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Lila Carter had mastered the art of disappearing.

She knew exactly how to walk through the crowded hallways of Westbrook High without being noticed—head down, shoulders slightly hunched, steps quick but quiet. She timed her movements perfectly, slipping past lockers just before they slammed shut, weaving between clusters of laughing students like a ghost no one could see.

Invisible. That was her superpower.

She adjusted the strap of her worn backpack and tightened her grip on the stack of textbooks pressed to her chest. Her glasses slid down her nose—again—and she nudged them back up with a practiced motion. Around her, the hallway buzzed with noise: gossip about last night's party, complaints about pop quizzes, flirtatious laughter echoing like music she was never invited to dance to.

Lila didn't belong to that world.

She belonged to quiet corners, library tables, and the comforting smell of old paper. She belonged to straight A's and teachers who praised her essays but forgot her face the moment class ended. She belonged to oversized sweaters that hid her curves and messy buns she tied up every morning without a mirror.

And she definitely didn't belong anywhere near him.

"Ethan Blake got a new car," someone squealed behind her.

Lila's steps faltered for half a second.

Ethan Blake.

The name alone made her heart stutter.

She forced herself to keep walking, but her mind had already betrayed her, painting the image she knew too well. Ethan leaning casually against his locker, laughing with his friends, dark hair perfectly styled without even trying. Ethan with his warm smile and confident posture. Ethan with his letterman jacket and effortless popularity.

The golden boy of Westbrook High.

And the boy Lila Carter had been in love with for three years.

She'd first noticed him sophomore year, during biology class. He'd sat two rows ahead of her, tapping his pen against his notebook while the teacher lectured about cellular respiration. When he'd turned around to borrow a pencil—his eyes meeting hers for the briefest moment—Lila had nearly forgotten how to breathe.

That moment had been enough to doom her.

Now, junior year, nothing had changed. Except maybe her feelings, which had only grown stronger and more hopeless.

Lila slipped into her homeroom and slid into her seat in the back row, next to the window. The sunlight streamed in, warm against her skin, but it did nothing to ease the ache in her chest.

A familiar voice laughed somewhere to her left.

Her heart sank and soared at the same time.

Ethan sat two seats away, surrounded by his friends. He didn't notice her—he never did—but Lila noticed everything about him. The way he leaned back in his chair, relaxed and confident. The way his smile deepened when someone cracked a joke. The way girls subtly leaned closer whenever he spoke.

She lowered her gaze to her notebook, pretending to review her notes, though her mind was miles away.

Why would he ever notice me? she thought bitterly.

She glanced down at herself. Faded jeans. White sneakers scuffed from years of wear. A thick knit sweater she'd owned since middle school. Her blonde hair pulled into a messy bun that never stayed neat, no matter how hard she tried.

She looked like exactly what everyone thought she was.

The nerd.

"Good morning, class," Mrs. Daniels said, clapping her hands. "Let's start with attendance."

Lila straightened in her seat as the roll call began. When her name was called, she raised her hand quietly.

"Here."

Mrs. Daniels nodded, barely glancing at her.

When Ethan's name was called, half the class responded with playful cheers.

"Here," he said, grinning.

Lila swallowed.

The class moved on, but her thoughts spiraled. She wondered what it would feel like—to be noticed like that. To be wanted. To walk into a room and matter.

The bell rang, and students rushed out. Lila packed her things carefully, waiting until the crowd thinned before standing. She didn't want to risk bumping into anyone—or worse, Ethan.

But fate, apparently, had other plans.

As she stepped into the hallway, her foot caught on something. She stumbled forward, textbooks slipping from her grasp and crashing to the floor with a loud thud.

Gasps and laughter erupted around her.

Heat flooded her face as she dropped to her knees, scrambling to gather her books.

"Wow," someone snickered. "Classic."

Her hands shook as she reached for her chemistry textbook. A pair of sneakers appeared in her vision—clean, expensive, unmistakably male.

"Hey, you okay?"

Her breath caught.

She looked up.

Ethan Blake crouched in front of her, holding one of her books. His expression was genuine, concern softening his features.

For a moment, the world stopped.

"I—I'm fine," Lila stammered, her voice barely audible.

He smiled—a small, kind smile—and handed her the book. "Happens to the best of us."

She nodded quickly, unable to meet his eyes for long.

"See you in class," he said, standing.

And then he was gone.

The hallway noise rushed back in, louder than before. Lila sat frozen for a second, heart pounding wildly in her chest. Ethan Blake had spoken to her. Not as a joke. Not as a dare. Just... normally.

And yet, laughter followed.

"She's so awkward," someone whispered.

"She dropped everything like a cartoon character."

Lila gathered the rest of her books and stood, her cheeks burning. The moment that had felt magical shattered into humiliation.

She hurried away, blinking back tears.

By lunchtime, she'd retreated to her usual spot—the far corner table near the vending machines. She opened her lunch slowly, appetite gone. Across the cafeteria, Ethan sat with his friends, surrounded by girls. He laughed easily, unaware of the storm he'd stirred in her chest.

"Earth to Lila."

She looked up to see her best friend, Maya, sliding into the seat across from her.

Maya was everything Lila wasn't—bold, confident, unapologetically herself. Her dark hair fell in perfect waves, and her eyeliner was sharp enough to cut glass.

"You okay?" Maya asked gently.

Lila hesitated, then shrugged. "I'm fine."

Maya raised an eyebrow. "That's a lie."

Lila sighed, shoulders slumping. "I tripped in the hallway. In front of everyone."

Maya winced. "Oof."

"And Ethan helped me," Lila added quietly.

Maya's eyes widened. "Ethan Ethan?"

Lila nodded.

Maya leaned forward. "And?"

"And everyone laughed," Lila said, her voice breaking. "I felt so stupid. I always do."

Maya studied her for a long moment, then spoke carefully. "You know, Lila... you're not stupid. You're just hiding."

Lila frowned. "What does that even mean?"

"It means," Maya said softly, "that you're pretending you don't want to be seen. But you do."

Lila's chest tightened.

She glanced back at Ethan, then away. "It doesn't matter. He'll never like someone like me."

Maya followed her gaze. "Maybe he would—if you let him see you."

Lila laughed weakly. "Look at me."

"I am," Maya said. "And I see potential."

That word echoed in Lila's mind long after lunch ended.

Potential.

That night, Lila stood in front of her bedroom mirror. The room was small and familiar, walls lined with bookshelves and star charts. She stared at her reflection—the same reflection she'd avoided for years.

She pulled her hair down from its bun, letting it fall loosely around her shoulders. It was blonde and soft, catching the light in a way she'd never really noticed before.

She removed her glasses, squinting slightly.

For a moment, she barely recognized herself.

"What if," she whispered, "I didn't have to be invisible?"

The thought scared her.

But it also sparked something deep inside her—a quiet determination she'd never felt before.

Maybe she didn't have to stay in the shadows.

Maybe she could change.

And maybe—just maybe—Ethan Blake would finally see her.
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Lila didn't sleep that night.

She lay on her back, staring at the faint glow of star stickers stuck to her ceiling—leftover decorations from when she'd been ten and obsessed with constellations. Normally, they calmed her. Tonight, they only reminded her how small she felt.

Ethan's voice replayed in her head.

Hey, you okay?

Three simple words. Spoken kindly. Casually. And yet they had lodged themselves in her chest like a splinter she couldn't remove.

She rolled onto her side and hugged her pillow.

He hadn't laughed at her. That part mattered. But everyone else had. And that part hurt more than she wanted to admit.

Lila squeezed her eyes shut.

I'm so tired of being invisible.

The thought startled her—not because it was new, but because it was honest.

She'd spent years telling herself she didn't care. That popularity was shallow. That attention was overrated. That boys like Ethan Blake only noticed girls who fit a certain mold.

But lying to yourself only worked for so long.

Sometime after midnight, she finally drifted into an uneasy sleep.

The next morning, Lila stood in front of her closet longer than usual.

She pushed aside sweaters identical in shape and color, jeans in varying degrees of fade, and sneakers worn down at the heels. Nothing looked different. Nothing felt different.

She sighed and grabbed her usual outfit.

At school, the hallway buzzed as always. Lockers slammed. Laughter echoed. Lila slipped into her routine—head down, steps quick.

But something
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