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Chapter One

 


December
18th,

 


I can’t believe I’ve been
gone nearly three months. It feels like a lifetime. Yet as my plane
approaches the airport, it feels like no time at all. I bet nothing
will have changed. School will be the same—same crowds, same
classes, same after-school activities. Home will be the same,
familiar. Familiar isn’t bad, though. I’ve missed familiar. I can’t
wait to see Drusilla. I can’t wait to tell her all about my trip. I
can’t wait for the two of us to spend some alone time together and
catch up.

I’m ready for life to get
back to normal. After months of attempting to properly speak German
and being out of my element, I’m ready to be home. It’s my favorite
place in the world, and I wouldn’t change a single thing about it.
I’m so happy to be back.

 


~Anastasia

 


 



Chapter Two

 


As my plane touched down, I stared out
my window at the all too familiar airport. I’d been here dozens of
times growing up and knew exactly how everything looked. It was the
same drab stone as when I’d left. The carpet of the terminal would
be the same unappealing orange, the bathrooms humid and a little
grungy. There was nothing special about this airport. Even so, I
couldn’t hold back my smile.

I was home. After a fun but very long
semester in Germany, I was finally home. As much as I’d loved being
a part of the exchange student program, I’d missed it here. I’d
missed my mom. I’d missed my twin sister, Drusilla. Emails and
video chats could only do so much. I was ready to see my family in
person. I was ready to eat my mother’s famous spaghetti
dinner.

Thankfully, Drusilla had promised to
meet me at the airport. It seemed she’d finally gotten her driver’s
license and was proud to show off her newfound confidence behind
the wheel. I couldn’t wait. Last I’d seen, my sister drove like a
ninety-year-old woman, her fingers white from clutching the
steering wheel. It would be an interesting sight to witness her out
on the road without our mother cringing beside her in the passenger
seat.

Making my way off the plane, I
followed the familiar path down to baggage claim. Drusilla had
promised to meet me there. We would pick up my bags, get out of the
busy parking lot, and maybe grab some dinner on the way home. I
couldn’t think of anything that sounded better.

As I approached the baggage carousel,
I eagerly looked around for my sister. It felt like an eternity
since we’d been together, and I’d been counting down the hours. I
imagined Drusilla felt much the same. There was a bond between
twins that was unbreakable. Just being apart a few months felt like
agony. I’d known Drusilla was upset about me leaving, as she wasn’t
the most social teenager—though honestly neither was I—but Dru
would never have asked me to give up such a great opportunity.
Instead, she’d suffered through on her own. I really appreciated it
and wanted to spend as much time with her as possible until
Christmas break was over and we had to return to school.

As I glanced around baggage claim, I
was surprised not to see Drusilla already waiting for me. Perhaps
she was running late?

Slipping the phone out of my back
pocket, I flicked it out of airplane mode and checked it for any
missed messages. None. Huh. Placing the phone back in my pocket, I
turned my attention to the carousel as it let out a warning siren
and lights flashed, signaling bags would be coming down the chute
any moment.

I figured Dru must be a few minutes
behind schedule—she was a new driver after all—and would be here by
the time my bags arrived. Feeling confident in that, I watched as
luggage skated down the metallic slide onto the belt and circled
around in front of travel-weary passengers. The metal clanged and
banged as bags were transported around in a wide circle for their
owners to claim.

A few minutes later, I caught sight of
my suitcase. I snatched it up off the belt and placed it beside me
at my feet. Looking around, I frowned. Still no Drusilla. That was
fine. I still had a second bag. Surely, Drusilla would be here
before I’d collected it.

****

Forty minutes later, I
trudged out of the airport’s Lost and Found office with a slip of
paper that promised the airlines would mail back my second suitcase
once it returned from Peru. Peru.

How could this have happened? I’d
placed my luggage tags securely on the handles. I’d handed it over
with my first bag. With a groan, I realized most of my schoolbooks
were in that second bag. I would be starting my classes in a week
and had no idea if I would have my supplies back in time. Talk
about starting off the semester at a disadvantage.

I gave a frustrated growl as I stomped
away from the office. As I did, I looked around the lobby. No
Drusilla. I snatched the phone out of my pocket and checked it for
a message. Nothing. I’d texted Dru to ask where she was before I’d
entered the Lost and Found office. That had been twenty minutes
ago, and there was still no response.

With a sigh, I dialed Drusilla’s cell
phone number and listened as it rang. Two … three … four …
voicemail. My grip tightened on the phone as irritation washed over
me. Where the hell was Drusilla? This wasn’t like her!

Ending the connection without leaving
a voicemail, I quickly forced my irritation down. What if Drusilla
had been in a traffic accident? She’d only recently gotten her
license. And honestly, my sister was not the best driver. She was
timid and uncertain behind the wheel. Sometimes driving required
quick thinking and snap judgments. She could be hurt right
now.

I bit my lip with worry as I dialed
the number for the house’s land line. We didn’t use that line
often, as we all had cell phones, but hopefully if someone was
home, they would answer.

I waited and listened to the rings on
my end as they ticked by. After six, I was redirected to voicemail.
No one was home. I gave a soft curse and shoved the phone into my
back pocket. I needed to get home. It seemed as if a ride wasn’t
coming for me. If Drusilla wasn’t back home when I got there, then
I would start calling hospitals. No sense panicking until I was
sure something had happened.

Gripping the handle of my one
remaining piece of luggage until my knuckles ached, I scurried
toward the curbside exit where taxis usually waited. It was late
December and cold for this time of year. The wind whipped at my
long red locks, tangling them in front of my face and making it
hard to see. My bag felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. It held
me up as I tried to hurry over to a taxi.

The driver took pity on me and met me
on the sidewalk. He took my bag from me and placed it in the car’s
trunk. Then he held open the backseat door for me.

I slid into the cab with a murmured
thank you for the driver. I brushed a few flakes of snow from my
hair before pulling my phone back out. No messages. Where was
Drusilla?


Chapter Three

 


I paid the cab driver and watched as
he pulled away, heading back to the airport for his next passenger.
Once the taxi disappeared down our long drive, I turned and stared
up at the massive house before me. It was still hard to imagine I
lived here. A friggin’ castle. I’d been perfectly fine in our
quaint little cottage before Mom married Maxwell. But at least this
place had fantastic Wi-Fi.

Lifting my bag up off the ground, I
marched up the stone steps to the massive double doors. Double
doors. Really. I rolled my eyes at this. Throwing one open, I
stepped inside and dropped my bag to the floor. “Drusilla? Are you
home?”

Silence greeted me. Crap.
I hadn’t seen a car in the driveway, but that didn’t mean there
wasn’t one in the garage. “Dru?” I called out. “Dru, I’m home.”
Nothing. Real worry settled in. Maybe Dru had gotten into an
accident.

I made my way through the living room,
then into the kitchen, searching for any sign of my sister.
Nothing. Drawing out my phone, I pulled up a search engine and
began looking up the number for the local emergency room. If Dru
had been admitted, that would be the place. My finger was on the
“dial” button when the front door opened and the sound of voices
drifted into the kitchen.

“Oh thank heavens.”
Letting out a sigh of relief, I pocketed my phone and made my way
to the entry hall. My intention was to race to Drusilla and envelop
her in a hug, but the sight that greeted me had me drawing up
short.

Drusilla was just coming through the
doorway. Caked from head to toe in mud. And she was laughing. With
… Cinderella. Our selfish, nasty stepsister, Cinderella. Cinderella
who hated us. Cinderella who spent her free time ensuring we were
miserable. The sight just didn’t compute.

I stopped and gaped at them, knowing
my jaw was hanging open. Drusilla and Cinderella were … what? I
wasn’t sure, but they were acting unusually chummy for people that
hated each other.

When Drusilla caught sight of me, she
let out a squeal and raced over. She motioned to pull me into a
hug, but skidded to a stop at the last second and waved a hand to
her outfit. “I would hug you, but…” She trailed off. After a
moment, she said, “Annie! It’s so good to see you! You’re home
early!”

This brought a scowl to my face. “No.
No, I’m not.” How could my sister forget to pick me up? She wasn’t
hurt. She just hadn’t bothered to show up.

Drusilla frowned. “No. You
weren’t supposed to get in for a couple more days. December
21st at 2:00 PM.”

I arched a brow. “It’s
currently December 21st, 5:00 PM.” I crossed my
arms under my chest and tapped a foot as I stared her down.
She had forgotten.

Drusilla gasped and lifted a hand to
cover her mouth. It smeared mud across her cheek. “I’m so sorry,
Annie! You have no idea how sorry I am. I got caught up in…” She
trailed off and glanced back at Cinderella.

Ella merely shrugged, a nonchalant
expression on her face. Even covered in mud, she was gorgeous. Her
blonde hair somehow managed to shine through the mud, and the
darkened color on her cheeks made her blue eyes stand
out.

Drusilla turned back around to face
me. “We were caught up in … a dodgeball tournament.”

“A dodgeball tournament?”
I gawked at my twin sister. Drusilla had never been athletically
inclined. She tended to trip on her own shoelaces. What the heck
was she doing in a dodgeball tournament? And with
Ella at that?

Dru waved a hand in the air, as if
trying to magically cleanse the conversation of its current topic.
“Forget about dodgeball. I’m just so sorry I left you stranded at
the airport. I’m a terrible sister.” She placed a hand on my
shoulder. “Let me make it up to you. Let Ella and I take you out to
dinner. You pick the place.” She put her hands together in a prayer
position in front of her chest, begging for forgiveness.
“Please?”

I couldn’t help but notice the streak
of mud left behind on my shirtsleeve when Drusilla pulled back. It
would take some dedicated work with a stain stick to get the brown
goo out of the cream material, but with the doe-eyed look Drusilla
was shooting my way, how could I stay mad? “Oh, all right. I
forgive you.”

Drusilla squealed with delight and
clapped her hands, little flecks of mud flying off of them to the
carpet. “Yay! Just give us a few minutes to clean up and we’ll take
you out to the best dinner ever!”

Ella snorted as she sauntered past
them. “I never have, nor will I ever, get ready in a few minutes.
I’ll meet you girls back down here in forty-five minutes. Then
we’ll have some fun.” With a fluttering wave of her fingers, she
disappeared up the large staircase to her bedroom.

I turned to Drusilla with wide eyes,
still having trouble comprehending the fact that Cinderella was
acting almost … civil. “What the heck happened while I was
gone?”

She gave a sheepish,
overwhelmed-sounding laugh and shook her head. “I’m not sure you’d
believe me even if I told you.”

As if to prove this point, the sound
of Cinderella’s bedroom door opening preceded the thud of large
paws on the carpet. Our stepsister’s voice called down the
stairwell. “Dru! I’m sending Princess Pretty Paws down! Can you
feed her before we go out?”

I turned to Dru in alarm. “Princess
Pretty Paws? Did Ella get a dog?” Ella was not a dog person. To be
honest, Ella wasn’t an animal person. Like at all.

“Um … you could say that.”
Dru’s brows pinched with tension as she turned to the
doorway.

My gaze followed hers and my knees
nearly buckled at what came pounding into the kitchen. It was a
cat—if one could call it that. The animal that came bounding into
the room was larger than any cat I’d ever seen, and I could tell by
its tiny yowl that it was only a baby. It skidded across the
slippery kitchen tiles before colliding with the cupboard. Giving
another tiny meow, it rapped a large paw at the fridge, staring at
Drusilla expectantly.

“What is that thing?” I
whispered in dismay, as if it could understand me and take
offense.

Drusilla shrugged. “Ella’s new pet.
She’s a … a …” She fell silent and shrugged again before opening
the fridge door and pulling out a gallon baggie of raw meat.
Unsealing it, she tossed the cat a scrap.

The beast—and that was the only word
for it—pounced on the meat and began emitting loud purrs as it
chewed. It tore at the meat with little growls mixed in with the
purring, sending a jolt of alarm down my spine. I’d never seen
anything like this creature before, not in real life or in any
textbooks. It was like some wild jungle cat, but unlike any of the
ones I knew. What the heck was this thing? And why was it in our
house? I felt as if I’d somehow gotten trapped in a very warbled,
unrealistic dream. “I have a lot of catching up to do,” I said
quietly as I watched the cat jump at another piece of meat Drusilla
offered. “A lot of catching up.”


Chapter Four

 


I stared at my twin sister over my
raspberry cappuccino and couldn’t help but feel somewhat
disconnected from her. Drusilla and I had always been close.
Unbelievably close. We were twins, after all.

But even in the mere couple hours
since I’d been home, I could sense that something was different.
Something had changed while I’d been gone. Something major. The
worst part was that Drusilla hadn’t even bothered to keep me
updated about it. We’d chatted weekly on the phone, and never once
had the monumental fact that my sister was getting along with Ella
come up. Nor had her sudden love of sports. I couldn’t remember the
last time I’d felt so left out.

“So … dodgeball, huh?” I
asked, attempting to broach a subject I had nearly zero knowledge
in.

A flush heated Drusilla’s cheeks at
the question. “I kind of got dragged into it. It wasn’t by choice.
Trust me.” She shrugged and glanced away, feigning as if the
painting beside her on the wall was suddenly extremely
interesting.

The way she abruptly avoided eye
contact filled me with concern. Was Drusilla lying? Or was it
merely she didn’t want to share this new facet of her life with me?
Neither option was very appealing.

Drusilla’s eyes skimmed the dim
restaurant before returning to me. “Enough about dodgeball,” she
said somewhat awkwardly. “I want to hear about your trip.” She
shifted eagerly in her seat at the idea, something that put me more
at ease. At least she seemed interested in what I’d been doing
while I was away. “What was living in Germany like?” she
asked.

I relaxed back into my seat as I
mulled over what to tell her first. Maybe I was being too hard on
Drusilla. She’d forgotten about picking me up at the airport. So
what? Sometimes these things happened. That didn’t mean she was any
different than before.

I opened my mouth to reveal a little
bit about my time in another country, when Ella gave a groan and
interrupted me.

“Ug! Who cares? We already
know how Germany is! Boring, dull, and full of bread.”

I shot her a glare at the
interruption. “Bread? Why would you think there’s a lot of bread
there? They have the normal amount of bread.” I was torn between
bafflement and confusion.

Drusilla giggled,
seemingly unfazed by the rude interjection. “First off, boring and
dull are synonyms. There was no need to use them both.” Ella rolled
her eyes at this. “And secondly, I
care about how her trip was. She got to immerse
herself in a different culture for an entire semester. That’s
exciting.”

“Whatever.” Ella gave an
expressive wave of her hand in the air. Turning narrowed blue eyes
on me, she said, “We had a foreign exchange student from Germany
last semester named Hansel. I blame you for that. It was like a
take-a-weirdo, give-a-weirdo
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