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			To the wild cards who rise again, 

			shining even brighter than before.
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			Chapter One

			It doesn’t matter that I just survived a vampire attack. Not after what I did. Not with their corrupt remains gurgling inside my roiling stomach.

			I know what’s next.

			Extermination.

			Maybe Malachi has already called in Z Squad to come rip apart what’s left of me. But that’s not what his face tells me. His expression is one of deep concern, along with something else I can’t decipher.

			And then I remember. He vowed to fix this.

			Can’t he see that I’m broken beyond repair? And where the hell was he while I was being attacked and tortured by vampires—a group that included a master and my evil Aunt Chloe risen from the undead?

			I swallow down my next sob and ask him again. “Why weren’t you at practice?”

			Malachi scowls at the bludgeoned vampire bodies on the floor of Brody’s dressing room. “They tricked me into thinking my car had been hit in the parking lot. When I came out to check, their caster ambushed me. I woke up from a temporary sleeping spell in the backseat of my car and saw that they used my phone to text Jovi that I was running late.”

			I sob again. It’s a mixture of pain and relief. There’s only so much betrayal I can handle in one day, and it means more than I can express that Malachi didn’t forsake me.

			Wrinkles burrow into his forehead as I cry.

			“I’m so sorry, Haylee,” he says in words that whisper through my soul.

			“Do you have any painkillers?” I ask.

			The wrinkles deepen when Malachi frowns. “Where does it hurt?”

			“Everywhere,” I say. “It hurts everywhere.”

			He looks me over slowly and then nods. “I’ll place a numbing spell over you and then call in an alterationist. But first, I have to do damage control.” His pupils dart as he takes in the horrific scene.

			Extermination. We both know that’s what awaits me if anyone else sees what I’ve done.

			“Why are you helping me?” I croak.

			“Because you shouldn’t have to die for defending yourself.” Malachi’s arm arcs in a wide circle as he points his wand at me and casts, “Head, mind, neck, disconnect. Pain away. Numb stay.” 

			The pain dissolves. I moan in relief. I’ve never experienced anything quite as blissful as the absence of pain.

			I lower my chin and look at my right shoulder, finding all traces of the ny scelta have vanished as though the inked moth detached itself from my skin and fluttered away, taking the extra colors Stella added with it.

			“How am I even coherent?” I ask in bewilderment. “I used my wild card rune to reverse the spell of sanity.” Malachi stares at me like I’ve truly shocked him. Like he can’t believe I’d go through with something that extreme. “It was them or me,” I say defensively.

			He takes another look at the carnage. I wait for him to show disgust, but I swear his eyes brighten for a flicker of a second before he schools his expression once more.

			“You decided to switch to offense. At least you’re learning,” he says in his coaching voice.

			Seriously? As though what just happened was some kind of deranged practice session. He reaches for my remaining hand, grasps it, and pulls us up together. The second I’m standing, I let go and lean away.

			“You didn’t answer my question. How did I come back from”—I look around the room—“this?”

			Malachi follows my gaze, taking in the massacre. He’s slow to answer. “You must have performed the Spell of Sanity again.”

			“While crazed? Without a wand?” I gape at him.

			Out of the question. IMPOSSIBLE!

			Speaking of wands, I only see the remains of six vampires—all male. I guess that means Aunt Chloe fled before I could cannibalize her.

			I also see Italian leather shoes on what’s left of her former master. Looks like leather didn’t interest Zombie Haylee when there was so much flesh, blood, and organ meat to feast on. Not only that, his skull is bashed in—brains missing. The bloodied bat is beside him.

			“Did I do that?” I demand, barely holding back a shriek.

			Malachi’s eyes flick from the bludgeoned vampire back to me.

			“You don’t know what happened here. Understand?” He gives me a meaningful stare—and yet I’m not one hundred percent sure what he’s conveying. “Maybe you didn’t kill them,” Malachi continues. “Maybe they turned on one another. It’s uncommon but not unheard of for a vampire to challenge his master for his role. Perhaps one of his vassals used the attack on you as an opportunity to ambush his master and ended up overwhelmed by the others, who saw their chance to eliminate a weaker vampire before he took command.”

			I stare at Malachi incredulously. “And they all massacred each other in the process, no vamp left standing?”

			“Exactly,” Malachi says. “You were merely feeding on the leftover carcasses.”

			I purse my lips. It doesn’t add up, but I didn’t survive a vampire massacre only to be exterminated, so I say, “I guess that kinda makes sense.” 

			My mind starts playing the maybe game.

			After I did the turnabout spell on myself, maybe the master’s lackeys saw an opportunity to attack him during the frenzy. They didn’t seem like the rebellious sort, but it was a special circumstance. The last thing I remember is Xerxes coming for me, which means he’s the first vampire I would have attacked. I can’t think of a more perfect moment for a minion to stab his vamp daddy in the back. That group certainly had enough weapons to finish him off. One of the vampires is cooked. That definitely wasn’t me.

			Maybe the one with the bat bashed in his master’s head, and when they were all done killing each other off, I did my zombie thing.

			And maybe Stella somehow added something extra to my tattoo to bring me back—never mind she had no idea what I intended to use it for.

			I shake my head, overwhelm setting in. “There’s no way you can cover this up in time.”

			“Do you doubt my abilities?” The arrogant tone of Malachi’s voice and the lift of his nose is oddly comforting right now. When I shake my head, he says, “Good. Now follow me to my dressing room. And grab your arm.”
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			I’m wrapped in one of Brody’s fuzzy throw blankets, surrounded by blue and pink neon lights inside Malachi’s dressing room, which looks more like a gamer’s man cave. Across from where I’m seated on a long, firm sofa, there’s a huge flat screen attached to the wall with tall, freestanding speakers on either side. My detached arm rests on a towel on top of the coffee table.

			Malachi has told me to “stay put” while he talks to Jovi and calls in an alterationist.

			After he leaves, I close my eyes and welcome the darkness. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll fall asleep and never wake back up. 

			Aunt Chloe brought that zombie horde to my house. She was there. She stood and watched as my mom, dad, and Kendra were eaten alive.

			I press my lips together tightly, trapping a forlorn whimper that echoes inside my throat. My eyes remain closed, but that doesn’t prevent tears from leaking through.

			I can’t deal with this right now, so I pull away from myself and zomb out. There’s a cocoon around my consciousness that I burrow into deeper. I spin layer after layer of silk around my mind until I fade away.

			Voices outside the door rouse me. My eyelids feel so heavy. A woman speaks from within the hallway.

			Malachi speaks next. “I was able to teleport in time, but Haylee got caught in the crossfire.”

			“Fools,” Jovi hisses. “They should have known we wouldn’t keep the heart here, and even if we did, it would do them no good.”

			“The greed for power breeds stupidity,” Malachi responds disdainfully.

			Jovi sighs in frustration. “I thought that if anyone were to make an attempt, it would be the witches.”

			“They may still,” Malachi answers.

			Jovi sighs again. “Where are the bodies?”

			“Brody’s dressing room. I told them that’s where the heart was being kept.”

			Jovi huffs. “Why am I not surprised?”

			“I wasn’t about to let them trash my room.”

			“Of course not.”

			“Once they rushed inside, I placed a shield spell over the door to trap them in with no way out and then followed it up with an amplified ambition spell on the master’s lackeys.”

			“Clever,” Jovi says, “but no one can know about this—ANY of this. EVER. I mean it, Malachi.”

			“My lips are sealed.”

			“All right. I’ll have them cleared out tonight. The show must go on, and we don’t need to give any more extremist groups bad ideas about hunting down the heart.”

			Silence ensues, followed by Malachi’s voice. “I’ll talk to her. You have nothing to worry about.”

			He enters his dressing room, shutting the door behind him before pointing his wand at the frame and casting, “Silencio al tado.”

			I have to squirm my way into an upright seated position with only one arm and my body mummified in the blanket.

			Malachi takes a wide-legged stance in front of me with his wand vacillating between two of his fingers.

			“As long as Jovi believes those vampires were after the heart, she’ll see that word of this incident does not leave the theater. All you have to do is go along with it, keep your mouth shut, and you’ll be safe.”

			My eyes go out of focus. “Safe.” I repeat the word like it’s something foreign I can’t translate.

			Malachi’s wand continues to seesaw between his fingers, back and forth, like an agitated pendulum. “There will be extra security spells and measures put in place to keep out extremist groups. It’s not entirely out of left field that one of them would try to steal this season’s prize. Jovi doesn’t need to know that these vampires were part of a zombie hate group.”

			I blink several times before it hits me that Malachi has no clue how personal this attack was. That’s fine. He doesn’t need to know about my fucked-up family business. But I will have to tell Cameron. He deserves to know that the master who orchestrated my parents and Kendra’s deaths has been wiped off the face of the Earth. I will gladly tell Cam that the bastard died screaming.

			What about Joni?

			What would it do to my cousin to learn that her mother is a cold-hearted, vindictive vampire who used her wand to kill members of her own family?

			I need Cameron’s counsel. But what if he goes after Chloe, or “Serafina” as she’s renamed herself? He doesn’t stand a chance against a gifted vampire caster. I guess Aunt Chloe wasn’t only making crafts while TJ was at work and Joni at school. Maybe it was all just a cover while she honed her skills preparing for the day she stepped into her full power and betrayed her family for her own gains.

			My mind and emotions are in shambles. Add to that the jumbo graffiti canvas, punk art, and neon bulbs surrounding me, and I feel like I’m experiencing a full-on neon daze. The dim lighting is calming, at least. There’s no teasing Malachi Rayne for being a gaming nerd when his space is this cool. There’s a lot going on, and yet, it’s got a soothing effect. At least until Malachi opens his mouth.

			“It will take the crew a while to clean up the stage area, so we’ll have to move our practice session to this evening. After the alterationist patches you up, you can go back to your room to shower and change before returning to work on your levitation performance.”

			I glance at my severed and bloody arm on the coffee table and then at Malachi. Does he really expect me to get back on the stage where I was just gunned down? The least he could do is give me a night to process and recover.

			“You can’t be serious,” I say.

			Malachi’s wand freezes. “I’m dead serious.” His gaze locks with mine.

			I don’t look away. “The vamp that got away took off with my wand.”

			“The show will provide you with a loaner.”

			“So, problem solved,” I answer sarcastically.

			Malachi walks over to a tall filing cabinet, sets his wand on top, and pulls a manila folder from the top drawer. After riffling through the contents, he plucks out a sheet of paper and brings it over, setting it face up on my lap.

			“You will be performing to “Trustfall” by P!NK. Familiarize yourself with the lyrics so you will be ready to cast your spells at the appropriate moments.”

			I look down and read the first few lines. They’re perfect. Malachi knows what he’s doing. I’ve watched him guide his team members through the finals season after season. At least I can count on him to do the same with me. 

			From next door, Brody yells, “What the hell happened in here?”

			When I look up, I catch Malachi’s smirk just before his expression turns bored. Brody throws open Malachi’s door hard enough for it to bang against the wall. He storms in, veins bulging in his neck and canines elongating. A growl rumbles up his throat. Malachi answers it with a hiss and fangs that descend.

			Brody looks around Malachi’s immaculate room wild eyed, doing a double take when he notices my severed arm and then me. As quickly as they appeared, his canines retract. The werewolf coach threads his fingers together, visibly rattled, and lets out a sharp breath.

			“Haylee . . . damn. I didn’t realize you were still here. I—hell, I’m so sorry.” His eyes flick to the table. He rubs the back of his neck, then tries to soften his voice. “Don’t worry. The show’s got one of the best alterationists on call. He’ll fix you back up, I swear. Where is Lazar, anyway?”

			“Traffic,” Malachi supplies.

			Brody sniffs the air, his gaze catching on my missing earlobe, then drifting back to the lyrics on my lap. His expression hardens.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he growls. “You’ve got her working? She’s sitting here bleeding and you’ve got her prepping for rehearsal?” 

			Malachi snatches his wand off the cabinet and folds his arms. “This is why she’s here.”

			Brody takes a step forward, shaking his head with restrained fury. “Can’t let up for one minute, can you?”

			Malachi leers at him. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You know someone from my team is going to win Season 13.”

			“You wish.”

			“Am I interrupting something?” Jovi snaps from the doorway.

			“Nope,” Malachi answers.

			“Not at all,” Brody agrees, shoving his hands into his pockets.

			“Good. Lazar is here, I’ll send him in.”

			“What about my dressing room?” Brody demands.

			“Brenda is taking an inventory of the damage.”

			“Everything needs replacing,” Brody says as he strides out. “The entire room reeks of vampire. It looks like a damn bomb went off in there.”

			I can feel Malachi’s gaze on me, but this time I don’t meet it. Instead, I keep my chin down and move my lips as I silently read the lyrics. He continues to stare until a new set of footsteps enters his room.

			“Fix her,” Malachi says before walking out.
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			Chapter Two

			Outwardly, I’m all put back together. Lazar did an excellent “repair” job. Afterward, a crew member wiped the blood from my skin so I won’t attract attention once I leave the theater. Jovi had me borrow a long linen dress from wardrobe and place my destroyed clothing into a trash bag.

			“We found your purse and phone in the theater,” she says, handing them to me.

			“Thanks,” I say, as I snatch both out of her hands.

			She looks me over in the pretty olive dress with its floral embroidery. Her nose wrinkles. I’m in desperate need of a shower.

			“I hope you understand why I can’t allow news of this break-in to get out.”

			“I understand,” I say.

			Jovi waves Amber over. The assistant holds parchment, a quill pen, and a glowing purple ink pot, setting everything down on the nearest vanity. The ink pot reminds me of the one Stella used to ink my wild card tattoo.

			“This is a magically binding non-disclosure agreement stating that you will not share the events of the attack that took place within these walls with anyone besides myself and your coach. Any attempt to do so will come out as gibberish. As reparation, Spellcaster will purchase a new wand for you to keep.”

			It’s better than a loaner. 

			I pick up the quill, dip it into the glowing purple ink, and sign my name across the parchment. Jovi’s shoulders relax the slightest bit.

			“Thank you, Haylee. You may return to the hotel and get cleaned up. Be back at ten p.m. sharp for your makeup practice session with Malachi.” 
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			Izzie is floating over her bed with the TV on when I walk into our room. She turns her head to the side and smiles at me.

			“Hey, how was practice?”

			“Not so great.” I sigh.

			Izzie lifts her arms and says, “Release.” She falls onto her bed with a bounce that causes her to laugh. “Sorry,” she says, quickly sitting up and turning the TV off with a flick of her wand. “What happened?”

			“I threw up.” I offer her a truth. With her heightened sense of smell, I probably can’t hide it, anyway.

			Izzie gapes at me. “Oh my gosh, that sucks. Does Malachi have you doing rapid twirls and spins? Remember Season 6, when he made Belle Adams perform as though she were an Olympic figure skater?”

			I wince, recalling the footage of poor Belle spewing all over the stage during her practice session.

			“Nothing that bad,” I say, though I have no idea what challenges Malachi has in store for me. I open my suitcase, pull out a fresh change of clothes, and announce the obvious. “I’m going to take a shower.”

			I undress inside the bathroom and crank the water all the way to hot before stepping into the tub. It’s a mistake. The water pelting me reminds me of the bullets burning through my flesh. I adjust the temperature to warm and scrub at my skin, watching the drain for any lingering blood. I wash my hair and my face and then my body again, opening my mouth to rinse and gurgle several times.

			When I turn off the water, I hear the TV’s back on.

			I take my time drying off. I wipe condensation off the mirror with my towel and stare at my reflection. How am I still here?

			The wild card tattoo has disappeared. I used it. I performed the spell of sanity turnabout. The zombie handbook clearly stated that once completed, it cannot be reversed.

			I’m willing to bet that Malachi knows more than he’s letting on. Maybe I can ferret something out of him at practice tonight, but more likely he’ll be in full coaching mode, expecting me to perform miracles on stage to keep his team numbers strong going into next week.

			There are only thirteen of us now, and two are going home on Friday. Thanks to Phoenix Starr, I shouldn’t be one of them.

			I brush the tangles from my wet hair with gentle strokes as I visualize my next steps. Cameron needs to know about Xerxes and his goons, but I don’t know how Jovi’s magically binding non-disclosure agreement will affect how I tell him. She has no clue what really happened, which makes me hopeful that I can navigate outside of the clause.

			Cameron’s soul is in turmoil, and maybe this will give him some closure.

			There won’t be any for me. Not while my duplicitous aunt and uncle are out there enjoying their undead lives. Who is their master now that Xerxes has been eliminated? I better not have set them free. There’s still so much I don’t know about vampire clans and hierarchy. 

			What I do know is that justice won’t be fully served until I take Serafina down. I’m glad she renamed herself, because the aunt I knew is dead and gone. The vampire caster is going to pay.

			But first, I need to win Season 13 and eat Queen Yapsut’s heart. 

			The next time I face my aunt, I won’t need a wand.

			When I emerge from the bathroom, I’m dressed in plaid red-and-black high-rise pants with a long-sleeved black blouse tucked inside. My hair is blown dry, and I’ve added a few tiny braids throughout. I’ve gone light on the makeup and skipped perfume, not wanting it to smell like I’m trying to cover up any lingering odors.

			Izzie floats several feet off the floor. She lowers her foot, followed by the other, as though she’s descending an invisible staircase until reaching the carpet.

			“Looking good on the levitation,” I say.

			Izzie smiles. “Thanks. You look nice. You’re coming out with us tonight, right?”

			“Actually, I have to go back for another practice session with Malachi later this evening.”

			“Lame,” Izzie says with a pout. “We’ll miss you. Well, Kace will miss you the most.” She puckers her lips and winks.

			“Yeah, I should tell him.” I grab my phone, meaning to text him I won’t be able to join the group tonight, but my fingers tap out something else.

			Haylee: Are you in your room?

			Kace: Wanna come over?

			Haylee: What number are you in?

			Kace: 843

			Haylee: Is your roommate there?

			Kace: Nah. Fanger knows to keep out when I’m around.

			Haylee: Be right there.

			I set down my phone and put on a pair of black Oxford flats.

			“I’m going to meet up with Kace and let him know I’ve got evening practice. I’ll be right back.”

			“No rush,” Izzie says with a wide smile. “Are you sure you want to wait until next week to kiss him?”

			Maybe I shouldn’t have confided in her about the Top 11-first-kiss-pact I made with Kace. I half laugh, half huff as I tell Izzie bye and leave our room. But she has a fair point. I almost didn’t make it past today. Who knows what will happen next week?

			When Kace opens his door and invites me inside his room, there’s a rap song blaring from his TV. Kace dances in front of me and belts out his own made-up lyrics to the beat.

			“I’m howlin’ at the moon, can’t keep it inside.

			Got this fuzzy heart racin’, no place to hide.

			You’re dead, but Z, you’re killin’ me slow,

			Every time you stagger by, I’m ready to go.”

			He moonwalks smoothly into his room, beckoning me with his arm to follow him to the TV. I can barely hear my laughter over the high volume. The neighboring guests must love him.

			There’s a light brown leather duffel bag beside the bed nearest the door. Obviously, it’s Oliver’s, because the hard-shell silver-colored upright suitcase by the window is covered in stickers, including a circle with the state abbreviation MO in bold.

			Kace doesn’t let up with his arm movements and ridiculous lyrics.

			“We’ll flip this town, shake it to the ground. 

			I’ll be your dog, let you drag me around.

			No heartbeat needed to light this spark,

			I’m your beast, baby, howlin’ in the dark.”

			Kace shakes his hips and wags an imaginary tail, breaking into a cheeky grin. He does a body roll and shuffles to one side and then the other while pawing at his shirt like he might rip it off.

			“You got that zombie strut, hunger in your stare,

			Brains on your mind, but I don’t even care.

			You might be undead, but my feelings beat true.

			From dusk till dawn, I belong with you.”

			Kace threads his hands behind his head and moves his hips from side to side, looking goofy and sexy at the same time. 

			My aunt nearly stole this moment from me. Well, she can take my wand and shove it straight up her ass. Her zombie horde couldn’t finish me off, and neither could her master and his minions. She has no idea who she’s dealing with. I wish I could see the look on her face when she sees that I’m still sane and performing on Spellcaster.

			“Yo, Z. I’m howlin’ at the moon, can’t keep it inside,” Kace starts up again.

			“Kiss me!” I yell over the music and his singing.

			Kace’s head jerks and hands drop. “Huh?” When he picks up the remote, I smack it out of his hand.

			“Keep it on,” I holler louder than I need to. I toss my phone on his bed.

			Kace cocks his head to the side and gives me a quizzical stare. “What’s gotten into you, Z? What happened to waiting until Top 11?”

			“Screw the Top 11.” I say at the top of my lungs. “I want it now.”
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			Chapter Three

			Kace doesn’t ask me why I’ve turned into a foul-mouthed, needy zombie in the span of several hours. I appreciate that he’s a man of action.

			He circles my waist with his arms and draws me close, leaning in. His lips brush against mine softly. At first, the kiss is light, like soft velvet, like he’s testing the waters. Then Kace goes deeper, and I fall into his rhythm, letting go, sinking into the depths of this uncharted and electrifying moment. Our mouths move and meld together as though carrying on a savory conversation.

			I don’t know what to do with my arms, so I let them hang awkwardly at my sides before lifting my hands and resting them on his chest. My palms move with the rise and fall of his breaths as I press my lips against his. Kace grins into the kiss and pulls back for a moment with eyes that shine with mischief.

			“Relax, Z.”

			“Mm hm. Easy for you to say,” I snark, but the tension in my shoulders eases slightly.

			Kace leans back in, kissing me a little deeper this time, guiding my lips with his. It’s slower than I expected. The pressure is gentle. It feels nice. More than nice. A low hum builds in the back of my throat.

			He holds me tighter, his lips pressing against mine a little more firmly. 

			I’m kissing a guy! I think, which is a lot nicer than my earlier thought of, I’m going to die!

			I deserve this kiss.

			Kace tilts his head slightly, changing the angle, and I mirror his movement, still feeling clumsy but trusting the werewolf to guide me. It feels nice to be held.

			Kace pulls back and grins at me, bringing dreamy brown eyes and dark skin into focus. He says something that’s too soft to make out.

			“What?”

			Kace breaks contact to grab the remote. “Let me turn this noise off.” The screen goes dark and the room quiets, bringing a smile to the lips I was kissing seconds before. “That’s better,” Kace says.

			I tug on one of my thin braids and look around the room, feeling exposed.

			“Want me to keep going?” Kace asks.

			My lips tingle. I stare at the wolf tattoo on his neck, bite my lip softly, and nod. “Yeah.”

			I close my eyes and give myself over to this moment. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d ever kiss a werewolf. I love kissing Kace. My belly swoops as though I’ve stepped onto a carousel that lifts me to his lips and spins me in sensations as delightful as they are dizzying. My mouth demands more from Kace. He kisses me harder and doesn’t let up. Neither do I. This is the opposite of zombing out.

			I try not to think about how close my mouth is to his brain. I really do. But today I experienced an incomparable high when I ate “fresh” brains. I wish I didn’t remember. Everything is hazy after I performed the turnabout spell—everything except for the absolute bliss of consuming that brain. It’s like a drug I would do anything to get another dose of. Hopefully, I haven’t awakened the monstrous side of my nature. I have enough issues to handle without adding brain-eating addict to the list.

			I pull away from Kace and flash him a huge grin. “Thanks.”

			His eyes look like they’re glowing when he smiles back. “You’re a natural, Z. Hey, how about we blow off the rest of the group and go out for dinner?”

			My shoulders sag as I sigh. “I actually came here to tell you I have to go back for another practice session this evening.”

			Kace rubs his fingers over the wolf tattoo on his neck. “Aw, damn, that’s right. I saw the email about technical difficulties pushing practice sessions late. I thought maybe yours was early enough that it wouldn’t affect you.”

			“Unfortunately, no.” 

			Technical difficulties. That’s what they’re going with? I grab my phone from Kace’s bed and open my inbox, finding the new email that was sent out to contestants. It’s short and to the point. Leave it to Jovi to be on top of this cover-up.

			“Well, let me know when you’re done and we’ll hang out, unless you’re too tired.”

			Guilt washes over me when I meet Kace’s eyes. “I’m going to need to rest afterward. And, um, I don’t want to lead you on. My focus has to be on the competition. I hope that’s okay.” 

			Kace’s brows lift. He’s still grinning, though. “Was my kiss that bad?”

			My mouth drops before expressing how much I enjoyed his kiss. “No! It was the best! I won’t need a levitation spell during practice when just thinking about our kiss will have me floating on air.”

			Kace’s irises are alight when he pulls me in to his chest. “Girl, why you gotta be so damn cute?”

			I wrap my arms around him and want to keep holding on, but now is not the time for distractions. I’m the first to pull away and clear my throat.

			“One more thing. I’m going to ask Zane to have breakfast with me.” Kace’s good humor vanishes with his growl. “It’s only breakfast,” I hurry to say. “He saved me from Vincent. The least I can do is share a meal with him.” 

			He also died temporarily to help me out, but I’m not telling that part to anyone, ever.

			Kace smacks his fist into his palm. “You don’t owe that piss-headed wizard anything. You know that, right?”

			“Yeah, I do,” I say firmly.

			Kace stomps over to Oliver’s side of the room and kicks the leather duffel bag. He yips in pain as his entire body jolts as though he was just electrocuted. Kace quickly recovers and mutters, “Worth it.”

			I fold my arms. “Are you the jealous type? ’Cause I don’t need anyone else telling me what I can and can’t do.”

			Kace’s head jerks when he faces me. “Who’s telling you that?” he demands.

			“My uncles.”

			“Yeah, well, screw them fools. You can do whatever you want, Z—as long as it doesn’t involve spending time alone with Zane Butthole Barrett.”

			“Nice try.” I make my way to the door.

			“I don’t trust him,” Kace calls after me.

			“Neither do I,” I say over my shoulder.

			Kace races ahead of me and opens the door, but not before blocking me from leaving. He’s a dark, smoldering wall of ferocity. It’s sorta hot. 

			“I mean it, Z. He’s bad news.”

			I look up at Kace and smirk. “Well, if he tries anything shady, I’ll just have to bash his skull in and eat out his arrogant brains.” I press my finger against my lower lip in a show of consideration. “I wonder if wizard brains would give me powers? Maybe I don’t need to win Queen Yapsut’s heart.”

			Kace erupts into laughter. “Damn, Z. That’s some sick, twisted shit. I love it.” He flashes me a wolfish smile that’s equal parts vicious and zealous delight. “Text me once it’s time to dispose of the body.” His grin widens.

			The thing is, I don’t think Kace is kidding. I go along with it anyway, lifting my phone and wiggling it in front of him. “You’ll be the first person I call.”

			Kace backs up, leaning against the door to hold it open for me to pass. His grin follows me into the hall.

			“I told you I’m your beast, baby.”

			And I’m a monster, but maybe I’m okay with that.
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			When I return to my room, Izzie is standing on the ceiling in her moon boots, pink hair hanging down and face rosy from the blood flowing down. Her snug, tie-dyed mesh tee clings to half of her body and leaves her midriff exposed below her vinyl fuchsia shorts.

			“Hey!” she says, waving.

			“Hi. That does not look comfortable.” I laugh.

			Izzie grimaces. “Yeah, I’m ready to come down, but also afraid to break my neck.”

			I set my phone on the dresser and walk over to Izzie, reaching under her shoulders. “I got you.”

			“Thanks.” Izzie points her wand at her feet. “Releaseo, flo si doe.” She floats down gently while I keep hold of her just in case. Izzie swings her body mid-drop, bringing herself upright right in time to land in a standing position.

			“Perfect,” I say, taking a step back.

			Izzie smooths her hair out with one hand. “Thanks. I never feel ready, though.”

			“I know the feeling,” I tell her.

			Izzie flops onto her bed, propping her head on one arm and rolling her wand over the blanket with the tips of her fingers. “That sucks you can’t come out tonight. We’re already down to six werewolves and one honorary zombie wolf.” Izzie grins. “But it is so dope that the vamps and wizards are down to only three each.” She chuckles gleefully.

			“Let’s hope it stays that way,” I say. Izzie nods with enthusiasm. 

			I sit on the edge of my bed facing her. “Sooo, I kissed Kace.”

			Izzie immediately sits up and shrieks. “You did! Oh, my gosh! Was it fire? Tell me everything! How did it happen?”

			I laugh and blush. “It was so good, and it was my first.”

			“Your first kiss!” Izzie squeals. “I am so happy it was with a wolf.”

			“I’m happy it was with Kace,” I say. “He’s so cute and funny and sweet, but also strong and trustworthy.” That last one means more to me since becoming a zombie. Trust belongs on a top-three list of requirements for selecting a boyfriend, in my opinion.

			Izzie bobs her head. “Nice. Oh, yeah, one hundred percent. Now, tell me more. Did he ask first, or did he swoop in with a blazing burst of passion?”

			I snort. “Actually, I told him to kiss me.”

			Izzie squeals again and claps the tips of her fingers. “That is so lit! I love how you go after what you want without hesitation. You really are ‘Z’ bomb.”

			I flush at the compliment and give a half-shrug. “I was in the moment.”

			“Does this mean you’re officially together? Eek! Hashtag Spellcaster showmance.”

			I shake my head. “No way. I made myself clear to Kace that competing comes first. Once Spellcaster’s over, we can discuss what’s next.”

			Izzie bounces up and down, setting the springs of her mattress squeaking. “What if he’s the one? Your mate? And you met him while competing in Season 13 together? That would make such a romantic story!”

			“Let’s not get carried away.” I laugh and roll my eyes. “What about you and Jake? Maybe you’re the one who met your mate on the show.”

			Izzie instantly blushes and stops bouncing. Suddenly she’s very interested in playing with the ends of her pink hair. “He’s pretty cute, but also really immature. Who knows?”

			Pounding on our door pulls a startled gasp from both our lips. I reach for my wand, then remember I no longer have one. It’s an alarming feeling. I have to bite my tongue to keep from asking Izzie if I can hold on to hers while we answer the door. She’s gripping it, but I don’t know how well she’d handle a threat. She’s had nowhere near the amount of practice I have.
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			Chapter Four

			I stand between Izzie and the door when I yell out, “Who’s there?”

			“Delivery for Haylee Hutchins,” a man answers from the other side.

			Izzie marches to my side and points her wand at the door. “What kind of delivery?” she demands.

			“I don’t know. It was dropped off at the front desk. They said it’s from the Spellcaster studio and to ensure Haylee Hutchins received it right away for tonight’s practice.”

			Izzie and I share a look. It sounds legit. I nod. Izzie shakes her wand in her fist and lifts a brow. I shrug before stepping forward to open the door.

			A young man stands in the hallway dressed in navy slacks and a white buttoned top with Solace Hotel embroidered on his vest. My focus moves to the long, narrow wooden box he’s holding. 

			My wand!

			I snatch the box, along with an envelope that has my name written on the front. “Thank you! Just a sec—I’ll get your tip.”

			“No need to—”

			I race to my wallet and pull out a ten-dollar bill, hurrying back to the door to fling it at the hotel guy.

			“Thank you,” he says.

			Shut back inside our room, I open the box and gasp. There’s a beautiful wand nestled inside the velvet lining. The handle has a pretty swirling pattern engraved at the end and a wide twist where it’s meant to be held. From there, the wood is smooth to the pointed tip, and it’s stained with a gorgeous purple coating that still shows off the grain of the Lignum Vitae wood. It’s more beautiful than my old wand.

			I pull it out of the box and stroke the polished wood, familiarizing myself with every spiral, twist, and smooth surface of the wand.

			“That’s beautiful!” Izzie exclaims. Her eyebrows furrow. “Hey, I just noticed you didn’t come back with your wand. Did something happen?”

			“It was stolen,” I say, as I open the envelope that accompanied the new wand.

			“Stolen!” Izzie yelps.

			I opt for an alternative version of the truth. It’s not like I could tell her what really happened, with the contract I just signed. “Yeah, someone took it while I was puking my guts out. Jovi said it was the show’s responsibility to replace it.”

			“That’s terrible,” Izzie says. “How was someone able to steal your wand during practice? Do they know who it was? I can’t imagine anyone on staff would be dumb enough to take a contestant’s wand and think they could get away with it.”

			“They don’t know, but they’re heightening security,” I answer quickly.

			“Wow, I never thought I’d have to worry about my wand getting stolen on set.” Izzie purses her lips, shakes her head, and looks down at her wand. Her phone chimes. She taps the screen and smiles. “That’s our group meeting in the lobby. Sorry Malachi’s making you go back tonight.”

			Izzie stuffs her wand inside her suitcase and pulls out a small neon green purse with a thin over-the-shoulder strap.

			“No worries. I’m ready for a do-over with my new wand. Have fun.”

			“Will do, and don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone else about your kiss with Kace. That’s your news to share.” Izzie winks.

			Or not. The wolves seem extremely open with each other, but that’s not me. Other than Izzie, I’m keeping this to myself. After losing Kendra, it’s nice to have someone to share big moments with. I hope Izzie and I will remain lifelong friends.

			As soon as Izzie leaves our room, I open the envelope that accompanied the wand and find a handwritten note from Alexander.

			Darling,

			When Jovi told me what happened, I drove straight to Hollywands and told them I required a wand fit for a Spellcaster champion. This one called out to me as the winner. Keep showing those haters that every time they try to knock you down, you rise up stronger than before.

			xox, 

			Alexander

			I take a picture of the wand and text it to him along with Thank you.

			On the Uber ride to the theater, I DM Zane asking if we can have breakfast together sometime this week.

			I wonder if there’s a way to tell him about what happened at the theater. For better or worse, he’s the only one who knows that at least one member of my family is responsible for everything I’ve been through. I also feel guilty, like I’m cheating on Kace even though we’re not together and I’m being as open and honest as possible.

			I send Kace a text.

			Haylee: Best kiss ever. [image: ]

			Kace: That was just warm up. [image: ]

			Haylee: I did promise you a Top 11 kiss. #topeleventongue [image: ]

			Kace: Careful, Z. Wolf tongue is the best tongue.

			Haylee: I remember. Once you go were… [image: ]

			Kace: [image: ]

			Haylee: Almost at the theater. Talk to you tomorrow.

			Kace: Talk or [image: ] ?

			Haylee: tbd

			Kace: [image: ]

			A new DM pops up from my Telepatch app.

			Zane: Meet me in the hotel cafe at 7 a.m. tomorrow.

			Haylee: [image: ]

			I’m dropped off in front of the theater for my evening practice session and try not to think about what happened after I walked through the front doors earlier. Max and Jimmy are waiting in the lobby. It’s strange to see them without their cameras pointed at me. For now, their equipment is on a couch, left behind as they hurry to me.

			“We are so sorry those vampires got inside and attacked you,” Jimmy says as he squeezes his hands together. “We were on our way to the stage when they forced us into the break room and their caster placed a barrier spell to trap us inside.”

			“I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” I say.

			“But you were,” Max says angrily.

			“I’m patched up now.” I plant one hand on my hip and strike a pose.

			Max doesn’t smile. “You should be safe here. We all should.”

			“Hopefully we will be after this. Is there any security footage showing how they got in?”

			Max huffs. “Their caster wiped everything with a spell.”

			“Magic is a blessing and a curse,” Jimmy offers.

			I smile politely. “I’m a little early. Do you know if Malachi is ready for us?” I jut my chin in the direction of the auditorium doors.

			Jimmy rolls his eyes. “Carolina kicked us out. Their session should have ended forty minutes ago, but she insisted on extra stage time with Malachi.”

			“Okay, I guess we wait.”

			Jimmy and Max look at one another and shrug before taking seats with their equipment on the couch.

			I use the time to warm up with my new wand, levitating foot by foot the way Izzie did. I’m not going to hang upside down like a bat though.

			When it’s time for my session to start, I float back to the floor and stride past Max and Jimmy announcing, “I’m going to check and see if they’re finished.”

			“Are you sure?” Jimmy asks.

			“She already got extra time. She shouldn’t be allowed to steal mine.”

			Max stretches on the couch. “Malachi probably lost track of time. Once he sees you, he’ll send her away.”

			Jimmy snorts.

			“I’ll let you know when the Carolina coast is clear,” I say with a smirk.

			I’m not afraid of Carolina Bellmore. She’s a catty, privileged, demanding Moluccan Cockatoo, but she’s not scary.

			I am.

			When I enter the theater, Carolina’s voice is so high I can hear her from the back rows.

			“If I drop, it looks bad for all of us, Malachi!” she screams from the stage. 

			Malachi must be sitting in his chair, because I don’t see him, and that’s where Carolina’s glare is focused.

			He doesn’t respond at the same volume, so I can’t make out his reply from the back of the theater.

			Carolina yells back. “Someone had to! There couldn’t be a supernatural season without someone from F23 competing to win. How would that look? You’re not the only one in our group who can wave a wand.” Carolina brandishes her wand above her head in an exaggerated back-and-forth motion like she’s shaking rain off an invisible umbrella.

			I could stay back and let them continue to have it out, but my practice time has already been interrupted once, and after facing a master vampire, his minions, my evil aunt, certain death, and temporary insanity, I have no patience left in me. Without slowing, I stride to the stage and frown at Carolina.

			She sees me and scoffs. “Oh, great. The flesh eater is here. Do you really want to help a zombie over one of your own?” Carolina jerks her wand at me, which makes me jump aside just in case. It’s beyond rude to point a wand at someone without stating your intention and asking first.

			There’s no spell on Carolina’s lips, though, only insults and complaints.

			Malachi abruptly stands and shakes his wand at Carolina while addressing her in a scathing tone. “All of my team members get the same time and treatment. That’s how the show works. At this point, you’ve taken up extra time, which isn’t fair to the others.”

			“Oh, cry me a river,” Carolina snaps at him before turning her scowl back on me. “You don’t belong on Spellcaster. You do know that, right? The only show you’re fit for is a freak show.”

			“Carolina!” Malachi bellows.

			If she’d spoken such cruel words to me this morning, I might have had to hold back tears. But like Zane, I’ve walked the line between life and death and ventured into territories not intended for round trips.

			In a calm, chilling voice, I say, “Get off my stage.”

			Carolina’s jaw drops. “What did you just say to me?”

			I head for the stairs. I’ve survived so much worse than an entitled she-vamp today. Words scorch my lips as I make my way up to her. “I know you only look young and you’ve actually been around longer than most people’s grandparents, so I’ll say it again slower. Get. Off. My. Stage, bloodsucker.”

			Carolina gapes at me, momentarily speechless. I don’t know what Malachi’s face looks like, only that the theater’s gone dead silent. My focus is on Carolina and how she intends to lash out. Her moment of dumbfounded shock ends in a blink. With that blink, fury sparks in her eyes.

			“I am not leaving this stage,” she says.

			Malachi groans in exasperation. “Fine. You win, Carolina.” Her grin shrivels on her lips when he continues. “You can have the stage all to yourself. Haylee, come with me. We’ll practice someplace else. I’ve had enough of this theater for today.”

			“Me, too,” I say, spinning around to descend the stairs.

			“Norda. Suda.” I point my wand from side to side, casting a protective wall over me in case Carolina attempts to cast something my way.

			I expect Carolina to shout at us as we exit the theater through one of the side doors. It’s almost worse that she doesn’t.

			In the hallway, Malachi shoots me a grave frown. “You’ll have to watch out for her now.”

			“Now?” I ask with a huff. “As opposed to earlier, when she only wished me the best life has to offer.”

			Malachi snorts out a laugh, then grimaces and covers his mouth like it was a belch he meant to contain. He lowers his hand and stiffens his posture as he walks. “No one talks to a member of F23 that way.”

			“Yeah, well, it wasn’t mentioned in the zombie rule book.”

			This time, Malachi doesn’t cover his chuckle. “I’m glad this afternoon’s attack didn’t break your spirit.”

			I shake my head. “Nope. Only thing it broke was bones, but everything’s back in place. See?” I stop and do a slow turn for Malachi, who watches with an amused grin. “Got my right arm. And my left arm.” I lift and lower each one on cue. “Right leg. Left leg.” I kick each leg as I announce them. “Eyes, ears, nose, lips, and lady parts.”

			Malachi huffs a laugh. “What a relief.”

			“Right?” I say brightly, then stride ahead of him. Maybe I imagine it, but I swear he glances at my ass before quickly looking away. I clear my throat. “Where are we practicing?”

			Malachi’s brows jump when he grins. “Downtown L.A. You’re not afraid of heights, right?”

			“Why?” I ask suspiciously.

			Malachi grins. “Because we’re going to jump off buildings.”
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			Chapter Five

			Malachi’s self-driving car is absolutely insane! He has a freaking flat screen covering the rear window with a game console below. His front seat is swiveled to face the rear, and his legs are propped on the backseat like he’s in a lounge chair at the beach.

			I’m seated in back, behind the passenger’s seat, goggling at all of the interior features while Malachi stares at his phone, texting.

			“I’m telling Max and Jimmy to go home. We’ll work in a short practice session for them to film tomorrow between Cleo’s and Zen’s training sessions.” 

			After he finishes texting, Malachi sets his phone on a narrow ledge below the windows. The smooth white surface is equipped with power outlets. Below the shelf there’s a micro fridge with a clear window displaying Veinthora, the world’s premium bottled blood. Buildings and headlights flash past the windows. Passengers in passing cars stare, but they can’t see inside through the tinted windows. Luxury self-driving cars are rare, all but guaranteeing that whoever is inside is either a vampire master or someone of equal power and status.

			“Did you memorize the lyrics?” Malachi nods at the paper on my lap. My new wand sits on top.

			“Yes,” I answer, refraining from boasting about what an excellent multitasker I’ve become to go full-on crazed zombie, return to sanity, have my demolished body repaired, kiss a guy for the first time, and still manage to learn song lyrics all in one day. “At least I don’t have to sing them this time,” I add.

			“A blessing for us all,” Malachi says.

			Now that my mind and body are back to normal zombie status, he obviously considers niceties unnecessary. He glances out the window before picking up his phone. “We’ll listen to the song a few times before arriving at our destination.” 

			As his thumb brushes over his screen, I lean forward and say, “Wait.” Malachi looks up and meets my eyes. His gaze lingers on me. “I want to know how I came back from insanity.”

			He lifts a brow. “And you think I have the answer?”

			“You were the only witness,” I point out.

			Malachi rubs his lips together, which makes me think of kissing and warms my insides.

			“I didn’t see everything that happened.” Malachi crosses one ankle over the other on the seat beside me. His caginess is maddening.

			“I know what happened leading up to it,” I say impatiently. “You found me. You were there. You saw me return to sanity.”

			Malachi tilts his head to the side and stares at me. “Did I? Or were you already back to normal?”

			“Arg!” I grab my hair with both hands and groan. “Why won’t you tell me how I reversed an unreversible spell?”

			Malachi shakes his head and lifts his phone to his face. “You’re focused on the wrong thing. What happened happened. Now is the time to concentrate on taking your casting skills to new heights.”

			Before I can argue further, “Trustfall” thunders through the speakers, drowning out any possibility of a conversation, let alone confession. Malachi’s smirk is way too sexy. I roll my eyes, and his smirk turns into a full-toothed grin filled with the kind of confidence and self-satisfaction that proves how much he belongs in F23, even if it’s true he never asked to be a part of their elite group.

			Well, if he won’t give me answers, I’m not going to let him drown me out while he slouches in his swank car with his legs up like he’s vampire royalty.

			I swing from side to side, joining in the lyrics, singing at the top of my lungs. My arms come with me as I sing and dance in my seat.

			Malachi shakes his head, but he is still grinning. “Keep going. If I’m lucky, you’ll sing yourself hoarse,” he yells over the music.

			It’s my turn to smirk at him as I sing louder and lift my arms above my head, grazing the roof of his car with my fingertips. Despite my singing, he lets the song play on repeat until his car slows and turns into the front drive of a towering building with palm trees lit up from below and a fountain with color-changing lights. Just past the wide glass doors, the car pulls into a spot and turns off.

			A young valet rushes over to open my door as Malachi steps out from the other side. The brass sign affixed outside the doors reads LUXE HAVEN.

			A sharply dressed doorman in a suit steps out. “Welcome home, Mr. Rayne.”

			Home?

			My eyes widen and my lips part in surprise.

			“May I send up caviar and champagne for your guest?”

			I nearly choke on my tongue.

			Malachi takes one look at me and chuckles. “Thanks, Charles. No. She’s not that kind of guest. This is one of my contestants. We’ll be using the rooftop for practice. In fact, I would appreciate having the area closed off for the next hour.”

			“Of course, Mr. Rayne. I’ll see to it that the rooftop is cleared and off limits for as long as you need.” 

			Our footsteps resound off the marbled floors of the lobby with massive chandeliers dimmed overhead to create a buttery soft glow. Two men in black suits stand behind a front desk. Water flows down a glass wall at their backs over the etched words once more announcing LUXE HAVEN. The two men smile politely at Malachi and say in unison, “Welcome home, Mr. Rayne.”

			Charles strides up to the desk and speaks in a commanding voice. “Have the rooftop cleared for Mr. Rayne at once.”

			“Right away,” one man says, picking up a phone without a blink.

			Malachi hasn’t stopped walking. I have to summon forth a burst of zombie speed to catch up to him as he passes velvet sofas and chairs arranged around tables in the vast lobby. He heads straight for the elevator, where another young man in a suit stands at attention. 

			“Welcome home, Mr. Rayne,” he says, pushing a button for the elevator doors to open.

			I wonder if it ever gets old being welcomed home three times before he’s reached his apartment. What happens if he forgets something on his way out? Is he greeted all over again if he has to make a brief trip back?

			Malachi walks into the elevator ahead of me—no reason to be a gentleman for a troublesome zombie contestant.

			“Rooftop, please, Owen.”

			At least he’s polite to the staff of this swank establishment.

			“So, this is where you live,” I say on the ride up.

			“When I’m in LA,” Malachi replies in a bored voice that oozes privilege.

			I huff. “Champagne service must come in handy with all the ladies you bring home.”

			Malachi takes a step toward me, making the enclosed space feel tighter. When he aims his dark gaze over me, it’s like being swallowed into a black hole with no way out. My throat goes dry.

			“If I were you, I would worry more about practice than my coach’s personal life.”

			“Whatever you say, coach,” I mumble, shifting my gaze to avoid the gravitational pull that is Malachi Rayne.

			The rooftop has already been cleared when we arrive. Luxurious cabanas with pillowed couches and beds are arranged around a glistening pool that glows otherworldly blue from lights below the surface. It stretches to the building’s edge and ends in a wall of plexiglass overlooking downtown LA.

			I already feel like I’m floating.

			For a moment, I forget everything that’s happened to me. I play pretend. I’m on the rooftop of Luxe Haven because I belong here. I was meant for this life. This kind of luxury is intoxicating.

			Welcome home, Miss Hutchins.

			I stroll the rooftop terrace while Malachi helps himself to the speakers set up at a deserted outdoor bar. Sectional sofas line another side of the terrace, with low slate tables in the center that ripple with gas flames contained within narrow glass walls. I sit on one of the cushions and lean back, crossing one leg over the other.

			Malachi sits across from me, fire blazing between us.

			“Thanks for the field trip, coach.” Malachi inclines his head. A wicked smile lifts my lips. “Do you think Carolina is still back at the theater standing on stage?”

			Laughter erupts out of Malachi. He reins it in with a sigh and a shake of his head. “You’d better pray you win Queen Yapsut’s heart. Let’s get started.” 

			He rises and I follow, my stomach twisting in a slow, queasy churn. We’re on the same page. I have to win Spellcaster. I’ll do whatever it takes—even jump off this building.

			Malachi gestures grandly to the skyline around us, a jungle of glass and steel glowing in the twilight haze. “This will be the inspiration for your backdrop. Your levitation routine needs to echo your audition, only with buildings instead of planets. And your feet must never touch the stage. Not once.” 

			As he walks past the flames on the table, they sputter and weave as though regaining their balance. “I want you to start from up high. But don’t float, Haylee. I want you to fall. This will be your finale, and this is where we’ll start practice.”

			He pulls out his phone, cueing up the music like we’re about to rehearse a prom number, not a death drop. Then, effortlessly, he hefts one of the sectional chairs and carries it to the roof’s edge like it’s made of air.

			Each step I take toward him feels like I’m walking a gangplank. My bravado falters.

			“Up you go,” he says, calm and cool, like he’s offering a hand onto a dance floor instead of a ledge forty stories up.

			He reaches for my hand to help me onto the cushioned seat, followed by the ledge. Oh, so now he plays the gentleman. Down below, the street yawns open like a glowing abyss. When I try to swallow, my saliva sticks to my throat. I’ve practiced levitating and floating, but I’ve never begun either spell from a free fall. The traffic lights below look like pinpricks of light turning yellow, red, and then green. Sirens blare in the distance while P!NK’s beat pulses through my body like a heartbeat I no longer possess. 

			My limbs tremble. My stomach twists into a miserable knotted fist. Sweat dampens my hairline. I clutch my wand, my palm slick with nerves. The song ends and restarts. I’m still here. Still on the edge staring into certain death. Haven’t I done that enough for one day?

			Malachi hops onto the ledge beside me like a circus acrobat who missed the part about the safety net. I squeak in surprise. He grins, all teeth and dare.

			“I’ll jump with you,” he offers.

			I glance at him. “You will?”

			“How else will I coach you? Want me to hold your hand the first time?” 

			His voice is teasing, but his eyes sparkle with dark delight, like he’s excited to take a death dive with nothing but a wand and words preventing unbearable pain and an alternationist’s grotesque task of reconstruction. I have my doubts that there would be enough left to put back together, supernatural creature or not.

			I don’t care about appearances. I grab his hand and grip it like a lifeline. 

			His grin dims as he watches me. 

			My voice is tight. “Don’t you dare let me hit the ground.”

			His jaw clenches once before he nods. “Ladies first.”

			I scowl. “Seriously?”

			He raises one brow and flashes another infuriating smile.

			I look down. Big mistake. Panic slams into me like a brass-knuckled fist. My arm shakes as I raise my wand. Before I lose the last of my nerve, I step off the ledge, dragging Malachi with me.

			“Lantly descent,” I scream, the spell barely escaping my lips before the wind swallows me whole.

			Our descent slows into a lazy, downward drift. My stomach uncurls slightly. A strangled sigh of relief escapes.

			Malachi clicks his tongue beside me. “I said fall, Hutchins. Not float.” 

			“No—wait!” I shriek, but it’s too late.

			His wand flicks.

			The world vanishes in a blur.

			We plummet.

			The wind slaps me hard, shoving tears from my eyes and flipping my hair into a cyclone. My mouth is open, screaming, but the sound feels ripped from me, like it’s being stolen by gravity. My limbs flail. My wand is useless in my hand. I can’t remember words. I can’t think about anything but falling.

			I’m going to die. 

			I’m going to die.

			I’m—

			Already dead!

			I lose my grip on Malachi’s hand. 

			Air replaces his fingers.

			Panic detonates in my brain.

			Screw pride. My arms snake around his waist like twisted steel. I clamp myself to him and bury my face in his shoulder.

			“Veret!” he shouts.

			We stop. Suddenly.

			The jolt whips me upward, wrenching a fresh scream from my lungs. I lose my hold and crash backward—onto the ground. Hard.

			Except . . . it’s only a few feet below.

			We stopped just above the pavement.

			It takes my traumatized mind several seconds to realize I’m sprawled on the sidewalk in one piece.

			Malachi descends beside me like a fallen star, black hair tousled, clothing barely ruffled, smug as ever.

			“Not the best start,” he says, peering down at me. “But that’s been your MO, I suppose.”

			“You’re so—” I splutter as I scramble to stand. Malachi smooths his hair with his hands and lifts a brow. I fist my wand and groan. “You’re so right. I’m going to kill it in the lives.”

			“Mm,” Malachi hums. “Well, there’s only one direction to go from here.” He lifts his head to the sky and grins. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter Six

			It’s only after around jump thirty that I’m comfortable enough to leap backward from the ledge of Luxe Haven.

			My stomach drops, but I contain my scream as my casting cradles me in a slow descent, as if I’m attached to an invisible parachute. As I drift down, I decide I like staring up at the sky better than the ground. Malachi jumps off the building and plummets toward me like a skydiver. He gets closer, coming in fast with a wicked grin. My coach doesn’t slow. He knocks into me, casting a spell that dispels my own and sends us into a free fall together. 

			“What the hell?” I screech as I grab hold of Malachi, which is the last thing I want to do, but my terrorized brain has a mind of its own.

			It’s a repeat of my first jump. He stops us a few feet from the ground and I end up, as usual, on my ass, scowling up at the vampire prick.

			The wind has turned Malachi’s cheeks a healthy shade of red. He looks more alive than I’ve ever seen him. He’s like a kid at an amusement park who can’t get enough of the roller coasters and the heart-pounding thrills they provide.

			“What’s wrong with you?” I demand.

			“You started floating too soon,” he chides. I’m getting tired of having his smug, handsome face staring down at me.

			I scramble to my feet and glare. “You suck!”

			Malachi laughs. His fangs descend. “Oh, yeah? How hard do I suck?”

			“Oh my god.” I lift my hands and address the darkness above, saying, “My coach is disturbed and deranged.”

			Malachi just chuckles. “Let’s go, Hutchins. Back to the roof.” His fangs retract as he levitates. I cast my spell quickly before he gets too far ahead.

			I stare into windows as we float past and wave at the little girl who has been watching us go up and down since around jump five. Several stories above her, a young woman holds her phone to the glass, presumably filming me and Malachi as we drift by.

			At this point, Serafina must think I’m dead, which means she probably passed the news along to Uncle Alvan. I smile at the woman’s phone and give a thumbs up and a cheeky grin, imagining the footage being posted to social media and seen by my duplicitous aunt and uncle.

			“I’m still here,” I mouth.

			The music is louder as we near the roof. Malachi reaches the ledge first. I float over it and land on the patio.

			“Time for something new,” Malachi announces.

			“Oh, goodie,” I say.

			Malachi points his wand to a building across from Luxe Haven. “You’re going to leap from this rooftop to that one. You can float for this jump, but you need to speed it up to appear as though you’re leaping across the divide.” He looks down at me. “Need me to hold your hand?”

			“No,” I answer, as I float to the ledge and step onto the solid rim. “I’ve got this.” 

			Without further ado, I cast my spell and arc across the gap between buildings, landing on a dark rooftop. With a smile, I spin around, run, and then leap over the edge, flying over the city below to land back where I started on the patio.

			Malachi jumps down to the patio and nods. “Much better, but remember that you’ll have nothing solid to land on for the duration of your performance, and you’ll bore the audience if all you do is jump back and forth before falling. Time to dance. Come over here.” Malachi strides to a square of wood lit up beneath string lights. He points his wand in the center. “Float a foot off the ground.”

			I take my place where he indicated and float. Easy.

			“Where’s my choreographer?” I joke.

			Malachi shakes his head. “You’re on your own for this one.”

			I lift my wand and jerk my head as though I’m at a rave while suspended above the ground.

			“Bend backward,” Malachi instructs. I lean back. “More—like you’re about to do a backbend. Tilt your head back while you’re bending. Loosen up. You look as stiff as a corpse.”

			I jerk upright and scowl at Malachi. He strides over and grabs my wand, which brings me to solid ground.

			“Hey!”

			Malachi’s stern expression silences me. He strides over to a chair and sets down both my wand and his before returning.

			“We’ll practice without magic first.”

			“We?” I gape at him.

			Malachi slides his arm behind me. “Now lean back.” I press against the support of his arm. “Shoulders and head lean back. Expose your neck.”

			“Wait. What?” I jerk upright and look over my shoulder at Malachi, wide-eyed.

			“To get your positioning right.” He scoffs. “You may have a taste for vampires, but we have no cravings to feed on zombies.”

			“Oh, well, thank goodness for that,” I snipe.

			“Listen to the lyrics and let go.”

			I roll my eyes. “You mean let go and trust you.”

			“No, Haylee,” Malachi says against my ear. “Trust yourself. The place far away P!NK sings about isn’t physical; it’s within you.”

			My body shivers. I blink several times. “Okay,” I whisper. “I’ll try.” But at the moment, jumping off the roof sounds easier than letting go when every day is a battle for survival.

			I dip backward, lifting my face and neck to the sky. There are no stars, but the string lights glow against the darkness. Malachi holds me steady in his arm.

			“Now in reverse,” he says softly.

			This is different than club dancing. It feels like yoga meets ballet and demands slow, graceful movements that require a great deal of core strength.

			I arch my back and then round
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