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      This book features characters with the following medical conditions. The information included is meant to educate readers on disabilities featured within the College of Witchcraft series. 

      
        
        LUPUS

      

      

      Lupus is an autoimmune disease that affects approximately five million people world-wide. Symptoms  may include chronic pain and fatigue, sun sensitivity, and rashes, among other complex symptoms. Lupus affects each patient differently, and symptoms can come and go throughout the course of the disease.

      
        
        TYPE 1 DIABETES

      

      

      Type 1 diabetes affects insulin-producing cells in the pancreas. Insulin is the hormone responsible for allowing sugar into the body’s cells. Patients require insulin injections to regulate their blood sugar levels. Without treatment, symptoms may include fatigue, blurred vision, and—over time—life-threatening complications such as nerve damage, kidney damage, and eye damage.

      
        
        DEPRESSION & SUICIDE

      

      

      Depression is one of the most common mental disorders in America, and affects over 264 million people world-wide. Symptoms may include fatigue, insomnia, and suicidal thoughts or actions. Suicide is the tenth leading cause of death in the United States and affects people across race, age, and gender identity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Several Months Earlier

      

      

      The coven claimed the town cemetery was haunted, which made it the perfect place to sneak into tonight. See, when I was a kid, I lost a bet to my buddy Grant. Loser had to go through with their Evoking Ceremony in the darkest, creepiest place we could find. Nothing beat the abandoned mausoleum on the far side of the cemetery. 

      “Let's speed it up, losers!” Chloe called from ahead of us. “The witching hour is approaching.”

       It was the end of November and freezing out. Snow dusted the ground, and the wind bit at my face. Tall trees rose up on either side of us, and the narrow dirt road ahead was so dark that I couldn't see the end of it. Above us, the moon was half full, and the stars didn't do much to illuminate the Connecticut landscape. The darkness didn't bother me, though. I was used to it.

      Grant leaned over to me. He wore a thick dark winter coat that matched the color of his eyes. His black hair was gelled to stand on end in a trendy way that seemed like too much work. He looked a lot like his mom and had inherited most of her Latin American features.

      Grant spoke in a low whisper. “Lucas, remind me again why we invited her.”

      I shrugged and glanced ahead at Chloe, who wore a dark jacket over a black dress and thick tights. She carried a black leather bag and walked with a skip in her step. I swore, that girl thrived off the energy of the moon or something. 

      The truth was, I didn't know why I'd invited Chloe. We weren't dating, and she could be kind of a bitch sometimes. But when she asked to come see what an Evoking Ceremony was like, I couldn't refuse. I'd watched my brother's and Grant’s ceremonies, and they’d helped me prepare for tonight. She hadn't had a chance to take part in one yet, so I figured I could at least prepare her for her own.

      “We're coming, princess,” Grant called up to her.

      She tossed her raven hair over her shoulder and stopped in the middle of the path to wait for us. “Get to know me a little more and you won't be calling me princess.”

      She winked at him, and he shot me a curious glance. The two didn't know each other well. Chloe and I met in high school. She still had a year left, while Grant and I were in our first year at Miriam College of Witchcraft. He'd moved away from Octavia Falls when we were kids after his parents split, and he'd only just moved back for school.

      “What am I supposed to call you?” Grant asked.

      “Wicked,” I joked, cutting in.

      Chloe cackled for show. “You know it. Now come on, Lucas.”

      She grabbed me by the arm when we reached her and started pulling me down the road. She squeezed so tight I thought I might lose feeling in my hand. 

      “Where's Eric, by the way?” Grant asked. “Is he meeting us there?”

      “Dunno,” I said. 

      I was staying home for the weekend and had checked his room before I left, but it was empty. It wasn't unusual. My older brother didn't sleep well and often went for midnight walks to clear his mind—to quiet the voices in his head. I shouldn't have taken it personally, but I really wanted him here with me tonight. I already knew my parents wouldn't be. Dad didn't care, and Mom was dealing with enough already.

      “Forget Eric,” Chloe said, clearly not reading my fallen expression. “We're here.”

      Where the thick forest ended, a towering iron gate began. On the other side stretched an endless graveyard, with headstones large and small reaching up toward the night sky.

      “You’re up,” Chloe said, clapping Grant on the back.

      Grant stepped forward and wrapped his hands around the lock that secured the gate shut. He’d gone through with his Evoking Ceremony last month and was the only one of us three who had magic. He was an Alchemist—and had the cauldron mark on the back of his arm to prove it.

      Grant muttered an incantation under his breath. “We seek to step upon this grass. Unlock this gate and let us pass.”

      A green glow lit up his hands. Tendrils of magic swirled out of his palms and twisted around the gate. Then came a soft click, and the gate swung open.

      Grant smiled proudly and stepped inside the cemetery, holding the gate open for Chloe and me. “Easy peasy.”

      Chloe snorted. “I don’t know why they even bother locking this place up.”

      I shrugged. “To deter people, I guess?”

      “Well, nothing’s going to deter us,” Chloe stated confidently.

      “Come on.” I cocked my head in the direction of the mausoleum. “It’s this way.”

      They followed me through an endless maze of gravestones, until we reached a line of trees. We left the graveyard and stepped into an overgrown forest. Prickly berry brush, fallen logs, and sharp rocks lined the forest floor, but I walked right over them and continued on my way.

      “Are you sure this is the right spot, Lucas?” Grant struggled through the brush as it caught on his clothes. 

      “For sure,” I replied. “It's just up here.”

      Just as I said it, the mausoleum came into view. The bricks were covered in moss and had weathered over time, and the roof had long ago caved in. The building had to be as old as our town itself. 

      Apparently, the bodies had been removed and buried elsewhere, but rumors said some of the skeletons remained. According to legend, certain spirits wanted their bodies to stay in the mausoleum, so they hounded a group of Seers until they gave in and moved their corpses back to their proper resting place. The rumors had never been confirmed, of course, but Grant said he hoped to see a skeleton tonight. I told him he wouldn’t be able to handle it, considering he’d screamed when he saw the plastic hand we’d put in the punch bowl at Halloween.

      Chloe looked amazed. After a few moments, she picked her jaw up off the ground and said, “Well, what are we waiting for?”

      She rushed ahead. I stepped over broken bricks and shattered beer bottles to follow her. It was kind of creepy inside, with a small bit of moonlight illuminating the shadows. The room wasn’t very big, barely the size of my bedroom. Most of the grave markers had been smashed, leaving behind large holes in the walls that could fit a casket. Others were intact. I wondered about those, but I wasn’t curious enough to investigate. The ground was flat concrete, but it was covered in dirt, dust, and broken bits of building.

      Chloe kicked rocks and other debris aside, making room for the ceremony. She set her bag down and pulled out five candles—one to represent each of the five Casts within our coven. Tonight, our goddess, Mother Miriam, would awaken my magical powers and assign me to one of the Casts. I was pretty sure I'd get Mentalist like my parents—the Cast known for their telepathic and telekinetic abilities—but it was hard to say. We all thought Eric would be a Mentalist, and he'd been gifted the powers of a Seer.

      Chloe placed the candles in a wide circle, then pointed to the center. “Lie down, loser.”

      Grant frowned at her choice of words, but I didn’t care. Like I'd told him before, it was Chloe's term of endearment.

      I sat on the cold ground, propping my elbows on my knees. “Well, Grant. Take it away.”

      “Okay, if you’re ready.” Grant plopped himself cross-legged in front of me on the other side of the candles.

      Chloe used a lighter to light each of the five candles, then found a seat on a huge rock, watching intently. The light cast flickering shadows across the walls of the mausoleum. My heart started to pound heavily in my chest, but I didn’t let it show. 

      “We’re not to the witching hour yet, so allow me to say a few words before we begin.” Grant snapped his fingers, and a small leather-bound book materialized out of nowhere. He opened it to the first page. 

      “Aw, man,” I complained. “Do you have to?”

      Knowing Grant, it was something stupid, like a collection of roasts to rile me up before the ceremony.

      “Yes, I have to,” he deadpanned. He cleared his throat before he began reading. “Evoking Ceremony… what is it?”

      Chloe groaned. “We know all this.”

      Grant frowned up at her. “Humor me, would ya?”

      Chloe didn’t say another word as Grant returned his attention to the book. 

      “As I was saying…” He made a show of reading the passage like it was a scary story. “On the eve of a witch or warlock’s nineteenth birthday, at the witching hour, they become eligible to contact Mother Miriam through a sacred ritual called the Evoking Ceremony. This ritual can be performed only once, and only on the night of eligibility.”

      He broke character to add, “So don’t screw it up, okay?”

      “I’m not going to screw it up,” I huffed.

      Grant turned back to the book and continued. “Through this ceremony, the witch or warlock will be tested by Mother Miriam. If she judges you a fit for the coven, your powers will be awakened, and you will bear the mark of one of the five Casts within the Miriamic Coven. Should you fail Mother Miriam’s test, you shall be banished from the coven for all eternity.”

      His voice fell dramatically at the last three words.

      I raised an eyebrow. “All eternity?”

      Grant shrugged. “That’s what it says here.”

      I rolled my eyes, but inside, I was quivering. I didn’t know what would happen during the ceremony or how Mother Miriam would test me, since the trials were different for everyone. But I knew one thing. I couldn’t be banished from the coven. This was my home. These were my people.

      Grant continued reading. “The ceremony requires at least one witch or warlock who has already undergone their Evoking Ceremony. Place five candles in a circle”—he gestured to the candles we’d already set up—“and repeat the following incantation.”

      He paused for a moment, and Chloe eagerly asked, “What’s the incantation?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” Grant said. “Lucas, you’re going to need to lie on your back. Says so here.”

      “Okay.” I did as I was told and stretched out across the cold floor. My gaze turned up through the gaping hole in the roof—if you could call it a roof anymore, since there was almost nothing of it left. I stared at the stars, trying to force my pulse to slow. I shouldn’t be afraid of what was to come, so why was my body freaking out?

      Grant checked his phone. “We have one minute until midnight. Are you ready, Lucas?”

      I took a deep breath. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Good,” Grant said. “Let us know if there’s anything we can do to help you feel more comfortable.”

      “Conjure a space heater?” I joked.

      Grant nudged my foot with his. “Shut up and relax, smartass.”

      I gave him a salute, and he chuckled.

      He stared down at his phone a few seconds longer. It felt like an eternity. Finally, he took a breath and set his phone aside. “The witching hour is upon us. We can begin.”

      I heard Chloe shift on her rock, but she stayed silent, which was actually kind of shocking. The girl never shut her mouth.

      Grant began to mutter the spell beneath his breath. “The clock has struck the witching hour. It’s time to wake this warlock’s power. We call our goddess down to earth. To bear witness to this new rebirth. A series of tests he shall partake. And join the coven before day breaks.”

      My body began to rise from the concrete as Grant repeated the incantation. I knew this would happen, as I’d seen it in ceremonies before, but the sensation was stranger than I imagined. I felt as if I could fall at any moment, but I tried to push the fear from my mind. I trusted Mother Miriam and the rituals she’d put in place for the coven. She wouldn’t have us do this if it could hurt us. So I closed my eyes and relaxed.

      Grant’s voice continued as he repeated the incantation over and over again. The words started to fade together as I let the magical feeling of floating in mid-air overtake me. Warmth entered my bones, which was weird because of how cold it was outside. A little warmth was all I needed to know that this was working, that I could take whatever Mother Miriam threw at me. I belonged in the coven, and no trial was going to change that.

      Suddenly, the sensation of falling jolted throughout my body. My eyes shot open as my body slammed into the ground, knocking the wind out of me. I sprang upright to a sitting position, my heart pounding against the walls of my chest. Shit. Something had gone wrong. 

      As my pulse slowed, I glanced around. It was so dark that all I saw were shadows. For a second, I forgot where I was. It took me a moment to make sense of my surroundings. The crumbled bricks of the abandoned mausoleum were scattered all around me, and the candles Chloe had set up were still there, but they’d been blown out. My friends were nowhere to be seen. 

      Concern whipped through me. I reached into my jacket pocket to pull out my phone to use as a light, but it wasn’t there. I checked the other pocket, then my pants, but it was gone.

      Fucking Chloe. I should’ve known she’d pull some stunt like this. I was fuming.

      I got to my feet and called out into the forest. “Really, guys?”

      There was no reply, except for the sound of the wind whistling through a hole in the wall. A chill traveled down my spine, and my breath turned to ice in the air.

      “It’s not funny!” I shouted. “This isn’t the time for some stupid prank.”

      All that met me was silence—until I heard the sound of a stick breaking in the distance. I stepped out of the mausoleum and started making my way through the brush toward the noise. Thick fog blanketed the forest floor, so much that I could barely see the underbrush beneath my feet. The moon was all I had to light my way.

      “Grant?” I yelled into the trees. I couldn’t believe he’d agreed to go along with this!

      By now, he was probably crouched somewhere with his hand over his mouth, trying not to give his location away. Any second now, he’d burst into laughter he couldn’t hold back.

      Except the laughter never came. 

      I slowed my step and listened closely. It was eerily silent—so much that the hair on the back of my neck stood. That was never a good sign.

      “Guys, you need to come out right now!” I demanded sternly. I wasn’t screwing around. This whole thing was starting to freak me out. 

      I opened my mouth to shout again, but before I could get anything out, a groan met my ears. It was a pained groan that sent my stomach plummeting to my toes—the kind you couldn’t fake. I immediately started racing in the direction it came from as worry slammed into me. The groan came again, louder this time. I only ran faster, dodging around thick tree trunks and jumping over thick brush.

      And then I saw him. A figure lay on the ground in the fog, curled up in the fetal position and shivering. 

      I came to an immediate halt, but I couldn’t make out what was happening in the darkness. I took a cautious step forward, my heart racing. “Grant?”

      If this was all an elaborate plan of Chloe’s, I was going to curse the bitch the second I got my magic.

      The figure let out another pained cry, and I nearly shit myself. The voice was familiar, but it wasn’t Grant’s. All the blood drained from my face—though it felt as if it was being sucked out of my entire body. My knees went weak, and my hands shook at my sides.

      “Eric?” I stepped closer, until I could make out his features in the shadows.

      Eric lay in the middle of the forest next to a thick oak tree, clutching his stomach. A dark substance coated his hands⁠—

      Holy shit! It was blood! And it was everywhere. It was so thick that it dripped out of his hands and soaked into the forest floor. It looked like he was trying to hold his guts inside himself.

      I dropped to my brother’s side in an instant. “Eric! What are you doing here!?”

      Eric’s face had paled until it was entirely void of color. A thick sheen of sweat coated his skin—even though it was ice cold out and all he wore was a t-shirt and jeans. Beside him lay a black cloth bag with its contents spilled out all over the forest floor. All I could process was a few potions vials, a deck of tarot cards, and a bloody dagger.

      The dagger caught my attention, but only briefly. It didn’t cross my mind whether the person who’d done this was still lurking around. I was less concerned about finding out what had happened to him and more concerned about getting him somewhere safe. I didn’t know how much time we had before he’d lost too much blood. Eric gave an involuntary shudder.

      I quickly stripped my jacket off and tossed it over him. “Tell me how bad it is. Eric! Eric!”

      He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Forcing my quivering hands to steady, I cupped his face in my hands and slapped him a little to get his attention.

      “Eric, look at me,” I demanded, staring him dead in the eye. “We have to get help.”

      I grasped at the first thought that came to mind. Headmistress Verla’s house was right on the edge of the cemetery. She was an Alchemist, one of the best in all the coven. At the very least, she’d be able to whip up something for the pain and stop the bleeding before the paramedics arrived.

      I glanced in the direction of her house, though I couldn’t see it from here. I quickly calculated how long it might take me to run there, get help, and come back. I didn’t know if we had time for that. If Eric was going to make it, I had to get him to Headmistress Verla’s the quickest way possible.

      I rolled my jacket up until it resembled a long, thick rope.

      “Eric, I’m going to need you to let me look at this,” I said, tugging his hands away from the wound.

      I expected him to protest, but he didn’t. He must’ve been in too much shock. His hands fell away from his stomach, and blood poured faster out of the wound. I placed my rolled-up jacket over the wound and shoved the end between his back and the ground, wrapping it around his body. Then I twisted the two ends together and secured them tightly, creating a makeshift bandage to help slow the bleeding.

      “Okay, Eric,” I said, resituating myself. “I’m going to need you to⁠—”

      Eric looked at me with a blank expression, then his eyes rolled back into his skull.

      Shit. Shit. Shit! We didn’t have long.

      I gave it everything I had. Taking one of Eric’s limp arms, I wrapped it over my shoulder, then hoisted his body up onto my back. He was heavy, but it didn’t matter. I’d carry him until he crushed me if I had to.

      I knew I might regret this later—I was pretty sure it was the exact opposite of what they told you to do in emergencies like this—but it was the only option that made sense to me.

      A small groan escaped my brother’s lips as I began to carry him through the forest toward the gate at the front of the cemetery. The sound should’ve made me want to vomit, but it gave me hope. My brother was still alive. I could still save him.

      We broke out of the trees to the wide expanse of the graveyard lawn. I almost stumbled over the nearest gravestone when I spotted a dark cloaked figure staring our way. Was it a reaper, here to take my brother’s soul to the afterlife? No, that was silly. If it was, I wouldn’t be able to see them.

      When the dark figure began making their way toward us, I got the strangest feeling that they were not to be feared—that they were there to help. Was it perhaps the cemetery groundskeeper?

      The figure reached me, then spoke before I could. “Lucas Taylor.”

      I didn’t know why, but I was surprised to hear a woman’s voice come from under the dark hood. Her voice was so melodic that it sounded like a song.

      “Yes,” I said quickly. “My brother. He’s hurt. Can you help?”

      The woman nodded once, then brushed her hand through the air. I felt the weight of my brother’s body vanish. I whirled around, expecting him to be floating there behind me—I figured this witch was a Mentalist with telekinetic magic—but what I faced was entirely different.

      Eric’s features had been stamped into the fog like he was a ghost. Just as I caught a glimpse of ghost-Eric, his image washed away, like a cloud in the wind. Anger and fear coursed through me all at once. I spun on the woman in a flash, my nostrils flaring. 

      “What did you do!?” I cried. “What happened to my brother?”

      “Relax, Lucas,” she said kindly, like my harsh tone didn’t bother her at all. “Your brother is fine for now.”

      For now? I wanted to ask, but she didn’t give me the chance.

      “You’ve impressed me,” she said softly.

      “I… what?” I asked. The anger had melted from my tone, replaced by confusion. What the hell was going on here? 

      She reached up to her hood. “It’s me, child.”

      Her velvet hood fell to her shoulders, revealing her face. I’d never seen anyone so beautiful before. Her features were perfectly symmetrical, and her pale skin was so smooth that it looked airbrushed. She had dark eyelashes and red lips, though she wore no makeup. Her dark brown hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders.

      My knees buckled beneath me, and I fell to the ground. I hadn’t meant to do it, but I was so shocked I couldn’t stop myself. I leaned forward to bow, because it seemed like the proper thing to do in the sight of a goddess.

      “Mother Miriam,” I said breathlessly, my eyes pointed toward the ground. “It’s an honor.”

      “Lucas, my child.” She bent to one knee. “There is no need to bow to me.”

      “But you’re—you’re…” I looked up to see she was smiling down at me. It was a truly loving gaze—the gaze of a mother. It was stupid of me to think I could argue with her. She reached out and helped me to my feet.

      I straightened. “Is this real? Or is it part of my test?”

      “It is in your mind,” she said. 

      I sighed in relief. Eric wasn’t in any danger. He’d only been an illusion.

      “What happens now?” I asked our goddess. “What's my next test?”

      She shook her head and smiled. “You only needed one, Lucas.”

      “Only one?” I asked breathlessly. Most people went through at least three or more.

      “Walk with me,” Mother Miriam said, offering her hand. 

      When I took it, the fog around the graveyard dissipated, and a warmth spread over me. The cool wind completely died down, and it felt like a warm spring night. 

      “In this test, there were many different choices you could’ve made,” Mother Miriam explained. “Among the coven’s Casts, the Mentalist would’ve made Eric comfortable and gone to find help. The Alchemist would’ve looked through the potions to see if there were any that could help. The Seer would’ve reached for the cards first—though most would never use them in such a dire situation, but whether they use them or not is not the important part.”

      “And Mortana?” I asked, looking over to her. The Death Cast.

      “Most Mortana would’ve considered the dagger as a means to a merciful death,” she said. “But you, my child, took a route most would not. You carried your brother’s burden on your back. It’s clear where you belong, Lucas.”

      “Where?” I asked, not understanding what she was saying. There was only one other Cast she hadn’t mentioned—one that had died out years ago. But I didn’t see how my choices would put me there. Could I be the first Curse Breaker of my generation?

      “Where do you want to be put?” she asked.

      I contemplated the question. No one had ever told me Mother Miriam offered a choice. I’d never really thought about it before. I always figured it didn’t matter; I’d accept whatever gift she gave me, because I knew she’d choose the right one for me.

      “I will do whatever you ask of me,” I told her honestly. 

      I barely noticed that we had returned to the trees near the site of the mausoleum. I was too entranced by being in the presence of a goddess. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      “Anything I ask, Lucas?” she asked.

      I nodded. I couldn’t think of anything she could ask that I wouldn’t do. Her teachings were simple. Protect the coven. I’d do anything to protect the ones I loved.

      “Anything,” I confirmed confidently.

      Mother Miriam led me up the rocks to the entrance of the mausoleum. Nothing had changed since I left.

      She stopped and guided me around to stand in front of her. “I’m so glad you feel that way, Lucas. I know you’ll make me proud.”

      When she said that, it felt like I was floating in the air again. My parents never said they were proud of me—not even Mom, though I knew she loved me. This was our goddess, the very deity we worshiped, and she thought I could make her proud.

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised her. “Which Cast will I be placed in?”

      “Shh…” She held an index finger to her lips. “You will find out soon enough. Have faith, my child, for I am always with you.”

      She shoved me hard in the chest, and my heart leapt up to my throat. The chill air returned, whipping by me as I tumbled backward. My body slammed hard against the concrete, sending an ache shooting through my body. My skull throbbed from where it impacted with the ground.

      “Lucas! Lucas!” I heard Grant’s voice, but it sounded like it was coming from a mile away.

      Chloe’s voice came a second later. “Here, let me try.”

      A small, cold hand slapped against the side of my face. My cheek stung as I shot upright. Grant was so close that we nearly knocked heads. He quickly jumped out of the way.

      “Holy shit!” I cried, cradling my cheek. My friends were inside the burning candle circle now. “That was one helluva swing, Chloe.”

      She smiled proudly. “Told you I could wake him.”

      “Fuck,” I groaned. “What happened?”

      “You were floating there, and then your body just slammed to the ground,” Grant said, sounding worried.

      “That’s normal, dipshit,” I said, shoving him. “It signals the end of the ceremony. You didn’t need to get the Wicked Witch of the West here to make me lose feeling in my face.”

      I made a show of moving the muscles in my face to test them out. Chloe didn’t look concerned at all. She just beamed at the Wicked Witch comment, like she wore it as a badge of honor.

      “So, which Cast were you assigned to?” she asked eagerly.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, turning my hands over for any sign of a mark. “Mother Miriam didn’t say.”

      “What was it like meeting her?” Chloe asked. “Was she as beautiful as they say?”

      “Slow down,” Grant insisted. “Let’s figure out which Cast he’s in first.”

      I stripped off my jacket and tossed it aside, looking up and down my arms. The mark would appear as a tattoo, as if I’d just come fresh from the tattoo shop. I checked the back of my bicep, where Grant’s mark was, but there was nothing there. It could be anywhere. 

      Chloe nudged me. “Take your shirt off.”

      I sighed and stood, then tugged my shirt over my head. I hoped I didn’t have to strip down all the way to find the mark. It was cold as shit out, and I sure as hell wasn’t giving Chloe a strip tease. She’d enjoy it a little too much.

      “There it is!” she cried, pointing to my lower back. Her hand slapped over her mouth, and she stifled a giggle.

      “What?” I asked, turning to try to get a good look. “What’s wrong? Why are you laughing?”

      “You have a tramp stamp!” Chloe cried, reeling back in uncontrollable laughter.

      “Aw, fuck,” I muttered. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

      Even Grant had joined in on the laughter. “No, bro. You’re not.”

      “Would you just tell me what it is?” I demanded. I hated being the last to know. “I can’t see it.”

      “It’s a skull,” Grant said. “Here, let me get a picture.”

      He lifted his phone and took a flash photo of my backside.

      “Let me see,” I begged, and he handed the phone over.

      I half expected him to be lying to me, but Grant sucked at lying. It was there clear as day, a skull mark tattooed along my spine just above my waistline.

      “Mortana,” I said breathlessly. I was a Death Warlock. 

      I backed up and steadied myself against the rock Chloe had been sitting on earlier. Being Mortana wasn’t inherently a bad thing, but their magic was definitely seen as darker. Death magic was the touchiest of all. When it went wrong, it went wrong. Like, shit hits the fan wrong. Mortana were the kind of witches and warlocks who could reanimate the dead, kill with the touch of their hand, or see how people were going to die. I even knew one who could read the auras of a room and tell if a death had occurred there—and how bad it’d been.

      The mark only told me my Cast, not which type of magic I’d inherited within that Cast. It could be days or weeks before I knew my specialty.

      “You okay, bro?” Grant asked, rising to his feet and stopping beside me. He held out my shirt and jacket.

      “Yeah,” I said, shaking off the sinking feeling in my gut. I put my clothes back on, contemplating what this meant.

      I didn’t want to be the kind of guy who had magic everyone feared. But I’d been telling the truth when I told Mother Miriam I’d take whichever Cast she assigned me. Whatever my gift was, it was important to her. 

      I straightened. “I’m fine. It’ll be great. Maybe I’m a necromancer. I’ll raise an army of cat skeletons.”

      “That’d be badass,” Chloe said.

      I barely heard her as another voice cut through the silence. It came as if he was standing next to me, just beside Grant.

      “I made a mistake. I don’t want to die.”

      Every muscle in my body froze as my brother’s voice invaded my mind. It took me a second to realize he wasn’t here—that he hadn’t just shown up out of the blue and spoken those soul-chilling words for all of us to hear. My friends stared back with a blank expression. They hadn’t heard him.

      It hit me so hard and fast that I suddenly became nauseous. 

      No! No, no, no… please don’t let this be what I think it is. 

      I took off running before I could explain. I tore through the forest to the cemetery, then hurdled over gravestones as I sprinted toward the front gates. Chloe and Grant called from behind me, but I could barely process the sound of my own name.

      Please, Mother Miriam, let this be a hallucination or something.

      My feet carried me as fast as they could blocks away. My lungs were starting to burn by the time I reached home. I ran up the front steps so fast that I skipped several on my way. The door slammed into the wall when I flung it open. I pounded upstairs to my brother’s bedroom. Commotion came from my parents’ room as they were awakened by my loud entrance.

      I skidded to a halt in the darkness of my brother’s doorway. My heart race, and it only quickened when I saw that his bed was still empty.

      “Lucas, what in the bloody hell is—?” my father started, but I didn’t have time for questions. 

      I whirled around in the hall and shoved him out of the way. On any normal day, I wouldn’t get close enough for him to touch me, but right now, I wasn’t scared of him. I was terrified for my brother.

      “Where’s Eric?” I asked Mom, who had stumbled out of their bedroom behind my father, looking only half awake.

      “He’s not in his room?” she asked.

      “No,” I barked. “Something’s wrong.”

      Eric should’ve been back by now. He didn’t stay at school—since his professor of Seer Studies suggested it was best if he took the semester off—so he didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      I checked my bedroom, then ran back downstairs to check the kitchen, living room, and bathroom. Each room was as empty as the last. My parents followed behind me, trying to get an answer out of me, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell them, not until I knew for sure what it meant.

      I reached the door to the garage and flung it open. And that was when I knew... 

      I hadn’t imagined a damn thing. Those words I’d heard in the mausoleum were real—and they were meant for me.

      I stopped dead in my tracks as my blood ran cold. Every inch of my body shook as I took in the sight before me. Dad stumbled in the doorway, catching himself on the door frame.

      “My boy!” he cried, his voice wavering in genuine agony. I’d never heard him use that tone before.

      “What’s going—?” Mom started, but I quickly cut her off.

      “Don’t look!” I spun around as she came closer. I threw my arms out and cradled her face to my chest. She didn’t resist.

      While I held my mother and let her tears soak into my jacket, my father rushed into the garage, like he could save Eric. But I already knew he couldn’t. I couldn’t explain it, but I could feel the void in the room. It wasn’t just the gaping hole opening in my chest, either. It was a supernatural force telling me Eric’s life was over. It was part of the gift I knew now with certainty I had.

      Only one member of the coven inherited this power per generation. Mother Miriam chose me to carry the burden of the dead—to take their last thoughts to the other side with me when I died, where I’d become a reaper for the coven. I suddenly realized what a huge mistake I’d made promising her anything. I was now the Reaper's Apprentice.

      And the first thought I'd carry was my brother's. It was the last thing that went through his head before he killed himself.

      Mother Miriam thought I would make her proud.

      She was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          NADINE

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks ago, a darkness took over my life. Grammy promised things would get better as time went on, but so far they’d only gotten worse. My bedroom didn’t even feel like my own. The walls were bare, and the sheets removed from the bed. All that was left were a few of my most prized possessions.

      I ran my hand over the cover of the Agatha Christie novel Mom and Dad had given me for my birthday last year. The cover was already worn, and the corners tattered. I sat on my bed and opened the cover.

      To Nadine, who always loved a good mystery. - Mom and Dad

      A lump rose to my throat, but I forced it down. My parents liked to write me letters, but looking at their handwriting was a terrible reminder of what had happened. I quickly flipped the page. A small piece of paper fell out of the pages and fluttered to the ground. I leaned down to pick it up. 

      A ticket. I’d forgotten I used it as a bookmark the last time I read the book. It’d come from my ticket book that was filled with discounts to mysterious New England attractions. This particular ticket had been used when Mom and I drove five hours to Baltimore to visit the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum.

      I placed the ticket back inside the pages and added the book to my last box on top of my Clue board game. The edges of the box were tattered and worn from the years Dad and I spent playing it every Sunday night. 

      I moved slowly, deliberately, because I wasn’t ready to leave yet. Leaving only meant I had to admit I was never coming back. I couldn’t move much faster anyway—not with the way my joints ached. I hadn’t felt this awful in years.

      I reached for a photograph propped up on my nightstand. It showed me and my best friends, Carly and Jessica, on the deck of a riverboat, each wearing a Sherlock Holmes hat. It’d been the night of the murder mystery riverboat tour we took last summer. 

      Tears pricked at my eyes as I thought of my friends. I’d already said goodbye to them at the funeral, because I couldn’t stand to see anyone right now. I’d never forget our last fun night together, because it was the night I got the call—the one telling me my parents had died. 

      My life with Carly and Jessica was over. They were headed off to college together, and I knew the weekend sleepovers and Friday night bowling excursions had to end sometime.

      I was supposed to be headed to the police academy. My goal had been to work the homicide division one day, but those dreams had been crushed when I’d been rejected from the academy last-minute. They told me there’d been an error in processing my paperwork, but I knew the truth. They didn’t want me because of my condition. They were afraid I was more of a liability than I was worth.

      Screw them.

      After everything that happened—getting the letter from the police academy, only to lose my parents in a car accident days later—moving in with Grammy was my last option.

      She'd made a pretty compelling argument when she invited me to come live with her. Mainly, offering to pay my college tuition—even though I was still undecided on my major. I didn't exactly have the money to live on my own right now, so I couldn't really refuse. I didn’t want to live alone, either. Besides, I loved Grammy. Living with her would be great.

      I just had one last thing to add to the boxes. My stomach twisted as I reached for the small wooden box on my nightstand. I hadn’t had the guts to open it yet. If I did—if I looked at what was inside—all I’d think about was how my parents were gone. And though I knew what had happened was real, I couldn’t face it yet. I couldn’t truly say goodbye.

      I shoved the wooden box deep within the packing box, covering it up with a few things inside so I wouldn’t get tempted to open it. I couldn’t deal with that right now.

      A light knock came at my door, and Grammy stepped inside. Her footsteps seemed louder than they should in the empty room. Grammy was in her sixties, with short white hair, age lines, and the kindest smile I’d ever known. Like every day, she wore a long floral skirt that fell to the floor. She’d come to stay with me while we worked out the funeral arrangements and listing the house.

      “Are you ready, Nadine?” she asked gently.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It took me a moment to compose myself, but I finally lifted my head and nodded. “Yeah, Grammy. I think I’m ready to go.”

      I stood with my box and followed Grammy down the hall. The house didn’t feel right, now that all the pictures had been removed as we prepared to sell. It didn’t even smell right, as the scent of lemon cleanser masked the usual smell of baked goods and clean linens. Everything just felt… empty. Which was how I felt without my parents.

      Sometimes, I forgot they were gone. I swore I could hear my dad working in the garage or smell my mom cooking in the kitchen. And then it all came crashing down on me again. I was glad I was moving in with Grammy. It was the fresh start I needed.

      I loaded my last box in the front seat of my car. The back seat was packed to the brim, as was Grammy’s vehicle. There was just so much I didn’t want to leave behind.

      “If you’re not ready, Nadine, we don’t have to leave yet,” Grammy offered.

      I took one last look at the white two-story house I grew up in. I knew this day would come eventually, but I didn’t think it’d come like this. I couldn’t keep dragging this out. “Let’s go.”

      Grammy drove in front of me as I followed behind her in my car, where the music was on full-blast to drown out my thoughts. The drive wasn’t long, only about an hour and a half, but it seemed longer.

      I could tell we were getting close because the road narrowed and became more twisted as we drove through the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. Tall trees rose on either side of the road, and the forest was bright green with summer foliage. 

      The road took another twist to the left, and I got my first view of the town in the valley below as we crested the hill. It was bigger than I expected, considering Grammy had always talked about the small, tight-knit community she came from. I was excited to see it was large enough to have at least a mall and a movie theatre. 

      The road twisted to the right, and the town disappeared from view as we dipped back into the trees. The forest seemed to close in on us, but in a comforting, warm-hug kind of way. We reached the base of the valley, and the trees slowly parted. A huge black sign read Welcome to Octavia Falls. Below that were various smaller signs advertising attractions like corn mazes, hayrides, and ghost tours. 

      Count me in on the ghost tours.

      I took a deep breath as I slowed the car to match the speed limit. Tall maples and oaks lined the streets. My jaw dropped as we passed by beautiful homes. Each one was bigger than the last, and they all had a unique gothic charm to them. My favorite house had dark red siding with black trim and a tall turret. I turned the music off so I could take it all in. 

      I passed over a narrow bridge, and the beautiful houses gave way to four-story buildings. The lower levels were all small businesses, selling things like maple syrup and honey, as well as a cute coffee shop and a candy store. 

      The further we drove, the more crowded the streets became. It wasn’t until the buildings parted and I spotted an expansive parking lot that I saw why. The lot was filled with canopies and people milling from one booth to the next like a farmer’s market. I spotted vendors selling herbs, candles, and crystals—along with a booth advertising palm readings. The middle of the lot had been set up with a stage, where a woman sang a haunting melody and a group danced around her in a slow, beautiful display.

      I barely caught a glimpse of it all before it was out of sight. We drove past more businesses, and I tried to get a feel for what was here in case I wanted to go shopping later, but it all passed by quickly. I noticed a few clothing stores, whose display outfits totally looked my style—dark top, skinny jeans, and my signature leather jacket. We passed by an apothecary and a metaphysical store before we came upon the industrial portion of Octavia Falls.

      This part of town had every kind of drink manufacturer you could imagine—breweries, wineries, distilleries, and a cider mill. Grammy had told me about the orchards around here, and I was eager to check them out sometime.

      I understood now why Grammy called this a small town. Despite the population in the tens of thousands, it had that quaint small-town charm to it. 

      I’d slowed to a crawl to take in the beauty of Octavia Falls, and I nearly missed Grammy take a turn ahead of me. Snapping back to attention, I picked up speed and followed behind her.

      I expected the architecture to change as we moved into a new neighborhood, but it didn’t. Every house looked like it should be hosting a Halloween party or something. I absolutely loved it.

      Grammy slowed at the end of a street near a cluster of trees and a sign that read Octavia Falls Park. She pulled into the driveaway of the last house.

      My eyes went wide. For eighteen years, we’d lived an hour and a half from my grandmother, and I’d never visited her. If someone had told me this was where she lived, I would’ve begged to visit sooner. Her house was huge, with pale yellow siding and white trim. A large porch wrapped around the front of the house, and a rounded turret reached three stories high. It already felt like it was calling me home.

      I parked behind Grammy and opened my car door. My muscles ached from sitting so long, and my joints protested as I forced myself to step out of the car. 

      “Grammy!” I scolded as she made her way over to me. I still couldn’t take my eyes off the house. “You didn’t tell me you lived in a castle.”

      She chuckled. “Don’t be silly, Nadine. It’s just a house.”

      “A mansion,” I corrected her. “When do I get the grand tour?”

      “Now, if you’d like,” she offered. “We can move your stuff in later.”

      I swung my purse over my shoulder and grabbed the box on the front seat. It was filled with odds and ends and pretty light.

      “Here, let me take that,” Grammy said quickly, stealing it from my hands.

      I wanted to take it back and tell her I had it handled, but she turned quickly before I could. I knew what Grammy was doing. She was coddling me, because she knew how easily I got fatigued.

      I didn’t like being coddled. I could manage on my own.

      I followed behind Grammy. My gaze traveled over the elaborate woodwork on the porch railing and the beautiful carvings in the front door. I seriously couldn’t believe Grammy lived here. I’d kind of always wondered if Grammy was keeping a secret, since she’d come visit us on birthdays and holidays but we never came here. Plus, what was with a woman of her age having a cauldron tattooed on the inside of her wrist? Mom had the same one on her ankle. It kind of made me wonder if Grammy was part of a cult and that’s why Mom never wanted to come back or something. 

      My imagination was getting away on me.

      Grammy led me inside to a wide hallway. A sleek black cat ran down the stairs, then rubbed itself up against Grammy’s leg, purring. 

      “This is Cornelius,” Grammy introduced. “He’s very friendly.”

      “Well hello, Cornelius,” I said, bending to scratch him behind the ears. “You’re just the prettiest kitty, aren’t you?”

      Cornelius tilted his head into my hand, showing his affection. I petted him a while longer, then stood to take in the rest of the house. To the right was a large living room with a beautiful brick fireplace and a welcoming, homey feel. On my left was a dining room with a display cabinet that stretched across the far wall. Inside sat endless vials of colored liquid. I had no idea what they were, but they shimmered beautifully in the light.

      Grammy led me into a large kitchen. Back home, Mom was always in the kitchen, brewing up some sort of concoction that usually turned out better than the last. I knew she got the skills from Grammy, because my grandma couldn’t come over for a holiday without a feast packed in her car—and it was always the best food. Her brisket was to die for.

      Her kitchen just proved what kind of a cook she was. It was clean, but obviously used. Pans hung from a rack above the kitchen island, along with herbs that’d been tied upside down to dry. Her stove looked like it belonged in a restaurant, since it had six burners instead of the usual four. Plus, she had two of those built-in ovens on the wall, one on top of the other, and the fridge was big enough for a family of fifteen.

      “Holy crap, Grammy,” I said, trying to take it all in. “How many people do you feed?”

      She waved her hand, like it was nothing. “Oh, I run a cooking business out of the home.”

      What the heck? Why didn’t I know that? I was starting to sense there was a lot I didn’t know about her.

      “If you think this is impressive, you should see my garden.” Grammy gestured to the back window, and I took a step closer to get a good look. Her yard stretched far back to a line of trees and over to the edge of the park. Almost half of the lawn was covered in a well-cared for garden. I recognized some of the plants, like lavender and sage, but others were more obscure. One of the bushes had big yellow flowers that looked like they were growing tentacles, and another had purple fruits that reminded me of radishes.

      “You take care of all that yourself?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “It keeps me busy. Do you want to see your room?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      Grammy pointed me down another hall and into the guest room. The walls were pale yellow like the outside of the house, and she’d made the bed with a light blue comforter. It was so not my style, but I was just glad to be here with her. 

      I stepped into the room, and my eyes caught a photograph of my mom on the nightstand. My heart sank. It looked like an old school photo, and reminded me a little of myself. Mom and I shared the same chocolate eyes, dark brown hair, and full lips. My guts twisted just thinking about her. 

      And how she was gone, along with my dad.

      “I know you won’t be here much, with college starting up soon,” Grammy said, pulling me from my thoughts. She set my box on the bed. “But I want you to feel at home. Feel free to move things around.”

      I turned to her, picking at my nails. “Thanks, Grammy. About college, though. It’s already the end of August. Isn’t it a little late to enroll?”

      I really didn’t want to take the semester off. I was afraid if I did I’d fall into a deep, dark hole I couldn’t pull myself out of. I needed something to distract me from my parents’ death.

      Grammy placed a gentle hand on mine. “It’s all taken care of, Nadine.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, relaxing a bit. 

      The doorbell rang, stealing Grammy’s attention. “Why don’t you get settled in a little, then we’ll talk about it? We have a lot to discuss.”

      I nodded, and the doorbell rang again.

      “I have to get that,” Grammy said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will,” I said, then Grammy hurried off to answer the door.

      I set my purse down, then sank onto the bed. I didn’t lie down, because I knew that if I did I’d fall asleep for hours, and it was too late in the day for a nap. I started picking through my box instead. The first thing I pulled out was my yoga mat, which was rolled up on top. I hadn’t used it in weeks, which was probably why my joints were so achy lately. That and the stress. 

      I closed my eyes and clutched the silver star necklace around my neck. My parents had given it to me when I was fifteen, on the day of my lupus diagnosis. When I started getting down on myself, I used it as a reminder of how far I’d come from that day. I was a completely different person from the “problem child” I used to be.

      There was a saying we had in the lupus community. “I have lupus, but lupus doesn’t have me.” My mantra was more along the lines of, “Lupus can kiss my ass.”

      I repeated the phrase in my head until I started to relax. I told myself I’d get the yoga mat out before bed. Doing yoga before bed helped with the stiffness in the morning.

      That was one of the drawbacks of having an autoimmune disease. My own freaking body couldn’t help but attack its own healthy tissues. It was like my body couldn’t help but destroy itself in every way it could for no good reason. Lupus liked to torture every patient differently, and my own brand of shit meant that I got joint pain every time I got a little stressed or spent too much time in the sun. 

      Check mark on the stress lately.

      I sighed and pulled my journal from the box, then stood to place it on the dresser. As I crossed the room, movement outside caught my eye.

      I stepped closer to the window and pushed aside the thin curtains. I became alert when I spotted a guy in a dark grey zip-up hoodie bent over Grammy’s garden. His hood was up, concealing his features, but I could tell he was around my age, with long legs and broad shoulders. Every muscle in my body froze as I watched him, sensing he was nothing but trouble. What the hell was he doing out there?

      He stood, and I noticed a collection of green leaves in his hands. When it hit me, a wave of heat washed over me, and my hands turned to fists. He was stealing from Grammy!

      I quickly reached for the window and flung it open. “Hey, jackass!” I shouted across the lawn. 

      He turned and started walking toward the park. 

      “Hey!” I yelled again, louder this time. He just kept on walking, ignoring me.

      Excuse me!? No one stole from my grandmother and got away with it!

      I quickly turned from the window and ran out of the room, hurrying toward the back door in the kitchen. Grammy was still at the front of the house, talking to whomever was at the door, but I didn’t hear what they were saying.

      By the time I got outside, the guy was almost to the trees. The sky had darkened as storm clouds rolled in for the night.

      “Stop!” I called to him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I knew I should’ve turned back and just let it go. I mean, it was only a couple of leaves, right? But I was curious to a fault and wasn’t the kind of girl who avoided confrontation. I’d set anyone straight if they needed an ass whooping. 

      Besides, this was Grammy’s livelihood. You couldn’t just walk into someone’s yard and compromise the health of their crop.

      My breath grew hot, and my chest started to burn as I ran across the lawn. Screw the pain. This asshole wasn’t going to get away with this.

      I hurried into the trees behind him, but once I stepped inside the forest, it was like he'd vanished. I glanced around, looking for any sign of movement, but the forest was still. All I heard was the rustle of wind through the trees and the distant sound of an owl.

      It was the time of day between sunset and nightfall, which left the forest cast in a dull light. The air felt chilly, and goosebumps broke out across my arms. It was class-A spooky-movie creepy. Most girls would turn around and run back home, but I wasn't most girls.

      I continued forward, staying on high alert. My pulse thumped loudly in my ears, as if warning me to turn back—which only made me want to push on. 

      The narrow dirt pathway took me deep into the forest and past a steep ravine. And then I heard it—the sound of sticks breaking in the distance, like a pair of footsteps traveling off the path. The crunch of leaves came then, picking up in pace and intensity. I quickly realized I was listening to more than one set of footsteps.

      I threw myself behind a thick tree as the footsteps came closer. One guy I could deal with. A whole group of them? Probably not.

      I peeked around the tree to see four girls walking my way. They all looked my age, but they seemed anything but the kind of girls who would be walking in the woods after sunset. The vibe they gave off suggested they frequented the mall more than the outdoors.

      The first girl was gorgeous, with sleek black hair and rich red lips. She wore a skin-tight black dress and low-cut boots with a heel to them. In her hands, she held what looked like a mini witch’s cauldron the size of a softball. She had this look her face that said get out of my way, bitch, even though she faced nothing but trees. She was definitely the leader of the pack. 

      To her right walked a girl with porcelain skin, ruby red lips, and long white curls. Her legs went on for miles. The girl on her left had full lips and stick-straight dark hair cut just above her shoulders. It shimmered a deep red and had clearly been done at the salon. 

      The three of them looked like they could be Instagram models. They were enviously beautiful, with perfect hair and thin bodies. I was pretty sure if I got close enough, I’d see that their nails were done to perfection, too.

      “Amy, get up here,” the first girl snapped.

      The final girl hurried forward. She looked the most down-to-earth of all of them. She was pretty, but in a different way than the Instagram-model chicks. She had jet-black hair and almond-shaped eyes, but she dressed more casually in jeans and a burgundy top.

      “Sorry, Chloe,” she said quickly, not meeting the main bitch’s eyes. “I was just⁠—”

      “Shut up and grab the toad,” Chloe snapped. “It’s right there, or are you too blind to see it?”

      Amy’s eyes went wide for a second at Chloe’s insult, but she quickly followed her instructions and bent to catch a toad I couldn’t see from here. 

      It was clear Amy didn’t fit in with these girls. She seemed timid around them, while they held up their noses at her. I wanted to cut in and rescue her, but I was too curious to break things up now. What the heck was going on? Was this some kind of hazing ritual, where they made the sorority pledge eat a live toad or something?

      Amy caught the toad, and Chloe held out her mini cauldron. She nodded toward it impatiently. “Well…?”

      Amy hesitated. “We really shouldn’t be doing this.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “It’s harmless. It’ll wear off in twenty-four hours.”

      I furrowed my brow. What would wear off?

      Amy bit her lower lip. “Yeah, but it’s complicated. What if something goes wrong?”

      “Will it?” Chloe asked, making it sound like a threat—like if something went wrong, Amy would be the one to blame. “Remember what we’re doing here for you, Amy. You do this for us, and we’ll help you find your cat.”

      The way she said it suggested Chloe knew exactly what happened to Amy’s cat.

      Amy looked torn. She glanced to the cauldron but held the toad close to her chest, like she was protecting it. 

      I watched curiously. What exactly was it they were asking her to do?

      “It’s not like we’re going to hurt Mandy,” the blonde girl said, though I didn’t sense honesty in her tone.

      “Gwen’s right,” the third girl added. “We just want to teach Mandy a lesson.”

      Amy swallowed hard. “What… what did she do to you?”

      Yeah, I’d like to know that, too. It was like I was watching a drama TV show. I couldn’t tear my gaze away.

      Chloe pursed her lips, looking angry at the mention of this Mandy chick. “She’s dating Ryan. This is her one and only warning.”

      “I thought you and Ryan broke up,” Amy said.

      Chloe took a swift step forward so she was up in Amy’s face within an instant. Amy breathed heavily, like she was a little scared, but she held Chloe’s gaze. 

      “You’re not here to ask questions, Amy,” Chloe snarled. “You’re here to do the spell. I have eight months until my ceremony, so until I get my powers, you’re going to help me. Now finish it.”

      Hold up. Did she just say spell?

      Amy took a step back and straightened a little. “No. I won’t help you do this to her.”

      Chloe’s featured hardened by the second. “You wouldn’t want Mittens to… meet an untimely end.”

      “That’s not her name,” Amy mumbled, but Chloe ignored her.

      “Besides, it’s not like we’re turning Mandy into a toad forever,” Chloe said. “It’s not permanent.”

      Turn someone into a toad? Was she serious?

      Amy’s jaw clenched. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”

      Chloe tilted her head and sighed. “You say that like it’s supposed to hurt my feelings.”

      Amy rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll do it. But just know that I’m not here to be your on-call Alchemist.”

      Huh? Spells? Alchemy? Maybe I wasn’t so far off with that cult idea. That, or these bitches were straight-up bat-shit crazy.

      Amy gently placed the toad in the cauldron, then took it from Chloe’s hands. She started mumbling words under her breath that I couldn’t hear. I didn’t know what to think at first, until I saw a dark blue light swirl out of Amy’s hands, lighting up the cauldron. The tendrils of light swirled around it like some CGI shit, until they reached the open top and sank into the contents inside.

      My eyes widened as I stumbled back from my tree. What in the living hell did I just see? A trick of the light? A hallucination? Swirling light didn’t just come out of people’s hands like that!

      The girls hadn’t noticed me, but I knew it was time to hightail it out of there regardless. What kind of crazy ass shit was going on here? 

      I ran away so fast that I lost track of the trail. I glanced behind myself to see if they were following, but they weren’t. When I turned back around, my heart shot up into my throat as I stumbled over a rock. My body flew forward, and I went tumbling head over heels down the side of the ravine.

      “Whoa!” I cried as I tried to catch myself, but my momentum didn’t slow until I hit the bottom.

      I lay on the ground, aching from the bruises I’d accumulated on the way down. The trees swayed in the wind above me, but I didn’t move right away. I was half cursing myself for not watching where I was going and half just waiting for the initial shock to pass.

      Finally, I pushed myself to my elbows—only to find a tall shadow standing over me, holding out a hand. He came as a beacon of safety. I didn’t know what possessed me to take the stranger’s hand, but I found myself reaching up to him. He pulled me to my feet, and I finally got a glance at his face.

      Time seemed to slow when I looked into his mesmerizing green eyes. The sounds in the forest disappeared, and it felt like the world was spinning around me. For just the briefest of moments, my heart seemed like it was floating in my chest. It was a welcome change to the heavy weight I’d been carrying around lately.

      It was him, the guy in the gray hoodie who’d been stealing from my grandmother’s garden. He was hella attractive, with dark hair and cupid’s bow lips, but his eyes were hooded in a darkness that both terrified and intrigued me.

      I took a breath, and the world became normal again as time once again sped up. The weight on my chest returned, and the whistling of the wind became audible again.

      I cleared my throat. “Um, thanks.”

      Above us, the sound of hurried footsteps rustled the leaves on the ground. He brought his index finger to his lips, signaling for me to be quiet. 

      “Follow me,” he whispered. His voice was smooth, like a beautiful song.

      Since he was still holding my hand, he kind of dragged me behind him. We ducked behind a large boulder that was big enough to conceal us both. We crouched low, our bodies almost touching. My hand tingled from where he held it. I could feel
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