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Chapter 1 - Gemstones
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Rose Hawthorne drew a deep breath, the crisp morning air sharp and refreshing as she followed the familiar path to Lily's house. Above her, the sky stretched wide in soft blues and pinks, while the ocean shimmered like liquid sapphire, catching the first golden light of the sun. A gentle breeze rustled through the trees, just enough to break the sticky humidity that seemed to cling to everything in Seabrook.

Despite the early hour—not yet eight o'clock—there was a hint of the sweltering, uncomfortable heat to come, the kind that would make the air feel heavy and thick by midday. Rose wiped a bead of sweat from her brow and picked up her pace, savoring the fleeting coolness before the sun claimed the day.

A smile tugged at her lips, her mind drifting back to the whirlwind adventure they had shared just two weeks ago.

Lily had moved to Seabrook with her mom, who was the local doctor at the town clinic, at the beginning of the year. Although Lily wasn't a native Australian—having been born in Johannesburg, South Africa—she had quickly become an essential part of Rose's life. As far as Rose was concerned, it was friendship at first sight.

Even though Lily had been hesitant to make friends at first, the unusual circumstances of their meeting—marked by a dangerous mystery and the discovery of a magical wooden box—had sealed the deal. Rose chuckled to herself. Who would have thought that moving to a sleepy coastal town would uncover hidden magic, secret stones, and a mystery that made life feel like a storybook?

They stumbled upon the mysterious wooden box in her mother, Jade's, shop, which Rose lovingly referred to as "the dungeon." Her overactive imagination had transformed the boring, overcrowded basement into a place where ghosts might reside, and dust motes could become fairies. Rose believed in things like magic and the forces that shaped the world. She was convinced, with all her heart, that the wooden box had chosen them. For more than a hundred years, it had been hidden and protected by magic. Yet, for some strange reason, when Lily and Rose were together, their combined energy seemed to awaken it from its sleep. The box was revealed when Jade sent them to the basement to retrieve some books for a customer.

The discovery of the box was a turning point in their lives, setting off a series of events that neither Lily nor Rose could have foreseen. Inside the box were eight unusual indentations, each with a unique shape. Jade had been furious—whether they found the box or the box found them was anyone's guess—but after much pleading and persistence, she finally revealed the truth: the box was enchanted, and each indentation was carved to fit a specific gemstone.

The wooden box was known as the Crystal Box, a name that carried with it a weight of legend and mystery. It was said that when all the stones were inserted, it would grant the owner powers beyond imagination. The gemstones had been entrusted to friends and family more than a century ago by one of the box's many guardians—a young girl named Brigid Callahan, whose family had lived in Seabrook in the late 1800s.

Brigid had been forced to hide the box to protect it from a man named Jarvin, whose obsession with its power had driven her to desperate measures. Ironically, it was another Jarvin—Mr. Jarvin, the science teacher, who tried to get his hands on the box once they discovered it. Thankfully, he seemed to have left town for a bit after the incident at the water plant, but the unsettling memory still lingered.

Rose shivered at the thought. Science had always been one of her favorite subjects, and despite Mr. Jarvin being a bit dull and not a favorite among students, she had enjoyed his lessons. But now, with Jarvin's true nature revealed, she wasn't so sure. She dreaded facing him this morning, knowing she could never look at him the same way again.

Her fingers traced the smooth, cool surface of the Amethyst bracelet resting on her wrist, the familiar weight a soothing presence against her skin. Rose had found it on the beach not long after the Moonstone incident, and from that moment, it had become a part of her. The bracelet was simple yet striking—a single Amethyst stone set in a delicate, braided silver band. There was something almost mystical about the way it glinted in the sunlight, as if it held secrets of its own. She couldn't quite explain it, but there was something undeniably comforting about the bracelet. This subtle, calming energy seemed to ground her and make her feel more protected.

The bracelet seemed almost alive at times, especially when Rose felt overwhelmed or uncertain. She knew the properties of an Amethyst—it is a stone of spiritual and psychic protection, offering emotional balance and enhancing psychic abilities. Known for its ability to calm the mind and heighten intuition, it was also believed to act as a shield against negative energy. Some even claimed it could aid in emotional healing, easing the pain of loss, betrayal, and heartache. Rose couldn't help but wonder if the stone's quiet power was the reason she felt so drawn to it.

Jade always said that things come into your life when you need them the most. She had given Lily a Moonstone as a gift, and it hadn't taken long for the stone's effects to make themselves known. The Moonstone awakened Lily's intuition and brought her vivid, almost prophetic dreams—warnings wrapped in visions. It even guided them to Brigid's diaries when they were searching for answers about the mystical wooden box.

Not long after, they discovered one of the gemstones that fit perfectly into one of the indentations in the Crystal Box. Unsurprisingly, it was none other than a Moonstone—as if the stone had been leading them to that moment all along. The discovery filled them with anticipation, as if they were on the brink of uncovering something truly extraordinary.

Rose couldn't help but feel that the Amethyst had come to her for a reason. Could this Amethyst be leading them to the next stone? Both she and Lily had speculated that the Amethyst might be the next gemstone they needed to find. After all, the Moonstone had revealed itself at just the right moment. Maybe the Amethyst will, too.

The gemstones were scattered far and wide, hidden away over a century ago, and Jade had warned them that finding them all would be anything but easy, if not downright impossible. Yet, despite the daunting task ahead, Rose couldn't shake the feeling that when the time was right, the next stone would reveal itself, just as the Moonstone had. For now, though, they had more immediate challenges to face—the first day back at school.

Rose let out a heavy sigh. She didn't mind school—in fact, she sometimes enjoyed it—but today she wished she could skip the routine entirely. She would rather be chasing down mysteries and exploring enchanted possibilities than navigating the maze of cliques, academic expectations, and endless assignments. School felt predictable, demanding, and often exhausting—a stark contrast to the thrill of uncovering secrets and solving mystical puzzles.

But there was no avoiding it. Whether she liked it or not, the first day of school had arrived, and with it came the inevitable balancing act between the mundane and the mystical. Rose glanced at her bracelet, drawing comfort from its quiet energy, and tried to summon some of the confidence she always seemed to have when its power was involved. Maybe this year would be different—or at the very least, a little less ordinary.

Rose's thoughts were interrupted as Lily's house came into view just up ahead. A smile tugged at her lips, and she quickened her pace, her heart light with the anticipation of seeing her friend again.

What would this year bring? New faces. Unexpected challenges. Maybe—even a bit of romance?

Whatever lay ahead, Rose felt ready. Bring. It. On.
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Chapter 2 – Formalities
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As she approached the old double-story house on Elderglen Drive, she spotted Lily sitting on the porch swing, her gaze distant and thoughtful. Perched on the railing, Sphinx kept a watchful eye on anything that moved along the street, his ears flicking attentively. Lily looked a little pale, almost as if she hadn't slept well, and Rose felt a pang of sympathy for her friend.

It was also the first time they'd seen each other in their school uniforms. Rose couldn't help but grin at the sight—Lily looked a bit out of place in the neatly pressed light blue shirt and plaid skirt, as if she were still adjusting to the idea of blending into school life. Rose herself had to admit that the uniform felt a little stiff after a summer spent in denim shorts and frilly tops.

She quickened her pace, raising a hand in greeting. "Hi there, who stole your muffin?" Rose called out cheerfully, determined to lift Lily's spirits.

"Good morning, cupcake," Lily replied with a small smile, despite the nerves tightening in her chest. "I'm not sure I'm ready for this."

"Of course you are! You survived moving to a new town, uncovering a water poisoning conspiracy, and making friends with a wild rose like me! You're unstoppable," Rose said, giving Lily's shoulder a reassuring squeeze. "Besides, it's just school—five days a week, a few hours a day. And hey, we've only got three years left. Piece of cake."

At that moment, Hannah, Lily's mother, appeared in the doorway, car keys jingling in her hand. "You girls ready? Don't want to be late on your first day."

Lily sighed, casting Rose a grateful glance. "Yeah, let's get this over with."

The car ride to school was filled with Rose's usual chatter. Hannah and Lily seemed to absorb the noise without really hearing a word. Sensing their discomfort, Rose did her best to lift the heavy mood, her voice bright and animated as she bounced from one topic to the next.

Rose knew most of the students at school—they had all grown up together. Their Year 10 class probably consisted of about forty students. Some kids came from neighboring farms, and while Rose didn't know them as well, their faces were still familiar.

Lily sat quietly, her fingers nervously playing with the end of her braid, a strained smile plastered on her pale face.

In her heart of hearts, Rose was grateful that it wasn't she who was starting over in a new country and a new school. She wished there was more she could do to ease Lily's anxiety.

Rose almost broke into a hallelujah chorus when the car finally stopped in front of the main office at Seabrook High. The tension in the car had been so thick it was even starting to mess with her mojo.

As they arrived, students were gathered in small groups, exchanging stories about their holidays. Rose spotted Carter almost immediately, with Courtney Stewart draped around his waist in a very possessive, this-is-my-man kind of stance. Courtney looked as perfect as always—her long, dark blonde hair catching the sunlight, her slim figure accentuated by the neatly pressed school uniform.

The moment Courtney spotted Rose and Lily, a smirk curled on her lips. Rose noticed how Courtney's eyes zeroed in on Lily, her beautiful face betraying a flicker of disdain. Rose's stomach tightened. Courtney didn't just dislike people—she made them targets. And now Lily had been marked.

Rose glanced at Lily, who was already walking toward the office building with Hannah, totally oblivious to the fact that she had just made an enemy without even trying. Quickly, she rushed to catch up, determined not to leave Lily to face the craziness on her own.

At the main office, the place was buzzing with activity—students and parents crowded the space, everyone talking at once. A harried-looking staff member directed Lily and Hannah to the registration office, where Mrs. Connor, the sturdy secretary and likely the force behind Principal Knox, handled the new students with brisk efficiency.

Since the room was already crammed with too many bodies, Rose signaled to Lily that she would wait outside. Lily looked like she was about to throw up, but she managed a brave thumbs-up before disappearing into the chaos.

Rose found a spot on one of the benches outside, got comfortable, and pulled out her mobile. She searched for the email containing her timetable and locker number, scrolling slowly through the messages. 

She glanced at the timetable on her phone and sighed. They were starting the day with double mathematics. She gave the screen a wry smile.

"Have mercy," she muttered with a shake of her head. Mr. Richards was a good teacher, and Rose didn't mind mathematics all that much. Numbers made sense to her—straightforward, predictable, and logical. But she feels for Lily. She'd much rather start her day with something creative—art, drama, or even English—anything but equations.

"Hey, Rose, it looks like you're mad at your phone," a voice teased, unexpectedly.

Startled, Rose looked up. The voice was unmistakably Jasper's—familiar and warm—but the person standing in front of her seemed entirely different. Over the holidays, he'd shot up at least two inches, his face leaner and more defined. He looked...terrific. The contrast between the voice she knew and the new Jasper standing before her left her momentarily off balance.

"Jasper?" she asked, just to be sure, because the boy she remembered felt like a shadow compared to the one in front of her.

"Yep, it's me," he said, his face flushing red.

Ah, there you are, Rose thought, a grin spreading across her face. She stood and had to stretch onto her toes to hug him.

To her surprise, Jasper hugged her back with an unexpected tenderness, his arms wrapping around her as if it was the most natural thing in the world. A wave of familiarity washed through her, tinged with something new—something warm and fluttery that made her legs feel unsteady.

She pulled back slightly, meeting his eyes with a teasing smirk. "Who are you, and what have you done with my geeky friend?"

Jasper chuckled, his cheeks turning a deeper pink. "Same old me—just a bit taller."

Rose smiled, her heart still racing. That was the understatement of the year. Jasper hadn't just grown taller—he'd transformed.

His face had taken on a more chiseled, defined look, and his once-dull brown hair now sported natural sun streaks that gave it a warm, golden hue. Those blue-green eyes of his seemed to sparkle against his newly tanned skin, brighter than she'd ever seen them.

Jasper Sylvan had become...well, kind of a hunk.

Rose blinked, trying to reconcile the boy who once tripped over his own feet during science club presentations with the confident young man standing in front of her. She'd always thought of Jasper as safe, predictable—a comfort. But now, just looking at him made her heart skip in a way that felt anything but secure. Heat crept up her neck, and for a moment she felt completely unsteady.

Still, she forced herself to shake it off, determined not to let him see how much his transformation had unsettled her.

"Oh, my word," Lily huffed, clearly exasperated. "What a freaking circus."

Rose blinked, momentarily startled, as if Lily had just landed from Venus. Then reality snapped back into place—she was on earth, standing between hunky Jasper and her new best friend, Lily.

"That bad?" Rose asked, fighting to regain her equilibrium.

"Why do we start with mathematics?" Lily demanded, throwing her hands in the air. "What kind of school starts the day with something as soul-sucking as mathematics?"

"This one," Rose said with a sympathetic smile.

Only then did Lily notice Jasper. "Oh gosh, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt," she said, looking between Rose and Jasper, eyebrows raised. Something about Rose seemed off—like she was stuck in some kind of weird mode—and Lily couldn't help but feel curious. Who was this guy, and why did Rose look like a lightning bolt had just hit her?

Deciding to take the initiative, Lily offered Jasper a friendly smile. "Hi, I'm Lily Owens."

Jasper turned a lighter shade of pink but managed a shy smile as he extended his hand. "I'm Jasper. Nice to meet you."

Rose mentally slapped herself. Jeez, manners!

"Sorry," she apologized, trying to cover her lapse. "Jasper and I go way back. He's my partner in crime when it comes to science experiments and blowing stuff up in the lab."

Jasper chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. "Mostly Rose blowing things up, and me trying to keep the flames under control."

Lily smiled, her curiosity piqued. Rose didn't usually get flustered, but something about Jasper had knocked her off balance. This school year may be interesting after all.
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A loud bell rang above them, jolting all three back to reality.

Rose felt a surge of relief. "Let's go," she said, hurriedly gathering her stuff.

"Catch you later, Jasper!" she called over her shoulder, pulling Lily along before she could protest.

"Where are we going?" Lily asked, casting an apologetic glance back at Jasper. He just smiled and waved, seemingly unfazed by Rose's abrupt departure, like he was used to her whirlwind behavior.

"Morning assembly," Rose managed to mumble, her voice oddly tense. An inexplicable urge to put some distance between herself and Jasper had taken hold. It was like he was radiating way too much...testosterone, or something.

Lily frowned, half-worried, half-amused. "Are you okay?" she asked, trying to read Rose's expression. She hadn't known Rose that long, but this sudden flustered version of her friend was new and interesting.

They stepped into a large square formed naturally by the surrounding buildings. Part of the area was undercover, providing shade, while the rest was open to the sky. It looked like every student in the school had gathered here, packed tightly together in small groups.

At one end of the square, a podium had been set up, and Mr. Knox was already standing on it, adjusting the microphone. Lily recognized him from the registration office earlier—he had mentioned to her and Hannah that this would be his last year as principal before retiring to enjoy leisurely days of fishing.

The students were grouped by year, and it was easy to spot the Year 6s—they were huddled together like a flock of nervous sheep, pale and wide-eyed, clearly overwhelmed by their first day of high school.

Rose and Lily made their way through the crowd to where the Year 10s were gathered. Rose was greeted left and right by familiar faces, and Lily couldn't help but notice the curious glances being thrown her way. She stuck close to Rose, trying not to let the stares bother her.

Rose flashed a reassuring smile. "Don't worry, they're just curious. You're the new kid—everyone wants to know who you are."

Lily forced a smile, still feeling a bit like a fish out of water, but grateful to have Rose by her side.

Rose finally came to a stop, giving them a chance to catch their breath. She greeted the usual crowd, introducing Lily to some of the people around them. The students responded warmly, offering friendly smiles and quick hellos that eased some of Lily's nerves.

Just ahead, Lily spotted Carter's dark, curly head. Next to him was a girl clinging possessively to his arm. Two other girls and a couple of guys clustered around them, chatting animatedly. That must be Courtney, Lily thought, instantly piecing it together.

"That's the popular crowd," Rose whispered, leaning closer. Lily nodded, understanding immediately. A faint pang tightened in her chest as she noticed how close Carter and the girl seemed, their heads almost touching as they talked.

At that moment, the girl, Courtney, glanced over her shoulder and caught Lily looking their way. Her lips curved into a sly smile as she pulled Carter down to whisper something in his ear, giggling softly. Carter frowned, then turned to see what Courtney was looking at. When his eyes met Lily's, his expression brightened, a flicker of pure joy lighting up his face. But just as quickly, his smile faded, replaced by something cooler and more guarded. He gave Lily an awkward, almost hesitant wave.

Lily felt a knot tighten in her chest.

Okay, so that's how it's going to be? Pretend you don't know me just because your super-hot girlfriend has practically become an extension of your arm? Fine. Two can play that game.

With a stubborn flick of her braid, Lily turned her body away from them, making a point of ignoring Carter and his clingy entourage. As far as she was concerned, there was no such person as Carter Ashford on the face of this big green planet.

Next to her, Rose let out a quiet sigh. She had noticed the odd interaction between Carter and Lily and could almost feel the way Lily's heart faltered. Even though Lily constantly denied having special feelings for Carter, Rose knew better. It didn't take a genius to see that Carter wasn't usually distant or cold when it came to Lily.

But with Courtney in the way, Carter would have to be brave and, for once, follow his heart instead of his social circle. Rose couldn't help but hope he'd figure that out sooner rather than later—because if anyone deserved happiness, it was Lily.

Mr. Knox's voice boomed over the microphone, cutting through the buzzing conversations and whispered chatter. The crowd fell silent quickly, all eyes turning to the podium.

He greeted the students warmly, acknowledging the new faces among them, then moved on to introduce a new teacher.

"Mr. Jarvin will be taking a sabbatical, and in his place, we welcome Mrs. Malric," he announced, gesturing to a woman standing next to the podium. All Rose could make out was the top of a head crowned with sleek black hair—Mrs. Malric was too short to be seen clearly from their spot.

Rose and Lily exchanged a glance, both silently processing the news. So, Mr. Jarvin wouldn't be coming back for a while. Relief washed over Rose, and she knew Lily felt the same, especially after Mr. Jarvin had tried to drown her a few weeks ago.

Rose couldn't help but hope the new teacher would bring some energy to the science class. Mr. Jarvin had never been passionate about teaching—or science, for that matter. His lessons were flat and uninspired, leaving most students bored out of their minds. Maybe Mrs. Malric would add a bit of flair to the subject. A little tango in the classroom wouldn't hurt.

Mr. Knox's voice became a boring hum-drum in the back of Rose's mind. He was discussing all the extracurricular activities that will begin within the next week. The only thing that Rose is interested in is the swimming team. She can't run to save her life, but she's like a fish in water. She has been on the swim team since she was eight years old. Rose wondered if Lily was into sports at all.

After dealing with some more formalities, which Rose did not bother to listen to, Mr. Knox wished everyone a great new school year and a fabulous week.

The moment Mr. Knox finished his speech and said his goodbyes, the square erupted into chaos—students talking all at once, the buzz of excitement and chatter filling the air.

As soon as they were allowed to speak again, Rose turned to Lily. "What sports do you do?" she asked, curious.

"I used to do long-distance running," Lily admitted. "But other than that, I'm not really into sports."

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed movement—two of the guys from Carter's group had broken away and were heading straight toward them. Lily's stomach did a little flip, but she forced herself to stay calm, pretending she hadn't noticed.

"Ah, Rosie-Posey! How are you doing?" boomed a big, burly guy with a gruff voice. Before Rose could respond, her face lit up, and she disappeared into his massive bear hug.

"Howzit, Ben Ten!" Rose giggled, clearly delighted to see him.

"Can't complain," Ben replied, his deep voice rumbling like a friendly giant.

Lily couldn't help but notice the other guy who had tagged along. He was blatantly checking her out, his gaze sweeping over her without a hint of subtlety. A shiver of discomfort crept up her spine.

Rose, noticing Lily's unease, quickly pulled away from the bear hug. "Jeez, Levy, she's not a meat sandwich," she scolded, raising an eyebrow at him.

Levy just gave Rose a lazy, cocky grin. "Jealous much, Rosie?" he teased.

Rose rolled her eyes. "Not in a million years."

Turning back to Lily, Rose gestured to the guys. "Lily, meet Ben Stokes and Levy Blein."

Ben was tall and solidly built, with jet-black hair and dark eyes that glinted with good-natured mischief. He had the aura of a gentle giant, his smile warm and welcoming. "Welcome, Lily," he said, giving her a friendly nod.

Levy, on the other hand, took her hand in his, raising it to his lips and pressing a light kiss to the back. "Pleasure," he murmured, flashing a dazzling smile. Lily pulled her hand back as quickly as she could, fighting the urge to wipe it on her shirt. Levy seemed to think he was some modern Casanova.

He was also tall, with broad shoulders and blonde hair styled with a long fringe that he kept sweeping to the side, probably because he thought it made him look irresistible. His square jaw, sharp cheekbones, and full lips all screamed charm—or at least, the artificial kind that came pre-packaged with a hefty dose of arrogance.

"Not everyone is dumb enough to fall for your plastic charm, Levy," Rose quipped, smirking.

Levy just shot her a wink, clearly unbothered. "Your loss, Rosie."

Rose snorted, unimpressed. "I'd rather cuddle a cactus."

Before Levy could respond, Courtney pushed her way into the conversation, planting herself directly in front of Lily with her hands on her hips.

"Oh look, it's the new girl," Courtney drawled, her tone dripping with condescension. "I don't believe we've met yet?"

Lily raised an eyebrow, pointedly remaining silent. Neither girl spoke first, and it felt like a silent battle of wills—a clash of stubborn determination. Lily wasn't one to back down in the face of such blatant rudeness, and it didn't take a genius to figure out that Courtney was trying to intimidate her. Bring it on, Lily thought, squaring her shoulders defiantly.

"Cut it out, Courtney," Rose growled, stepping closer to Lily's side. 

Courtney's eyes lingered on Lily for a moment longer before sliding slowly over to Rose. The way she stared reminded Rose of a cat fixating on its prey—calculated and relentless.

She and Courtney went way back—practically forever. When they were younger, they had been good friends, inseparable most days. But about two years ago, something changed. One day, Courtney was her usual bubbly self; the next, she was angry and hostile, lashing out at everyone, especially Rose. To this day, Rose still didn't know what had caused the sudden shift. She had tried to confront Courtney, to ask what had gone wrong, but the more she pressed, the meaner Courtney became. Jade had told her that sometimes people change, and not everything stays the same forever. It had been a hard lesson to learn, and since then, Rose had made it a point to avoid Courtney like the plague.

"What's wrong, Rose?" Courtney purred, her voice dripping with false sweetness. "Scared your new friend might like me better?"

Lily didn't like the way Courtney was trying to bait Rose. It was clear that the two had some history, but whatever it was, she wasn't going to be used as a pawn to hurt Rose.

"My name is Lily Owens," Lily interrupted firmly, making it clear she wasn't intimidated. "And you are?"

Her tone was polite but unwavering, and she kept her gaze steady on Courtney, refusing to let the girl's hostile attitude get under her skin. If this was how Courtney planned to play the game, Lily wasn't about to make it easy for her.

Courtney turned her gaze back to Lily, lifting her chin with a haughty tilt. "Ask around, Lily Owens. Everyone knows who I am," she replied coolly. With that, she spun on her heel and marched toward the building, her long hair swishing behind her like a banner of superiority.

Two girls trailed after her, both casting curious glances at Lily as they passed. Neither bothered to introduce themselves, and Lily couldn't help but think how cliché it was—the classic high school mean girl always had a posse of devoted followers. It was almost comical how predictable it seemed.

Rose huffed next to her, rolling her eyes. "Typical Courtney," she muttered. "Queen of drama, always surrounded by her loyal minions."

"And what are the minions' names?" Lily asked, watching the group disappear around the corner.

"Julie Saunders is the brunette, and Amanda Blackburn is the blonde," Rosie replied. 

Lily gave a slight, unimpressed shrug. "Well, she's not nearly as intimidating as she thinks she is," she murmured, earning a knowing smile from Rose.

"Don't worry about her," Rose whispered. "She's just threatened by anyone cooler than her."

"Come on, let's go find our lockers," Rose said, tugging Lily toward the school building. "We don't have much time before class starts."
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They navigated the crowded hallways and eventually found their lockers. Rose noticed Lily's hesitant expression and took the time to explain how lockers worked, showing her how to open the combination lock and organize her things inside. Lockers were a foreign concept for Lily, and she fumbled a bit at first with the lock, but soon got the hang of it.

"Right, let's get to math," Rose said once they had their things settled and had collected the books for the first few periods.

As they made their way to the classroom, they passed groups of students lingering in the hallways, chatting and catching up after the holidays. Inside the classroom, Lily spotted two open seats by the window and gestured to Rose, who nodded in agreement. They slid into the seats just as more students started filing in, the hum of conversation filling the room.

Lily glanced out the window, taking a deep breath to steady herself. The familiar sight of the school grounds didn't quite settle her nerves, but knowing Rose was right beside her made it a little easier to face the day.

Rose watched the students filing in, noticing how familiar they all were, yet somehow different. Some of them seemed to have grown up over the summer—taller, more confident, almost like they'd undergone their own little transformations.

Her gaze landed on Jasper, who walked straight toward them and took the seat behind her. Rose couldn't help but think that his metamorphosis was the most impressive of all. Turning around in her seat, she shot him a curious smile.

"How was that summer thing you signed up for?" she asked. Jasper had spent his break on Rottnest and Bald Islands, researching quokkas.

Jasper's face lit up like a firework. "Oh, it was amazing! I learned a great deal about the islands and their fascinating inhabitants. Quokkas are just the cutest! I got some awesome selfies," he said, leaning forward eagerly. He started rummaging in his bag, ready to pull out his phone to show her.

But before he could, the math teacher stumbled—quite literally—into the classroom, nearly tripping over his own feet. The class erupted into laughter as Mr. Richards righted himself, looking mildly embarrassed.

"Later," Rose whispered to Jasper, turning back to face the front of the room, a smirk playing on her lips. Mr. Richards still looks the same, she thought. No growing up there.

Mr. Richards was actually a pretty handsome guy—spiked blonde hair, big-rimmed glasses that partially hid his bright blue eyes. He had a calm, patient demeanour and took math seriously. Outside of class, he was passionate about his quiz team and always encouraged students to join.

"All right, party's over," Mr. Richards called out, trying to make himself heard over the lingering giggles. He gestured for everyone to take their seats, his tone good-natured despite the stumble.

Rose glanced around the room and felt a wave of relief when she spotted Carter, Courtney, and their entourage settling in at the back, on the opposite side of the class. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Carter glancing their way, but she resisted the urge to look back. Instead, she thought with a hint of smug satisfaction, Eat your heart out, sucker.

Rose was still mulling over Carter's fate when a short knock at the door snapped her back to reality. The door swung open, and the next moment, it felt like someone had sucker-punched her. In walked the most handsome guy she had ever seen—like a movie star come to life.

He had pitch-black hair, short but artfully messy, giving him a rugged, effortless look. His face was characterized by sharp angles and defined features, with a strong jaw that seemed capable of cutting glass. He was tall and lean, not broad-shouldered, but he still gave off an air of being super fit and ripped. A black backpack was casually slung over one shoulder, and he moved with a relaxed confidence that seemed utterly unaffected by the curious stares around him. Without glancing at the class, he headed straight for Mr. Richards, who rose from his desk to meet him.

The guy handed Mr. Richards a note, which the teacher skimmed. "Ah, a new addition to the family," Mr. Richards announced, extending a hand. "Welcome."

Turning to the class, Mr. Richards introduced him. "This is Corvin Malric, everyone."

Corvin turned to face the room, lifting his chin slightly as if daring anyone to make a fuss. Rose couldn't help but notice his eyes—light brown, almost the color of whiskey, with a piercing intensity. As she glanced around, she saw that most of the girls were openly gaping at him, including Courtney, who was fluffing her hair and staring at him with a predatory glint.

But not everyone was captivated. Lily felt an uncomfortable prickling at the back of her neck, and her moonstone pendant, hidden under her uniform on a silver chain, suddenly grew warm against her skin. Instinctively, she knew—this guy was trouble. She glanced at Rose, only to see her friend completely mesmerized, just like the rest of the girls. A surge of concern tightened in Lily's chest.

Rose, oblivious to Lily's reaction, couldn't tear her eyes away from Corvin. His gaze swept over the room, sizing up the students one by one, his expression impassive. Then his eyes locked onto Rose, holding her gaze with a magnetic intensity that made her catch her breath. It was as if he had imprinted on her, and the connection was so powerful it made her pulse race. A slow, almost dangerous smile curved Corvin's lips, and without breaking eye contact, he moved toward her, his steps smooth and unhurried.

He stopped at the desk right in front of her, leaning slightly forward. "Hi there," he said, his voice a deep, resonant rumble that seemed to vibrate through her entire body.

Rose swallowed hard, her brain feeling like it was turning to mush. She barely managed a nod as Corvin took the seat in front of her. The heat radiating from his body was almost tangible, and the faint scent of pine and sandalwood drifted over her, masculine and intoxicating.

Lily watched the interaction with a growing sense of foreboding. This is not good, she thought, frowning. She nudged Rose's arm, trying to snap her out of her trance. No response. Another nudge—nothing. Finally, on the third, harder bump, Rose seemed to snap out of it, blinking like someone waking from a dream.

Rose looked dazed, almost forlorn, and Lily couldn't help but roll her eyes. Seriously? she thought, shaking her head. She wasn't sure what just happened, but one thing was clear—this Corvin Malric was more than just a handsome new face, and something about him didn't sit right with her at all.
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Chapter 5 - Betrayal
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For Rose, the rest of the morning passed in a daze—except for science class. That was the one place where her brain seemed to snap back into focus. 

She and Jasper had shared a desk in science class for as long as she could remember. They'd always been science partners, working seamlessly on assignments and projects. They knew each other's strengths and played to them, making them an unbeatable team. So far, they had been the school's undefeated science champions and had even placed second at last year's regional science fair. Simply put—they rocked.

Rose had just settled into their usual desk when she looked up—and found herself staring straight into Corvin's handsome face.

"This seat taken?" he asked, nodding toward the open spot beside her.

Rose hesitated. That was Jasper's seat—always had been. Letting the new guy take it would hurt Jasper's feelings. She knew it. And yet, before she could stop herself, she shook her head—firmly, clearly—indicating no.

Corvin slid into the seat with a casual ease, his smile calm and unreadable. Rose stiffened, suddenly hyper-aware of how close he was. Their shoulders didn't quite touch, but it felt like they did. She shifted slightly, trying to create space.

As he pulled out his books, Rose noticed how even that simple movement looked...effortless. His hands caught her eye, pale and with long, slender fingers. Beautiful hands, she thought absently. Graceful, almost delicate.

That's when it started—the strange sensation.

First, the amethyst bracelet grew warm. Then, a soft tingling crept up her left arm. At first, it felt like her arm was falling asleep, but then it intensified, crawling up her shoulder, along the side of her neck, and settling like a faint, invisible veil around her head. Not painful. Just...odd. Like something had clicked into place inside her mind without her permission.

She blinked, trying to shake it off, and instinctively flexed her arm and adjusted the bracelet. The sensation faded almost immediately, numbing out as quickly as it had risen.

She barely had time to process it.

Because the moment he finished settling in, Corvin turned to her, his deep, velvety voice cutting through her thoughts.

"Hi, I'm Corvin," he said, extending his hand with a practiced smile.

Rose hesitated for a moment before taking it, her hand feeling small and warm in his grasp. She didn't say anything, too absorbed in the intensity of his gaze.

Corvin gave her hand a gentle squeeze, a hint of amusement flickering in his eyes. "And you are?" he prompted.

Rose blinked, the question pulling her back to reality. "Rose," she finally managed, her voice soft and a little shaky. "My name is Rose."

Corvin's lips curled into a slow, disarming smile. "Ah, what a beautiful name for a beautiful girl," he said, his voice low and smooth. He held her gaze for a moment longer before finally letting go of her hand, slowly, almost reluctantly.

Rose almost protested when he released her hand, feeling a strange emptiness without the contact. Her pulse thudded in her ears, and she couldn't help but wonder what had just happened. It wasn't like her to get flustered, especially not by a guy. But something about Corvin seemed to bypass her usual defenses entirely.

She was still in flustered mode when she noticed someone standing next to her. It was Jasper, looking between her and Corvin with a mixture of confusion and hurt. The question in his eyes was unmistakable: Is this how it's going to be?

Guilt washed over Rose, making her feel like a first-class traitor. She knew she probably was one, but deep down, she hoped Jasper would understand.

"Can I help you, mate?" Corvin drawled, his tone dripping with condescension. The way he said it made Rose cringe inside on Jasper's behalf.

"Nope," Jasper replied evenly, his tone calm but his eyes giving Rose a pointed look before he walked away, finding a seat on the other side of the classroom.

Rose's heart sank as she watched him go, a sense of loss settling over her. She hadn't meant to hurt him, but the way things had played out left her feeling like a miserable human being.

She didn't have much time to dwell on it, though, because the new science teacher walked in, commanding instant attention.

Mrs. Malric was as short as she was round, with a blunt-cut bob framing her chubby cheeks. A pointy nose and sharp chin gave her face a triangular appearance, and her beady black eyes looked like tiny, glinting beads embedded in her fleshy face. Despite her almost comical appearance, there was something keen and observant about her gaze, like those eyes missed nothing. Her expression was rigid, almost mask-like, but seemed to soften slightly when she spotted Corvin.

For the first time, Rose realized that Corvin and the new teacher shared the same last name. Coincidence?

"Family of yours?" she whispered to Corvin.

"My mother," he replied, his voice low.

Immediately, Mrs. Malric's sharp eyes snapped to Rose, her expression turning sour as if she'd just smelled something rotten. "There will be no talking in my class," she screeched, her gaze fixed firmly on Rose.

Rose felt her cheeks flare bright red, embarrassment prickling at her skin. After that, the rest of the lesson blurred together. Mrs. Malric droned on about some scientific principle, peppered the class with questions, and handed out a hefty load of homework. Rose barely registered any of it, too distracted by the earlier awkwardness and the unsettling presence of both Corvin and his mother.

When the bell finally rang, signaling the end of class, Rose practically bolted from her seat, desperate for some air. Corvin tried to catch up with her, clearly wanting to continue their conversation, but she wasn't in the mood for him—or anyone else—right now. She needed space to clear her head and figure out why everything suddenly felt so complicated. And she has
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