej: Pass it to me. I have a cup holder back here



For once, Kaz was happy to do as he was told. Trying to prevent anything from spilling, he handed the cup backwards without turning in his seat. It was good to get two hands on his phone again.



Inej: Better?



Kaz: Marginally



“Oh my god, now they’re text-scheming right in front of me,” Jesper moaned. 



“Brekker, you are not allowed to kill Jesper in my van,” said Matthias, his eyebrows stern in the rear view mirror.



“Whatever you say, darling,” Kaz quipped back.



“I’m going to need a drink,” Nina sighed.



Kaz’s phone buzzed again. Inej, it seemed, was completely unfazed by the many things happening all at once as they inched out of the city. That made sense – they were on the road, so she was probably settling into a comfort zone. Kaz could not relate.



Inej: I think I would feel better if I understood your current comfort level about intimacy. I feel like we keep triggering each other, and I just want to understand the boundaries.



Oh my god. Right here in the van, huh? With his roommate sitting directly behind him and everything. Ok. Kaz schooled his face into something resembling a neutral expression while he took a moment to collect himself.



Kaz: Comfort level is a bit tricky in this context



He swallowed and kept typing. He could do this.



Kaz: I’m not comfortable with incompetence, particularly my own. If we were talking about a card trick or a statistical formula, I would be most comfortable being left to figure it out on my own. Obviously, that’s not what I want in this instance.



Inej: I wouldn’t say it’s obvious



Kaz winced and began typing an apology he couldn’t finish in time before – 



Inej: I just want you to be comfortable, Kaz. It really isn’t that complicated. This isn’t a new skill that you need to perfect. We can be together without sharing a bed, for as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere. 



Except maybe a different school. It wasn’t lost on him that if he didn’t make them all loads of money in the next few weeks, the next semester was going to look drastically different. This window of time with her just an arm’s length away was precious. He was not going to let it slip away. 



Kaz: And what if I want to share a bed with you? What if I want you to be the first thing I see in the morning and the last face I see at night? What if I want to make an absolute fool of myself with you? 




Would you want that, too? Would you be comfortable with me being that close? 




Inej: Do you actually mean it? You’re not just saying that to make me feel better? 



Kaz: I mean it. I want this with you. I’m sorry that I gave you reason to doubt. My nerves just got the better of me. 



Inej: You have to promise to say something if you’re uncomfortable



Kaz: So do you.



“Brekker, I need you filming B-roll,” Matthias called from the driver’s seat. “I have to start editing at lunchtime. I have a schedule to keep.” 



“Did you hear that, Zenik?” Kaz said, as he bent to fish Helvar’s phone out of his messenger bag. “Matthias says he needs me.” 



“Oh, does that mean you’ll be joining us in the sex tent tonight?” Nina asked, with a flip of her hair as she glanced over her shoulder. A positively feline grin spread over her lips when the best response Kaz could muster involved staring at her with his mouth open. “You don’t want to play this game with me, Brekker,” she purred, coolly sliding on her shades. “You will lose.” 





Matthias




Matthias was pleasantly surprised at how the day was unfolding so far. Sure, the van was noisy and chaotic, but in a good way. The sun was out, the sky was a brilliant cerulean shade of blue, and Nina’s music selection was stellar as always. He’d allowed himself an extra large protein shake that morning – the cinnamon roll flavor, his guilty pleasure – in anticipation of skipping lunch, which would almost certainly be something fast and deep-fried. 



In all honesty, the food was the aspect of this venture that was stressing him out the most. It was easy to point fingers at Brekker and his surliness, but the real problem remained that everyone – Brekker included – was counting on Matthias’ social platform to provide. And that social platform was built on the way Matthias looked, and frankly, there was nothing low maintenance or road-trip friendly about that. It took careful planning and food logging and a strict gym schedule and sometimes just good old-fashioned lighting tricks, which he wouldn’t have access to for the next two weeks. So while Nina was right, he wanted a break from it all, what was he supposed to do now that they needed the platform more than ever? Now that, if all went according to plan, more people than ever before would be following his page? 



Somewhere in the back of his mind, red flags signaled to him that this train of thought was not exactly healthy. But today, with the sun shining and Nina next to him, the wind ruffling her chestnut hair, Matthias gave himself over to the mission. Two weeks of totally dedicating his body to the content creation machine, and when the money started rolling in, then he could take a break. Maybe he’d celebrate with a real cinnamon roll.



In any case, the protein shake kept him good and full during the hour-long slog through the morning rush hour traffic as he carefully weaved the van through clogged exits on their way to the Ketterdam Port Authority. There were only a couple brief moments of chaos in navigating to the correct ferry: once when everyone was shouting different lane directions at the same moment and once when no one could decide who was going to be responsible for paying the toll – Matthias took care of it. Other than that, it was easy enough to park the van on the ferry and sit back for an easy two-hour voyage to Shu Han, where the journey would begin in earnest. 



While the others left to pick up lunch at the concession stand located on the ferry’s stern, Matthias easily got out of it by staying behind to edit. And then, with his spirits high (because thank Djel Brekker wasn’t terrible at filming), he killed a little more time by unfolding the pull-up bar he’d installed on the roof and enjoying a few reps with a sea breeze in his face. When the others returned with their lunches (hamburgers and hot dogs and nachos, the smell of which had him salivating), a little light-hearted pull-up contest was just what he needed to distract himself. Brekker filmed the whole thing, grinning while Inej beat them all soundly and everyone around, including complete strangers, whistled and cheered. Matthias had a feeling it was going to be great for views. All it really needed was a badass underscore, and Matthias posted it as soon as the ferry docked and had access to data again.



By the time they’d made it through the customs checkpoints, they only had a few hours of good driving time left before needing to settle on a place to camp for the night. Still riding high from the fresh sea air, Matthias saw no reason to hand over the wheel yet. Beside him, Nina found the nearest national park, and they set their sights on finding their campsite by evening.



At the entrance to the park, Nina rolled down her window and addressed the park rangers in Shu. Matthias could only blink at her in awe. He knew she spoke several languages fluently, but he’d never heard her speak Shu before. He had a feeling he wasn’t the only one in the van dazzled by the way she easily exchanged jokes and smiles with the attendants before being handed a red tag to put in their window that allowed them to camp for the night. 



“They waived the overnight parking fee,” she told Matthias. Her eyes were full of the sort of mirth that usually stressed him out. 



“What did you do?” he fretted, slowly accelerating them out of the ranger station into the forest. Nina gasped in feigned offense.



“I was nice,” she said, innocently. Matthias groaned.



“If they show up at our campsite in an hour, I swear to god – ” 



Nina swatted his arm.



“I wasn’t that nice.” 



Matthias wasn’t at all convinced.



“I’ve been on the receiving end of your nice – ” 



“Ugh!” Jesper stuck his fingers in his ears. “I need an adult!”



Nina chuckled indulgently as she rolled her window back up, and the moment passed. The energy in the van was noticeably lower than it had been and after several hours on the road, Matthias wasn’t surprised. Glancing in the rear view, he could see Wylan blinking slowly at the passing scenery with his earbuds in, Inej was absorbed in a book, and Kaz seemed to be preoccupied with his phone as usual.



“Over there,” Nina said, pointing at a beaten down patch of grass just off the path. It was conveniently under a huge oak tree that would offer shade tomorrow morning and a little cover in case of rain. Pursing his lips, Matthias nodded his approval.



Setting up camp took far longer than he’d ever known it to take. With every question and every misplaced tentpole, Matthias felt his earlier optimism drain away. From the van, Jesper pulled the tent, camping stove, gas canister, several folding chairs, and their food. There was no method to it. Inevitably, everything ended up in a pile beside the van. Nina jumped straight to trying to get the stove going, while Matthias and Inej tried to salvage and divide up the food. Just off to the side, being no help at all, Kaz stood filming the chaos while they still had some light. 



At some point – and Matthias wasn’t beneath calling it miraculous – things started to fall into place. Wylan, Jesper, and Kaz managed to wrestle the tent into submission despite the missing instructions. Inej settled into her comfort zone at the camp stove with all the ease one would expect from someone who’d spent much of her childhood on the road. Her pots of aromatic lentil soup and rice had his stomach growling as he worked to lift the pop top roof above the van’s loft sleeper. Outside, Nina strung up battery-powered fairy lights along the van’s open doors as the crickets came out to sing. By the time Matthias had finished with the pop top, their campsite was lit with a warm glow as the fireflies began to flicker in the underbrush. 



“Well, shit.” Jesper stuffed his hands in his pockets, looking as pleased as Matthias felt. “We did good.” 



And they had. They really had. Kaz was already working the angles with the fairy lights, trying out different aesthetic shots of Inej and her camp food. Wylan had offered to get the campfire going and had done so with a frightening amount of ease. Matthias felt Nina sidle up to his side, and he instinctively lifted an arm to wrap around her shoulders. She gave a satisfied hum as he tucked her close and pressed a kiss to her temple. 



“What were you so worried about again?” she murmured, sounding smug. 



“Remind me to thank you properly later,” he replied, just for her ears. 



“Right, nobody panic,” Jesper then announced from the van’s trunk, “but did we forget to pack toilet paper?” 



Oh, God. Crickets. That was the only sound for a solid minute and a half.



“It was on the list.” Kaz immediately leapt to the defensive, scrolling through the list on his phone. “We bought everything on the list.” 



That was all it took to ignite a stream of questions and accusations from around the camp.



“Did it not make it into the van?” Nina wondered, bewildered.



“Are you absolutely sure it’s not there?” Inej asked Jesper. “Did you look under – ”



“Did we leave it in your trunk?” Wylan asked Kaz.



“Did you steal our camp toilet paper?!” Matthias demanded the truth. Kaz looked at him like he’d grown a horn.



“Why would I steal toilet paper?” The bastard actually looked like he might even laugh. “What could I possibly stand to gain from that?” 



Nina snorted.



“I don’t know, why would you fake date Inej for a microwave?” 



“Oh my god, Zenik, take a day off once and awhile – ” 



“Someone just needs to hike down to the ranger station,” Wylan interrupted, and as he was the one still waving around a lighter and kindling, everyone was inclined to listen. “Just go ask for a roll. We can get more on the road tomorrow.” 



“I’ll go,” Nina volunteered, and while Matthias had no doubt she could go and come back with toilet paper and free snacks and probably a phone number or two, he also volunteered: “I’m going with you.” 



“You need to stay and eat something,” Nina said, jabbing a finger at his chest. “You’re cranky.” 



He was, but that was hardly the point. 



“You are not hiking around the forest at dusk alone,” he said. “There could be bears.” 



Nina grimaced, conceding the point. 



“Or strange men,” she added. 



“Is that worse?” Matthias frowned.



That set everyone talking at once again.



“Of course it’s worse,” Inej exclaimed. At the same time Nina agreed, “It’s so much worse.”



“Wait, come on, a bear is a wild animal – ” Matthias couldn’t understand this.



“What kind of bear are we talking about here? Panda bear? Koala bear?” Jesper wanted to know.



“Koala’s a marsupial, not a bear,” Wylan pointed out. 



“Follow up question: how likely is it that we could convince the panda bear to bring back toilet paper for us?” Jesper asked.



“Very unlikely. They are notoriously very stupid bears – ” 



“Kaz!” Inej called out, leaning out of the van doors. “Where are you going?” 



Kaz, of course, had already up and left. He was halfway down the trail out of camp, but at the sound of Inej’s voice, he paused for a moment, shoulders slumping with a sigh.



“I will be back with what we need by the time all you weirdos are done debating which bear is best,” he called back.



“But you don’t speak Shu!” Inej objected, growing more concerned.



“Obviously, I don’t plan on speaking – I’m just going to steal it.” 



“Ah-ha!” Matthias jabbed an accusatory finger in Kaz’s general direction, but no one seemed to care.



“Nina, don’t let him go alone,” Inej demanded, with a menacing brandish of her soup ladle. 



Nina sighed and rolled her eyes, but didn’t protest more than that. 



“Eat something,” she ordered Matthias, no nonsense, before trotting off after Brekker down the path. 



“It’s almost ready,” Inej told him, with an apologetic shrug. 



“It smells incredible,” Matthias said, genuinely. He didn’t mind the wait, truly. It’s just that his stomach was gnawing at his insides. 



“So,” Jesper thoughtfully folded his arms as he leaned against the van’s open door beneath the fairy lights, “which bear do you think is best?” 





Inej




Inej didn’t know why she thought they’d done the hard part in getting into the national park and setting up camp. Of course there would be something else, something they’d forgotten or done wrong. The look on Kaz’s face as he’d checked his shopping list had been priceless. The scar through his right eyebrow puckering slightly as he frowned, his lips pursed in pure consternation. It was a very different expression than the one he’d worn while they’d all watched her beat Matthias in the pull up competition. That had been something like awe, and a little like hunger.



Dishing out the food, Inej thought about the softness in his expression – how his mouth had been a little slack, his eyes wide and guileless. It was such a rare thing to surprise him, to catch him off guard. She felt an odd thrill whenever she did.



It was hard to think about anything else.



From the shape of his mouth to the fit of his t-shirt, which she knew from experience would be soft and warm from the heat of his body, Inej’s mind had been fixated on him all afternoon. The urge to be near him, to be alone with him was chewing her up. It was almost frightening in its intensity, but only almost. He did not, afterall, frighten her. In fact, over the past few days, he’d been incredibly vulnerable with her – open and supportive in ways she’d always dreamed about.



While queuing for the food on the ferry that afternoon, she’d noticed his nerves. He’d gone perfectly still and quiet the way he did when he was bracing himself for unwanted physical contact. The ferry wasn’t crowded per se, but there was only one place to get food and apparently everyone was hungry at the same time. 



Feeling protective, she’d waved him off to the side. “Go stand over there, I’ll queue for us.”



Though he hadn’t said thank you, it’d been there in his eyes. Inej coveted these expressions, which had been so opaque to her before and were now transparent.



Shuffling forward a few steps every minute, she’d texted him.



Inej: Tell me what you want



Rather than respond right away, Kaz had seemed to deliberate his answer. Those teasing three dots popped up four times before his answer finally came through.



It read:



Kaz: You



Trying not to smile, she’d rolled her eyes. She was only half successful.



Inej: I meant for lunch, you goof, but go on…



Kaz: I said what I said



Inej let out a little sound, something between a gasp and a laugh. I said what I said. From across the space, he had her pressing her cheek into her shoulder – vainly hiding from the sudden heat in her face.



What was she supposed to say to that? She was awfully aware of the people around her. Everything, anything witty suddenly seemed remote. She grasped for a response.



Before she’d had a chance to think of something, Kaz popped up again.



Kaz: Just messing with you, sorry. I’ll have a burger.



By that point Inej had been at the front of the queue and it was probably not appropriate to be… doing whatever it was they were about to be doing. She had pocketed her phone and focused on getting them both something to eat. But that feeling, that liquid giddiness that texting him always gave her, stuck around all day. Through the pull-up challenge and as they watched the sea roll by in a blue-gray ribbon, it fizzed and bubbled. She felt greedy for more of it.



Emboldened by memories of cheering strangers and the unguarded awe on Kaz’s face as he’d filmed her, Inej pulled up their text conversation again as the van began to leave the customs checkpoint and took a breath. He’d said he wanted this. He’d promised he would say something if he was uncomfortable. 



With that, she let her fingers text whatever they wanted.



Inej: All right, Brekker. You’ve had your burger. Now you can have me. 



She hit send before she lost her nerve. 



From the backseat, she’d watched his attention shift from scrolling through engagement metrics on Matthias’ Instagram to tapping the text notification at the top of his screen. She’d barely blinked as she’d watched him stare at her text for several seconds, his thumb hovering in the space just above his device. Then he drew in and released a quick breath with a little shake of his head, and that’s when she’d noticed the slight tinge of red at the very tips of his ears. Giddy, she bit her lip to hold back a smile. 



To her delight, her phone vibrated with a fairly quick reply.



Kaz: I want to go back in time to when I was just a guy laughing at your nice-tits autocorrect and show him this because I’m pretty sure he’d pass out



Inej covered an impending giggle by faking a cough into the crook of her elbow. When she glanced at Jesper and Wylan to see if they’d noticed, Jesper was raising an eyebrow at her over Wylan’s head, resting against Jesper’s shoulder as he napped. 



“Subtle,” Jesper commented, smirking.



“Shut up,” Inej whispered, trying not to smile. She drew her knees up like that would help hide her screen. 



Inej: And what would that guy have to say about this:



Inej: I can’t stop thinking about you.



Her stomach did a little flip when she hit send and glanced over her knees. The color rose in Kaz’s cheeks as a smile lifted his lips. Her heart gave a thud against her ribcage. She hadn’t expected him to like this so much.



Kaz: He’d need immediate medical attention, but I say we ignore him



Kaz: I can’t stop thinking about you either



Well, fuck it. Jesper could tease away. She couldn’t not smile at that. She pulled her knees in a little tighter, her toes curling in her shoes, as she tried to think of a response.



 Inej: And what are you thinking about exactly?



From the seat in front of her, Kaz cleared his throat. When she glanced up, he was nervously rubbing the back of his neck. This was fascinating.



 Kaz: I’m not sure you want to know 



Wrong. Dead wrong. Narrowing her eyes at her screen, she set about telling him just how wrong he was.



 Inej: That shirt you’re wearing is driving me crazy



 Inej: All I can think about is running my hands over your shoulders and your back and your chest



And maybe she was still riding high from the pull-up competition or maybe it was the slight tremble she saw in Kaz’s fingers as he shoved his shades back onto his face, but something devilish in Inej made her push just a little further to add: 



 Inej: And lower



Like a days-old snowman left out in the sun, Kaz slowly sank down a little further in his seat as he struggled in vain to appear collected. But there was little he could do to hide his bright red ears or that crooked smirk of his from her view. And damn if it wasn’t the most satisfying sight. 



 Kaz: That could be arranged



A bowl of lentils warming her hands and Kaz off somewhere retrieving toilet paper, Inej re-lived that last message. 




That could be arranged. 




She didn’t care how annoying Jesper, or Nina for that matter, might become, they were getting first use of the tent. Dinner, and dessert. That’s what she wanted, what she deserved.



A sound coming from the direction Kaz and Nina had walked drew Inej out of her thoughts. At first, she thought she was hallucinating. 



The remaining group – Jesper, Wylan, her and Matthias – were scattered around the camp chairs, each with a bowl in hand, and the only sound was the silence that accompanies a good meal. Inej had gone ahead and served the food to make sure the big Fjerdan didn’t die of hunger.



There should have been no sounds except the occasional lip smacking, contented sighing, and cicadas. Except she could have sworn she heard a muffled shout.



“Did you guys hear that?” she asked, eventually.



Wylan looked up at her, spoon halfway to his mouth, and shook his head. Curled up on the floor at his feet, Jesper tried to say no around a mouthful of lentils. And Matthias was no better. He’d already inhaled one bowl and was two thirds of the way through his second, oblivious to the world.



Strange, she thought. Generally, she had quite a keen sense of hearing – not to mention a slightly overdeveloped case of hypervigilance. She couldn’t dismiss the feeling that there was something going on so she put her bowl down and got up, walking to the edge of their little camp site. The moon was almost full, limning everything in a soft silvery light. It was beautiful really; the winding road ahead, the woods gathered darkly at the foot of the craggy mountain to their right. It was impossible to tell in the dark, but behind their camp a field of purple wildflowers stretched to the horizon. Then she heard it again, closer this time.



Gasping, Inej took two steps as she saw Kaz almost running down the path – Nina close behind him. She so rarely saw him truly afraid that the sight of him running sent her heart galloping in her chest.



“What – ” Before she could finish her question, she saw a dark shape rounding the corner behind them. It looked awfully like –



“Get inside the trailer,” Kaz shouted, waving the hand not on his cane.



“Is that a bear?” Jesper asked, voice quiet in disbelief.



Suddenly, there was a large hand wrapped around her upper arm and Inej was being dragged back. Matthias, one hand on her and another pressed between Jesper’s shoulder blades, was shepherding them into the van. When Inej glanced over her shoulder, the gap between Kaz and Nina and the bear was smaller. Her heart hiccupped into her throat and she felt her palms begin to sweat.



Pulling out of Matthias’s grip, she called out, “Kaz!”



“He’s coming, Inej. We have to get inside.” Matthias had turned with her and she saw the same fear in his eyes as he looked out to where Nina was sprinting toward them. “They’re almost here. We’ll be safe inside. Come on!”



Inside the van, she could hear Jesper muttering under his breath. “What the fuck, what the fuck, what the fuck.”



She had to agree. Where had it come from? How long had it been following them? Weren’t you supposed to lie down and pretend to be dead if confronted with a bear? Inej couldn’t remember anything her grandmother had ever told her about encountering large predators, but she was sure you weren’t supposed to run. How could they have been so stupid?



Suddenly, breathing felt impossible. Distantly, Inej knew she was panicking, but all she could think or see or hear was Kaz limping across that open field – his face set the way it gets when he’s in too much pain to speak.



“They’re going to make it,” Wylan reassured. “I don’t think it’s an adult. It looks small.”



“Small?” Jesper half-shouted. “It’s a bear.”



“Jes,” his boyfriend replied, giving him a stern look. As if calling it by its name gave it power.



Inej stood in the door, eyes glued on the bear. Now that it was closer, she could concede it wasn’t very big and Kaz and Nina were now only a few feet from the campsite. If Inej had been breathing it would have been three big breaths — four at most, before Kaz was pulling himself into the van and pulling Nina up behind him. She couldn’t stop herself from reaching out for his forearm. He didn’t stop her either.



“Close the door!” Jesper shouted from the back of the van, as Matthias slammed it shut and smashed the lock down.



For a few tense moments, no one spoke – just shifted in place to get a better view of the outside. Inej didn’t even think to let go of Kaz’s arm as he dropped into the seat by the door – just shifted herself to the floor next to him as everyone huddled near the windows. Outside, the little black bear lumbered into the campsite. Its curious nose wriggled in the air as it began its exploration of their camp chairs.



Nina was the first to break the silence. 



“Are you smiling?” she accused. It took Inej a second to register who she was addressing. But when she finally dragged her attention from the bear to her friends around her, it was her boyfriend who wore the giddiest grin she’d ever seen on his face. She almost didn’t believe her eyes.



“What is wrong with you?” Nina demanded to know, giving him a half-hearted shove. 



“It’s so small.” And then, Kaz started to laugh. Laugh. “And you were so freaked out. I’ve never seen you like that.”



“Oh, shut up.” But Nina had started to laugh, too. It was catching – Inej was, too. Everyone had begun to snigger as the sense of imminent danger started to dissipate. “You’re no Steve Irwin yourself. You were seconds away from pissing yourself. Move, Matthias, your elbow’s in my kidney.” 



“Should we try to scare it off?” Wylan wondered aloud. He and Jesper had shifted to the window by the backseat. 



“Be my guest,” Nina said, with a flourish. “We threw rocks at it, we shouted at it. It’s extroverted or something.” 



“Did you film any of this?” Matthias wanted to know as he dropped into the passenger’s seat – one of the few places big enough to accommodate his bulk.



Kaz’s smug smirk was a slash of teeth. 



“Hell yeah,” he said, and tossed Matthias his phone. 



“Nice.” Matthias was already eagerly pulling up the camera roll before he noticed Nina glaring at him. He gave a sheepish shrug. “I mean, I’m glad you’re ok, babe, but people really love close-call-with-wildlife videos.” 



“You’re this close to sleeping in that tent by yourself,” Nina told him, holding up pinched fingers.



“My soup…” Inej bemoaned. She watched helplessly as the bear stuck its entire face into the toppled pot that lay abandoned on the ground. God damnit, she’d been looking forward to sharing that all day. 



Kaz kindly patted the hand that still held his forearm.



“Poor little guy’s gonna be shitting fire for the next week,” he said, his fingers threading through hers slowly. And just like that, Inej had moved on from the soup.



“I’d made it milder for you,” she objected. “Matthias ate like three bowls already.” 



“Of lentil soup?” Nina blanched as she looked to her boyfriend. “You’re definitely sleeping by yourself tonight.” 



“Told you we should have bought more tents,” Jesper told Kaz. 



“And I told you to pack toilet paper,” said Kaz, “so I guess we’re even.” 



“I’m pretty sure it’s a juvenile,” Wylan piped up, still watching the bear who now had the pot on its head, much to Matthias’ delight as he filmed some more. “That could be why it didn’t spook easily. Its mother’s around somewhere.” 



“She needs to come get her kid!” Nina wailed. “We don’t want to be locked in this van when three bowls of lentils goes off.” 



“I apologize in advance,” said Matthias, polite as could be. 



With laughter all around her, Kaz bent his head toward Inej – his exhale warm against her temple.



“Is this everything you hoped it would be?” he teased. In truth, it was hard to be too distressed about anything when his thumb kept softly sweeping across the back of her hand.



She only had the chance to smile and give his arm a squeeze before the next round of chaos hit. 



She’d recall later that she heard the scratching sound first, but didn’t register it as anything alarming. The next thing she knew, Nina was screaming in terror, followed shortly by Matthias and then Jesper and Wylan. That delightful warmth blossoming inside Inej was suddenly doused in ice water. The scratching was louder, the van had begun to wobble. 



The mother bear had come for her kid. 



She had her two enormous front paws planted on the hood of the van, and she was working on her back legs. She seemed to have every intention of scaling the outside of their ride – for what purpose, no one could begin to imagine. They were nothing but pure animal instinct now.



Immediately, and far from soundlessly, everyone began scrambling for some kind of defensive position. Jesper yanked Wylan with him into the trunk. Nina and Matthias made a mad dash for the backseat as the bear crawled toward the windshield. Inej was clawing her way backwards when Kaz dropped from his seat to cover her with his body. 



“We need to get the roof down!” Matthias had to shout multiple times before anyone was thinking clearly enough to help him lower the pop-up. Inej tried to lift herself to offer aid, only to be stepped on by Matthias, which led to Kaz ruthlessly punching him in the shin when she’d yelped in pain.



“Dude,” Matthias groaned, folding in on himself onto the back seat.



“Not helping,” Inej snapped at Kaz, pulling herself up with her back against the kitchenette. Kaz already looked chastened from where he was now sprawled on his back on the floor in front of her, and Nina was left to finish lowering the pop-up by herself.



“Everyone shut up!” Jesper’s voice squeaked when he shouted from the trunk. “If we’re quiet, maybe she’ll move on!”



“She’s not a T-rex, Jesper,” Wylan objected. “This isn’t Jurassic Park. She’ll leave when she decides to leave.” 



“Oh my god,” Nina groaned, head in her hands. “Who’s idea was this?” 



“Yours,” said the entire van, in unison.



“Well, why would you choose to listen to me now?” Nina threw up her hands.



“This is not an insurmountable issue,” Kaz insisted to the ceiling, firmly ignoring Nina’s dramatics. “We are in a van. The van is larger than bears. Where are the keys? Let’s just drive it a bit til they run off.” 



“Where are the keys?” Matthias echoed, brows cinched as he patted down his pockets. 



“Oh my fucking god.” Now Kaz’s head was in his hands. “Ok, so I’ll hot-wire it,” he suggested next. 



“You are not to touch any of my van’s electricals.” Matthias was not amused. 



“Everyone start looking for the keys,” Inej interrupted before any more panic overtook them. 



And so they did. They looked between seat cushions and under floor mats and inside the kitchenette cupboards. They stepped over and around and sometimes on each other, combing every inch of the VW to no avail. It was at least a welcome distraction to the constant scratching and wobbling from the mother bear doing Saints-knows-what on the van’s roof. The focus on a single task was helping lower Inej’s heart rate. 



“Found them,” Wylan eventually declared, though this wasn’t the relief anyone was waiting for because when Inej looked toward him, Wylan wasn’t holding Matthias’ keychain but was instead pointing out the window. 



Everyone shifted to get a look at where Wylan was pointing. Inej crawled on her knees to the window in the van’s door and peered out, with Kaz behind her, just as eager to solve just one of their problems. Distractingly, his fingertips were at the small of her back.



The keys had fallen in the dirt by the camp chairs, just a little spot of shiny silver in the grass illuminated by the tangle of discarded fairy lights that had been shoved out of the way in their haste to get to safety. The bear cub sat not two feet away, still happily gorging himself on Inej’s lentil soup with his head deep in the soup pot. 



“I can sneak out and grab them,” Inej offered, her hand already on the door knob. They weren’t even that far away.



“NO!” The sheer volume and ferocity in the entire van’s response simultaneously startled and flattered her. Kaz had taken it a step further and had shoved his hand between hers and the handle, physically blocking her from any sneaking. He looked downright appalled at her suggestion.



“The worst thing any of us could do right now is get between a mother and her cub,” Wylan emphasized. “We just need to wait it out.” 



And then, from the trunk of the van, Jesper gave a victorious shout.



“Hey, look!” He held something aloft, a wide grin across his face. “I found the toilet paper!” 



The look Kaz and Nina shared suggested they might strangle him in his sleep. Something had to be done. Inej hauled herself to her feet. 



Sometimes the most elegant solutions are the simplest ones, her papa loved to say. She’d tell him all about this one later. Nimbly, she hopped over the back of the driver’s seat and positioned herself in front of the wheel. Cracked her knuckles out in front of her. And then laid on the horn. 



The roof of the van visibly bowed and groaned with the weight of the bear as she startled in alarm and began to scramble. Everyone started shouting at once, but Inej didn’t let up. She had had enough, and the whole forest would know it. 



She heard clanging from the ground outside as the bear cub tossed aside the soup pot in a panic. His mother, on the other hand, must have stumbled in her retreat, because suddenly the windshield was a wash of black fur as she tumbled. The glass protested against the sudden weight. Beneath the bear, a web of cracks twisted and bloomed across the center of the windshield, and the pitch of the frenzied screaming in the van escalated. Inej couldn’t let up on the horn now even if she wanted to; she was petrified in fear. 



The van pitched forward with a sigh as the mother bear fell gracelessly from its hood, which seemed to only disorient her further. She was intent on fleeing, but couldn’t get her paws and her head to agree on a direction. And that’s when she barreled head-on into the sex tent. 



Looking back, Inej figured the poor bear had to have been out of her mind with fear at this point. She tore desperately at the nylon with her claws til she burst out the other side, and then, with a quick check to make sure her offspring was behind her, the two tore off into the darkness.



The tent was left in a torn, mangled heap behind them.



Back in the van, Kaz leaned forward and gently wrapped his fingers around Inej’s wrist, lifting her hand from the horn. Oh. Right. She had to force herself to blink and sit back, hands in her lap. Her lungs felt like she’d just run a mile. 



“It’s fine,” Kaz was saying, in a tone that suggested that there was no choice in the matter. “It’s fine.” Everyone was going to be fine about it or else. 



“Kaz, I –” Slowly, Inej started to turn in her seat. 



“Inej, it’s fine.” How could he look so calm about this? 



Behind him, everyone else was slack-jawed and stunned silent. Matthias had his hands in his hair. 



“It’s fine.” Kaz had followed her gaze and was saying it to Matthias now. “You have insurance, right?” 



“Yeah,” Matthias nodded, still looking shell shocked. 



“Good.” Kaz looked back at Inej. “See? It’s fine. We’ll get it fixed tomorrow.” 



“Ok, but tonight, though…” Nina trailed off, her wide-eyed gaze wandering to the four tight walls around them all. 



“It’s fine,” Kaz barked. The more he said it, the more it seemed like he was just trying to convince himself. 



So Inej also nodded and said, “It’s fine.” 



Because maybe he needed someone else to say it. Maybe they all did. 



It could be worse, she figured. At least they were safe. At least they were together. Her eyes, much like Nina’s, drifted around the interior of the van, trying to calculate exactly how they were going to rearrange themselves to fit for the night. Could they really just “It’s fine” their way through this? 



Maybe it could be fine. Maybe this could be like exposure therapy. Maybe after a night of being squished together like sardines, sharing a bed with just her boyfriend would be a walk in the park. 



And then, in the passenger seat next to her, Inej noticed the glow of Matthias’ phone screen, fumbled and forgotten in all the animal mayhem. It was lying face up, showing a single image of the cracked windshield above it. At the top, a series of little white numbers increased with each passing second. 



It was still recording, she realized. 



Without thinking, she leaned over and tapped the red button on the display, ending the recording. 



When she looked up again, Kaz was watching her closely. A smile had begun to play on his lips. 



“Hey, Helvar,” he said, with that scheming look in his eye. “Good news.” 



Notes for the Chapter:
It’s not a cliffhanger if the stakes are super low, right?

Mole-hill-hanger? Ant-hill-hanger?
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