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​Chapter 1
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I could hear the water rippling in the wind. It was followed by the wind wailing through the pine trees. It was like the earth was speaking just to me. It seemed as eager as the rest of the world to find out what my next step was. Would I pledge myself to the Wicked? Would I become part of the Council? Would I make my life with Simon or James? The question Would I ever have a normal life? Free from danger? Life has changed so much for me in the past year. It had been filled with heartache, danger, adventure, and new love. All the things that just a year ago I would have thought impossible. I still had moments when I wondered if it all was just a crazy dream. Would I wake up? If I did, would I be relieved or just disappointed?

I wasn’t sure anymore. I prayed the next year would be less eventful. I wasn’t sure that I could survive another year like the past one had been.










My life used to be so quiet. I stayed to myself and never got a second look from the male population. Part of me was fine with that. My days were filled with books, hiking, and worrying about searching for my birth parents.

I wasn’t sure that if I had known the truth about my birth parents, I would have continued searching for them. Now don’t get me wrong, I love Hannah. She had already grown to mean a great deal to me in the months since we met. Sometimes I feel like she is the only one who can understand me. She is more like me in ways than I ever thought possible. But we are also more different than two strangers could be. We share the same hair color and the same eyes. We even sound the same...at times. I have her nervous high laugh that, when I laugh, goes up twelve octaves for only a second.

But she had a lot of pain that she carries with her still to this day. I don’t know what pained her more: giving me up or losing my father. My birth father, I still didn’t even know where he was. That was the way I wanted it. It was safer this way; he was safer not knowing me. It still hurt knowing that he didn’t even know I existed. But I wanted to keep him safe and knowing about me would only draw him into my dangerous life. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want anyone I loved getting hurt, or worse, killed because they chose to love me. It didn’t stop me from wondering...

What was he like? Did I look like him? Was I like him in any way? Would he even want me for a daughter? Would he reject me because I was a witch? Or was it because I wasn’t good enough?

It wasn’t often that I had a moment to feel sorry for myself. I was rarely alone. 

My parents had calmed down a little since the whole James thing. They were giving me breathing room again. I was staying busy. Whenever I had idle time, it was as if I had a little voice in my ears tearing me apart from the inside. My confidence had never been the best, but since I found out that I was part of an ancient prophecy, well, that can mess with anyone’s mind.

It was as if Simon always knew the exact moment that I was starting to throw myself a pitiful party because he always appeared soon after. Sometimes, I wondered if he could read my thoughts. He always assured me he couldn’t. As if on cue, I heard approaching tires crushing the rocks of the gravel. I didn’t have to look; I knew the sound by heart.


Simon was here!

He was to me in a flash. “Emma!”


The sight of him picked me up out of the dumps. My spirit always soared when I saw him. I jumped up into his awaiting arms. I could tell that he was as happy to see me as I was to see him. Since our date at the reservoir last month, we have been inseparable. He was always there waiting for me when I walked out the door. He was there leaning against his Rover with the smile I loved. He would always take me to school, and then he would meet me for lunch.

It was just so natural to be with Simon. Just like breathing. I could almost forget that there had been a time when we hadn’t been together. That was until I ran into...James. It was always awkward for me.

At the beginning of the school year, I had still been dating James.

We had arranged to have all but one class together. Boy, did I regret that now. When we were a couple, we sat next to each other in every class we had.

That was until I found out the truth.

The thought of it still made me shake at times, both from anger and grief.

You see, the truth was that he had been sent by the Wicked, an evil gang of witches, to bring me to them. Their leader wanted me for the power they all believed lived inside of me, the power of the Amulet. I still wasn’t convinced. Their plan had almost worked, once. I had been kidnapped and held captive at a cabin not far from here. I didn’t like to think about it. It left me feeling powerless. I never wanted to feel like that again.

The only reason I survived it was Simon. My protector.

Ah, Simon! I still tried to wrap my mind around how lucky I was to have him in my life. He had saved my life many times, but he also saved my heart when I thought it would be forever broken. I pushed the thought of James out of my mind. Simon was here, and he was gorgeous as usual. He had on dark denim jeans that hugged his legs, and a T-shirt the color of his eyes.


“Simon! I am so glad you’re here!”


My heart was beating wildly. He hugged me tighter. He then leaned down and kissed my forehead gently.


“Sorry I am late, love,” he said into my hair.


It made Goosebumps appear on the back of my neck. It sent an involuntary shiver through my body. I could have stayed like this forever. It was where I felt the safest. I loved to just listen to his heartbeat. 

It was the closest thing to perfection I could find.

“I was beginning to think you were going to stand me up.” I smiled, teasing.


Shock touched his eyes for a moment, but it didn’t last. “Never!” he exclaimed in mock horror. “I just had to


make a stop first.”

He had a mischievous grin on his face. I never knew what he had up his sleeve when he wore that smile. It was times like this that I wished mind-reading had been one of the many gifts that seemed to be appearing in me. I couldn’t imagine where he could have gone. As far as I knew he was never far from me. He was always watching over me, awaiting the next attack from the Wicked that we both knew was coming. Neither of us liked to talk about it, but I knew that it occupied his thoughts as much as it did mine. I felt bad about that. I wanted to be more than an obligation to him.

“Hold on a minute.” He let go and, in a flash, appeared at the passenger door.

Opening the door, he turned back and grinned like he was a small child sneaking into the cookie jar. He pulled out a silver box tied with a red ribbon. It was wrapped beautifully. It looked like great care had gone into just the tying of the bow.

“What?” I asked. It wasn’t my birthday. I didn’t understand why he would be getting me a present.


“What is this for?”


The smile on his face was making my heart do strange things. I tried to focus on the bow and my breathing.

“It’s our one-month anniversary since our first date.” His eyes smoldered at me. 

I tried to catch my breath but wasn’t doing a great job at it. My heart beats harder and faster, growing by the second. I knew that a heart couldn’t explode. But at times like this, I wondered.


“Open it, please.” His eyes glowed with fire.


I couldn’t take another moment of his eyes pleading with me. They always said so much more than his words. So, I took the box from him. Taking a moment to control my heart, I carefully untied the ribbon. I lifted the box top and gasped. Inside was the most beautiful heart-shaped ruby necklace. It had a silver chain, and I didn’t think I could have ever seen anything more beautiful in my life. The chain looked like it had been spun out of a spider web—it was so delicate; that I was afraid of breaking it just by breathing on it.

“Oh, Simon! It’s...it’s so beautiful,” I managed to whisper out.

The tears were starting to build, and I wasn’t having any luck trying to gain control of them. It was too much! Too expensive, too extravagant, it was just too...much. I knew that I hadn’t done anything to earn or deserve something so brilliant.

It reminded me of a picture I had once seen of the royal jewels from England. I never thought that I would see one up close, let alone be given one. I closed the box and handed it back to him.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t accept it.” My head hung lower with every word. I shook my head no slowly. Even though there was a part of me that really wanted to.
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He reached down and opened the box, pulling the necklace out of the box, ignoring my rejection. He had a satisfied smile on his face. I wondered what it was all about.


Staring at the necklace, I continued to shake my head


no.


But I couldn’t bring myself to tear my eyes away from


it. I had never seen anything like it in my life. The heart was smooth and looked like it had been found that way. Surely no tool has ever touched it. His smile grew, and his gaze found mine.

“Yes, please, it’s just a way of reminding you that you have my heart.”

With that, he leaned down and kissed me. I couldn’t bring myself to argue with him anymore. So I nodded my head yes, all the while trying to find my voice. It came out in a whisper.

“Thank you, Simon, I love it.” I could tell that it pleased him that I liked it. His smile grew from ear to ear.


“Here, let me put it on you.”


I turned and he put it around my neck. It was heavier than I expected, and I was starting to worry about how much it had cost Simon. I knew he didn’t have a nine-to-five job, but he always had all the money he needed. I had never asked him about it, but I was curious. We walked over to the blanket I had been sitting on. The leaves were starting to change colors.


It was my favorite time of year. I loved fall.
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There was something about being able to curl up in a warm blanket and sipping hot chocolate while watching a roaring fire. I couldn’t think of a better way to spend my time. I loved just sitting and watching the colored leaves blowing in the wind. I could do it for hours at a time. My parents had relaxed a little bit now that I was spending so much time with Simon.

They knew I was safe with him. Well, as safe as I could be. They were giving me more of the freedom I was used to. For a while there, I felt like I was under house arrest. I knew that they were scared, and so I didn’t fight them too much. How could I? When the Wicked had taken me last year, it shook them to the core. Never knowing if they were going to see me again was something I was sure had changed them forever.


I knew that it had changed me.


The air had turned cooler, so Simon and I snuggled up in a quilt and just enjoyed our time together. The sun was starting to set.

“We better get going. My mom has dinner plans for us,” I said, rolling my eyes. Simon laughed.

“I swear, your mom is trying to make me fat,” he said, moaning, while he patted his stomach.

Since I had been dating Simon, my mom had been home more often. With her being home, she had dinner plans for Simon and me every night. She was trying out another new recipe tonight, and I was grateful that Simon was such a good sport about it. The only part of my life that was less than perfect was...James.

I still wasn’t over his betrayal. 

And he still wasn’t over me. Every day he would try and corner me and try and talk to me. During class, he would watch me. He had written me a letter begging for another chance and wanting forgiveness. I didn’t know if I could ever forgive him, and as for another chance? Well, he could just forget about that.

Eva was still treating me like I was the one that had messed up. She was constantly giving me the evil eye and

nasty comments, whenever she thought I was out of earshot. It seemed that our little moment of truce hadn’t lasted long. I didn’t care. I was happy, and no matter how many snippy comments she made, she couldn’t change that. James walked through the days like a zombie. Part of me felt bad, but I couldn’t let myself think about it.


I knew Eva blamed me.


But I couldn’t trust him; I don’t think I ever could. Right now, I have too many things on my mind to worry about. I had a deadline looming over my head. It was October first, already. I only had until April before I had to return and see the Witch’s Council. Not to mention, I still had Asher’s threat hanging over my head.

I knew he wasn’t going to give up trying to make me a part of the Wicked.

My powers were getting stronger by the day. I didn’t even have to think about them anymore. They just happened. Simon was always like the proud parent when I discovered something new I could do. I was a little afraid, but I was also glad that I would be able to fend for myself in a fight. My parents always looked at me with new eyes, every time they heard about or saw me use my powers. 
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I could tell it scared them, even though they tried to hide that part from me. But I also knew part of them believed that I could protect myself if needed. Their constant fear of Asher and the Wicked was always in my mom’s eyes and my dad’s furrowed brow. We all knew that Asher wasn’t going to give up on his plot to turn me into the Wicked. His need for my power would keep him going until the end of one of us.

It was funny. Asher used to scare me, but now I wanted him to come for me.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not suicidal. I wanted to be the one to end his threat. I never wanted him to get close enough to harm someone I loved, again. I had to admit, I was still leery of those around me. Knowing how many there were out there, with the power to morph into someone close to me, it was unnerving. I couldn’t stop thinking about how close he had gotten to James.

Part of me missed James. I could admit it, at least, to myself.

I missed the fun we had together. I missed the way we were when it was just the two of us and we could sit quietly, and I felt so at home. I couldn’t believe it had all been a lie. I knew that my rejection had hurt him, but he had no idea how much his betrayal had hurt me. I tried my best to keep it out of my mind. It was still just too painful to think about. Arriving home, Simon opened my door, helping me out.

Looking at his mesmerizing eyes, I couldn’t help but think about how lucky I was to have him in my life. I couldn’t imagine going through all that I had without him.


He was my anchor.



He held me together when I thought I couldn’t make it another moment in the chaos that danced around my life. Simon grabbed me and hugged me tightly.

“So, are you ready?” he asked with a smirk. I groaned.

I loved my mom, but all her new recipes were killing me. I knew what I liked, and I didn’t like being bombarded with something new every night. But it made her happy, so I went along with it. I had snuck bread and peanut butter up

in my room for those nights, I couldn’t eat what she had made.


I never had the heart to tell her when I didn’t like it.


Rolling my eyes, I answered, “Sure thing,” while giving him the thumbs up to show my reluctance. I was glad that I had a partner to share my pain. Simon led me to the front door and went to open it. Suddenly I felt a cold shiver run up and down my body. Simon stopped and turned to look at me closely.


“What’s wrong, Emma? Are you cold?” Simon asked.


Concern furrowed his brow.

I knew it was more than that. I had a sense that something wasn’t quite right. My powers were growing by the day, and my senses were becoming more and more sensitive. I could feel eyes on us.

Shaking my head, I whispered, “I think we are being watched.”

This made Simon tense immediately. He pushed me behind him, putting himself between the darkness and the front door. As usual, his first thought was protecting me. Seeing it made me smile.

“Emma, quickly go inside and watch over your parents.”

I wanted to argue with him, but I knew if someone was out there, my parents needed to be protected. After all, they wouldn’t have any of these problems if they didn’t have me for a daughter. I hated the fact that my existence was messing with their safety.

“Please be safe, Simon.”

I reached up to kiss him, quickly and ran at top speed

inside.

“Mom, Dad, where are you?” I yelled, trying to calm myself. I slowed my speed, not wanting to spook them. They freaked out at seeing me at high speed. I didn’t want to scare them if there was nothing to fear.

My mom must have heard the fear in my voice because she came rushing around the doorframe.


“What’s wrong, Emma?”

I could tell she was frightened already.


Ever since I had been kidnapped by Asher’s crew, both of my parents had been one step away from a full-blown panic attack. They were never able to relax. They were always afraid of what was coming next. I understood it and tried to keep as calm as I could around them. When I had nightmares, I would bury my head in my pillows and scream, so they wouldn’t know just how afraid I was.

The look on my mom’s face sent me back into protector mode. It was all I needed to calm my own fear.


Nobody was going to hurt my parents.


They would have to kill me first. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my voice.

“I’m not sure if it’s anything, Mom, I just need you and Dad to be with me for a minute,” 
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I assured her, forcing a smile I was sure she saw through in an instant. She slowly nodded her head. She knew, just as well as I did, that there was danger coming for me.


“Dad is in the kitchen.”


I grabbed her by the hand and raced her to the kitchen. We made it at record speed, and our appearance startled my dad.

“Whoa! You can’t do that to me, Em; you’re going to give your old dad a heart attack.” He smiled, joking. His smile disappeared as soon as he saw our faces.

“What’s wrong?” He got up and walked over to us, putting an arm around each of us. He took a protective stance, looking back and forth. I couldn’t help but smile. I knew that he would be no help in a fight, but I loved the fact that he wanted to protect my mom and me.

“I’m not sure, Dad. I felt like Simon and I were being watched.” I was getting worried that I had overreacted, seeing the looks of fear on my parents’ faces. I should have been sure before scaring them like this. I hated myself for putting them through this.

“Simon went to go and check things out, and I came in to be with you.”

I heard the front door open, and I pushed my parents back, ready to fight whoever was coming in. But I wasn’t prepared for who entered the kitchen.

“James!” My body tensed in synchronization with both of my parents. James was followed by an irate-looking Simon.

“Simon, what is he doing here?”

My fear was gone, and it had been replaced with anger.

“You were right as usual, Emma. We were being watched.” Simon was annoyed at his find. James looked down at the ground sheepishly. I didn’t like the idea that James had been out there watching me. I also didn’t like the fact that someone had gotten that close to my family without me realizing it sooner. 

After all, James was only a mortal right now.  If a mortal could get close, then what could someone with multiple powers do? My heart trembled at the thought. I had to protect my parents at all costs. My safety meant nothing if they were hurt.

“I told James he had to explain himself.” Simon pushed him in front of me. He stumbled forward.

Simon understood the whole thing if you asked me. I wondered why he was so calm about my ex watching me. I certainly wasn’t. Simon pushed James again—this time, closer to me; I still stood in front of my parents. I didn’t trust James and knowing that Asher had sent him it made me nervous. I could see that my defensive stance hurt him. I didn’t know what he expected from me. What? Hugs and kisses and all forgiveness? I don’t think so.

“Sorry that I scared you, Emma.” His words were as weak as his stance.

He shuffled his feet and couldn’t bring himself to look me in the eye. If he only knew just how ready I was to fight the things that go bump in the night. Then I was certain that he would be afraid to be camping out in the dark, playing the role of peeping tom.

“You see, I was just trying to make sure that you’re safe,” he said. His words still affected me.

Like you would care, that was all I could think, bitterly. “I’m fine!” I was trying to control my anger, but it wasn’t easy. I tried to hide the quiver in my voice. My body was starting to shake, and I forced myself to calm down for my parents’ benefit. Bad things had a way of happening to those around me when I couldn’t control my temper.

James sunk his head even lower. “Again, I am sorry

that I upset you.”


He turned to leave and Simon stopped him.


“Look, James, I am taking care of Emma. She is safe, now.” I noticed that Simon put a lot of emphasis on the word now. We all knew that James being in my life had led me to more danger than I was in, now. A fact that I was sure, he didn’t need to be reminded of.

“Yeah, I know. I just don’t want Asher getting to her.” He sounded so sincere.

I felt a little guilty about being so angry at him, but just a little. I didn’t want to hurt him, no matter what he had done. That wasn’t who I was. I never wanted to be the type of person who hurt people for fun. I just had to stop wanting to make everyone feel better. It wasn’t my job, something that I had to tell myself, looking at a dejected James. He looked up at me. Stumbling over his own words.

“The thing is, Asher isn’t going to give up. He wants Emma badly. And he wants the Amulet, even more. I know I can never make up for what I did, but I can’t let Emma be hurt, either.”

––––––––
[image: ]


He was so passionate, so caring, that I almost believed that he cared about what happened to me. I had enough of James trying to play with my emotions. I was sure that he expected his words to soften my stance. Instead, it hardened it like a petrified forest.

“In fact, I wish Asher would come. Then, at least, this little game would be over.”


I heard my mom gasp in the background.


I turned to her. “Don’t worry, Mom. Even if he came, I would keep you and Dad safe.”

I knew that I would die to protect them. I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“No, Emma, it would be too dangerous,” my mom begged.

“Emily, you don’t need to worry. Asher won’t come by himself, and anyone he would send, we could take care of easily. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to take on Emma, with her powers growing like they are.” Simon was grinning at me. There was that look that drove me crazy. The proud parent!


I wish people would stop thinking I was so wonderful. I turned to James. “I appreciate you wanting to help,


but I don’t need you. I can take care of myself, now.”

It looked like I had stabbed a knife through his heart and twisted it in his already bleeding heart. I hated seeing him in pain. I had loved him once—and still did, if I would listen to my feelings. I knew my words hurt him, but I could tell that Simon took a little pleasure from it. He was having a hard time hiding the pleasure he got from my rebuff.

“Well, I guess I will be going then.” James turned and headed down the hall.

“I still want to throttle that boy!” My dad growled under his breath while punching his left hand into his right. My parents felt as betrayed as I did over James’ deceit. My mom took the emotional approach, hurt feelings and all. My dad, on the other hand, tried to control himself from punching James square in the face. I didn’t blame him.

My dad always had been very protective of me.

The fact that I was the baby of the family didn’t help my cause. He used to joke that I wasn’t allowed to date until I was forty. I think he thought he could convince me that it was normal. Until I met James, I wouldn’t have argued.

Now, I wish I had.

“Well, who’s ready for some Chicken Tacos?” This shook me out of my thoughts.


“Did you just say Chicken Tacos?” My mom was smiling from ear to ear.


“Yes, I thought I would go easy on you for the night, for being such a good sport lately.”

My dad clapped his hands together. His lips formed a huge smile, easily forgetting the mess that James had inflicted on our family.

“Let’s eat!” He grabbed my mom’s hand and led her to the dining room table. She laughed like a teenage girl at his excitement.

I turned to Simon “You’re staying, right?” I hoped that the whole James confusion hadn’t ruined Simon’s mood. After the confrontation with James, I needed Simon here.
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“I wouldn’t miss it.” He smiled that same smile that always made me weak in the knees. It was as if the past fifteen minutes had never happened. Taking my hand, he led me to the dining table. As we bowed our heads to say prayer, I looked around the table and realized how lucky I was to have all those I loved around the table with me.


I wasn’t going to let anyone mess with my life, again.
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Chapter 2: Invitation
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Homecoming week was approaching, and I couldn’t believe it had been a year since everything had started with James. There was going to be a formal dance this year, the night after the big Homecoming game. Everyone was talking about who they were going with or who they wanted to go with. I was looking forward to a quiet night at home with Simon.


I didn’t want a repeat of last year.


Ashley was going to the dance with Ryan. It didn’t take him long to realize that Eva was all looks. Ryan and Ashley started dating at the beginning of last summer and we are connected at the hip now. I was so happy that she had found someone that put that smile on her face. I heard Eva was going with some guy from the local college.


I didn’t want to know about James’ date.


The halls were littered with banners about our game against the Snow Canyon Cougars. The only part of the whole week I was looking forward to was the half day on Friday. 

School was the last place I wanted to be these days. 
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The hours I was in school seemed to pass even slower than before. I would have never thought that was possible. I couldn’t wait to get out and see Simon. Heading down the hall, I saw Ashley heading my way.

“Emma! Emma!” she shouted, making sure to catch my attention. She was wearing her usual Friday attire: her cheerleading uniform. They were hideous. The school raised money over the summer to buy new ones. But Ashley could even make that look stylish. I would never understand just how she did it. I looked down at my usual “end of laundry” outfit. Black leggings were complimented by a long navy T-shirt. I loved the shirt. Simon gave it to me. It was from his birthplace, Black Pool, England. He had promised to take me someday. It had its name emblazed across my chest.

Watching Ashley run towards me, I smiled in return. It was hard not to. She had one of the most contagious smiles I had ever seen.


“Hey, Ash, what’s going on?”


She rushed up to me and hugged me. She nearly knocked me over with enthusiasm. I had to steady myself. She danced when she spoke.

“I am getting so excited for the dance. Do you think you’re going to go?”

We had already had this conversation at least ten times this week, but there was no stopping her.

“Oh man, I already told you I’m not going.” I tried hard not to groan out loud.
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I was beginning to think that she thought if she asked me enough times my answer would change. Ashley didn’t know the specifics about why James and I had broken up.

She knew he had lied to me about something, and I now was dating Simon.

It was hard for her to understand it. I wished I could tell her everything, but I didn’t want to put her in danger. She frowned and gave me such a sad look; it was hard not to feel guilty.

“Come on, Emma, you must go. It’s our last Homecoming!” She pleaded with me. She looked at me with a look I was sure never got her turned down. I bit my bottom lip.

Shaking my head no, I told her, “I’m not going, Ash; you’re just going to have to enjoy your boyfriend all night without me.”

I said it with a smile, hoping she would drop it for now. She studied me for a minute and seemed to know she wasn’t going to win, right now. She seemed to be weighing something that was running through her mind. With a small smirk and a twinkle in her eye, she changed the subject. Slightly.


“Fine, but can I ask you a question?”


“Of course.” I should have asked what she wanted first. “Don’t be mad but—what would you do if James asked you?” Her heart was in the right place, but she was only working with half of the information. I took a deep breath,

trying not to take my frustrations out on her.

“He won’t, so there is no need to worry.” 
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I wish she would just drop it. She had a guilty expression crossing her face. Suddenly she couldn’t look me in the eye. I didn’t like where this was going. She looked guilty.

“Ashley, what did you do?” I could feel the heat building inside.

“Well I didn’t do anything, but James did talk to me.” She smiled at me.

I shook my head. I wished he would just stop, already. He was making this way harder than it needed to be. Plus, going to my best friend wasn’t playing fair. He knew I couldn’t tell her anything.

“Let me guess, he’s...really sorry.” I couldn’t hide the bitter edge of my words, and it surprised her. It wasn’t often that I let my bitterness out. I never did it in front of anyone that was outside my magical world. I knew it had to be shocking for her.

“Yes, he did say that. But he also said he loves and misses you.” I was sure that it was part of a fairy tale to her. She was such a hopeless romantic. GRRRRR!

If he loved me so much, he would have told me the truth earlier, instead of lying to me all those months. The fury still burned inside me whenever I thought about it. I could tell that she was confused about my reaction.


So, I did what I did best. I changed the subject.


“Did you get your dress yet?” I had prepared myself for at least twenty minutes of her telling me all about her dress and how she was going to wear her hair. What came next surprised me.


“No. I haven’t been able to get it yet.”  



I’m sure my face was covered in disbelief.



“What? Ashley, Homecoming is next week! You need to get your dress.” I knew just how fast dresses went in Red Rocks. I should have known she had something up her sleeve.

“I know, I know. I was hoping my very bestest friend in the whole wide world would go to Vegas with me this weekend and help me pick one out. And maybe even get her one.”

My first reaction was to say yes. I would love to spend a day in Vegas with Ashley—no worries about my everyday life. But I knew that wherever I was, the Wicked was sure to follow. I was torn. As much as I needed a day away from the turmoil of my life, I didn’t want to endanger her.

“I don’t know.” I prayed that she wouldn’t hear the hesitation in my voice.

“Come on, Emma. We haven’t had a day of fun for so long. Please say you will at least think about it.”

I knew I couldn’t say no, right then. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. I nodded in defeat. She squealed in delight and hugged me again.


“Great!”

I could see she was planning our trip already. “Remember, I will just think about it. No promises.” I


could tell by the look in her eyes that she wasn’t hearing a word that I was saying. I would have to talk to Simon about it and see what he thought of the whole thing. Hugging me tightly, I could tell she thought she had won.

“Okay, I will call you later.” With that, she happily skipped down the hall.
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I made my way to class, wishing it was the end of the day. I tried to pay attention in class, but my thoughts kept drifting to the end of the day when I could be freed from school. I was beginning to feel like school was a prison. 

Prison would be less painful.

Here I was, forced to come face to face with my tormentor, every day. James. He watched me through every class. I always felt his eyes on me. It made me uncomfortable. I was jealous of my birth mother for the sheer fact that, after she broke up with my birth father, she never had to see him again. I realized the thought of it saddened me.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about never seeing James again.

I just knew in this moment of being watched, I wish he was gone. This started me thinking about my birth father. I wondered where he was. Did he think about Hannah? How would he react if he found out the truth? First, that Hannah was a witch, and then, the most life-changing fact—that they had a daughter. Would he shun her, shun me? Or would he take her in his arms and love her anyway?


I knew one thing. I wanted to find him.


I wanted to know where he was, and what he was doing in his life. I wondered if he had ever married and if I had any brothers or sisters. Or, had he been like Hannah and never found love again? I will talk to Simon about it later. I knew he could help me find Thomas. I would just see what he was like. I didn’t want to pull him into my mixed-up world. I just wanted to see that he was happy in his life. At least that’s what I told myself.

But I couldn’t risk it. 
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Pulling him into my dangerous life would be the most selfish thing I could ever do. I just wanted to know that he was all right. It was more than that—after meeting Hannah, there was a part of me that wanted to make her happy. Make up for the years of pain she had suffered because of me. If there was any way that she could find happiness with Thomas...I wasn’t sure what could happen, even if he didn’t run when he found out the truth.


I was so deep in thought I didn’t hear the bell ring. “Emma. Emma.” James was trying to get my attention,


I suddenly realized.

He was standing next to my desk, a little too close for my comfort. I could smell him, his musky scent. It started filling my head with memories. I was startled to have him that close. I jumped up.


“James.” I tried to walk around him.


“Em, is everything all right?” I realized he wasn’t going to let me by.

“Yes. Fine,” I said, hoping that would end the questions.


“Are you sure? You looked a million miles away.”


I could see that he was concerned. I felt like I needed to explain, for some reason. Without thinking, I spilled the first words off my tongue.


“I was just thinking about my birth father.”


He nodded like he understood, without me even having to say another word. It was moments like this that made it hard for me to remember that he was the enemy. I had always been able to tell him anything when we were together. 

“If you need to talk, Emma, I am always here for you.”

I could tell his words were sincere. I wasn’t sure how to react. I didn’t feel like fighting right now. I took a deep breath, giving myself a moment to control the spite that lay beneath the surface.

“Thanks, James.” He seemed surprised that I didn’t spit venom in his direction. I didn’t give him a moment to recover from the shock. I walked around him and headed out of the room.

I didn’t look back to see if he had followed me. I just wanted to get to my next class as quickly as possible, before any other topics came up. I didn’t want to give him a chance to ask me to the Homecoming dance if he really was planning on it. The less complicated our interaction, the better. I decided to head to the nearest bathroom and hide until the next bell was close to ringing.

When I knew I only had enough time to make it to class, I made a mad dash to get there in time. I made it through the rest of the day without any other run-ins with James.

I was so happy to walk out of the school door and find Simon there, waiting for me. I ran and jumped into his arms. He looked amazing, as usual. He was wearing dark faded jeans and a long-sleeved green shirt.


“Emma,” he said, sighing with elation.


He then put me down while wrapping his arms tighter around me and kissed me, gently. I kissed him back eagerly, so happy to be with him. It surprised him but he didn’t fight it. I remembered that we were out in public, so I quickly pulled away. 

I was still shy about letting the public see my declarations of affection. Things were so much better when we were together.


“So how was your day?” he asked with a quick smile. My top teeth found my bottom lip.

“Oh, not good, I see.” I shook my head for a moment. “I am just so glad it’s over, and that you’re here.” That


brought back my favorite gleam in his eye.

“Well, let me take you out of here then. How about we head to Kolob?” I nodded my head, thrilled to have some

time alone with him. Simon grabbed my hand and led me to his Rover. Opening my door, he leaned down and kissed me before helping me in my seat. While I waited for him to climb in, I made the mistake of turning my head to the right.

There stood James, looking broken.

He had seen everything that had just happened to Simon and me. Eva stood beside him giving me a death stare I had come to expect from her. She reached up and put her arms around James. I turned my head back, looking out the front window. I was afraid I would start to cry if I looked at him a second longer. Our drive to Kolob was quiet, and I knew Simon could tell I had a lot on my mind. I also knew that he would wait until we made it to the lake to ask any questions.

When we arrived, he was at my door in a moment—no need to hide our powers when it was just the two of us. He opened the door for me and led me to a blanket he already had ready for us. It was chilly, and I noticed that he had extra blankets set out for us.






Simon was so thoughtful!



I loved the way he was always taking care of me. He also had hot chocolate and some yummy pumpkin cookies ready. We sat down and got all cuddled up.


“So, are you going to tell me what’s on your mind?” I decided to start with the easier one.


“Ashley wants me to go shopping with her this weekend in Vegas. She wants my help to find a dress for the dance.” I stopped short of telling him how she thought I should go to the dance, never mind the fact that she thought James was going to ask me. I waited for his answer. Simon’s face morphed into a look I didn’t recognize. 

He was irritated with me.


“Emma, you don’t have to ask my permission.”


He said it with a funny look crossing his face. I loved that Simon let me be me. He always respected my thoughts and feelings. Towards the end of my relationship with James, he wouldn’t let me do what I wanted. He always wanted a say about where I went and what I did.

“I know that! I just worry about everything that could happen.” He studied me for a moment. I had voiced my concern about my friends being hurt more than once. I knew that I didn’t need to do it again.


“I think you should go; you need some fun.” My mouth dropped.


What he didn’t add was that he would be watching me the whole time. If he had, then I would have been more at ease about the whole thing. 
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I wasn’t expecting that answer. 

“Really? You think it would be all right?” My mood instantly brightened.

“I only have one question.” A mischievous grin danced on his lips. “Are you going to get yourself a dress, too?”

This caught me off guard. His words didn’t make sense. “A dress for me? I don’t need one, I’m not going.” I was surprised he hadn’t realized that already. He was trying hard to keep his smile to a normal size. Then I recognized that face and the mischievous gleam in his eye. 

He was up to something.

“What? What is it?”

As usual, I was clueless. He reached under a blanket and pulled out a long, square box. I hoped he hadn’t gotten me more jewelry. I already felt guilty over the necklace I was wearing. 

“No,” I insisted, putting my hands out to push his new

present away. His smile only got bigger with my protest. He laughed, ignoring my refusal.


“Please, just open it.”


I couldn’t fight with the look in his eyes. They looked like they were blazing. I decided not to argue. I reached out and took the box in my hands. I was shaking a little. I managed to get the lid off, and I gasped. Inside, was the most beautiful sunflower—made from glass. It was so detailed and delicate. I couldn’t imagine anything like it. I could feel the tears starting to form.


“So do you like it?”


I was afraid if I spoke it would be a garbled mess. So, I just nodded my head yes. I could tell it pleased him deeply.




“Good.” His eyes were shining at this point, too. “But...why?” was all I was able to eke out.


He looked like I had asked the magic question.

“Emma, I was hoping you would do me the honor of accompanying me to the Homecoming dance next week.” My heart soared. Simon was asking me to the Homecoming dance. I never would have thought he would want to go to a silly high school dance.

“You want to go?” Disbelief still colored my words, and I was sure my face too.


He shook his head no. “No, I want to go with you.” My heart started racing.


“Yes, I would love to go with you.” He pulled me to him and hugged me tightly.


“Thank you, Emma.”
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