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To the booksellers, teachers, and librarians who are out there fighting for books like this one—you’re my heroes. Thank you.
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IF I FREEZE TO DEATH, you have to adopt Beau,” I told my best friend, Vivi, as we huddled against the cold November air and speed-walked toward Amherst. At least it was finally Friday, and I wouldn’t have to trek across campus again until Monday.

“Okay, you got it.” Vivi tugged her cute maroon beanie down over her ears. “Are you riding today?”

“Not today,” I said. “But tomorrow, I’m supposed to ride with Mila.”

Last Sunday, Beau had wound up lame at the Canterwood Crest Academy show. I’d ridden Wolfie, a Foxbury horse, for the last phase, and we’d pulled out a win. Thankfully, Beau healed this week after lots of rest, TLC, and a few carrots with frosting on top. Everyone at Foxbury had rallied behind me and Beau. He’d sailed through a light riding session, and now he was good to go.

“I’m so glad he’s okay now,” Vivi said. She grinned at me. “And you’re going with Milaaa. Ooh!”

I laughed. “I know! I can’t wait.”

“You’ve gotta be exhausted, though,” Vivi said. “I’ve barely seen you!”

Over the last week, I’d spent every free second with Beau. I’d wanted to keep an eye on him and hang out so he wouldn’t feel sad while he was hurt.

I nodded as we started up the sidewalk to Amherst. “So tired. But it was worth it to be with Beau.”

“I know you were anxious. But hopefully, you can get caught up on rest this weekend.”

I winced. “Well, I really need to catch up on homework.”

Lately, I’d been avoiding looking at my grades because I knew they’d slipped from their normal As and Bs in some classes. I really needed to log into my student portal soon and see how things looked, but I was also too scared to check. What if they were horrible? I kept telling myself that if they were really that bad, my teachers would have sat me down for a talk. Thankfully, I had nothing but time to study now, since the Canterwood show was over.

I stopped mid-step as my eye caught on two very familiar girls standing on the Amherst porch with Molly Fu, our resident advisor.

“Abby?” Vivi asked, looking back at me with a raised eyebrow. “What’s wrong?” She followed my gaze to the porch. “Do you know them?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s Ava and Olivia. From Canterwood.”

“Oh my god,” Vivi whispered. “They’re moving into our house!”

I swallowed. “Looks like it.”

Ava Cavendish and Olivia Woolsworth were two riders who were my age and rode for Canterwood Crest Academy. Well, used to ride for the other boarding school. But they’d met up with me and my teammates at the last show and told us they were transferring to Saddlehill and Foxbury, which was kind of wild.

“They still never told you why they’re transferring in the middle of the year?” Vivi asked.

“Nope.” I shook my head. “I haven’t heard from them since we left Canterwood.”

Ava and Olivia seemed cool, but I didn’t know them. Plus, it was incredibly… odd? That they were leaving their beloved boarding school to come here. I couldn’t imagine ever leaving Saddlehill for any other school. And ditching Foxbury for another stable sounded even more impossible!

“Abby!”

Olivia waved at me from the porch and flashed a perfect smile. She looked put together, as always, in dark jeans and a chunky knit sweater.

Ava caught my eye and smiled too, waving at me and Vivi. Her long, dark blond hair was in loose waves around her shoulders.

Together, Vivi and I trudged up the sidewalk and onto the porch.

“Great timing, girls!” Molly said, smiling at us. “Say hi to your new housemates—Ava and Olivia! Abby, you know them from riding, huh?”

I nodded. “We met at Canterwood.” I tipped my head toward Vivi. “This is Vivi Mills, one of my best friends.”

The new girls smiled at Vivi, and she gave them a polite nod back.

“Well, I have a Zoom with a parent in a few,” Molly said, eyeing me and Vivi. “Would you two help our newest residents get settled in? Their stuff is already in their room, but help Ava and Olivia unpack, okay?”

“If you have time,” Ava said quickly. “If not, no worries.”

I froze a little, thinking about all the catching up on homework and studying I had to do.

But you have all weekend to study, I reminded myself. It’ll be fine!

“Of course we have time,” I said. “Welcome to Saddlehill!”

“Yay, thanks!” Ava said.

Olivia nodded. “You’re the best!”

With a grateful smile at me and Vivi, Molly headed off to her meeting. The four of us stepped inside Amherst, and I kicked off my shoes and toed them out of the way. The living room smelled like apple pie thanks to the wax warmer on the side table, and the warmth was welcome after that chilly walk across campus.

“I love your braid crown,” Vivi said to Olivia.

Olivia’s face lit up. “Thank you! I feel like a princess whenever my hair is up like this.”

Vivi and I followed Ava and Olivia to their double room on the first floor, which was cluttered with boxes.

“Okay, tell me where to start,” Vivi said, surveying the room with her hands planted on her hips. “We’ll get you unpacked in no time.”

Ava pointed us toward a box of her books that we could unpack and get set up on her bookshelf while she and Olivia started hanging up their clothes.

We fell into easy chatter, and the pit I’d felt in my stomach earlier started to evaporate. I wasn’t that far behind on schoolwork, and it wasn’t like I didn’t have time before midterms to study. Plus, there wasn’t another horse show this month, so I had lots of extra time.

Ava offered us bottled water, and I took an appreciative sip from mine.

“So, what made you want to come to Saddlehill?” Vivi asked.

My ears perked up. I’d been dying to hear the answer to this since Ava and Olivia had been so cagey about it when we’d talked that night in the park.

Ava shrugged one shoulder, scrunching her freckled nose. “We were ready for a change.”

“It’s a pretty big one,” Vivi said. “And in the middle of the year? Wow. That has to feel like a lot!”

Vivi’s tone was light, but her question was serious. There had to be a reason why they came here.

A look passed between Ava and Olivia, and I knew there was something they weren’t telling us.

Olivia waved one of her hands in the air. “Like Ava said, we needed a change.” She paused and took a breath. “Honestly? I love Canterwood, but… I don’t think Ava and I were being treated fairly all the time on the riding team.”

Oh. That was so not what I’d been expecting. I’d liked Eric Rodriguez, one of the Canterwood instructors, from the little time I’d interacted with him at the Canterwood show. But I didn’t know the other two instructors at all. It made me mad to think about someone not being treated well.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. I stacked a couple more books—English fairy-tale collections—on Ava’s bookshelf.

Olivia sniffled and rubbed her nose. “It’s painful to even think about.”

“You don’t have to,” I blurted out. Even though I was dying from curiosity, I didn’t want to make them sad or upset.

“Thanks, Abby,” Olivia said. Her eyes were a little pink. “Today’s a good day, so I want to focus on that.”

Olivia’s honesty made me like her more. Before, she’d come across as supercool and untouchable, like nothing ever bothered her. I wasn’t sure if I fully trusted her and Ava yet, but I was looking forward to getting to know them better.

“Rebecca’s a great instructor,” I said. “You have nothing to worry about here.”

Olivia gave me a small smile. “Good. That makes me feel better.”

“Nothing to worry about except competition,” Vivi said lightly. “Abby and the other riders are really good. But it sounds like you already know that.”

“Oh, we know,” Ava said, grinning. “Challenge accepted.”

We went back to unpacking, and I couldn’t help but feel like a jerk for judging them earlier and thinking they were hiding some kind of juicy secret.

“We’re excited to be here,” Olivia said, “and we can’t wait to work with Rebecca.”

I grabbed my bottle of water and raised it. “To becoming new friends?”

The other girls picked up their water bottles and held them up.

“To becoming new friends!” Vivi, Ava, and Olivia echoed.

Smiling, we tapped our bottles together, and I crossed my fingers that we were manifesting it.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, I TOOK the bus from Saddlehill to Foxbury, incredibly excited to ride with my crush and teammate, Mila Bloom.

At the stable, I found Mila leading Circe out of her stall. I reached out and patted the pretty gray mare’s shoulder.

“Hey!” Mila said, smiling at me.

I tried not to blush, but it crept across my cheeks. Mila was just so cute! “Hi!” I said. “Let me grab Beau, and we can get them ready to practice.”

Mila eyed me and halted Circe in the aisle. “I know we talked about practicing today, but what if we do something else?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Are you cool with a trail ride?”

“Am I cool with a trail ride? Of course. Always!”

“Awesome!” Mila said. “I know we need to practice, and we will, but it’s been a long week. I really want to have fun with you.”

“I’d really like that.” I smiled at her. “I’ll go get Beau.”

Mila smiled back, a tiny dimple on her left cheek. I stumbled on nothing as I hurried away, hoping she had somehow managed to miss that but knowing she’d witnessed my tripping on air.

Very smooth, St. Clair.

Thankfully, there were no other falling-over-my-own-feet incidents as I grabbed Beau, groomed him, and tacked him up. Mila and I worked fast to get our horses ready, and it wasn’t long before we were mounted and heading for the woods.

“I think I’m gonna die waiting to hear from Sasha and Heather,” I said. “But I’m also afraid for them to email me.”

“Because you’re worried it’s a rejection?” Mila asked.

“Very. I want to get into their winter clinic more than anything. If I don’t?” I winced. “I’ll crawl into bed and not get out for a hundred years.”

“Not allowed,” Mila said, shaking her head.

“Hmm, maybe for a month, then!”

“Still no,” Mila said. “I’d… miss you.”

“Oh.” I giggled. Mila! Would! Miss! Me! Warmth spread across my face, and I looked down at my reins, pretending to straighten them out to give me something to do. “Well, I better make it, then!”

“You will. Sasha was so nice at Canterwood. I mean, she gave you a chance to resubmit your video after Selly pulled that crap.”

“She did, that’s true. But she also saw me eat dirt on my first video, thanks to Selly.” I tried not to think about that too much.

“Speaking of Selly, have you talked to her about what she did? Are you going to tell Rebecca?”

I blew out a long breath. “I haven’t talked to Selly about it. And I’ve seen her all week, obviously, and she’s had this stupid smirk on her face whenever she looks at me. So not saying anything? It’s been so hard!”

“I bet!”

“I haven’t decided what I’m going to do,” I said. “But honestly, I don’t think I’m going to tell Rebecca. There’s been so much going on, and the Foxbury Four are definitely still on probation, so I don’t want to bring any more attention to myself unless it’s, like, extremely important.”

“It is extremely important, though,” Mila said. “Selly came after you hard.”

“Only because of what I did to her,” I said, “even though what I did was an accident. But this should mean she’s done with me now. We’re ‘even.’ ”

Selly had come after me because she’d found out that last year I’d accidentally cost her the chance of being team captain. Our relationship had gone from shaky to awful, and I hated the constant tension between us.

“She better be, or else,” Mila said.

We reached a clearing and let the horses trot into an open field. I posted to Beau’s gait and tried to focus on him instead of sneaking glances at Mila.

But it wasn’t easy.

She looked so pretty on Circe. Tendrils of her long red hair had escaped their ponytail, and they blew in the wind. Mila was a soft rider, and she meshed well with Circe’s feisty personality.

“Canter?” Mila asked.

I grinned and squeezed my legs against Beau’s sides. He shot forward, away from Circe and Mila.

“HEY!” Mila laughed. “Not fair!”

I gave Beau more rein as Mila and Circe tried to catch us. Circe and Beau went nose to nose, fighting to be in the lead. We cantered until we reached the far side of the property, then slowed the horses to cool them down.

“That was so much fun!” Mila said.

“Even though Beau and I left you in the dust?” I teased.

“You did not! Okay, for one second, but only because you cheated!” Mila teased. “How dare you!”

“Hey, there were no rules!”

Slowly, Mila shook her head. “Fiiine. But that just means it’s on next time.”

Next time.

That meant she wanted to do this again!

“I’ll be ready!” I said.

We turned the horses back in the direction of the stable. Beau felt good after his canter—he practically bounced over the grass with a spring in his step.

“Speaking of ready,” Mila said, “I really need to work on my jumping now that I’m on the riding team. I’m not a confident jumper. Like, at all. I love it, and it’s so much fun, but I get super nervous before a course.”

“No problem. We can work on that. Did anything bad ever happen while you were jumping, or is it just, you know, the fear of launching into the air on a thousand-pound-plus animal?”

That made Mila laugh. “Exactly! Why would that scare anyone?!” She leaned forward and rubbed Circe’s neck. “Nothing bad has ever happened to me while jumping, but I witnessed a pretty awful accident at my old barn.”

“Oh no. I’m sorry.”

She winced. “It was bad. The horse refused a jump but slid into it. The rider went right over his head and hit the fence hard before she fell to the ground. She wound up with cracked vertebrae in her neck.”

I tried not to think too much about what could happen while I rode, but it was always somewhere deep in the back of my mind that anything could happen, and I had to be alert on horseback.

“Ouch. That sounds so painful. Did she recover?”

“Yes, thankfully. She wore a neck brace for a while, but she’s okay now.” Mila took a deep breath. “Accidents happen, I get it. But it was scary to watch; sometimes I see flashes of it before I jump.”

I reached over and touched Mila’s forearm. “Knowing they happen is one thing. But seeing them is something else. I’d have a hard time shaking that too.”

“I don’t want to give up jumping, though, but I would like to get past my fear.”

“Well, it’s now my personal mission to help you,” I said. “I’m sure we can figure it out.”

Mila looked over at me and met my eyes. She reached out her hand to me, and I slid mine into hers. She gently squeezed my hand and smiled. “Thanks, Abby.”

“Of course.”

“Is there anything I can help you with?” Mila asked. “Are you still worried about your grades?” She caught my eye. “We could be study buddies.”

Ugh, my stomach clenched. Mila was only being nice, but the last thing I wanted to talk about was my grades. I still hadn’t talked myself into checking my grades, so even thinking about them and how bad they could possibly be was enough to keep me up all night with worry.

“Thanks, but I got it,” I chirped, trying to inject fake confidence into my voice.

“You sure?” Mila glanced over at me. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m sure. It’s all under control.”

I knew she didn’t believe me, and I wasn’t even sure if I believed myself. But I had to at least pretend that I had it all together, or I’d get swept up in panic. Grades were very important at Saddlehill, and even more so to my dad. Boarding school was expensive, and he expected me to do well in my classes, which was only fair. So, whatever it took, I’d have to make sure to get my grades up to where they needed to be for me to stay on the riding team and not be in trouble with Dad.

“Okay,” she said, nodding. “I’m here if you need me.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know.”

We didn’t let go of each other until we hit the part of the trail where we needed to ride single file.



Back at Saddlehill later, I was about to start on homework when my phone rang with a FaceTime from Dad.

I answered the call and smiled at him. “Hey, Dad.”

“Hi, sweetie! How’s your day going?”

“Not bad,” I said. “I got back from riding a while ago, and I’m about to start on homework.”

Dad nodded. “Good. I called to say hi and see how your day went, but I also wanted to check in about your grades. Abs, I was on my parent portal, and is there any reason why you’ve got Cs in art and science? And a C-minus in English? The English grade is especially unlike you. You love reading.”

I slouched in my desk chair. Yikes. My grades were lower than I’d thought. I’d been planning to check them tonight—or tomorrow at the very latest—and in my head, they were C-pluses or B-minuses. But ugh, hearing how bad they were made my head hurt.

“I’ve been a little busy lately,” I said.

“Abby, if you’re too busy to study, then you’re doing too much,” Dad said. “I think it’s time to pull back on some things in your schedule.”

“But it’s only full because of school and riding. That’s all I’m doing!”

Dad stared at me through the phone. “School should be your priority. Above everything else. If your riding schedule is too much, we’ll start cutting back there.”

“Dad!” I said quickly. “No, please. We don’t need to do that! Look, I have two and a half weeks until midterms.” The words tumbled out of me. “I’ll have all my grades pulled up by then.”

“I want to see improvement before midterms,” Dad said. “Otherwise, I’m going to have to tell Rebecca you’re grounded from riding.”

“But, Dad—”

“No buts. And, Abby, if your grades aren’t great after midterms, I’m sorry, but you won’t be going to Sasha and Heather’s clinic if you’re accepted.”

My stomach dropped and tears blurred my vision.

“That’s not fair! Dad, come on. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! If I get in, it would be the biggest thing to ever happen to me!”

Dad didn’t lose his stern expression. “Then I suggest you pull up your grades, Abby. You’re plenty capable, and if you need extra help, I’ll talk to your teachers about a tutor.”

“Fine,” I grumbled, even though nothing about this felt fine. “I have to go study.”

Dad rubbed the back of his neck. “All right. I’ll be keeping a closer eye on your grades, Abby. I can’t wait to see improvement, and I expect to see it soon.”

I nodded. “You will.”

“Okay, love you.”

I mumbled that I loved him too and quickly hung up.

There was no way I’d skip the winter clinic if I got in. I was going to work my butt off to get my grades up.
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ON MONDAY, I SLID INTO my seat in Ms. Foster’s art class, feeling sleepy. I’d been up too late last night, doom-scrolling socials to try to fall asleep. It hadn’t worked very well. My brain had kept spinning with worry about my grades and the winter clinic. I was so worried about getting in and not being able to go.

Willa, one of my friends, took her usual place next to me.

“I’m not looking forward to this,” she said. “But I studied for hours.”

I side-eyed her, my hands going cold. “What are you talking about?”

Willa laughed. “Very funny, Abs.” She pulled out her art notebook and set it on her desk.

“Seriously,” I said. “Is there a quiz?”

“No.”

Whew.

“There’s a test,” she said.

My stomach plummeted.

“That’s today?” I asked, my voice rising from panic. “I thought it was on Wednesday.”

Willa grimaced. “No, it’s today.”

I wanted to gather my stuff and disappear. Maybe I could sneak out before Ms. Foster got here and pretend I’d been sick. But before I could even begin to hatch a solid plan to escape, my teacher walked through the door and smiled at us.

Crap.

“Good morning, people!” she said. “Everyone ready for test day?”

My classmates murmured their answers of mostly yeses. I tried to slink down and hide. Maybe she wouldn’t see me! But in my seat in the second row, that seemed highly unlikely. Still, a girl could dream.

Ms. Foster took attendance and marked me down as “present.”

Go up to her and tell her you messed up the date, I told myself.

“Everyone should be plenty prepared for this test,” Ms. Foster said, “since I sent out email reminders over the weekend.”

I sucked in a fast breath.

She had emailed when I was out with Thea, and I hadn’t even opened it. I’d been so busy riding and hanging out with my friends that I’d forgotten all about the email.

Ms. Foster walked around the room and passed out the tests. I winced when I saw how thick they were. Eight pages. We were being quizzed on famous sculptors and their works. My palms sweated as I dug a pencil out of my backpack.

“You may begin when you’re ready,” Ms. Foster said. She stood in front of us, a serious expression on her usually smiling face. “You have until the bell rings to finish.”

As everyone bent over their papers, I tried not to lose it as I paged through the questions. Some of this I knew from class, but most of it was stuff I vaguely remembered from past classes but wasn’t sure about. I started working and answering any questions I could, leaving the hardest ones for last. Something told me I needed a miracle to do well today, and with my grade already a C, there wasn’t any room not to do well.



The bell startled me out of my focus mode at the end of the period. After I gathered my things, I walked up to Ms. Foster’s desk to place my papers on the stack of tests.

“Abby?” Ms. Foster asked, eyeing me. “Everything okay?”

This was my chance to be honest with Ms. Foster and tell her that I was worried about my grades. But I was so embarrassed not to be doing well, and I didn’t want her to think I was making excuses.

“Everything’s great!” I chirped. “All good.”

My teacher nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Just checking. You looked a little panicked during the test, so I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“Thanks,” I said, “but I’m fine!”

She looked like she was about to say something else, but before she could, I gave her an awkward wave and hurried out of the classroom.

While I walked to my next class, I shook my head at myself. Ms. Foster was going to grade my test later, so she’d see I’d clearly been panicked based on how poorly I’d done. I could have told her the truth when she’d asked, but I hadn’t.

You’ll actually study for the next one, and you’ll get your grade up, I told myself. Everything would be fine, and I’d figure out how to make up for that test. Maybe extra credit. I fought to push down the sick feeling in my stomach.



Walking across campus after school, I checked my phone for the millionth time today to see if there was an email from Sasha and Heather. But nope, nothing except an email from Dover Saddlery.

I was so engrossed in checking my email—including the spam folder—that I almost smacked right into Ava and Olivia as they came toward me down the sidewalk.

“Oops, sorry,” I said. “Got lost on my phone.”

“Were you looking at the clinic website?” Ava asked.

I frowned. “No. But should I be?”

“Sasha posted an update about applications,” Olivia said, grinning.

“I didn’t see that!” Quickly, I hurried to pull up the website. “I usually check every day in case there’s news or something, but the one day I didn’t…”

I found the update and stopped walking to read it, because apparently doing both at the same time required too much coordination.


Winter clinic application update:

Thank you so much to everyone who applied! Heather and I are carefully reviewing all the applications, and we will be sending out our decision emails in about two weeks, on Sunday, November 19. Please be on the lookout for those, as everyone who applied will receive a response.

All our best,

Sasha & Heather



“No way!” My brain short-circuited. “So, we have this coming weekend to stress, because the very next weekend…”

“We’ll get acceptance emails!” Ava said. She wrapped her arms across her chest, hugging herself. “I can’t wait.”

“Me either,” Olivia said. “I’m sure we’ll have plenty to talk about with Sasha.”

Ava nodded. “Definitely.”

Of course they would, since they’d all gone to Canterwood Crest Academy.

I nodded, thinking about how to change the subject, because I didn’t want to talk about the clinic anymore right now! It made me feel even more anxious about my grades.

Thankfully, I got saved by Thea as she hurried in my direction. She’d probably sensed my BFF-in-distress signal that I’d been putting into the universe. She was good like that!

“Where are you all headed?” Thea asked. The tip of her nose was red from the biting wind.

“I was planning on going back to my room to get ready for lessons,” I said, “but now that we’re all together, does anyone want to hit Sweets N’ Treats for something warm and sugary? I need fuel before I ride.”

“Sure!” Olivia said.

Ava nodded. “I’m down.”

Bracing against the cold, the four of us hurried down the sidewalk and across campus to Sweets. When I stepped inside, I shivered and rubbed my hands together. It always smelled delicious in here, and today was no exception.

“I smell donuts!” Thea said.

“And cookies,” Ava added.

My mouth watered. “I want it all!”

We stepped up to the counter, and the girls nodded for me to go first.

“Can I have a raspberry hot chocolate, please?” I asked the barista. “And a large almond shortbread cookie?”

“You got it.” The barista jotted down my order. I paid and then waited for my stuff to be ready while the rest of my friends gave their orders.

When everyone had hot chocolates and treats in hand, we snagged a table near the window and dug in.

“Thanks for inviting us out,” Olivia said.

“Yeah,” Ava said. “We don’t know many people yet, obviously.”

“No problem.” I smiled at them. “What do you think of Saddlehill and Foxbury so far?”

Ava sipped her Arctic white hot chocolate. “I like them so far. Rebecca talked to us yesterday and welcomed us to your team.”

“Wow!” Thea said. “She didn’t make you ride for her?”

Olivia waved her perfectly manicured hand through the air. “She saw us at the Canterwood show.” She giggled. “Plus, she knows who we are.”

My eyes met Thea’s. Right. They had been the self-proclaimed queens of Canterwood’s riding team. Did they think they were going to breeze onto our team and slide into the top?

“It’s cool that you didn’t have to test for her,” I said. “And you definitely did great at the show.”

“I can’t wait for the next one,” Ava said.

“Me either!” I said. I blew on my hot chocolate and took a cautious sip. Burned tongues were the worst. “Especially since Beau and I won. It really helped my confidence.”

“Why would you have a confidence problem?” Ava asked. She took a bite of her maple leaf sugar cookie.

“I didn’t have the best show season last year,” I said. “I messed up big-time at a show, and it was one of those moments that followed me around for a while.”

“Oh no,” Ava said. “Were your teammates giving you a hard time about it?”

I nodded. “Eh, one was trying to do reverse psychology on me about it. But that’s just how she is.”

Olivia frowned. “That stinks. I don’t know why people try to pull that stuff.”

“That’s exhausting,” Ava said.

“Yeah,” Olivia said. “I want everyone on my team to succeed.”

“That’s a big difference between you and her,” I said. “She wants to be at the top at all costs and doesn’t want anyone up there with her.”

Ava and Olivia shook their heads. I couldn’t help but be pleasantly surprised by their attitudes about this. I’d been so afraid they would turn out to be just like Selly and Nina.

“That’s so boring!” Ava said. “I’m glad we’re on the same team now.”

I smiled. “Me too!”

These girls were going to become really good friends of mine—I could feel it.
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