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    To every heart that has ever believed people can change—
For those who have loved someone complicated, carried the weight of old wounds, and discovered that forgiveness is not forgetting the past, but choosing what deserves a future.
May you always remember that love should never take away your freedom. The right person will not simply refuse to let you go—they will become worthy of the choice to stay.
Here's to second chances, hard-earned redemption, and the love that survives when two hearts finally learn how to choose each other.
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Chapter 1: The Girl He Never Forgot
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The gates of Ravenwood Academy looked exactly the same.

Tall.

Black.

Iron.

Pretentious.

Brianna Hayes stood outside them with one hand wrapped tightly around the strap of her bag and wondered if three years had been long enough for the place to forget her.

Apparently, it hadn't been long enough for her to forget it.

Beyond the gates, Ravenwood rose against the pale morning sky like something pulled from an old gothic novel. Gray stone buildings. Towering arches. Ivy creeping over ancient walls. Students in immaculate navy uniforms moved across the courtyard in groups, laughing as though this place hadn't once been Brianna's personal nightmare.

Everything looked exactly as she remembered.

That was the problem.

Three years ago, she had left Ravenwood with two suitcases, a broken heart, and absolutely no intention of ever returning.

Now she was back.

"You're going to be fine," she whispered.

The words disappeared into the cold morning air.

She didn't believe them.

Still, she squared her shoulders, tightened her grip on her bag, and stepped through the gates.

No one stopped her.

No one screamed her name.

No one pointed.

No one laughed.

Yet.

Brianna forced herself to walk toward the main building.

One year.

That was all she had to survive.

One year of classes, exams, teachers, whispered gossip, and Ravenwood's elite students pretending the world belonged to them. Then she would graduate and leave.

She could do this.

She had survived worse.

She had survived Asher Blackwood.

The thought made something unpleasant twist in her stomach.

Brianna immediately pushed it away.

She had known there was a possibility he would still be here. They were the same age, after all. She had checked before agreeing to return. She had even asked herself whether seeing him again would be worth finishing her final year at one of the best academies in the country.

The answer had been simple.

She was done allowing Asher Blackwood to control her life.

If he was here, she would survive.

If he tried to intimidate her, she would ignore him.

If he tried to hurt her again—

Her thoughts stopped.

The noise behind her changed.

Brianna slowed.

It wasn't silence.

Ravenwood students were incapable of silence.

It was something stranger.

A ripple.

Whispers moved through the courtyard behind her.

"No way."

"Is that her?"

"Brianna Hayes?"

Her shoulders stiffened.

Someone had recognized her.

Wonderful.

She kept walking.

"She came back?"

"I thought she left after—"

The voice suddenly stopped.

Brianna froze.

She knew that kind of silence.

Everyone had stopped talking because someone important had arrived.

Slowly, she turned.

And saw him.

Asher Blackwood stood across the courtyard.

For three years, Brianna had imagined this moment.

She had imagined accidentally seeing him somewhere and feeling absolutely nothing.

No fear.

No anger.

No pain.

She had imagined looking at him and realizing he was nothing more than a memory.

But reality had always been cruel.

Because Asher Blackwood was no longer the boy she remembered.

He was something else now.

Something worse.

He stood in the middle of a crowd as though the entire school had arranged itself around him. His dark hair was longer than Brianna remembered, falling carelessly over his forehead. His Ravenwood blazer hung open over a crisp white shirt, and his hands rested casually in his pockets.

Three boys stood beside him.

A beautiful girl had her arm linked through his.

None of them mattered.

Brianna saw only Asher.

And Asher was staring directly at her.

For one long, unbearable second, neither of them moved.

Then his expression changed.

Brianna had expected surprise.

Maybe amusement.

Perhaps even indifference.

Instead, his face hardened.

Fury.

Real fury.

Her stomach dropped.

So, he remembered her.

Of course he did.

She shouldn't have been surprised.

Asher Blackwood had spent years making sure she would never forget him.

The girl beside him said something.

He didn't answer.

His eyes never left Brianna.

Then he started walking toward her.

The crowd moved aside without being asked.

Brianna stayed exactly where she was.

She refused to give him the satisfaction of watching her run.

Asher stopped only a few feet away.

Up close, he looked even less familiar.

He was taller.

Broader.

His face was sharper, his jaw more defined, his dark eyes somehow colder than before.

But some things had not changed.

The confidence.

The arrogance.

The terrifying certainty that everyone around him belonged beneath him.

"What are you doing here?"

His voice was low.

Brianna blinked.

Not hello.

Not how have you been.

Not even a fake smile.

Typical Asher.

"I was going to ask you the same thing."

His expression didn't change.

"You left."

"And somehow, you managed to survive."

His jaw tightened.

"You disappeared."

"That's generally what happens when someone leaves."

A few students nearby laughed nervously.

Brianna saw something dark flash through Asher's eyes.

Good.

Let him be angry.

She had spent enough years being afraid of his anger.

"You didn't say goodbye."

The words caught her off guard.

For a moment, she simply stared at him.

"Are you serious?"

"You left without a word."

"You made my life miserable."

The courtyard went quiet.

Completely quiet.

Brianna felt every eye watching them.

She didn't care.

She had spent three years imagining what she might say if she ever stood in front of him again.

Maybe she had imagined this exact moment.

Maybe she hadn't.

But the anger inside her felt painfully familiar.

"You bullied me," she continued. "You humiliated me. You made me hate coming to this school."

Something flickered across his face.

Gone too quickly for her to understand.

"And now you're angry because I didn't say goodbye?"

Asher took a step closer.

Brianna didn't move.

"You think leaving like that was acceptable?"

Brianna laughed once.

It wasn't a happy sound.

"Acceptable?"

Her voice rose.

"You're standing here asking me if leaving was acceptable?"

His jaw clenched.

"You have no idea what I—"

"Don't."

The word cut through his.

Asher stopped.

Brianna stepped closer until there was barely any space between them.

She had once been terrified to stand this close to him.

Now she forced herself to look directly into his eyes.

"Don't stand here and pretend you cared."

His jaw tightened.

"You think I didn't?"

She froze.

The question was quiet.

Too quiet.

Something shifted inside her.

Then the memories came.

The sound of her locker slamming shut.

Cruel laughter echoing through hallways.

Notes left on her desk.

Whispers behind her back.

Asher standing across the room with his friends while she pretended she couldn't hear them.

The worst part was that she had once known him.

Before the cruelty.

Before the bullying.

Before everything became a game, he seemed determined to win.

There had been a time when Brianna had thought Asher was her friend.

A time when his smile hadn't been cruel.

She pushed the memory away.

"Whatever you think you felt," she said coldly, "you had a strange way of showing it."

For the first time, Asher looked away.

Only for a second.

But Brianna noticed.

That frightened her more than his anger.

"Careful, Brianna."

There it was.

The warning.

The threat.

The old Asher.

Her heart beat faster.

For one terrible moment, her body remembered before her mind could stop it.

Fear.

Instinct.

The overwhelming desire to get away from him.

Then Brianna took a slow breath.

No.

Not again.

Three years ago, Asher had known exactly how to make her feel small.

That girl was gone.

Brianna lifted her chin.

"I'm done being careful around you."

His gaze returned to hers.

Something changed in his expression.

Surprise.

Maybe even respect.

She hated herself for noticing.

"I'm not the girl you remember, Asher."

His eyes darkened.

"Neither am I."

"Good."

Brianna turned and brushed past him.

She had taken only two steps when his hand closed around her wrist.

Everything stopped.

Her breath caught.

The courtyard disappeared.

Suddenly, all Brianna could feel was his hand around her arm.

Not painful.

But firm.

Her heartbeat began to race.

She hated herself for it.

Slowly, she turned.

Asher was staring at her.

"Let go."

His grip loosened.

But he didn't release her.

"Brianna—"

"Don't."

The sharpness in her voice surprised them both.

His eyes flickered.

"Don't say my name like we're friends," she continued. "We're not."

His fingers finally fell away.

Brianna stepped back immediately.

The space between them felt necessary.

Asher looked at her differently now.

As though he were trying to understand the person she had become.

Brianna hated that.

She wasn't a mystery for him to solve.

She wasn't a game for him to play.

She had learned what happened when Asher Blackwood decided someone belonged in his world.

"You have no idea what you're walking back into," he said.

Brianna smiled.

"No."

His brows pulled together.

"I know exactly what I'm walking back into."

She adjusted her bag.

"And I'm still here."

His expression hardened.

"Then you should have stayed away."

For a second, Brianna stared at him.

A few years ago, those words would have sent her running.

She could almost hear the younger version of herself begging her to leave.

To disappear.

To get away before Ravenwood became unbearable again.

But Brianna had not returned to Ravenwood to run from Asher.

Not this time.

She started walking away.

Behind her, Asher's voice followed.

"This was a mistake."

Brianna stopped.

Slowly, she turned back.

Everyone in the courtyard was watching.

Asher stood in the centre of them all, surrounded by friends and admirers.

Ravenwood's golden king.

Untouchable.

Feared.

Wanted.

And somehow, despite everything, he looked completely alone.

Brianna ignored the strange ache in her chest.

She smiled.

A real smile.

"No, Asher."

His eyes narrowed.

She faced him fully.

"The mistake was thinking I'd ever be afraid of you again."

Then she turned and walked toward the main building.

This time, she didn't stop.

She didn't look back.

Not once.

But she could feel his stare between her shoulder blades.

She carried it through the doors.

Down the long hallway.

Past the students who suddenly became interested in their lockers.

By the time Brianna reached the administration office, her hands were shaking.

She immediately hid them behind her back.

"Can I help you?"

Brianna looked at the secretary behind the desk and forced herself to smile.

"Yes. I'm Brianna Hayes. I'm here to register."

The woman glanced down at a file.

Then back at Brianna.

"Oh."

That single word told Brianna everything.

Apparently, even the staff remembered her.

Wonderful.

The secretary cleared her throat.

"Yes. We were expecting you."

Of course they were.

Brianna accepted her schedule and listened as the woman explained where her classes were located.

But she barely heard anything.

Her mind remained outside.

With Asher.

She had known he might be here.

She had prepared herself for the possibility.

But preparation had done nothing when he had stood in front of her.

She could still hear his voice.

You didn't say goodbye.

She hated that the words stayed with her.

Hated that some part of her wanted to ask what he had meant.

No.

She wasn't going to do this.

Not again.

Asher Blackwood had spent years confusing her, hurting her, and making her question herself.

She was finished with him.

One year.

Classes.

Exams.

Graduation.

Then Ravenwood would be behind her forever.

She repeated the words until she almost believed them.

But outside, Asher Blackwood remained exactly where she had left him.

His friends were talking.

Someone had asked him a question.

He hadn't heard a word.

His eyes were fixed on the doors Brianna had disappeared through.

"Who was that?"

The girl beside him finally spoke.

Asher said nothing.

"Do you know her?"

Still nothing.

One of his friends gave a low whistle.

"Man, she really doesn't seem afraid of you anymore."

Asher slowly looked at him.

The boy immediately shut up.

Asher turned his attention back to the doors.

Brianna.

Three years.

Three years without an answer.

At first, he
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