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      I hope you enjoy reading Flame Caster!

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my Newsletter to find out about new releases, cover reveals, giveaways, and more!

      

      If you want to see exclusive teasers, help me decide on covers, read excerpts, talk about books, etc, join my reader group on Facebook: Juliana’s Club!
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        Chey – daughter

        Chini – son

        Daj – mother

        Dat – father

        Gadjo – non-Romani person

        Nais tuke – thank you

        Ozi – fire

        Phal – brother

        Phen – sister

        Puri Chey – granddaughter

        Puri Chini – grandson

        Puri Daj – grandmother

        Puri Dat – grandfather

        Rom Baro – leader of the enclave

        Ruv – wolf/werewolf

        Saint Sara-la-Kali – Romani Saint

        Sastimos – a greeting

        Vurdon – wagon

        Yog – fire

        Yog Ozi Nas – fire heart fever

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I was always a firm believer that everything happened for a reason.

      Now, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I was the Heart Maiden. I hadn’t known I was a tzigane, a special kind of Romani with actual magical powers, until two months ago. I knew next to nothing about tzigane history and customs, even though the elder council ordered I studied it all ASAP. I had no control over my powers, and if it weren’t for my mother’s elixir, I would have killed a person or two by now.

      I was also a hot-tempered, sharp-tongued, cut-the-bullshit kind of girl. I bet the council, with all their orders, would get tired of me fast.

      But for now … for now, I tried to compromise.

      As I walked out of the classroom, my phone vibrated. I checked and it was a message from my mother.

      Mom: I’m 5 minutes late. Be there soon.

      Me: Okay.

      Letting out a sigh, I exited the building and sat on the side of the stone steps. Students came and went; all of them went about their classes as if this were the real world.

      If only I could still be that naïve.

      Now I knew there was so much more to the world. There were magical creatures, there were monsters, and there were alchemists who were bent on using tzigane blood for terrible purposes. And they were after me.

      That was why I wasn’t walking to the bus stop. That was why I had to stay here, seated on this cold stone step, waiting for my mother to pick me up. Usually, she would be parked right in front of the building the moment I stepped out.

      As much as I liked the break from being watched over twenty-four-seven, I hated staying put and doing nothing.

      I pulled out my phone and found a text message from Ellie.

      Ellie: Hi, Mi. Raul wants to go to Muévete this Friday. Are you in?

      Shit.

      Me: I wish.

      Ellie: Because of the alchemists?

      I had met Ellie about two months ago, when she started taking my flamenco classes at the dance studio I taught at. Even though I was quiet and wary of making friends, Ellie had broken through my walls, and soon I considered her my best friend. She had gotten a little creeped out when she found out I was a tzigane, but after the alchemists kidnapped us, she had come to terms with it. Mostly.

      Me: Yup.

      Ellie: Then tell your hunky warriors to come with you.

      Me: They won’t go. I asked already, and they were vehement. They won’t let me go anywhere like that anymore, and they won’t take me.

      Ellie: Jeez, that sucks.

      I agreed. Muévete was a great club about thirty minutes from Broken Hill that played lots of flamenco and reggaeton, which I loved. But since the alchemists’ attacks, “my hunky warriors” and the elder council decided I couldn’t go anywhere. There or any other clubs or bars, or anywhere that would make protecting me difficult.

      Such a pain in my ass.

      Ellie: Is there anything I can do?

      Me: Come and rescue me.

      Ellie: Say when and where. I would love to teach the hunky warriors a lesson.

      I chuckled, imagining Ellie standing up to Artan and Theron, the two warriors who were always trailing me. I might pay to see that.

      Letting out a sigh, I watched the road. Where was my mother? She was never this late.

      A cold breeze blew by, and I tightened my suede jacket around me. The day was gray and dark for ten in the morning, but the forecast had called for clear skies in the afternoon, which would warm the day a little. But only a little since October in Connecticut was already too damn cold, in my opinion. I missed the heat of Florida.

      Hmm, an idea popped in my mind. I bit my lip, wondering if I could pull it off. It would be a little risky with so many people walking by me, but I couldn’t stop the little excitement filling my veins. What could I say? I liked risky and forbidden things.

      I closed my eyes and focused on my magic. I called it from deep inside me. Because of the suppression elixir I drank every day, only a sliver answered. It was enough, though. I channeled it, coaxing it out of its hiding place. Soon, the magic ran free inside me, and I let out a relieved exhale. At first, it had been odd to feel magic inside me. Now, it was a part of me. I pushed my magic under my skin, the fire in my magic, and focused on the heat, on the warmth.

      Soon, my skin felt warmer, and I wasn’t cold anymore.

      A proud smile spread over my lips. I had done it. I had been able to warm myself with my magic, my yog—the tzigane word for fire.

      But the heat kept increasing, kept coming, and my hands started turning orange.

      Shit.

      I closed my eyes again and focused. I pushed the magic back. I asked it to retreat, to let it go, before fire shot from my hands and everyone saw what I could do. Only the heat increased and panic took over.

      Without thinking, I ran inside the building and into the nearest restroom. I turned on the cold water faucet and shoved my hands and arms under the water. A hiss echoed through the bathroom and a little smoke rose from my now damp jacket.

      A girl stepped out from a stall and stared at my arms—and jacket—under the water.

      “I …” I started. But what could I say that made sense? Nothing came to mind. The girl looked at me as if I were crazy, then dashed out of the restroom without washing her hands.

      I sighed.

      When my magic was doused, I turned off the faucet and stripped off my jacket. Cursing, I folded the sleeves of my sweater to my elbows. Now I would be even colder outside. Damn, what the hell had I done?

      It was only morning and my day was already going so well.

      I dragged my feet back to the front of the building, fully expecting to see my mother parked in the fire lane, waiting for me, but to my surprise, she wasn’t there.

      Shivering, I picked up my phone and shot her a text.

      Me: Where are you? Everything okay?

      I stared at the phone, waiting for an answer.

      The next set of classes was about to start. A large group of students rushed into the building. A guy bumped his shoulder into mine and I stumbled back.

      He reached to me and held my upper arm. “Sorry.”

      A cold shiver rolled down my spine as I stared at him. He wore a black hoodie and a black mask over his nose and mouth. When I didn’t answer, he humphed and continued his march to the building.

      A long breath escaped my lungs, and I put a hand over my racing heart. Holy crap, what a scare. For a moment, I thought the guy was an alchemist, but his mask was a part of a scarf to cover his nose and mouth against the cold air. That didn’t stop my overacting brain from imagining him conjuring a shadow dagger and piercing it into my heart.

      I swallowed, trying to push those fears away.

      The guy wasn’t an alchemist. Not everyone who wore a hoodie, or a cloak, or a mask was an alchemist. I knew they could be hiding in plain sight like Phillip had done—he had pretended to be a normal human who liked me to get close—but after all I had been through, it was hard not to.

      I shook my hand.

      Mirella, stop.

      I couldn’t live in fear. I had to live as I always had. I refused to cower because of these damn alchemists.

      And yet, when I saw my mother’s car rounding the corner and coming toward me, I never felt more relieved.

      I rushed down the steps, and once she stopped in front of the building, I jumped inside the car.

      My mother, an older copy of me, knotted her brows. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” I said, sinking into the seat.

      She lifted an eyebrow at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Just drive.”

      Without a word, she pulled away from the curb and back onto the road. “I’ve never seen you so eager to go to training.”

      “What can I say? I love getting my butt kicked.” My voice dripped with sarcasm.

      My mother shook her head, her eyes on the road.

      I glanced at her as she drove. She asked what happened, but it wasn’t as if she really wanted to talk to me. She never did. She wanted to be near me. She wanted to make sure I was all right, but talk? No. Every time I had tried to talk to her, she practically ran away. So why would I reach out to her when she never tried reaching out to me?

      I crossed my arms and stared out the window, wishing time passed quickly and training wasn’t so bad. At least, I would get to see Artan, even if the hunky warrior was always in a bad mood.

      Maybe today, just today, he would be nice, or less horrible, and not kill me during training.
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      It all had been wishful thinking.

      I landed on my butt with a gasp. Again.

      Standing three feet from where I was sprawled on the floor, Artan shook his head. “You’re not listening to me.”

      I groaned. We had been training for almost two hours. If I tallied all the hours he and Theron had spent teaching me to fight these past few weeks, it was probably more than my college and dance classes put together.

      And yet, this fighting thing kept fighting me.

      “I am listening,” I complained as I pushed to my feet. My ass was sore, but I wasn’t about to complain. “I already told you, I’m not cut out for this.”

      I brushed my hands on my thighs, trying to pretend it was dust from the floor, not the calluses that had been forming from working out too much. When I looked up, Artan’s hazel eyes were fixed on me, on my legs, and his lips were pressed tight.

      Heat spread through my cheeks.

      I had caught him staring at me a few other times when we were training, and even though I didn’t think he was really looking at me—no, just lost in thought—I couldn’t help the flames licking my insides.

      Artan cleared his throat and lifted his eyes to mine. “You have to be,” he said, his voice rough. “Now, let’s start over.”

      He took three steps back and positioned himself.

      And then it was my turn to stare.

      Artan’s tall frame was clad in the warriors simple training clothes—light suede pants, a fitted Henley, and brown combat boots—and he stood with his powerful legs apart and fists raised. His biceps and shoulder muscles bulged. Even his face seemed sculpted out of perfect marble.

      How could a girl be by his side several hours every day and not notice he was too handsome for his own good? How could she not feel attracted to him? I needed to know what magic that was, because damn, I wasn’t sure I could resist much longer.

      Thankfully, Artan was quiet and stoic and kept to himself. Besides the handful of times I caught him staring, there was no indication that he might be interested in me. Which was great. The thought of being rejected stopped me from making a fool of myself when things heated up—at least on my side. Each time he came closer and touched my hands and arms, showing me how to position them properly … And once, when he actually stepped behind me and pressed his chest to my back, I had to ask for a break.

      I probably needed one right now.

      “I need some water,” I muttered, turning from the center of the mat to the cubies along the wall.

      My back turned to the fuming guy in the middle of the room. I took a long drink of my water. What did he expect from me? I was a dancer, not a fighter. Some of the kicks were okay, like roundhouse kick, but the position of the foot in a sidekick? Who the hell came up with that? My ballerina foot didn’t twist that way. I would never get all these details, I would never know how or when to apply them, and I would never have the power that should be behind each strike. Besides, it had only been two weeks since I found out I was the damned Heart Maiden, the only one who could bring salvation to the tziganes, whatever that meant. Since the ritual, when we found out my real powers, I had been treated like royalty. Whenever I came to the enclave, tziganes stopped and stared and smiled and bowed their heads with their fists over their hearts. Some dared come to me and ask for a blessing. A blessing! Me? Blessing someone? These people were doomed.

      “Mirella,” Artan called me, his voice much gentler than before, but like anything coming out of Artan’s mouth, it still had an edge to it. “Let’s start over.”

      Why did I feel so attracted to him? There was a very frustrating and unbendable no-dating rule that came with being the heart maiden. No matter what, I wasn’t to be touched. I was to live my life alone, serving the tziganes until my very last breath. Artan, with his huge sense of honor, would never even look at me with any interest.

      I had to do the same.

      Easier said than done.

      I set my water down and turned around. Frustrated with my progress, or lack of—among other things—I folded my arms over my chest, leaned against the cubies, and faced him, my chin lifted. “Can’t I just find the flowers and you and the other warriors do the fighting?”

      His shoulders relaxed and his eyes fixed on mine. Artan took two steps closer. The intensity of his gaze was too much for me, so I averted my eyes, pretending the weight lifting equipment and the treadmills and ellipticals on the other side of the training room were interesting.

      Artan let out a long exhale. “We have to hope for the best scenario and the best scenario is that when you feel the call of the flower, we will go there, retrieve it, and come back. Simple as that. No complications, no unexpected encounters. But we need to prepare for the worst.”

      I returned my eyes to him. “And that would be being attacked by alchemists.”

      He nodded. “Among other things.”

      “Like?”

      He paused. “Like revenants and other creatures I hope you never meet.”

      The images of those revenants attacking us in the parking lot of my old apartment flashed through my mind. Those foul vampire-like creatures. I shuddered, hoping I didn’t encounter one ever again.

      “If you’re trying to instill bravery in me, you’re doing a poor job,” I said. “In fact, you’re doing the exact opposite. I might not go after any flower if there are alchemists and revenants and other creatures waiting to attack us.”

      “To attack you,” he corrected me.

      I gaped. “You’re making it even worse.”

      “But it’s the truth.” He moved another foot forward, and the light overhead hit just right, making the gold flecks in his hazel eyes shine like the sun. His gaze never faltered as he continued, “I’m not trying to scare you. I’m trying to prepare you. You have your magic, and with training, you’ll probably be able to defeat them all easily and picking the flowers won’t seem like a torture session. But alchemists are tricky. They come up with new potions every day. What if they create a potion to render our magic useless? What if my warriors and I are busy fighting more alchemists? You need to be able to defend yourself.”

      “Even if I could do it. Even if something clicked, and I suddenly learned all the moves you’ve been trying to teach me, and I could fight. I don’t …” I paused, because I wasn’t sure admitting this made me a good person or exposed a weakness. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to kill someone, no matter how bad they are.”

      Artan dipped his chin once. “I know. I get it. But perhaps you’ll never need to. Again, we hope for the best scenario, even in a bad one. If we are attacked, and we have to fight, and you can’t use your magic, then you have to protect yourself until I can get to you and protect you.” He paused. “You know I’ll do what I can to keep you safe.”

      I nodded while telling my brain not to transform his words into more. He was a warrior ordered to protect the heart maiden. It was his job. Nothing else.

      Another wave of frustration rushed through me. Fighting, magic … Even with magic, I was having problems.

      To Darcy’s dismay, I continued training with Sheila at the Bellville enclave, but it wasn’t as easy as it was before. Now I had more magic, magic I didn’t know before, but it was also unstable. Sheila thought that if I had access to tiny amounts of magic at a time, I would learn how to control it, and then I could add on more.

      “Think of it like your ballet classes,” she had said. “You start in the beginner class. When you learn all there is to learn at that level, you move on to the intermediate class. You might feel overwhelmed right away, but with practice, you’ll learn all the new moves at the new level of difficulty. And, later on, you move on to advanced classes. Same thing with your magic. If we access a tiny drop first and you learn to control that, we can add a little more. Then a little more. Then a little more.”

      It made sense. I agreed to it right away, and to do that, we used my mother’s suppressing elixir. My mother adjusted the dosage accordingly, and she always gave me a little less right after I was supposed to have a lesson with Sheila. Of course, the elder council from the Lovell enclave didn’t want me taking the elixir.

      “They will punish you,” my mother had said in a warning tone, but I knew her. Even if we had spent months apart, I still knew her. The way she said it, the tightness in her voice and the way she avoided my gaze, there was more to it. Perhaps punishing was a good word compared to whatever was on her mind.

      Forcing my mind back to the present, I said to Artan, “I know.”

      “Good.” Artan returned to the center of the mat. “Let’s get going, then.” He adjusted his stance—feet apart and most of his weight on his back leg in what he called a fighting stance, and fists raised.

      During my first fighting class, Artan overloaded my brain with new terms. He had said that fighting styles changed, but the moves and strikes were always the same, even if their names changed from jiu-jitsu to kung fu, for example. Regardless, it was too much for my brain. Front stance, fighting stance, horse stance, inside-outside block, spear hand, two hand center chop, two fist middle block, knife hand chop, hammer kick, snap kick, jumping snap kick, side kick, turning side kick, roundhouse kick, back kick, hook kick, back wheel kick … it was endless, and for someone who had never thought about fighting before, it was all Greek.

      Besides, as I had told him, he was trying to teach me years of practice and learning in a few weeks. I was good with memory and choreography and new steps, but dancing and fighting were different.

      Suppressing a groan, I met him in the middle of the mat and mirrored his stance.

      “Feet wider,” he said. I adjusted my stance. “Hands tighter.” I tightened my fists. “Shoulders relaxed. But don’t slump them.”

      Holy shit …

      “Just get on with it!” I snapped.

      Artan’s jaw ticked. “Small steps.” His tone was firmer than before. “First, you need to know how to—”

      Tired of this shit, I attacked. Artan hadn’t expected it, and I landed my snap kick right in his stomach, drawing out his breath. But Artan recovered quickly and blocked my second kick. Next, he blocked my punch and my roundhouse kick.

      Then, he attacked.

      I twisted my arms, trying to remember which block or parry I should use with each attack. My frustration grew, and when I finally decided on one, I used the wrong kind of block. Artan kicked my arms, sending my hands into an arc around me and making me lose balance.

      I splat on the floor with a loud humph.

      Again.

      His eyebrows curled down, Artan knelt beside me. Leaning his torso over my fallen figure, he extended his hand to me.

      I locked my eyes on his, once more amazed by the golden streaks in his eyes. He had to know his effect on me. No? Was he blind? Or clueless? Did he do it on purpose, or was he interested in me?

      Before I could formulate any sort of answer or action, heavy footfalls filtered from the hallway into the training room and a new voice boomed, “What is going on here?”
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      Theron stared from Artan to me and back to Artan, his dark eyes narrowed.

      As swift as a cat, Artan jumped three feet back. “We were training,” he said.

      I frowned. What happened to the hand offering to help me up? What happened to staring into my soul?

      Cursing under my breath, I pushed to my feet.

      “Right,” Theron drawled, walking to the mat. Theron was a warrior through and through. Tall, strong, with too many muscles and a chiseled face. His long dark hair, which was loose and down to his shoulders most of the time, gave him a dangerous flavor. “That was exactly what was happening.” He turned to me. “I thought we had agreed I was sparring with you today.”

      I tilted my head at him. “No, it’s tomorrow.”

      He tsked. “No, it’s today.”

      “I have it on my calendar.” I marched back to the cubies, where my phone was beside my water. “Here … shit, today is Tuesday. I could swear it was Wednesday.”

      Theron arched an eyebrow, a smug grin on his lips. “See?” He faced Artan. “It’s my turn to spar with her.”

      “That’s not what the council ordered,” Artan protested.

      Theron advanced. “Do I look like I care about what your council says?”

      Artan held his ground. “Our council. At least it’s Mirella’s and she’s with us now.”

      Theron hissed, “She’s with both enclaves.”

      Two tall, strong men facing each other with death shining in their eyes—it wouldn’t end well.

      “Guys,” I called, but they didn’t hear me.

      “Her mother is Lovell, so—” Artan started.

      Theron interrupted him. “Her mother was banished from—”

      “—she’s a Lovell too, which means—”

      “—this enclave as if she had sided with—”

      “—she has to do whatever the council—”

      “—the alchemists and actually helped them—”

      I rolled my eyes. It was like that almost every day. Artan and Theron arguing about which enclave I belonged with, and whom I would obey. One, I didn’t belong to either enclave. I was still my own person, and even though I had accepted I was a tzigane, that was as far as I was willing to go. And two, I obeyed my wishes. I had stopped listening to my mother over a year ago. Why would I be ordered around by two greedy enclaves?

      I had already agreed to train in magic and fighting with both enclaves—with some restrictions. They had already consumed all my free time. I barely had time to study or dance. I sighed.

      And the guys continued arguing.

      Damn it. Until a couple of minutes ago, I had thought today was Wednesday, when in fact it was Tuesday. I glanced at the time on my cell phone. Almost three in the afternoon. If I left right now, I could still make it to my first dance class of the evening.

      I opened my mouth to tell them I had to go, but then shut it again. I didn’t need to tell anyone what I was doing, not even Artan and Theron. I was tired of their babysitting, and since they were so engrossed in each other, I knew I had found a great time to sneak out.

      I grabbed my water and my tote, and walked out of the room as if I had stolen their swords and was about to run away with them.

      Thankfully, neither of the guys noticed—great babysitters those two. They kept arguing like an old married couple.
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      Nowadays, I felt like I was only myself in the dance studio. Probably because no one followed me inside the studio classroom. I could close the door and leave the tziganes, the heart maiden, and even Theron and Artan behind.

      There was nothing else but my students and me and the dancing.

      Now, if only I could come back here after my college classes tonight and dance by myself for at least an hour, then I would feel better. Then, I would feel like I would be able to face the next day.

      As I took a shower after my two dance classes, I formulated a plan. I was going to go to my chemistry class now, then instead of going to my mother’s house and to bed early, I was going to come back here and dance. Hopefully, I would still be in bed by midnight. I shuddered, thinking I had an early start tomorrow morning. I had
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