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      My name is Ashlynn Wynterland, and about a month ago, I took down the evil queen of Fareland High School. I stole her crown and broke it in half. Then I watched her melt like a wicked witch.

      Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating. There really isn’t a queen. Just an ex-friend of mine who goes by the name Queeny. She’s one of the most popular girls in school, but mostly because everyone is afraid of her. I did manage to get her put on academic probation because she was cheating on tests. So, in a way, I kind of took her down. Not that she’s turned into a nice person.

      Queeny is still known around school as Queen Bitchton, the evil witch who thrives on making everyone’s lives miserable. She even makes her two best friends, Janie and Reina, feel like crap. But the two of them worship her and are desperate to be her evil sidekicks.

      Up until a couple of months ago, I used to be the same way. I thought I was Queeny’s best friend, but then I realized I was delusional and was more her puppet than a friend.

      It happened when a rumor was spread around school that I hooked up with Queeny’s crush, which I so did not. No matter how much I tried to convince Queeny that the rumor wasn’t true, she refused to believe me.

      She was set on making my life a living hell, and she did for a while, but then Maxon and his friends took me in, even though I’d treated them like crap in the past. They’re really good people and awesome friends. Well, Maxon isn’t just my friend. He’s my boyfriend; has been for almost a month now.

      Maxon …

      Just thinking about him gives me butterflies. And yeah, I know I’m being totally cheesy, but I don’t care. I love that my boyfriend gives me butterflies—hey, that could totally be the title of an 80s punk song.

      “Ash!” My mom knocks on my bedroom door, scaring the crap out of me. “Are you up yet?”

      I jump, my heart racing.

      Holy crap, I was really deep in La La Daydreaming About My Boyfriend land.

      “Yep! Be out in a sec!” I shout back.

      I roll out of bed and put away the cheese stick wrapper I was fiddling with. The wrapper is attached to a memory of in fifth grade when Maxon gave me a cheese stick after I was pantsed in school and had to eat lunch by the dumpsters. I’d saved the wrapper because I had a huge crush on him. That crush carried on for years, and I’d occasionally take out the wrapper and daydream about what it’d be like to actually date Maxon. I never acted on my feelings, though, because I became popular after I became friends with Queeny, and being friends with her meant no dating nerds, which Queeny had labeled Maxon and his friends a long time ago.

      I pretended to agree with her, but deep down, I envied the way Maxon and his friends always seemed to do whatever they wanted without caring what anyone else thought. I often daydreamed about what it’d be like to be a part of their group, and now that I am … well, let’s just say that I’m much happier in my new, nerdy life.

      After I put the wrapper away, I dig through my clothes, trying to decide what to wear to school today. While I still have a lot of the clothes my brother’s girlfriend Gabby gave me, I’ve managed to scrounge up enough money to buy a couple of new items.

      When I went shopping, I planned on buying some clothes that were like the ones I used to wear; but after a bit of deliberation, I decided I kind of liked Gabby’s grungy look, so that’s the style I went with.

      Today, I decide to wear a black velvet top, black shorts, knee-high stockings, and a black choker. Then I top the look off with black boots with skeletons on them. The look is a bit Goth for me, but since it’s a handful of days before Halloween, I’m going to roll with it.

      Once I get dressed, I pull my long brown hair into a high ponytail, dab on some eyeliner and lip gloss, then grab my bag and call it good.

      “Good morning, lovely parents of mine,” I say cheerfully as I enter the kitchen where my parents are eating breakfast at the table.

      The trailer we live in is small, with wood-paneled walls and outdated flooring and cupboards. It’s located in a rundown trailer park that has some sketchy neighbors. When we first moved here after my dad fell off the roof, I was really upset. Now it’s not so bad, but mostly because the trailer right beside ours is where Maxon and his mom live.

      “Someone’s in a good mood this morning,” my mom remarks as I cross the kitchen and open the fridge.

      “Because it’s Friday,” I singsong, grabbing a bottle of orange juice. “Which means it’s almost the freakin’ weekend, baby.”

      My mom smiles amusedly. “If that’s the reason you’re in a good mood, then it must be Friday every day.”

      I take a glass out of the cupboard. “What exactly are you implying? Because it feels like you’re implying something.”

      She gives a shrug, that amused smile remaining on her lips. “That maybe your good mood has nothing to do with it being Friday.”

      I arch a brow as I twist the cap back onto the orange juice. “I’m pretty sure I know what’s causing my good mood.” I put the juice back into the fridge. “But obviously, you think it’s because of something else. I don’t know what, though, so maybe you should just say it and stop dragging out the suspense for dramatic purposes.” I throw her a smirk.

      She plucks a piece of bacon off her plate. “Fine. I think your good mood has to do with your new friends … and Maxon.”

      “Maxon?” My dad’s brows furrow as he glances up from the newspaper he’s been reading. “Is that Miranda’s son?”

      My mom nods. “You’ve met Maxon a couple of times, honey.”

      My dad still appears confused. “I think my painkillers are making my brain a bit wonky because I have no recollection of meeting him.” He reclines in his seat and stretches his injured leg out in front of him, gently massaging the muscles. “I think it might be time to stop taking them.”

      The mention of his leg and painkillers makes my mood slightly deflate.

      Not too long ago, I received a text from someone in The Heartbreaker Society claiming that my dad’s fall off the roof wasn’t an accident and that my ex-friends had something to do with it. The sender seemed to be toying with me because, when I asked what they meant by that, they replied that I’d have to do a favor for them in exchange for answers. Then they informed me that they’d be in touch soon and to be careful of who I trusted. I haven’t heard anything from them since, and when I tried to message them yesterday, I never received a reply. Honestly, I’m not that surprised.

      I hardly know anything about The Heartbreaker Society other than they have some sort of vendetta against the popular kids in school. Clarissa is a part of it somehow, but when I asked her about it, she told me that we’re not supposed to talk about the society. Still, I might ask her about it today and also ask her about the message I received, because it’s driving me mad. Mad, I tell you!

      I open the pantry and grab a couple of granola bars. “Dad … can I ask you a question?”

      He readjusts his knee brace. “Sure, sweetie.”

      I bump the door to the pantry shut. “What happened the day you fell off the roof? I know you were up there, and you slipped and fell, but … was that all that happened?”

      I expect him to give me a confused look because my question is pretty weird, but he swallows hard instead. “I actually can’t remember much of what happened that day … even before I fell.”

      I gape at him. “What? Why?”

      He shrugs. “Probably because I got a mild concussion. That’s what the doctors told me anyway.”

      “Oh.” I guess that makes sense, and if The Heartbreaker Society hadn’t texted me, I probably wouldn’t think it was suspicious. But with them speculating his fall might not have been an accident, I have to wonder if something else happened.

      But what?

      Ping.

      I get distracted from my worried thoughts as I receive a text. I dig out my phone to check it, half-expecting it to be from The Heartbreaker Society, but it’s just from Maxon. Well, just might be the wrong word to use since my heart flutters in my chest at the sight of his name on the screen.

      Dude, I’m so cheesy.

      Maxon: Hey, are you ready to go? Apparently, Clove needs to leave a bit early to do something for science class, but he didn’t tell me until two seconds ago. So sorry for rushing you.

      My lips tug upward as I type back.

      Me: I’m heading out now. And you don’t need to apologize, silly. It’s not your fault. It’s Bouncy McGee’s. ;)

      Bouncy McGee is what Maxon and I sometimes call Clove. The name is pretty fitting since Clove is like a clown jacked up on sugar most of the time.

      Stuffing my phone into my pocket, I head for the front door. “I gotta head out. Clove has to be at school early for something.”

      “Okay.” My mom twists in her chair to face me. “Just make sure to come straight to the store after school so I can give you some instructions before I take off.” She looks more nervous than I’ve seen her in a while, but I guess I can’t really blame her.

      My mom owns an herbal shop downtown, and after her employee just up and quit on her, she’s been relying on me for help. Tonight, she’s letting me run the store by myself for the first time ever so she and my dad can make the four-hour drive to Fairtown City to see some specialist.

      My dad started going to the specialist about a month ago, and ever since then, his knee has been getting a lot better. Before that, he had a few surgeries that seemed to add to the pain instead of helping it. But right before he was supposed to go in for his fourth surgery, he went to another doctor in the city, something he probably should’ve done to begin with since Fareland is kind of behind the times with a lot of things. I think he and my mom were trying to save money since the accident left us broke. I’m not sure what changed their minds about going to a specialist or how they’re affording it, but I’m glad they decided to go since my dad’s no longer bedridden due to constant pain.

      “I’ll be there at three,” I promise as I pull open the door. “And stop stressing out about this. I can totally handle it.”

      She smiles, but it looks forced. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s just that you’re eighteen years old and running a store while I’m out of town … Plus, you’ll be staying overnight at the house by yourself.”

      My brows knit. “Why isn’t Lucky going to be here?”

      “He and Gabby decided to go on some sporadic weekend trip.” She stuffs a piece of bacon into her mouth then wipes off her hands. “I almost thought about talking him out of it, but he’s been working so hard and helping out with the bills … He deserves a vacation.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m not sure anything would be much different if Lucky were here.” Which is true. My older brother is kind of aloof, and I could probably pretty much do whatever I wanted and he’d barely notice, especially if he’s stoned. “And I think you’re worrying about this too much. I’m eighteen years old so, technically, I’m an adult.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve seen you do a lot of un-adult-like things over the years,” she reminds me with a pressing look.

      “I know that, but I think I’ve grown up a lot over the last month.” Which is the truth. Once I ditched my old friends, I started being more responsible and acting like a better person.

      She nods but doesn’t relax. “Yeah, I know. And I trust you not to do anything crazy. I just don’t like the idea of you being alone all night by yourself. Sometimes some of our neighbors can be”—she wavers—“strange.”

      Strange is an understatement. Some of our neighbors are straight-up crazy, like the lady who lives close to the entrance who likes to walk around outside wearing nothing but a short, silk robe and fuzzy, high-heeled slippers. I think she might be a prostitute since I’ve seen quite a few men going in and out of her trailer, but I haven’t said anything to my mom, knowing she’ll just stress out more about where we live.

      “I could always invite Clarissa to spend the night,” I suggest. “And maybe Kinslee.” Whether or not Kinslee will come, though, is kind of iffy.

      While she’s warmed up to the idea of me being friends with her friends and dating Maxon, she hasn’t made any effort to become my friend. I’ve tried a couple of times to nudge open the friendship door, but she always holds it shut. Part of me wonders if it’s because she’s still hung up on Maxon. Not that I can blame her.

      Honk. Honk. Honk.

      “Oh, Ashlynn!” Clove shouts from outside. “Hurry your cute butt up.”

      “I gotta go.” I throw my mom and dad a wave then hurry out the door, calling out over my shoulder, “See you at three o’clock on the dot!” I close the door, trot down the stairs, and then hurry toward a big beast of a car that’s parked in Maxon’s driveway. The engine is running, and the windows are rolled down, even though it’s a bit breezy.

      I grin as I approach the passenger side door. “What’re you guys trying to do? Freeze my cute butt off …?” My smile fizzles as I realize neither of them are in the car. “What the heck? Weren’t they just honking at me to hurry my butt up?” Scratching my head, I turn around and start toward Maxon’s trailer, figuring they went inside to get something.

      “No way. Seriously?” Clove says from somewhere outside.

      I twist around and scan the area, my confusion deepening as I spot him and Maxon standing in front of the trailer three spots down from mine.

      Clove is dressed in his typical plaid shirt, holey jeans, and Converse look, his messy brown hair hanging in his eyes. As for Maxon, he’s always had sort of an eccentric style and is always changing it, something I’m a fan of. Today he looks really good in black jeans with zippers on the front and the bottoms tucked into thick, black boots. The look is topped off with a long-sleeved grey shirt and leather bands covering his wrists. Like always, wisps of his black, chin-length hair hangs in his grey eyes that are lined with eyelashes so long and thick they give the illusion he’s wearing eyeliner. Maxon’s eyes are probably my favorite part about him. Well, that and his hair, fashion style, sweet personality, and …

      Okay, maybe I just love everything about him.

      I stand there, admiring my boyfriend for a moment, before shifting my gaze to a third person standing by him and Clove—a girl with long, blonde hair who’s sporting old-school square frame glasses. She has on a superhero T-shirt, along with some torn jeans and unlaced sneakers. She looks around our age, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before.

      Did she just move here?

      Come to think of it, I think the trailer they’re standing in front of was for rent a couple of weeks ago, so maybe she did. But that doesn’t explain why Maxon and Clove are over there talking to her, looking like they’re having the loveliest time. Not that I’m jealous or anything. Just curious.

      At least, that’s what I try to tell myself until Maxon laughs at something she said.

      Crap, I am jealous, which is so stupid. I mean, he’s just talking to her. But she looks like one of those people who are nerdy cool, which is what Maxon is.

      Then there’s me. I may look the part of Maxon’s girlfriend, but sometimes I feel like a fraud, especially when he and Clove enter science experiment mode and I just sit there, completely clueless as to what they’re talking about.

      But who’s to say this girl knows anything about science?

      Deciding I should go over to see what’s up, I hike down the gravel driveway toward them.

      “I swear I’m not lying.” The girl draws an x across her heart while smiling at Clove. “I totally met him in person. He even gave me his autograph.”

      “That’s so cool,” Clove says then glances at Maxon. “We really need to start hanging out with her more. Why haven’t we again?”

      So, they do know her.

      “Why are you looking at me like I’m the boss?” Maxon asks, causing the girl to laugh. “If you wanted to see her, then you should’ve driven out to see her.”

      “I know, but she lived so far away.” Clove juts out his lip as he looks at the girl. “Why did you have to move so far away?”

      She shrugs. “Sorry. If I had my way, we never would’ve moved at all. But unfortunately, twelve-year-olds don’t get much say in where they live.”

      It suddenly clicks that I do know her.

      Her name is Ava, and she used to live in Fareland until about seventh grade. Then her family moved somewhere else, and I haven’t seen her since. Not that I ever talked to her before. No, in grade school, I was too quiet to have many friends, and in middle school … well, then I met Queeny and talking to people like Ava wasn’t allowed.

      Although, Ava barely looks like the short, skinny girl I remember. She’s taller now and has traded her oversized glasses for cute, hip ones. It looks like she’s started combing her hair, too. In fact, she’s really pretty and seems friendly. But I’m feeling a bit apprehensive about walking over there. The last time she saw me, I was Queeny’s sidekick, and I can’t remember if I ever helped Queeny do anything mean to her. Considering my past reputation, my bet is I may have.

      Hmmm … Maybe I should just wait by the car.

      I start to back away to do just that when Clove spots me.

      A dopey smile spreads across his face. “Aw … look, it’s my favorite little weirdo in the whole wide world.”

      Ava’s gaze darts to me, and her forehead scrunches as her gaze scrolls up and down me.

      Her scrutiny makes me squirm, and I consider continuing to back away, but then Maxon glances at me. His gaze collides with mine, and he smiles. And just like that, I’m walking toward them, feeling a bit better than I did before.

      “Hey,” I greet Clove then smile at Maxon. “I thought Bouncy McGee was in a hurry?”

      “I really wish you guys would stop calling me that,” Clove gripes, shoving up the sleeves of his shirt. Then he adjusts the knitted cap on his head so it covers more of his brown hair. “I’m not that bouncy.” But he has to bite back a smile as he says it.

      “You’re the bounciest person I know,” I remark with a smile.

      He taps his finger against his lips. “Okay, maybe you’re right.”

      “I’m always right.” I wink at him, and his grin broadens.

      Grinning, I turn to Maxon. I want to kiss him good morning, but it seems a bit weird to do in front of a girl who’s staring at me like I’m some strange species, which has me questioning if she does recognize me. Well, either that or I went a little overboard with my outfit today.

      The latter idea dissipates as Maxon’s gaze scrolls over me. “You look beautiful today.” A flush creeps across his cheeks as he scratches the back of his neck, staring at my legs for longer than the rest of my body. “I mean, you always do, but …” He tears his gaze off my legs and blinks at me, shaking his head. “God, I’m so awkward sometimes.”

      “You kind of are, but it’s okay. It’s part of why I like you so much.” I nudge his shoulder with mine and smile at him. “And thank you for telling me I look beautiful.”

      “I’m just telling the truth.” He threads his fingers through mine, pulls me toward him, and then brushes his lips across my forehead.

      His movements are a little bit shaky, but that’s just how Maxon is. He gets nervous and flustered a lot, which is another reason I like him so much.

      Back in the day, when I was Queeny’s sidekick, I dated this guy named Knox, a douchey, preppy, popular football player. He was cocky and constantly tried to pressure me into having sex with him, but fortunately, I never gave in. I later learned that he’d been cheating on me from the beginning of our relationship, so needless to say, I don’t miss him at all. Honestly, the only thing I feel toward Knox is regret that I ever dated him.

      “Oh God, here they go with the kissing,” Clove gripes dramatically. “Ava, I’d recommend covering your eyes before they start making out.” He makes fish lips at her, and she chuckles but still appears a bit puzzled about something.

      Maxon throws Clove a dirty look. “We’re not going to make out, so shut it.”

      “What’s with this we stuff?” I can’t help teasing him. “I was totally planning on kissing your pretty face.”

      Maxon shakes his head, his cheeks turning pink, but a smile plays at his lips.

      “Well, this is fun.” Ava lets out a forced laugh as she glances from Maxon to me. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be rude or anything, but I’m not sure who you are …”

      Crap, I was kind of hoping she wouldn’t ask. Although, it’d be a bit weird if she didn’t.

      “This is Ash,” Clove introduces, gesturing at me. “Maxon’s very charming, very pretty girlfriend.” He drapes an arm around my shoulders. “And my very charming, very pretty friend and partner in crime.”

      “Oh.” She presses her lips together, and I can tell she’s not very happy about something. Maybe because she’s figured out who I am? Or maybe it was the remark about me being Maxon’s girlfriend? “Are you new to Fareland?” she asks.

      Okay, maybe she doesn’t know who I am.

      I shake my head. “No, I’ve lived here all my life.”

      “Oh.” She studies me. “Sorry, I used to live here, but I’m having a hard time placing who you are.”

      Dammit, I was hoping she’d let this go.

      “My full name’s Ashlynn,” I tell her with an internal cringe. “Ashlynn Wynterland.”

      Recognition flickers in her eyes and a frown pulls at her lips. “Oh yeah, I remember you.” She pauses, staring at me hard. “You look different than I remember.” A bit of coldness seeps into her tone.

      I shift my weight. “Yeah, I changed my look a couple of months ago. Decided I needed a fresh start or whatever.”

      She smiles, but it’s totally fake.

      Can you say awkward?

      Silence stretches between the three of us, making things even more awkward.

      “Well, we should probably get going,” Clove breaks the silence, drawing his arm away from me and rubbing his hands together. “I’ve got big plans for this morning.”

      “What sort of big plans?” I ask suspiciously, latching on to the distraction.

      He grins deviously at me. “Now, what would be the fun in telling you?”

      Maxon lets out a quiet sigh. “And here we go.”

      A smile pulls at my lips. Maxon and Clove’s friendship is so funny sometimes. Maxon is quieter and shyer, and Clove is outgoing and funny, and sometimes they get annoyed with each other, yet they’re best friends. It’s interesting to watch.

      Clove rolls his eyes then backs away, looking at Ava. “You’ll be at school today, right?”

      She nods, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I was going to start on Monday, but my mom insisted I start as soon as possible.”

      “Awesome.” Clove grins at her. “If we don’t end up with any classes together, you should stop by Mr. Chester’s classroom during lunch. Maxon and I will be in there doing all sorts of crazy, wild things.”

      She smiles. “Okay, I will.”

      He grins back at her then spins on his heels, snapping his fingers at Maxon and me. “Come on, you two. You’re going to make us late.”

      Maxon lets out another sigh.

      “He’s in a mood, isn’t he?” I remark with a smile.

      Maxon nods, sweeping strands of hair out of his eyes. “He really is.”

      “I don’t know why you guys seem upset about that. He seems happy to me,” Ava says in confusion, flicking a quick glance at Clove, who’s reached his car.

      “He is in a happy mood,” I clarify. “But Clove’s good moods can sometimes …” I search for the right word.

      “Cause trouble,” Maxon finishes for me.

      Ava smiles at him in a way that makes a bit of irritation bite underneath my skin.

      “Glad to see some things haven’t changed,” she says amusedly.

      Maxon tilts his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Clove is still his happy, cheery self and you’re still the sweet, quiet Maxon I remember ” Her smile turns flirty. Yep, freakin’ flirty. And Maxon being Maxon doesn’t seem to notice. “It’s okay, though. I always liked that you were.” Her gaze briefly strays in my direction, and I detect the slightest malicious twinkle in her eyes.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. Is this girl like a Queeny in disguise?

      Okay, that might be an overstatement, but still, she’s not pleasant. And the old Ash would’ve told her where to go and how to get there, maybe even drawn her a map. But this new Ash doesn’t want to be a bitch. Although, if she keeps it up, she might get a proper introduction to her.

      Maxon shifts his weight, tightening his hand around mine. “Thanks.” He presses his lips together, and then a short, awkward beat of silence passes between the three of us. I wonder if he’s starting to catch on to her flirting.

      “We should go,” he mutters, turning toward me, “before Clove starts doing something weird to get us over to the car.”

      I nod then put on a smile. “Part of me kinda wants to see what he’ll do.”

      Maxon shakes his head, the corners of his lips twitching. “Don’t let him hear you say that. It’ll only encourage him.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t want that.” I pretend to zip my lips. “Consider these things zipped shut forever.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he says then brushes his lips against mine. “Keeping these things zipped shut forever would be the greatest tragedy of the decade.”

      “The decade, huh? Wow, I feel so special.” I kind of do. Maxon always makes me feel this way.

      “That’s because you are,” he says, pulling me with him as he heads down the dirt road toward his driveway.

      As we’re walking away, I sneak a glance over my shoulder at Ava, half-expecting her to be staring at Maxon’s ass. But her gaze is locked on me and crammed with so much hatred that my stomach drops a bit.

      Either she really likes Maxon, or I did something to her in the past.

      I need to find out before I end up with another Queeny situation on my hands.
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      When we reach the car, Clove is sitting in the driver’s seat with one of those nerf guns in his hand, the end pointed in our direction. When he sees us approaching, he lowers it.

      “Man, just in time,” he says with a grin. “I was just about to start blasting you with darts.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Well, that’s kinda mean.”

      “Why? They’re just foam darts,” he says then shoots one at Maxon to prove his point. Although, it doesn’t help that the dart pegs Maxon in the forehead.

      “Ow.” Maxon winces while lightly touching his forehead.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” Clove says with an eye roll.

      “You think I’m being a baby?” Maxon questions.

      When Clove nods, Maxon steals the nerf gun and shoots him in the chin. The suction cup on the end of the dart gets stuck to Clove’s face and leaves a red mark when he pulls it off.

      “Well, that was vicious,” Cloves says, tossing the dart and nerf gun into the back seat that’s piled with boxes.

      “You did it first,” Maxon retorts, lacing his fingers through mine.

      “Yeah, but it’s in my nature to be vicious,” Clove quips with a goofy grin.

      Maxon and I trade a look then bust up laughing.

      “What the hell’s so funny?” Clove asks, glancing between the two of us.

      “You being vicious.” I dab the tears of laughter from my eyes. “Thanks. I really needed a cheer-me-up.”

      “Any time.” Clove grins, but then confusion knits his brows. “But, why do you need cheering up?”

      Maxon gives me the same confused look. “Did something happen?”

      Crap, I hadn’t meant to say that aloud, and I don’t want to tell him the truth. That Ava, their old friend, has me feeling annoyed because she flirted with Maxon. But I hate lying to them. I’ve done it before, and it nearly destroyed our friendship. Not that I believe I have to tell them everything.

      “It’s nothing.” I give a dismissive shrug then start toward the passenger side of the car, towing Maxon with me, figuring they’ll let the subject drop. I should know better, though. Clove is too good of a friend, and Maxon is way too caring of a person. And once we all get seated in the car, I’m reminded of this.

      Like always, I’m sitting in the front seat, wedged between Maxon and Clove. I like sitting here. It always makes me feel safe and happy, and the air smells like an array of scents due to the ten air fresheners dangling from the rearview mirror.

      “Ash, Ash, Ash,” Clove tsks me as he starts up his car. “Word of advice. You should never bottle up stuff.”

      I want to point out that he rarely talks about stuff that’s bothering him, and while he could very well just never be bothered by much, I highly doubt that’s the case. I think he’s just good at dismissing things.

      “I’m not bottling up things,” I insist, fastening my seatbelt. “I just don’t want to talk about what’s bothering me because it’s not a big deal.”

      Clove raises his brows. “But you’re admitting something is bothering you?”

      “Sure. But like I said, it’s not a big deal,” I stress, leaning back against the seat.

      Maxon slips his arm along the back of the seat, right behind my head, and starts lightly combing his fingers through my hair. “I think he just wants to make sure you’re okay,” he says. “Even if it’s not a big deal.”

      Le sigh. Why did I have to open my mouth? Although, it is really sweet that they care so much about my wellbeing.

      “It really isn’t a big deal,” I insist. “I’m just feeling a bit uncomfortable about what happened with Ava.”

      A crease forms between Maxon’s brows, but before he can say anything, Clove speaks first.

      “Okay, what’d I miss?” he asks as he steers onto the dirt road that leads to the main road. “Because everything seemed fine when I walked off.”

      Maxon presses his lips together, wariness flooding his eyes, and I have to wonder if he does realize that Ava was flirting with him.

      “Well, not that it’s a big deal—and honestly, I’m sure I deserve it—but she was giving me some pretty nasty looks when she realized who I am.” I rest my head against Maxon’s shoulder, seeking comfort. Comfort I probably don’t deserve, I’m sure, but Maxon, being the sweet guy that he is, always gives it to me. “But like I said, it’s not a big deal. I wasn’t very nice to her in the past, so she has every right to give me dirty looks.”

      But hitting on my boyfriend right in front of me crossed a line. Not that I’m going to say that aloud.

      Clove pats my leg. “Give Ava some time. I’m sure she’ll warm up to you.” He winks at me. “All you need to do is work your sparkly, magical Ashlynn charm on her and things will be fantastic.”

      Yeah, I don’t believe for a second that it’s going to be that easy, and I’m not even sure I want to become Ava’s friend. Not that I want to be her enemy. She just gave me a bad vibe. And obviously, she has the hots for my boyfriend. But who can blame her? He’s seriously hot.

      “I’ll try,” I say with a lack of enthusiasm, which Clove totally notices.

      “Are you sure that’s the only thing bugging you?” he asks as he pulls onto the road.

      I nod then shrug.

      “Ash,” Clove playfully scolds me. “What have we told you about keeping secrets from us?”

      “It’s not a secret,” I insist, squirming in my seat. “It’s just something I don’t want to say aloud because it’ll probably make me sound silly, and I don’t want to be silly. Well, unless we’re playing Who Can Look the Most Stupid Dancing. Then I’m all for looking silly.” Clove and I made up the game one night when we were bored and ate way too many Skittles. The title of the game is pretty self-explanatory.

      “Aw, I miss that game. We should totally play it again soon,” he muses with a wistful look on his face. “In fact, we should have a little get-together tonight. It’s Friday night, which means it’s party night.” He waggles his brows at me.

      “I’d totally love to,” I tell him, “but I have to run my mom’s store tonight since she going out of town. And then I promised her I’d go home afterward. She’s being really paranoid about me staying home alone, even though I’m old enough.”

      “You’re going to be home alone tonight?” Clove asks with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      I eye him over suspiciously. “You’re planning something in your head. Something I’m betting could be fun but could also potentially get me in trouble.”

      “Ha! Like I’d ever do that!” he exclaims.

      Maxon and I trade an amused look then Maxon glances at Clove. “That sounds exactly like something you’d do,” he tells him, tracing soft circles on the back of my neck.

      Clove rolls his eyes, a grin teasing at his lips. “Whatever. You guys are so wrong.”

      “You know we’re right or you wouldn’t be grinning like that,” I remark with my own grin.

      “Whatever. I so do not.” He pulls into the gas station that we stop at every morning to get a blue slushy and licorice. It’s been a tradition since the first day we drove to school together, and I love it, love that we have traditions that make me feel good inside. “I was just thinking that maybe we could have a little get-together at your house, you know, since the parentals aren’t going to be home.”

      “You want to have a party?” I question in confusion.

      I mean, yeah, Clove likes to party, if you consider partying as bingeing on candy, drinking high amounts of soda, and getting stoned while playing video games. But, as for actually partying with a bunch of people, it’s really not his thing. Honestly, none of the people I hang out with now like to party, and I like that they don’t.

      “Not a party,” he clarifies as he steers into a parking space. “A get-together. Jeez, Ash, don’t you ever listen to me?”

      I roll my eyes. “I listen to you all the time, but you always talk so riddle-y.”

      “I’m the one who talks riddle-y?” he questions. “That’s not even a word.”

      “It’s totally a word,” I quip with a smirk.

      His grin mirrors mine. “You, lovely girl, keep me on my toes.” He pushes the shifter into park, shuts off the engine, and then pulls the keys out of the ignition. “So, what’d you say? Can we have an awesome get-together tonight at your house? I promise I’ll be on my best behavior. In fact, I won’t even light up there.” He pauses. “I’ll walk over to Maxon’s property to do it.”

      “Whatever. You can smoke at my house. Lucky does it all the time.” I pause, considering what he wants. “Who are we going to invite?”

      “Well, you obviously.” He winks at me, and I roll my eyes. His grin widens. “And Maxon, of course, since you two are basically attached at the hip these days. Then there’s Clarissa, Kinslee, and Huntley. And we can’t forget the best person—me.” He dazzles me with a toothy grin, and I can’t help smiling back. “And then I was thinking maybe Ava.”

      I struggle not to frown, but damn, it’s difficult.

      “It’d be a good chance for you two to get to know each other,” he stresses. “And I’m sure she’d appreciate it, being the new girl and all. And she probably doesn’t have any friends yet.”

      I really, really don’t want to invite her, but I don’t want to say no either, especially considering how I knew what it felt like to be completely friendless only a little over a month ago.

      “Okay, I guess we can invite her,” I say, trying to sound as upbeat about it as possible, but I may have missed the mark.

      “I promise that you two will eventually like each other,” Clove assures me, patting my leg. “Ava is nice, and you’re so … you.” He shrugs.

      My brows dip. “What do you mean by, I’m me?”

      He trades an amused look with Maxon. “You want to handle this one? Or should I?”

      I expect Maxon to be as perplexed as I am, but when I glance at him, he looks as amused as Clove.

      “What is it?” I ask, feeling self-conscious.

      He smiles at me while lightly tugging on a strand of my hair. “You remember the blue morpho butterfly conversation we had?”

      I nod, getting a little fluttery inside as I recall the time Maxon compared me to this really rare, beautiful butterfly that artists travel long distances just for a chance to see. He said I had the same allure.

      “Well, that’s what Clove is getting at,” he explains. “That you’re too alluring and beautiful and sweet for Ava not to eventually like.”

      Those butterflies that have been continuously living inside my stomach for the last month go mad crazy. “That’s the second time you’ve called me beautiful this morning.”

      His cheeks slightly flush. “That’s because you are.”

      “And on that note, I’m gonna get out of the car before you two start making out again,” Clove announces, pushing open the door. But then he pauses, glancing back at me. “So, are you cool with the get-together tonight?”

      I mostly am, except for the whole Ava thing, but since he clearly wants to invite her, I suck it up and be the good friend that these guys have taught me how to be.

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, hoping upon hope that Clove and Maxon are right and that Ava will eventually like me.

      Maybe then she’ll stop flirting with my boyfriend.
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      After I agree to have the get-together, we start to head inside to get our snacks. Maxon slips his fingers through mine as soon as we get out of the car, only letting go to hold the door open for me. The moment we walk in, he takes my hand again.

      I love how sweet he is, and I’m still not used to it. Knox was the kind of guy who was too self-centered to pay much attention to me.

      “I’m thinking of mixing it up this morning,” I say when we reach the slushy machine.

      “Really?” Maxon says as he grabs a large cup and hands it to me before grabbing one for himself. “What flavor are you thinking?”

      “Maybe cherry. Although, that seems kind of boring.” I tap my finger against my lips as I assess the selection. “Orange seems blah. And while the cola option sounds awesome, the brown color makes me wanna gag.”

      Maxon chuckles, his eyes crinkling around the corners. “You know that only leaves blue, right?”

      “Yeah … I guess blue it is then.” I stick the cup underneath the nozzle and begin filling it up while throwing Maxon a grin.

      Instead of grinning back, he leans forward and brushes his lips against mine. “You want to tell me the real reason you don’t want to have Ava over tonight?” he asks after he slightly pulls back.

      “There really isn’t one.” I kiss him because his lips are right there and it makes me feel better inside.

      “Ash.” He leans back and caresses my cheek with his knuckles. “I can tell something’s been bothering you ever since we talked to her.”

      Great. He can read me too well. How is that possible? I mean, we’ve only been together for a month. But I guess we’ve both been kind of secretly watching each other for years.

      “It just kind of felt like she was flirting with you this morning.” I let go of the handle as my cup fills to the brim. “And while I totally get why she would, from my past experiences, girls who flirt with other girl’s boyfriends, especially right in front of them, are trying to cause drama.”

      Shaking his head, he moves to fill up his cup. “I don’t really think she was flirting with me. She was just being friendly.”

      I put a lid on my cup and stick a straw in it. “No, she was totally flirting with you which, like I said, I totally get—you’re freakin’ sweet and smart and hot.”

      He rolls his eyes, blushing a bit. “I’m not hot.”

      Now I’m the one to roll my eyes. “No, you really are, especially when you take off your shirt and mow the lawn,” I say the latter absentmindedly and only realize it when he gives me a puzzled look.

      “When have you seen me mow the lawn without my shirt on?” he asks, putting a lid on his cup.

      “Um …” I debate whether or not to lie to him, but again, I made a promise not to do that to him again, so … “Remember how I said I used to watch you sometimes through your bedroom window while you were working on your science experiments?”

      He nods, sticking a straw into his cup. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I also may have occasionally watched you while you mowed lawns around the neighborhood. And sometimes, you’d take your shirt off.” I shrug. “That was my favorite part.”

      He shakes his head, his cheeks totally pink now. “You seriously have no filter sometimes.”

      “Sorry,” I say. “It’s kind of a bad habit.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s part of what makes you you. And while you do sometimes embarrass the hell out of me, I like that part of you.” He pauses. “But I really don’t get why you think I’m hot. I’m glad you do, though.”

      “Of course I think you’re hot, silly. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have basically stalked you for years.” When he just shakes his head, I add, “I know I dated Knox, but honestly, I was never attracted to him like I am to you. I think, deep down, I knew he wasn’t my type.”

      “A lot of girls would probably think you’re crazy for saying that.”

      “Well, a lot of girls like that preppy, douchey, overly muscular look. But I prefer the cloudy eyes, tall, dark-haired, and lean chest look.” I put my hand on his abs, pretending to prove a point, when really, I just want to touch him. “And I love the way you dress. But my favorite part is who you are.”

      A soft breath falters from his lips as I splay my fingers across the outside of his shirt, right across his abs. Then he swallows shakily, looking me in the eyes. “Sometimes, I worry I’m going to wake up and realize that this dream machine Clove and I once tried to build really did end up working and I’ve just been living in a dream this last month.”

      And there go those butterflies again.

      “And that’s another reason I like you.” I stand on my tiptoes to place a soft kiss on his lips. The kiss ends up lasting longer than I planned as he parts my lips with his tongue and slips his free hand around to the small of my back, pressing me closer.

      Our tongues tangle as we stand in front of the slushy machine. My hands start to wander, taking on a mind of their own, as they slip underneath the hem of his shirt and brush along his lean abs.

      While we’ve spent a lot of time kissing since we started dating, we’ve never taken things further. Go figure that I decide to get a feel of those abs that I spend a ton of time ogling while we’re standing in front of the slushy machine. Not that I care enough to pull my hand back.

      Maxon must think the same thing, because he shivers then deepens the kiss.

      “Good God, I’m seriously gonna get you two a room for Maxon’s birthday,” Clove gripes, ruining the moment like only he can.

      Maxon and I pull back, breathing raggedly.

      Then Maxon narrows his eyes at Clove. “You really do get off on embarrassing me, don’t you?”

      Clove gives an exaggerated nod. “I really do.” Then he gives Maxon a pat on the shoulder. “Maybe on top of getting you a room for your birthday, I’ll give you a break from embarrassing your ass.” He gives a thoughtful pause. “Nah, there’s no way I’d ever be able to keep my mouth shut for an entire day.”

      I snort a laugh. “For sure.”

      Clove narrows his eyes at me, but his lips quirk. “Keep it up, lovely girl, and you won’t get anything from me for your birthday.”

      I fidget with the straw in my cup. “That’s fine. My birthday’s not even for, like, ten months anyway.”

      A crease forms between Clove’s brows. “So, you’re already eighteen?”

      I nod. “Yep, I’m officially an adult.”

      “Me, too.” He sticks out his hand for a fist bump. Smiling, I tap my knuckles against his. “You and I should hit up an eighteen and older club, and you can leave the old ball and chain at home since he can’t get in yet.” He tosses Maxon a smirk.

      “No way. I don’t go anywhere without my ball and chain. It’s way too pretty.” I smile at Maxon, and he shakes his head, a small smile touching his lips.

      “Well, pretty or not, Max still has about another week before he can go clubbing with the adults,” Clove tells me, slanting back against the shelf behind him.

      “Wait … Your birthday’s next week?” I ask Maxon. When he nods, I jut out my lip. “How did I not know this? I’m seriously the worst girlfriend ever.”

      “No, you’re not,” Maxon assures me. “You’re perfect.”

      “That’s not true at all,” I insist. “But I am going to find you the most perfect present ever.”

      “You don’t need to get me anything,” Maxon says, suddenly seeming sad about something.

      “I know I don’t need to, but I want to.” Smiling, I kiss his cheek.

      He smiles back but still looks sad. “We should probably get going, or we’re going to be late.” He starts toward the front counter without saying anything else.

      “What did I say that upset him?” I frown, glancing at Clove.

      Clove sighs. “Max isn’t a fan of his birthday. Kinslee and I have been trying for years to get him to confess why, but he’s never told us.” He gives a contemplative pause. “You, though, might be able to get him to open up about it.”

      “I doubt that,” I say with a sigh. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Maxon, it’s that he won’t open up until he’s ready.

      “Maybe, but it wouldn’t hurt to try.” He pushes away from the shelf and starts toward the front counter, signaling for me to follow.

      “I’ll try, but I really doubt he will.” I snatch a bag of licorice from off the shelf as we pass by the candy selection.

      “When you try, you should make sure to kiss him a lot.” He flashes me a grin.

      “No thanks. Not that I don’t like kissing him. I just don’t want to use kissing to manipulate him.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind,” Clove remarks. “And it might help if you stick your hand up his shirt again.” The corners of his lips twitch. “And it might not hurt to stick your other hand down his p—”

      “Hey,” I cut him off, pointing a finger at him. “Don’t be a pervert.”

      “I was going to say down his pumps and tickle his feet, because he really likes that,” he continues, giving me an innocent look. “Jeez, Ash, what the heck did you think I was going to say?”

      “What you were really going to say?” I give him a playful dirty look.

      He chuckles as we reach Maxon, who’s already set his slushy down on the counter. He takes one look at mine and Clove’s expressions and his brows furrow.

      “What’re those looks about?” he asks then pauses. “Or, do I not want to know?”

      “You don’t want to know,” I tell him as he reaches to take the slushy and licorice from my hands. Before he can grab them, though, I step back out of his reach. “I can pay for mine today.”

      Shaking his head, he snatches the candy and slushy out of my hand.

      “Hey,” I gripe, reaching to grab them back, but he hurriedly puts them on the counter then him and Clove stand side by side, blocking my way.

      Clove starts chatting with the cashier girl, something he does almost every morning. But that’s just Clove; he chats with almost everyone.

      “Why do we have to do this every time?” I complain, putting my hands on my hips. “I need to start paying for my own junk food.”

      Maxon places some cash on the counter then turns toward me. “The only reason you’re getting any of this is because Clove and I stop here every morning.”

      “Yeah, so? I still eat the candy and drink the slushy, which means I should pay for them.”

      “But you wouldn’t even buy any of it if it weren’t for us.”

      “Yeah, I know.” My chest aches a bit as his words strike a nerve.

      If it weren’t for them, I’d be riding the bus to school and probably eating lunch in a bathroom stall.

      “So, let me buy it for you,” Maxon says while collecting his change from off the counter.

      “I can’t let you pay every morning, It’s not right.” I cross my arms and give him my best I’m being serious look.

      “Yes, it is.” He stuffs his wallet into the back pocket of his jeans while smiling at me amusedly. “You’re adorable when you try to act tough.”

      My lips part in shock. “Hey, I am tough.”

      Clove snickers. “Ha, you’re about as tough as a kitten. And you trying to act tough is about as …” He dithers. “Well, as cute as a kitten.”

      I glare at him then crack my knuckles. “I am tough. And if you don’t knock all this cute stuff off, I’m going to prove it to you.”

      Clove and Maxon trade a look then Clove busts up laughing.

      “That was cute.” Clove walks past me and pats me on the head.

      I scowl at him, but he just keeps on smiling as he pushes out the door.

      I look back at Maxon, totally pouting. “Do I really look that wimpy?”

      Maxon offers me a smile. “You don’t look wimpy, and it’s not that we think you’re a wimp. It’s just that …” He gives a short, contemplative pause. “You’re funny, and you’re sweet, and you joke around a lot, and … you’re not really the kind of girl who goes around picking fights.”

      I smash my lips together as guilt weighs on my shoulders. It’s been a few weeks since I’ve felt it, and I haven’t missed it at all. “I think you’re forgetting how I was for the past six to seven years.”

      He skims his thumb along my cheekbone. “Even when you were friends with Queeny, you didn’t pick fights.”

      “Maybe not any fist fights,” I mutter. “But I did cause trouble for a lot of people. I was just sneaky about it.”

      “Maybe so,” he agrees. “But that’s not who you really were. I could always tell that.”

      “Well, then you must have magical eyes because there were a lot of times when I couldn’t see it.”

      “That’s because you were caught up in the drama, but I think, deep down, you always felt a bit guilty for what you were doing. There’s no way you could be you without that being true.”

      He’s right, and it makes me feel all shaky inside that he knows that—knows me.

      I press my lips together, giving myself a beat, or I might start crying like a baby. “Thank you for seeing the good in me.”

      “It’s not that hard to see. Especially now.”

      Feeling all gooey and warm inside, I kiss him on the cheek again. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “I’m just telling the truth.” He hands me my slushy and licorice then picks up his own. Then we leave the store with our fingers laced together.

      Maxon doesn’t say anything else until we reach Clove’s car where Clove is waiting for us with the engine running and some 80s punk rock cranked up.

      “Took you guys long enough,” he remarks as Maxon opens the door.

      I move to get inside, but then Maxon folds his fingers around my arm.

      “About me getting weird over my birthday.” He releases my arm and scratches the back of his neck while staring at the ground. “I’m sorry I just kind of walked off, but I’m just …” He blows out an exhale and glances up at me. “I’m just not a fan of my birthday. So, if you could, just please don’t get me anything. Clove will probably try to encourage you to, and he means well, but …” For the strangest moment, fear flashes in his eyes, but he quickly erases the look. “I’d really appreciate it if you’d treat it like any other day.”

      While I really want to celebrate it because I love birthdays, I can tell he means what he says.

      “Okay, I will.” I bite my bottom lip. “Is everything okay, though?”

      “Yeah, of course.” He quickly puts on a smile, yet his eyes remain haunted. “I’m just not a fan of celebrations or getting presents.”

      I get the feeling he’s not being completely honest with me, but I decide to let it go for now, knowing it won’t do any good to press. Still, I make a mental note to one day get to the bottom of why he looks so sad right now.
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      During the rest of the drive to school, we keep the conversation light and focus on planning stuff for tonight’s get-together while guzzling blue slushies and stuffing our faces with candy.

      “I have to be at my mom’s store until about seven,” I inform Clove when he asks me what time everyone should come over. “And then I have to ride the bus back to my house, which will take a while.”

      Clove dismisses me with a flick of his wrist then stuffs a handful of M&Ms into his mouth. “I can give you a ride home from the store.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask because, while I’d totally rather ride with him, I don’t want to make him drive across town just to pick me up. “The store’s all the way across town in that rundown section where all those old shops are, and you’re already giving me a ride there after school.”

      “So? It’s close to where I live,” he explains as he veers into the school’s parking lot.

      “Oh.” I become suddenly aware that, up until now, I had no clue where Clove lived. Whenever we’ve hung out, it’s usually at school or Maxon’s place. I wonder why.

      He maneuvers into a parking space and parks. “So, you want me to pick you up at seven then?”

      “Sure.” I smile thoughtfully. “I’m kind of glad I don’t have to ride the bus home. The last time I did, I had to sit by this forty-year-old guy who smelled like onions. And he stared at me the entire way home. It was creepy and gross.”

      The corners of Maxon’s lips tug downward. “You should call us anytime you need a ride. Don’t ride the bus anymore.”

      I unfasten my seatbelt. “I’m not going to make Clove come pick me up every time I need a ride.”

      Maxon pushes open the door and slings the handle of his backpack over his shoulder as he scoots to the edge of the seat. “You don’t need to call Clove every time. You can call me.”

      “Why?” I tease. “Did you finally build a car out of all those spare parts you have lying around your room?”

      He smiles at me. “Those aren’t car parts. They’re from a vacuum I disassembled.”

      “You say that like it should be obvious,” I say with a smile. “But for us common folks, it’s not.”

      “Ash, you’re far from common.” He traces his fingertip along the brim of my nose.

      My eyelashes flutter, and my stomach spins with cotton candy.

      When I speak again, I sound stupidly breathless. “If you say so. But that still doesn’t explain how you’re going to pick me up.”

      He climbs out of the car then offers me his hand. “Because I built a motorcycle.”

      I start to reach for his hand but freeze. “You built a motorcycle …? How…? Huh?”

      Smiling proudly, he grabs my hand and pulls me out of the car. “It’s something I’ve been working on for a couple of years with Clove, and we finally got it finished last night.”

      I shake my head in awe. “Dude, my boyfriend is so badass. He can build motorcycles and cook, and he’s super sweet and smart. Tell me again how you’ve never had a girlfriend?”

      “Because he’s also super awkward,” Clove says as he hops out of the car.

      “Whatever. So are you,” Maxon retorts, brushing strands of hair out of his eyes.

      “It’s okay that you’re awkward.” I thread my fingers through his. “I like that you are. And besides, sometimes I’m awkward.”

      He snorts a laugh. “You’re awkward in a quirky, adorable way. I’m just weirdly awkward.”

      “Well, I love weirdly awkward.” I give him a kiss on the lips.

      When I pull away, I spot a few people who hang out with my old group of friends watching us and whispering to each other. This has happened a few times since Maxon and I showed up at school holding hands. It was actually the day after Clarissa helped me reveal that Knox and Jett were the ones who lied about me hooking up with Queeny’s crush. And the reason they did it: so they could sleep with Queeny. Of course, both of them didn’t realize the other wanted to hook up with her.

      But anyway, that’s all in the past now, and the staring doesn’t bother me too much, especially when I have Maxon holding my hand and walking beside me and Clove walking on my other side.

      Neither of them appears to notice the gawking, but I’ve learned enough about them to know that they’re aware we’re being stared at. They just don’t care.

      “So, about this motorcycle,” I say to Maxon as we start toward the school. “When do I get to see it? And where is it even?”

      “Clove and I rented a storage unit—it’s where we work on it,” he explains as we reach the entrance doors. He opens one with his free hand and holds it open for me. “But I’m thinking about bringing it home over the weekend so we don’t have to pay for the unit anymore. Although, we have other stuff in there, too, so we still might need to keep it.”

      The three of us step inside, and Maxon lets go of the door.

      “I already told you we need to keep it because I’m so not ready to give up my man cave.” Clove stuffs his hands into his pockets. “I’ll try to find a way to pay for it myself, because I know you need the extra cash.”

      “Wait … A storage unit is your man cave?” I ask him with a raise of my brows.

      He shrugs as we start down the crowded hallway. “I hang out there sometimes when I need a break from my family, or when I want to smoke a bowl. There’s a TV and a sofa there, so it’s a pretty comfortable place to hang.”

      I want to ask him why he needs a break from his family, but he comes to a stop in front of the science room.

      “I have to go do a couple of things in here,” he announces, opening the classroom door. “I’ll see you guys at lunch.”

      I wave bye to him then continue walking toward my locker while holding Maxon’s hand. “So, he really just hangs out a storage unit?”

      He scratches his neck, seeming a bit uncomfortable. “Clove’s kind of got a complicated home life, so he tries to avoid being home as much as possible.”

      “Does he not get along with his parents?”

      “Not really. But there’s more to it than that,” he says then sighs. “Look, I don’t really want to say anymore because it’s not my place to tell anyone. You can ask Clove more about it, but I should warn you, he’s not a fan of talking about his family.” He wavers, chewing on his bottom lip, strands of his dark hair falling into his eyes. “Although, he might tell you.”

      I flutter my eyelashes at him. “Because I’m so charming?”

      The corners of his lips quirk. “Yes. And because of the whole blue morpho butterfly thing.”

      I smile thoughtfully. “You know, one day, I think I’m going to have to get a picture of one tattooed on my body.”

      His gaze fleetingly skims up and down my body. “Where would you put it?”

      “I don’t know … I haven’t really thought about it much, but maybe on my wrist or shoulder. Or maybe here.” I touch the side of my thigh on a spot between the top of my knee-high stockings and the bottom of my shorts.

      His gaze tracks the movement. “That’d look nice,” he murmurs, blinking his gaze up to mine.

      “Would it?” I bite back a smile. “You have a thing for tattoos, don’t you?”

      He hesitates as he wets his lips with his tongue. “It’s not that I have a thing for tattoos. Just a thing for tattoos on you and those sexy legs of yours …” He hastily clears his throat, a flush creeping up across his neck.

      I’ve never actually heard him use the word sexy before, but good Lord does it do weird things to my stomach, and I can’t keep a goofy grin from spreading across my face.

      “You think my legs are sexy?”

      He nervously scratches his arm. “Of course I do. And I’m sure almost everyone else here does, too, especially when you wear those tights you have on right now.”

      My pulse pounds through my body as I step toward him. “You like the knee-highs, huh?” I peer up at him as I fiddle with one of the zippers on the side of his pant leg.

      When he nods, I stand on my tiptoes and place a kiss on his lips while looping my arms around the back of his neck. His hand instinctively wanders to my back as he presses me closer, deepening the kiss, his tongue parting my lips open—

      “Maxon, Ashlynn, don’t make me write you up,” Mr. Chester’s voice interrupts the moment like a cold bucket of water dumped over our heads. “This school has rules about PDA.”

      Maxon and I jerk back.

      “Sorry, Mr. Chester,” Maxon sputters, his cheeks bright red.

      Me? I remain calm on the outside. Inside, though, I’m a frazzled mess, but that’s mostly from the kiss.

      Things have been pretty PG between Maxon and me, but the stuff he just said to me and the way he kissed me were totally hot.

      “Yeah, sorry,” I say in an even tone.

      Mr. Chester glances between the two of us, and I can tell he’s trying to appear sterner than he wants to be. “Just don’t do it again, or I’ll have to write you up.”

      We both nod, and he relaxes, tucking the stack of papers he’s holding underneath his arms.

      “Now that that’s settled”—he looks at Maxon—“I was wondering if I could talk to you about the district’s science fair. It’s being held at our school, which means I’m in charge. And I need a few ideas on a couple of things.”

      Maxon nods. “Of course.”

      A cheerful smile breaks across Mr. Chester’s face. “Great. If you have time right now, we can discuss it in my classroom. I think Clove’s in there already, and I was going to ask him for his input as well.”

      “Okay.” Maxon glances at me. “Are you going to be okay going to your locker by yourself?”

      I motion for him to go ahead. “I’ll be fine. No one’s really bothered me since Clarissa and I took down Queen Bitchton.”

      Maxon brushes his fingers along the back of my hand. “See you at lunch then?’’ He waits for me to nod then follows Mr. Chester into the classroom.

      I turn and wander down the hallway toward my locker, trying my best to ignore the looks getting thrown in my direction. I’m doing pretty dang awesome until I hear a voice that makes me both want to cringe and punch something.

      “You know, I’ve heard of people losing their sanity, but I’ve never actually witnessed it until now,” Queeny remarks as I pass by her locker.

      She’s wearing a skirt, a white top, and high heels, all of which I’m assuming are designer, and her long hair is curled at the ends. Standing beside her and dressed in equally as expensive outfits are her two friends, my two ex-friends, Janie and Reina.

      All of their attentions are fixed on me, but not wanting any drama, I do my best to ignore them as I stroll on by.

      “But what I’m wondering is why you lost your sanity,” Queeny continues, stepping away from the locker and walking beside me, her heels clicking against the linoleum.

      Janie and Reina trail us, the sounds of clicking heels and bubblegum being popped floating through the air.

      “It’s probably because we’re not friends with her anymore,” Janie sneers.

      Queeny doesn’t even so much as crack a smile, her gaze fixed on me. “Oh, I highly doubt that, since Ash and I were never really friends. Isn’t that right, Ash?”

      “Yep,” I reply easily because it’s the truth.

      After I became friends with Maxon, Clove, and Clarissa and discovered what friendship really was, I realized Queeny had just been using me for all those years.

      “You seem so happy about that, Ash,” Queeny says, flipping her hair off her shoulder. “But deep down, I think we both know you’re miserable. Well, either that or you really have gone insane. Seriously, what’re you thinking making out with Maxon Harter?”

      “It’s so disgusting,” Janie chimes in with a giggle.

      “What’s disgusting is the smell of your perfume.” I wave my hand in front of my face and crinkle my nose. “Seriously, it smells like you bought it from the Dollar Store and then bathed in it.”

      Janie’s eyes widen as her gaze darts to Queeny. “It’s designer. I swear.”

      I smile to myself.

      When I was friends with Queeny, she made up a rule that only designer perfumes were allowed in her car. I was stupid enough to obey the rule. While my family could afford designer perfume at the time, although we were never super rich, I had to save up like a month’s worth of allowance to buy it. Once my dad fell off the roof and my family had to start living off just my mom’s income from the store, designer perfumes weren’t an option anymore. Allowances weren’t an option anymore either. So, since I still wanted to ride with Queeny to school, I used those free perfume samples from magazines. It was ridiculously pathetic of me, but I was a ridiculously pathetic girl back then.

      “Chill the eff out, Janie,” Queeny says with her gaze glued to mine. “Ash was just trying to get a rise out of you. Isn’t that right, Ash?”

      This entire conversation is super strange. Queeny hasn’t really spoken to me since I turned down her offer to be “friends” again. And before that, she’d spent weeks making my life a living hell. So, why is she talking to me now? Because I kissed Maxon in the hallway and she wants to mock me? Or is there more to it than that?

      I’m not sure, and I really don’t care enough to find out.

      “Well, it’s been a pleasure talking to you guys,” I say dryly. “But I need to get to my locker.” I start to step toward my locker when Queeny snags the sleeve of my jacket.

      My guard instantly goes up as I recall the last time she grabbed my shirt and how she ended up tearing it open.

      “Let me go,” I warn in a low, calm tone.

      Smirking, she releases me. “Jesus, chill the hell out. What is with everyone and being so nervous around me?” She says it like she’s clueless about the answer, but her smile suggests she knows exactly why. “I come over here to talk to you, in front of everyone, I might add, and you act like I’m the biggest bitch ever.”

      So many comebacks bite at the tip of my tongue. But, not wanting any drama this morning, all I say is, “Hmmm …”

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever, Ash. I don’t have time to deal with your passive aggressive shit. I just wanted to give you this.” She sticks her hand into her purse, pulls out a purple, glittery envelope, and hands it to me.

      I take it, beyond confused. “What the heck is this?”

      “It’s an invitation to my Halloween party.” She pulls out a stick of gum, unwraps it, and pops it into her mouth. “I’m having it next weekend.”

      I glance from the envelope to her. “You do realize Halloween is only a few days away, right?”

      She shrugs. “I know. And I know you and I used to do that whole pre-Halloween party thing, but since we’re not friends anymore, I thought I’d mix it up and have an after-Halloween party. You know, like an after-show party. It’s what all the Hollywood stars are doing.”

      “Good for them.” I pat the envelope against the palm of my hand, trying to figure out what she’s up to. “I don’t get why you’re inviting me, though. Like you said, we’re not friends.”

      “Call this my olive branch.” She spins around, her hair whipping me in the face. “You can bring a plus one, but everyone is required to wear a costume. All the deets are on the invitation.” She waggles her fingers at me. “See you there.” She saunters off with Janie and Reina hurrying after her.

      Shaking my head, I turn around and walk toward my locker, confusion swirling in my mind. Why in the hell did she invite me to her party? This has to be a trick, right?

      As that thought crosses my mind, I tear open the envelope, half-excepting some note about how crazy and pathetic I am. But nope. It’s an actual invitation with a little card that reads: for your plus one. And there’s a buttload of glitter in there as well that gets all over my outfit.

      “Awesome. It looks like a faerie shit on me,” I mutter as I try to brush it off my shirt, but it only seems to spread.

      Sighing, I stuff the invitation into my bag then head into the bathroom. I grab a bunch of paper towels, put a little bit of water on them, and start wiping the glitter off the front of my shirt.

      As I’m trying to clean up, one of the stalls opens, and Ava walks out.

      Lovely. Just what I need when I’m elbow deep in glitter and the stench of Queeny’s perfume still lingering in my nostrils. But I do my best to put on a smile.

      “Hey.”

      A spiteful smile tugs at her lips. “Cut the shit, Ash. Maxon and Clove aren’t around, so you can stop pretending to be nice.”

      I roll my tongue in my mouth, mentally telling myself to be calm. “I’m not pretending.”

      She snorts a laugh as she walks up to a sink. “That’s total bullshit. I remember how you used to be, and while you may be pretending that you’re some nice girl now, the kind of meanness that you radiated before doesn’t just go away. It’s branded into your personality like an iron rod singes flesh.”

      “Um … That’s darkly poetic.” I throw the ball of paper towels into the trash then turn on the water to wash my hands. “But completely inaccurate.”

      “Says the biggest liar I’ve ever met.” She shuts off the water, grabs some paper towels, and then dries off her hands. “You don’t have me fooled. I remember when you used to think it was funny to shove people off lunch benches and dump food on their heads.” She tosses the paper towels into the trash. Then, smirking, she walks by me, slamming her shoulder into mine.

      I stumble, smacking my hip against the sink. Then I quickly regain my balance and reel toward her, but she’s already walking out the door.

      I shake my head, stunned. Not just over how mean she was, but because I know I never shoved anyone off a lunch bench and dumped food on their head. Sure, I did a lot of mean stuff, but it was mostly verbal things. So, what the heck was she talking about?

      Shaking my head, I grab the door handle with the intent to chase after her and ask her why she said that, when my phone vibrates from inside my pocket, distracting me.

      I fish it out, expecting it to be from either Maxon or my mom. But nope. It’s from THS, also known as The Heartbreaker Society. Since Clarissa has stressed that secrecy with the society is important, I decided to use an abbreviation when I saved their contact info in my phone.

      Swiping my finger across the screen, I open the message.

      THS: So, Ashlynn Wynterland, are you ready for your first task?

      What?

      Me: What task? And why did it take you so long to contact me?

      THS: No questions. All you need to focus on is getting the task done. Once you do, you’ll be brought into the society where we will give you information about what really happened the day your dad fell off the roof.

      Me: This sounds an awful lot like an initiation.

      THS: That’s because it is. We need to know we can trust you before we bring you further into the society. I know one of our members has promised us that you’re trustworthy, but we can’t take any chances with this.

      Me: But what is this even? Because I know very little about the society other than it likes to keep contacting me.

      THS: And we want to keep it that way until we know for sure that we can trust you.

      I let a gradual breath ease from my lips as I back away from the bathroom door and lean against the wall. I’ve been waiting for them to contact me, desperate to know more about what happened to my father the day he fell off the roof, how my old friends were involved, and why. It doesn’t make any sense.

      Me: What’s the task?

      THS: We want you to befriend Queeny.

      I shake my head as I type.

      Me: No freakin’ way.

      THS: Then there’s no freakin’ way we’re going to let you into the society, which means we’re not going to give you the information about what really happened to your dad.

      I grit my teeth. Dammit, this is so frustrating! I mean, I want to know what happened to my dad that day, but …

      Me: Look, even if I agreed to this, Queeny would never be my friend again. We weren’t really even friends before. I just stupidly thought we were.

      THS: I get your apprehension, but Queeny was closer to you than she has been with anyone else. You’re our only way to get to her.

      Me: Why do you want to get to her at all?

      THS: Now, Ash, didn’t I just explain that you have to earn our trust?

      I grimace.

      Me: Yeah, but like I said, even if I agree to this, Queeny will never be my friend again.

      THS: Really? Then why did she just invite you to her party with an invitation that basically vomited glitter all over you?

      Tensing, I glance around, looking for cameras hidden somewhere. I can’t find any, at least not in here, but I still feel unsettled.

      Me: How do you know about that?

      THS: I have my ways. Now, do we have a deal or not?

      The bell rings, announcing that first period is starting. Since I’m already late, I decide to stay here and finish this conversation.

      Me: How do I know for sure that you have info about my dad falling off the roof?

      THS: You’ll just have to trust us.

      Me: I can’t agree to this until I know I can trust you. This is a two-way street, my friend.

      THS: Well, aren’t you clever. But that’s okay. We like cleverness, which is why we’re going to show you this.

      Another message buzzes through. It’s a photo of my dad standing on the roof of our old house. From the angle, it looks like the picture was taken from the tree in our neighbor’s backyard.

      Me: Did you take this photo?

      THS: No, this photo was collected from someone we’re going to call Stalker for now. And there’s a ton more photos, all taken by the same person, all on the day your dad fell off the roof. And when they’re put together, they show a disturbing story of how your dad really fell.

      I swallow a shaky breath, my heart thrashing in my chest.

      How can this be happening? Why was someone taking photos of my dad that day? What really happened?

      As anger bursts through me, my fingers move across the keyboard.

      Me: Fine, I’m in. I’ll befriend Queeny.

      As soon as I hit send, I realize the bigger picture of what I just agreed to do. Not only do I have to attempt to be friends with Queeny, but if I somehow manage to do that, I’m going to have to be around her, which yuck. Not to mention, she’s going to be a bitch about who I’m dating and who my new friends are.

      That doesn’t matter, though. I’m not giving up Maxon, Clove, and Clarissa. Not even for this.

      I’ll just have to find a way to have both.

      Somehow.

      THS: I’m glad to hear that. Good luck, Ash. I hope you succeed because you have a lot riding on this. I’ll be checking in to get updates, but the sooner you get this done, the sooner you’ll learn what really happened to your dad. And I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about our policy on not telling anyone about this or the society.

      Me: Yeah, I remember.

      THS: Good.

      I return back to the photo, anger burning under my skin. I’m not positive what happened that day, but there’s no way these photos were taken for a good reason. Someone was watching my dad, but why?

      Why?

      Why?

      Why?

      The word rings in my head as I leave the bathroom.

      I’m not sure how I’m going to do it, but I’ll make sure to complete the task so I can get to the truth.
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      I’m late for class, which wouldn’t be so bad if the teacher didn’t give me lunch detention. Great. Now I’m not going to be able to see Maxon until fifth period, something I gripe to Clarissa about during second period.

      “Oh, will you chill out?” she tells me under her breath as we both pretend to jot down notes. She’s sitting at the desk beside mine in the back row, so it’s easy to talk without getting caught, as long as we do it quietly. “You can make it through one lunch without seeing Max. And I think everyone might actually appreciate a little break from having to watch you two suck face.” She smirks, so I know she’s joking.

      Well, I think she is. Sometimes it’s hard to tell with her.

      “It’s not about that.” I chew on the end of my pen, debating whether to tell her about Ava and how she was looking at Maxon this morning. And how she might be eating lunch with everyone today, something I’m a bit concerned about.

      “Dude, what’s your problem?” she whispers, her brown hair veiling her face as she leans closer to me. “You look super pissed off right now … You didn’t take my sucking face comment seriously, did you?”

      “No … I’m not pissed … I’m just …” I lean closer and whisper, “You promise not to give me crap over what I’m about to tell you?”

      She shakes her head as she fiddles with a hole in the knee of her jeans. “The foundation of our friendship was built over me being bluntly honest with you.”

      True. And usually, I appreciate her honesty, but with everything going on, I don’t think I’ll be able to handle it if she tells me that she thinks Ava is a better match for Maxon than I am.

      But mine and Clarissa’s friendship is also about honesty, so …

      “Fine.” I peer around to make sure no one’s listening then slant closer to her. “So, there’s this girl, Ava. She used to live here, but she moved away a while ago, and now she just moved back.”

      “I know who you’re talking about. She’s in my first period class,” Clarissa informs me. “Why’s that got you acting all weird, though?”

      “Well, I guess she used to be friends with Clove and Maxon before she moved away, and this morning she was talking to them. Or, well, more like she was flirting with Maxon right in front of me.”

      “Maybe she didn’t realize you two were together.”

      “We kissed right in front of her.”

      “Oh.” She frowns but doesn’t say anything.

      I blow out an exhale. “I probably deserve this, right? Not just for all the crappy things I’ve done, but because I helped Queeny …” I trail off, unable to say the words aloud.

      “Helped Queeny steal my boyfriend?” she finishes for me with her brow lifted.

      Guilt crushes my chest. “Clarissa, I really am sorry—”

      She holds up her hand. “I didn’t bring it up so you’d apologize. I was just stating a fact.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, so? It doesn’t mean I can’t apologize for it again.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Please don’t turn into one of those people who constantly apologizes for everything.”

      “I’ll try, but no promises.” No, with how many bad deeds I’ve done in the past, I feel like I may be apologizing for a while.

      “Good God, you drive me crazy sometimes.” She smiles to let me know she’s joking. Then she grows serious. “But anyway, this thing with this Ava girl, you need to stop stressing about it. Max likes you, like a freakin’ ton. It’s honestly kind of annoying how much he likes you.”

      I shake my head, unable to keep a smile off my face. “It’s not annoying at all.”

      “Maybe not for you, but for the rest of us who have to witness it …” She gags.

      A smile pulls at my lips. “Thanks for cheering me up—”

      “Ashlynn, Clarissa, would you like to share with the entire class what’s so important that it couldn’t wait until the end of class to be discussed?” The teacher, who insists we call him Mr. D., interrupts me.

      Clarissa pulls a whoopsie face then turns forward in the seat. “Sorry, Mr. D. We were just, um …” She struggles for something to tell him, glancing at me.

      “Um … Discussing the assignment,” I say lamely.

      “Sure you were.” Mr. D. wanders up the aisle and comes to a stop in front of our desks. “I’m giving you guys lunch detention, which you will spend in my classroom taking notes.”

      Clarissa nods, but I hesitate.

      “Um, actually, I already have lunch detention,” I tell him.

      “Well then, I guess you two can come in after school,” he replies.

      “Actually, I can’t,” I explain. “I have to run my mom’s store after school.”

      “I guess you should’ve thought about that before you decided to gossip on my time.” He throws us both a dirty look before walking away.

      What a douchebag.

      “Sorry,” I mouth to Clarissa.

      She gives a half-shrug and mouths, “No worries. He’s an asshat.”

      I can’t help smiling at her reaction. If I’d gotten Queeny in trouble like this, she would’ve been so pissed off at me.

      Which reminds me, I need to talk to Clarissa about The Heartbreaker Society. But definitely after class is over.

      I spend the next twenty minutes zoning off and trying to figure out what to do about this afterschool detention thing. My mom was already apprehensive about me running the store. If I show up late because I got detention, she might end up not letting me run the store by myself and might close it up for the weekend, even though we need the money.

      Crap, I need to find a way out of this. Somehow. But by the time the bell rings, I haven’t come up with a solution.

      Maybe if I talked to Mr. D., I can explain the situation better, and he’ll be more understanding. Then again, Mr. D. is known for being a douchebag. Still, I have to try.

      “Hey, I need to talk to Mr. D. about this afterschool detention thing,” I tell Clarissa as I stand up and gather my books. “But I need to talk to you about something important. Can you wait for me? I’ll make this super quick.”

      “Sure.” She picks up her books, her gaze straying to Mr. D. who’s giving a kid a lecture about something. “Good luck. He’s probably not going to cave.”

      “I know, but I have to try.” I turn and walk up the aisle toward Mr. D.’s desk, lollygagging until the person he’s talking to walks away. Then, taking a deep breath, I approach him, my lips parting.

      “I’m not changing my mind,” he says without looking up at me as he sorts through a stack of papers on his desk. “If you don’t want to do the time, then don’t do the crime.”

      I resist an eye roll, but seriously, cliché much?

      “I understand that. I really do. And I’m really, really sorry for talking during class. I knew it was wrong when I did it, and I deserve detention for doing it. In fact, I probably deserve more than one day of detention,” I mentally roll my eyes, because I so don’t think that. “But the thing is, my mom owns this store and the income from it is what pays the bills because my dad’s injured and hasn’t been able to work for a while. And they’re supposed to be going to see this specialist this weekend so he can get better and hopefully start working again. But for my mom to be able to drive him, she has to either close her store for the weekend, which means my family loses money, or she can let me run it because she currently doesn’t have any other employees since the one she did have just randomly quit on her. Anyway, she decided to let me run the store, but she needs to go over some things with me before she takes off, and the only time that can happen is right after school, so I’d really, really appreciate it if you let me make up my detention on Monday.” I let out a breath.

      Holy crap, I just blurted out my family’s sob story to a teacher. But it’s the only way I could think of to get him to go a bit easier on me.

      He leans back in the chair. “That was quite the story you came up with. Have you ever thought about being a writer? You’re quite creative.”

      “It’s not a story.” I struggle to keep an even tone as I grow irritated. “It’s the truth. I really do have to run my mom’s store this weekend.”

      “Sure you do.” He leans forward and rests his arms on top of his desk. “So, what is it? You have a party you want to go to? You want to hang out with your friends at the mall?”

      Hang out with my friends at the mall? What is this? The 90s or something?

      I grind my teeth, mentally telling myself to stay calm. “I’m telling the truth. If you don’t believe me, you can always stop by the store and make sure I’m there.”

      “But why would you be there?” he questions. “Unless you plan on skipping out of my detention, which will get you suspended.”

      What’s this guy’s problem! I mean, I know he has a reputation for being a jerk, but I’ve never actually experienced it firsthand.

      “You can call my mom if you want.” I don’t really want him to, but at the same time, it’s the only way I can think of to get him to realize I’m telling the truth. And I want him to realize that really, really badly. Not just because I need to go to the store after school. No, at this point, I want to rub it in his face that I’m not a liar.

      He stares at me, his brow lifting. “Are you sure you want me to do that?”

      I hug my books against my chest. “Yep.”

      He slowly reaches for the phone, picks it up, and stares at me with a challenge in his eyes. When I keep my lips zipped, he sets the phone down. Then he picks up a pen and taps it against his desk. “All right, if you want to trade your afterschool detention for today, you can give me a week’s worth of lunch detention, starting Monday.”

      I’m not a huge fan of the idea of not getting to have lunch with Maxon, but showing up at my mom’s store is more important, so …

      “Okay,” I agree, trying not to frown. But seriously, detention is taking over my life.

      “All right, I’ll make a note of it.” He focuses on his computer.

      Assuming I’m dismissed, I turn around to walk away.

      “And Ashlynn,” he says.

      So close. “Yeah?”

      “The next time you talk during my class, I’ll write you up for a month’s worth of lunch detentions. And make sure to pass along the message to Clarissa.”

      Since my back is to him, I pull a face but say in my best ass-kissing tone, “Okay, I will.” Then I hurry out of the classroom.

      By the time I reach my locker where Clarissa is waiting for me, I’m beyond irritated.

      She takes one look at my expression and says, “I take it he’s still making you do after-school detention?”

      I shake my head while spinning my locker combination. “No, he caved, but only after he grilled me for like two minutes straight. And then he told me that if we talk during class again, he’s going to give us lunch detention for like a month.” I yank my locker open and grab my books for my next class.

      “Seriously?” she gripes, slumping back against the locker beside mine. “That guy has problems. You know, I heard that one time he got someone suspended for chewing gum during class. Whether it’s true or not, I’m not sure. But knowing Mr. D., it could be.”

      “For sure.” I bump my locker closed then face her. “I’m going to buy you a king-sized candy bar to make up for it.”

      She grins. “Make sure it has chocolate in it.”

      “I totally will.”

      We start down the hallway, heading toward our next classes. As we pass Will Ivins, one of Knox and Jude’s friends, Clarissa’s gaze strays to him. He offers her a smile, to which Clarissa responds with an eye roll. His grin broadens.

      A couple of weeks ago, Will moved in with Clarissa and her mom. It was completely out of the blue and strange since Clarissa despises him and his friends. I’ve asked her about it a couple of times, but she won’t tell me why he’s living with her. I have an inkling it has to do with the society.

      “So, how’s that going?” I ask Clarissa while giving a nod in Will’s direction.

      She shrugs. “I pretend he doesn’t exist, and he does the same to me.”

      “You sure about that? Because that little exchange that just happened kind of looked like you both realize each other exists.” It also seemed kind of flirty, but I’m not about to say that aloud, or she’s going to get irritated.

      She gives me the dirtiest look ever. “What did you need to talk to me about? Or did you just make me wait around so you can annoy me?”

      “Whatever. Change the subject,” I say as we maneuver through the congested hallway. When she playfully glares at me, I smirk. Then I sigh as I note the time on the clock. “I do need to talk to you about something, but I don’t think we have enough time anymore.”

      She glances at me, confusion dancing in her eyes. “What’s it about?”

      I flick a glance around before stepping closer to her. “It’s about THS.”

      She gives me a pressing look then grits through her teeth, “Dude, you know you’re not supposed to talk about that.”

      “I know, but something happened this morning, and I …” I huff out a frustrated breath as I come to a stop in front of my next class. “I really need to talk to someone about what happened, and since you’re the only person I know who knows about the society, I thought I could tell you some stuff. You know, so I can have a little bit of input on the madness of it all.”

      She shakes her head, strands of hair falling into her eyes. “You really don’t understand this whole secrecy concept, do you?”

      “I do. It’s just that …” I stop myself, worried to say more while we’re around so many people. “You know what? Never mind. I’ll figure it out on my own.” I start to step into the classroom.

      “Jesus, will you stop pouting?” she gripes. “If you really want to talk about this, I’ll listen. But not while we’re at school. It needs to be somewhere private.”

      I let out a relieved exhale then spin around to face her. “Actually, I was going to ask you if you wanted to come over to my house tonight since my parents and brother are going to be gone. Originally, I was thinking you and Kinslee could sleepover, but then Clove heard about it and decided we should have a”—I make air quotes—“ ‘Get together.’ Which in Clove land could mean anything.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She mulls over what I said. “I’m down for coming over, but if you want to talk about this, we need to find a way to get some time alone.”

      “Well, Clove’s supposed to be picking me up from the store after I close up, but maybe you can pick me up instead?” I suggest.

      “What time do you close?”

      “Around seven.”

      “Okay, cool. I’ll pick you up then.” She starts to turn around, but then she pauses and glances back at me. “Ash, you need to be careful when you talk about this. No one else can be around when we do.”

      The worried look on her face makes me worried.

      Just who is The Heartbreaker Society?

      “I know that,” I assure her. “I haven’t told anyone else about it. And I’m not going to.”

      She relaxes a smidgeon. “Good.” With that, she strolls off toward her next class.

      I head into mine, feeling a little bit better until I spot Ava sitting beside the one and only empty desk left.

      Yep, this day just keeps getting better and better.
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      I offer Ava a smile as I sit down in the seat. She rolls her eyes then looks toward the front of the classroom as the teacher begins the lesson.

      She doesn’t so much as glance in my direction for the entire class period, which would be fine, except she makes a point to focus all her attention on me after class is dismissed.

      “So, what’s your deal?” she asks as I’m collecting my books.

      I glance up at her, confused. “What do you mean?”

      She gathers her binder and books then rises to her feet. “I mean, what’s the deal with this façade you’ve got going on?” She gestures at my outfit. “Because the last time I checked, Ashlynn Wynterland wouldn’t be caught dead wearing such grungy clothes. She also would’ve never hung out with sweet guys like Max and Clove.”

      I hate that she calls him Max. Max is what his friends call him. And yeah, I realize I don’t call him that, but he likes that I call him Maxon.

      I lift a shoulder. “Things change. I’ve changed.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Sure you have.” She inches toward me. “I know what you’re up to.”

      For a frightening moment, I worry she knows about The Heartbreaker Society.

      “I’m not up to anything,” I manage to say evenly.

      She rolls her eyes. “God, you’re so transparent. Just because Max turned into a hottie doesn’t mean you deserve him. I remember who you are even if he doesn’t.”

      I press my lips together, wrestling back the urge to chew her ass out. “You may have known who I was, but you don’t know who I am now.”

      She snorts another derisive laugh, and my fingers curl into fists.

      “This”—she makes air quotes—“ ‘I’ve changed’ crap may have everyone else fooled, but it sure as hell doesn’t have me fooled.” She steps toward me. “And I’m going to prove to everyone that you’re fake.” Then she walks by me, purposefully bumping her shoulder into mine, just like she did in the bathroom earlier.

      Anger simmers under my skin, and I just about chase her down. But if Maxon were here, he’d tell me to let it go, that I’m better than that. So, I’ll let it go for now, but dude, if she keeps it up, shit’s gonna hit the fan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before I head to lunch detention, I hurry over to Mr. Chester’s classroom to say hi to Maxon, Clove, Huntley, Kinslee, and Clarissa.

      When I enter the room, I grimace at the sight of an extra person hanging out with my new friends.

      Ava is here.

      Awesome.

      I give myself a moment before approaching them, pretending to be the epitome of chill.

      Maxon spots me first. He usually does, and sometimes I swear he has, like, an Ash-sensor built into him. Maybe he does. After all, he has created some pretty awesome science experiments.

      “Hey,” he greets me with a smile. “What’re you doing here? I thought Clarissa said you have lunch detention.”

      “I do, but I thought I’d sneak by and say hi before I go serve my sentence.” I plan on kissing him, but he does it first, slipping an arm around my waist and lightly brushing his lips against mine.

      “Oh, come on, guys,” Clove complains while Huntley blushes and hurries off toward some cupboards at the back of the room. “We’re eating lunch here.”

      “I’m going to second that,” Clarissa says. When I toss her a playful glare, she grins. “In fact, I think we should have a meeting about all this PDA going on between you two, because I’m pretty sure the majority will vote no more kissing during lunch.”

      “We could do that,” Maxon says, turning toward her with his hand resting against the small of my back. “But just a warning; I’ll make a PowerPoint presentation of all the reasons why that shouldn’t be a rule, and it’s going to be a long one—at least twenty pages or so— and it’ll also state all the reasons why I should be able to kiss Ash if I want to.”

      “I’ll get in on that,” I add. “And I’ll make sure to put down very detailed descriptions of us kissing.”

      Clarissa crinkles her nose. “Please don’t.”

      “Oh, I’m so going to.” I grin at her, and she glowers back, but it’s a playful move.

      “Whatever. I won’t call a meeting, but for reals, I’m seriously going to get you two a room.” She grins at me as she reaches into her bag to grab her phone.

      Clove smacks the table and grins. “Hey, that’s what I told Max this morning.”

      Clarissa giggles. “But I bet, unlike Ash, he blushed.”

      Maxon strokes his fingers up and down my back as he sighs. “You guys do know I’m standing right here, right?”

      Clove glances at him with mockingly wide eyes. “Really, I totally couldn’t see you until now.”

      I giggle, causing Maxon to glance at me with his brow arched.

      “You know, if you laugh at him, it’s only going to encourage him more,” he tells me.

      “Sorry,” I say, but laughter still tickles my throat. “But he is kind of funny.”

      “Kind of,” Clove scoffs. “Try, is the funniest guy ever.”

      I giggle again, and Maxon shakes his head.

      “Fine, if you’re not going to stop …” He doesn’t finish, kissing me instead.

      When Clove groans in frustration, Maxon’s lips turn upward against mine.

      “I like this game,” I whisper, my lips grazing his. “We should play it all the time.”

      “You think so?” Maxon says with amusement.

      I nod. “Definitely.”

      The corners of his lips quirk, then he dips his lips toward mine again. But right as our lips just about touch, Ava ruins the moment.

      “I don’t want to interrupt this, but Ash, aren’t you supposed to be in detention right now?” Her tone drips with sugary sweetness, making my jaw tick.

      I pull away from Maxon with a quiet sigh. “Yeah, I guess I better get going.”

      I glance at Ava, seeing a ghost of a smile touch her lips. I’m not sure what kind of face I pull, but Clarissa gives me a puzzled look then tracks my gaze to Ava, who’s still smirking at me. Clarissa’s brows rise as she looks back at me.

      I give her a look like see, told you. Then I look back at Maxon. “See you next period.” I stand on my tiptoes and give him a quick kiss before walking away.

      “Have fun, troublemaker,” Clove calls out after me through a laugh.

      Shaking my head, I flip him the middle finger.

      He gives an exaggerated gasp. “She’s so mean.”

      Ava lets out a sharp snort and mutters something under her breath.

      I want to go back and confront her, but I don’t have time. Plus, my friendship with everyone is so new and fresh that I worry if I confront Ava, they might take her side. So, I leave the classroom, feeling kind of sulky.

      By the time I make it to detention, I’ve received a text. I take a seat toward the back and sneak out my phone to read it.

      Clarissa: Dude, you’re so right. Ava does have a thing for Max. She totally keeps hitting on him. I’m seriously about to put her in her place.

      A bit of relief trickles through me that someone is seeing what I’ve seen.

      Me: I’m glad I’m not the only one who sees it. You should’ve heard the stuff she said to me during last period. She basically threatened to prove that I’m faking who I am now.

      Clarissa: Well, she’s going to have a hard time doing that since we all know you’re not.

      It’s strange to have a friend take my side. It’s something that I’m not used to but appreciate.

      Me: Thanks for saying that.

      Clarissa: It’s the truth. I know we haven’t been friends for very long, but having witnessed how you’ve changed, I know there’s no way it can be fake. I got your back, girl.

      Me: Thanks. I just don’t know what to do about this situation. I mean, Clove and Maxon like her, so I don’t want to be mean to her, but at the same time, I don’t want to hang out with her when she’s threatening me and is hitting on Maxon.

      Clarissa: Hmmm … I might have an idea.

      Me: What’re you thinking?

      Clarissa: You have study hall last period, right?

      Me: Yeah. Why?

      Clarissa: Well, me and Kinslee have art then, which we can totally blow off. And Max, Clove, and Huntley have a free period at that time, so I think we should all have a meeting to address this Ava situation.

      Me: You want to have a meeting? But I’ve never been to one of those before.

      Clarissa: That’s because we haven’t had one in a while, but I think we need one now.

      Me: Okay, yeah, let’s do it.

      Clarissa: Awesome. I’ll let everyone know after Miss Desperation leaves.

      Me: Sounds good. And love the nickname.

      Clarissa: It’s fitting for sure.

      Smiling, I put my phone away, feeling a little bit better. But I can’t help feeling a bit of dread stirring inside me.

      What if everyone else isn’t as understanding as Clarissa? What if they don’t believe me?

      What if they decide they don’t want to be my friend anymore?
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      My worry over being friendless continues to increase the longer I sit in detention. By the time I’m released, I’ve almost convinced myself that everyone is going to dump me after this meeting. It doesn’t help that I don’t have enough time to chat with Maxon before our next class. But I do manage to sit behind him, and he ends up passing me a note.

      He’s so old-school sometimes. It’s cute.

      I smile as I unfold the note and read what he wrote.

      Missed you at lunch. I think we should make a rule that you can’t have lunch detention anymore. It makes lunch too boring.

      I smile like a lovesick dumbass as I write back:

      I’ll try my best, but I’m not very good at being punctual. I’m seriously tardy all the time and, half the time, I don’t even know how it happens.

      I feel a drop of guilt over writing the last part since I’m well aware of why I was tardy to class today. I wish I could tell him about the society, but part of me is worried the society will find out if I do. Plus, I’m not sure I want to bring him into that. In fact, I promised Clarissa that I wouldn’t bring him into my drama. Although, that promise was directed more toward the drama I was having with Queeny. Still …

      I internally sigh then finish writing the note.

      But I’ll try my best not to get any more detention so you guys can have your lunch entertainment.

      Oh yeah, and I missed you, too. Like a freakin’ ton.

      I fold the note back up and hand it to him as the teacher starts passing out the assignment we’re supposed to work on.

      Maxon takes a minute to read the note then jots something down and passes it back to me.

      It’s not just about having our lunch entertainment. It’s also about having you around. I like seeing you whenever I can, which is why I’m kind of glad Clarissa called a meeting during last period. Although, I’m sort of confused over what the meeting’s about. You wouldn’t by chance know, would you?

      I tap the end of my pen against my lips. So, Clarissa didn’t tell anyone what the meeting’s about? I wonder why.

      I do, but if Clarissa didn’t tell you, then maybe I shouldn’t.

      I pause from writing when Maxon leans forward in his desk to take a stack of papers from the person in front of him. As he does, I get a good view of his butt and take a moment to admire it. Then, feeling pretty amused with myself, I add to the note:

      P.S. Your butt looks really good in those pants.

      The remark is totally going to embarrass him, which is part of the appeal of writing it.

      Smiling, I fold up the note then hand it to him while he gives me the stack of papers. I take one then pass the stack along to the person behind me, keeping my gaze trained on Maxon as he unfolds my note and reads it. I know the moment he gets to the last part because a flush creeps up the back of his neck and the tips of his ears tint pink.

      Shaking his head, he writes something down on the paper then reaches back and drops the note onto my desk. I expect it to contain some sort of message about how much I like embarrassing him, so I’m a bit surprised when I read:

      Well, your butt looks amazing in those shorts.

      Holy freakin’ crazy unicorns, I did not see that one coming! And apparently, neither did those silly butterflies in my stomach because they go all kinds of mad crazy.

      I rub my lips together, deliberating what to write next. But after a few minutes tick by, I decide to lean forward and whisper in his ear, “I like this flirty side of you. It’s cute.” I sneak a glance around before kissing his cheek.

      He shivers ever so slightly then glances over his shoulder at me, his cheeks a bit flushed. He doesn’t say anything, but the look he gives me makes those crazy, lunatic butterflies lose their damn minds.

      The little weirdoes.

      After that, Maxon and I tone down the flirting to work on the assignment. I barely get anything done, though, as I grow more and more nervous about this meeting.

      By the time the bell rings, I’m a nervous wreck.

      “Where is this meeting supposed to be taking place?” I ask Maxon as we gather our things to leave.

      “I think we’re going to leave campus and go to that diner over near the grocery store,” he tells me as he threads his fingers through mine.

      “We’re leaving campus?” I ask, a bit surprised.

      He shrugs. “No one has any real classes this period. Well, Clarissa and Kinslee have art, but the teacher gives them passes to leave the classroom to work on their projects wherever they want.”

      “Really? Why the hell am I not taking art?” I thrum my finger against my lips. “Oh yeah, duh.” I smack the heel of my free hand against my forehead. “Because I suck at it.”

      “I doubt you suck,” he tells me as he steers me into the hallway.

      “Um, yeah, I totally do. It’s okay, though. I can’t be good at everything.” I give him a cheeky grin.

      He smiles back, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Maybe you’re not good at drawing and stuff, but you’re definitely great at writing.”

      “I’m not sure if great is the correct word,” I say. “All I’ve really written is a couple of articles for the newspaper, and they were each, like, a couple of paragraphs long.”

      His gaze suddenly travels across the people filling up the hallway, as if he’s searching for someone. “What about that poem you wrote last year? The one that Mr. Chester read aloud to the class,” he says absentmindedly.

      My brows dip. “What poem …?” It suddenly clicks.

      Last year, I wrote a poem for English about a girl who felt like she was watching her life through a veil. It was around the time I started feeling really guilty for the terrible things I’d done, and somehow those feelings of guilt manifested into the poem. I nearly crapped my pants when Mr. Chester decided to read it aloud to the class. Fortunately, he didn’t say who wrote the poem.

      So, how does Maxon know I wrote it?

      I slow to a stop in the middle of the hallway, drawing his attention.

      His forehead creases. “What’s wrong?”

      I look him in the eye. “How did you know I wrote that poem? Mr. Chester never said it was me.”

      He scratches the back of his neck, seeming squirrely. “I … I may have been watching you while he read the poem aloud, and I could just tell by the way you looked that it was you. But even before that, I kind of already wondered if it was you because the words seemed to sort of fit you.”

      “But it was super depressing and talked about guilt,” I point out, confused.

      He nods. “I know.”

      My confusion doubles. “Then how did you know it fit me? Because no one else sure as hell seemed to know.”

      He offers me an understanding smile. “Ash, anyone who looked close enough could tell you felt guilty about the things you did and that you weren’t acting like the real you.” He sweeps a lock of my hair out of my eyes. “The real you. The one I ate lunch with out by the dumpsters all those years ago.”

      My heart skips in my chest at his ability to see me. “You’re too perceptive, Maxon Harter.”

      “I only am with things I find worth my time.”

      I shake my head, feeling a bit flustered. “You’re too sweet. I don’t even know what to do with it most of the time.”

      Smiling, he drapes his arm around my shoulders and steers me toward the exit doors. I smile as I rest my head on his shoulder. But that smile falters when I notice him glancing around again as if he’s looking for someone.

      “Who are you looking for?” I ask, figuring it’s probably Clove.

      He just shakes his head and forces his attention on me. “No one. Why?”

      And for the first time since I met him, I get the feeling that my sweet boyfriend might’ve just lied to me.
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      There are things Ash doesn’t know about me, and I hate it, but I’m also not ready to tell her. It’s not that I don’t trust her. I do, even after everything that’s happened between us. But I also struggle with talking about difficult stuff. My mom’s actually sent me to a therapist multiple times because she was worried I was bottling up my emotions. I was, too. Still am most of the time.

      But some of the stuff that’s hidden inside me … The idea of talking about it …

      I swallow hard, my gut twisting in knots as Ash and I make our way across the grass toward Clove’s car in the parking lot.

      She’s barely said a word to me since I lied to her and told her I wasn’t looking for anyone. I’m fairly sure she knows I was lying, too, which makes me feel awful. But I can’t tell her the truth, because the truth will be followed by questions. Questions I won’t be able to answer.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her while holding her hand, afraid to let her go.

      A part of me always feels afraid to let her go. It’s an anxiety of mine and is just one amongst a long list of them. I was actually diagnosed with anxiety when I was around ten, but I’ve learned how to deal with it for the most part. No one other than my mom is aware that I have it, and I’d like to keep it that way because, again, telling people about it will only lead to questions I don’t want to answer.

      Can’t answer.

      In fact, just thinking about it makes me sick.

      Ash nods then glances at me, worry instantly filling her eyes. “Are you okay? You look like you’re about to be sick?”

      “I’m fine,” I lie, my stomach raveling into knots.

      I am far from fine. I can’t stop looking everywhere, searching for his face hidden in the middle of the people who surround us. My father’s face.

      Deep down, I know it’s probably an irrational fear. That more than likely my father isn’t at my high school, watching me. But the fear is ingrained into my mind, was put there exactly eight years to the day, which is the same day my dad left me and my mom. And no, that’s not a coincidence.

      The day my dad left, he threatened my mom. She doesn’t know I heard him telling her that he’d come back one day and make her pay for making him become a husband and a father, for making his life miserable.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d said something like that, but that day, so many awful things happened that part of me believed he meant what he said. That he’d come back and make us pay.

      Eventually, I pushed past the fear. Well, for the most part. But each year, on the anniversary of when he left, the fear creeps up on me, and I find myself looking for him in the weirdest places.

      Ash abruptly slows to a stop and pulls me with her. “You’re not fine. You look really pale.” She places her palm against my forehead. “You don’t feel like you have a fever, but … I don’t know …” She lowers her hand and studies me worriedly.

      A small smile touches my lips. She’s so beautiful as it is, but when she does things like this, like worrying about me and checking to see if I have a fever, it’s hard not to get caught up in her. It’s always kind of been that way for me when it comes to her.

      Clove used to tell me that I was an idiot for having a crush on her. He’d give me shit all the time, saying Ash was never going to give me the time of day and that I should just move on. But then he stopped saying that around tenth grade. I used to wonder why. Then, a few weeks ago, Ash confessed she had a crush on me for a while. Just after that, Clove informed me that the reason he stopped giving me crap about my crush on Ash was that he started suspecting she secretly had a crush on me.

      I sometimes still have a hard time believing this is real. That Ash and I are really together.

      Of course, there was a brief moment when I wasn’t sure I wanted us to be together, back when I found out she had sabotaged my and my friends’ chances of getting to participate in a science fair. But through a note from her, I learned how sorry she was, how awful she felt, and how she had felt stuck in a life she didn’t belong in. And how she was afraid to leave that life.

      Fear.

      I’ve felt it. Understand it. And that made it easy to forgive her.

      If only forgiveness was always that easy.

      “Maybe you should go home and lie down,” she suggests. Then the corners of her lips quirk. “I can go with you and play nurse. I can even dress up in a cute little nurse’s outfit if you want.”

      I shake my head, feeling my cheeks warm.

      My ability to get flustered over everything is one of the most annoying traits ever, but apparently, it’s entertaining to Ash and Clove, since they go out of their way to embarrass me all the time. I wish I could stop. Wish I could just be normal and flirt back with her without blushing like a dumbass. But the problem behind my discomfort is way deeper than that.

      “I’m fine,” I assure her, placing a hand on her waist. “You need to stop worrying about me.”

      “Nah, I’d rather not.” She loops her arms around the back of my neck and grins up at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to your place and let me play nurse? It could be fun.” She waggles her eyebrows at me.

      Again, my cheeks heat. “As fun as that sounds, we have a meeting to go to, remember?”

      She juts out her lip, pouting as she steps back.

      I know that look, have spent years observing her to know something’s bugging her, but what?

      “You’re upset about something,” I speculate, pulling her close to me.

      She shakes her head but continues frowning. “I’m not upset. I’m just a bit worried about this whole meeting thing. I mean, I’ve never really been to one before, and what Clarissa and I have to talk about …” She trails off, her frown deepening.

      My brows knit. “Wait. I’m confused. I thought Clarissa called the meeting, but now it sounds like you’re part of it, too.”

      She gives a half-shrug, her gaze wandering to me. “I guess I am a part of it … Well, honestly, Clarissa kind of called it because of me.” She lets out a heavy sigh as a horn honks from the parking lot. “That’s probably Clove. We should go before he draws even more attention to us while we’re trying to ditch school.”

      She seems sullen and completely unlike the cheerful Ash I know as we start walking toward Clove’s car. It has me worried about this meeting.

      What could she and Clarissa want to discuss with everyone?

      Before I can come up with any kind of answers, we reach Clove’s car, and he instantly distracts us from our conversation.

      “Dude, you guys are so freakin’ slow,” he complains as Ash climbs into the car beside him.

      “We’re slow?” Ash questions with a cock of her brow. “Dude, last week, when we were going to the movies, you had to stop for gas, and it took you like twenty minutes, and we ended up missing the first part of the movie.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault the cashier dude thought M&Ms were better than Skittles,” Clove protests. “I had to set the record straight. Unfortunately, he was an excellent debater.”

      Ash gapes at Clove as I slide into the seat beside her.

      “That’s why you took so long?” she asks. “Because you were having a debate about what candy’s better? Seriously?”

      I cover my mouth with my hand to hide my smile. Seriously, she shouldn’t be surprised by anything Clove says at this point. Then again, he still surprises me sometimes, and I’ve been friends with him for practically forever.

      Clove points a finger at her. “Candy is the fuel of life, little weirdo, and it should always be taken seriously.”

      “I’m the little weirdo?” Ash shakes her head. “You’re the one who got into a debate with a cashier over candy. And candy, I might add, that isn’t even in the same category.”

      “Skittles and M&Ms are totally in the same category. But Skittles obviously wins.” He flashes her a cocky grin. “Which is what I proved to the cashier when I won our debate.”

      Ash rolls her eyes. “Both of the candies may be shaped the same, but M&Ms are made of chocolate and Skittles are straight-up sugar and made of artificially fruit-flavored goodness, so in no way, shape, or form are they in the same category. And they literally taste nothing alike, so there’s no way to actually compare them. So, your little debate was pointless. And so was the reason I missed the opening scene of what could’ve been a really good movie if I actually knew what was going on.”

      Clove gapes at her, speechless, which is a rare occurrence for him.

      After a moment ticks by, he blinks then glides his gaze to me. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      I give a shrug, playing with strands of Ash’s hair. “There’s probably nothing to say. She just kicked your ass in that debate.”

      “Well, other than I’m awesome and badass and know all things.” Ash smirks at Clove, who again, misses a beat.

      He contemplates something before pointing a finger at her. “You may have one this one for now, but I’m going to prove to you that there’s a way to compare the two candies.” Grinning, he starts up the engine then backs out of the parking space.

      “Good luck with that,” Ash says with a haughty smile.

      I smile, too. I can’t help it. I love it when she gets like this. And it’s really entertaining to watch her keep Clove on his toes.

      Ash leans toward me, the scent of her hair overwhelming my nostrils, vanilla mixed with something sweet and fruity.

      “He may think he’s going to prove me wrong, but I’m right about this,” she whispers amusedly.

      “Yeah …” I barely hear her as I breathe in her scent.

      I’ve spent so much time daydreaming about what it’d be like to have her this close to me that I sometimes get lost in all things Ash.

      She glances up at me with a crinkle between her brows. “You seem distracted again.”

      “I am a little,” I admit, brushing her hair off her shoulder.

      “With what?” she wonders, angling her head to the side.

      I lift my shoulder. “With you.” I dip my head and place a kiss on her cheek.

      “Oh my God. No, no, no. Do not start,” Clove says. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

      “Aw, don’t be jealous because you can’t.” Ash grins at him.

      “Oh, I can. I assure you, I can,” he promises with feign confidence as he pulls out of the parking lot and onto the road.

      He’s so full of crap. I’ve known the guy for years, and while he may be a bit better around the opposite sex than I am, he gets really awkward most of the time.

      “Oh yeah?” Ash challenges. “With who—”

      “Shit,” Clove curses, slamming on the brakes.

      We’re thrown forward, but thankfully, we all have seatbelts on. Ash only has a lap belt, though, and the car is too old to have airbags, so I instinctively put my arm in front of her to protect her.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe out, glancing from Clove to Ash to a car in the middle of the intersection. Then I return my gaze to Clove. “What the heck happened?”

      Clove shakes his head, his knuckles white as he grips the wheel. “That asshole ran the stop sign, and I nearly ran into him.”

      I glance back at the intersection. Since we don’t have a stop sign, it’s pretty clear the other car nearly caused the accident. What I don’t understand, though, is why they’re still stopped in the middle of the road.

      “Why the hell aren’t they getting out of the way …?” I trail off as the driver’s door swings open and …

      “Holy shit,” Clove whispers, his wide eyes landing on me. “Max, is that …?”

      I smash my lips together, struggling to keep my breathing even. “Yeah … it is …” I feel like I’m floating in a dream, as if what’s in front of me isn’t real. But even after I pinch my arm a couple of times, the man remains the same.

      “What’s going on?” Ash’s confused gaze bounces back and forth between Clove and me. “Who’s the dude that got out of the car? Because clearly, you both are trippin’ over it.”

      I swallow hard as I stare at the man with dark hair and the same color eyes as me. He looks older than I remember, and not just because he is older. No, he looks as if he’s aged a couple of decades when it’s only been about eight years since I last saw him. My bet is he’s still drinking.

      That realization sends a shiver down my spine.

      “He’s always at his worst when he’s been drinking,” I once heard my mom whisper to someone over the phone.

      Up until then, I didn’t realize my dad drank. I just thought he got angry sometimes.

      “That’s … He’s”—I swallow hard—“my dad.”

      Ash’s eyes widen, her gaze snapping to the man striding toward Clove’s car. “That’s your dad?” Her gaze returns to me and worry fills her eyes. “But I thought he left, like, a long time ago?”

      I nod, my chest feeling tight. “He did.”

      I’ve told Ash a little bit about my dad, at least enough that she understands he wasn’t a great guy. But I haven’t told her everything, and I’m not sure if I can. Some of the things that happened … it’s too painful … too haunting …

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t see him.

      I can’t …

      Ash laces her fingers through mine right as my dad reaches the driver’s side of Clove’s car.

      “Roll down the damn window,” he demands while knocking on it. “I want to talk to you.”

      Clove glances at me then at my dad’s car. “I’m just gonna swing around his car. We don’t need to talk to this asshole.”

      I nod, more than ready to get the heck away from this man, and hope that we can without him realizing who I am.

      Clove reaches for the shifter.

      “Don’t you dare drive away,” my dad growls out, smacking the window. “You nearly ran into me, you stupid idiot.”

      Clove grips the steering wheel while looking at my dad through the window. “I almost ran into you? Look around, man. I don’t have a stop sign. You do.”

      He hits the window again. “Stupid teenage drivers. You think you know everything, but you don’t. I don’t know why they allow you to have licenses. It should be against the law.”

      “That’s a really awesome speech,” Clove says. “You should go tell it to someone who cares.”

      My dad’s nostrils flare, and then he smacks his hand against the window hard, making Ash jump and tighten her grip on my hand.

      “Why don’t you get out of the car and say that to my face?” my dad growls. He balls his hand into a fist and punches the window. Then his face contorts in pain as he jerks back and curses.

      “Drive, Clove,” Ash whispers. “Just go.”

      Nodding, Clove presses on the gas, and the tires squeal as he pulls away.

      A bit of relief starts to trickle through me that my dad didn’t notice me in the car, but at the very last second, his gaze slides to the passenger seat and our eyes lock.

      I’m unsure what sort of reaction I expected from him if he ever saw me again, but I think part of me hoped his expression would be filled with remorse. That isn’t what happens.

      No, at first, he looks a bit shocked, but then that look erases and is replaced with disdain. Complete and utter disdain.

      I make no remark of what I saw as Clove drives away, leaving my dad standing in the street. I don’t look back to see what he does. I just stare forward at the road.

      “Are you okay?” Ash asks softly and cautiously.

      I tear myself out of my daze and nod. It’s a lie, but like I said before, I’m not very good with talking about complicated things. And my dad is one of the biggest complications I’ve ever had to deal with.

      “Maxon,” she starts, tracing the folds of my fingers with her fingertips.

      “I promise I’m fine,” I cut her off before she can attempt to try to get me to talk about my feelings. Because that’s the kind of person Ash is. She won’t let this go. She’ll want to make sure I’m okay.

      But I’m not okay. Not when he’s here, and his words are filling up my head again.

      “If you ever tell anyone about this,” he whispers, “you’ll pay. And so will your mother. Do you understand?”

      “Maxon.” She cups my cheek and looks me in the eye. “You’re not okay. I can see it all over your face.”

      My heart pounds in my chest.

      Don’t tell anyone.

      Don’t talk about this.

      Don’t say a word.

      “I swear I am.” I move my head away from her hand, and not because I don’t want her touching me, but because I’m worried she’ll be able to feel what’s stirring inside me.

      Don’t tell anyone.

      I fix my attention on the window and stare outside, focusing on the sky where nothing but clouds and sunlight exist. Simple. Staring at the sky is simple. And that’s what I need right now.

      None of us utter a word for the rest of the drive to the diner, and when we pull up, I practically jump out of the car before it even comes to a stop. Then I hurry toward the entrance.

      Clove moves quickly and catches up with me before I get inside.

      “Hey, are you sure you want to do this meeting right now?” he asks, a little out of breath. “I’m sure no one will make a big deal if we move it to another time.”

      I grab the door handle. “I’ll be fine.” I start to pull open the door.

      He pushes it shut and gives me a really look. “You’ll be fine? Really, Max?”

      I grit my teeth. “Yes, really.”

      He shakes his head. “Whatever, man. You’re not fine, but if you want to pretend you are for now, then go ahead.” He casts a glance at something over my shoulder then leans in toward me. “But don’t treat Ash like shit. Find a way to explain to her that you don’t want to talk about it without acting like a dick, because this thing you have with her, it’s really good. And she deserves better than that shit you just pulled in the car.”

      I press my lips together as his words sink in. “Yeah, I know that. I just …” I grow fidgety. “I don’t want to talk about my father.”

      “So tell her that. But do it nicely.” He gives my shoulder a pat then pulls the door open and walks into the diner.

      I blow out a shaky breath, knowing he’s right. I may be used to shutting down whenever complicated stuff enters my life, but I need to find a way to not do that anymore. At least not with Ash. Not that I’m ready to tell her everything, but maybe I can try to explain to her why I shut down sometimes.

      Taking a deep breath, I twist around to face her. She’s walking toward me, her steps cautious, her expression guarded. When she reaches me, though, she offers me a tentative smile.

      I stare at her for a moment, taking her in. The way her long, brown hair blows gently in the wind. The way the sunlight reflects in her big, gorgeous eyes and highlights the freckles on her nose.

      She’s so beautiful. And sweet. And caring. And funny. And smart.

      “I’m sorry,” I sputter.

      Her brows spring upward in surprise. “For what?”

      I let out a sigh. “For acting like a dick while we were in the car. For pulling away from you. For shutting you out.” I rake my fingers through my hair, struggling to find the right words because I feel out of my element. “I just … I can’t talk about him yet. I mean, I can talk about some things, but what just happened … stuff like that …” My hand falls to my side, and I blow out a breath. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” Or maybe ever.

      She offers me a small but ridiculously gorgeous smile. “Okay.” She reaches forward and gives my hand a squeeze. “I’m sorry for being pushy. I just want to make sure that you’re okay and to make sure you know that, if you ever want to talk about anything, I’m totally up for listening.” The corners of her lips tug upward. “I mean, I kind of owe you a lot of listening for all the babbling I did to you the other day when I became obsessed with that book and would not shut up about it. Seriously, I don’t know how you didn’t end up taping my mouth shut.”

      My chest suddenly feels a little less tight. “I thought about it a couple of times, but I was running low on tape.”

      Shaking her head, she swats my arm, and I manage a laugh. How I can after what happened, I don’t have a damn clue, other than it’s probably because of her.

      Ash has a lightness to her that can make people smile even when they don’t feel like doing so. I’m not sure she’s even aware that she does it or just how amazing she is.

      “I’m just kidding,” I add with a small smile.

      “I know.” She smiles back at me, but I detect a hint of worry in her eyes. “I won’t bother you again about this, but can I at least hug you?”

      “You always can,” I tell her.

      Smiling, she loops her arms around the back of my neck and presses her chest against mine. My heart slams against my chest from the contact and a shiver rolls through my body as I pull her closer and breathe in her scent.

      For a moment, nothing exists but her and me. At least, that’s what it feels like.

      “I have a confession to make,” she whispers, holding me tightly.

      “What?” I ask, tracing my fingers up and down her spine.

      “I didn’t make a PowerPoint presentation for this meeting.” Her voice rings with amusement as she leans back and looks me in the eye. “You’re not going to hold that against me, are you?”

      Again, the pressure in my chest alleviates a bit. “I don’t know. I might.”

      She scrunches her nose then lifts her hand to lightly swat my arm again. But I capture her hand and jerk her toward me until our bodies are touching again. Then I lower my head and seal my lips to hers.

      “Stop worrying about this meeting,” I tell her as I pull back from the kiss. “No one takes them that seriously anymore.”

      She lifts a brow. “Even you?”

      I waver. “Okay, I may take a lot of things seriously, but I won’t with this.”

      She hesitates. “What if I want you to?”

      Puzzlement webs through me. Just what is this meeting about?

      Before I can ask her, the diner door opens and Clarissa pokes her head out.

      “Will you two quit making out and get your asses in here? We have a meeting to start.”

      Ash gives her a salute, to which Clarissa responds with a grin. Then she opens the door up all the way and motions for us to come in.

      The second we step inside, the peaceful moment Ash created slips away, and I’m thrown back to what happened with my dad.

      Questions cram my mind. Why is he here again? What does he want? Does my mom know he’s here? Part of me wants answers, while part of me is afraid to hear them.
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      I can tell Maxon is upset about seeing his dad, and I want him to talk to me, open up to me, but he’s clearly not ready to, so I’m trying to let him be. It’s hard, though, when he looked so torn up about what happened. And who can blame him? I was terrified when his dad pounded on the window. It makes me question if there’s more as to why his dad took off.

      All Maxon has ever told me is that his dad treated his mom and him like crap. He never mentioned physical abuse, but after witnessing what just occurred, I have to wonder …

      “Ash, are you ready to do this?” Clarissa asks, tearing me from my thoughts.

      Huntley, Kinslee, Clove, Clarissa, Maxon, and I are sitting in a corner booth. The waitress has brought us drinks, and everyone has been chatting lightly about classwork and stuff. Maxon, however, has been super quiet. So have I, worrying about him.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I take a sip of my soda, nervousness creeping up on me again.

      I wish I could be more confident about this; wish I didn’t always worry about my friends dumping me if I say or do something they don’t like. But I haven’t gotten over that insecurity yet.

      “Awesome.” Clarissa is sitting across from me on the edge of the booth, but then she stands up, signaling for me to do so, too.

      Since Maxon is sitting beside me, he has to let me out, yet he makes no effort to move.

      “Maxon.” I place my hand gently on his leg. “Can you let me out?”

      He blinks his attention to me then hurriedly stands up. “Sorry,” he mutters.

      “It’s okay.” I get to my feet and place a kiss on his cheek.

      He smiles, but the move is forced. Then he sinks back down in the booth.

      “So, what’s this meeting about?” Kinslee asks, pushing her glasses up the brim of her nose.

      She has a similar look as Ava; her hair is braided, and she’s wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. But unlike Ava, Kinslee’s style is more simple and less trendy. Not that she isn’t pretty. She is. She just covers it up with worn clothes and glasses that are a little bit too big for her heart-shaped face.

      “It’s about a newcomer who has pushed her way into our group,” Clarissa explains, digging her phone out of her jeans pocket.

      “Wait …” Clove gives her a funny look. “This meeting is about Ava?” When Clarissa gets distracted by her phone, he looks at me. “Ash?”

      I release a weighted sigh. I really didn’t want to be the one to explain this, which I guess kind of makes me a coward.

      Suck it up, Ash.

      My lips part. “Yeah—”

      Clarissa grabs my arm. “Hey, can I talk to you for a second?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer, towing me with her as she hurries across the diner and toward the bathrooms.

      The rest of our friends give us perplexed looks while Maxon takes out his phone. A second later, my phone buzzes from inside my pocket.

      I dig it out with my free hand as Clarissa drags me into the bathroom.

      Maxon: What’s going on?

      Me: I’d really like to know that, too. Hold on a second.

      I put my phone away as Clarissa stops in front of the sink area. Then she lets go of my arm.

      “What’s up, dude?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Why the heck are you freaking out suddenly?”

      She doesn’t answer as she crouches down and checks underneath the stalls. Then she goes over and locks the door.

      My confusion shifts to worry. “Okay, seriously, what the heck is going on?”

      She comes over and stands in front of me. “I just received a message from THS saying we can’t go through with this meeting. That they want Ava to be friends with us for now.”

      I gape at her. “How the heck did they know about the meeting?”

      She lifts a shoulder. “There’s a lot of people in the society. People who go to our school. And those people report back to them.”

      “Well, that explains how they knew about Queeny giving me an invitation to her party,” I mumble with a frown.

      “Yeah, they told me about that, too,” she informs me.

      “Really?” I ask, and she nods. I pause, considering my next question carefully. “Did they tell you what they’re offering me in exchange for me going to this party and trying to befriend Queeny?”

      She shakes her head. “No. And you probably shouldn’t tell me. For now, anyway.” A warning rings in her tone.

      Frowning, I shake my head. “Fine. Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Trust me, it’s for the better if we follow their instructions. I’ve seen them kick people out for talking about stuff they weren’t supposed to, or not following through with deals.” She shifts her weight, leaning against the sink and folding her arms. “Also, I’m supposed to pass along a message that I’m going to be your plus one to Queeny’s party.”

      “Why?” I ask skeptically.

      She chews on her bottom lip. “I’m not supposed to tell you much because you’re still in the initiation process, but I’ll say this because you’re my friend.” She steps closer to me and lowers her voice. “While we’re at the party, I’m supposed to snoop around and look for a specific item that belongs to Queeny.”

      “So, you’re going to steal from her?” I question. “That’s what this is about?”

      She shrugs. “I’m not completely sure what THS’s full plan for Queeny is. They give me only minimum details.”

      “And you never question them?”

      “Sure I do, but they’re helping me with my own stuff, so I don’t protest too much.”

      I lift a brow. “You mean, they’re helping you get revenge on Judd?”

      She gives an indifferent shrug. “Maybe.”

      “What about Will?”

      “What about him?” she asks, giving me nothing.

      I sigh in frustration. “Well, can you at least tell me who’s running THS? Or how you found out about them?”

      “I can’t tell you who they are.” She hesitates. “But, as for how I found out about them”—she swallows hard—“let’s just say they came to me in a point in my life when things were really dark, and they offered me a bit of light.”

      My gut churns. “Clarissa …”

      She holds up her hand. “That’s all I can tell you for now.” She lowers her hand and glances at the door. “We need to go out there and tell everyone the meeting has been postponed.”

      I shake my head, irritated. Not with her, but with the society. “Fine.”

      She reaches for the door but pauses and looks back at me. “This thing with Ava? It’ll be fine. Maxon is totally in love with you. Plus, he’s not the kind of guy who’d ever cheat on his girlfriend.”

      “He’s not in love with me,” I point out. “But yeah, I know he’s a good guy.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know, for someone who spent a ton of time being popular and being surrounded by guys, you really are kind of clueless when it comes to them.”

      “Hey, I am not,” I protest.

      She just shakes her head. “If you say so.” Then she unlocks the door, pulls it open, and walks out of the bathroom.

      Sighing, I follow her, telling myself this will all be okay. That Maxon and I will be okay.

      But a voice in my head reminds me of how Knox was cheating on me with Queeny. And I know Maxon isn’t like Knox, I really do, but still, I can’t get rid of my insecurities. I’m going to need to, though. Somehow.
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      Everyone’s really confused when Clarissa and I postpone the meeting, and during the drive back to school, Clove relentlessly tries to drag out the reason from me.

      “We just changed our minds for now,” I tell him for at least the hundredth time.

      He steers into a parking space, shoves the shifter into park, and then shuts off the engine. “Come on, Ash. There’s more to it than that. I can tell.”

      “Really?” I question. “How?”

      His lips pull into a grin as he touches his temple with his fingertips. “I’ve got telepathic abilities.”

      “And I can totally go invisible while flying to outer space on my magic carpet,” I quip, my tone oozing sarcasm.

      He points a finger at me, highly amused. “And that, little weirdo, is why I like you.”

      “Because I’m crazy?”

      “Crazy creative, which is kind of one and the same.”

      I smile, but my smile falters as Maxon mutters, “Great.”

      He’s been fairly quiet during the drive back to school, but I’m not that surprised. Although, I wish it wasn’t the case.

      “What’s up?” I ask, turning toward him.

      He has his phone out, his gaze fixed on the screen. “My mom’s here to pick me up.” He glances up and scans the parking lot, his gaze landing on his mom’s car parked a few rows over from us.

      “Crap, are you going to get in trouble for ditching?” I ask.

      Shaking his head, he stuffs his phone into his pocket. “Probably not since I’m pretty sure she’s here to tell me my father’s back in town. Plus, all I have is study hall right now.” Sighing, he shoves the door open and climbs out, mumbling, “I’ll see you guys later.” He starts to shut the door then pauses and ducks his head back in. “I’ll see you later tonight,” he tells me then kisses me on the lips before he gets back out, closes the door, and walks over to his mom’s car.

      “I hope he’ll be okay,” I mumble.

      “Yeah, me, too.” Clove fiddles with the keychain dangling from the ignition as he watches Maxon’s mom’s car back out of the parking space and pull onto the street.

      I glance at Clove. “Did you …? Did you know his dad was like that?”

      Clove rubs his lips together then shrugs. “Max has never flat-out said it, but sometimes, when he was younger, he’d come to school with bruises and cuts, and he’d always tell me he fell. That was it. He just fell. And then, one time he came with a cast on his arm, and again, he told me he just fell. That’s when I started wondering if there was more to it than what he was telling me. But when I asked him about it, he shut down. And I was too young to realize I should’ve told someone.” He shrugs again, guilt creeping across his expression.

      “It’s not your fault,” I say, my heart aching for Maxon. “Like you said, you were super young.”

      “I know.” He blows out an exhale, sinks back into the seat, and then tugs off his beanie and rakes his fingers through his hair, making the strands go askew. “I hope his dad isn’t planning on moving back here.”

      “Me neither,” I agree. “He seemed …” I waver for the right word. “Honestly, he kind of seems crazy.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He momentarily stares off in space as he puts his beanie back on. Then he straightens in the seat and looks at me. “You wanna take off now? I mean, Maxon was the only reason we had to come back here—so he could pick up that box of parts from Mr. Chester after school was over. But that’s not gonna happen now, so …” He shrugs.

      I glance at the time. “Sure. But I can’t show up at my mom’s store until three or she’s gonna know I ditched.”

      “Wanna go get some frozen yogurt?” he asks, starting up the engine. “We can play See Who Can Make the Most Awesome Flavor Ever.”

      “Sure.” I smile, but it feels a bit forced, my thoughts stuck on Maxon.

      And the society.

      And how the hell I’m going to befriend Queeny.

      And of course, how the hell I’m going to learn to deal with Ava.

      My life is getting so complicated. But I guess that’s sort of life.

      I can handle it, though.

      At least, I hope I can.
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      After seeing that my dad is in town, I wasn’t surprised that my mom came to pick me up from school. But what does surprise me is what she has to tell me.

      “God, I hate that I have to tell you this,” she mumbles as she drives toward the trailer park where we live. “But sooner or later, you’re going to find out, and I figure it’s better you find out from me than him.”

      “Mom, I already know Dad’s back in town,” I tell her, scratching one of the scars on my arm. A scar put there by my dad when he shoved me onto a glass table that ended up breaking and a piece sliced open my arm. I had to get stitches, and my dad told everyone I fell. And me? I stupidly played along, too afraid to tell the truth.

      A cut on the arm was mild compared to some of the other things he did to me.

      She swallows audibly as she glances at me. “How did you find out?”

      I shrug. “Coincidentally, him and Clove almost got into a car accident earlier today. It was Dad’s fault, but he came over, yelled at Clove, and banged on his car window.” I take a breath, trying to calm down my quickening heart rate. “I don’t think he’s changed at all.”

      “No, he hasn’t,” she agrees with a frown.

      “So, you’ve talked to him?” I ask, a bit surprised she didn’t tell me until now.

      Guilt reflects from her eyes. “I did a couple of days ago, and I know I should’ve told you, but I couldn’t figure out how, and I …” She exhales loudly. “He’s moving back to town, Max. Supposedly, his company transferred him here, but who knows if that’s the truth … With him, you never know.” She shakes her head. “I don’t like that he’s going to be living here. And I don’t like how he thinks he can just call me up and demand to see you after years of not being around.” She swallows hard. “And after how he treated us.”

      I stare down at my lap, wishing I could tell her everything my dad did. Wishing I had a long time ago. But part of me still feels so broken about it, so afraid, so ashamed.

      Keep your lips shut.

      Don’t utter a word.

      Don’t you dare make a noise.

      “I don’t have to see him, do I?” I ask quietly.

      “Of course not.” She turns into the entrance of the trailer park. “First of all, he doesn’t deserve it. And second of all, you’re old enough to decide whether or not you want to see him.”

      “I don’t want to,” I say quickly.

      “Then you won’t,” she promises as she pulls into our driveway. Then she turns off the engine and forces a smile onto her face. “Enough talk about him. Let’s do something fun. I don’t have any plans until later, so how about we order a pizza and watch a movie?”

      I nod and force a smile on my face. “Sure.”

      She pats my hand. “Everything’s going to be okay. I won’t let your father come near you.”

      I want to believe her, but deep down, I know she can’t keep him away from me. Not when we live in the same town, and a really small town for that matter. And while I know I’m older now and can defend myself better than I could when I was younger, I worry that just seeing my dad might rip open old wounds and the memories that are connected to them will seep out.

      And I’m not sure if I can handle that.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Ashlynn

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, this is the most disgusting concoction I’ve ever made,” I inform Clove as he drives me to my mom’s store.

      We stopped by the frozen yogurt shop on our way like we said, and I tried to create the most awesome flavor, but totally failed.

      “And yet, you’re still eating it,” Clove remarks as I take a bite of my frozen yogurt.

      “Yeah, well, I’m hungry.” I lick the spoon clean then set the half-filled cup on my lap. “I didn’t get to eat lunch today.”

      “Because you got detention … again.” Clove throws me a grin then takes a bite of his frozen yogurt as he steers the car with one hand. “You know, with as charming as you are, I’d expect you to be able to get out of that shit more than you do.”

      “Hey, I’ve gotten out of a lot of detentions,” I say, pointing my finger at him. “Mr. D. just hates me.”

      “Mr. D. hates everyone,” Clove points out as he finishes off the last of his frozen yogurt. Then he sets the empty cup down on the seat between us and puts both hands on the steering wheel. “What’d you do anyway?”

      “To get detention?” I ask, and he nods. I shrug. “I was late to first period, but then I got it again for all of next week because I was talking to Clarissa during class.”

      “Wow, that’s a bold move in Mr. D’s class. Not that I’m one to talk, but still …” He gives me a curious look. “What was so important that you couldn’t wait until after class?”

      I give a shrug. “Just girl stuff.”

      He looks at me dubiously. “By girl stuff, do you mean …?” He leaves the silent question hanging between us.

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t mean tampons and periods,” I say, causing his cheeks to tint pink. I snicker. “Ha, so you do get embarrassed. Good to know.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Whatever. I’m so not embarrassed.”

      I smirk. “Yeah, tell that to your pink cheeks.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not embarrassed,” he insists as he steers into the parking lot located on the side of my mom’s store, which is nestled between a railroad track and a rundown gas station. “That’s totally from a sunburn.”

      I can’t help chuckling. “Whatever, dude, you’re so blushing.”

      He shoves the shifter into park then shovels up a spoonful of my melted frozen yogurt into his mouth. “Say what you want, but I never blush.” He licks his spoon clean as he stares at the side of the brick building that’s decorated with graffiti. “You know, it’s weird. I’ve driven by this store a shit ton of times, but I never knew your mom owned it.”

      “Yeah … I wasn’t a fan of people knowing that,” I divulge, feeling shameful. “Because I was … embarrassed, I guess.”

      A crease forms between his brows as he glances at me. “Why would you be embarrassed about that?”

      I shrug, unbuckling my seatbelt. “I told Queeny about it once, and she started making jokes about my mom being into witchcraft.” When the creases between his brows deepen, I add, “The store brings in a lot of people who are into witchcraft and stuff, and I guess in Queeny’s eyes that means my mom’s into it.”

      He lifts a brow. “She’s kind of stupid, that one.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I smile, reaching for the door handle. “Thanks for the ride. Clarissa told you she was gonna pick me up after work, right?”

      He nods then juts out his bottom lip. “It totally bummed me out. I really like my Ash time.”

      I roll my eyes, but the corners of my lips twitch. “You say that now, but trust me, if you spent more time with me, you wouldn’t be saying that.”

      He dismisses me with a flick of his wrist. “Nah, that’d never happen.”

      Shaking my head and trying not to smile, I push open the door and start to climb out.

      “Ash,” he says, and I pause, glancing back at him. “How are you doing after that whole ordeal with Max’s dad?”

      I grab my frozen yogurt cup off the seat. “I’m fine. I’m just worried about Maxon. He was being really quiet after it happened.”

      Clove nods. “Yeah, I’m worried about him, too. His dad is … Well, you saw for yourself. And if he’s back in town for good, then …” He shakes his head, frowning. “It’s not a good thing … We need to keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t turn into … well, into bottling-everything-up Maxon.”

      I nod, agreeing. “I’ll keep an extra eye on him.”

      A grin spreads across his lips. “I’m sure you will.”

      Rolling my eyes, I start to shut the door. “See you later.”

      “See you at the party!” he shouts as the door shuts.

      I wave then turn and head for the store as he steers out of the parking lot. Thoughts of Maxon fill my mind, taking over almost every other thing I’ve been worrying about today. Of course, the moment I step into the store, I’m reminded of them as my phone dings inside my pocket.

      I fish it out and frown.

      THS: Tonight, at your little get-together, I want you to befriend Ava. And I’m not just talking about letting her into you and your friends’ group. I want you personally to befriend her.

      I grit my teeth. Are they freakin’ kidding me? What’s their deal with Ava and wanting her to be friends with me?

      Me: I can’t befriend someone who despises me.

      THS: Sure you can. You’re Ashlynn Wynterland. You can charm your way into anyone’s life, right? At least, that’s what your friends are always telling you.

      My heart plummets in my chest as I recall how Clove and Maxon tell me this all the time. But how does The Heartbreaker Society know? Unless they’ve somehow been listening to our conversations. Well, either that or Maxon or Clove have been feeding them information about me.

      I shake my head. No, there’s no way they’d do that.

      At least, that’s what I try to convince myself, but I can’t help thinking about my situation with The Heartbreaker Society and how I’m basically doing what they ask because of what they’re offering me. If they offered Clove or Maxon something enticing, they might just do what they ask.

      But then I think about all the speeches Clove has given me about what a good friend is and how they’d never betray each other.

      I chew on my lip, contemplating what to type back.

      Me: What if I say no?

      THS: Then we’re going to call and inform your mother right now of all the things you’ve been up to, starting with the detentions you got today. And that will be followed up with how you’re planning a party tonight.

      The muscles in my jaw pulsate.

      When the society first contacted me, I assumed they were good. Now I feel like I’m being blackmailed. And while I want to tell them to go screw themselves, I don’t want my mother to find out about the detentions and the party. If she does, she might not go to the doctors with my dad, and she needs to be there for them.

      Sighing, I text back.

      Me: Fine.

      THS: Smart choice. And Ash, just remember, everything that you do, we know, so don’t try to screw us over. If you do, we’ll screw you over. Cooperate and you’ll be showered with rewards.

      Again, I have the urge to tell them to go screw themselves, but then my mom walks out of the back room, reminding me of the consequences if I do.
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      My mom is freaking out about leaving. She’s acting as if I’ve never worked here a day in my life, and I have a lot. Honestly, at this point, I’m wondering if she’s ever going to leave.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” she double-checks for, like, the twentieth time.

      I nod and shoo her toward the doors. “Yes, I’ve got this. Now go or you’re going to be late.”

      She slips the handle of her purse over her shoulder, still wavering. “I know, but … Did I tell you how to lock up the register?”

      “Yes.

      “And that you need to drop off the money at the bank?”

      “Yes.”

      “And Clarissa is picking you up so you don’t have to take the bus, right?”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      Anxiety creases her forehead. “And—”

      “Mom,” I cut her off, gently pushing her toward the door. “I promise I can do this. And you can call me when I’m locking up. But standing around and repeating everything over and over again isn’t doing anything but wasting time. And Dad’s waiting for you.”

      She lets out a heavy sigh, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re right.” She offers me a small smile. “That was some good advice.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I tell her, gesturing at my face. “This is more than just a pretty face.”

      Smiling, she pulls me in for a hug. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will.” I hug her back.

      “You’re a good kid, Ash,” she tells me as she steps back. “You really are.”

      I force a smile on my face, feeling sort of guilty. Sure, I’ve gotten better at being a better person, but with the detentions, not telling Maxon about the society, and agreeing to befriend people I don’t like to benefit myself, I feel like I might be regressing a bit.

      Maybe if I knew more about what the society’s end game was to all this blackmailing and manipulation, I’d be able to feel better. Or worse, depending on what it is.

      “Love you, sweetie,” my mom calls out as she distractedly leaves the store.

      If she hadn’t been so distracted, she probably would’ve noticed my mood shift. Fortunately, though, she doesn’t, because all that would lead to is more procrastination to leave on her part.

      Once she’s gone, I make my way back to the cash register that’s located near the far back wall of the store. To the left of it is the storage room and to the right is the restroom. And in front of it are rows of shelves and glass display cases that contain all sorts of herbs, special stones, crystals, and strange-looking knickknacks that are supposed to bring good luck, calmness, open up your mind—weird shit like that.

      My mom calls her store a natural healing supply store, and I think that’s what she believes it is, but I’ve worked here enough to realize that a lot of the people who come in here are purchasing supplies for spells. I even had a lady come in who claimed to be a psychic. She couldn’t pay for what she needed—some supplies she believed would heal her daughter of cancer—so she made a trade with me, giving me a deck of tarot cards in exchange for what she wanted. I ended up putting my own money into the register, knowing my mom would need it.

      As the silence of the store starts to get to me, I decide to take out my tarot cards and practice.

      About a half hour later, I have my cards spread out in front of me on the counter and I’m stuffing my face with candy. No one has come in since my mom left, which isn’t too uncommon.

      Finally, the bell to the front door dings, and I feel sort of relieved to have a customer because the silence is getting to me. When I glance up to greet them, though, I find Clarissa entering the store.

      She’s dressed in the same outfit she had on at school, but her hair is pulled into a high ponytail.

      “Hey,” I greet her, hopping off the stool I was sitting on. “You’re, like, super early.”

      “I know.” Her gaze sweeps the store shelves as she walks farther into the store. “Will was getting on my nerves, and I needed a break. I was going to go hang out with Clove, but he was at some auto part store doing … Honestly, I’m not sure. I kind of zoned out when he started yammering on about cars. Seriously, he can go on for hours about that shit, which is cool; we all have our interests. I just have zero interest in car stuff.”

      “Me, too,” I agree, rounding the counter.

      Her gaze lands on me. “Is it cool that I’m here?”

      I nod. “Yeah. No one’s even been in here since my mom left, and the silence was starting to drive me crazy.”

      Her brow arches. “Crazier than you already are?”

      Grinning, I nod. “Yeah. And I’m starting to worry that, by the time my mom comes back, I might be straight-up crazy if things don’t pick up around here.”

      “Well, that’s gonna suck,” she says. “Because if you get any crazier, we might have to admit you to a psych ward.”

      “I know,” I say solemnly. “If things end up that way, please promise me you’ll take care of Maxon and Clove for me. Maxon is pretty low maintenance, but Clove needs to be fed and watered every day, amongst a lot of other things.”

      She giggles, and I laugh, too, briefly forgetting about all the problems I need to talk to her about.

      As her laughter fades, she glances around the store again. “So … is this like a witch supply store or what?”

      I waver. “That depends on who you ask.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “Then I’m gonna say it kind of is. Although, my mom calls it a natural healing store. But most of the people who come in here are looking for magic spell supplies.”

      She nods, peering around the store again, and a bit of nervousness rises inside me.

      I never brought any of my old friends to the store, knowing they’d all make fun of it. Hell, Queeny made fun of it and she’d never even been inside. And while I know Clarissa isn’t Queeny, I sometimes have a hard time fully comprehending that not all friends are assholes.

      She chews on her bottom lip, looking at me. “Have you ever tried to use any of this stuff to cast a spell?”

      My brows rise in surprise. “Huh?”

      She shrugs. “I mean, it’s not like I believe in magic spells, but I think it’d be kind of cool to give it a try. Just for fun.”

      I eye her over. Is she being serious right now? Sometimes it’s hard to tell with Clarissa. “We could do it tonight at the party?”

      “Really?” She grins, looking pleased. “Cool. We should look online and see if we can find, like, an amateur spell or something.”

      Well, okay then. I guess we’re gonna do a spell at the party tonight. Definitely not something I’d ever do with Queeny and my old friends. No, if I were still friends with them, I’d be going out and getting drunk then making out with Knox.

      Man, I really do love my new life.

      “Awesome.” I turn toward the counter and Clarissa follows, digging out her phone.

      “Hey, I didn’t know you were into tarot cards,” she says as she notes them scattered across the counter.

      I shrug, telling myself not to get embarrassed, that this new life I have is filled with people who won’t make fun of me for liking tarot cards. “Yeah, it’s just something I do for fun.”

      I move behind the counter and gather my cards into a deck.

      She stands on the other side and rests her arms on the front desk. “Are you any good?”

      I shrug. “Sometimes I feel like I’m accurate. I actually was a little bit when I read Maxon’s, back before I was totally honest with him. His reading said his new girlfriend was going to have a secret.”

      “Aw, it’s like you two were destined to be together,” she teases with a smirk. “You just had to cut those puppet strings Queeny had control over.”

      I nod in agreement, shuffling the deck. “And I’m so glad I did.”

      She gives a short pause. “You know, I’m surprised Queeny never noticed you had a crush on Maxon.”

      I set the deck of cards down on the table. “I wasn’t that obvious, was I?”

      She snorts a laugh. “You were completely obvious to anyone who wasn’t self-absorbed. Or, well, and Maxon. He didn’t notice that you basically spent every chance you got staring at him with hearts in your eyes, only because his confidence with girls is really low.” She hesitates. “There’s also one more person … or, well, person might be a stretch, who noticed your little crush on Maxon back in the day.”

      Her nervous hesitancy makes me a bit anxious. Not that I care that anyone knows that I had a crush on Maxon. Not anymore anyway. But I can sense she’s worried about something.

      “Who?” I ask.

      Still worrying her lip between her teeth, she peers around, her gaze sweeping across the walls. “Does your mom have security cameras in the store?”

      I shake my head. “No. I mean, we have an alarm system, but she can’t afford cameras. Although, I wish she could. This side of Fareland is kind of sketchy.”

      She glances at me, her face masked with wariness. “Power down your phone,” she tells me as she powers down her own.

      Beyond confused, I do what she says.

      “All right, new Queen of Fareland, what the heck is going on?” I ask as I set my phone down on the counter.

      She flicks a nervous glance around the store again then leans over the counter and whispers, “Back before you cut your puppet strings, you were one of THS’s targets and they were planning on using your crush on Maxon against you.”

      “What the hell!” I exclaim.

      Her eyes widen as she hisses, “Keep your voice down. While there might not be any cameras around here, you never know who’s listening.”

      I lower my voice, shock lingering in me. “Sorry, but I can’t believe they were targeting me.”

      “Really?” she questions with an arch of her brow. “Because one of THS’s missions is to take down all the assholes and bullies who make people like Maxon’s and Clove’s lives miserable. And just a couple of months ago, you were the main evil villain’s sidekick.”

      True. But still …“I’m just a little surprised they were, since they’re having me do stuff for them now.” I frown as a thought occurs to me. “Wait. Are they using me to take me down? Is that what this is about?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t think so. I think they’re using you because, while you’ve kind of ditched your old friends and have become part of the nerd herd, you still have a connection to that world. You’re like straddling the border right now.”

      My frown deepens. “That’s not true. I’m not friends with anyone in my old life anymore.”

      Her brows lift. “So Queeny didn’t invite you to her party today?”

      “No, she did, but I think it’s a prank. Although, I still have to go.” I give her a suspicious look. “And take you with me so you can pull off some weird heist, apparently.”

      She presses her lips together then blows out a sigh. “Look, I can’t tell you all the details of what I’m doing—there’s too much at risk for me if THS ever finds out— but I can tell you a little bit about how I ended up working for them.” She casts another nervous glance over her shoulder at the front door then turns toward me. “A little while ago, I was really struggling with some things. Particularly my breakup with Judd. I know it probably makes me pathetic, but I was really heartbroken for a while.”

      “It doesn’t make you pathetic,” I assure her, guilt coursing through me over my role in her breakup with Judd.

      “It kind of does, though, when you really think about it. I mean, Judd is a fucking moron, and yet I nearly let myself crumble into pieces over him.”

      The way her voice slightly catches makes me wonder how bad things got for her, but she continues before I can ask.

      “But anyway,” she says, clearing her throat. “I was a real mess until I received a message from the society, telling me they could help me get revenge on Judd and all his friends if I helped them out with something. Now, at first, I was completely skeptical and kind of freaked out because, hello, who doesn’t get freaked out by some sketchy-ass society randomly contacting them?”

      “Agreed,” I say with a nod, recalling how weirded out I was the first time I contacted the society.

      “But then I became curious, and the curiosity led to me having my chance to get revenge. But in exchange, I have to do stuff for them, like recruit you. And pull off heists.”

      “Is that all they’ve made you do?”

      She gives a nonchalant shrug. “So far, yeah.”

      I rest my arms on top of the counter, my brows pulling together. “But, if you’re doing all this stuff for them, why haven’t they helped you get your revenge on Judd yet? Unless what we did to him counted as that?”

      She fiddles with a purple crystal on a display beside the register. “That was part of it, but Judd isn’t on the top of my revenge list, something I informed THS of when we struck the deal.”

      “So, who’s at the top …? Will?”

      She gives a short nod, her expression hardening. “That asshole is at the very top of my list, and when I get done with him, he’s going to know what it feels like to crumble apart.”

      Confusion still tap dances inside me. “I get that Will’s an asshole and everything, but … what did he do to you?”

      She grinds her teeth from side to side as she puts the crystal back on the display. “Will used to be my best friend.”

      My eyes widen. “What? When?”

      She lifts her tense shoulder in a stiff shrug. “Back when we were in grade school, all the way up until sophomore year.”

      I shake my head in astonishment. “How did I not know about this?”

      “We didn’t really run in the same circles,” she reminds me. “And you were pretty caught up in being Queeny’s sidekick.”

      “True.” I shake my head, more at myself. “I can’t believe how self-involved I used to be.”

      “Me neither.” The corners of her lips quirk.

      I give her a playful dirty look, but it quickly fades. “What did he do to you exactly?”

      She stares down at her hands, picking at her fingernails. “He broke my heart.”

      “You liked him?”

      “No … I was in love with him. Or, at least I thought I was.” A slow breath eases from her lips as she looks up at me. “And when I told him, instead of letting me down gently, he decided to show his true colors that he’d apparently been hiding during our seven-year long friendship.” She grows quiet and part of me just wants to let her be, but I also want to try to comfort her and I can’t do that unless I know what happened.

      “What did he do?” I ask quietly.

      She gives a stiff shrug. “Pretended that he liked me, took me to a party, made out with me so he could make a video of it, then ditched me and showed everyone the video. Thank God I didn’t have sex with him, but the video was enough to get me labeled a slut.” She shakes her head, bitterness creeping into her tone. “Honestly, I think it’s the only reason Judd ever dated me—because that video and the rumors made him think I was easy. And the fact that I wasn’t is probably part of the reason he dumped me so easily for Queeny. Not that I give a shit about that anymore. Well, about the losing him part.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, unsure what else to say. “I wish I could help you … I don’t know, feel better.”

      A small, devious smile touches her lips. “You can, by bringing me to that party so I can fulfill part of my deal with THS.”

      I nod, feeling a tad bit better about this whole THS thing. At least the part about me helping Clarissa.

      “Are they the reason Will had to move in with you?” I ask curiously.

      Her grin turns sneaky. “No way. He had to move in with me because his parents moved out of town and he wanted to stay here so he could graduate with his friends. And since my parents are friends with his, they offered to let him stay with us. None of that was because of THS. Although, I’m the one who suggested to my mom that she should let Will stay with us.”

      I eye her over. “Yeah, but was THS the reason his parents had to move?”

      She shrugs, but the sparkle in her eyes reveals that THS probably had something to do with it.

      While I’m glad Clarissa is getting her revenge, worry still weighs on my shoulder.

      “Don’t you ever wonder who they are? I mean, who runs THS?” I ask. “And do you ever wonder about their motives? Like this whole thing with Ava and them wanting me to be friends with her.”

      “Oh, I wonder who they are all the time and part of me is always keeping an eye on an opportunity to find out,” she assures me. “But whoever they are, they’re really careful about keeping their identity a secret. And honestly, I’m not that great at finding out stuff about people. If I were more tech savvy, maybe I could, but I’m not, so …” She gives a half-shrug. “For now, I’m okay with not knowing who they are and doing what they ask in exchange for their help.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I’m not so convinced, though. While they’ve offered me stuff that I want, I’ve also felt like they’re kind of blackmailing me to get me to do what they want. The situation reminds me of what happened with Queeny and how I was always left worrying about what would happen next, what she’d try to do to me if I didn’t cooperate.

      Thankfully, Clove managed to hack into her social media accounts, so I could see what she was up to beforehand … Wait a second …

      “You know, if Clove knew about THS, he could probably find out stuff about them.”

      She promptly shakes her head. “Don’t bring him into this, Ash. If THS finds out Clove knows about them, they might target him.”

      I gape at her. “And the fact that they would doesn’t scare you?”

      She thrums her fingernails against the counter. “Look, I know they seem sketchy, but trust me, they follow through with their end of the deal, just as long as you cooperate.” She looks me straight in the eye. “So please, just cooperate and don’t bring Clove or Maxon into this. If for anything, to protect them.”

      Nervousness is bubbling through her, which is a rare occurrence for Clarissa. It makes me question if perhaps she’s a bit frightened of THS, which makes me want to find out more about them. But she’s right. I can’t bring Clove and Maxon into this. That doesn’t mean I can’t search for answers on my own.

      “I won’t,” I promise her.

      Relief washes over her face. “Good.” She glances around again then takes out her phone. “I think we should probably stop talking about them for a bit.” She powers up her phone and smiles at me. “Besides, we have spells to look up, right?”

      I force a smile on my face, pretending like everything is okay. But deep down, I have a bad feeling about THS, and I don’t think I’ll be able to get rid of that feeling until I find out more about this society that seems to know everything about my life.

      I’m going to find out more about them somehow, I vow to myself.

      I just wish I knew where to start.
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