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            Prologue
Ally
Age Fourteen

         
         There was something magical about school dances. The bright lights of the basketball court were dimmed and the squeaking of
            sneakers against the hardwood floor was a distant memory as the gym was transformed into a glittering wonderland. Strobe lights
            flickered against the ceiling while smoke wafted across the ground, swirling as it ebbed and flowed around the dancing students.
            The music thrumming through the room made me feel like anything was possible—and I was counting on that anything tonight.
         

         
         “Stop wringing your hands, you look incredible!” Tessa said as we entered the school gym. I’d never spent much time worrying
            about my hair or makeup before, but tonight was different. This dance was different. And I really hoped that everything went
            according to plan.
         

         
         “Thanks.” I gave my best friend a warm smile. She’d tortured me for hours with her curling wand and makeup kit, but I’d never
            been more grateful for the fact she was a girly-girl. I felt like a frog she’d turned into a princess, and I was desperately
            hoping my Prince Charming would notice because all I was missing was his kiss.
         

         
         “You look incredible too,” I added—not that she’d ever believe me. Tessa had flawless pale skin with deep-chocolate-colored hair and warm brown eyes. She’d applied a soft shimmer of golden eye shadow that really made her eyes pop, and her long hair was up in a messy ponytail. 

         
         She was absolutely gorgeous, but because she didn’t have a cheerleader’s physique, platinum-blonde hair, and a golden fake
            tan, none of the idiot boys we went to school with paid her the attention she deserved. She always struggled to realize her
            own beauty too, and she simply shrugged my compliment off.
         

         
         “How are you handling the heels?” she asked.

         
         I glanced down at the death traps she’d strapped to my feet. “Well, I’ve only rolled my ankle twice and haven’t fallen yet,
            so I’d say we’re doing okay.”
         

         
         Tessa laughed. “It’s a miracle you’ve made it this far in life in one piece. You are a walking bundle of chaos.”

         
         “I’m not that bad . . .”

         
         “Ah, yeah, you are.”

         
         My ankles wobbled a little, threatening to prove me wrong, and I instinctively reached out to grab hold of Tessa’s wrist to
            steady myself. “Okay, so maybe I’m a little clumsy,” I admitted, once I had found my feet again. “But I’m blaming the shoes.”
         

         
         “The shoes are too pretty to be blamed,” she shot back instantly, making me laugh.

         
         I was still smiling as I focused on the students packed onto the dance floor. “Do you see Declan anywhere?” I stretched my
            neck back and pushed up onto my tiptoes as I attempted to catch sight of him over the sea of heads. The crowd was almost hypnotic
            as they rocked back and forth in a rhythmic swirl to the beat of the music, but there was no sign of Declan among them.
         

         
         Tessa laughed and tugged me back to the ground. “Relax. I’m sure he’s here and he’ll find you. Operation First Kiss is going to work.” 

         
         I blushed as Tessa mentioned the plan we’d come up with for tonight. I’d decided Declan was going to be my first kiss and
            that tonight was the night it was going to happen. My dad didn’t let me go on dates with boys, so I couldn’t let the opportunity
            this dance provided pass me by. If my dad got his way, I’d be an old lady before I had my first kiss.
         

         
         Our plan was fairly straightforward. The first step had been allowing Tessa to dress me and attack me with her makeup tools.
            That part had been easy enough even if I nearly lost an eye when she came at me with the mascara. Step two could only begin
            once I found Declan. I had to get him to dance with me, which made my stomach flutter with nerves.
         

         
         Asking a boy to dance wasn’t going to be easy, but I was far more daunted by step three. Thinking of the final step made me
            queasy, and I really hoped I’d be confident enough to go through with it. According to the plan, when a slow song came on,
            I would move toward Declan so our bodies were nice and close. Then, provided everything went well, and I had the courage,
            I would reach up and kiss him.
         

         
         Thinking through the plan now, I was beginning to wonder if it had been a bit too optimistic. So much could go wrong, and
            I hadn’t even spotted Declan at the dance yet. I couldn’t exactly kiss him if he wasn’t here.
         

         
         Sensing my unease, Tessa continued. “Look, he’s been flirting with you in English for weeks.”

         
         “I guess.”

         
         “Plus, he’s the one who came up to you and said he couldn’t wait to see you tonight and that you had to save him a dance, remember?” 

         
         I chewed on my lower lip as I nodded. “I just don’t know what that even means. Was he only being nice, or does he legitimately
            want to dance with me? How do we even know that means he wants to kiss me?” I blew out a breath and shook my head, annoyed
            at myself for letting a boy get me so flustered and confused. It never seemed quite so complicated in books or movies. “Why
            don’t boys come with a handbook?”
         

         
         “Because they’re not as evolved as girls and I’m not a hundred percent sure guy language has a direct translation to girl.”

         
         I laughed. “True,” I agreed, as I continued to scan the dance floor. My lips lifted in a half-smile as I noticed my brother
            and his best friend enter the gym. I nodded in their direction. “And there’s a perfect example of two of the male species
            who still speak Neanderthal.”
         

         
         Tessa followed my gaze and frowned as she caught sight of them. They were looking around the room as if they were searching
            for someone. “Shane’s not so bad.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes at her. Tessa had a massive crush on my twin brother—not that she’d ever admit it aloud. It was plain for
            all to see though. Shane could do no wrong in her eyes.
         

         
         “Fine. Just Chase then,” I corrected myself.

         
         This time, it was Tessa’s turn to roll her eyes. “You won’t hear any other girl at school agree with you on that one.”

         
         I scrunched up my nose, unable to see the appeal. Chase was just as irritating as my brother, and the two of them had spent years teasing me when we were younger. I’d never felt even the slightest attraction toward him, but Tessa was right about the rest of the girls at school. They were obsessed with how Chase towered over the other boys in our grade and how his face looked like it was carved by angels. The dark and broody expression he always wore only seemed to add to his appeal in their eyes. 

         
         I’d lost count of the number of times I’d heard girls gushing about how they wanted to run their hands through his messy brown
            hair or how they could spend days gazing into his intense blue eyes. It was his elusiveness that really reeled them in though.
            He showed little interest in the girls at school that flung themselves at him. He was seen as unattainable, and I guessed
            that made him even more desirable. All I saw was a withdrawn boy who was constantly breaking girls’ hearts. It was like he
            didn’t even care.
         

         
         “I suppose you’re right,” I agreed. “And I’m sure the Chasers will all be flocking around him tonight.”
         

         
         Tessa sniggered as I used the name we’d come up with to describe Chase’s fan group. I swore those girls had no self-respect.
            They all followed him around like lost puppies and watched his every move with doting eyes. It was actually kind of creepy,
            if you asked me.
         

         
         I glanced in Chase’s direction once more and was surprised to find both he and Shane looking at me from across the room. When Shane caught my eye, he waved, and the two of them started making their way toward us. Shane and I rarely acknowledged each other at school. He was too busy with the popular crowd while I was quite content with my own friends. We got along well enough at home, but I had zero interest in being a part of his world once we left the house. 

         
         Shane and Chase stopped when they reached us, and my brother started frowning as he took me in. He seemed surprised by how
            I looked.
         

         
         “Do you need something, Shane?”

         
         He nodded, his eyes clearing of the confusion that had filled them moments ago. “I need you to come find me at the end of
            the dance so Mrs. Williams can drive us home.”
         

         
         “Chase’s mom?” My eyes briefly flicked to look at Chase, but returned to my brother as he nodded. “That wasn’t the plan,”
            I added with a frown.
         

         
         “No,” he agreed. “The plan’s changed. Dad can’t pick us up because he’s going to be late at work.”

         
         “But he said he was coming to get us.”

         
         Shane grunted in frustration. “Is it really that big a deal?”

         
         I quickly shook my head, not wanting to make a scene. I liked order in my life and hated when plans changed unexpectedly.
            There was nothing I could do about dad picking us up though, so I needed to let it drop.
         

         
         I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that dad wasn’t coming. He was married to his work, and this wasn’t the first time
            he’d relied on another parent to give us a ride home. I was sure it wouldn’t be the last time either.
         

         
         “Hey, Shane,” Tessa said, giving my brother a shy smile. “That was a great game you played last weekend.”

         
         “Thanks,” he replied. Tessa was looking at him adoringly, but Shane seemed completely unaware of her attention. Now that our ride home was sorted, he was entirely focused on the dance floor and didn’t bother to make eye contact with her as he turned his back on us and went to join the fun. 

         
         Tessa stiffened at my side, and I could almost hear her heart shattering because of Shane’s careless dismissal. He hadn’t
            even looked at her, and I wanted to thump my brother over the head for being so oblivious.
         

         
         “You’re wearing a lot of makeup tonight.”

         
         My gaze jerked toward Chase who was still standing where my brother had left him. His arms were folded over his chest, and
            he was frowning as he stared at me.
         

         
         Most girls would kill to have Chase Williams focused on them so intently, but the intensity of his gaze made the hairs on
            the backs of my arms stand on end, and I lifted a nervous hand to touch my cheek. “Tessa helped me with it for the dance.”
         

         
         “Right,” he replied.

         
         Why did he sound so pissed off? “Is there a problem with my makeup?”

         
         He shrugged and turned away without another word.

         
         My stomach swirled with hurt as I watched him leave. I’d felt so beautiful when I’d left Tessa’s place tonight, but with a
            few words and a shrug, Chase had managed to destroy the precious illusion I’d built up in my head.
         

         
         “Don’t pay any attention to him,” Tessa said.

         
         It was pretty hard to ignore the most popular boy in school though. I hated that Chase had rattled me so easily, but I let out a shaky breath and tried to school my features to mask the hurt he’d caused. I gave a shallow laugh. “I don’t care what Chase thinks. Like I said, he’s a Neanderthal more likely to grunt at you than to start a civil conversation. His opinion means nothing to me.” 

         
         Chase stopped in his tracks a few steps away from us. He must have heard what I’d said. I froze as I waited for him to turn,
            my heart beating quickly as I started to worry that perhaps he would come striding back to confront me. But then his back
            stiffened, and he continued walking away.
         

         
         I exhaled with relief as he disappeared into the crowd. I wondered if my words had wounded him the same way he’d hurt me with
            his brutal assessment of my makeup. I was pretty sure they hadn’t though. You needed a heart to feel pain, and I couldn’t
            be certain Chase had one of those. He spent his life carelessly brushing aside girls without a hint of remorse, and given
            the way he always joined in with Shane when it came to teasing me, all signs pointed toward there being a lump of black coal
            where his beating heart was supposed to be.
         

         
         I felt Tessa’s eyes on me as I watched Chase walk away. “Are you okay, Ally?”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “Then let’s get back to the plan,” she said, grabbing my arm and dragging me toward the dance floor. “I think it’s time to
            see if we can find a certain someone who we know is going to love your makeup.”
         

         
         Declan was nowhere to be found on the dance floor though. Tessa and I searched for a bit but gave up when we came across some of our other friends. We started dancing with the group, but I couldn’t stop looking around, hoping Declan would finally appear. Several times when the crowd parted, I caught sight of Chase, and I could have sworn he was watching me. He was standing at the edge of the dance floor, his expression cold and detached, as he surveyed the crowd like we were all beneath him. He wasn’t dancing with any girls, and I highly doubted it was due to a lack of trying on their part. 

         
         When our eyes met, he immediately looked away. I wasn’t sure what he was up to, but normally, he did his very best to pretend
            I didn’t exist. I kind of wished he’d kept that up after our confrontation earlier in the night.
         

         
         Fairview High had actually found a good DJ for once, and I was starting to build up a sweat as we danced through song after
            song. I began to lose hope of finding Declan. Tessa kept reassuring me it would be fine, but how could it be when he wasn’t
            anywhere to be seen? Our plan was fraying at the seams, but Tessa refused to give up on it. She reminded me there were still
            hours left at the dance and Declan would come find me. He would be here, and in the meanwhile, we should have fun and keep dancing.
         

         
         I did as she suggested and threw all my energy into having fun with my friends. I loved dancing, so it wasn’t hard to take
            her advice. It was one of the few things I felt like I was actually good at. I’d taken lessons for many years, and when music
            was playing, it felt like it was running through my veins. I easily let the songs take over my body and danced away anything
            that was bothering or distracting me. I was having the time of my life, but eventually, a slow and romantic song came on,
            and people started coupling up, so I decided it was a good time for a break.
         

         
         I touched Tessa’s elbow. “I’m going to the bathroom.”

         
         She nodded, and I began weaving my way through the crowd of dancing students toward the gym exit. As fun as it had been to dance with my friends, I was beginning to feel deflated about Declan as I saw all the couples happily swaying in each other’s arms. A part of me wondered if he was avoiding me, but another part of me was beginning to suspect he wasn’t at the dance at all. 

         
         He’d been going out of his way to talk to me for weeks now, and whenever we saw each other at school, he always gave me one
            of his sweet smiles. Declan didn’t have the kind of good looks that girls in our school drooled over, but he was cute and
            kind—definitely not a heartbreaker like some other boys in our class. I knew there was something between us, but his absence from the dance ruined everything. How could Operation
            First Kiss be a success without the boy?
         

         
         Tonight was supposed to be a fairy tale, but I was beginning to feel like perhaps it was merely a dream that would only ever
            play out in my head.
         

         
         As I left the gym, I started down the corridor that led to the bathrooms. It was deserted, and I only had the dull hum of
            music in the background for company.
         

         
         I thought I was alone, with all the other students still packed onto the pulsing dance floor, but then I heard the sound of
            two boys talking. The voices were coming from around the corner up ahead, and I didn’t think anything of it until I heard
            one of them say my name.
         

         
         “I heard you asked Ally Lockwood to the dance tonight.”

         
         I stopped in my tracks, not daring to move. I had almost reached the intersection of two corridors, and it sounded like whoever was talking was standing just around the corner from me. The boy who had said my name had a deep voice, but I hadn’t heard it clearly enough to guess who it could be. Who on earth would be talking about me? 

         
         “Not quite.” I recognized Declan’s voice, and my heart started racing. “I wanted to, but I didn’t get a chance. I’ve been
            trying to find her all night.”
         

         
         I beamed as I listened in. Declan had wanted to find me. Perhaps my night really would have a fairytale ending after all.
         

         
         The other boy uttered a harsh laugh, and my smile faltered. “Why would you want anything to do with her?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Declan stuttered in reply. “She’s sweet, and she has the prettiest eyes.”

         
         “She’s also a complete loser, and you’re way out of her league,” the other boy shot back. “Why would you settle for sweet
            and pretty when you could have Jenna Fox? I hear she’s been asking about you tonight.”
         

         
         “She has?” The shock in Declan’s voice made my stomach drop to my toes. Jenna was the most popular girl in school. I’d never
            have a chance at dating Declan if she was into him.
         

         
         “She has,” the other boy confirmed. “And you’d be crazy not to follow up on that. Ally Lockwood spends her whole life with
            her eyes glued to her latest book. She’s more invested in imaginary worlds than the real one. Wouldn’t you prefer a girl who’s
            after a real boyfriend rather than some make-believe one?”
         

         
         “Yeah, I guess.”

         
         Tears burned the corners of my eyes, and my chest grew tight as I struggled to draw in a breath. I didn’t know why anyone
            would be so cruel, and it took everything in me not to start sobbing.
         

         
         I was so caught up in the hurt I was feeling that I didn’t hear the boys moving. My gaze darted up as they turned the corner and froze when they saw me. Guilt flared in Declan’s eyes, but the boy next to him made my heart race with anger and pain. 

         
         “Ally,” Chase said, his eyes growing wide with shock as he realized what I’d just overheard.

         
         I felt like I’d been doused in cold water, and a chill ran down my back as I stared at him. I couldn’t understand how he could
            say such hurtful things. What had I done to make him hate me so much?
         

         
         I didn’t wait for an explanation, and as soon as the moment of terrible surprise wore off, I turned and ran in the opposite
            direction. I fled down the corridor, my feet slapping loudly against the floor. The thrumming of music had dulled to a soft
            drone in the background, but the strong beat of my heart pounded like a drum in my ears.
         

         
         I didn’t return to the dance. Instead, I barreled out the front doors of the gym and burst into the parking lot. The cool
            night air caressed me as I came to a stop. I cradled my arms around my body and looked up into the night’s sky, tears staining
            my cheeks as I tried and failed to control my sobbing.
         

         
         It hurt that Declan had been so quick to dismiss me, but it was Chase’s cruel and spiteful judgment of me that caused the
            tears to run down my cheeks. Was I really so unworthy of someone popular like Declan? Was I as pathetic as Chase seemed to
            believe?
         

         
         It wasn’t just his words that hurt though. It was the fact he’d gone out of his way to destroy any chance I had with Declan. Declan had wanted to ask me out, but that would never happen now because Chase had decided to step in. 

         
         The gym doors flew open, and I quickly turned, coming face to face with Chase. He was the last person I wanted to see right
            now, and I had no idea why he’d bothered to follow me.
         

         
         “What is wrong with you?” I seethed as he stepped toward me. He didn’t stop until he was standing only inches away. His eyes
            were swirling with emotion, but I couldn’t tell if it was anger I sensed in them or remorse.
         

         
         “Why would you do that?” I continued. “Why would you say those horrible things? Why would you ruin my chances with Declan?”

         
         Chase barely moved as he stared me down, and it felt like I was hurling my questions at something as hard and heartless as
            a statue. He didn’t so much as flinch as I threw them at him.
         

         
         “He’s not the right guy for someone like you,” he said bluntly. “You’re both too different, and it wouldn’t have lasted anyway.”

         
         I shook my head, unable to understand why Chase thought that was an acceptable explanation for what he had done. And what
            did he mean by someone like me? Someone who wasn’t as popular as Jenna Fox?
         

         
         “Well, now, I won’t even get a chance to find out. You just took that from me!”

         
         Chase shrugged. “If he actually liked you, anything I said to him wouldn’t have mattered.”

         
         His simple statement made my heart clench in pain, because I knew he was right. But that didn’t let Chase off the hook. If anything, his words only made me feel worse and riled up the anger within me. “That doesn’t explain why you went out of your way to sabotage my night. Why would you do something so cruel?” 

         
         Chase’s gaze grew hard as he returned my stare. His body was so rigid that I doubted he was breathing. “Why do you think?”

         
         I let out a sad laugh and shook my head as tears welled in my eyes once again. “There’s only one reason you would do something
            so hurtful. You hate me.”
         

         
         Chase stayed frozen to the spot and continued staring at me. He didn’t rebut my accusation, and I realized it had to be because
            it was true. I wasn’t sure what I had done to make him dislike me so much, but whatever it was, the damage was clearly already
            done.
         

         
         I hurried to continue before Chase could explain the reasons why he couldn’t stand me. I didn’t need to be insulted any more
            tonight, and I’d already heard enough of what Chase thought about me to last a lifetime. “You may hate me,” I said, my voice
            quiet and detached as I stared at him with loathing. “But I can guarantee you this: I hate you more.”
         

         
         I turned and walked away from him without a backward glance. Chase Williams had always been a thorn in my side, but he’d just
            made himself my enemy. I despised him with everything I had, and there was no way I would ever forgive him for what he’d just
            done.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Ally

         
         
            Three years later

         

         I gave a nervous glance around the group as I placed my book down on my lap. It wasn’t much of a book club. There was only
            my grandma and two of her friends, but they were some of my favorite people. I never knew how they would react to the books
            I picked though, and these ladies weren’t afraid to give me their honest opinion.
         

         
         Grandma clapped and gave me an encouraging smile. Her blue eyes always crinkled at the corners when she looked happy. My mom’s
            had looked exactly the same when she smiled, and my heart skipped a small beat at the similarity between them.
         

         
         “That book sounds like quite an adventure,” Grandma said, and I finally let out a breath of relief. They liked it. “Though
            I do wonder why you’re sitting here on your last day of summer vacation when you should be out having your own adventure.”
         

         
         Cora and Connie nodded in agreement. “You should be out with your friends, not hanging out in a place that smells like old
            people,” Connie added, wrinkling up her nose.
         

         
         “We are old people,” Cora said with a roll of her eyes.
         

         
         “I may have wrinkles, but I do not smell of mothballs and regrets,” Connie replied. “Unlike some of the residents in here.”

         
         Cora scoffed. “You can’t smell regrets.”

         
         “I can, and they stink.” Connie folded her arms over her chest as though her words were final and couldn’t be argued with.

         
         Like always, our book club had descended into a conversation about anything but books. It wasn’t really surprising because
            no one ever bothered to read them. Our book club had only started because Grandma and I would talk about what I was reading
            whenever I came to visit. Her friends began to join in, and before too long, they were calling it a club. Connie and Cora
            were far more concerned with gossiping than reading though. Not that I minded as they always had interesting stories of their
            own.
         

         
         “Connie’s right, you should be out with your friends,” Grandma said.

         
         “But you are my friends.” It was true. I loved hanging out with Clara, Connie and Cora. I’d affectionately named the trio
            The Three C’s.
         

         
         “I’m talking about your school friends, Ally. What’s that firecracker, Tessa, doing today?”

         
         “Her mom forces her to have a ‘family fun day’ on the last day of vacation.” The words were barely out of my mouth when my
            phone buzzed in my pocket. I wasn’t surprised to see it was a text from Tessa.
         

         
         Kill me now!!!

         
         I smiled at the message, and another one arrived before I got a chance to respond.

         
         No seriously! If that woman makes me spend another minute with the demon child they keep trying to convince me I’m related
               to, I’m filing for emancipation!

         
         I chuckled under my breath and typed my response. Your brother’s not that bad. It’s just one day. You’ll be fine.

         
         Traitor. Tessa fired right back.
         

         
         “You’ll never guess who’s looking this way,” Cora said, making me glance up from my phone. All three of the C’s had their
            eyes fixed on someone behind me. I swiveled in my seat to see who they were talking about, and Bart, one of the more recent
            additions to the nursing home, was stealing glances in our direction. Connie’s direction, to be precise.
         

         
         “He’s checking you out again,” Cora whispered. I turned back to the group as Cora gave Connie an encouraging nudge.

         
         “In his dreams,” Connie said. She lightly touched her perfectly coiffed, bright pink hair though, and I got the feeling she
            wasn’t quite as opposed to Bart’s attention as she made it seem.
         

         
         “You should go talk to him,” I said. “He looks nice . . .”

         
         “He’s okay, I suppose.” Connie tilted her head as she studied Bart. There was a slight smile on her lips, and it was clear
            she thought he was more than just okay.
         

         
         “Enough matchmaking,” Grandma said. “Ally, you need to go enjoy your last day of freedom before your senior year starts.”
            We were back on the subject of my social life again, and I could tell none of them were going to let it drop.
         

         
         They really didn’t need to be concerned as I already had the rest of my day planned out. I needed to make sure everything was in order before the first day of school. I’d set aside an hour to sort out my schoolbooks and supplies, another hour to make sure my schedule was organized, and twenty minutes for picking out my outfits for the week. Since it was the last day of vacation, I’d even penciled in some time for reading the latest book in a series that had just been released. 

         
         I glanced at my watch and let out a sigh. It was almost time for me to leave anyway. “Fine, fine. You guys win. But I’ll be
            back to visit in two weeks, and then the next book club will be in a month, so you all better have something to contribute.
            This book club has been feeling awfully one-sided lately.”
         

         
         I stood up and tucked my book into my bag. “And, Connie, I’ll be expecting juicy Bart gossip. So you better go talk to him.”

         
         “Always so demanding.” Connie grinned as she shook her head at me.

         
         “It works both ways, young lady,” Cora added. “There’s been no boy talk from you all summer.”

         
         “You know Dad doesn’t let me date,” I grumbled.

         
         “Since when?” Cora asked.

         
         “Since always. He says I can date when I get into college.”

         
         “How ridiculous.” Cora waved the comment off with one hand. “Your father doesn’t have to know. A beautiful girl like you must
            have plenty of boys chasing after her, and it’s about time you started letting them catch you.”
         

         
         I wished it were as easy as that. My dad was a pretty nice guy most of the time, but this was one area where he wouldn’t budge.
            He was determined I get into a good college and wouldn’t allow any distractions—and dating was definitely considered a distraction.
            I’d also had to give up dancing lessons so I could focus on schoolwork this year, and I was much more upset about that. The
            boys at my school were all idiots, and I probably wouldn’t have dated any of them even if I could.
         

         
         “Cora, stop being a bad influence,” Grandma scolded before focusing on me. “She was boy-mad at your age, Ally, so don’t feel obliged to listen to her advice. You keep being my sweet, innocent granddaughter as long as you want.” 

         
         I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Yes, Grandma.”

         
         “Ignore her, date some cute boys,” Cora whispered to me as I went over to give her and Connie a kiss too.

         
         I laughed and said goodbye to The Three C’s. I was already missing them by the time I reached the parking lot, but I smiled
            the whole way home. Spending time with Grandma and her friends always made me happy. It was a shame I wouldn’t be able to
            see them as much once school started again.
         

         
         I spent the rest of the afternoon getting ready for school or glued to my Kindle in the living room. My friend Mia texted
            me to see if I wanted to meet up with her, but the book I’d started was too good to abandon, and I didn’t want to go anywhere
            until I finished it.
         

         
         It wasn’t the most sociable way to spend my day, but it was exactly how I felt like ending what had been a perfect summer
            break. I’d spent most days hanging out with my friends, and my brother had been too busy with football to bug me like he usually
            did. Even his loathsome best friend, Chase, had gone away for the summer, so I’d been left in blissful peace.
         

         
         I wasn’t ready for it all to be over, and I was dreading the start of the school year. I was going to have to study harder
            than I ever had before to get the grades I needed for college. Even though I’d clearly outlined my study plans on my calendar
            ahead of school tomorrow, I wasn’t mentally prepared for all the work I needed to do.
         

         
         I wasn’t dumb or anything, but I had to work a whole lot harder than my brother to do well at school. Learning and memorizing things came so easily to Shane, whereas I needed to put in hours of work. It was the reason Dad always had such strict rules for me and tended to turn a blind eye with him. Shane was naturally smart while I was a work in progress. 

         
         I was partway through a chapter when the front doorbell rang. I frowned as I glanced in the direction of the chiming sound.
            It was a Sunday afternoon, and I had no idea who would be visiting us.
         

         
         “Will you get that, Ally?” my dad shouted from somewhere in the house.

         
         “Got it,” I called back as I placed my Kindle down and slowly pushed myself off the couch. The small movement seemed to take
            far more energy than normal, and my body was clearly complaining about being dragged away from a tense scene in my new book.
            There was no way the guest at the door would be here for me, but I was guessing Dad was busy working if he needed me to answer
            it for him.
         

         
         I hoped whoever was at the door understood that Sunday afternoons called for comfy clothes and messy hair because I’d changed
            into something comfortable for my book binge. I was wearing an old pair of cut-off jean shorts and a sloppy sweater that had
            holes in. It was the perfect outfit for lounging on the couch all afternoon but not so great for company.
         

         
         I pulled the front door open with just a little bit too much force, trying to keep my expression from revealing the irritation
            I felt at being interrupted while reading. The blood drained from my cheeks though, and my mild irritation seemed impossibly
            trivial as I saw who was standing at my door.
         

         
         It took me several long seconds to rid my expression of the shock I felt. I desperately tried to think of a simple way to rid my doorway of our visitor too, but nothing was ever easy when it came to Chase Williams. 

         
         He was leaning against the doorframe looking relaxed and every bit like he belonged there. I hadn’t realized he was back in
            Fairview, and just the sight of him was enough to ruin my day.
         

         
         I stood there silently, glaring at Chase. He’d grown broader over the last six weeks, if that was even possible, and his tan
            had deepened after a summer in L.A. He was every bit as gorgeous as I remembered, but his looks didn’t faze me like they did
            the other girls in school. I knew that, behind his perfect exterior, Chase was cruel and calculating. His full lips were lifted
            in a smirk and his arctic-blue eyes were narrowed as he glared back at me.
         

         
         His stare caused my heart to beat quicker, but I kept my face passive, not daring to reveal he filled me with agitation. My
            veins still pulsed with the same toxic hatred he’d poisoned them with at the dance all those years ago, but instead of allowing
            the venom to weaken me, I used it to fuel my defenses against him and gave him a smirk of my own.
         

         
         “Ally,” he said in greeting.

         
         “Satan,” I replied. “Back already? I would have thought you were too busy destroying innocent souls in L.A.”

         
         Dark amusement swirled in his eyes. “I think you know there’s still one or two innocent souls back here in Fairview for me.” His gaze dipped to take in my fraying sweater and revealing shorts. I suddenly felt like I was showing far too much leg but quickly realized Chase was more likely to be judging my casual outfit than checking me out. He’d made it more than clear over the years just how repulsive he thought I was. 

         
         “Your brother home?”

         
         “Nope.” Without another word, I took a step back and slammed the door in his face. It made a satisfying bang as it shut, and
            I smiled as I turned to walk back through the house. It might have been a childish thing to do, but it felt like a small victory.
            I only wished my heart wasn’t still racing. Chase always had that effect on me. He made me jittery and nervous and not in
            a good way.
         

         
         Dad didn’t look up as I entered the kitchen. He had legal files spread all over the kitchen table, and I knew it would probably
            take an atomic bomb going off in the backyard to rip his attention away from them. The man lived and breathed his work, and
            it was surprising to see him home from the office even though it was a weekend.
         

         
         “Who was at the door?”

         
         I jumped as Shane came up behind me.

         
         “Don’t sneak up on people,” I said, scowling over my shoulder at him.

         
         We both had the same dirty-blond hair as our dad, but that was where all similarity between us ended. His eyes were green
            while mine were blue. His head nearly reached the top of the doorframe, while Dad often joked that I still needed a booster
            seat almost every time I hopped in the car.
         

         
         To make matters worse, Shane also spent the nine months we shared in the womb stealing all the best genes and leaving me the worst. I thought twins were supposed to share things like athletic ability and book smarts evenly. But Shane was selfish. So, while he was the popular, smart, and sporty twin, I pretty much struggled with everything when it came to school. 

         
         “So, who was it?” he repeated.

         
         “No one.”

         
         When the doorbell started chiming again, Shane lifted one eyebrow at me. “No one, huh?” He turned and left the kitchen to
            head for the front door, and my heart sank. A part of me had hoped Chase would give up and go home.
         

         
         “Is that Chase?” my dad asked, his eyes lifting from the files in front of him. I was surprised he’d even noticed the doorbell
            sound, but I guess Chase was the human equivalent of an atomic bomb—for me at least.
         

         
         “Yes. Are you expecting him?”

         
         Dad nodded as he stood from the table, but before he could start toward the front door, Chase appeared in the entrance to
            the kitchen.
         

         
         “Chase!” Dad grinned, closing the distance between them and giving him a strong handshake.

         
         “Hi, Mr. Lockwood, it’s good to see you.” Chase was beaming at my dad, and none of the venom he usually reserved for me could
            be seen on his face. It was like I was looking at a completely different person.
         

         
         Dad dropped his hand to his side. “You too, son. Have you grown over the summer?”

         
         “His head probably has,” I muttered, earning a reproachful look from my father.

         
         “Ally, be nice,” Dad said before turning his attention back on Chase. “Have you got your bags?”

         
         Chase nodded. “Shane is just helping me bring them in.”

         
         “Bags?” I asked, stepping forward to stand closer to them. I wouldn’t normally enter into a conversation that involved Chase voluntarily, but the mention of bags had me worried. “What does he need bags for?” 

         
         Dad and Chase exchanged a troubled look before my father finally turned to me. “Chase is going to be staying here a while.”

         
         “What?” I frowned and glanced nervously in Chase’s direction. “Define a while . . .”
         

         
         The front door burst open, and Shane returned to the kitchen carrying two huge suitcases. When he saw my stunned expression,
            he grinned. “There’s still another couple of bags out front. Chase, why don’t you take these up to the guest room while I
            grab the rest. I can almost guarantee you won’t want to be here when Dad tells her.”
         

         
         Chase studied my troubled expression with caution and nodded. His gaze was still narrowed on me, and he looked like he wanted
            to say something. He opened his mouth but then closed it once more and frowned. “You’re probably right,” he eventually muttered
            before he took the bags off my brother and headed upstairs with them.
         

         
         I waited until he was gone before I rounded on my father once more. “What’s going on?” My voice quivered with worry, and a
            sinking feeling was growing in my stomach.
         

         
         Dad let out a long sigh and folded his arms across his chest. “Chase will be staying with us for senior year.”

         
         The words felt like a blow to the gut, and all breath left me as I stared at my dad in horror. “What do you mean?”

         
         “His parents are setting up a new office in L.A., and they won’t be around Fairview all that much. They didn’t want Chase to have to move out to California for his senior year, so he’s going to be staying with us.” 

         
         I heard the words, but they failed to compute in my mind. I kept repeating them over and over in my head as I tried to process
            what my dad was telling me, but it just didn’t seem to sink in.
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” I said. My eyes were wide, and my skin had gone clammy. This had to be some kind of twisted joke. Everyone
            knew that Chase and I didn’t get along, and I refused to believe my own father would force me to put up with him for a whole
            year.
         

         
         “Weren’t you listening, Ally? Dad explained it pretty clearly.” Shane had entered the house again with two more giant bags.

         
         “I was listening,” I growled. “What I meant to say is: Dad, I don’t understand why you would do this!”
         

         
         Dad let out another sigh. “Because the Williams family need our help, and it’s the least I can do for them after all they’ve
            done for us since your mom died.”
         

         
         Great. Now Dad was playing the Mom card. It had been five years since she passed, but apparently, Dad still felt the need
            to use her as an excuse.
         

         
         “I know they did a lot for us, but surely, this is too much,” I said carefully. Mom had died suddenly—a car accident to be precise—so none of us had been prepared for it. Dad handled her death by disappearing into his work, and it had been Mom’s best friend, Mrs. Williams, who helped keep our family from completely falling apart. She cooked for us every night for months and always picked Shane and I up from school whenever Dad couldn’t make it. I knew she’d been a massive support, but I wasn’t sure what she’d done was the equivalent of taking on a teen full-time for an entire year. 

         
         “And it’s also my senior year,” I continued. “You know I need to focus on studying. I’ve got it all mapped out, and Chase
            isn’t a part of the plan.”
         

         
         He let out a sigh. “This isn’t about you, Ally.”

         
         It kind of felt like it was. It was bad enough I had to endure Chase at school every day and sometimes on weekends when Shane
            invited him to the house. I had become pretty adept at avoiding him, but I wasn’t sure I could manage it if he was in my home
            twenty-four seven. How could this be happening?
         

         
         “Surely, there’s somewhere else he could stay . . .” I started gnawing on my lower lip as my gaze darted to the bags in Shane’s
            hands again. “Doesn’t he have family members that could take him in?”
         

         
         Dad shook his head, and I felt all hope of winning the argument drain out of me as I saw the look of certainty in his eyes.
            “His granddad is too old, and the rest of his family lives out of state. It’s already been decided, Ally. Chase is staying
            here.”
         

         
         My shoulders started to slump. I hated the finality to his words, but I knew all too well there was no way Dad would reconsider. I had too much experience with his stubbornness to hope he might change his mind. I’d begged him all summer vacation to let me keep up my dance lessons for senior year to no avail, and his no-dating rule had been nonnegotiable throughout high school. When he made up his mind about something, there was no going back, and if Dad had already agreed to look after Chase, there was a slim chance in hell he’d listen to my objections. 

         
         “Now, will you help your brother take Chase’s bags to his room?”

         
         I slowly nodded and took one of the large duffle bags Shane held out to me before following him from the kitchen. I hated
            that my father refused to hear me out, and it was clear he didn’t care this decision was going to ruin my life.
         

         
         Chase and I were like oil and water; our molecules wholeheartedly repelled each other. Making us live together was like shaking
            the two substances up and expecting them to go against their natures and magically mix. It was scientifically impossible,
            and if my father ever bothered to stop working for half a minute, he would know that.
         

         
         A firm scowl always spread across Chase’s face whenever I entered a room, and while he didn’t say much to me, the little he
            did say was deliberately harsh and surprisingly hurtful. He wasn’t afraid to speak his mind, and he never seemed to have any
            nice thoughts when I was around. I didn’t exactly hold back when it came to him either. But could you really blame me? It
            was self-defense, pure and simple, and I didn’t want to spend the next year of my life on guard.
         

         
         As soon as I was certain Dad wouldn’t be able to hear, I pulled Shane’s sleeve, yanking him to a stop. “How long have you
            known this was happening?”
         

         
         The corner of Shane’s mouth lifted as his smirked down at me. “About a month.”

         
         “A month!”

         
         Shane’s grin only spread farther across his face. He seemed to be enjoying how badly I was taking the news of our new arrival. I knew it wasn’t malicious. Shane genuinely seemed to find the funny side of everything in life. That was probably why he irritated me so much. 

         
         “Why didn’t anyone tell me sooner?”

         
         “Because we knew you’d overreact. Dad and I figured it would be easier on all of us if we waited until the last minute.”

         
         My stomach swirled with anger. “I’m not overreacting.”

         
         Shane chuckled. “You haven’t looked this horrified since that rabbit of yours died when we were five.”

         
         “Don’t bring up Fluffikins at a time like this. Like my day isn’t going badly enough.” I huffed out a breath and looked up
            at the ceiling. I was being a total brat, but Dad and Shane didn’t get it. They never would. In their eyes, Chase could do
            no
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