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            Chapter 1

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know if I can do this, Elle.” I tugged on my best friend’s arm, pulling her to a halt in the middle of the walkway leading up to an old Victorian house. I’d never been good at strolling into a room full of strangers and instantly making friends. My nerves always got the better of me, and instead of chatting it up, I usually found myself in a corner petting whatever dog I could find.

      “Ugh come on, Zin. You’ve spent your whole life jumping from school to school. This”—she motioned to the grand house—“should be a piece of cake.”

      Piece of cake…yeah right. Through the front windows I could see the mayhem that fifty unsupervised teenagers could cause during just one house party. The base thumped so hard it rattled the windows of the old house, and excited voices carried out toward us. A pack of students hung out on the large wrap-around porch that was littered with red Solo Cups.

      I shrank back, about to turn around. “I definitely shouldn’t have come here.”

      Elle tugged me back to her side. “Think of it this way, it’s Thursday night and you have your first day of school tomorrow. What better way to get to know everyone than at a party?”

      It was Thursday night, and at this very second, my mother thought I was fast asleep in my room. This was the first time I’d ever snuck out, the first time I had a reason to. Over the past fifteen years of my life, we’d moved a total of thirty times. Wherever her work took us, that’s where we went. We spent our summer vacations with Elle’s family, and we were finally close enough to them for me to go to school with Elle. This was the first time we’d moved to a place where I knew anyone.

      “I can think of other ways to get to know them.”

      “Ah, but would they be as fun?” Elle took a step forward, dragging me with her. I stayed at her side. With each step we took, my boots scrapped up against the wooden front stairs.

      It was well past ten at night, and the only light guiding us toward the front door was the full moon that hung above. It illuminated the house and porch in soft hues of blue, purple and black.

      From the shadows of the little seating area, a voice called out. “Oh, boy. I hope Mom doesn’t find out you’re here.”

      Elle spun to the side and faced the seating area. “Come on, Gin. It’s Zinnia’s first school party. Don’t ruin it for her now.” Elle tilted her head and stuck her bottom lip out. “Please.”

      Imogin Calliwell was Elle’s slightly older sister. Though they were related, the two couldn’t be more different. Elle was fair in her coloring, like she’d been born in Switzerland rather than New Jersey. Elle parted her sunny, blond hair in the middle, letting it hang down both sides of her face and stopped just above her shoulders, framing her mint green eyes. Whereas, Imogin swept her light brown hair across her forehead, gathering it into a loose braid that fell over her shoulder and down the side of her body nearly to her waist.

      Her dark brown eyes lingered over my outfit for a moment before she turned to Elle. “No drinking or drugs and I won’t get in the way.”

      I tugged at my denim skirt, self consciously pulling it lower over my black tights. When I glanced at the front door, all I could see were flashing lights and writhing bodies. “I mean, we can just go. I’m not much of a partier.”

      The sudden jab of Elle’s elbows into my ribs sent a shot of pain up my side. “Ouch.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “We are staying.” Then she turned to Gin and smiled. “And I didn’t plan on becoming a hardcore party girl over night, ‘mkay?”

      “Um yeah, I guess we’re staying.” I rubbed at my side.

      At times, it felt like Imogin was a bit of a mother hen to her baby sister.

      Elle tapped her finger on her chin. “Of course we’re staying. I thought we might smoke some crack, then run down the street spouting beer through our noses.” She rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m not doing any of that junk.”

      A smirk tugged at Imogin’s ruby lips. “Well, just let me know if you need a ride home after you shoot beer out of your nose.”

      “Will do, Big Sis.” Elle gave a mock salute and turned toward the front door. “Come on, Zin, it’s going to be fine.”

      The second she opened the door and the smell of liquor hit my nose, I knew it was going to be anything but fine. “If you say so.” I tugged at the collar of my leather jacket, wishing I’d picked something other than this to wear. Perhaps something more J. Crew-looking to blend in with the suburban Jersey girls.

      As we entered the foyer, a grand staircase swept up to the second level. Couples held hands as they climbed upward and disappeared behind closed doors. To my right was a large sitting room where all the furniture had been pushed back against the walls and two oversized speakers sat front and center, blaring dance music. I bobbed my head to the beat while following close behind Elle. All around, people turned, openly staring at me. Fun being the new girl…again. We wandered through the crowd dancing in the living room and into the dinning room, where a grand table meant to seat sixteen people was littered with cups, cans and food wrappers.

      I leaned closer to Elle. “You know, it would’ve been cool if we just hung out and watched movies.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at me and rolled her eyes, then waved me forward to walk through the next doorway into the kitchen. The beautiful, old house had been utterly trashed. Even my combat boots stuck to the white tile.

      Elle grabbed a Solo Cup from the stack in the middle of the table and headed toward the fridge. “We could have, but then you wouldn’t be able to meet anyone if we stayed in.” She opened the door and pulled out a bottle of Coke.

      “I guess.” I snagged my own cup and handed it to her. Warmth ran down my neck and sat in the pit of my stomach. Beads of sweat gathered under my leather jacket. I instantly regretted wearing the tights-jacket combo. I fanned my face. “Is it hot in here?”

      Elle tilted her head back, chuckling. “No, it’s fine.”

      I let my jacket slide down my shoulders to my elbows for only a moment before I hiked it back into place. All I had on under it was a printed spaghetti-strap tank top I didn’t feel comfortable enough wearing without the jacket. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      A light breeze tickled my cheek. When I looked up, the back door swung open and a guy the size of a tree came through. I froze, taking in the sheer mass of him. Holy hell, he could stop a truck. When he strolled up to Elle and smiled down at her with red cheeks, the words Gentle Giant came to mind. “Hello, Elle.”

      I leaned close to Elle. “Is that guy eighteen?”

      She chuckled.“Oh god no. Brax and all his friends are sixteen. Matter of fact, I think the girls they are usually with just turned sixteen a couple weeks ago.”

      Does he have a Russian accent? He ran his hand over the back of his blond crew cut hair. Across the side of his neck was a wicked tiger tattoo. In an instant, I could tell two things: one, Elle liked this guy, and two, if she looked up at him with any more stars in her eyes, she’d light up the whole kitchen.

      She leaned into him, and a large smile spread across her face. “Hey, Brax. How’s it going?”

      “It’s going good.” He titled his head in my direction. “Who’s your friend?”

      Definitely Russian.

      Elle motioned to me. “Brax this is—”

      “Zinnia Heart. The girl we’ve heard so much about.” Another boy strolled through the door, and for a moment, my heart stopped in my chest. Unruly auburn hair framed his chiseled face, and when he looked at me with sparkling tawny eyes, I wanted to drift closer to him. An instant rush of comfort washed over me. It was the first time I’d ever felt relaxed in this kind of setting.

      He strolled up to the counter and leaned his back against it, facing me. “I’m Tucker.”

      I tilted my head back, looking up at him. He was tall, at least a foot taller than my mere five foot three inches. The sleek muscles in his shoulders and arms filled out his black t-shirt just enough to be sexy. Is that a phoenix tattoo on the side of his neck? Thick leather bracelets were wrapped around each of his wrists, a tiny silver medallion with a phoenix etched into each. What was the obsession with phoenixes? He wasn’t as big as Brax, but there was something powerful about him and the way he stood so casually against the counter like he owned everything he looked at.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Tucker.” I extended my hand toward him. His warm grasp wrapped around my fingers, and the callouses on his palms were rough against my skin. How did a sixteen-year-old guy end up with hands that felt like he’d been working all his life?

      All too soon, he dropped my grip and stretched his arms out to his sides to rest them on the counter. “Welcome to New Jersey, Zinnia Heart. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “That’s never a good thing.” I leaned back against the opposite counter and instantly regretted it. I could already feel something sticky clinging to the back of my jacket. “Means I’ve already got a reputation.”

      Tucker glanced over his shoulder at our friends. Elle had led the hulking Brax into a secluded corner of the room. When she cupped her hand over her mouth and whispered up to him, he leaned closer to her, tugging at a lock of her hair. Then she playfully smacked at his arm while giggling and sidling even closer. Though Brax seemed interested, there was something about the way he looked toward Tucker every couple of minutes, like he was checking in or was his personal body guard.

      Tucker turned back to face me. “Elle, she talks about you a lot. She’s a big fan of yours.”

      I shifted from one foot to the other, wondering why this gorgeous guy was still talking to me. He was all long sleek lines and smoldering good looks, where I was tiny and slight. My hair hung long and wild down to my elbows in a way that made it look constantly windblown. His fell in perfect waves down to his jawline.

      I bit my bottom lip and smiled down into the cup in my hands. “Oh, well, we’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “And now here you are.” His eyes ran all over my body, from the top of my head down to to my boots.

      Heat flooded my stomach. Why is he looking at me like that? Like his tawny eyes would melt me on the spot.

      “Yes, here I am.” I held my hands out to my sides. “Have you been in Edison a long time?”

      “Only a couple years.” He shrugged but didn’t meet my eyes.

      I opened my mouth, wanting to know what he thought of the school, of the people who went there, or, hell, what he thought about anything. That was my problem. I always wanted to skip the niceties and boring small talk. All my life, I’d been able to read people, and when I couldn’t, I wanted to delve deeper and ask the personal questions no one wanted to answer. But instead I said only, “Oh, that’s cool.”

      Damn it…that’s cool…that’s all you got? I inwardly smacked myself. Just when I was about to say something else, something more interesting, a breathtaking girl with streaked blond hair curling down her back and vivid emerald eyes strolled into the room.

      She leaned her hip up against the counter next to Tucker. “Hey, Tuck. Who’s this?”

      He stood up straight and motioned toward me. “Serrina, this is Zinnia Heart. The girl Elle has been talking about.”

      Her ruby red lips parted into a wide smile. “Oh, right. How’s it going?”

      Ugh, they were utterly perfect standing next to each other. She was long and lean with a hint of sassy style that showed in her tight leather leggings and graphic tee that read Sorry Not Sorry.

      I plastered a smile across my face. “So far so good.”

      The hot ones always had boyfriends. Serrina reached back and plucked two cups from the stack on the counter, filled them up with soda and handed one to Tuck without even asking if he wanted some. They moved as though they knew each other so well, so comfortably. I envied them that, being that comfortable with someone else.

      Tucker took the cup from her hand a drank deeply. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” She turned to face me fully. “So, Zinnia, is it? Did you get your class schedule yet?”

      “Oh, um, you can call me Zin. And not yet. I’ll pick it up tomorrow morning, I guess.”

      Tucker stared down at me, and I wanted to squirm under his gaze, but I couldn’t. I threw my shoulders back and met his eyes. Silence hung hot and heavy in the air. A current swirled around us. It was electric, flowing from one to the other. The side of his mouth pulled up in a half smirk, and his eyes seemed to turn to liquid honey. Why was he looking at me like that when his girlfriend stood so close?

      Serrina tilted her head to the side, peering from him to me and back again. When she straightened her stance, I tore my gaze away from him and looked at her. She flipped her mane of hair over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m just gonna go see what Nova is up to.” She placed her hand on Tuck’s forearm. “I’ll see you later, Tuck.”

      That was the reaction I’d grown accustomed to, people stopping to stay hi and then moving on to talk to someone else. And yet he still stood before me, unmoving.

      I gave her a small wave. “Bye, it was nice meeting you.”

      Before she turned away, she smiled. “Nice meeting you, too. And hey, maybe we’ll have some classes together.”

      “That’d be great.” Would it? I couldn’t see myself hanging out with this goddess-looking girl who seemed to have it all together. My clothes were vintage pieces, and by vintage— I meant things I’d found at thrift shops wherever I lived. Her clothing was clearly so not that. My hair hung straight down to the middle of my back and wasn’t smooth and curling like hers.

      “‘Kay, see you guys later.” She turned away, disappearing back into the dining room I’d passed through earlier.

      “Maybe we’ll have some classes together too?” His voice was warm and smooth, like hot cocoa on a winter day.

      Did I want to have classes with him? Oh, hell yes. Excitement rushed through me at the thought of being able to sit next to him each day. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Parents! Someone called his parents!” a boy screamed from the front of the house. A rush of people flooded through the kitchen toward the back door. I pressed back into the counter before I got knocked over. My pulse raced in my veins. Teenagers scattered in all directions, pushing at each other and knocking furniture over.

      Then a deep male voice boomed. “I’ve called the police! I want you all out of this house by the time I reach three…One…Two…”

      Blue and red lights swirled through the front windows, and the sound of sirens blared all around.

      Elle rushed to my side. “We gotta go. My mom will kill me if we get caught out here.”

      Tucker stepped in closer, his warm woodsy scent wrapped around me. When he pressed his hand to the small of my back, goosebumps broke out over my skin. “Come this way.” He turned and called out. “Brax!”

      He guided me forward with Elle hot on my heels. Brax leapt in front of us, and the wave of people parted around him, giving us the chance we needed to run out the back door. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Adrenaline ran through my body.

      “Jump.” Tucker commanded, and instantly I leapt off the top step of the porch.

      I expected the ground to be right under my feet almost instantly. Most porches only had a few steps. When it wasn’t, my stomach shot up into my throat. I lifted my arms, bracing for impact. My feet hit the floor so hard I could feel them stinging through my boot, and I landed in a crouch. Tendrils of my hair fell into my eyes, momentarily blinding me. I tossed my head back, flipping the hair from my face.

      Tuck reached down and pulled me to my feet. “Impressive.”

      “I can’t get arrested… My mom doesn’t even know I snuck out.” Did I just blurt that out? I wanted to slap my hand over my mouth. Could I sound any more like a baby? “On second thought, I’d rather face the cops than my mother.”

      Tucker’s dark chuckle tickled my ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you home and in bed soon enough.”
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          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      I pumped my arms, running full out toward the fence at the back of the yard. All around me, other teenagers did the same thing, looking for a way to escape.

      Tucker ran ahead of me. “Brax, hoist!”

      “Da, I go.” Brax rushed up beside him. When they stopped, he pressed his back to the fence then cupped his hands in front of him. “Up and over.”

      Without hesitation, Tuck stepped into his hands, then put his foot on the top of the fence and hopped over like he was climbing stairs. He landed soundlessly on the other side. His deep voice carried over the fence. “Come on, Zin. I got you.”

      I looked down at Brax’s hands and up toward the six-foot-tall fence. “Say what now?”

      “Step in my hands, I’ll boost you over. Tuck, he will catch you.” His eyes were wide and round as he gazed over my shoulder. Lights reflected in his feline gaze. “Come now.”

      “Zin, I’ll catch you. You can trust me.” He waved his hand over the fence to me.

      I hesitated. “I don’t know about this.”

      “It’s either trust me or you can see what your mom says when the police call her. Your choice.” When I didn’t move, he placed his hands on the fence and lifted himself up to meet my gaze, then winked at me. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Hey, you kids! Stop!” a deep voice called from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. At the stop of the porch steps stood a man wearing a button-down shirt, khaki pants, and loafers. He held his fist up. “I’m going to call all of your parents!”

      Left with no other choice, I lunged forward and planted my foot in Brax’s hands, then reached for the top of the fence. “Up and over, it is!”

      With all my strength, I pushed up with my legs. I flew over the fence. Although my hands were latched to the top of it, my feet went straight over my head. My body stretched into a momentary handstand, and then the momentum carried me forward as I swung down toward the ground. My heart skittered wildly, and I let go and dropped. A set of thick arms caught me just under my legs and around my back. Tuck smiled down at me, cradling me to his chest as though I weighted nothing.

      My hands wrapped around his neck of their own accord. “Um, thanks?”

      Heat seeped into my body. His arms and chest were so warm, like lying on a heating pad. “Oh, it was my pleasure.”

      “Elle’s coming over.” Brax’s accent was so thick I almost didn’t catch what he said.

      “Better put you down.” Tuck didn’t move to let me go.

      “Yeah, you should.” I wrapped my arms tighter around his neck. His sweet scent surrounded me, and I sucked in a deep breath.

      Elle had one foot planted on the top of the fence the same as Tuck had done. “Yeah, never mind guys, I got this.”

      Though her tone was sharp, I could tell she was teasing the moment she winked down at me. Tuck gently placed me on my feet, then walked over to help Elle down. The heat seeped from my body when he stepped away. I pulled my jacket tighter around my shoulders, wanting nothing more than to curl up next to him.

      Elle came to stand next to me, her eyes dancing with mischief as she bumped me with her shoulder. As soon as Tuck turned away to help Brax over the fence, she leaned in to whisper in my ear, “Bet you’re glad you came to the party now.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I’m no longer in danger of getting arrested.” I bumped her back.

      Once Brax was over the fence, Tuck returned to my side and clapped his hands together. “Let’s go. We’re parked a couple blocks that way.” He pointed in the opposite direction of where we needed to go.

      Elle stepped toward him, but I reached out and grabbed her elbow. “We’re the other way.”

      “Then we’ll walk with you.” Tuck shifted to the side, about to step closer to me.

      I wanted him to come with us, wanted to spend more time with him, but something in me needed a minute to breathe, to think. How could I be so instantly attracted to someone? “No, I think we’ll be okay.”

      “Oh, I insi—”

      A flashing light shinned down into my face. “Hey, you there. Stop.”

      I grabbed Elle’s arm. “Time to go!”

      We turned and ran away from the adult, away from Tuck. I instantly regretted not taking him up on his offer for a ride home. We went on for a few blocks until the mayhem of the party silenced and no one was in sight. At night, the streets were eerie and dark, and if I let my imagination run wild, I could picture the things that would seep from the shadows and come after us. Even the street lamp only provided a pinprick of light in the darkness. No cars drove by, and the rustling of leaves made me feel like we were being followed. I wrapped my arms around my waist and hunched in on myself. All I could think about was getting home to my nice warm bed where I had no chance of suffering my mother’s wrath.

      Even so, I couldn’t help but love the moonlight on my face, the cool night air, and the quiet of the streets at night. I felt…alive.

      “So, what was up with you and Tucker Brand?” Elle asked breathlessly.

      What was up with us? It was like we were instantly pulled toward each other, like I’d known him all my life. “I have no idea.”

      “It was weird. I’ve never seen him react to a girl like that before. He usually keeps to himself.” She looped her arm through mine and rolled her eyes. “Like, every girl at the school has tried to talk to him and here he was with you, practically babbling away.”

      “He barely spoke.” I couldn’t see him as the type who would talk my ear off.

      “My point is, he actually paid attention to you. And for him, that was babbling.” She smiled brightly.

      “It’s not that big of a deal. Plus, I think he has a girlfriend.” We turned down my street and were only a few houses away from mine. I sucked in a relieved breath.

      “What girlfriend?”

      “The gorgeous girl who came in and handed him a drink. She was a perfect match for him.” She was lean and beautiful, graceful in ways I never would be. I could easily see them together.

      “Oh, Serrina? Nah, they aren’t together. It’s a weird relationship for sure, but if you see them at school, it’s like he’s her big brother. Besides, I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he was looking at you.” A giggle escaped her lips. “Not even Serrina.”

      I pushed my hair behind my ear and gave her a half smile. When I pictured him in my mind, there was something that stood out to me. “Why do Tuck and Brax have those wicked animal tattoos on their necks?”

      “What tattoos?”

      How could she have not seen them? To me, they stood out like a beacon of danger screaming warning, don’t get too close. Deep down, something told me neither of them was to be messed with, especially Tuck. He had this air of power mixed with enough cockiness to have everyone bowing down to him.

      “Brax had a huge tribal tiger, and Tucker had a phoenix in the same style. Are they like in a gang or something?”

      Elle titled her head back and laughed. “Are you serious? One, I’ve never seen either of them with a tattoo, and two, they definitely aren’t in a gang. That’s just ridiculous.”

      “Oh, I was just…” The words died in my throat the moment I saw the figure standing just before my house. The person was cast in shadows. I couldn’t even make out a face. But in the pit of my stomach, I felt something was wrong. I startled back and pulled Elle to a halt beside me and squeezed her arm. “We need to turn around.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she nodded yet didn’t say a word. Her body shot tight with tension. I guided her around, and we began to walk in the other direction. I didn’t know where we were going, but I knew we had to get away from that person.

      I dragged Elle along with me. “Just stay calm. We’ll be okay.”

      But I wasn’t calm. My mind raced with images from self-defense Youtube videos I’d watched. What would I do if that person followed? What if he—or she—attacked us? The one night I decided to sneak out of my house and I was faced with getting arrested or worse, attacked by a stranger. In that moment, I wanted to run back to the party house and let the police take us to the station. But I was here now.

      I glanced over my shoulder. The figure began to follow us down the street. “Elle, we’re being followed.”

      A tiny sob broke past her lips. “Oh god.”

      “Don’t panic. It’s going to be okay. We just have to get out of here.” I told her it would be okay, but in the pit of my stomach, I knew it wouldn’t be. I quickened our pace, but before we reached the end of my street, another person stepped out from behind a large bush.

      I leapt back, startled. “Shit.” I pulled Elle alongside me. “Leave us alone or I’ll scream.”

      “Queen of Essence, I’d very much like to hear that.”

      I spun around to face where the voice had come from. There before me stood a girl no older than I was. Long dark braids fell down the sides of her head all the way to her waist. Her face was sickly pale, with dark soulless eyes. She held no expression, only gave me a blank stare. I pressed Elle behind me. I didn’t know why, but I felt the girl in front of me was more dangerous than the man behind me.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She canted her head to the side. “Don’t you?”

      “No, you’re looking for someone else.” I shook my head, then glanced to the side, looking for an escape. That’s when I noticed the others joining her. At least five more people surrounded us. Each of them stood motionless, expressionless. Yet there was something off about them, as if the soul inside of them was gone and in its place was a mindless soldier. Every one of them moved and stood in the same position with their hands carefully folded in front of them and their legs apart. Large dark sunglasses covered half of their faces, like freak CIA agents. At night?

      The girl stepped into the middle of their circle. “I don’t think so.”

      Elle pressed her back to mine, and tremors wracked her body from head to toe. “Zin, what is she talking about?”

      “I have no idea.” I shook my head and held my hand out in front of me, trying to ward her off. “Look, whoever you think I am, I’m not her. I’m not this queen.”

      “Ophelia!” a voice bellowed from the end of the street.

      The girl tilted her head to the side, and a sneer crossed her face. In the next second, her impassive face was back in place. “This must be the Tucker Brand I’ve heard so much about.”

      At his side was Serrina, Brax and another girl I hadn’t seen at the party. She was about my height with white blond hair down to her hips. Black gloves ran from the tips of her fingers up to her elbows. Though it was a cool night, she still wore a thin pink tank top and cut-off denim shorts like it was summer.

      Tucker strode toward us, and a wave of relief walked over me. We weren’t alone. “Ophelia, get away from her.”

      She came so close to me that her lavender smell tickled my nose and made me want to sneeze. Ophelia didn’t touch me; she just looked me straight in the eye and whispered, “For the biding of one you must do, and let me take control of you.”

      Thick energy swirled around me and shot through my limbs. They hung heavy at my sides. I wanted to lift them up, to fight back somehow. But I couldn’t. I just stood there with my mind screaming for me to strike out at this girl in some way, yet my body wouldn’t respond. Panic like I’d never known hammered at my chest.

      A look of pure satisfaction came over her face. “Sucks, doesn’t it?”

      I didn’t answer, only fought a war within myself. This was my body to control and no one else’s. I focused my mind on my finger, trying to wiggle it. It gave the faintest twitch. I wanted to sigh with relief, but I couldn’t; all I had was that single solitary finger on my side.

      “I said it sucks, doesn’t it? Answer me now.” She stomped her foot like a small child about to have a tantrum.

      “Yes, it sucks.” Was that my voice? That monotone slave-like answer was mine?

      She looked over my shoulder toward Tuck. “It appears you’re too late.” Then she leaned back and met my gaze once more. “Turn around.”

      Without a thought, I spun on my heels. What the hell? I wanted to jab my elbow in her face, to fight against this hold she had on me. Behind me, Elle was utterly paralyzed with fear. Her mouth hung slightly open, and tears streamed down her face. If I didn’t get us out of this soon, she’d go into shock for sure.

      “Looks like you’re too late, Mr. Brand. Imagine that, a knight without a queen to protect. How sad for you.” She stepped around me, completely ignoring Elle.

      Tuck marched toward us. He extended his hands out to his sides, and balls of light gathered in his palms. What the heck? Did I drink some spiked soda at the party? This couldn’t be right. Long thin blades emerged from the center of his hands, the metal a gleaming white, and when the hilts hit his palm, he wrapped his fingers around them. “I’ll give you one last chance. Let her go.”

      Ophelia tapped her finger on her chin. “Hmm… no.”

      “Suit yourself.” He glanced at the girl with the white blond hair. “Nova, take them down.”

      The girl stepped up beside him and pulled her gloves off, then tucked them into her pocket. She knelt down on one knee and place her fingers to the ground. Moments passed and nothing happened. “There’s something wrong with them.”

      Them who? Some of the movement was returning to my body. I could wiggle all my fingers and move my eyes to look around. Them? Did she mean the men who surrounded us, who still had yet to speak or move?

      “What’s wrong?” Tucker spun his swords with fluid motions.

      When she picked her head up, her lips pulled back from her teeth in disgust. “They’re not Reanimants. They’re”—her eyes flared—“Thralls.”

      Brax’s nostrils flared, and he sucked in deep panting breaths. His body shook from head to toe, and if possible, he got even bigger. Black stripes slowly slid across his skin in a tiger-like pattern. His teeth lengthened, and he snarled at Ophelia. “Thralls, you made Thralls?”

      Ophelia examined her black nails. “My father made them, not me. Why would I waste my time doing such things?” She turned toward one of the people standing closest to us. “Even so, they have their uses.”

      Nova shot to her feet. Her straight hair blew away from her face as she fisted her hands at her sides and spoke through gritted teeth. “Murderers!”

      “For this and many more crimes, Alataris deserves to die.” Tucker twisted his swords in his hands, flames erupting from the tip of the blade all the way down to the hilt.

      Wait… Thralls? What are Thralls? I wanted to demand an answer, to know what was going on.

      Serrina turned toward Nova. “What are thralls?”

      Nova held her hands up, and dark purple sparks gathered at her fingertips. The wind kicked up. “They’re witches who’ve had their powers sucked dry along with their souls. They’re controlled by black magic.”

      “Oh, hell no!” Serrina turned to face them. She held her hand out in front of her, puckered her lips and blew across her palm. Red streams of dust spiraled out toward the people surrounding me. The stream spun around each of them and into their noses. “You want to come to me.”

      I could hear the power in her voice, wanted to follow the command it warranted. But I was powerless. I thought the men would move to her command the way I wanted to. And yet they didn’t.

      Ophelia tilted her head back, chuckling. “They have no soul! You have no power over them. But I do.” She waved her fingers. “Kill them.”

      They moved as one, surging toward Tuck and his crew. Nova threw her arms down, and purple light shot from her hands into the ground. It vibrated under my feet. The asphalt upheaved, knocking us sideways. But I still hadn’t regained my ability to move, not completely. I had control over my hands all the way up to my elbows. I turned my focus to my legs, and I felt my toes wiggle in my boots. I wanted to look down to see if my legs were moving, but my eyes were locked on Tucker.

      One of the Thralls lunged forward, his body was only slightly bigger than Tuck’s. The man kept those black glasses in place. He wore only a tight, bright green t-shirt and black track pants. With each swing of his arms, he grunted and growled. Thick corded muscles ran from the top of his head all the way down to his legs. Tuck narrowed his eyes at the man and ducked under his swinging arms. He twisted his shoulder, pulled the blade back, and drove his sword straight up through the man’s torso. The Thrall’s body screamed and twitched as the sharp metal jutted from its back. A moment later, the body exploded into a cloud of black smoke and drifted up toward the sky. I wanted to scream, to cover my face and not see these horrors. He just killed someone? I was so confused by what I was seeing. The person turned to dust… or was it not a person at all? Real people didn’t turn to dust…

      Without a look back, Tuck strode toward me. Every muscle in his body was tense and ready to strike. Beside him, Brax dove at the next Thrall to come between Tucker and me. I took one step. Yes! I was finally starting to make serious progress. Another step forward and then another. My heart thundered in my ears. I was going to be free.

      Skeletal arms shot from the ground, one after the other. Their boney fingers scraped against the pavement as they pulled themselves up. The skeletons formed a wall in front of Nova. She held her hands out in front of her and marched forward. She was a puppeteer, and they were her puppets. Thralls came at her, but each one was captured by the skeletons and ripped limb from limb. They were a wave among the chaos.

      Elle’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. Before she hit the ground, Brax was there to catch her.

      Tucker leapt into the air, to an impossible height. “Get her out of here, Brax.” Wings of fire shot from his back.

      What the hell? Wings! I was dreaming. I had to be.

      “You need my help,” Brax growled as he tossed Elle over his shoulder.

      Just when I thought they were making progress taking down the Thralls, more emerged from behind Ophelia and surged forward.

      She spun in a circle and clapped her hands together. “Fun! This is fun!”

      My definition of fun does not include this.

      Tuck barrel rolled to the side, plucked up one of the Thralls and dropped him to the concrete. The body smacked down. It’s arms and legs jutted at weird angles before it disappeared into black ash. “Beckett and Gray are coming.”

      Without another word, Brax loped off, leaving the scene and me behind. I wanted to scream for him to stop, to keep Elle safe with me. But I knew in my gut they were all here for me; they wanted something. But what was it?

      Before I had time to puzzle it all together, an oval shimmering pool appeared only a few feet from where the skeletons tore at the Thralls. A boy with tousled blond hair stepped out of it, followed by another with dark chocolate eyes. Each of them was built like Tucker, lean and all muscles with deadly intent on their faces. I rubbed my eyes with my hands; this had to be some kind of nightmare.

      The shorter one with Mahogany hair and chocolate eyes raced around, his body blending into a blur of movement. Everywhere he went, Thralls burst into smoke. He raced up behind one and shoved his hand into its back. Its spine cracked at a ninety-degree angle, and it fell to the ground. He turned toward me and smiled, his fangs extended. “Pleasure to meet you, love. Be back in a jiff.”

      A jiff? I swayed on my feet. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. I closed my eyes, praying it would all go away. But when I opened them back up, I was still at the center of a battle I was frozen in. Surrounded by Thralls and with Ophelia standing right next to me, there was no way I would live through this.

      The blond boy rushed to Serrina’s side, all the while tossing balls of bright blue light in all directions. The moment they hit a Thrall, they exploded like mini grenades taking out one Thrall at a time.

      Tucker swooped down, picking off the Thralls one by one. More emerged from the shadows, like bees swarming from a hive. The Thralls flocked everywhere. Their expressionless bodies moved like zombie soldiers rather than humans. Tuck dove toward me. Ophelia squealed and backed up a step. All around, Thralls were turning to black puffs of smoke, one after another disappearing from view. Serrina charged forward, a stream of red swirled from her hands in sparkling waves that wrapped around Ophelia. When a Thrall lunged for her, she dropped to the ground and let it dive over her. A moment later, the blond boy who just arrived threw a ball of light in its face, its head exploded off its shoulders. Then the rest of it erupted into black smoke.

      “Stop!” Serrina demanded, and everyone around froze mid-battle, including Tucker and his team. She stomped her foot. “Damn it, I did it again. Beck, Grayson, Tuck, Nova, Zinna you can move.”

      The full motion returned to my body. I didn’t hesitate; I lunged for Ophelia. She brought this on me, and I was pissed. I wrapped my hands around her body, ready to pick her up and toss her to the ground. My fingers dug into her skin, and I felt her go stiff against me. “How do you like it?”

      “Zinnia, don’t!” Tuck dropped down a distance away from me and ran forward.

      “Don’t what?” Anger like I’d never known built up into a frenzy inside of me. My hands tingled with pins and needs.

      What was she doing to me? Power like I’d never known flooded through my body like a shot of adrenaline to the heart. I clutched her closer, feeling it run through my system, making me feel like I could fly. In my arms, Ophelia tilted her head back and screamed. I held on tighter, taking more of it into me. Bright light surrounded us. Is it coming from me?

      I didn’t know; all I knew was I liked the feeling. The power, the excitement, the frozen burn? No! I didn’t want to stop, I wanted more. That frozen feeling crept up from my fingers into my arms.

      “Tuck, stop her before she kills her!”

      Was that Serrina? Why’d she sound so scared? The frozen feeling seeped into my chest, making my heart skip a beat. Pain radiated out from my body. I tried to drop my arms, but they were locked around Ophelia. I screamed, unable to bear the pain, the fear, the shock running through me. Were those her emotions or mine? I didn’t know. Blinding light flared out from me, so hot and so bright I thought it might consume us both. I wanted to drop my arms, wanted to let go of her, but I couldn’t. My body wanted to take from her, take this terror she brought to my home, the terror she brought to Elle.

      Ophelia grit her teeth and bellowed. “From whence they came, they must return. The hour closes, and time has burned. In smoke and dust, I call you now to save me from this somehow!”

      She dropped from my arms, disappearing into a cloud of black dust that floated to the ground. Oh god, I killed her! My body quaked from head to toe. Then it came, an eerie laugh so empty of emotion it gave me chills. It faded into the night along with my last bit of sanity.

      Serrina glanced up and down the street. “Was that who I think it was?”

      “Alataris.” Tuck spat the name as though it were a curse.

      But I couldn’t pay attention. I’d killed someone. She’d disappeared into ash right in my arms. As though she’d never existed. I wanted to drop to my knees. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I didn’t do any of it. My body wouldn’t let me. Instead, all I did was stand there and shake.

      Tuck strode up to me. He pressed his hands to my cheeks. “Breathe, Zin. Breathe.”

      Was I not breathing? My lungs seized up, and I gasped. My eyes went wide and began to water.

      He brushed his thumbs over my cheeks, wiping away the tears. “Shhh, don’t cry.”

      Cry? I wasn’t crying, was I? But I couldn’t move my mouth to tell him so.

      One by one, the Thralls turned to dust just like Ophelia, each of them collapsing into nothingness.

      Tucker cursed under his breath. “So close.” He turned back toward me, meeting my eyes. “Can you move?”

      I had full control over my body now, and I stumbled back. I would’ve fallen had Tuck not been there to catch me. He held me up. “I think she’s going into shock.”

      “Well, I would too if I saw Thralls on my first go-round and almost killed someone.” Serrina crossed her arms over her chest.

      Killed someone! Oh god, I did it. I killed someone. Tremors wracked my body even harder. I was going to lose it at any second.

      Tucker gritted his teeth. “You’re not helping, Serrina.” He guided me back toward my house. My feet grabbed across the pavement with each step I took. The others followed in his wake.

      She shrugged. “I’m just saying…”

      “Zinnia!” The spotlights on my porch sprung to life.

      Mom? She screamed from behind me. No, she couldn’t be here, couldn’t be around this. I blinked against the shock riddling my body. “Mom, don’t.” I wanted to scream, but it came out a whisper.

      I heard her footsteps as she rushed toward me and shoved Tucker aside. Her tan heart-shaped face came into view. My sapphire eyes were so like hers and when she smiled, and we had the same tilt to our mouths.

      Tears ran down her cheeks. “I’m here, you’re okay.”

      When she pressed her hand to my cheek, I leaned into her touch. “Mom.”

      “Shh, baby, I’m here. I’m going to make this all go away.”

      Go away, how? I sucked in a breath. “How is this okay, Mom? None of this is okay.”

      “I know. I was going to tell you.” She hesitated and pulled a handful of golden sand from her pocket.

      “Tell me what?” I glanced around at the faces swarming my vision. I had questions, so many questions. Who were they really? Why were they here for me? And why did that girl, Ophelia, call me a queen?

      Tucker looked down at my mother’s hand. “What is that?”

      Without breaking eye contact with me, my mother snapped. “Sleep sand, Phoenix.”

      She raised her hand to her bow-shaped lips and blew the sand off the tips of her fingers right into my eyes. “Shh, rest baby. It’ll all be better in the morning.”

      Who blows sand into someone’s eyes? My eyelids felt so heavy that it was hard to fight against them. “How is it going to be betteeeerrr…?” My words slurred together.

      I tipped back. My legs were swept out from under me, and that warm heat was pressed against my legs and shoulders once more. Comforting me, keeping me safe.

      I yawned and took a deep breath. “You smell delicious.”

      Tucker pressed his nose just above my ear and whispered, “As do you, my queen.”
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      Her head lulled back in my arms, that thick wavy mane of hair draped over my elbow. The moment her eyes fluttered shut, I knew she was going to hit the ground. Like a cat, she curled into my chest and pressed her hands to it. “You smell delicious.”

      God, help me. I bent lower and pressed my nose to her hair and sucked in a deep breath. Peaches. “As do you, my queen.” I whispered, low enough for only her to hear.

      When I straightened, I raised my face, and everyone was staring at me. I shifted from one foot to the other, and for a moment, I wanted to turn around just so they’d stop looking at me like that.

      Zinnia’s mom motioned to the house behind us. “Better get her inside.”

      “Ma’am, it’d be safer if we took her to Evermore Academy or Hexia where the other queens reside at night.” Hexia was the last free witch stronghold. It was the only witch kingdom not to fall under High King Alataris’s rule and the safest place for the queens to stay, besides Evermore Academy.

      Though she stood before me in a white fluffy robe and big blue fuzzy slippers, when she crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at me, I fought the urge to step back. Visions of her grabbing my ear and dragging me into the house assailed me.

      She tapped her foot. “Are you her mother?”

      I shook my head. “Um, no?” What was she getting at?

      She raised her arm and pointed at the house. “Then I suggest you get my daughter inside right now, Phoenix.”

      Well, this is interesting. I hesitated. “Ma’am…I—”

      She spun on her heels and began marching down her driveway. “You can call me Catherine. Now, follow me.” She paused and looked over her shoulder. “The rest of you, clean this mess up.”

      The street was a disaster. The pavement was cracked and heaved in places. Skeletons still meandered around, tree limbs and branches were down and even some of the white picket fence was broken. When they all looked to me with questioning eyes, I shrugged. “Do as she says.”

      Beckett took a step to follow behind me, but judging from the way Zinnia’s mom was acting, I suspected she wouldn’t want all of us in her tiny Cape Cod house.

      I turned to follow her. “I’ll catch up to you guys in a little bit.”

      Beckett nodded. “If you don’t text me within fifteen minutes, I’m coming in.”

      “You can try.” Zinnia’s mom glanced over her shoulder, then reached for the side door and pulled it open. The hinges creaked when she swung the door wide open.

      This was a whole new situation for me. I’d never dreamt I’d have to face the mother of one of the Witch Queens. Nor did I think I would have to explain why Zinnia would have to transfer to Evermore Academy. But here I was, carrying an unconscious queen into her home where I would have to talk to her mother. As I climbed the brick steps into her house, I was astounded how alike in looks Zinnia and her mother were. They both had wild black hair, except her mother’s stopped at her shoulders and was curlier. They shared heart-shaped faces, blue eyes and full, pouting lips. Yet Catherine had a sadness about her that Zinnia hadn’t yet developed.

      As I passed through the doorway, I noticed the swirling paint strokes all around the door frames. They were ancient symbols used in protection spells. “I see you’ve been preparing.”

      Catherine sighed, walking straight through the small kitchen to the living. “One does not have a daughter who will become a Witch Queen without trying to prepare…for anything. We’ve moved every six months for her whole life. Up until now it’s worked perfectly fine. ”

      I couldn’t help but wonder if Catherine hated the fact her daughter was a queen as much as my mother hated that I was a guardian who’d now risen to be a knight. Within the five casts of witches, there was only one witch born to each cast who held great power. These witches were called queens, one for each cast. As I gazed around the house, I realized Zinnia and I came from two very different worlds. I’d grown up in a castle, hidden deep within the Volcanic Hawaiian Islands. She lived in a small house in a New Jersey suburb.

      “Why not move to Hexia? Surely she would’ve been safe in the last of the witch kingdom?”

      She didn’t stop walking. “If you had a daughter who was a queen in a world full of evil spies, would you trust that the people out to get her wouldn’t find her there? In a magical community. Kind of obvious, don’t you think?”

      “I see your point. So, you kept her hidden all this time?”

      “Exactly.”

      Though the house was tiny, it was clean and neat, with light hardwood floors running from the front of it all the way to the back. Bright paintings covered each wall, all of them depictions of things I’d seen in Evermore. “Nice paintings.”

      “Well, I didn’t want Zin to be completely surprised when she discovered the supernaturals.” She stopped at the foot of the stairs. “This way.”

      With each step she took, the stairs creaked and groaned. I walked on my tiptoes, hoping the floor didn’t give out beneath me. Zinnia nuzzled her cheek to my chest, then let out a contented sigh. Interesting. At the top of the stairs, we turned to the right, and if Catherine hadn’t been holding the door open for me, I would’ve slammed right into it. Across the room was a tiny twin-sized bed sitting under a window. To my right was another door leading to what I presumed was a closet, and to my left was a dresser with a large mirror running the length of it. A ridiculous amount of lotions and body sprays lined the top. I tilted my head, wondering which was her favorite. It didn’t me long to find the half empty bottle called sweet peach fuzzy.

      “You can put her over here.” Her mom pointed to the bed, and suddenly I noticed the bags under her eyes, the tired lines on her face and the stress that seemed to weigh her shoulders down.

      I didn’t hesitate to move into the room, while her mother pulled the covers back from the bed. “How much trouble will she be in tomorrow?”

      “None.”

      I froze. “None? But she snuck out tonight.”

      Catherine sighed. “Yes, but tomorrow she won’t remember that. And if she does, it’ll all seem like a bad dream. Can you help me get her jacket off?”

      “Um, sure.” First time a mom has asked me to take her daughter’s clothes off. I lifted her to a sitting position. But Zinnia didn’t stir. Her eyes didn’t even flutter. “What’d you hit her with?”

      Catherine pulled the left sleeve down Zin’s arm. “Sleeping powder I stole from the sleep trolls.”

      Impressive. I shifted my hand on Zin’s back so her mom could push her jacket down her other shoulder. The warmth of her skin seeped into my touch. She was so soft, so sweet. I didn’t want to leave her side. “How’d you come by that?”

      “Long story short, this isn’t the first time she’s run into trouble, and whenever she has a fitful night, I give her some to keep her calm and safe.” She tugged the rest of the sleeve off Zin’s hand and sucked in a sharp breath, then yanked Zinnia’s hand up off the bed.

      There, wrapped around her wrist, was a mark I thought didn’t show up on a supernatural until much later in life.  A million tiny infinity signs all connected together to surround her delicate wrist. Within each sign was a small drop of glittery silver. It was thin and could easily be hidden by a shirt or thick bracelet. But there was no denying what it meant. I suddenly felt utterly deflated. The world titled and shook like a bomb had gone off inside me. Zinnia Heart was marked to have a life mate…and it wasn’t me. It shouldn’t bother me; I was the knight assigned to protect her. Anything between us was forbidden, but there was a spark between us I rather enjoyed. Now all that was gone. I wanted her and now she would never want me. It’s better this way…yeah right. A slow ache started in my chest and spread into my stomach.

      “The mark of a soulmate, oh gods no.” Catherine closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. When she opened them back up, she put Zinnia’s hand down on the bed and covered it with the blanket. She jabbed her finger into my chest. “You, me, downstairs, now!”

      She turned on her heels and walked from the room. With one last glance back at Zinnia’s beautiful face, I followed her mother down the steps. I didn’t want to leave, but what could I say? I have an unusual interest in your daughter that’s forbidden, but I can’t help it. So if you don’t mind, I’ll be staying. By the time I reached the kitchen, she was already pulling ice cream from the freezer and popping the top.

      She pulled only one spoon from the drawer and dug into the pint-sized container of Chunky Monkey. “Is it you?”

      “It can’t be me, ma’am. I’m a phoenix shifter. Soulmates aren’t created outside their own species.” I backed up against the counter and crossed my arms over my chest. At that very moment, I wished it wasn’t like that.

      Catherine shoved a scoop of ice cream into her mouth and nodded slowly. “So it has to be one of the other knights?”

      It was a possibility. Beckett was a male witch. That put him in the running to be Zinnia’s soulmate. Damn that mark and damn Beckett! I shouldn’t have been that angry… or was it jealousy? I didn’t know. Whatever it was, I didn’t like it. “I can’t be sure. There’s only one male witch who’s a knight, but he didn’t even come close to her tonight.”

      Catherine tapped the spoon against her lips. “She can’t know about this, not yet.”

      “How much longer do you want to keep all this from her? Her birthday is a week away. She is going to ascend soon. She’s going to be the most powerful Siphon Witch on the planet. That’s not something you can hide.” Was she in denial about her daughter?

      “I know she will ascend soon, but I need a chance to explain all this to her, and right after a fight in the middle of the street where she nearly killed someone isn’t the time.” She scooped up another wad of ice cream and stuffed it into her mouth.

      “No, but she needs to know about King Alataris. She needs to know how much danger she’s in.” I put my hands on my hips. I’d trained all my life to win the right to protect the Witch Queens from Alataris, and now I was standing with a woman who was making it very difficult.

      “I’ve kept her hidden from Alataris all her life. I can do it for a few more days.”

      “No, you can’t. How do you think we found her tonight? She’s expelling magic. It swirls around her like a beacon. Do you know what he’ll do to her if he finds her now? Before she’s been trained or can use her powers to defend herself?”

      Catherine tossed the spoon into the sink. It clattered around the large white basin. “He has been plotting this for the past thousand years. Everyone knows he wants to take the queens’ powers for his own and use them to rule all of Evermore. There’s nothing anyone can do to stop him from doing that. He’s done it every cycle, every time new queens are born.”

      “But this time could be different. We could beat him.”

      Catherine rolled her eyes. “Don’t you think every knight who has come before you says the same thing? I just want a little more time with my daughter before she is pushed into a life she never asked for.”

      It was the exact thing I wanted my parents to do for me. I’d wanted time with them, to live a normal family life. Sitting here now with Catherine, I wasn’t sure I should deny her what little time Zinnia had left to be a normal teenager. But as her knight, I had to try to help Catherine see that Zinnia would be safer at Evermore Academy than here. Even now, I took chances with the other queens by having them out in the open. At least I knew they were safe each night when Beckett portaled them back to Hexia. But even that took a great deal of planning.

      I shrugged. “No, it’s not too much to ask. But letting her go Evermore Academy will help her learn to control her power so she won’t accidentally kill someone. Plus, the Fallen will be there. She can’t get more protected than at a place where the knights and the Fallen work together.”

      The Fallen were the original Supernaturals of Evermore, the very first to walk the earth. They ruled Evermore with an iron fist, and no one, not even Alataris, would have the guts to go up against them.

      She nodded her head slowly. “I’ll send her, but I want to let her have one more day as a normal teenager. Just one more day before her whole life changes.”

      Before I left for the Guardian Trials, I’d wanted just one day to live with my family before it all changed. My family had denied me that, but I wouldn’t deny her. “I can’t say no to that. You’re her mother. But I can’t just leave her here unprotected tonight.” I held my hands out to my sides. “So, where am I staying?”

      Catherine gazed at me with wide eyes for a second before she put the lid back on the ice cream container and threw it back into the freezer. “The basement is fully finished. You can sleep on the couch down there. But don’t tell Zinnia. And you have to leave for school way before she even gets up.”

      A smile pulled at the side of my lips. “Yes ma’am. But I think I’ll follow her to school, if you don’t mind.” When she opened her mouth to protest, I added, “At a distance. She won’t see me.”

      “Fine.” She pointed to a door just off the kitchen.

      I turned and walked straight for it. When I twisted the handle and pulled, she called after me. “I was at the trials, Tucker Brand. I hope you fight as bravely for my daughter as you did back then.”

      “I swear it.” I meant every word I said. I would protect Zinnia with my life, not just because she was a queen but because I felt an instant pull toward her. A need to be closer to her so bone deep it tugged at me even now. I wanted to march up the stairs, haul a chair next to her bed and keep watch over her to make sure she was okay.

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I flipped the light switch, and the cool damp smell of the basement surrounded me. Across from me was a long very old, beat-up couch. Green cement floors ran the expanse of the house. Finished basement, my ass. I lumbered over to the couch and pulled my cell from my pocket, then sent a quick text to the group, letting them know I was staying to keep an eye on Zin.

      As I sunk into the cushions and rested my head against the back of the couch, I couldn’t stop thinking of Beckett and Zinnia together. Nausea rolled my stomach. Why him? She didn’t fit him. She was too smart, too powerful, too beautiful for the likes of him. I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair, tugging at it. Restlessness overcame me, and suddenly, I didn’t want to sit anymore. I got up and started pacing the floor. How could it be him?

      I ripped the leather cuff I wore from my wrist, ready to curse the fact that my skin would be unmarked, but when I looked down there it was, identical to Zinnia’s. A swirling black mark with tiny drops of glittering silver…I’ll be damned…
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      It always starts the same way. I can feel it coming on, but I’m in too deep and can’t stop it. This nightmare, this dream, overcomes me nearly every night. Though I fight against it, I can’t stop it. I brace myself and breathe deeply, knowing that it has to play out.

      Outside, the sky is dark and dotted with stars. My mother bends down to look me in the eye as she zips my thick pink winter coat. The light of youth still tickles her heart-shaped face. The only evidence of her age is the tiny lines around her bright sapphire eyes. They appear only when she smiles at me.

      “Are you ready?” She leans down and presses her lips to my forehead, giving me a small kiss. Then she runs her fingers through my hair, playing with the curls at the end of it before she pulls on my wool winter hat. “Hands up.”

      I hold my tiny hand out to her as she slides my gloves on my hands snuggly, making sure to tuck them into my coat sleeves just the way I like them.

      “Are they good?”

      I nod up at her and hold my hand out to her. “Hold it, Mommy.”

      I’m so confident that I know she will hold my hand the whole way. I can feel the smile spread across my face as she leads me toward the back door.

      My mom stops for a moment to bid the rest of our family farewell, “Dad, we’re leaving now. Do you think you should walk us?”

      I always try to picture my grandfather’s face, but the memory never surfaces. Yet the dream kept dragging me deeper, the way it always did.

      “Catherine, it’s only four houses down. Less than half a block. I think you’ll be okay,” he calls back from somewhere down the hall.

      My mom shrugs her shoulders. Her long brown curly hair bounces up and down with the movement. She squeezes my hand in a reassuring gesture. “Okay see you later. ‘Night.”

      My mom looks down at me and gives me a huge smile. “Let’s go.”

      The moment she turns the doorknob, the crisp cool air bites my cheeks. I huddle in close to her side, knowing that we will only be out in the late winter evening for a short period of time. She gives my hand a little squeeze.“It’ll only take a few minutes, then we will be home.”

      “Okay.” My voice is so small. I’m so young and trusting.

      She leads me out into the night. As we step out onto the back porch, she looks up into the midnight sky and closes her eyes, as if she is sun bathing in the summer. The light from the low-hanging full moon floods her face. Someday, I’ll be just as beautiful as she is, just like my mom. Not wanting to miss out on a moment to be like her, I turn my face toward the large moon and close my eyes as well. Like puzzle pieces falling into place, I feel the warmth of the moon, the air on my skin and the stillness of the night.

      I peek my eyes open. “Mommy, what is that?”

      “What is what, darling?” Her voice is so calm, so sweet.

      I point up at the moon. “I think the moon has a boo boo.”

      Nervousness laces her voice. “Zinnia, tell me exactly what you see.”

      “I see it. The moon has a boo boo. It’s bleeding. Do you see it?” To me, there it is bright as day, red dripping down it.

      A shadow passes over her face. “Yes, baby, I do.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “Oh, honey. One day when you’re older I will explain everything to you. But right now, we have to get home.” She tugs me along. Her steps quicken as we move. My little legs have a hard time keeping up with her, but I try my best.

      As we walk down the slate steps and round the house, flurries dance across the sky and tickled my nose. Each of them is perfect and different. I giggle when one lands on the tip of my nose and others land lightly on my eyelashes. I feel like the night and the moon are welcoming me into the world for the first time. The moon is so bright I can make out every house, plant and street sign. Everything is painted in dark shades of grays, blues and shadows of the night.

      I want to stay and dance around with the snowflakes, but my mother keeps dragging me forward. “Come on, Zinnia. We have to get inside.”

      The exhaustion I felt before is all but forgotten, and I feel like we are in a candy shop. I am alive, connected to the earth around me and things that only the imagination dreams about are real. One by one, the little men appear, each wearing the same outfit. Dozens of them flood the street with their long-sleeved white shirts that hang nearly to their knees and sleep caps pulled low over their eyes. They each hold a small white bag filled with snow or white dust—I’m not sure. Their tiny bowed legs are covered with tight navy-blue slacks and each wear comfy slippers on their feet. They remind me of the pictures I’ve seen of Santa’s elves.

      I tug on my mom’s hand. “Look, Mommy, elves.”

      “Shh… Quiet, Zin.” She presses her finger to her lips and whispers, “They are not elves. They are the trolls of sleep. And they do not like to be disturbed while they are working.”

      “Working?”

      “Yep, they’re working and can get very grouchy when you bother them.”

      But as I look closer, I see each of them throwing handfuls of dust high in the air, aiming at the dark houses that line the streets. Some are even laughing and dancing in the street, as if the very thought of dust falling made them happy.

      I giggle once more with the desire to join them. At this time of night, there wouldn’t be any cars in the street and I’d be free to move among them.

      “Zinniaaaa.” A sweet voice beckons to me. I turn to see where the voice had come from. But before I get all the way around, my mother jerks my arm and sucks in a deep breath.

      “Damn! Zinnia, come on. We need to go.” She tugs at me again.

      But this time, I plant my feet and tune her out. I need to follow that voice. I have to find where it came from. I pull at her hold on my fingers. The only thing keeping me back is the death-grip my mother has on my hand.

      When I finally spot the figure in the middle of the street, I’m surprised to see a girl the same age as me standing alone among the sleep trolls. Her small slight stature is not comforting. Right away, I notice the darkness that envelopes her. As she spins playfully in the street, joining in with the trolls, her black wool dress rustles heavily. The high collar is tight across her neck, as if the unforgiving fabric could strangle her. The heavy layers fall to her knees stiffly. The sleeves puff out around her willowy arms and synch in tight at her wrist. Before, I never knew her name, but now I recognize her as a very young Ophelia.

      The moon lights me up from the inside out, but as bright as I am is as dark as as Ophelia is, as if the moon had chosen to ignore her. Her hair is cut short and stops at her chin, pointing out in different directions. With pale skin that has a blue tinge, her lips show no sign of life, as if they too hold the blue tinge of death. When my eyes meet the black soulless orbs of hers, I feel the chill of the night run through me.

      “Zinnia, Zinnia, come with me.” Ophelia curls her fingers in my direction, beckoning with her long boney hands. A slow smile spreads across her face, and my heart races as cold death seeps into my bones.

      “Follow me, Zinnia. He wants to meet you ever so badly.” She twirls around and throws her arms up.

      “Who? Who wants to meet me?” I take a step toward her, wanting to dance alongside her.

      She crooks her finger at me again. “He does. Come to me now and I’ll take you to him.”

      “Where are we going to go?” I want to go to her. I pull against my mother’s hold on my arms. I’m helpless against her.

      Then the bony girl turns her blank stare down the street in the opposite direction. A streetlight flares to life, highlighting a large dark house that I had never seen before. It stood just behind a watery wall. Though my family lived there, I never noticed this building with its rickety porch and dilapidated exterior. Wooden shingles hang listlessly from the building, and holes riddle the remaining intact wooden planks. The windows are all dark, but somehow in the dead of night, I can see a figure moving from within.

      The dark girl smiles at me with pointed teeth. “See? He awaits you. Come to me now and I’ll take you.”

      I nod taking another step in her direction, tears streaming down my face. I know I’ll never see my mother again if I go with her. In the pit of my stomach, I knew it, yet I kept trying to move forward. “Yes, I will come with you.”

      My senses screamed out for me to run, but I am helpless and feel the need to obey her. A sharp biting sting burned hot across my face. I shake my head, trying to lessen the splitting pain in my cheek. Where had that come from? I turned to see my mother screaming frantically in my face. I tuned into the moment, and her voice came through to me clearly.

      “Zinnia! Don’t listen to her! Don’t follow her. We need to run. We will be safe at the house. RUN! NOW!”

      I nodded up at her and turn to leave.

      “Zinnia, don’t go yet,” the girl whispered from down the street, but I heard her as if she were standing next to me. I stop once more, torn between following her and listening to my mother.

      “I’m sorry, Zinnia.” My mother whimpers as she drops my hand and grabs onto the closest sleep troll, robbing him of his bag. Hastily, she stuffed her hand into the white sack and threw a fistful of dust in my eyes.

      Sleep begins to overwhelm me, and I feel my mom scoop me up in her arms and run as her breaths heave in and out with exertion. She chanted under her breath over and over again, but I can’t make out the words. I’m jostled as she runs up the steps to the house and tossed my limp body to the floor. My lids fluttered as darkness dragged me under, but I fought it long enough to watch my mother slice her hand open and draw symbols around me in blood. Why would she do that?

      The world begins to dim. The last thing I heard before sleep overwhelms me is Ophelia’s shrill scream.

      

      I shot up in my bed, taking deep breaths to calm myself. My shirt was plastered to my body by the usual sheen of sweat that followed this recurring night terror that I’d had since I was a child. I looked at my bedside clock. The bright red lights told me it was 7 a.m. I glanced around the room to find Elle perched at the foot of my bed. I scrambled down to the bottom of it and pulled her in for a hug. “Oh my god, Elle. Are you okay?”

      Elle stiffened within my arms. “Um, yeah, I’m fine. Is something wrong with you?”

      “After last night…” I pulled back, looking her in the eye. “After last night, I thought I might not ever see you again.”

      “Oh, I know. I’ve never seen anyone have an allergic reaction to strawberries like that before.” She shrugged out of my grip and walked over to my closet. “Are you okay?”

      “Allergic to strawberries? I’m not allergic to strawberries.” I sat back in my bed, rubbing my hands over my face.

      “I beg to differ. You ate one berry and then, boom, passed out and started babbling about fire wings, witches and all kinds of crap.” She picked up a pair of boots from my bedroom floor and set them to the side. “Honestly, Zin, the things that go on in your head.”

      “Hold up a second.” I slashed my hand through the air. “Last night happened, Elle. We were in a fight, and you… you passed out.”

      Elle shook her head, sending blond locks fluttering about her face. “I definitely wasn’t the one who passed out last night. Thank goodness Tucker was there and knew exactly what to do.” She walked to the door and closed it the rest of the way. “Could you imagine if we had to get your mom to pick us up? Talk about being grounded for life.”

      Bright light streamed in through the white gauzy curtains. I rubbed at my eyes. “Tucker saved me from a reaction to strawberries?” None of this was making sense. “I know what I saw last night, Elle. We were attacked.”

      Elle plopped back down on the foot of the bed and narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t you think if we were attacked, I’d remember it?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But nothing. I’m telling you, you just had a bad dream or something. We got home safe, thanks to Tucker. Now get dressed. We’re going to be late for your first day.”

      I fell back into my pillow and pulled the blanket over my head. “Ugh, school.”

      Elle ripped the blanket off of me. “Come on. My mom is waiting for us downstairs.”

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes and climbed out of the bed. I could feel my hair standing on end and my wrinkled clothes hanging off of my body. I loped around my room, collecting my underwear from the drawer, jeans from the chair in the corner of my room, and a black mesh shirt and solid tank top from the closet. “Gonna shower.”

      Elle wrinkled her nose as I walked by. “Yeah, you better. You smell like burnt death.”

      I grabbed the doorknob and glanced over my shoulder. “Thanks.” Then I stepped through and closed the door behind me.

      As I stood at the top of the stairs about to go into the bathroom across the hall, I froze when I heard the strain in my mother’s voice. I pressed up against the wall and leaned over to the side, trying to hear their every word.

      “I don’t know, Maggie. You should’ve seen her.” My mom sighed. “It was scary.”

      Maggie Calliwell was Elle’s mother and a long-time family friend. I could picture her sitting across from my mom at the table in their usual spots, each of them with their own cup of coffee. My mom’s curly hair would be in a messy ball on the top of her head, while Elle’s mom sat impeccably dressed in some kind of cardigan sweater set, her blond hair held back with a clip.

      “You’ve done a great job with her. You have to have faith she’ll do the right thing.”

      “Ugh, I wish you still had your gifts. It’d make this so much easier.” The stress in my mother’s voice was so thick I could cut it with a knife. But why? Was I really that bad? I’d stayed in my house under lock and key for years now. Last night was the first night I hadn’t done what she asked of me.

      “Sadly, it’s gone,” she whispered. “I keep thinking the girls might show some sign of something, but no.”

      “Look at the two of us. One wants her daughter to just be a normal…human. The other wants her daughters to have gifts. Fate has a funny way of doing things, doesn’t it?” My mother sniffled.

      “Oh, honey, don’t cry.”

      I sucked in a breath. I’d never seen my mother cry. Not once. I wanted to run down there and hug her and tell her I was normal. But I kept myself frozen in place. I held my breath, not wanting to make a sound.

      My mom sucked in a small sob. “I’m trying not to. But her birthday is next week. I can’t see how any of this is going to be okay.”

      “It will be. I feel it in my blood. It will be okay.”

      “You don’t know what she’s up against. Last night—”

      The door burst open behind me, and Elle popped her head out. “What are you doing? Zin, shower, go now.” She made a show of pulling her cell from her pocket and holding it up so I could see the time. “We are gonna be late.”

      “Shit.” I darted into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. I quickly started the shower to let the water warm. When I place my fingers in the stream, that’s when I saw the tattoo circling my wrist. My head was a complete fog, I didn’t remember getting a tattoo. I shoved my arm under the water and frantically scrubbed at it until the skin around it became red and raw. But the swirling mark didn’t disappear. I held it closer to my face examining the glittery silver bead that looked like they rippled like raindrops. Great. I go out one time and end up with a tattoo. My mom is going to kill me! Thank god for long-sleeved shirts. I took a step back and waited for the water to warm.

      The white tiles were cool beneath my feet and sent a chill up my legs. I pressed my back up against the door, trying to process what I’d just heard. I wasn’t human? Then what was I? Something happened to me last night, whether it was what I thought I remembered or not. I had to find out. The headache that started in my temples was now running to the back of head and down my shoulders. There was only one person that I knew who could clear this whole thing up, and I needed to get to him as soon as possible…Tucker Brand.
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      Deep breath in and blow it out. This is going to be fine, totally fine. You’ve done this at least a dozen time before. Wait, is it a dozen or less? I shook my head, trying to stop thinking about how many times I’d moved or done this very same thing before. Or the weird things I’d experienced last night.

      I hiked my backpack up higher on my shoulder and held my head up. If there was one thing I knew about starting in a new school, it was that the other students could smell fresh blood in the water. From what Elle had told me, the girls in this school could be particularly vicious toward each other. And right now, all I needed to focus on was getting answers and getting through the day. No big deal. I can do this. I had a plan: find Tucker, corner him and question him until he cracked like an egg. It didn’t matter that he was the hottest guy I’d ever seen or that he had flecks of burgundy in his honey colored eyes. Or that I wanted to see that wicked tattoo once again.

      “Hey.” Elle bumped her shoulder into mine. “Are you listening to me?”

      “What? Oh, um, yeah. I heard you.” I pushed the wavy black hair out of my face.

      Elle stopped dead in her track, standing just outside the glass double doors leading into the school. “Oh, really?”

      Students passed us, openly staring at me as though I were a circus sideshow. I looked down at myself and wondered not for the first time if I would fit into this school. My style was anything but average, being on a budget and piecing outfits together from a thrift store was never easy. I liked to think of my style as Boho badass. Just enough prints mixed with my leather jacket and lace-up boots.

      “Yeah, I was listening.”

      “Then what did I say?” Elle crossed her arms and narrowed her pale green eyes at me.

      Leave it to Elle to catch me when my mind was drifting. Spending all those summers together made us more like sisters than just friends. Even though we had different memories of what happened last night, I still loved her and knew whatever had occurred, it wasn’t her fault.

      I squared by shoulders, meeting her eye. “To steer clear of the food in the cafeteria?”

      “Ugh.” She rolled her eyes. “This is why I say you never listen to me. It’s like you have selective hearing. And when we text, it’s so much worse.”

      “My bad.” I hunched away from her, giving her a twinkling smile. “I always get nervous walking into a school the first day. You know I get distracted. Plus, I’m still a little funky from last night.”

      “Yeah, you might want to avoid Tucker. It was kind of bad. But let’s not worry about that now.” Elle shifted to stand at my side, then looped her arm through mine. “It’s a good thing I repeat myself just for you…all the time.”

      We walked forward. Elle reached out and pulled the glass door open for us. The smell of disinfectant mingled with teenage sweat. It was the smell that seemed to carry over from every other high school. Eau d’locker room, I liked to call it. Spaced out across the ceiling were fluorescent lights, the kind that blinked on and off and made everyone look like they hadn’t spent one day in the sun over the summer. Below my feet, speckled linoleum ran down the hall in a multi-colored display of blues, green and brown that didn’t exactly go together.

      Directly to my right was a wall of windows, and behind them sat three secretaries, each of them with cardigans of different colors draped around their shoulders.

      I hiked my thumb toward them. “Front office?”

      Elle nodded. “Yeah.” She pointed to the the other side of the hall, across from the office. “That’s the auditorium. Where they tell us not to do drugs and put on second-hand musicals for the parents.”

      “Well, look what we have here.” A coy, high-pitched voice drew our attention back toward the office door. Standing before me was a a girl only a few inches taller than me. I was only five-foot-three, so that wasn’t saying much. Her clothing came straight out of a J.Crew catalog, complete with button-down shirt, skinny jeans and flats. So different than the skinny jeans, leather jacket and boots I wore. Her big blond curls gave her two more inches in height. She looked down her pig-like nose at us. “Elle Calliwell has finally made history.”

      “What are you babbling about, Lisa?” Elle put her hands on her hips and arched her eyebrow. She leaned forward, appearing as though she might hit the girl.

      Lisa glanced over her shoulder at two other girls waiting for her. When she turned back, the others walked up, flanking her sides. “The fact that you finally made a friend.”

      They tilted their heads back and cackled in unison, as if on cue.

      Elle crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, it looks like you’re making history too. For the most unoriginal”—she held her fingers up making air quotes—“popular girl to walk the earth. Gee, I wonder how many high school teen movies you watched before you came up with that line. It must have taken you hours. I hope you didn’t burn the three brain cells you have. You might not be able to pass the only class you’re capable of passing…gym.”

      “Ugh, you are such a bitch, Elle.” She tossed her curls over her shoulder. “No wonder no one likes you.”

      “Hey, Elle,” Brax called out to her in his deep Russian accent.

      Elle waved to him, then turned her attention back to Lisa and her followers. “Oh, look. There’s someone who doesn’t like me now.”

      “Whatever.” Lisa turned and looked me up and down. “What’s your deal?”

      “Excuse me?” I glanced at Brax and noted he was heading over to us, now with Tuck right beside him. My heart went wild at the sight of him, and I could have sworn Tuck rubbed at his wrist a moment before he got to us.

      “You heard me. What’s your deal? You’re new, right?” Lisa, too, had noticed the guys approaching us. Her eyes locked on Tuck, and a spark of interest skittered across her face.

      I wanted to shout you haven’t seen me here , so of course I’m new. But I knew she was only looking for a way to stay where she was so she could talk to Tuck and Brax. When he came up next to me, she practically preened, running her hands through her hair and straightening her sweater.

      “Um, yeah. I’m new.” I nodded and glanced up at Tuck. When he looked down at me with those honey-colored eyes and pushed his hand through those dark auburn locks, I wanted to melt on the spot for him.

      A smirk tugged at his lips when he looked down at me. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” I shuffled from one foot to the other.

      He hiked his backpack up on his shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      Heat flooded my cheeks. Did I really pass out and hallucinate like Elle said? Or was I really in the middle of a fight? Now I questioned myself. I’d always had the reoccurring dream, but was it escalating now? No. Deep in the pit of my stomach, I knew this guy had wings of fire and Brax could make himself grow and stripes would appear on his skin. Their wicked tattoos were just as visible as ever. Now they all looked at me like everything was so normal, like last night didn’t happen.

      “I’m okay, all things considered.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” Strands of his hair fell into his face, and my fingers tingled with the need to push them back for him.

      “Hi, Tuck. I was just saying hello to our new student.” Lisa motioned toward me. “What was your name again?”

      He didn’t take his eyes off of mine. “Her name’s Zinnia Heart.”

      Lisa pressed her lips together, then narrowed her gaze at me. “I see you’ve already met.”

      “Yeah, Lisa, we’re good here, so you can leave now.” Elle hiked her thumb to point down the hallway. “I believe the class for bullies is that way.”

      Brax chuckled under his breath and slid a little closer to Elle. “That way, ladies.” He swept his arm to the side, giving them space to walk down the hall.

      Lisa tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked back at her followers. “Let’s go, girls.” She took a few steps, then paused in front of Tuck. “I’ll see you later, Tuck.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Satisfied with that answer, Lisa trotted off in the other direction. Maybe? What did maybe mean? Jealousy like I’d never known made me dig my nails into the palm of my hand. I’d only met Tucker once, now twice. I had no claim on him. Yet I felt I should.

      Over the years, I’d been to so many schools that the names and faces all blurred together. But everything felt so different in this school. I already had friends, people who knew my name and stopped to say hi to me. I couldn’t just blend into the crowd like I normally did. Secretly, I didn’t know if I liked being known or not. Having friends would only make it harder when I inevitably moved…again. I turned away, heading for the main office door.

      Tuck stepped into my path, blocking me from going through the door. “Where are you going?”

      I pointed to the door behind him. “Um, to get my class schedule.”

      When he ran his tongue over his bottom lip, wetting it, I fought the urge to move closer to him and offer him my own lips.

      The muscle in his jaw flex and he leaned in closer to me. “I guess I’ll see you in class then.”

      His lips tilted in that half smile I liked so much, then without another word, he turned and walked down the hall. As he walked away, I noticed all the other girls openly staring at him. But he didn’t look at them, just kept his head up and moved forward. I couldn’t understand why he’d taken any interest in me when he could have his pick. Even the way his jeans hung off his hips and his shirt molded to his body was hot from behind. Hate to see you leave, but I love to see you go. For a moment, I stood waiting for his effects to wear off. His warm scent clung to the air even after he was gone. Every time he was near me, my heart fluttered wildly, so wildly that I wondered if he could hear it reacting to him? The tension between us was palpable, and I didn’t know why.

      “I’m going to go with Zin to get her schedule. I’ll catch up to you later.” Elle left Brax’s side and came to mine. She looped her arm through mine and leaned in to whisper, “What is up with you and Tucker Brand? Did something happen between you two last night that I don’t know about?”

      If you call being trapped by an evil girl while fighting off zombie-like creatures something, then yes, we now have a hard-core commitment. “No, nothing happened.”

      “The way he looks at you, it’s just so…intense.” Elle pushed through the office door, and a chill crept up over my skin. Why did they always have the air conditioning on in offices? To the point of freezing. No wonder all of the women working here wore cardigans.

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s all you can say? Yeah?” She bumped me with her hip. “There’s more to this than you’re telling me.”

      Yes, last night I nearly killed a girl and he stopped me. “Not really, you know just as much as I do.”

      We stood at the long main desk that ran the expanse of the office. Fliers for clubs and activities hung on the large bulletin boards on the wall opposite the desk. I stood behind two boys and waited my turn.

      Elle dropped her arm from mine and turned to face me. “It’s just so weird, you know?”

      “Oh, I know.” The connection between Tuck and me was very weird to me too. But if I couldn’t figure it out myself, how could I explain it to her?

      When the two boys in front of us turned around, I froze, instantly recognizing them as the two who’d showed up during the fight. One was nearly the same height as Tuck, with dirty blond hair that stopped just above his chin and ice-blue eyes. His face was all sharp angles and pouty lips. He was beautiful in a surfer guy kind of way, but not as compelling as Tuck’s dark good looks.

      He leaned back against the desk and smiled. “Hey.”

      The words caught in my throat. If what happened last night was a dream, then how could I know him? We hadn’t met at the party. Elle jabbed her elbow into my side. I swallowed down my surprise. “Hello.”

      “How are you feeling? Rough night last night?” A light chuckle rumbled in his chest.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name last night.” I didn’t have time after you stepped from thin air and exploded things.

      “Oh, right. I’m Beckett Dust. This is—”

      The other boy leaned back against the counter. “Grayson Shade, love. You can call me Gray. And you are?”

      Beside me, Elle was vibrating with excitement. This boy was the epitome of style, and with that British accent, I could see every girl in this school tripping over themselves to get to him. He looked at me from over the top of his sunglasses. Grayson did not look like he belonged in New Jersey. There was a worldly air about him. He didn’t wear jeans like the rest of the students. He had on a pressed pair of black slacks and a burgundy v-neck t-shirt that didn’t have one wrinkle. Where Tuck’s hair was tousled and windblown, this boy’s hair was brushed back from his face in smooth strands of dark chocolate.

      “I’m Zinnia.”

      “Oh, Zinnia Heart.” The secretary called from just behind him. “I have your schedule right here.”

      “Well, we’ll leave you to it, Zinnia Heart.” He gave me a tight-lipped smirk. A sudden flash of his long, toothy smile hit me. Last night he’s sped around at inhuman speeds, flashing sharp teeth while doing it. But what could I do? Stop them and say by the way, you exploded a bunch of people into dust last night…what are you?

      Left with no other choice, I stepped up to the counter and let the two boys walked out of the office. Elle grabbed my arm so hard her nails dug into my skin. She let out a little squeal. “Oh my god, you are having some luck with the guys this morning. Those three hardly ever talk to anyone but each other.”

      The secretary cleared her throat. “Elle Calliwell, don’t you have someplace to be?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Bow.” Elle gave me a sly look that said we’ll talk about this later. “I’ll see you at lunch, okay?”

      “Okay.” It wouldn’t be the first time I navigated my way through a new school. But I still couldn’t help but want to have her by my side.

      Mrs. Bow pulled her lime green cardigan tight around her shoulders and held my schedule out to me. The eyeshadow she caked on matched the sweater and highlighted her hazel eyes. She pulled a pen from behind her ear and pointed it at my schedule. “My, my… these are some advanced classes.”

      I nodded. “Yes, they are.”

      She paused, staring at me for a long moment as if waiting for me to say something else. When I didn’t, she reached under the counter and pulled out another piece of paper. “This is a map of the building. It’s fairly simple. We are in the shape of an H, not a very big campus.”

      “Great, thank you.” I gathered my papers in my hand and began to turn for the door.

      “If you have any problems, you can come back to the office and we will help you out.” When she smiled at me, I noticed a bit of her fluorescent pink lipstick was smudged over her teeth.

      “I will, thank you.” I walked out the door and down the hall while studying my map and schedule. It wasn’t too hard to find my history class in room 143.

      When I strolled into the room, I noticed most of the students had already take their seats. The teacher, Mr. Robb, stood with his back to the class and scribbled across the blackboard. He was a scraggly looking guy with tousled salt-and-pepper curls, a brown sweater vest and light yellow shirt. The class was rowdy and loud, yet Mr. Robb didn’t seem to mind. “Miss Heart, I presume.”

      I nodded. “That’s me.”

      He extended his hand. “May I see your schedule?”

      Without hesitation, I handed it over. For some reason, they always wanted to see my schedule even though I was in their class. I’d always wondered what my other classes mattered, as long as I was in this one.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “This is a pretty heavy schedule.”

      “I know, but I’m up for the challenge.” I glanced down at my schedule. Are you going to give that back?

      “Very good.” He turned from me and cleared his throat, drawing the class’s attention to the front of the the room. “Everyone, this is Zinnia Heart. Please be welcoming to her.”

      I froze in place and glanced around the room, bitting my bottom lip nervously. “Hi.” I waved to the class.

      Mr. Robb held my schedule up for a second. “Lots of fine classes here, AP classes. There are some students who will be with you in a couple of them.” He smacked the paper against his palm. “Well, I’m sure you’ll make lots of friends here who—”

      “Oh, I have a friend here already. Her name’s Elle. She goes here. I’ve known her since we were kids.” I paused. Word vomit much? “I don’t know why I just told you that.”

      He gave me a warm smile. “Well, that is good. For now, I have one seat available over next to Tucker.” He glanced toward him, and my heart nearly stopped. “Tucker, please raise your hand.”

      He didn’t move. Nova reached forward and slapped him across the back of the head. His hand shot up. “Sorry.”

      Mr. Robb motioned me forward. “Please take your seat.”

      I snagged my schedule and made my way to sit next to Tucker. My heart thundered in my ears with each step I took. “Hi again.”

      A sly smile spread across his lips. “This seems to be a thing between you and me.”

      There was a thing between us? I arched my eyebrow at him. “Oh, do tell.”

      “We meet up in the strangest places, and now we’re thrust together in class.” He leaned back in his chair casually, with one arm draped over the back of it.

      I glanced over his shoulder and stared at Nova. I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the night before. We hadn’t formally met, but I felt like I knew more about her than most people. She was ever so still and silent, just staring out the window. Yet I pictured her with purple sparks flying from her fingertips. Now she sat with gloves covering her hands all the way to the tips of her elbows. Her white-blond hair was piled high on top of her head in a messy bun. Every time a breeze came through the window, a look of utter relief passed over her face. When she turned to look at me, she waved ever so slightly and turned back.

      “I seem to be running into a lot of people from last night,” I said. “It’s interesting.”

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “The party was crazy.”

      Was he lying? Did he just glance away when he said that?

      “I meant after the party.” I hedged, waiting for him to show some kind of reaction, some sign that he knew what I was talking about.

      Tuck turned and met my gaze. “What are you talking about?”

      I hesitated, about to accuse him of knowing about the fight, about me almost killing Ophelia. But I would sound like a raving lunatic. You have wings of fire, your friends are all super powerful and I—yes I—almost killed someone last night. Yes, that’d sound completely sane.

      I bit my lip. “Nothing. Never mind.”

      At the front of the room, Mr. Rob snapped his fingers. “Turn to page one hundred and eighty in your books.”

      I pulled my book from my backpack and dropped it to the table and opened the page. Maybe I was going crazy. Maybe Elle had told me the truth and I’d had some kind of bad reaction to food. But if that was the truth, why did I feel so different today? I didn’t feel sick or sluggish; I felt alive, powerful and stronger than I’d ever been before.

      Tucker tossed a note onto my book. It sat folded into a perfect square staring up at me. I snatched it up before anyone could see and quickly unfolded it under my desk. It read, Let me drive you home…we’ll talk.

      What could he possibly have to talk to me about? I scribbled back, I already have a ride home, thanks. I wanted to spend more time with him, but I couldn’t. Not until I figured out what was going on with Tucker’s crew and most of all with me. If Tucker wouldn’t give me answers, then maybe one of the others would. I folded the paper and tossed it on to his desk.

      He unfolded it and tilted his head to the side, a smirk playing on his lips. He quickly scribbled across the notebook paper and threw it back. So you don’t want to know about last night?

      Infuriating guy. Hadn’t I just asked him? Was he dangling it like a carrot in front of me just to get me to go with him? I pressed my lips together and sucked in a deep breath through my nose. You said nothing happened. I threw it on to his desk.

      It only took him a moment to answer and then the paper was sitting in front of me once more. There were only two little words written in the middle of the page.

      I lied.
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      I lied? Way to build trust, Tuck. Great idea. Just great. I sat in my car waiting for Zinnia to come out the back door leading to the school parking lot. Back in Cindelore while I was in training, they’d never prepared me to deal with the things I felt right now. It was like I couldn’t think straight; everything revolved around her. She was my center now, and I couldn’t tell her or anyone else. If anyone ever found out, I’d be kicked out of the Knight Guard, and I had to make sure she was safe. How could they have known to prepare me for a soulmate? They didn’t exist outside of our own species…until now.

      My mind raced with ways of protecting her; she needed my help to survive what was to come. Yet I questioned myself. Was I thinking with a clear head, or was I thinking with the soul that came alive the moment I saw her? For so long, I’d been dead to the world, a trained guardian forced into a life I didn’t want but was grateful for. Without this mark on my neck, I would never have met her. Even now I took a risk being alone with her. I’d asked Ashryn, another knight of our crew, to follow us, along with Tabitha, the Witch Queen of Elements. The rest of the crew I sent back to Hexia, the last free witch kingdom. Each night, the queens returned there to be protected from the Evil King Alataris while they slept.

      When the school door swung open and I saw those long dark locks of hair blowing in the wind, my pulse began to race. I started the engine, and the car purred to life. I eased it into drive and pulled up beside her on the sidewalk. She wouldn’t know who was inside just yet. The windows were tinted so black no one could see in the the Audi TT Coupe. It sat low to the ground and hugged curves the way I did when I flew. She cupped her hands around her eyes, trying to get a better look into the driver’s seat.

      I pressed the window button to let it slide down. When she stepped back with raise eyebrows and wide sapphire eyes, I smiled. “Get in.”

      “Is this normally how you pick up other girls?” She crossed her arms and didn’t budge one bit.

      I shrugged. “What other girls?”

      A hint of pink tinged her cheeks, and my phoenix senses let me hear her heart speed up. Good to know I’m not the only one with that problem. She put her hands on the window frame and leaned in. Her sweet peach scent drifted into the car and surrounded me. I wanted to reach out and play with the ends of hair that fell into her face. When she gave me a dazzling smile, I nearly did it.

      “The other girls you will maybe see later.”

      Was that jealousy in her voice? I dared not hope. I made a show of looking around the interior of my car. “I don’t see any other girls here. Do you?”

      She shook her head. “Are you always this smooth?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?” She glanced around at the other students making their way out to the car-filled parking lot.

      “On whether or not you’re getting in the car.” I put the slightest pressure on the gas pedal, and the engine revved.

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

      When she walked around the car, my eyes were drawn to the way her hips rolled with each of her steps as though she glided rather than walked. The wind blew her hair in different directions, and Zinnia tugged at the sleeves of her black mesh shirt. Without a word, she pulled the door open and slid into the front seat.

      As soon as she was settled, she motioned to the steering wheel. “Now that you’ve got me, what do you plan to do with me?”

      Instantly, my mind pictured all the things I wanted to do with her, my hands on her skin, my lips pressed against hers… Picture after picture assailed me. But it would never happen and definitely wasn’t something I’d say to her. “Whatever you want.”

      She bit that full bottom lip, fighting a smile. She glanced away from me and pulled her seatbelt over her shoulder and clicked it into place. “Drive.”
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      Tuck put the car in gear and steered it out of the parking lot. The engine rumbled beneath me. When he pressed the gas petal the car surged forward, and I sank deeper into the seat. We pulled out onto to the street and drifted along with traffic. I couldn’t believe I was sitting alone with Tucker Brand. There were so many other girls in school who had crushes on him, yet he chose to hang out with me. Why? I didn’t know, but I had so many questions for him and wasn’t sure where to begin. Before I knew it, we were driving down roads where the houses grew further apart and the woods lined each side of the road.

      I twisted around in the seat, looking at every street we passed. “This isn’t the way to my house.”

      “You only said drive. You didn’t say where.” A smirk tugged at his lips.

      The beige leather interior of the car only made his dark good looks more enticing. He returned his gaze back to the street before us. His hair was so dark it looked nearly black, but when the sun caught on it I could see the hint of auburn in it. Deep down, I felt Tuck had secrets he might not tell anyone, and it only made me want to know more about him.

      “I didn’t realize I had to be so specific.”

      “You should always tell me what you want.” He gave me a sideways glance, looking me up and down. “No matter what it is.”

      Was he teasing me or flirting? If I was going to figure out what happened last night, then he was the only one who could give me answers. Elle seemed to not remember a single thing, but Tuck was in the middle of that fight. I swallowed down the nervous ball in my throat. “Then there is something I want from you, Tuck.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

      “Last night, what happened?” I tilted my head to the side, studying his profile for any sign he knew what I was talking about. I folded my hands in my lap and began to wring my fingers together. I looked down at them, not wanting to see his face or reaction. Because what if I really was going crazy?

      His fingers slipped over mine, stopping me from wringing my hands together. The heat from his skin seeped into my cold fingers. Every time he touched me, his body temperature felt incredibly hot, hotter than other people. His flaming wings sprouted into my memory, and I wondered if those wings had something to do with how warm he was.

      He squeezed my hand before he pulled away and put his on the steering wheel. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean today in class you said you lied about what happened to me last night, and I just want to know the truth. I’ve been feeling like I’ve been going crazy all day long, trying to piece together the familiar faces, what you are…” I peeked over at him, then sighed. “…What I am?”

      He turned down a long winding road that would take us further into a wooded area, and I glanced out at the changing leaves. I leaned my head against the window, waiting for his answers, all the while knowing I’d never forget this moment—sitting with him, his wicked scent, the way the sun warmed my cheeks and how I felt so connected to him. After this, I wasn’t sure he’d want to be near me again.

      “Zin—”

      A blaring horn came from behind us, I looked up in time to see a huge black SUV coming straight at the car, about to t-bone the driver’s side.

      I reached up and grabbed the bar over my head. “Look out!”

      Tuck slammed on the brakes. The car slid to a stop, and the SUV missed the bumper by mere inches. Road gravel pinged against the exterior of the car.

      My heart raced with panic. “What’s happening?!”

      “Just hold on.” He threw the car into reverse, then slammed onto the brakes.

      I looked over my shoulder and cursed. There were two cars blocking the road, a huge silver Jeep and behind that a black SUV identical to the one that’d just tried to run us off the road. “What the hell is going on, Tuck?”

      I twisted around in the seat and saw two girls getting out of the Jeep. One was tall and willowy, with long sandy blond hair braided into different patterns around her head. Are her ears pointed? I pressed my fingers to my head. Not again. I was not going crazy again.

      “Zinnia, I need you to listen to me.” Tuck put his hands on both sides of my face and drew his honey gaze to mine. “We can’t stay in the car, Zin. Do you hear me? We need to get out.”

      My body trembled from head to toe. I’d gone all my life without a single incident, and now I’d had two in row. I nodded. “Okay.”

      “If we stay here, I don’t know what they’ll do.” He dropped his hands from my face, then reached over and unbuckled my seatbelt.

      It loosened off my shoulder, and I reached for the handle to get out. I scrambled out the door and watched Tuck step out of the driver’s side door so confident and ready. He didn’t even bat an eyelash at what was happening.

      In front of me, the doors of the SUV opened in unison, and four cloaked figures leapt out. Their thick black jackets covered them from head toe. When I glanced back, the SUV behind us emptied as well.

      Tuck called out to the girl with the braids in her hair. “Ashryn, are you ready?”

      The girl with the sandy hair leapt onto the roof of the car, with a bow and arrow in hand. She seemed so calm, so cold. “Ready.”

      A second girl who came out of the driver’s side pressed her body against the side of the car. Wild curls stuck out of her head in all directions, surrounding her smooth mocha skin in a halo of softness. She was shorter than Ashryn, but taller than me, with a slightly curvy body.

      I glanced from them to Tuck and back again. “You know them?”

      “Ashryn, the girl with the bow, has saved my ass more than once during the trials and after. Tabi can be trusted with your life.” He answered so quickly I couldn’t have heard him right. Trials? What trials? Everything was happening so fast. I just needed a minute to think.

      But the men in front of us began to stalk forward. I sucked in a breath, and a sudden calm came over my body. I felt power surge from my chest all the way down to my fingertips. It pulsed in my veins, telling me things about each of these people. The men in front of us had some kind of power to create energy. It bounced off of them and into me. Electricity shot through me; it was delicious. My senses were on high alert. I turned sideways to watch what was happening both in front of me and behind.

      “Stop.” Ashryn’s forest green eyes flashed wide as she drew the arrow across her bow and aimed it at the man closest to Tuck’s car. They all stopped just short of our cars.

      Tucker turned and faced off against the men. “Gentlemen, can we help you?”

      They all looked the same to me, wearing black robes that hid their faces so well it was impossible to make out individual features. The one closest to Tucker pointed at me and then to Tabitha, who stood leaning against the Jeep.

      A light chuckle escaped my lips. They had to be out of their damn minds, thinking I would go with any of them. “Well, you can’t have us.”

      Tuck arched his eyebrow and gave me his cocky grin. “Brave girl.” Then turned back toward the men. “What she said.”

      Before I had time to react, a ball of blue magic shot toward my face. I flinched back, holding my hands up to shield myself from it. Power tingled in the tips of my fingers. I didn’t feel any kind of hit; all I felt was a slight electric shock in my palm. When I looked down, there it was—that blue ball the man had hurdled at me. I waved it back and forth, and the ball stayed in my grasp. It moved with my every thought, and I flipped it to the back of my hand and let it run down my arm to my elbow. I could control this thing…the thing they’d meant to hurt me with. A wide grin broke out across my face, and I knew exactly where this ball of energy belonged. I narrowed my eyes at the SUV. With a flick of my wrist, I fired the sphere I’d just caught. It smacked into the back of the truck and sent the bumper shooting straight up into the air. A pillow of fire exploded from under the truck, and smoke poured out, rising up. The heat licked at my face, and I took a step back. The four men in front of us scattered in different directions.

      I looked down at my palms, socked at what I’d just done. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

      A volley of blue energy balls flew in our direction. Tuck threw his hands out in front of him, and flames shot from him, creating a wall of fire. Tiny explosions shone as they struck the wall, but none got through. “Zin, over here.”

      I ran around the car and came to his side. “Who are they?”

      “Witches loyal to Alataris.” Sweat beaded on his forehead, and every hit the fire wall took seemed to affect him. The muscle in his jaw flexed as he struggled to hold it in place.

      “Witches? What do you mean, witches? Like the fly-on-a-broom, black-cats-and-cauldrons kind of witches?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Surely, there was no such thing as witches.

      Tucker tiled his head to the side. “Broom no, cats maybe, and cauldrons only for the very special ones.”

      Seriously? Behind me, Ashryn fired off arrow after arrow at the SUV blocking our retreat. The quills of her arrows jutted out from the black exterior, each one making a deep hole all aimed around the engine. Tabitha raised her hands over her head, and yellow ribbons of magic shot from her fingers and went straight into the ground. A crack spread about the truck, and the asphalt under it dropped six feet into the ground, taking the SUV with it. I took a step closer to Tuck…witches.

      Tucker’s wall wavered, and sweat poured off his body as he struggled to keep control of it. “Get ready. I can’t hold it up for much longer.”

      I stood with my feet apart and held my hands up. I didn’t know what I could do to help, but I would do what I could to avoid being taken by these guys. Whatever this powerful feeling was, I would use it. “I’m ready.”

      “Three…” His arms shook. “Two…” His cheeks flushed with exertion. “One!”

      The wall dropped, and the four witches surged forward. They threw energy spheres at Tuck. He reached over and pulled me down next to him. They soared over his head.

      He cupped his hand around his mouth. “Duck!”

      Ashryn and Tabitha fell to the ground, dodging the energy balls. Faster than I thought possible, they sprang back up.

      Tuck turned toward me. “I gotta cover their backs.” He shuffled me behind the Audi. “Keep hidden.”

      “I can help.”

      “You haven’t had time to train, and I can’t risk you, Zin. Please I just…” He glanced over his shoulder. “I can’t see you get hurt.”

      He stepped away from me to face off against them and held his swords out at his sides. He was fearsome, powerful and the most handsome boy I’d ever seen. A sphere flew at his chest, and he pivoted on his heels and swung the sword up, slicing it in half. It evaporated into thin air. Another soared just to his right. He turned, sword at the ready, and hit it with the flat end like a baseball. The thing shot back toward the witches, but was high over their heads. A volley of fire rained down just over my head, and a squeal escaped my lips before I jumped to my feet and caught another ball, then threw it at the guy nearest to me. The sphere exploded against his chest and lit his robes with blue flames. I stood, ready to catch another. The man waved his arm over the ground and dropped into a small portal, leaving his flaming robe behind.

      Tuck batted away another ball. “I thought we decided you should stay down.”

      “Psh, you decided I should stay down. I decided you were wrong.” From the corner of my eye, I saw another energy ball heading toward Tabi and Ashryn. It was high overhead, so I leapt up and extended my body to its full length and felt the heat in my hand the moment I caught it. I spun on my heels and launched it at the group Ashryn and Tabitha fought against. It hit the ground between two of them, sending them flying back and leaving a crater in the pavement. Yes!

      “Target practice, people.” Tabitha’s wild black curls stood on end, fanning out from her mocha skin. A wide grin played on her full lips as she held her fingers out and her yellow magic spread over the ground like a spider web. Vines slithered across the road in all directions like snakes in a garden. They wrapped around the ankles of our attackers, and one by one they were flipped upside down and heaved into the air until they hung in a row, all seven of them.

      Ashryn pulled her bow taught. She stood on the roof of her Jeep, then narrowed her eyes. “I will not hesitate, followers of Alataris. Stop moving.”

      They went motionless, and their robes hung loose over their faces. Tucker stalked to the one in the middle and threw his hood back from his face. He was a middle-aged man with very little hair and a wide array of wrinkles covered his face.

      Tucker’s jaw flexed, and I could’ve sworn smoke was about to come out of his ears. He fisted the man’s robes and yanked him forward. “Why have you come?”

      “For that one.” He pointed right at me. “He wants her.”

      What was he talking about? I stalked up beside Tuck. “Who wants me?”

      “The High King Alataris.” Tuck answered before the man could. He shook the man. “What’s his plan for her?”

      A dazed look overcame his face as he gazed out into the distance. “Princess Ophelia has told him of her power. The king desires her for his own.”

      “Ew.” I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      The man continued on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Word of the power she wields is spreading…”

      All at once, they disappeared into thin air, only leaving a bit of glittering residue behind.

      Tabitha came to Tuck’s other side. “I tried to hold them longer, but they were summoned back.”

      Tuck gritted his teeth and spit the name like a curse, “Alataris.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone do that before. Catch magic and throw it like a baseball.” Tabitha turned and arched her eyebrow at me. “Is that normal for a Siphon Witch?”

      Tuck shrugged, and I swear he looked at me with pride shinning in his face. “Only Niche would know. We’re going to have to take her for a visit.”

      Tabitha nodded. “I agree.”

      Ashryn glided to stand across from me. “I find these things interesting…we must look into them.”

      “Um, excuse me. What are you all talking about?” I held my hand up. There were so many things going on that I didn’t understand and needed to. “Who’s Niche?”

      Tucker ran his hand through his hair.“Niche is a witching mentor. The mentor to the Witch Queens to be exact.”

      “Hold up. I can’t believe there are real live witches.” Witches were something I thought existed in books, movies and TV shows. But this was real life. This wasn’t some fake world. I lived here. I sucked in a deep breath.

      “Yes.” He stared down at my hands.

      I took a small step back, looking around at them all. “Wait, and you all think I’m a witch? Why?”

      Tuck shared a look with Ashryn and Tabi before he stepped forward. I squirmed under his intense gaze. “Because Zin, you are.”

      I froze on the spot…I’m a witch?
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      The sound of racing car engines filled the air. I could tell they were coming toward us.

      Zinnia stood frozen, staring down at her hands and the rest of her body. “Are you sure?”

      “Am I sure what? That you’re a witch?” I leaned back on my heels and glanced down the road. The cars hadn’t come into sight yet, but we had to get moving. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “But, but…”

      I grabbed her arm and steered her toward the passenger side of the Audi. “We need to go now.” I opened the door and helped her in, then shut it behind her. I motioned to the other SUVs we’d destroyed. “Tabi, can you get rid of this?”

      Tabitha held her hands out to her sides. Yellow magic drifted from her palms and the road opened up, swallowing the smoking car in front of us. The other SUV behind us dropped even further into the ground. As she steepled her fingers in front of her chest, the street came back together like puzzle pieces. I’d seen her do this before, but each time I watched her manipulate the earth, it astounded me. And now Zinnia, who hadn’t even Ascended yet, was wielding magic like it was child’s play.

      I put my hand on the handle of the driver’s side door. “Follow me. We need to get out of here.”

      Ashryn tilted her head to the side, her pointed ears twitching. “They will soon be upon us, Prince.”

      She was the only one who called me Prince. Yet each time she did, it stung, I hadn’t been a prince since I started training as a guardian. “Let’s go now.”

      They raced back into the car, and this time Ashryn took the driver’s side and Tabitha hopped into the passenger side. She leaned out the window and shot a jolt of magic at a large tree on the side of the road. The trunk tilted to the side, and with a deafening crack, it fell across the street, blocking anyone who might come up behind them. I yanked the door open and slid into the driver’s seat. When I turned the key, the engine sparked to life. I slammed the car into drive and shoved my foot down on the gas.

      “Where are we going?” Zinnia looked paler than I’d like, and she began to wring her hands together once again.

      “Evermore Academy.” I pressed the buttons on the steering wheel, and the sound of a phone ringing came over the bluetooth in the car.

      Beckett picked up after the first ring. “Hello.”

      “Get the rest of the crew to the Academy. I’ll need transport in ten minutes.”

      “They’re already on their way. Where do you want me to open the portal?” This was why Beckett was my second in command; he was always clam and ready.

      I glanced down at the screen in the dashboard and found a cross street about ten minutes away. “The corner of Main Street and Puckerton Road.”

      Zinnia squinted at the screen. “That’s all woods out there. There’s no way he’ll find us.”

      “Wanna bet?” Beckett chuckled. “I’ll be waiting.”

      My knuckled turned white as I squeezed the steering wheel even harder. “Good, oh and Becks?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Make it a big one. We’ve got company.” I glanced in my rearview mirror, and two more SUVs were right on the bumper of Ashryn’s Jeep.

      “Consider it done.” The phone went dead.

      Zinnia glanced over her shoulder. “I can’t just leave, Tuck. My mom—”

      An energy ball few over my car and landed in the middle of the street. A huge crater sat in our path. “Already knows what you are and that this could happen.” I swerved to the side, dodging the hole.

      “What? She knew?!” Her eyes widened, then she pressed her lips together. “I have to talk to her.”

      “Bit busy at the moment.”

      Behind me, the Jeep wasn’t faring well against the two trucks trying to run it off the road. The SUV turned to the side, missing their rear bumper by inches. One hit like that and they’d spin out.

      “Can I call her on Bluetooth?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have her number programmed in my phone.”

      “Okay, just give me your cell.” She held her hand out for it.

      I arched my eyebrow at her. “It’s in my pocket.” We were in the middle of running from more of Alataris’ followers, and I need both my hands on the wheel.

      She shoved her hand into the pocket of my jeans.

      I lifted my hip, trying to give her more space to move. “Only known each other for two days and you’ve already got your hand in my pants?”

      She ripped the phone from my pants, then gave me a sour look. “It’s necessary. We’re running for our lives, remember?”

      “Speaking of… hold on.” Up ahead, there was barely enough grass on the side of the road for me to help Ashryn. I pulled the parking brake and shoved the steering wheel all the way to the right. The car drifted to the side and spun around. Ashryn passed us, and I jammed the parking brake back down and pushed the gas just in time to pull up right behind her.

      Zinnia clung to the bar above her head, her eyes wide with panic. Her hair flew in all directions, and her body jostled violently in the front seat. She pressed her lips together as if she were holding in a scream. The car fishtailed for a moment before straightening out.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She looked anything but fine.

      My head smacked back into the seat when the truck behind us slammed into my bumper. “Sure, you are.”

      She held the phone up and started dialing. The Bluetooth took over, and the phone began to ring in the car.

      “Hello?” Catherine answered sweetly.

      “How could you not tell me I’m a witch?” Zinnia snapped. She glanced over her shoulder, then wound down the window.

      “Zinnia?”

      “No, your other daughter who you lied to for fifteen years!” She extended her arm out the widow and caught an energy ball, then tossed it over her shoulder almost mindlessly. The SUV swerved to miss the tiny explosion in the street.

      “Where are you?” Catherine’s voice rose three octaves.

      Zinnia swung her head around. “Right now? I’m in a high-speed car chase going to some place I’ve never heard of. You know why I don’t know about any of this stuff? Oh, that’s right, because you never told me.”

      “Just come home, Zin. We can talk about all of this.” Catherine’s voice wavered, and she sucked in a sob. “I just wanted to keep you safe.”

      “By not telling me anything?” she ground her teeth together.

      I wanted to interject. I wanted to stop them from fighting, but how could I? Zinnia had her reasons for being angry, and I suspected it was her anger that was keeping her from being terrified. I wound my window down and tossed a fireball over my shoulder. It exploded with a bang.

      “What was that?!” Catherine screeched into the phone.

      “Fireball, mom.” Zinnia reached over and yanked the wheel to the side. The car lurched up on to the shoulder. A blue ball of magic exploded only a few feet from the driver’s door. She let go of the wheel and gazed forward.

      “Oh god, they’re after you?” I could hear the fear in Catherine’s voice.

      Up ahead, I saw the wavering water-like circle in the middle of the road. I pressed down on the gas. “Time to go, Zin.”

      “Go! Go where? Where are you taking my daughter?” Catherine screamed into the phone.

      “She’ll be safe. I vow it.”

      Ashryn’s Jeep disappeared into the portal.

      “Bye, Mom.” Zinnia hit the end button and pressed back into the seat, bracing herself. “If we live through this, you are going to answer all of my questions.”

      I nodded. “If we live through this, you’ll have anything you want from me.”

      We went through the portal. One second we were on a heavily wooded street, and in the next we were in the middle of a courtyard. In front of me, the Jeep had crashed into a large fountain. Smoke billowed from the engine, and water sprayed in all directions from the fountain. I shoved my foot down on the brakes as hard as I could, but it was too late. We hit the back of Ashryn’s Jeep, and the airbags exploded out, smacking me in the face. Zinnia screamed and batted at the smothering balloon. The back of the car rocked as something large smashed into it. Metal crushed around us. The back seat pressed us further into the dashboard. My legs were pinned, and my chest pressed into the steering wheel.

      Blood trickled down the side of my face. I reached out, searching for Zinnia’s hand. “Zin, you okay?”

      She groaned and sucked in a breath, then coughed. “I think so.”

      Voices rushed toward us from outside. The driver’s door was yanked open, and Brax reached in and shoved my seat back. “Tuck, what happened?”

      He extended his claw and slashed at my seat belt, freeing me. I grabbed his arm and let him drag me out into the courtyard. “Alataris’s henchmen happened.”

      On the other side of the car, Grey was shoving pieces of metal away from Zin as Beckett pulled her from the wreckage. I stood up straight and spun in a small circle. All around me, people stopped and stared. The square structure had two floors surrounding the courtyard, and everyone had flooded from the classrooms to hang over the railings and take in the scene. The front half of an SUV was pinned against the back of my Audi.

      I pointed to it and called to Beckett. “You closed the portal on them?”

      He shrugged, then looped his arm around Zin’s back. “Only way to stop them.”

      “Good thinking.” Now take your hands off my girl.

      Zinnia clung to him like a lifeline. Her hair was matted and tousled in all different directions. Dirt and scrapes marred her face, and there was a large tear down the side of her pants. She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s not do that again.”

      The wind kicked up around us, and the sound of large wings flapping drew my attention to the sky. Shit. I stepped back to stand next to Brax. Pain shot through my ribs, and I wrapped my arm around my midsection. Zinnia came to my side, and the moment she was close enough, she let go of Beckett and stumbled into my arms. I wrapped my arm around her waist and held her against the side of my body.

      “Is that a…”

      “Fallen Angel…yeah.” I swallowed down my nerves.

      Matteaus’s wings were hulking and pitch black. With each flap of his wings, wind flew up around us and dirt stung my eyes. Zinnia pressed her face into my chest, and for just a moment, everything felt like it was going to be okay.

      When he landed, the ground dented beneath his feet. His wings were still extended as he crossed his hands over his barrel-like chest. I was used to being one of the biggest guys in the room, but standing across from Matteaus, who was nearly seven feet tall, I felt small in comparison. His hair was tousled with hues of brown, blond and red streaked through it. Around the courtyard, the girls who attended the school collectively sighed.

      He narrowed those ocean blue eyes on me, and I knew I was in deep shit. “Matteaus I-”

      He held his arms out to his sides cutting me of, then motioning to the wreckage. “Tucker Brand…is there a reason you decided to use my school as a parking lot?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      My head was throbbing from my eyes all the way to the back of my neck. I leaned into Tuck, pressing my face into his chest. Please let it go away. Let it be a dream. But when I turned back to look around the courtyard, all eyes were still on us. Dozens of students stood around, pointing at the cars, pointing at Tuck and pointing at me. I squirmed under their gazes. Over the years, I’d become an expert at blending in, but lately it seemed all I was doing was standing out. Were they still looking at me, or were they staring at the huge angel standing as still as stone in front of us? He wasn’t what I pictured an angel to be. He had black, ominous wings as opposed to white ones, and where I thought I’d see peace in his face, all I could see was anger.

      I coughed around the smoke. “Where are we?”

      “Evermore Academy.” Tuck waved his hand in front of his face. “New York City.”

      The cars stacked up against the fountain smoked and groaned. The smell of gas lingered in the air a moment before one of the engines sparked. Tuck’s car shot off of the ground, and an explosion of fire flared out toward us. I shrank away and threw my hands over my face. My pulse raced in my chest. Tuck yanked me behind him, but before the pillow of fire and smoke reached us, Matteaus held his hand up. The fire stopped dead, and when he twisted his hands, making a fist, the fire receded like I’d hit rewind on some action video.

      Matteaus pressed his hand to his forehead. “Mister Brand, my office now…and bring the girl.”
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        * * *

      

      How many new schools would I start in before I finally settled into one for the rest of my education? Two schools in one day was a lot even for me. My mother had bounced me around for years, and now I suspected it wasn’t because of her job. Sitting in the middle of Matteaus’s office, I couldn’t decide if I should be thanking her for keeping me safe all this time or if I should be pissed she didn’t tell me anything about this life. A life I now was taking a swan dive into. There were only two other seats in the office besides the one behind the huge desk. The floor-to-ceiling dark oak shelving held books I’d never seen in languages I’d never heard of. These volumes looked to be thousands of years old.

      I moved to go look at them, but Tucker shook his head. “I wouldn’t touch anything in here if I were you.”

      Waiting for Matteaus to show up was worse than waiting for a normal principal of a new school to tell me I was kicked out within the first hour of getting there. I put my head in my hands. “I can’t believe…” I sat back in the chair. “Well…any of this. And seriously, was that an angel?”

      A light chuckle rumbled in his chest. “Yes, the one and only Matteaus, to be exact.”

      “What’s his deal?” I had to know more about this world I was joining, how it worked and what exactly I was getting myself into.

      “Matteaus is one of the oldest, if not the oldest, supernatural being to walk the earth. All of the citizens of Evermore bow down to him.” He motioned to walls around us. “He founded this school and now runs it along with the others.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “There’s others?”

      “Seven more.” He leaned in closer to me. “No one knows why they’re on earth, but I think they got kicked out. He’s no saint…I mean, did you see the scars on his body? And he definitely doesn’t have the attitude of a saint. He’s more a badass than blessing.”

      “Kicked out of what? Heaven?” I shoved my hand into my hair, and it instantly snagged on a knot. I yanked on it, dislodging my finger but also pulling out some of my own hair. “Ouch! So, you’re telling me there are real-life witches and angels?”

      “And vampires, and shifters, and the mythological Greeks gods, although technically they aren’t gods. But don’t tell them that. They’re just very old and powerful supernaturals. Evermore is full of anything else you could possibly think of. All the myths are true. We live them every day. And well, Matteaus, he rules all of Evermore.”

      I put my head in my hands. “I can’t handle this.”

      When Tuck turned toward me, the leather seat squeaked. “You’re handling it well.”

      “How am I handling this well? I’m not talking to my mom, I set a guy on fire, blew up a truck and nearly killed a girl.”

      “You forgot you had a car wreck in the middle of the courtyard of Evermore Academy.” A smile tugged at the side of his lips.

      “That was all you.” I crossed my arms over my chest and sat back in the chair. “I was just along for the ride. And what a ride it was.”

      “I could think of much better rides.” His eyes turned to liquid heat when he looked at me.

      I need this all to stop. For a moment, I wanted only to hang out with him and go to a movie. Not run for our lives for days on end. The more time I spent with him, the more I didn’t want to leave his side. There was an electric pulse between us that I couldn’t deny, and didn’t want to.

      “Are you flirting with me?” I tilted my head to the side to study him.

      He hesitated. “It’s strictly forbidden for a knight to be involved with the queen he protects.”

      That’s not an answer. “What makes you think I want to be a queen?”

      A bleak look crossed his face. “Zin, it’s not something we choose. I no more put this phoenix on my neck than you put that crescent moon on your shoulder.”

      I pulled the neck of my shirt down and examined the birthmark I’d had since I was born. “That? It’s just a birthmark.”

      “No, it a right of passage. It tells all of Evermore exactly who you are. That mark is a mark of destiny.” He leaned back in the chair and sighed.

      “You think because I have this tiny thing on my shoulder, my whole life is planned out for me? That’s not fair. Don’t I get to choose what direction I want to go in?” Annoyance flared in my chest. How was this even possible? Because of a little mark, there was an evil king after me, and he was sending any and all of his followers to do his bidding.

      “None of us got to choose.” There was something both sad and angry behind Tuck’s expression. Had his life been dictated to him as well? Had he lost family? Lost someone he loved, perhaps a girlfriend? The thought of that put me on edge, and maybe made me just a little jealous.

      “I’ll get it removed, simple enough.”

      “You most certainly will not.” A woman strode into the room wearing a white lab coat over a black pencil skirt and emerald green top. Her oversized glasses nearly took up her whole face and were sliding down her too-small nose. She piled her fire-engine red hair atop her head in a winding bun.

      Who was this woman to tell me what I could and couldn’t do with my body? This was my life, and queen or not. I wouldn’t be answering to anyone from now on.

      Tucker sat up straight in his chair. “Niche, this is Zinnia Heart.”

      She pushed her glasses up her nose and leaned her hip against the desk. “I’m aware. What I’m still trying to figure out is why you crashed two…and a half cars into the courtyard. Why was she in one of those cars? And what made you think to bring Tabitha with you for this mission?”

      Was she scolding him? I sat forward in my chair. “He saved my life. If you want to be annoyed at anyone, be annoyed at me.”

      “Regardless of whether your life was saved or not, he endangered many others in doing so.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “I expected better of you, Tucker.”

      How dare she? A surge of protectiveness overcame me. Who was she to criticize how Tuck handled a very difficult situation? “I’m sorry, who are you? You weren’t there. You don’t know what happened.”

      “Zinnia,” Tuck chided.

      I shrugged. “What? You’ve been risking your ass to keep me safe. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

      “I beg your pardon. I happen to be your mentor.” Niche looked down her nose at me.

      I sat back in the chair. My jeans slid over the leather, and it groaned. “I thought mentors were supposed to be chosen?”

      She bristled. “Well, in this school I am the Head Mistress of Magic. Which means I will be teaching you about all things relating to the magic you hold inside of you. As well as spells, potions, conjuring, divination, magical artifacts and control. Which, from what I hear, you need a lot of practice with.”

      Heat flooded my cheeks. “Oh.”

      “Come on, Niche, don’t be so hard on her. She only found out she’s a witch today.” Tucker sighed. “And if you ask me, she’s handling it very well.”

      The truth was, I wasn’t handling it at all. Part of me was still in denial about all of this. The anger I felt toward my mom for keeping secrets was helping me to manage my fear. I was overwhelmed and completely out of my element. To top it all off, there was something between Tuck and me that I didn’t quite understand. But every time I was near him, I didn’t want to blend in like I normally did or hide. I felt brave, strong and sure of myself whenever he was around.

      Niche threw her hands up. “I didn’t ask you, did I?”

      “None of that was meant to happen. I was trying to get her used to us and then we were attacked…twice.” He ran his hands through his auburn locks.

      The door burst open, and I startled in my seat, then turned back to see Matteaus taking up the whole doorway. His black wings were tucked close to his body, yet they stood high above his shoulders and dragged along the floor. When he stalked into the room, it struck me how unlike a principal he was. I’d been in over a dozen schools, so I would know. He didn’t even wear the standard suit and tie. No, Matteaus was not a suit-and-tie kind of man. Instead, he wore black combat pants and a tight black tank top that barely contained his arms.

      Matteaus lumbered behind his heavy mahogany desk and dropped into the oversized chair. His wings hung down past the armrest and across some of the floor. “Want to tell me what is happening?”

      All at once, we opened our mouths to talk. “See what had happened was this guy…”

      He held his hand up, silencing all of us. He pointed at Tuck. “And go…”

      “I was with Zinnia when Alataris’s followers attacked us. They wanted to stop her from reaching the school and from joining with the other queens. If that happened, Evermore would fall to him. That’d be the end of it all as we know it. I couldn’t let it play out like that.”

      Matteaus rocked back in his chair, and the hinges creaked under his weight. “You do understand you could’ve hurt one of the students here?”

      “I understand.” Tuck looked down at his hands.

      “Does no one in this room recognize that he saved my life?” Why was I speaking up so much? I was sitting across from an immortal angel and a powerful witch, arguing with them. What was wrong with me? From the corner of my eye, I saw that tattoo on my wrist begin to faintly glow. I quickly pulled my sleeve tighter around it. I cleared my throat. “What I mean to say is—”

      “You meant to say you were sorry for speaking out of turn.” The muscles in Matteaus’s jaw flexed. “And that you’ll keep quiet until asked to speak from now on.”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded.

      Matteaus pulled a stack of papers from the top drawer in his desk and slammed them on his desk. “I have over a thousand students in this school, and trust me, you aren’t the only ones trying to save the world and fight off the big bad guy. A little discretion next time, if you please.”

      Tuck leaned toward me, his fingers flexed at his side. Did he want to reach out to me? To touch my hand? He balled his hand into a fist. “I understand.”

      Matteaus nodded. “Good. Now here are your schedules.” He pulled two papers off the top of the pile and handed one to each of us. “As you can see, you are together for your core classes. I understand you have to keep an eye on her. It’s your job. And for her magic classes, she will be with Niche, Adrianne, and the rest of the queens.”

      Tucker reached forward and grabbed the paper. “The knights and I can rotate protecting the queens. Everyone will be covered.”

      Matteaus nodded. “Very good.”

      I grabbed up my schedule and studied it. “Who is Adrianne?”

      Tuck whispered under his breath, “She is a knight you haven’t met yet. The daughter of Athena. She’s been working closely with Niche to resolve a…problem we have.”

      My eyes went round. “There are Greek gods here?”

      Matteaus made a sound of disgust. “They are not gods. Trust me.” He shook his head. “They wish they were, but once that rumor began amongst the humans, it was hard to put a stop to it. They’re just very powerful supernaturals, that’s all. Pain in my ass powerful beings.”

      “Like you?” The question shot from my mouth before I could take it back.

      “Most definitely not like me.” He rose to his feet. “I trust you will not almost blow up the school again this week.” He motioned toward the door to send us out.

      When Tuck rose to his feet, I followed his lead. “Wait. You’re still letting me stay in the school after all that’s happened?”

      Matteaus put his hands on his hips. “If I expelled a student every time they almost killed someone or blew something up, I’d have no students in my school. Now off you go.”

      Tuck reached out and wrapped his hand around my elbow. His touch scorched my skin, and I stepped in closer to him. He guided me toward the door. “Let’s go before he changes his mind.”

      I hesitated at the door. “Um, Mr. Matteaus, thank you for taking me in.”

      A half smile spread across his chiseled face. “You’re very welcome. Tuck will show you where to bring your things.”

      I had nothing but the cloths on my back. I shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t have things. But I’ll manage. Maybe I could work in the school cafeteria so I could purchase things?”

      Niche pressed her hand to her chest, then looked me up and down. She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think so.” She held her finger up and gave it a quick twirl. “There, now your things will be in your room.”

      I’d believe that when I saw it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome, and I’ve notified your mother of your arrival. If you wish to speak with her, you can write to her. She’s already written to you.” Niche pulled an envelope from the pocket of her lab coat and handed it to me.

      “How did it get here so fast?” I looked down at her sprawling writing across the front of it with my name on it.

      Niche raised her eyebrows. “We witches have our ways…plus, fire messages are almost instant.”

      I wasn’t ready to hear what my mother had to say. She’d lied to me my whole life, and right now I needed a moment away from her. I shoved the letter into my back pocket. “I’ll give her a call later.”

      Niche waved her finger. “Tut tut, you’ll see cell phones don’t work in the Academy.”

      “Oh, um, is there a rule banning them?” I’d had my own phone since I turned eight years old. This was going to be difficult. The withdrawal alone was going to suck.

      “No, you all can have them. But the magic swirling around the school makes it a dead zone. When you leave, you can use it, though I’m afraid you can’t leave the safe zones until you can protect yourself. So it’s pen and paper.”

      I nodded. “Thank you. I think for now I’d like to focus on my studies.”

      I turned to leave with Tuck, but Niche called after me. “Oh, and Zin, be ready. Two days from now, we have a field trip planned.”

      How could I be ready for anything? This was a magical school. Whoever heard of such a thing? A nervous ball sat in the pit of my stomach, and to think I was worried about starting a normal high school. “I will.”

      Before I could say another word, Tuck escorted me through the door. He leaned in closer to me, so close I could feel the tickle of his breath on my ear. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I looked down at my new schedule. “Do you know what dorm room I’m staying in?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, you’ll be right next door to mine.”

      Two words came to mind… easy access.
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          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      After tossing and turning all night, I came to the conclusion that I was all too painfully aware of Tuck. The wall between our dorm rooms was so thin that each time he rolled in his bed or walked around his room, my eyes would flash wide open. My stomach would flutter, and I’d lie awake just listening to his every move. It was like I could feel his mood as though it were my own. Last night he was restless and worried over something. Too bad these feelings didn’t come with a guild as to what was causing them. If anything, I knew I had to learn my magic completely so I could get some answers.

      Rather than sleep, I began unpacking all the boxes Niche had sent to my room. She wasn’t kidding. Everything from my old house had arrived, down to my favorite pillow and blanket. Now I stood in front of the mirror in the fifth outfit I’d tried on that morning. What does one wear on their first day of magic school? There were no uniforms at Evermore Academy, so did I go full witchy goth? Earthen hippie witch? Smart business witch, like Niche? Or did I just go as plain old me?

      The best part about my dorm room was I didn’t have to share it with anyone, and it came with an en suite bathroom. I suspected that in any other school, things would be different. But this was Evermore Academy, and it seemed they could have room for whatever they wanted. Dark wood paneling covered the walls and floor, and there was shelving for books and a small desk against the wall. I was so used to sleeping in a twin-sized bed that I felt like royalty in the queen-sized bed.

      Looking down at myself, I decided to dress as plain old me. Which meant I wore my black tank with white pin stripes, black leggings, leather jacket and knee-high boots. I left my hair down around my shoulders, allowing the wild tangles to manage themselves. I could blend in like I had in my other schools, keep my head down and do my work to become the best witch I could. I’m a witch. I couldn’t help but smile; this had the potential to be fun. I reached for the door and pulled it open.

      Tucker leaned up against the wall across from my door, with one foot propped up behind him and his hair falling into his smoldering honey colored eyes. “Hi.”

      I wanted to walk right up to him and throw my arms around his neck and pull his full lips down to meet mine. Instead, I closed the door behind me, hiked my backpack up on my shoulder and waved. “Hey.”

      He pushed away from the wall and came to stand before me. “Did you sleep well?”

      Not at all. You were distracting me all night long. “Yes. Did you?”

      “Like a baby.” Liar. He reached up and pulled a lock of my hair out of my face. “You ready for class?”

      “I think so. I found a lot of the books that matched my class schedule in my room already.” The books looked to be older than I was, with broken bindings and fraying pages. Still, I found the soft pages and the smell of the old volumes comforting.

      “Good.” He waved me down the hallway.

      When I started walking the long hall, he fell into step beside me. I glanced at him with raised eyebrows. “Are you walking me to class?”

      “I’m your knight, remember?” When Tucker smiled, it was utterly beautiful, but when he didn’t and his face became hard as stone, it was hotter than any other guy I’d seen before. Everything about him was compelling to me, from his blackish auburn hair down to his combat boots. And yet he’d said so little to me this whole time.

      “Oh, right, yeah, the whole bodyguard thing.” Was that the only reason he wanted to spend time with me? Of course it was. “How does it work exactly? Are you my personal knight? So you all have the same powers? Or do I get to pick? I mean what—?”

      “Hold on a second there, tiger. One question at a time.” Tucker chuckled and guided me down the hall. “I’m not your personal knight. We all protect the queens and rotate doing so based on what the queens need. Right now you need me, next week it might be Beckett.”

      I nodded. “Right, and what exactly is Beckett again?”

      He pressed his hand to his chest. “Well, I am a phoenix shifter, which means if I want to I can take the shape of a phoenix.”

      “That’s so cool, and the rest?” I leaned in excited to learn more.

      “Well, um, Beckett is a witch like you. Grayson, I think you could guess is a vampire, or baby leech as I like to call him. Brax is our resident tiger shifter. Ashryn, well, you’ll have to ask her to explain it. And Adrienne is a Demi-Greek, the daughter of Athena. She’d utterly brilliant.”

      We turned another corner, and I finally stood someplace I recognized. The courtyard. Archways ran the length of all four sides. At the center stood a large fountain, the fountain we crashed into, but today it was completely repaired. Students sat all around it, chatting with each other, looking over books and lounging in plush chairs. Everything seemed so normal until an overgrown jaguar darted through the center of it all and no one batted an eyelash. Three other students chased after it, all laughing and smiling. In one corner sat a group of students who looked like they were passing a ball of light from one to the other.

      “You guys are quite the group. That’s pretty…amazing.”

      “It is.” Tucker pressed his hand to the small of my back, and a small thrill shot through my body. “This way.” He pointed across the courtyard.

      “Okay.” I stepped out from under the cover of the overhang and into the early morning sun.

      Leaves crinkled under my feet, and a light chill hung in the air. Aside from being in Evermore Academy, there was something magical in New York City. Even surrounded by brick walls I could feel the life pulsing through it. Outside, horns blared, cars sped by and voices carried over the high walls. A light breeze drifted through my hair when I strolled out into the courtyard. The moment I did, I felt all eyes on us.

      “Hey, Zinnia.” A girl that held the ball of light waved and smiled at me.

      I waved back. “Hi.”

      Another boy walked up to me, blocking my path. He shuffled from one foot to the other then smiled up at me. “Hey, Zinnia, I’m a big fan. Huge even.” He was only a couple inches taller than me, with a sweet boy-next-door face and a crooked smile. His brown hair was short but jutted out in all different directions.

      “Um, thanks...” I wasn’t used to getting so much attention. What I couldn’t understand was why.

      “Oh, yeah, I’m Jack.” He offered me his hand. “I’m a shifter, like Tuck here.”

      I took his hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

      He pulled me in closer and smiled. “I’m really glad you’re here. I mean, my folks say this could be great for Evermore—”

      Tuck stepped in front of me, forcing space between Jack and me. “She needs to get to class.”

      Jack leaned back on his heels, gaping up at Tuck. He sucked in a deep breath and stepped back. “Oh, right, yeah. Well, bye, Zinnia.”

      I reached out and grabbed Tuck’s jacket and pulled him back to my side. I gave Jack a bright smile. “Bye.”

      Tuck leaned in closer to me than any guy had ever done before. “Making so many friends already.”

      I bumped him with my shoulder. “You don’t have to sound so jealous.”

      “But I am.” He whispered low enough for only me to hear.

      Did he just say he’s jealous? There’s no way. I wanted to ask why, wanted to know if he felt pulled toward me the way I was to him. But I couldn’t ask, the words were stuck in my throat. And all I managed was, “Interesting.”

      A comfortable silence hung between us, and when his heated touch fell on my back once more, I found myself moving closer to him. We continued on our way to class, heading out of the courtyard and into another building that stood five stories high. Cobblestones stacked on top of each other in a cylinder shape, and a staircase spiraled up the center of the it. Classroom doors shot off platforms spread up and down the inside of the tower. Above, tiny pixies fluttered about carrying notes. Every so often, they’d swoop down and pull someone’s hair, knock a stack of books from someone’s hands or flat out trip them up.

      Three girls walked by with wild flowers in their hair and butterflies fluttering about them. “Hey, Zinnia.”

      “Oh, hey.” I looked up at Tuck. “Why do people keep saying hi to me?”

      “You’re more well-known in this school than any other student.” He shrugged. “Comes with the territory of being a queen, I think.”

      We started climbing the stairs. One of the classroom doors shot wide open, and a boy flew out the door over the banister and plummeted down toward the floor below. His hands flailed, and he screamed all the way down.

      An older woman with wild gray hair and a long straight nose walked out into the hall, then leaned over the banister with her hand extended. “What has flow, now must stop, I command you return to the top.”

      The boy froze a foot above the ground, and he sagged with relief. The woman pulled her hands back one after the other, as if pulling a rope up. The boy slowly rose back over the banister and onto the third floor.

      I stood motionless, staring at him, but no one else stopped going about their day or even looked up. “Oh my god, did you see that?”

      “Yeah, it’s his first year in the witch building. Happens all the time.” Tuck motioned to a door on the next floor up. “That’s your first class. Potions with Professor Davis.”

      I hesitated just outside the door. “Are you coming in with me?”

      “Nah. That is a class for witches. And I’m no witch.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “But I’ll be waiting here for you when you come out. Plus, it’ll give you a chance to get to know the others.”

      I glanced in the door. “The others?”

      “It’s time you got to be friends with your fellow queens.”
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      I sucked in a deep breath and walked through the door. This was my second first day of school this week, so to say I was tired of this nervous feeling was an understatement. I’d expected the classrooms for witches to be in a dank basement someplace where everyone hid what they were. I couldn’t have been more wrong. This was set up like a lecture hall. The rows were tiered up from the main level, and tables were spread throughout the room with small black cauldrons on each one. At the center of it all stood a larger cauldron with smoke billowing from it. There, in the front row, dead center of the room, I recognized the other queens.

      Nova, with her long white-blond hair and barely-there outfit; Serrina, with her model good looks and punk style; and Tabitha, with her earth child feel and flawless mocha skin.

      The second I walked in, they immediately started staring at me. I almost turned around and walked back out, but Serrina called to me. “Hey, Zin, come sit with us.”

      It was like being invited to sit at the the table with the popular kids in high school, something that’d never happened to me before. I didn’t know if we could be friends or if they felt obligated. No matter what, I would give it a try, even if it was doomed to fail.

      I pulled up the nearest stool and sat down. “Hi.”

      “Hey. So, you’re here.” Nova sat forward and rested her arms on table top.

      “Um, yeah, I’m here.” I glanced around the room, trying to think of ways to get to know these girls. Out of all the information I’d gathered, I knew we had to work together to take down Alataris. So, if small talk would start that process, then I’d do my best. “How long have you guys been in this school?”

      Nova sighed. “About three years. I’m still not used to the heat. But it’s getting easier. My parents couldn’t protect me anymore. We got tired of the constant raids, always living on edge. So we decided it was better to ship me off here.”

      “The heat? It’s barely sixty degrees out… it’s the beginning of fall.” I glanced out the window at the changing leaves and the bustling city. This place was more than magical; it was a hidden gem among the greatest city in the world. Could there be anything better?

      “I was raised in Alaska, Skagway to be exact. Our summers were fifty degrees. This”—she motioned to the window—“is hotter than my summer. But I’m adjusting.”

      The story sounded so familiar, except now I wondered how my mother managed it all those years. “I know what you mean.”

      “I’ve been here for about a year. I ran away from my family.” Serrina sighed. “I was tired of putting them in danger all the time, you know? This is where we’re safe.” She motioned to the walls around us. “So, this is home now.”

      How could I think they wouldn’t get along with me? I’d spent my life trapped in my mother’s house and they were now hiding behind these walls. All because of Alataris. Everything was because of him. I’d lost my home and my mom, and these girls had lost their lives as well.

      Tabitha sighed. “Do you ever think it’d be a lot easier if we weren’t, you know, the Witch Queens?”

      I glanced at each of them. “Considering I have no idea what I’m doing, almost killed someone and blew up a couple cars, I’d say yes, it would be much, much easier.”

      The four of us burst out into fits of laughter. In that exact second, I wished Elle could be here to meet them, to see this place and just witness the awesomeness of this world. There was so much to see and learn. The world I thought I lived in just got a whole lot bigger. Another girl with long braids running down past her waist, ebony skin and a serious studious look on her face raced into the room. Her foot caught on the back of her other leg, and she toppled over. Books shot from her hands and skittered across the floor. I jumped to my feet and began collecting her books from the floor. Serrina and Nova helped her to her feet while Tabitha helped me with her books.

      At last, she stood up straight before us and brushed her hands down her legs. “I’m so sorry, my queens.” She shuffled from one foot to the other and looked down at the ground, seeming more embarrassed than ever.

      I handed her books back to her. “Hi, I’m Zinnia. What’s your name?”

      She collected the books from Tabitha and me and stacked them in her arms. “I’m Adrienne.”

      “Oh, you’re the other knight Tuck mentioned. It’s so nice to finally meet you.” I smiled brightly. “I didn’t think you were a witch, though.”

      The four of them exchanged worried looks but didn’t say anything. I raised my eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not actually a witch.” Adrianne walked over to our table and dropped her books on it. “I’m the daughter of Athena, which Niche seems to think will help me learn to do witchcraft. I’m taking as many classes as I can right now, but I can only seem to produce a couple fancy sparks.”

      “Why would you need to learn to be a witch? I thought you were either born one or not?” They all gave me sideways glances, as if I’d asked the wrong question. I instantly regretted saying it. “What I mean is, well, I’m not sure what I mean. I’m sorry I asked.”

      Serrina, Nova and Tabi took their seats next to Adrienne and me. Serrina was the first to speak. “What do you know about the witch casts?”

      “Um, I just found out I was a witch yesterday, so not very much.” I shrugged, feeling completely out of my element. When I glanced around the room, I realized I was more behind than the rest of the students. Many of them unconsciously toyed with balls of magic or played little tricks on each other. In the corner was a group of girls who sat around a cauldron, throwing in all kinds of ingredients and laughing when different colored clouds shaped like animals came out of it.

      “Well, there are five casts of witches. And within each cast, a queen is born every so often. A queen is the most powerful of her cast and together we are the only ones who can stop Alataris. It’s the way it’s been for a thousand years.” Serrina shrugged. “And that about sums it up.”

      “But there’s only four of us. Who’s the fifth?” I looked at Adrienne. “Are you the fifth?”

      “Technically no, but I’m trying.” She gave an awkward laugh.

      “But then who’s the…?”

      “Ophelia.” Nova blurted out. “The girl you almost, you know…it’s her. She’s the last queen.”

      “But if she’s the last queen and already on Alataris’s side, do we even stand a chance now?” Why would we take on this journey if it was doomed to fail from the start? From what I heard about Alataris, he seemed to be pure evil and it was supposed to take all of us to take him down. Did I just walk away from my whole life only to die in the end?

      Tabitha whirled her hand around, and a flower sprang up in the center of her palm. She plucked at the petals nervously. “Because he’d come after us, no matter what, and the rest of Evermore. I, for one, will help wherever I can until, well, until we all go down.”

      It was a morbid thought, but also true. Did I have it in me to stand up to him? The more I thought about it, the more I knew I did. No one, not even a king, should hold all that power and oppress others. “I’m in.”

      Serrina giggled. “Just like that? Someone says hey, we might die but it’s for the right reasons, and you’re automatically in?”

      “Well, you all are in.” I smiled and shrugged. “I’m in, too. Besides, Tuck has confidence in Adrianne. I know it. So I do, too.”

      Nova leaned back and chuckled. “Oh, I’ve noticed that, too.”

      “Noticed what?” I glanced around at the rest of them as they stared at me. I shifted in my seat. “What?”

      “Tucker has been all over you lately, He’s never like that. Not with any of us. Believe me, we’ve tried. Because he is utterly hot, but everyone wants to get Tuckered. I mean, the guy has dark good looks and that whole bad-boy thing going on. Not to mention he’s a total badass. Have you ever seen anyone use a sword like that? And then he lights them on fire.” Nova fanned herself. “Makes me hot, and not because of the weather.”

      “Tuckered?” I tilted my head to the side. “Do you mean like hooking up with Tuck?”

      They nodded in unison. Serrina leaned in and whispered, “Come on, have you not noticed his honey colored eyes? They’re ridiculously hot.”

      Nova tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Speak for yourself, but I think I’d rather get Dusted.” She wagged her eyebrows. “Because Beckett Dust has got it all.”

      Serrina shook her head. “Definitely Tuckered over Dusted.”

      I thought back to the first time I’d seen Serrina and Tuck together, how perfect they looked and how much I felt they matched. “Honestly, I thought you two were together.”

      She shook her head, sending those blond, streaked locks floating around her face. “Oh no, he didn’t even look at me twice. During the trials, he wasn’t even susceptible to my power of desire, and most guys are. But not Tuck. Besides, it’s forbidden for a queen to get involved with a knight.”

      Why did he have to be the only guy I wanted and the only one who was completely off limits? “Why is it forbidden? I mean, what’s the big deal?”

      Adrienne began organizing all her books in alphabetical order and didn’t even look up at us. “Well, it’s because we all have to work together, so if two of us become involved, they’ll be thinking about each other and not the greater good. I mean, if it came down to it, what if we had to sacrifice a knight to save the rest of the world? No queen would be willing to make that sacrifice, especially if she loved him.”

      I felt as though I couldn’t breathe. Tuck sacrificed? Oh, hell no. There was no way even now that I could picture losing him. In my mind, I saw it clear as day, him consumed in the flames he wielded so well. Nausea rolled in my stomach. I would never let that happen. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope.” Tabitha nodded at me.

      Silence hung around us, and I didn’t know how to break it. What do you say when someone mentions the guy you’re crushing on is going to die? Just then, Beckett sailed into the room, and the other four girls sighed and stared with dreamy eyes. He had that quiet-surfer-guy thing going on. With his dirty blond hair, blue eyes and tan skin, any girl would swoon over him. Any girl but me. He was better looking than almost any other guy I’d ever seen…almost.

      He gave us a bright smile. “How’s it going, ladies?”

      Serrina perked up. “Good, really good.”

      “Excellent.” He turned toward me. “How are you, Zin?”

      “Oh, me? I’m great.” Sitting in a new school, in a new class, and learning my new powers. No big deal at all. I’d try to convince myself of that all day long.

      “Well, if you’re behind in classes, don’t hesitate to ask. I’m pretty good at this stuff.” He made a small ball of light in his hand. The ball morphed into a glowing butterfly. It left his hand and fluttered around our table. Then it centered on me and floated around my head. Blue glitter fell from its wings all around me. I giggled and reached up to touch it, and when my finger brushed against its wing, it popped into a dust of glitter that fell into my hair.

      I shook my head out and laughed. “Very nice.”

      “Well, every girl needs a bit of fun once in a while, don’t they?” He winked and walked to the back of the room to take his seat alongside another boy.

      Nova chuckled under her breath. “Looks like Tuck has got some competition.”

      “What? No.” I startled and shook my head. “It’s forbidden.”

      “Psh, I’m only sixteen, and even though we can’t date them, it doesn’t hurt to look.” Tabitha leaned in. “I don’t know about you guys, but even Gray has that whole I’ll bite you if you’re naughty thing going on.”

      “Our knights are delicious. I mean, look at Brax. He’s a gentle giant until he decides he doesn’t want to be gentle anymore.” Nova wagged her eyebrows. “Interesting combo.”

      I chuckled. “My best friend Elle has a huge crush on Brax. I think he might like her, too.”

      “Welcome to Potions. Let’s everyone settle in.” Professor Davis stood at the front of the room, her wild salt-and-pepper hair standing up in frizzed madness. Her clothing was a mix of tie-dyed colors, with black cats running across her shirt and broomstick earrings. From where I sat, it looked like her head was a bit too small for her body. She pointed directly at me. “Miss Heart, I presume.”

      I nodded and waved. “That’s right.”

      “Come, come down, my dear.” She waved me forward, and for a minute, I debated how long it would take me to make a run for the door. Being the center of attention, standing in front of a classroom, was never my thing.

      Instead of making a run for it, I sucked in a deep breath and walked over to her. My hands shook at my sides, and I could barely make eye contact with her, let alone the class.

      She pushed her frizzy hair out of her face. “I understand you’re a Siphon Witch.”

      I nodded. “So I’ve been told.”

      “Excellent, excellent. Now I’d like you to siphon off the magic from this potion I have here and disburse it into the other cauldrons around the classroom.” She motioned to the rest of the class. “I’m sure I speak for everyone else when I say I’d love to see how this works.”

      I shuffled from one foot to the other. “Um, I’ve never really used my powers. I mean, only when I’ve been attacked. And only twice. I’m not really sure…maybe I should sit down.”

      “Professor Davis.” Beckett raised his hand, drawing her attention. “Zinnia hasn’t even ascended yet. What magic she does possess could be…chaotic.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What’s ascending?”

      The class grew completely silent and stared at me with wide eyes. A girl in the back of the room pressed her hand over her mouth, holding in a giggle. Her shoulders shook with each surprised laugh, and her round face began to turn bright red. I wanted to march up the stairs to her table and demand to know what she was laughing at, but I didn’t.

      I curled my fists against my legs and held still. “Did I ask something wrong?”

      “No, no dear.” Professor Davis paused and hunched in on herself. “Ascending is when a witch comes of age. They get the full strength of their power all at once. It’s an intense but wonderfully ancient tradition.”

      “Oh, okay that sounds…like fun. At what age does this happen?” Again, the girl was laughing so hard into her fist she almost fell off her chair. I ground my teeth together, trying not to snap at her. As calmly as I could manage, I added, “Some of us are completely new to this, so these are the kinds of question that should be answered before say, one becomes the most powerful witch in her cast.”

      The girl’s face went pale white, and she stopped laughing. Serves you right. An awkward silence fell over the class then Adrianne cleared her throat. “I learned only a couple of weeks ago that the age of ascension is sixteen.”

      “I’ll be sixteen in three days.” What was going to happen to me? I glanced at the floor, feeling unsure of myself. Should I be doing this? Could I even do it? Was I going to make a fool of myself in front of the class and the other queens? A cold sweat broke out across my back.

      Beckett raised his hand once more. “Perhaps we should have one of the other queens do this? Zinnia might not be ready.”

      Was Beckett trying to help me or embarrass me? Either way, I squared my shoulders and faced Professor Davis. “I could try.”

      She clapped her hands together, then came to stand behind me. When she placed her cool hands on my shoulders, I stiffened. The smell of moth balls and coffee assailed my nose when she leaned in closer and spoke into my ear. “Close your eyes.”

      I sucked in a deep, calming breath and closed my eyes.

      She patted my shoulder. “Good, very good. Now try to feel the magic in the room. Open up your other senses, find the points of power all around you.”

      I opened my fists at my sides and turned my hands so my palms faced outward. In my mind, I could see spots of magic in the dark. In front of me, where Tabi sat, was a bright yellow; next to her, where Nova sat, there was a deep purple, and across the table, where Serrina sat, she was dazzling red. Further back was Beckett’s brighter blue. I saw them all. The other witches in the room were much fainter hues of pinks and blues. The cauldrons were lighter still. A tingling started in the tips of my fingers then moved into my palms. I hear a sharp shocked breath sucked in, and my eyes flashed wide open. In the corner of the room where that group had been making smoke animals now had an empty cauldron. The power swirled in the palm of my hand now, a rainbow of magic.

      I held my hand out in front of me, watching the magic dance and move to my every whim. “Hey, I did it.”

      Professor Davis removed her hands from my shoulders and clapped them together. “Very good, now if you will—”

      “Hold on. I just want to try something.” I held my hands out to my sides and, one by one, every cauldron emptied, and the magic joined the balls I had swirling around me. I pulled the magic closer and let it run up my arms.

      “Zinnia, I really think that’s quite enough.” Her voice wavered nervously.

      “I can do more.” And I felt I really could. I unfurled all my senses, feeling the power flowing through me. The contents of the large cauldron behind me drifted toward me in streams of green glittering magic. I pictured a scene from one of my favorite childhood movies, and I forced the magic to circle around my legs, then up my body and down my arms. My hair stood on end and twisted up around itself. I smiled. “Bippity boppity boo mother fu—”

      “Miss Heart, that is quite enough.” Professor Davis came to stand in front of me. Her face was red with anger. “Put it all back now.”

      “Say what now? Put it back? I can’t.”

      She crossed her hands over her chest. “Well, you must. Otherwise you will blow up the classroom with all that magic mixing together.”

      My pulse raced in my veins. The magic swirled around me faster and faster, spinning out of control.

      Professor Davis squeaked and took a step back. “Now calm down, my girl. Everything will be okay.”

      “How can everything be okay? You said I was going to blow up the class.” My breaths came in panicked puffs. Was I going to kill someone?

      Tabi, Nova and Serrina shot to their feet and came toward me. They each held their hands out in front of them, creating a small shield around me. I could see the pink bubble forming from the ground up and around me.

      Serrina bumped Professor Davis out of the way. “Zin, you’re not going to hurt anyone, do you hear me? Look at the shield we’ve got. The only person you can hurt now is yourself.”

      My arms and legs shook like a leaf in the wind. “Not making me feel any better.”

      Beckett jumped from the top step and placed his hand on Nova’s shoulder. “Let me in. I’ve got this.”

      I shook my head. “You said this was a bad idea. I should’ve listened to you. Don’t come in here. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “It’ll be okay.” He turned to Nova. “Open it now.”

      A piece of the bubble slid to the side like an automatic door in a department store. Beckett stepped inside and came face to face with me. “Are you good?” The door slid shut behind him.

      “Um, not really. What if I hurt someone?” My eyes darted around the room, looking at all the students I could potentially injure.

      Beckett placed his hands on my arms. “Look at me, Zin.”

      I drew my gaze away from the class and focused on Beckett’s ice-blue eyes. They were calm, like the waves of the Caribbean. When he smiled, a small dimple appeared at the corner of his mouth. “Good, now focus.”

      “I am.” Was I whining?

      A soft chuckle rumbled in his chest. “No, you’re not. Find the points of magic like you did before.”

      I tapped into that side of me that knew where the magic was, and one by one I felt the different spells around me moving as one. All I had to do was take them apart, piece by piece. “Okay.”

      “Now pick one.”

      The colorful one with the animals. I saw it perfectly in my mind, and a small glittering ball rose up out of the swirling tornado to float calmly beside my cheek. It illuminated his face in hues of silver, and for a moment I swear he looked like a fairy.

      He looked at the ball. “Very good. Now tell it were you want it to go. Girls, drop the shield. She’s got this,” he called out to the others.

      The bubble pealed back from me, like a shell opening to reveal a pearl. “Are you sure I’ve got this?”

      He dropped his hands from my arms and took a step back. “I’m sure.”

      I closed my eyes and felt each and every magic potion I’d gathered. One by one, I sent them back to their respective cauldrons. I saved Professor Davis’ for last. It floated around my legs and down my arms in a stream of silver, leaving a trail behind it. With the flick of my wrist, back into the pot it went. A small hiss and pop followed, and everyone in the room sat stunned, including me. I couldn’t believe I’d done it. I’d actually controlled my powers in a setting where I wasn’t being attacked.

      The other students began to clap and cheer, and a smile spread across my face. Without thinking, I launched myself forward and wrapped my arms around Beckett’s neck, dragging him in for a hug. “Thank you!”

      “It was no—”

      The door flew open, and Tuck charged in with Adrienne hot on his heels. He froze in place. His eyes went from me to Beckett and back to me. He stood up straight and adjusted the collar of his jacket. His dark hair was wet and falling around his chiseled features. “I can see I’m not needed.”

      Under her breath, Tabitha leaned in closer to Nova. “See, what did I tell you? Everyone should want to get Tuckered.”

      Nova elbowed her. “Shut up.”

      I dropped my arms and stepped away from Beckett. “Tuck, I didn’t mean…”

      Before I could get the words out, he turned on his heels and walked out of the room. I pressed my hand to my forehead, feeling like I’d just done something very very wrong. Shit.
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          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      I threw my shoulders back and strode down the hallway. There was no reason for me to be jealous, yet it burned in me worse than any flame I’d ever felt. Adrienne came and got me the moment Zinnia’s powers started to spin out of control. I ran headlong into that classroom, expecting the worst, and boy did I get it. Her in Beckett’s arms, smiling and hugging each other like they’d just conquered the world. My stomach rolled, and anger fired hot and heavy in my chest.

      “Tuck, wait,” she called out after me.

      I froze in place. I couldn’t act jealous or angry at her—I had no right to. But I wanted to. I turned to face her, and for the first time, I gave her the impassive look I used when I was at the training center back home in Cindelore. “Yes?”

      She ran down the hall to catch up to me. Once she reached me, she hunched over, sucking in deep breaths. “I really gotta work on my cardio.”

      “I’ll arrange a fitness plan for you.” I turned away. I didn’t want her to see me like this, so angry…so hurt. She was my soulmate, and I was the only one who knew it. Would this be any easier if she knew, too? No, this had to stay a secret. If it ever came out, they’d send me away from her.

      She reached out and placed her hand on my shoulder. “That’s not why I came out here.”

      “Then why did you?” Tell me you want me like I want you. Tell me it’s not freaking Beckett who’s caught your attention. When she hesitated, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yes?”

      “I just…I don’t know.” She glanced over her shoulder and back toward me. Her long midnight locks flew in different directions, and the sweet scent of peaches smacked into me like a ton of bricks. “You seemed upset.”

      “Did I?” In the future, I’d be sure not to be so unguarded. I’d been trained to be a soldier, and damn it, I could act like one.

      She narrowed those stunning sapphire eyes at me. “Yeah, you did.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not.” I am.

      “Oh, really?” Sparks of anger threaded through her tone.

      “I’m fine.” I’m not fine at all. I stepped to the side to let a student pass us by. I turned and pressed my back into one of the stone archways that sat just outside the courtyard. If classes weren’t in session, we would’ve caused a scene. But there were only a few students meandering around to witness it.

      She pointed a finger at my chest. “You know, most people say they’re fine when they’re really not. Being fine is just so middle of the road—it means you feel neither happy nor sad. It’s so blah. So which is it? Are you fine or are you actually okay?”

      “I have no idea what you just said. Whatever it was, I can assure you I’m fine.” I moved to step around her.

      Zinnia stepped to the side, blocking my path. “Well, you don’t look fine.”

      “Don’t I?” I smoothed my face to completely impassive.

      “Like that face of yours is gonna fool me.” She flipped her hand. “Oh, please.”

      No one, not even my family, could read me this way. Was it the flowing of emotion between soulmates she was feeling, or was she just that good at reading me? “Zinnia, I’m good. It’s that simple.”

      “Fine, but for the record, I don’t believe you.” She leaned her hip up against the railing.

      I took a minute to study her beautiful face and her full lips. She was perfect in all the right ways. Before I said anything else, I moved to step around her again. “I have to go. I have a meeting with Niche.”

      “I though you were going to meet me after class.”

      Was that disappointment I heard in her voice? Couldn’t be.

      “Have Beckett walk with you.” The words left my mouth before I could take them back.

      “Ha! You are jealous.” A little smile played on her lips.

      “Of him? I don’t think so.” Yep, I’m jealous. Why did you leap into his arms and never mine?

      “If you say so.” She stepped away and began walking down the hall. She called over her shoulder. “I’ll be sure to ask him to walk me to my next class then.”

      I ground my teeth together. “Just remember, anything with him is forbidden.”

      She spun around and smiled. “As much as it is forbidden with you.”

      “Maybe you should relax for tonight. You have a big trip tomorrow,” I pointed out, hoping she’d agree to stay in her dorm room rather than be out and about with him.

      “Maybe.” She spun away, her hips rolled with every step she took, and I found myself watching them.

      “What do you mean, maybe?”

      “I guess you’ll have to find out…later.”
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      This morning, I woke up feeling all sorts of confused. Tucker was colder to me yesterday in the hall than ever before, and instead of trying to comfort him, I decided it was better to tease him a little. Maybe if he’d admitted to being jealous, I wouldn’t have felt the need to poke the phoenix. But he didn’t, and so I teased him. Now I was standing amongst my fellow witches, preparing to visit the last free witch kingdom, Hexia. Beckett, Nova, Tabi, Serrina, Gray and Adrienne all stood around me. Somehow over the course of one day, I’d grown comfortable with them. It wasn’t the kind of comfort I had with Elle, and even now I missed her. But this was the first group of friends I’d ever had at any school. Together, we were going to see what we were born to protect. Excitement ran through me, and I could not stop smiling.

      From what I’d read in my history book last night, Hexia was the fifth witch kingdom. Before the others fell, it housed all the Siphon Witches. Now it held all the Elder Witches who were left from each cast and any witch seeking asylum from Alataris’s rule over the other four kingdoms. There was only one way in or out of Hexia, and it was through a portal that led to Evermore Academy. Talk about precautions. Not even Beckett’s magic could get us in there.

      Niche stood on her tiptoes in front of the class and waved her hands. “Now, everyone must stick together at all times. Please keep in mind we will be in the Alpine mountains, so if you try to step out of the barrier for even a moment, I guarantee you’ll freeze.” She looked at Grayson. “Mister Shade, please keep in mind, the witches do not usually entertain vampires in Hexia, so do be on your best behavior.”

      He gave Niche a toothy smile, then saluted. “Right you are, boss. Best behavior, I promise.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned around muttering, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Deep in the basement of Evermore Academy stood a solitary worn-down wooden door. From the outside, it looked like it’d be some kind of broom closet. But when Niche reached forward and opened it, a moving pool stood within it. It illuminated the whole windowless room with blue reflections. It reminded me of the time I went night swimming at Elle’s parents’ house. Something about it was just so beautiful.

      Matteaus stood next to the door with his arms crossed over his chest. “Just remember there is only one way in or out and this is it. When it is time for you to return I will be here waiting.”

      I raised my hand. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

      “Didn’t you here what I said yesterday? I have two thousand students trying to save the world in some way. I can’t be there with you all the time. Niche has got this well in hand.” He turned grabbed the door knob. “In you go.”

      Niche stepped to the side of the door with her clipboard in hand and white coat pressed to within an inch of its life. “Right okay, step through, single-file line. Don’t push each other, and wait for me on the other side.”

      When it came to be my turn, I hesitated a moment. “Do I need to hold my breath or something?”

      “Goodness no, you just step on in.” A fire engine red curl came loose from her tight bun as she shook her head.

      I held my breath anyways and stepped forward. I glided through the portal like gliding in water, except I never got wet. One minute I was in a damp basement; the next I stood in the middle of a market bustling with activity. Behind me, Beckett jumped out of the portal, accidentally bumping me into the other students.

      Niche popped her head through. “Honestly, I said wait for me, not block the whole portal.”

      We all took a small step forward, and Niche popped in. “There now, right.” She straightened her jacket. “Follow me.” She turned on her heels and began walking.

      I gazed around, bewildered by the size of it all. On each side of the street stood small shops with signs of all shapes and sizes. Rather than pavement, they had dirt roads that sparkled with magic, all different colors. Rainbow road. Witches milled about with baskets in their hands, holding their goods. Hexia felt like a moment frozen in time. Many of the people wore cloaks that draped all the way from their shoulders down to the ground. Children ran around the streets chasing small animals I’d never seen before. They resembled a dog but were agile like house cats, with big fluffy bodies and tiny wings on their backs. A small boy leapt on top of his, and the dog-bird took off like a shot. The boy wrapped his arms around its neck and held on as they flew out of sight. I couldn’t keep still. I twisted in a thousand different directions trying to see everything all at once.

      “You keep looking around like that, love, and you’re likely to bump into someone.” Gray strolled at my side with his hands in his pockets and a pair of sunglasses on his face.

      Though Hexia was protected by a dome-like barrier, it still let in the midday sun, yet Grayson seemed perfectly at ease. I leaned back and caught his eye. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Yes, it is difficult being the cute knight.” He pulled his glasses down his nose and winked at me. “Ask away.”

      “Well, you’re a vampire, right?”

      A woman leaned out of her shop and offered me a free sample of some kind of gooey sweet treat. A rag covered her hair, flour was sprinkled across her cheek and her clothing looked like it’d seen better days…in the 1600s. I shook my head, politely declining.

      Gray smiled at the woman and extended his fangs. “You got any O negative in those?”

      The woman squeaked, jumping back into her small shop and slamming the door.

      Gray chuckled under his breath. “I am indeed a vampire.”

      “So, how is it possible, you’re um, you know…out in the sun right now?” I glanced at the top of the dome, where rays of sunlight bounced around as though inside a crystal prism.

      Gray pressed his hand to his chest. “Ugh, Zinnia, you’re killing me. I can’t believe you don’t know this. What have you been wasting your time studying?”

      I shrugged. “Witchcraft.”

      “Well, in that case, I’ll tell you. There are two kinds of vampires.” He held his fingers up. “One, the natural born vampire, that’s me. We have all the advantages and none of the disadvantages that the undead vamps have. Now, those miserable gits are one sorry lot. They’re all hooked on blood and death. Whilst I, my dear Zinnia, prefer to live life to the fullest.”

      “But you still drink blood?” I wrinkled my nose and shook my head.

      “Yes, and you still eat cheeseburgers, don’t you? Except in my case no one had to die so I could eat.” He gently bumped me with his shoulder and laughed.

      “Fair point. Side note, I think I just became a vegetarian. Or maybe I’ll turn in the whole witch thing and become a vamp like you.” I bumped him back a little too hard. Gray tilted to the side nearly colliding with a group of older witches carrying small baskets full of vials and different kinds of foods.

      He tilted his body to the side, then spun away and was back at my side in a second. “Now there’s an idea. You’ll let me know when you want to become a fanger, yeah? Generally, it’s frowned upon by the royal family of Vampires to make undead vamps, but you know how it goes. One little human finds out he can live forever, and they run around trying to bite innocent vampires. It’s awful, I tell you.”

      I giggled. “Is that really how it goes?”

      “Sounds about right, doesn’t it?”

      Up ahead, I spotted a small pen with five puppies playing and jumping on each other. Would these ones have wings too? I grabbed Gray’s hand and dragged him forward. “Puppies, look!”

      I reached over the side of the pen and patted the closest one on the head. “They’re so cute. I always wanted a French Bulldog. Look at their wrinkly faces and pointed ears.” I picked one up and offered it to Gray. “Aren’t they adorable?”

      He took a step back and held his hands up in surrender. “Except those aren’t French Bulldogs.”

      “I think I’d know a Frenchie if I saw one.” I rolled my eyes and let it curl into my chest. I pressed my nose down to its skin. “It even smells like a puppy. If it looks like a puppy, acts like a puppy, then it’s a what?”

      “A Piranhapup, to be exact.” Grayson pressed a finger to his lips. “As evident by…” He pointed at my shirt.

      I glanced down, and my entire stomach was exposed from my rib cage down to the top of my jeans. I held the puppy away as the last scrap of material disappeared into its mouth. “Are you kidding me?”

      Niche called back to me. “Zinnia! Put that down.”

      I quickly put the puppy back into the pen. “I didn’t mean to…” I shot to my feet and stepped back.

      Niche looked me up and down with wide eyes. “Oh my goodness.” Her eyes lingered over my bare belly button. “Well, we don’t have another set of clothing handy, so that’ll have to do for now. But please don’t touch anything if you don’t know what it is.” I thought I did. She turned away. “Now we must visit the elemental fields, the den of desires, the potions shack, the living mortuaries, and last but not least, the crystal siphon mines. Each part is integral to explore.”

      I put my hands over my bare stomach and leaned into Gray. “How come you didn’t warn me?”

      “I tried. You didn’t listen.” Grayson poked my side. “And now this.”

      Brax wandered over to the pen of puppies and bent over them. “Cute.” He reached in to pet them, but the litter all skittered away. His lips turned down into a frown, and his shoulders hunched.

      I nudged Gray. “Why did they run away from him?”

      “Animals sense predators and, well, Brax is one of the biggest. Poor bloke only wants a puppy. Sad, really.” Grayson strolled away from me, and I couldn’t help but wander over to Brax.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll come around.” I wanted to be positive for him, but deep down I knew they wouldn’t.

      Nova bent down next to him and placed his hand on the pen. She laid her fingers on top of his. Ever so slowly, the runt of the litter, a black and brown brindle puppy, stumbled over to him and fell into his oversized hands. A wide grin, so bright it could outshine the sun, spread across his face.

      Beckett strolled to my side with a plate of small cakes in hand. “Cake?”

      “No thanks, I think I’m good.”

      He tilted his head back and made a show of looking me up and down. “Don’t tell me you’re watching your weight. Because from where I’m standing, you look good.”

      Heat flooded my cheeks. “Thanks, Becks.”

      “If you’re quite finished.” Niche stood in front of us with her hands on her hips. “We need to be moving on.”

      “Right behind you.” I gave Beckett a palms-up shrug then turned to follow Niche.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      The elemental fields were more stunning than anything I could have ever imagined. When I was a child, my mother and I lived in Montana for just one summer. Our little bungalow was surrounded by wheat fields as far as the eye could see. With each gust of wind, they’d sway and move, throwing off different golden colors. The Elemental fields reminded me of Montana so much, yet instead of wheat, the fields were broken up into four different sections. All the way to the right, drops of water rose up from the ground in small plant-like rows. They stopped at waist height, but nonetheless, the drops rose up rather than falling down like rain. They drifted back and forth like seaweed in the ocean. The four witches that stood within that section of the field let the water run all over them. They ran through it like children would run through a sprinkler. Their dresses clung to them, and water sloshed in different directions. They threw little streams at each other, as if each used a water gun rather than their powers.

      To the left was the earthen fields, where flowers would randomly sprout up and bloom. Then the dirt would turn over and the flowers would sprout up once more. In that section, the ground would shake and move, creating crevices in some areas and rolling hills in another. It pulsed and vibrated with life. Vines crawled across the ground and wound around each other. Only a single witch sat in the middle of it all. Though she floated above the ground, she sat cross-legged and had her hands laid out on her thighs, with her eyes closed. Meditating in the wild? Interesting.

      To the left of that was the wind fields. They were so flat that if there had been an ice storm, I could’ve skated across them. Tiny tornados sprung up and whirled across them. Again, they only came to waist height, but to me they seemed playful rather than the destructive ones that plagued Tornado Alley in the states. These were baby tornadoes that skittered into each other and twirled.

      Niche walked out into the middle of the wind field. She placed her hands at her sides, holding them out just enough to let the wind drift through her fingers. “As you can see from here, these baby tornados aren’t very dangerous, but they can be fun.”

      She lifted her leg as though she were going to climb a flight of stairs, but instead of her foot going back down, she floated up off the ground. She took another step toward us and was caught by another tornado. “It’s very simple to get them to carry you.” She waved the students forward. “Come, give it a try.”

      With Tabi, Nova and Serrina by my side, I walked out into the field. Excitement coursed through me, and I giggled when the first tornado wound itself around my legs and up my body, making my hair stand on end before it shrank back down and moved to the next person. I love magic. For the first time, I felt like I belonged with these people, in the world of Evermore. This was my world, my home, and I didn’t want to ever give it up. I stepped up and began walking across the field. It was like trying to walk on the floor of a bouncy house. I tilted and wobbled and held my arms out like I was on a tightrope.

      Tabitha glided over the wind, as if she were walking on a flat, hard surface. Her curls barely even bounced. “It’s easy. You just walk one foot in front of the other. Think about asking the wind to come up and meet your feet, and it just answers.”

      Grayson came up beside me. “Easy for you to say, oh Queen of Elements.” His arms pinwheeled a second before his body tilted and he fell over.

      Tabitha extended her hands out toward him, and yellow streams of magic intertwined with the tornados to catch Grayson before he hit the ground. They pushed him back upright.

      He straightened the collar of his jacket. “Thanks.”

      She winked at him. “No problem.”

      When I turned to look back at the rest of the group, I saw Tucker staring at me, watching my every totter. He stood silent and unmoving, with his arms crossed over his broad chest. His black V-neck t-shirt was pulled tight across his arms, and that wicked phoenix tattoo peeked out just above his collar.

      I hopped from one tornado to the other, making my way toward him. My cheeks flushed with energy, and I sucked in a deep breath as I dropped down beside him. “Hey.”

      “Hello.” He didn’t smile.

      “I thought you were staying behind?” I put my hands on my hips and smiled up at him.

      He shrugged. “My meeting was over.”

      I looked out over the beautiful fields and all the magic they held. It was breathtaking in the best way. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Are you?” He arched his eyebrow in surprise.

      “I mean, this is gorgeous. I wouldn’t want you to miss it.” I waved to the fields. It was partly accurate. I did want him to see it. But the whole truth was, I just yearned to spend some time with Tuck. Whether it was here or sitting on a couch, I was happy to see him.

      “And here I was thinking you missed me.” His lip pulled up in that half smile I’d grown attached to. A light breeze rustled his hair and sent a stray lock falling into his face. I barely resisted the urge to brush it away.

      “Yeah, maybe.” I gazed out toward the last field we had yet to explore, the fire fields.

      Bright bursts of flames shot out from crevices in the ground, one after the other. Rocks and dust shot up and over the ground, some catching fire then going out just as fast as it started. The lingering flames danced around in bright reds, oranges, and yellows. When the flames burned truly hot, they turned a vivid blue.

      I pointed toward them. “I guess you’d have to be crazy to walk out there.”

      “You think so?” Tucker grabbed my hand and led me toward the field.

      I hesitated, tugging back on his arm. “Are you sure we should be doing this?”

      “Do you trust me, Zin?” His touch was warm and soothing all at the same time. And when he looked at me with those smoldering honey eyes, I indeed wanted to get Tuckered just like Nova and Tabitha had said.

      I nodded. “I trust you.”

      “Then come on.” He tugged me forward into the fire fields. Plumes of smoke drifted up from the ground, and every few seconds, fire would shoot up into the air in angry bursts.

      With my first step out, I felt the heat licking at my face and beneath my boots. I glanced around. The class hadn’t seen us yet, but it was only a matter of time. I clutched his hand tighter. “Y-you’re sure about this?”

      “Just don’t let go of me.” He squeezed my hand back, and when we took another step, fire shot up from below me.

      I curled into his side and closed my eyes, ready to feel the instant burn that would soon follow. But it didn’t. I reached out and put my fingers inside the flames. Their warmth licked my skin but didn’t burn.

      Tuck bumped me with his shoulder. “See? I told you you’d be okay.”

      “Are you doing this? Controlling the flames?” I continued to run my fingers through them.

      “I am.” Suddenly, they rose up higher and higher, surrounding us in a box of flames.

      I giggled and looked up at the bright blue sky with the flames reaching upward. It was so beautiful and something I’d never thought I’d see. Tuck pulled me in to face him, my chest pressed into his ribs.

      I tilted my head back, looking up at him. “Are you trying to get me alone?”

      He reached up and brushed the back of his fingers over my cheek. “Maybe.”

      “Even though I’m forbidden to you?” I ran my hand up his arm and squeezed his bicep, pulling him closer to me.

      “I was never any good at following orders.” He leaned down until his lips were an inch away from mine.

      The energy crackled between us, a swirling heat that wasn’t coming from the flames around us. I felt his nervousness, his passion, his desire as though they were my own. Maybe they were indeed my own. There it was, this soul-deep connection I couldn’t deny I felt toward him. Did he feel the same about me? There was only one way to find out.

      “Me either.” I went up on my tiptoes and offered him my mouth.

      He chuckled, and a wide smile broke out across his face. He tilted his head to the side and pressed his lips to my neck. When his tongue brushed against my skin for only a second, my toes curled in my boots. He pulled his head back and gazed down at me. “But we can’t.”

      “Then why’d you bring me out here?” Heat flooded my cheeks.

      “I had to know…” He ran his finger over his bottom lip.

      “Know what?”

      “What you tasted like.” I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what getting Tuckered meant, but I might’ve just gotten it. My knees buckled, and I fell into him. He quickly righted me and held me steady.

      “Maybe we should go back?” Before I embarrass myself any more.

      “You’re probably right.” The flames around us started to lower. “Zinnia?”

      “Yeah?” I gazed up into his hypnotic eyes.

      “You have to let me go, so they don’t suspect…” He turned away from me to face the direction our class was in.

      “Oh, right.” I turned my body to face the same direction. The flames receded like a curtain being pulled back until they were nothing more than sparks at my feet.

      When I tried to pull my hand free from his, he held it tighter. “Don’t let go, not yet. I don’t want you to get burned.”

      If he could control flames and their heat level, then he should be able to control them whether I was holding his hand or not. Again, that current ran from his fingers into mine. “You sure you’re not looking for an excuse to hold my hand?”

      “It’s a good one, isn’t it?” He tilted his head to the side. “Come on, we have to get back with the class.”

      I took a step to follow him, and the class broke out into fits of catcalls and clapping hands. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I turned to look away. In the distance, all the way in the back of the fire lands, I saw a bright purple explosion. When I glanced back toward the others, no one else appeared to have seen it.

      Beside me, Tuck stiffened. “Knock it off. We were practicing with the fire element. Nothing more.”

      He pulled his hand from mine, and I almost reached back out to wind my fingers with his. The class fell silent, and Tuck began to walk toward the border of the fire lands. Something wasn’t right. I felt it in my gut. The magic around Hexia was shifting somehow.

      I locked eyes with Serrina, Nova, and Tabitha. “You feel it, don’t you?”

      Tuck froze. “Feel what?”

      Before I could answer, the barrier around Hexia quaked, and a loud boom echoed through Hexia. Back toward the marketplace, deafening screams filled the air. I spun on my heels and began to run headlong toward the purple explosions.

      Tuck grabbed my arm and yanked me back. “Where are you going?”

      “To help.” I yanked my arm free of his grip. “That’s what you all brought me here to do. Now let me go.”

      “I’m coming with you!” He summoned his swords from the palms of his hands.

      “Get them.” I pointed toward Nova and Serrina, who stood at the edge of the fire fields. “I’m going to need them.”

      “How do you know?” Tuck peered off into the distance, looking toward the purple explosions as well. “What’s out there?”

      “I can feel him, Tuck…so much power.” It was true. The power sat thick and heavy in the air, drawing magic to it like a vacuum. I knew because I could feel my own power going toward him. But I held it back, clinging to it like a lifeline. I opened my senses, feeling the center of where it all came from. Evil, anger, greed—it was all there in spades. It left a bad taste in my mouth. “It’s him…Alataris.”
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          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      I ran away from Tuck, pumping my arms as hard as I could to get across the fire lands.

      Behind me, he called out, “But you’ll burn!”

      “I won’t…I borrowed some of your power…thanks.” I waved and kept on going. The barrier shook so hard I swore it would come down on my head at any moment. This was the last witch stronghold in all of Evermore. I’d be damned if it would fall to him just when I’d discovered this amazing world.

      I skidded to a halt where the barrier was being attacked. Like a piece of glass, there was a large crack running from the ground halfway up the see-through wall. Shards began to fall into the fire lands, each one hissing as it dropped in the flames. “Alataris!”

      The explosions stopped instantly and like a phantom, he appeared through the smoke just outside the barrier. A man who was built from nightmares. He was tall, nearly seven feet, with a slim, long body and an oval face that came down into a chin that was too sharp and pointed. His eyes glowed a deep purple from within, like his powers were burning up his soul. A beat-up crown sat on top of his head, and though he wore a suit, it was too small for his lanky body. Dark circles hung under his eyes, giving his pale skin a sickly look. He stood straight and dusted off the sleeves of his suit coat.

      “What’s this? They’ve sent a baby witch to deal with a king?” He pressed his hand against his chest, then looked down his nose at me. “I’m almost offended.”

      I held my hands out to my sides. I opened my senses the way I’d done in class the day before. I could feel the magic swirling around him, see it in bright silvery colors that called to me. “I don’t care. You need to leave now.”

      Where were these brave words coming from? Terror like I never knew coursed through my veins, yet I stood ready to take on the man who’d killed multiple queens before me.

      A wicked sneer spread across his face. He closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath through his nose. Then his eyes flashed wide open. “Zinnia, you’re lovelier than I ever imagined.”

      I stepped back. “How do you know me?”

      “A Siphon Witch can recognize one of their own, can they not?” He walked up to the barrier and splayed his hand over it. “I’ve heard much about you. You almost killed my favorite daughter. Something I won’t easily forgive.”

      “Sorry, not sorry.” I shrugged, pretending to be braver than I felt. I wanted to turn and run from him. But if I did, Hexia would fall. What then?

      Tabitha ran to my side. “Are we really doing this now?”

      “Do we have a choice? Hexia can’t fall.” I never took my eyes off of him.

      Alataris ran his hand up and down the glass-like wall and tapped his fingers against it. The barrier shuttered and groaned.

      “Stop that!” I opened my powers and pulled just a little of his from him. I fell back and caught myself on my hands.

      Tabitha bent over and grabbed my elbow to yank me up. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I wasn’t ready for that much…power. It packs a punch.”

      The air shifted around me, and Tuck landed at my side with Nova and Serrina. He folded his fire wings against his body. “What are you doing here, Alataris?”

      Alataris folded his hands in front of himself. “Hmm… I do believe I am Siphoning power from the barrier surrounding Hexia.” He took a step back. “Funny, I only thought about this after hearing about how powerful you are, Zinnia.”

      He reached out in front of him as if to touch me, even though we stood yards away from each other. “I must say, I find it intriguing that you haven’t ascended, and yet you are still able to wield magic the way you do. You will make for a very interesting trophy this cycle.”

      He tilted his head to the side, looking right at Tuck. “Oh, a phoenix, how intriguing. I wonder, does she know?”

      I glanced from Tuck to Alataris. “What’s he talking about?”

      Tuck shook his head. “Leave now, before this gets ugly.”

      “I can’t do that, my boy.” Alataris stood back from the barrier and splayed his spider-like fingers. Magic seeped from the wall into his palms.

      The ground beneath my feet quaked. Nova turned toward me. “What do we do?”

      “Remember the bubble you put around me in class?” I held my hand up, ready to do something that might kill me. “Do it now.”

      Serrina and Nova locked their grip. Red streams flew from Serrina’s fingertips and mingled with Nova’s golden sparks. Tabitha shot a stream from her palms to force the bubble into the huge crack.

      I gritted my teeth. “My turn.”

      I raised my hands and called to the power he stole from Hexia. At first, it trickled toward me, one drop at a time, then suddenly it was like a waterfall flowing into my body so quickly I nearly drowned in it.

      Across from me, Alataris threw his head back and bellowed. “No! Stop! No!”

      But I couldn’t stop. I had to do this. My body shook from head to toe. “It’s too much. I have to get rid of it. Too much.” I felt like at any moment, I’d explode if I didn’t channel it all in another direction. My legs buckled, and I hit the ground, refusing to stop taking the power he stole.

      Tucker caught me around my shoulders. “You have to stop this, Zin. Stop.”

      “No!” A wild laugh escaped my lips, and I turned toward the other queens. “Get ready.”

      “What?” Nova tilted her head to the side with wide eyes.

      But it was too late. I’d already moved one of my hands toward them. With my left hand, I sucked in everything I could from Alataris, and with my right, I shot the power into Nova, Serrina and Tabitha. All at once, they levitated off the ground, and silver bolts of magic danced around their bodies as the wind whipped across the fire field.

      “Close the crack. Close it.” I shoved Tucker away and struggled to my feet.

      Alataris’s eyes bulging, and he snarled at me. “You think to toy with me, girl?”

      “No, I think to kick your ass.” I rose up off the ground. I could see the circle of magic moving along the barrier. Alataris sucked it from the wall, and I drew it from him and shoved it into the other queens. No one was winning, but we weren’t losing ground either. “How long can you do this, old man?”

      That’s how it would end, whoever could hold out the longest. Serrina’s shoulders hunched in on herself. “Zin, I can’t take much more.”

      Shit. Think, Zinnia. “Tabi, stand at the crack now. Tuck, light it up.”

      “Yes!” His eyes lit with understanding. He held his hands out, and like flame throwers, fired erupted in a stream of massive heat at the crack.

      Tabitha swiped her hand to the side, sending sand straight into the fireballs. Soon, it was melting together. “Nova, Serrina, we need the power there.”

      They each turned and aimed at the swirling ball of glowing molten glass.

      I tilted my head at Alataris. “Not today, Satan, not today.” I sucked in the last bit of magic I could from him and shoved it at the ball. It shot forward into a sheet of lava over the crack Alataris had created.

      Tabitha let out an ear-piecing scream. “Water!” The water from the fields flew to her command and smacked against the lava, cooling it instantly.

      Alataris dropped to the ground on the other side of the wall, and I shut the connection down instantly. His boney shoulders hunched in. “Until next time…Zinnia.” He snapped his finger and disappeared behind a dark cloud of purple smoke. When it cleared, he was gone.

      Exhaustion weighed on me. I turned to check on Nova, Serrina and Tabitha. One by one, they dropped to the ground in unconscious heaps. I fell forward barely, holding myself up on my hands and knees. Tears streamed down my face, each one smacking into the ground beneath me.

      Tuck drew me onto his lap. “That was crazy. Don’t you ever, ever do that again.”

      I reached up and brushed my fingers down the side of his cheek the way I’d wanted to do for days now. “I…had…no…choice…”

      And then the blackness took me…I felt him shaking my body. He called my name, but I was too far gone to come back to him now…I let it take me…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      Niche paced back and forth in front of me. Her cheeks were so red with anger they nearly matched her hair. “It was too early for them to face him. You realize this, don’t you?”

      I ground my teeth together. “What would you have me do? If we ran away, Hexia wouldn’t be standing right now.”

      Medical tents and cots littered the area just outside of the Elemental Fields. Though no witches played among them, they drifted along with each passing breeze as if the attack had never happened. But when I turned to face the marketplace, it was in complete chaos. Glass doors had been broken, and witches huddled together, some with dirt marring their faces and others with cuts and bruises covering them from head to toe. When the wall quaked, everyone scattered, nearly trampling each other to get away from Alataris. They ran away while she ran toward him.

      Niche’s cheeks puffed out as she blew a breath from her lips. She paced back and forth in front of the tent where the queens were recuperating. “This was too soon. Now he knows their weaknesses, and he’s seen her. He’s seen Zin. He knows what she’s capable of. He can overcome them at the first sign of weakness.”

      “Not necessarily. Zinnia ascends tomorrow. We don’t know what that’ll mean for her or for her powers. As of right now, she’s doing beautifully. Who else could have done something like what happened today after only three days of practice?” I wasn’t going to lie, she was utterly amazing, and a shot of pride went through me.

      “Tucker, she put herself and the others in danger. This can’t happen again.” She stopped in front of me. “And we have another problem.”

      An elderly witch came to stand beside Niche. Though Niche was a small five-foot-two inches and close to one hundred and ten pounds, she towered over the elderly woman. “Tuck, this is Maude.”

      I extended my hand out toward her. “Pleased to meet you, Maude.” When she placed her tiny hand in mine, I took care not to squeeze her frail fingers too tightly. I felt as though I could break her bones if I wasn’t careful.

      Maude smiled up at me, and the olive skin around her deep hazel eyes wrinkled. “I saw you in the trials, very impressive.”

      “Thank you, Ma’am.” Back in Cindelore, my mother always stressed respecting my elders, and that carried through now. “What do you need to show me?”

      “There is a problem with the barrier and the siphon stone that charges it.” She spoke so softly I could barely hear her.

      I leaned in closer to her. “What do you mean?”

      “Come look.” She hobbled over to the barrier behind the tents and pressed her finger against it. It gave against her hand, then pushed it back out. “The barrier isn’t as strong as it once was. It used to be like a cement wall. Now, it’s more like a balloon.”

      “Are you saying we have to evacuate Hexia?” There were thousands of witches residing in Hexia. It was the one place they were free to practice their craft in peace. Evacuation of a kingdom this size would be damn near impossible.

      Maude’s lips turned down in a frown. “No, my boy, that is impossible. Especially not into the Alpine mountains.”

      “Then what do you suggest we do?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Maude peered up at Niche, and they both shared a concerned look. Niche was the first to speak. “There is a spell that might help save us all.”

      “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go get it.” I would do whatever it took to protect these people from Alataris. This was the home of the witches, and I had sworn to protect them.

      Maude placed her hand on my elbow. “It’s not that simple.”

      I glanced from Maude back to Niche. “Then explain it to me.”

      Niche pushed her glasses up her nose and sighed. “The barrier is magically charged by the siphon stone, which uses the powers of all five casts bestowed upon it by the Elder Witches.”

      “Okay, so why can’t we get them to charge the stone again?”

      “Because none of the remaining elders are strong enough to do it. Right now, they’re holding up the barrier by sheer luck. It’s only a matter of days before it falls, and then there will be nothing stopping him from coming… There might be one other issue.” Niche folded her hands in front of her.

      I waved her on. There was nothing worse than when I knew bad news was coming, but I had to wait to hear it. “Niche, just tell me.”

      “The spell to charge a siphon stone can only be done by a fully powered Siphon Witch. And at this rate, it will take the most powerful one we know. Because only a Siphon Witch can actually touch the stone.”

      I kicked at a rock on the ground. “Let me get this straight. Zinnia, who has barely had her powers for three days and who will ascend at midnight tonight after utterly exhausting herself, is the only one who can charge the stone enough so the barriers can be reinforced?”

      Maude held up a single finger. “Just one more thing.”

      Are you kidding me? I rolled my shoulders back, trying to relax myself. “Okay?”

      “The spell to charge the stone has been lost in the crystal caves since the siphon stone was created…We need to find the spell and bring it to the stone in the center of Hexia to fix everything.”

      A headache began to form at the back of my neck and run down my shoulders. “How long do we have?”

      Niche swallowed. “Three days.”

      “Three days! She can not do this, Niche. It’s too much to ask. She’s not ready.”

      

      
        
        **Zinnia**

      

      

      My eyes slid open as I slowly came awake. Where am I? What time is it? Hell, what day is it? When I rolled to my side, every muscle in my body screamed in protest. I groaned and sat up on my elbows. Beside me, Nova, Serrina and Tabitha slept soundly. Outside, the sound of angry voices carried through the walls of the tent.

      “You can’t know that?” Niche’s voice rose an octave.

      “I do know that. You saw her today. That amount of power could kill someone. She barely contained it, and now you want to send her on this quest!” I’d never heard Tuck so angry before. He was always calm, cool and collected.

      “There is no other way, Tucker Brand.” Niche’s words were so harsh, she might as well have slapped him.

      “I’m telling you to find one. Zinnia is not capable. She needs more time to train and become more controlled. We’re lucky no one got killed today. And now you want to put a whole kingdom in her hands? She can’t do it.”

      I lurched to my feet and began making my way toward the flaps at the back of the tent. I couldn’t believe Tuck would say those things about me. Hurt didn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling. I trusted him, and he was badmouthing me to Niche? I stormed out of the tent. “Can’t do what exactly?”

      Niche, Tucker and a woman I didn’t recognize all turned to look at me with wide eyes. I strolled out of the tent to join their little circle. “I can’t do what?”

      Tucker reached out and placed his hand on my elbow. “Zinnia…”

      I took a small step back and let his hand slip from my skin. “Would one of you please tell me what’s happening here…and it should not be Tucker.”

      Niche narrowed her eyes at us, then turned toward me. “The fix you placed on the barrier around Hexia will only hold temporarily, and now we need to figure out a way to repair the damage for good before Alataris comes back.”

      “And you think you’ve found a way to do that?” I looked around at the madness that was left after Alataris attacked Hexia. Witches lay on cots spread out around at the makeshift triage camp, the shops in the market were in complete disarray and broken glass littered the streets as people clung to each other.

      “We believe that if some of the team travels into the crystal siphon caves, we might be able to find the spell to reinforce the siphon stone at the center of Hexia.” Niche wrapped her arm around the older woman’s shoulder and squeezed her. “The catch is…it has to be you.”

      Not that I was going to say no. I never would. These people believed in me. They needed me, and I wouldn’t let them down. But I had some questions. “Why does it have to be me?”

      “Because only a very powerful Siphon Witch can bind the powers of all five casts into the stone. You’re the only one we have.”

      I nodded. “Okay, when do I leave?”

      Tucker stepped up beside me. “It’s not that simple. We can’t just leave right now.”

      I rounded on him. “I understand you don’t have any faith in me, but I will not let this happen. I am going to get that spell, and I will save Hexia. One way or another.”

      “Zin, it’s not that I don’t believe in you.”

      I held my hand up, cutting him off. “I heard you loud and clear before.” The only way I could mask the hurt I felt was to use my anger as a shield. How could he have said those things about me? Tears threatened to give me away, but I sucked them back in and swallowed around the ball in my throat. “When do we go?”

      Niche sighed. “You can leave tomorrow. Tonight there is something you must prepare yourself to do.”

      “What’s that?” My body thrummed with emotion. I needed to walk away from him. I needed to breathe.

      “At midnight, you will ascend…Prepare yourself, Zinnia. This day is going to be trying.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      The white dress Niche gave me for my Ascending ceremony hung loose around my body and fell at my feet in a pool of soft material. The material was so light the breeze drifting through my tent went through the material of my dress just as easily. Goosebumps broke out over my skin. Nervous sweat formed in the palms of my shaking hands. I’d taken the time to bathe and let my hair dry into soft curls around my face. Now I stood, looking at myself in the mirror wishing for the first time in days that my mother was here. I didn’t know what was going to happen or if it was going to hurt. The other queens were vague on the details. I knew there would be an altar and the Elder Witches would wear silver robes in honor of the siphon cast. According to Nova, each time a witch Ascended the elders honored them by wearing their cast colors. Death wore purple, Elements yellow, Desires red, Spells blue, and today they would wear silver for the Siphon cast.

      “Knock, knock, knock.”

      I turned toward the voice I’d recognize even in a room full of people. “Come in.”

      Tucker stepped through, and I’d nearly forgotten why I was upset with him in the first place. His hair was brushed back from his face, and his honey eyes stood out against the silver material of his button-down shirt. The buttons were opened to halfway down his chest, giving me a glimpse of the tattoo that ran over his right peck. He wore black tailored pants and no shoes. “I would’ve knocked but you don’t have a door.”

      It was true. All of us were staying in oversized canvas tents, which felt more like a tiny living home than a camping tent.

      A light giggle escaped my lips. “Oh, um, yeah, all the spare rooms in Hexia are taken by people who really need them.” I shrugged. “I didn’t know you would be attending the Ascending.”

      He looked down at himself. “Yes, all the knights will be there as well as the other queens.”

      “Oh.” Awkward silence hung between us.

      Tuck shoved his hands in his pockets. “About earlier today, I wanted to clarify something.”

      I waved him away. “You really don’t need to. I heard you.”

      “You only heard half the conversation, Zinnia. The reason I said you could not set out on a dangerous journey was because I thought you’d already been through too much. Not because you aren’t capable of it.”

      I pressed my hand to my stomach, trying to hold in my surprise. I’d been feeling down and hurt all day long. Now a flutter of hope moved through my chest. “You sure?”

      His tongue darted out of his mouth, wetting his bottoms lip. “I’m sure.”

      He stepped in closer, letting the flap of the tent fall shut behind him. Outside, people moved around, either repairing the kingdom or readying to attend my Ascending. Inside, it was warm and quiet. There was only a single mirror for me to use to get ready and a small cot with wool blankets on top of it. If ever I joined the army, I suspected this is what it would look like if I was camped out somewhere. The electric pulse between us flared to life, and it felt almost tangible.

      He pulled a small silver box from his pocket with a red ribbon wrapped around it. He held it out to me. “Happy birthday, Zinnia.”

      I bit my bottom lip, then smiled. “You’re the only one who got me a birthday present.”

      “Well, everyone should have something for their birthday, don’t you think?” He took another step closer to me. “Take it.”

      When I plucked it from his hand, my fingers brushed against his. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the heat his body threw off. As I pulled the box closer to my chest, his warm scent surrounded me, lulling me into a sense of calm. I grabbed one corner of the ribbon and tugged it lightly, then let it flutter to the ground. When I opened the box, I sucked in a shocked breath. “Wow.”

      Inside the box was a thin silver necklace with a delicate silver phoenix with a large sapphire seated in the center of its chest. Below that was a matching bracelet. The chain was much thicker with a larger sapphire. “Oh, Tuck, they’re beautiful.”

      “The jewels remind me of your eyes.” He plucked the bracelet from the box. “May I?”

      “Of course.” I offered him my left hand, but he shook his head and gently took my right hand in his.

      “I want you to wear this all the time. I had it made for you.” He pushed the billowy sleeve of my dress back off my wrist, exposing the tattoo I’d gotten only days before.

      When he ran his thumb over the swirling mark, I nearly blushed. “I have no idea when I got that tattoo. It just showed up one day. I swear if my mom ever saw it, she’d kill me.”

      He lifted my wrist to his lips and pressed a light kiss to it. “Then let’s keep it our little secret, shall we?”

      I nodded. “Yes, let’s.”

      After he clicked the bracelet into place, I could no longer see the thin swirling mark on my wrist. Then he took the necklace from the box and held it up. “Would you wear this one, too?”

      I spun around and lifted the hair from my neck. “Absolutely.”

      The chain was cool again my skin and ticked when he dropped it into place. Then I felt his breath on the back of my neck a moment before he pressed his lips to my skin. “Good luck tonight, Zinnia.”

      Before I could turn around, he was gone and I was once again alone in the large tent, waiting until it was time…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      Large pillars lined the circular room and at its center stood an altar surrounded by dozens of wildflowers. Their scent clung to the air and mixed in with the cool stone musk. Above the room was a large stained-glass skylight with all the colors of the five casts swirling together to form a ball of silver at the center of it. Torches were stationed around the room, giving it a warm glowing effect, even though it was built of traditional cobblestones.

      When I walked into the room, it grew silent, and everyone turned to openly stare at me. A slight tremble ran over my body, and the fabric of my dress quivered as I did, giving away my nerves. I swallowed the ball in my throat and waited at the entrance. This must be what brides feel like when they stand at the back of a room full of people, waiting to watch them go through a ceremony that would change the rest of their lives. Ashryn was the only knight I spotted. She was planted right next to me. Her silver dress reminded me of a kimono with its high stiff collar, swirling silver embroidery and straight lines down to her knees.

      She turned and inclined her head toward me. “My queen.”

      I gave her a little wave. “Hi. You look nice.”

      “As do you.” She turned her head, scrutinizing the room. Her sandy blond hair was pinned high on her head, revealing her tiny pointed ears. There was a coldness about Ashryn that I didn’t quiet understand.

      I canted my head to the side. “Are you a fairy?”

      Her eyes flared for a moment before she calmly answered. “No, my queen, I am what Evermore refers to as the Noble Elf. The fairy, or Fae to be exact, are forbidden here on earth.”

      Everyone began to take their places. The robed figures blended in with each other as they formed rows of circles going from the altar out toward the very edges of the room. I swallowed, searching for anything to distract me from what I was about to do. “Oh, really? Why is that?”

      “They are a traitorous group of beings. They would wreak havoc on the earth in a way I cannot even begin to explain.” When she turned to look at me, her forest green eyes seems to cut right through me. “In the future, I would recommend you stay as far away from the Fae as possible.”

      I nodded my head. “Noted.”

      On the opposite side of the room, a door slid open and Tuck walked in. My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn’t stop staring at him. He stalked through the area like a predator on the hunt. Behind him, Beautiful Beckett sailed through. He was dressed much the same as Tuck, but where Tuck wore a long-sleeved shirt, Beck’s shirt was completely sleeveless. The star tattoo on his neck was never so evident as it was on him now.

      When he entered, one of the Elder Witches walked up to him and pulled him down into a hug. A wide smile spread across his face as she kissed his cheek and pinched it, much like a grandmother would. Beckett was the only male witch guardian. It would stand to reason he had family in Hexia. Watching him with people he knew made me miss my mother even more. Yes, she’d kept my entire life a secret, but I still needed her standing next to me. Tears prickled the back of my eyes, and I sniffled.

      Ashryn leaned in. “Are you well?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine.” I’m not fine. My mom was my only family, and she should be here with me now. As if he sensed my turmoil, Tuck locked eyes with me and mouthed the words you okay?

      I nodded and dabbled at my eyes then mouthed the words I’m good. Who was I kidding? I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I missed my mom, and I was alone for a ceremony that was about to change my life.

      Just when I thought I’d break down, Grayson walked in shortly after Beckett, smiling and waving like he owned the place. The witches closest to him flinched back and drew their hoods tighter over their faces. “Aw, come now, I’m not all that bad.” When they turned away from him, he shrugged. “You lot have got to get out more.”

      I felt a small smile tug at my lips. Gray didn’t blend in with the others, and he made no attempt to do so. He wore a simple black suit and pressed pants. His show of silver was an understated silver v-neck shirt. When he caught my eye, he winked and gave me that toothy smile he loved to flash to make others uncomfortable. Brax followed him next, and though he was hulking in all ways, he kept his head down and simply took his place beside Tuck. Brax was the only person in the room not wearing a shirt. Instead, he wore loose silvery pajama pants that pooled around his feet. This was the first time I’d seen the full tiger mark that ran down the side of his neck and shoulder then ended over his peck muscle the way Tuck’s did.

      Some of the robed figures sighed when he walked into the room. If he heard them, he didn’t seem affected. A light drumming began, and my heart sped up to match its beat. The witches of Hexia took their places around the altar, each of them pulling their hoods down over their faces and kneeling with bowed heads. Nova entered through the door opposite me. She wore a shimmering deep purple ball gown that had a high stiff collar, no sleeves and a black corset wrapped around her waist. Her signature gloves were missing from this outfit. She smiled at me and took her place standing at one corner of the altar.

      Next, Serrina walked in wearing a strapless crimson dress that was cut tight to her body and flared out in piles of tulle. Her streaked blond hair was half pinned up and half streaming down her back. She stood at another corner of the altar. Tabitha came in after Serrina wearing a bright yellow A-line gown with intricate beading sewn into it. The dress looked like it belonged in the 1920s rather than today, but it didn’t make it any less beautiful. She took her place at the third corner. Lastly, Adrienne walked in with her head down, looking just as uncomfortable as I felt. She bit her bottom lip and tugged at the navy-blue shift dress. In the days I’d spent with Adrienne, there was not one time I’d seen her wear a dress.

      When she climbed the stairs to the altar, her hands shook so badly I could see them from the back of the room. I couldn’t imagine what it felt like to step into a role I wasn’t born to do. When she took her place at the fourth and final corner, she swayed on her feet. I clasped my hands in front of me and sucked in a deep calming breath.

      “Psst, Zinnia.”

      I turned to the side to face the robed figure who called my name. When she stepped forward, I leaned away, not knowing what to expect. When she threw her hood back, my heart nearly exploded then and there.

      “Mom!” I dove at her and threw my arms around her neck. “What are you doing here?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she smiled at me. “Oh, honey, I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      “Mom, I have so many questions.” I pressed my fingers into her arms, pulling her closer.

      She brushed the hair back from my face. “I know you do, baby. And I’ll answer them, but right now you have to focus on the Ascending. And I have to remain hidden for just a little while longer. I’ll explain later. There is one thing you need to know.”

      “What’s that?” I glanced toward the altar where one of the Elder Witches took her place front and center.

      “When it comes time, don’t fight it, just let the power flow through you. It won’t hurt as much if you accept it and let it happen.” She grabbed my shoulders and twisted me to face the aisle leading toward the steps.

      Panic sent my pulse racing in my veins. I began to wring my hands in front of me. “Hurt? This is going to hurt?”

      She brushed her hand over my shoulder. “You’ll be okay. I promise.”

      The Elder Witch held her hands over her head. “Bring forth the Ascendant.”

      My mom pulled her silver hood over her head then patted my shoulder. “I’ll be right here, honey. You can do this.”

      I can do this. I can do this, I chanted over and over again in my head. With each step I took, my body quaked and shook. The cold of the floor seeped into my bare feet, cooling me from the ground up.

      When I finally reached the Elder Witch, she smiled up at me. “Kneel.”

      I dropped to my knees before her, and she placed her hand on my head. “Do you, Zinnia Heart, come here to offer yourself up to the powers that be, to become a vessel for the blessed power destiny and Mother Earth have bestowed upon you?”

      I nodded my head. “Yes.”

      She motioned to the altar. “Then take your place upon this sacred ground.”

      I rose from my knees, climbed the three steps leading up to the stone table. I turned and hopped up. I paused, placing my hand on the stone and glancing out over the crowd. At the back of the room, Tuck stood with his shoulders square. He gave me the slightest nod, and it was all I needed to lie back and face this. The cold of the stone seeped into my body, and I shivered from both the chill and fear coursing through me.

      The Elder Witch’s voice boomed over the audience. “Open to the sky.”

      Above me, the stained-glass skylight slid back, and the gears cracked and groaned as it revealed the star-studded night sky. The fresh scent of fall filled the room, chasing away the thick floral smell of the wild flowers. Stars called to me in the darkness, soothing my nerves if only for a moment. The queens approach the altar and, one by one, they cuffed my wrists to my sides and my ankles to the table.

      I pulled at the bindings, but I couldn’t move. “What’s going on?”

      “Shh, it’ll be okay. We’ve all done this, Zin,” Serrina whispered.

      Though I wanted to fight against them, I forced my body to be still.

      Nova was the first to step back. She held her hands with her palms facing up. Her eyes drifted shut. “Hear now the words of the witches. The secrets we hide in the night must come to light. The powers of death I invoke thee here. In this night and in this hour, we call upon the ancient power.” A ball of purple light floated in from the opening in the ceiling to hover just in front of her.

      Serrina cleared her throat. “Hear now the words of the witches. The secrets we hide in the night must come to light. The powers of desire I invoke you here and now. In this night and in this hour, we call upon the ancient power.” Again, a ball of red shot down from the sky, hovering just in front of her. I stared, transfixed at their sparkling beauty.

      Tabi reached out and patted my hand before she raised her face to the night sky. “Hear now the words of the witches. The secrets we hide in the night must come to light. The power of elements, I invoke you now. In this night and in this hour, we call upon the ancient power.”  Yellow magic streamed from the sky to sit just in front of her.

      Sweat ran down Adrienne’s face, and she wavered before my eyes. “Hear now the words of the witches.” She swayed on her feet. Her normally vibrant ebony skin was ashen with nerves. “The secrets we hide in the night must come to light. The power of spells I invoke you now. In this night and in this hour, we call upon the ancient power.” Nothing happened.

      “Try again.” Serrina whispered in encouragement.

      Adrienne raised her hands higher and yelled. “In this night and in this hour, we call upon the ancient power!” A small blue ball of light sputtered and fell from the skylight. A wide smile spread across her face, and I could almost hear her screaming I did it in her mind.

      I gazed up at the sky, watching for the moon to be directly above us. The Queens joined hands and began to chant. “In this night and in the hour, we bestow the ancient power.”

      The rest of the witches kneeling around me followed in the chant. The power seeped into the room like a heavy fog. Overhead, the moon moved front and center. The night rays shown down on my face. The balls of magic shot out into lines intersecting in an X over my torso. My body quaked. At the center of the X, a beam shot out and smacked me square in the chest. My back arched up off the alert. I ground my teeth together to stop from screaming. Energy poured into me, filling me to the point of pain. It burned through my veins like acid. Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, yet still I fought to keep my mouth closed. And then it happened…the power doubled, and I could no longer hold it in. I tilted my head back and screamed…

      Oh god, I’m going to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      I reached over and dragged Beckett next to me. “What the hell is happening?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t usually go like this.”

      Zinnia’s ear-splitting screams echoed around the room. The witches didn’t stop chanting. White power seeped into her body, and she was glowing like a freaking firecracker about to go off.

      I stepped away from the wall. “We have to stop this.”

      Beckett yanked me back. “If you do, it will kill her.”

      “If I don’t, it will kill her!”

      A circle of magic swirled around the queens, and power drifted in toward Zinnia. Her body convulsed wildly, blood poured from the bindings at her wrist and ankles. Sweat matted her hair. Nova’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she fell to the ground. Followed by Serrina, Tabi and Adrienne.

      Beckett pushed forward. “She’s draining them.”

      The witches closest to her were the next to fall to the ground. Their silver robes looked like loose blankets piled around the floor.

      I fisted his shirt and yanked him to me. “What do we do?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      A single figure ran to the altar, climbing up next to Zinnia. When she threw back her hood, I was shocked to see Catherine, Zinnia’s mother, lying over her daughter. She pressed her hands to both sides of Zinnia’s face. “Zinnia baby, you have to stop this.”

      Zin’s body twitched on the stone top. “Mom, I can’t see you.”

      Tears ran down Catherine’s face. “I’m here, I’m here. You have to stop now. Fight this, Zinnia. Don’t take all the power.”

      “Mom, it hurts so much.” She sobbed, and her tears dripped from her face down into her hair.

      Before my eyes, Catherine’s dark brown hair became streaked with gray streaming back from her temples. Her eyes rolled back in her head. “Zinnia, fight thi—”

      Her body tipped to the side and crashed down to the floor. I summoned my sword and stepped forward.

      Beckett pressed his hand to my chest. “What are you gonna do?”

      “If it’s power she needs to drain, then it’s power she’ll get.” I forced the wings from my back and sprang forward. The wind kicked up in the room, and the magic swirled around her like a tornado. Bolts of power forked out over her. I leapt up on top of the altar and slashed my swords at her bindings, freeing her. I bent low, scooping her up into my arms. “Zinnia, focus, focus on the sound of my voice.”

      Her sapphire eyes met mine, and she whispered, “Kill me.”

      I pulled her into my chest. “I can’t. Just use this.” I let the scorching burn loose from my body. “Focus on the fire, Zin. Use it to push the magic out. Get it all out.”

      The flames swirled around us, and that’s when I felt it, the first gut-wrenching pull of my power. I’d never experienced anything like it. It was as if I was being ripped apart from the inside out. Fire surrounded us in a swirling sphere. “That’s it. Do what you have to do. Fight it off.”

      Magic shot from her in waves of power, pinning the other knights against the wall. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “Tuck?”

      Her little fingers pressed into my skin, clinging to me. Black dots swarmed my vision, but I fought to hold on. “I’m here, you can stop this now. I know you can.”

      She nodded her head, then closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. I felt the powers being pushed from her body back into the witches around her. It was like trying to hold onto a vacuum thrown into reverse. Yet my own power felt completely drained. My arms where heavy around her. She clung to me hard, and I could feel my body going limp in her arms. The room spun and tilted sideways. Zinnia threw her head back, screaming once more. As the last of the power left her body, it shot me across the room. My back slammed into the stone wall, and my head snapped back, cracking against it. Pain exploded through my body, and I fell to the floor in a limp heap. The last sight I saw was Grayson and Brax hovering over me, and then nothing.
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          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      The muscles in my back ached from sitting in one position for too long. Tuck had been lying in a bed, still as a statue for hours now, and with each passing moment, my concern for him grew more and more. I hadn’t expected the pain or the power that came during the Ascending. It’d taken on a life of its own.

      Niche pushed the flap to the tent open and stepped through, with her clipboard in hand. “How is he?”

      “The same, I think. He hasn’t moved at all.” I reached out and took his hand in mine. The tent was cool to the point where the tip of my nose and fingers were freezing. Tuck was like a heater lying under those scratchy wool blankets.

      Niche narrowed her eyes at our joined fingers. “And how are you feeling?”

      “You mean after I drained half the kingdom of power and then put it all back?” I smacked my head down on the bed, then lifted my other hand into the air and gave a thumbs up. “Greeeaaattt.”

      “These things do happen on occasion.”

      I sat back and gave her a deadpan stare. “Do they? Do they really?”

      “Um, no, not really.” She clutched her clipboard closer to her chest. “There is one thing I do have to mention to you, if it hasn’t been brought up already.”

      I press my hand to my forehead, wanting this conversation to be over, wanting this whole thing to be forgotten. “What’s that?”

      “The reason relationships between queens and their knights is forbidden is because it impairs the judgement of both parties. We are in a fight for the world of Evermore, and any little thing could derail our chances of winning.” She pushed her glasses further up her nose. “And frankly, I plan on winning this cycle, as opposed to every other cycle where the other queens died alongside their knights.”

      I pulled my hand away from Tuck’s. “I understand.”

      “Do you? Because you two have been awfully close lately, and I’m not sure I’m comfortable with it.” Her eyes darted back and forth from Tuck to me.

      I shifted under her gaze. I didn’t want to disappoint anyone or ruin our chance of beating Alataris. But the thought of staying away from Tuck was unbearable to me. He’d saved us all during my Ascending. If it wasn’t for the connection we shared, no one would be standing here. I was like a nuclear bomb that would’ve gone off instantly.

      “Yes, I hear what you’re saying.” I hear it, but I don’t accept it.

      “Very well. Please notify me the moment he wakes. You have a quest to prepare for.” She turned to leave the tent.

      “Wait…you’re still sending him? He needs time to recover.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “Time is something we don’t have.” With that, she walked out of the tent, leaving us alone once more. I focused on the steady rise and fall of his chest as the time ticked by. I fluffed the pillow behind his head and checked to make sure the blankets on his cot were keeping him cozy.

      When his fingers twitched, I shot to my feet. “Tucker?”

      His brow furrowed, and he pressed his palm to his eye. “Ouch.”

      I forced myself to sit back in the chair. “Oh god, I’m so sorry.”

      He rolled to his side and groaned. “What happened?”

      “I Ascended.” When his eyes flashed open, I twirled my hand and shot a little ball of magic into the air. “Yay, I guess?”

      He sat up slowly, then swung his feet to the ground and turned to face me. “How long have I been out?”

      “Almost all day.” A long and torturous day. “I—I thought I killed you.”

      He reached out and placed his hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Zin, it’ll take a lot more than a bump on the head to take me down.”

      “I’m so sorry. I really thought…” The words died in my throat. And I didn’t know what came over me. I launched myself at him and threw my arms around his neck. When I pulled his firm lips against mine, energy shot through my body and I melted on the spot. He wrapped his arm around my waist and dragged me closer to him. I stood between his legs, in his embrace, and heat flooded my body. His fingers dug into my back, and when his tongue danced with mine, I thought I would set the tent on fire.

      Tuck pulled away. “Um, Zin.”

      I pressed kisses to his cheek and neck. “What?”

      “Fire.” He mumbled against my ear.

      “Huh?”

      He pointed to the corner of the tent. “Fire!”

      I sprung away from him and ran toward the flames. I tried to pat them out. “Damn it.”

      Tuck rose to his feet and lumbered up next to me. He extended his hand out in front of him and then made a fist, and the flames instantly went out. “Did you, by any chance, retain some of my powers?”

      I looked down at my hands. “I must have. I thought Siphon Witches could only take powers from other witches, but I’ve been able to take it from you anytime I wanted. Why do you think that is?”

      He glanced away. “Must’ve been the Ascending.”

      Was he lying to me? Hiding something? “Oh. Yeah, maybe.”

      When he turned back to me, his face was a mask of seriousness. “I heard Niche in here before.”

      I shuffled from one foot to the other. “You heard that?”

      “Yeah, and she’s not wrong, Zin. We can’t do this.” He motioned between us. “We can’t be a couple.” He hopped down off the bed.

      I took a small step back. “But you like me. I can feel it.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If everyone thinks we could die, why not live life to the fullest while we can?”

      The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Because my goal, my job in all of this, is to make sure we don’t die.” He turned away from me. “I think I need a moment to get myself together before we leave.”

      “You can’t be serious. You’re going to go on a quest now, when you have a concussion?”

      “I have no other choice. If I don’t, then Hexia will fall.” He unbuttoned his silver button-down shirt and let it drop from his shoulders. The muscles in his back flexed each time he moved, and I found myself transfixed to his tan skin.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “I’m going to get ready now.”

      I stumbled backward, unable to take my eyes off his tattoo, off his skin…off of him.
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          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      At the mouth of the Crystal Caves, I waited for the rest of the queens to show up. Beckett stood beside me looking me up and down, yet not saying a word. I glared at him. “What?”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd?”

      “What?” I looked deep into the dark cave. Veins of purple crystal glowed from within. Would there be things down there we’ve never faced before? If so, what?

      Beckett cleared his throat, drawing my attention. “The fact that Zinnia was able to siphon power from you when we all know Siphon Witches can only siphon magic from other witches. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” Did he know? Was he going to try to push me out?

      “Unless it’s from their soulmate. Because I read somewhere that soulmates could share power.” He crossed his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels.

      “Psh, soulmates are always within the same species. It’d be impossible.” I shrugged, playing it off. Or hoping I was playing it off. “It had to have been the Ascending that made everything go haywire.”

      Beckett nodded and then clapped me on the shoulder. “Sure, it was the Ascending.” He glanced down at the leather cuff I’d taken to wearing the moment that mark showed up. “Nice bracelet.”

      “Thanks.” I narrowed my eyes at him. Was he challenging me? Did he want Zinnia for himself? Why would he be bringing this up now?

      Before I could question him, Grayson joined us. “Hello, gents. Are we ready to go deep underground and all that good stuff?”

      “I thought you were used to going underground,” I teased, trying to draw the attention away from me and Zinnia.

      Grayson held his hand out to his sides. “What, because I’m a vampire?” He pressed his hand to his chest. “I’m offended. I’ve never been in a coffin in my life.”

      I shrugged. “There’s always a first time for everything.”

      Just then, Zinnia walked by the rest of us and climbed onto the wooden platform that was hooked onto the pulley system that would lower us down. Her hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, and she wore jeans, hiking boots and a black tank top under her leather jacket.

      She looked past me to the rest of the knights. “Are we ready?”

      Serrina, Nova and Tabi came out of a tent just across the way and also climbed onto the platform. Except they didn’t stand next to Zinnia. No, they stood as far away from her as they could get.

      She gave them a sideways glance, and for a moment I thought I saw a flash of hurt cross her face. It was gone in an instant, and she squared her shoulders and stared forward. “Where’s Adrienne?”

      “Still recovering. Ashryn is helping her to rebuild her strength after the Ascending.” Nova gave Zinnia an accusing look, then turned away.

      Grayson leaned to the side and whispered to Brax. “I reckon they’re all a little scared of her now.”

      “Da.” Brax patted his chest. “Not me.” He strode forward and stepped onto the platform. It swung under his weight, yet he moved to stand next to Zinnia. Her shoulders visibly relaxed the moment he started talking to her. I wanted to be the one to take away that tension, that hurt she felt.

      Beckett was the next to step up on the platform. “You ready, Phoenix?”

      Grayson raced up, and in a blur, he stood at the center of them all. “Yes, lets get a move on. Can’t stand there being a pretty bird all day long.”

      I chuckled under my breath. “I’m ready, baby leech.”
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        * * *

      

      Zinnia

      The wood-planked platform creaked and groaned as we descended further down into the cave. Crystals of all shapes and sizes jutted from the ground in an array of rainbow colors. The smell of damp earth mixed with the sea surrounded me. The pulley system above my head vibrated as the rope slid through it. Silence hung between us all. The other queens were scared of me now, and in truth I’d be scared of me, too, if I were them. Last night, I’d taken their powers so easily, nearly draining them dry. It was a horrible mistake, but a mistake nonetheless. Even my mother hadn’t recovered just yet. I had so many questions for her, but she was sleeping off the effects of my Ascending.

      The midday light from the top of the cave was a pinprick in the darkness. If the crystals surrounding the cave hadn’t been glowing different colors, then we wouldn’t be able to see each other. Tucker stood a little ways away from me with his back toward me. He whispered intently with Serrina, Nova and Tabitha. Though they seemed unconvinced by what he was saying, they all nodded in understanding. Are they talking about me?

      The sound of something snapping drew my attention. “Guys, we have a problem.”

      There was another snap, and then the platform dropped ten feet. Snap. Another ten feet. I took a small step closer to Brax. “You okay?”

      His throat bobbed. “Yes.”

      “No one move.” Tuck held his hand out to the rest of us, signaling for us not to budge. The platform bobbed up and down like a buoy in the ocean.

      The last bit of thread holding us up began to fray. “Tuck, we need a plan. Not all of us have wings of fire.”

      “Working on it. Beckett, can you make a platform?”

      Becks held his hands together, creating a small ball of light. He started to expand it outward like a disk. “I can, but it won’t be big enough to hold us all.”

      I pointed toward Nova, Serrina and Tabitha. “You’re closest to them. You guys take it.”

      “Zin, no. We need you, too.” Serrina reached her hand out toward me and took a small step forward. The platform dropped out from under my feet. Beckett threw his disk under the other queens, catching them. I leapt up and grabbed a piece of the rope. My hands wrapped around the fraying ends, and I went flying toward the cave wall. It rubbed up against my skin, burning it painfully, yet I didn’t let go. Beckett dove to the side. As I plummeted into the darkness, I saw his legs hanging off his blue disk. I pressed my lips together, refusing to scream. The jagged points of the crystals stuck out at me. Visions of my body smacking into them ran through my mind. I squeezed my eyes closed and turned my body and held my hand out. Fire shot from my palm like a flame thrower, slowing me down. I bumped up against the wall, barely hitting it.

      Tuck sailed up next to me, his flaming wings flapping casually at his back. “Nice flames.”

      The rope cut into my hand, and blood started to trickle down my arm. “Thanks for letting me borrow them.”

      Sweat beaded his face. “Need a lift?”

      Dangling from one of his hands was Gray, and from the other was Brax. I looked a the three of them. “Aren’t you a bit loaded down at the moment?”

      Gray held his hand out to me. “Come on, then. I’ll catch you.”

      I looked down at the never-ending tunnel, then back up at Gray. “You want me to jump? Are you insane?”

      His face turned red with exertion. “Zin, now.”

      I shoved my feet against the wall and pushed out toward them. Gray wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me into him.

      Tucker grunted, and we began to drift down toward the bottom. “Just hold on.”

      Tense moments of silence surrounded us as we floated to the bottom of the cave. Ten feet from the floor, I could make out Nova’s white blond hair in the dark. When my feet hit the ground, I sucked in a relieved sigh.

      Grayson dropped down beside me. “Let’s not do that again. Shall we?” His British accent made everything seem so proper to me, even though every sentence that came out of his mouth was sarcastic.

      “Definitely not.” The hard-packed dirt crunched under my boot as I stepped forward.

      Tuck was by my side in an instant. He held his arm out across my body. “Maybe let me go first.”

      I rolled my eyes and pushed past him. “Oh, please.”

      To say I was a little hurt by his earlier rejection was an understatement. Yes, he’d just caught me and helped me. But that didn’t change the fact that I was still upset. I knew he felt the same way about me that I felt about him, yet he wanted to deny it because of some stupid rule.

      I stormed forward. “I think I’ll be okay.”

      The others snickered under their breath, but followed my lead. Up ahead, I felt a familiar swirl of magic blocking me from moving forward. I reached out and brushed my hand over the barrier. It gave under my touch, then forced my hand back out. “This is where the barrier surrounding Hexia ends. Beyond that should be the spell, somewhere further in the tunnel.”

      Serrina walked up beside me and pressed her fingers into it. “We need to open it for only a moment. But if we mess this up, the whole thing could come down.”

      “Any idea how we do that?” Nova pointed at me. “And don’t say you suck the power out of us and use it as a key. Because ouch.”

      I shook my head. “I wasn’t going to say that. And just to be clear, I don’t like doing it either. It hurts and makes me feel like I want to explode.”

      Tucker sighed. “It just so happens I have a plan for this.”

      Tabi threw her hands up. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “Instead of Zinnia sucking the power out of you guys, why don’t you force your powers into her so she can combine them and use it to open a curtain in the barrier? Niche and I talked about this before we left. The Elders might be able to feel you do it, but they’ll allow it just this once.”

      “I’ve got nothing else.” I shrugged. “It’s up to you guys.”

      Serrina rolled her eyes. “Fine. But if I pass out again, I’m gonna make every guy in Evermore Academy become infatuated with you.”

      “Yeah, and I’ll… well, I’ll…I don’t know what I’ll do, but it’ll be bad.” Nova narrowed her eyes at me.

      “All I’m saying is if I feel like I’m being ripped apart one more time, there will be an Amazon in your dorm room, ‘mkay?” Tabitha pursed her lips at me.

      I held my hands up. “It’s not like I was trying to do any of that. It just happened.”

      Tuck came to stand behind me, then placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face the barrier. “Zin, just focus as best you can.” The heat of his touch seeped through my jacket and into my skin. A wave of calm washed over me, and that electric connection I felt each time he was close to me flared to life.

      “Okay, I’m ready.” When the first shot of energy hit my back, I stumbled forward. “Gently.”

      “Sorry,” Nova whined. “I’m trying.”

      I gritted my teeth. “It’s okay.”

      Then another stream hit me, knocking the breath from my body. This time I said nothing, just waited for the third to slam into me. Then boom, there it was, red hotness. I closed my eyes and pressed my hands up against the barrier. The magic within me swirled together, and I ran my hands from the top of the barrier all the way to the bottom. Using the magic like a small knife, I felt it slide through, making a cut. I pressed my hands forward and grabbed each side of the barrier then pushed it outward as though opening a curtain. It burned the palms of my hands. Yet I didn’t let go.

      I forced it out to the sides, holding it open. “Okay go now.”

      The queens stopped pushing magic into me and ran under my arms. Then Becks, Grayson and Brax.

      Tucker stood at my back and whispered in my ear. “Will it stay open once we pass through?”

      My body quaked as I shook my head. “No.”

      He ducked under my arm and faced the group. “We can’t keep opening and closing the barrier. If we do it’ll grow to weak and come down. Someone will have to stay behind to keep it open.”

      Serrina motioned toward me. “Let Zinnia do it. She’s already holding it open.”

      Tuck shook his head. “We are looking for a spell only the Siphon Witch can use. We’re going to need her.”

      Beckett stepped forward. “I will do it.”

      Tuck glanced at the others. “He’s going to need help.”

      “Ugh, fine. I’ll do it.” Serrina stepped in beside me and placed both her hands on one side of the barrier.

      She quickly pulled them off and shook them out. “Ouch, it’s hot.”

      “You think?” I shoved my arms out even harder to keep holding it up. The weight was so immense I thought I might crumble under it. My legs shook, and the muscles in my back strained with the effort. I gritted my teeth together. “Now or never guys.”

      Beckett and Serrina pushed in beside me, taking their places to hold the barrier open. The moment I dropped my hands and stepped out of the way, the two of them collided into each other.

      Beckett’s face turned bright red. “This isn’t going to work.”

      I reached out and placed one hand on each of them then forced the power they’d put into me into Becks and Serrina. Slowly, they both stood straight and pushed the wall away from their bodies, holding it at bay.

      Serrina tilted her head toward the end of the cave. “Just make it quick. I don’t know how long we can do this.”

      Without a second look, I turned away from them and began to run down the cave in hopes of getting back in time. I cold hear the others’ footsteps banging behind me. Up ahead, I saw water reflecting off the walls… Was there a pool?

      Grayson shoved me to the side. “Do you hear that singing? It’s…lovely.”
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          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      A meaty hand landed on the back of my neck with a slap. I was lifted off the ground and thrown into the wall. Before I hit it, I shot my wings from my back, stopping myself. I turned and shoved Brax up against the other wall. “What are you doing?”

      “They’re mine, and you can’t have them.” His fangs extended past his bottom lip, and fur sprang out over his body. His muscles bulged, and his hair lengthened and turned orange with black stripes.

      On the opposite side of the cave, Nova and Tabitha had Zinnia pinned to the wall. Nova held her up by the throat, while Tabith summoned vines to bind her to the cave by her wrists and ankles. Her cheeks began to turn bright red as she fought to breathe. I dropped Brax to the ground and raced up behind Nova and Tabi. I was sworn to protect them, even from each other. I grabbed the sides of their head and smacked them together, knocking them out.

      The second their hold on her dropped, Zinnia hunched over, sucking in gasping breaths. She coughed and hacked. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “I don’t know.” I pointed to the thick vines hanging from her wrists and ankles. “Give me those. We have to tie them up.”

      She bent down to helped me bind them together. Zinnia glanced over her shoulder. “Where’s Gray?”

      “I’ve got an even better question. Where is Brax? Last I saw, he was turning into a tiger.” I rose up and grabbed her hand. “We can’t turn back now.”

      Zinnia intertwined her fingers with mine. “Then let’s go.”

      As we walked further into the cave, it grew brighter. Lights moved over the walls as though the rays were reflecting off water. Zinnia leaned in and whispered. “Do you hear that?”

      “Yes, I hear it.” Singing so beautiful it tempted me to drop her hand and move forward without her. But I didn’t want to let her go, ever. “I’m gonna need my hands.”

      She dropped my grip and peeked around the corner. There, before us, was a hidden beach with waves gently lapping over silky white sand. At the center of the pool was a small rocky island. Behind the island was an opening out into the sea. Sunset was falling upon us, and soon it would be night.

      Zinnia stepped out from behind the corner. “Oh, look, mermaids!”

      I grabbed her arm and yanked her back. “Those aren’t mermaids…They’re sirens.”

      Her eyes went round. “What?”

      “Look over there.” I pointed toward the shore where Brax lay sprawled out on his back like a house cat. One of the sirens, a half woman with the tail of a fish, lay next to him. Her long blond hair fell over his stomach as she rubbed his chest in rhythmic motions. He purred like a kitten for her. She leaned down, whispering in his ear.

      On the other side of the beach, another siren with blue hair down to her waist and blue seashells covering her breasts had Grayson lounging on a large flat rock. She ran one of her pointed nails down his chest, carving a crimson ribbon in his skin. She’d done this over and over again, and lines of blood ran down his sides and across his torso. Yet he lay back with his hands behind his head, smiling like he’d been lying in the sun, getting a tan. Soft words drifted from her mouth down to him.

      Zinnia wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Why can’t they stop them?”

      “They hear the song that was meant for only them. It calls to them, controls them. We need to get everyone out of here now, before something worse happens.” I looked out toward the island once more, and this time I saw it. Sitting at the very top of a rock pile was a scroll so ancient the paper looked like it would turn to dust at any moment. “Look! There’s the spell.”

      “We need to get to that. Wait a second. Why aren’t you falling under their spell?” Zinnia looked me up and down. “Is there something wrong with you, or did you somehow train for this?”

      In truth, they couldn’t warble their little tune to me because my heart was no longer my own. It belonged to her. But Zinnia couldn’t know that. “I’ve trained for lots of things.” Technically not a lie.

      “Then how come it doesn’t affect me? I’ve never trained against them before.”

      I dared not hope that her heart was no longer hers. I had to believe it was something else all together, because if I thought for one minute she might be mine…No, I couldn’t think about it.

      I shook my head. “Maybe because you can absorb magic, theirs has no effect on you.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.” She turned to look out over the island. “We have to get the scroll and get out of here before that siren digs a hole straight through Gray.”

      “I’ll distract them, and you go get the scroll.”

      She leaned in closer. “What’s your plan?”

      “Watch.” I summoned my swords to my hand, then released the fire within me, setting them a blaze. I walked out on to the middle of the beach and whistled at the siren who lazily petted Brax. “Yo, beautiful. Want to come and play?”

      Her lips drew back from her jagged shark-like teeth. She hissed, and then bent down to say something to Brax. He sprang to his feet and prowled toward me.

      I called over my shoulder. “Now would be a good time to run.”
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        * * *

      

      Zinnia

      I pulled my boots from my feet and sprinted toward the water before Brax or Grayson could get to me. I dove in, swimming as quickly as I could toward the island. Water shot up my nose and into my mouth, burning me from the inside out. But I kept on going. Halfway to the island, a scaly hand wrapped around my ankle and dragged me under. I sucked a mouthful of water deep into my lungs. Panic flooded my body, and I kicked out with my arms and legs, trying to fight my way to the surface. When I shot up out of the water, my whole body was tossed end over end. I screamed out for Tucker, but he was fighting his own battle. He fought both the giant tiger Brax had become and Grayson, who seemed to be running circles around him, getting in small quick blows.

      My back slammed into the water as if I’d leapt from a diving board and belly flopped down. An arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me further down. I watched as the surface grew dimmer and dimmer. There was a flash of a fish tail and a mix of blond and blue hair obstructing my view. I knew I was going to die. If I didn’t do something, this would be the end of it all for me and for Hexia. I reached out and wrapped my hand around one of the Siren’s wrists. I didn’t close my eyes or try to be gentle about it. Instead, I used my magic to find hers and ripped it from her soul. I felt it, like a cold dead fish blocking my throat.

      I started to hum as I thought about exactly what I wanted them to do. Take me to the surface. But only one responded to my command. The other floated like a belly-up goldfish at the bottom of the sea. Her golden hair drifted around her body as she sank to the bottom. Did I kill her? I had no idea. All I knew was my lungs were burning to the point of exploding. I shot to the surface and sucked in huge gasping breaths.

      The siren next to me shook her head as if fighting my hold on her. I began humming once more, and she drifted into a trance. Come closer. She moved toward me. Give me your hand. She reached out toward me, then suddenly yanked her hand back. I kept humming, but it wasn’t working. My hold on her seemed to be wearing off. The blue-haired siren lunged toward me and wrapped her hands around my throat. I pressed my hand to her sternum and found that pit of magic deep in her soul. I called out to it, claiming it for my own. It shot into my body and once again settled into my throat.

      The blue-haired siren’s grip on my neck fell away as her body drifted off with the tide. I turned and swam toward the island. Once I reached it, I pulled myself up on the rock and lay there for a second catching my breath. I glanced up, expecting the spell on Brax and Gray to be broken but what I saw was something else.

      Tuck lay on his back with his swords across his body, barely holding the tiger at bay. Brax bared his teeth and struck out with his paws, yet Tuck avoided the strike. A few feet away, Grayson lay motionless with a gaping wound across his torso.

      I held my hand up. “Stop!”

      Brax froze in place.

      I waved my hand at him. “Go lie down, Brax. Bad kitty!”

      The tiger dropped his head and strode away with a whine.

      Tucker staggered to his feet and waved to me. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      “Zin, do me a favor and don’t talk until that wears off.” He hunched over, sucking in deep breath. Sweat poured from his body.

      I turned away from him and scrambled to the top of the rocks. The scroll lay before me. I grabbed it up. The paper wasn’t thin; it was wax covered. Old school water proofing…nice. When I glanced up, Tuck had torn the shirt from his body and ripped it into pieces. He pressed them around Grayson’s torso. I wanted to ask if Gray was going to be alright, but I stopped myself. Instead, I looked down and read over the spell. We’d found what we were looking for.

      “Zinnia! Behind you!”

      I spun on my heels only to get cracked across the cheek. My head snapped back, and I fell to the ground. Pain radiated out from the side of my face across my head. I pressed my hand to my cheek. “What the hell?”

      “Oh, yes, I am a bit hellish, don’t you think?”

      Ice-cold fear ran through my veins. “Alataris.”

      He held his hand out to me. “The scroll, if you please.”

      “Over my dead body.” I ground out, then turned and ran for the edge of the small island. I might’ve not been able to get away from Alataris, but I sure as hell would make sure the scroll did. I reared back and threw it toward Tuck. It fell short into the water. With the last bit of magic I’d taken from Tabitha, I sent a wave to carry it the rest of the way.

      Alataris grabbed my wrist and yanked me around to him. “Stupid girl.”

      A smile spread across my face. “You might have me, but you will never get that scroll.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He snapped his fingers, and black smoke rose up around us.

      I felt my body go weightless. Blackness swarmed my eyes, and all I could hear was Tucker’s agonizing bellows.
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          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      From one cave to another. Except this one had bars on the walls and held me against my will. All around the room were dozens of beings from Evermore. Each one was held behind bars. At the center of the room sat a lone throne made of different colored pieces of metal. Rusted reds, dark blues, faded yellow, barely-there purple and the lightest shimmering silver covered the medal of the chair. The smell of blood, dirt and decay hung in the air like a disgusting perfume.

      Alataris paced back and forth in front of my cell. “What to do with you…What to do?”

      If this was the end, if this was how I was going to die, I wasn’t going to do it cowering in fear of him. I rose to my feet and walked over to the bars. “What do you want to do with me?”

      He paused, then looked around the room. “Are you talking to me?”

      “You’re the only one standing here.” I shrugged.

      He tilted his head back, laughing, then abruptly stopped. Like the strike of a snake, he wrapped his hands around the bars in front of me and pressed his long oval face up against them. “Oh, she’s funny. Don’t you think?”

      I glanced behind him, but no one was there. “Who are you talking to?”

      He lunged forward and grabbed my shirt, curling his fist into it. He yanked me to him. “You’re the only one standing here, aren’t you?” His rancid breath invaded my nose, and I fought the need to gag. Brush much?

      Then he shoved me away. I stumbled back, catching myself on the wall behind me. “Oh, you are funny. But here’s a thought.”

      He cupped his hand around his ear. “Yes?”

      “If you’re going to kill me, then just do it.” I crossed my arms. “Otherwise stop playing around.”

      “Playing? Who’s playing? Not I, surely you must see.” He narrowed his eyes at me and growled, “I don’t play, little girl.”

      I was too angry and tired to be afraid anymore. I leaned back against the wall. “Then what do you want?”

      Alataris straightened his too-tight suit coat, then made a show of dusting off the dress pants that stopped just above his ankle. “In truth, I’d like to drain you of all your powers and see if I can keep them for my own.”

      “But you’re a Siphon Witch. You and I have the same power.” The seventies called. They want their suit back. I rolled my eyes.

      Alataris stepped back from my cell and began pacing back and forth. “Are you not frightened of me?”

      “No.” I lied. I was terrified, but what more could I do? I was here, I was his prisoner and I would eventually be killed…unless. “So, what do you want of me?”

      “Now you see.” His face pulled into a sharp smile, and he ran his fingers through his oily hair. “I find you intriguing, Zinnia Heart, and not just because you and I are Siphon Witches.”

      “Enlighten me, oh great one.” Poke the bear much, Zin?

      Alataris launched a fist at the bars. “Watch your tone.” Again, he started pacing and mumbling to himself. “Is she talking to us? Or them? Or me? I don’t know…what say you?”

      Alataris the evil king is…mad? “Are you asking me?”

      He straightened his stance and cleared his throat. “Yes, I do believe I am talking to you.” And every other voice in your head…

      We were going round and round, not getting anywhere. Perhaps my line of questioning was off. Maybe I just hadn’t asked the right way. “Why do you want to keep me?”

      “A Siphon Witch can only take magic from other witches.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      He pressed his body back against the bars. “And yet you killed my sirens with your powers…how did you do that?”

      He was right. I’d used the siren power against them. I’d even used Tuck’s own powers. How did I do that? “I don’t know.” Could I take his powers? Possibly, or we could get stuck in a vicious cycle of taking from each other. With no one winning or losing. Personally, I didn’t want to spend the next millennium finding out.

      He rammed his head into the bars, and blood trickled down the side of his face. When his icy gaze bored into mine, I saw the swirling silver magic in them.

      He seethed. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying. I’ve been a witch for all of four days and no one, not even Niche, has been able to explain to me how my powers work. So I’m not lying when I say I honestly don’t know.”

      Alataris steepled his fingers and pressed his lips to them. “I should just kill you. But you see…” He took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the blood trickling on the side of his face. “If I do that, then they’ll surely put the last three queens in hiding, never to be found again. And I”—he pounded his chest with his fist—“will have to wait for yet another cycle to begin before I can take a crack at them again. And I need that stone to do it.”

      “Why do you need the stone? All it does is hold up a barrier.”

      Alataris jabbed his finger into the air. “Wrong! That stone is a siphon stone. Not all Siphon Witches can pull from any being they want to like you can. Some of us need a little help.” He waved his hands through the air. “It can protect whole worlds or take them all down. All I need do is drip my blood on it then touch it to create a bond and it will answer to me.”

      “Wait, you don’t want to take down Hexia? You just want the stone to amplify your own power?” This was bad, extremely bad. If Alataris became more powerful, there would nothing stopping him…ever.

      He shrugged. “Having Hexia under my rule would be nice.”

      An idea stuck me, a horrible, awful idea. But it might just be my ticket out of here. “Then why wait?”

      “What do you mean?” He leaned forward.

      “I am in need of a mentor. Those girls…they don’t like me very much. They fear my power.” Not a lie. “But you, you don’t. You could teach me how to control it, how to use it. Couldn’t you?”

      His dark cackle echoed around the room. “You want me to teach you?”

      I put my hands on my hips and mustered up as much bravado as I could. “Damn straight.”

      He reached his hand past the bars. Before I could flinch away, he ran his cold clammy finger down the side of my face. “You are so like your mother.”

      I felt like I’d been struck. The air whooshed from my lungs. “M-my mother? How do you know my mother?”

      The sound of clicking shoes rang all around the room, and Alataris turned toward it. “Ah, here she is now, my favorite daughter.”

      “Don’t toy with the prisoners, father.” Ophelia glared at me. “It drives them to madness faster.”

      He wound his hand in one of the braids going down the side of her head and tugged her closer to him. “But can’t you see the possibilities? With two queens at my side, I’d be unstoppable.”

      Ophelia slowly unwound her hair from his grasp. “There is only one way to know if she is telling us the truth.”

      They shared a look, and then Alataris turned toward me. “I think it’s time for a little test.”
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          Tucker

        

      

    

    
      “How could this have happened?” I marched back and forth in front of the table Niche set up in the center pavilion in Hexia.

      Maps of all the possible locations of Alataris’s floating island were outlined in detail, yet not one would give us a solid lead. I needed to see Zinnia with my own two eyes. I had to feel her safely next to me. It was a selfish thing to think of when my whole crew was recovering from being knocked out or holding up millennia-old barriers and trying to live through a siren attack. Gray was hanging on by a thread. Even now I didn’t know if he would survive the night. Yet here I was focused on one person…Zinnia.

      The siphon stone sat at the center of everything, just across from Niche’s table. Like a beacon, it glowed bright orange and red. But at times, its light would flicker and the walls of Hexia would rumble. “My first quest and I failed.”

      Niche leaned over the table and placed her hand in front of her. “You did not fail. How could any of us have prepared for this? We didn’t know there were sirens or that Alataris had found a back door into the caves.”

      I shoved my hands into my pockets to hide the shaking from Niche. If anything happened to Zinnia, I wouldn’t be able to stand it. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Where she went, I would follow, even if that meant into the afterlife. “We have to find her, Niche.”

      “This way.” Niche walked over to a smaller tent hidden on the side of the main pavilion. She pulled the flap to the side and motioned me into the darkened area. The sound of the bustling streets outside were muffled by the thick fabric. To the back of it stood a large shelf with dozens of pendulums hanging from stands, an array of every color crystal dangling from delicate chains.

      Niche waved to them. “Ask them what you want to know.”

      “What?” How were little stones on chains going to help me?

      “If the pendulum swings away from you and back again, the answer is no. If it swings from right to left, then the answer is yes.”

      I threw my hand up and sighed. “How does this help us find Zinnia? I don’t have time to play yes or no games.”

      Niche plucked one up from the shelf. “Pendulums have been used for many things over the centuries. They can answer questions, give directions, or even be used to scry for a person using a map…”

      I rushed forward and stood in front of the shelf. If it could help me find her on a map, I was all in. “Is Zinnia alive?”

      They all swung in unison. It was creepy to witness. Left to right…means yes. I closed my eyes and bowed my head, sucking in a grateful breath. “Can you tell me where she is?”

      Again they all swung from right to left. My eyes darted from the tiger’s eye, to the amethyst, to the rose quarts. “Which one do I use?”

      Every single pendulum stopped swinging…all but one. A sapphire blue one swung in a circular pattern as though calling to me, waiting for me to grab it up. I plucked the end of the chain from its holder and rushed from the tent out into the pavilion. The crystal dangled and swung in all different directions as I stumbled and fell into the table. I held the pendulum over the many maps Niche had spread over the table.

      She came running up behind me. “It doesn’t work like that, Tuck. We have to narrow it down a bit first.”

      I didn’t care. I needed to know where she was at this exact second. “Show me where Zinnia is.”

      The pendulum spun wildly in my hand, swinging in a wide circle again and again. My eyes were locked on it, and my hands shook with anticipation. I needed to find her. With everything in me, I had to get Zinnia back safely. The pendulum shot from my hand down to the table. It stood straight on its point.

      Niche leaned over the map, her eyebrows raised. “It says she’s…here.”

      An explosion erupted over our heads, and the roof of the barrier came crashing down on us all…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Zinnia

        

      

    

    
      High above Hexia, I floated on a pillow of black smoke. Dark magic seeped all around me. Beside me, Alataris held his hands over his head, making enormous balls of glowing silver magic. Like a cannon ball, he fired them down over Hexia. We floated on a black cloud above Hexia I could see cracks fanning out like a spiderweb all over the barrier protecting it. Alataris tilted his head back, letting loose a cackle so deep I felt it vibrate in my own chest.

      As the cloud drifted lower toward Hexia, I could see chaos in the streets. People ducked away from the falling pieces, and screams drifted up toward us. I wanted to look away, but for Hexia I wouldn’t. I was a witness to this. I needed to see what Alataris was going to do. That moment would give me the courage to do what would come next.

      We landed in the middle of Hexia. Thralls terrorized the streets. They ran through the windows of shops and pulled witches out into the open street. Witches scrambled away from them, falling to the ground and clutching their children.

      The first time I’d ever seen a Thrall, I was terrified by their lack of humanity, their dark sunglasses, and the bright green shirts Alataris made them wear. It was like he had his own personal army in uniform. They were mindless zombie-like figures that Alataris himself drained and then infused with black magic. There were hundreds of them roaming the streets. Every witch they caught, they brought to the pavilion and forced them down to their knees. Row after row of witches of all shapes and sizes knelt before Alataris. Across the street, a Thrall wrapped his meaty arms around a small girl and grabbed her up. She clung to the stuffed rabbit in her hands. Tiny curls fell from the pigtails just above her ears. She couldn’t have been older than five. Tucker ran headlong toward it. He spun around and slashed his swords through it’s neck. Its head slid from its shoulder, and the Thrall turned to black dust. The girl fell to the ground and ran away.

      My heart leapt out of my chest at the sight of him. But I couldn’t budge or give myself away at all. So I stood motionless at Alataris’s side. That’s when I saw them. A line of Thralls carrying Nova, Serrina and Tabitha to the center of town. They were bound, with their hands tied behind their backs, and gagged.

      Alataris clapped his hands together and spun in a circle. “This is wonderful.” He motioned to the queens on the ground in front of him. “What an offering.”

      “Zinnia!” Tucker bellowed my name and sprinted forward.

      If he came to face Alataris head on, I knew he would die. I did the one thing I thought of that might save him. I grabbed the nearest Thrall, and with the power I’d siphoned from Tucker earlier, I set him on fire. The body erupted into towering flames. Its arms flailed wildly. I spun him toward Tucker and kicked him square in the back. The Thrall crashed into Tuck, taking him to the ground. More of the Thralls piled on top of him.

      Alataris laughed even harder. “Marvelous, simply marvelous.”

      Next, Grayson was dragged forward, unconscious and with blood spilling from his midsection. The life he always showed was nearly extinguished from him. Would he survive this night or the things I was about to do? He was followed by the rest of my friends, all bound and offered up to Alataris like a thanksgiving turkey. They hadn’t even had time to defend themselves. Tears prickled the back of my eyes, yet I had to hide what I felt. Soon, the cries around town died out and all that was left were the smoking heaps of leftover homes and shops. This wasn’t a war; it would be a slaughter if my plan didn’t work.

      Alataris reached down and grabbed my hand up. “Now, my dear Zinnia, it’s time… Bring me the stone.”

      Tucker struggled against the Thralls holding him back. “Don’t do it, Zin.”

      I stepped forward. “I’m sorry, Tuck. I have to.”

      “No! Zinnia, no!” My mother’s voice carried over the crowd. Her face was lit with warm firelight and covered in ash. A light breeze blew through the pavilion, and the flames flickered, casting shadows everywhere I looked.

      Alataris dropped my hand and stood frozen. “Catherine…”

      My mother rose to her feet and pulled the hood from her head. Her thick black hair tumbled over her shoulder. Those streaks of gray looked even whiter in the dark. “Alataris, it’s been a long time.”

      He took a small step forward. “You’ve been here all this time?”

      “No.” A single word was all he got out of her before she turned to me. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Mom, everything is going to be okay. Remember what you always told me. Be brave.” Was she getting the message? Could she see what needed to happen here? There was only one way for this to go. She tilted her head to the side, looking at me like I was a crazy person. Come on, Mom. You know me. I need your help. I wanted to yell to her, but I held still as stone.

      “Catherine,” Alataris breathed in awe. “Come to me. I must see you.”

      I shook my head, trying to get her to step away from him. Don’t come any closer, Mom, please. But she didn’t take my hint. She walked toward him. Her eyes were wide with terror, yet she held her chin up and marched forward. When she came to his side, he gazed at her with adoration.

      “The years have been kind to you.” He bent down and grabbed her hand and placed a kiss on the back of it.

      My mother closed her eyes and turned her head away. When his lips touched her skin, the muscles in her jaw ticked. “Zinnia, was there something you were going to do?”

      Translation…do it now before I vomit.

      I stepped toward the stone at the center of the pavilion. “Yes, I have an offering.”

      “I can’t think of anything that would make this day better. Bring it here.” He waved me forward.

      Please let this work, please let this work.

      As I passed by Tucker, he shoved at the hands holding him down. “Zin, don’t.” Blood caked his face, and his clothing was torn and hanging from his body. He shoved at the hands holding him down to no avail.

      My legs carried me to the pedestal where the stone sat. I reached up, expecting it to burn or hurt in some way, yet it didn’t. When I placed my had on the egg-shaped stone, it was cool to the touch. Sparks of energy flickered out toward my fingers, and warmth flooded my body. Ancient magic seeped into me, and I felt as though I could run a marathon.

      “I’m sorry, Tuck, I have to. Mom.” I met her gaze. “I’m so sorry.”

      My mom lifted her hand and pulled her sleeve up, revealing a tattoo like the one I had. “Alataris, do you remember this?” She held her wrist in front of his face, distracting him. “The mark.”

      His eyes drifted over her face, then down her arm to her wrist. Then he pulled his own sleeve up to his elbow, holding his wrist next to hers. “How could I forget, soulmate?”

      Soulmate! I nearly dropped the stone. Soulmate? Flashes of Tucker kissing that exact mark on my wrist flashed through my mind. Did that mean he was mine? How could he have kept something like this from me? If we survived this, I was going to kill him.

      No, no, I couldn’t think about that right now. Focus, Zin! I closed my eyes and opened my senses. I wrapped my magic around the ancient spell in the stone and began to pull it toward me.

      “Hey! What is she doing?” Alataris moved to grab the stone from my hands.

      My mother was quick to leap onto his back, knocking him sideways. Chaos broke out as more witches jumped to their feet to fight back against the Thralls holding them. Tuck’s wings exploded from his back and knocked away any who tried to pin him down.

      He summoned his swords to his palms, igniting them before he moved to stand beside me. “What’s the plan?”

      “I need a minute.” I sucked in the power, taking it into me. The color leeched from the stone. It turned from a glowing orange to opaque white. I held it out in front of me. “You want the stone, Alataris? Come and get it.”

      Alataris pulled my mother from his back, holding her at bay with one hand. With the other, he reached for the stone. I squeezed it as hard as I could. Like and egg, it cracked into pieces. When I dropped it to the ground, it turned to dust at my feet. White particles scattered across the pavilion. Alataris’ face crumbled into a mask of anger, and his lips pulled back from his teeth.

      He hissed, “No! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “I know what that stone does! You can’t have it.” I kicked the dust at my feet up in the air and let it scatter to the wind.

      He shoved my mother to the ground at his feet. “You think you’ve stopped me, but you haven’t. I’m still taking Hexia. Only the strongest Siphon Witch can make another stone. And I won’t do it.”

      A smile spread across my face. “You were the strongest.” I dove for one of Tuck’s swords and ran my palm over the sharp blade.

      Blood poured from my fingertips as I reached up and yanked the necklace from my neck. I let my blood flow over the sapphire stone Tuck gave me for my birthday. I closed my eyes remembering the spell I’d seen on the scroll. I only prayed I said it right. “Casts of old, casts of new I now share my power with you. Combine them all in this hour, I call upon the ancient power. Draw the line here and now.” I squeezed the stone in my hand. Blood tricked down my fingers and fell into the dirt.

      Alataris reached out for me. “No!”

      It didn’t stop me from completing the spell. “With blood and power I call on thee, with blood and power I bless it be. By the power of five times five let this barrier come alive!”

      I slammed the necklace down onto the pedestal. All at once, the barrier shot up from the center of the pavilion. The rolling wave pushed the Thralls out of Hexia like a tornado lifting and throwing them. They tumbled over each other, gusts whipped through the pavilion and tossing people to the ground. Tucker came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my hips, holding me down.

      Alataris reached out toward me, trying to snatch my hand. “I will come back for you, my Zinnia.”

      I slapped his seeking grasp away, and the sheer drafts forced him back even further. Dirt pelted into him, along with the shattered glass from the broken windows. A large gash opened on his cheek.

      He dropped to the ground beside my mother and wrapped his arms around her. “Soon.”

      The barrier tossed him back while he clung to my mother. They tumbled and spun, picked up by the tornado of magic and carried out of Hexia. The last thing I saw was my mother’s shocked face as he dragged her away with him. Her screams echoed around me, long after she was gone.

      “Mom, no!” I got up to run after them even though I knew they were gone. Hot tears streamed down my face as I reached out for her hands. A sob broke past my lips. “Come back, Mom!”

      Tucker caught me around the shoulders and pulled me to his chest. “Shh, we’ll find her.” He bent low to meet my eyes. “I swear it. We will find her.”

      I buried my face in his chest and let the tears flow freely. “I know, because I won’t stop until we do.”

      “I’m with you, Zin…to the end.”
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed watching Zinnia’s story unfold. To find out what happens to her mother and if Tucker can keep his soulmate mark a secret keep on reading. The second book in The Royals: Witch Court, Wicked Magic, is releasing fall 2018 and is available for pre-order now just CLICK HERE!

      

      Turn the page to see the cover and book description for Wicked Magic!
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      They all fear my power…they should.

      Finding out I’m a witch was a shock. But now that I’m in the world of Evermore I’ll do anything to protect it even if that means dying…

      The evil King Alataris has stolen my mother, my life, and now he’s taken something that could unleash hell on earth. With a powerful Ice Dragon under his every command there is no telling where he will strike next. The Witch Queens have been tasked with saving Evermore. The only problem? The others fear the wild, powerful nature of my magic and sometimes so do I!

      The only one who can help me contain it is my protective Knight, Tucker Brand. But even he has his own set of secrets. My feelings for him are overwhelming and strictly forbidden, if we give into the fire we share for even a moment we will lose everything.

      When it comes time to take back what Alataris has stolen we set out on our most perilous mission yet. To save the Dragon and Evermore before it’s too late. If we fail, the world as we know it will come to an end…and all will be lost for Evermore.

      

      CLICK HERE to pre-order Wicked Magic!

      

      Want to connect with me and other fans of Evermore? CLICK HERE to join my reader group on Facebook!
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        * * *

      

      Did you read the prequel novella Wicked Trials? Do you want to learn how Tucker and his Knights got started? Great news - it’s FREE - if you sign up for my newsletter! CLICK HERE to sign up and get your free ebook now!
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      This power chose me…

      Within the supernatural world of Evermore everyone prays their child will be born with the Mark of the Guardian for they have unparalleled strength, intelligence, and power…but they have no idea what it’s actually like. I didn’t wish for this gift and I definitely don’t want it. I was born a prince, I already had it all. This Mark on my neck stole all of it from me and forced me into a dangerous life I’d gladly trade away if I could…

      But now the Witch Queens have ascended and it’s time to try and defeat the evil King once and for all. For over a thousand years his cruelty has spared no one as his torturous power grows stronger. He must be stopped now, before his reign destroys everything and anything in his way. So I must push aside my dreams of returning home to the family that cast me out. I must step up and claim the power that chose me. I must enter the Trials and become a Knight in the Witch’s Court.

      There’s only one way to prevent the tyrannical king from destroying everything I love…I must become the one thing he can’t beat.

      

      CLICK HERE To sign up for my newsletter and stay updated on new releases!
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