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Dedication

 

To Dad:

For never forgetting the name of my first novel,

and for making me believe I can do anything I set my mind to.

 

To Red:

My confidant, my partner in crime,

thank you for answering my random texts 

and creeping Brian out by talking in unison.

I’ve known you longer than I’ve known these characters—and that’s saying something.

 

To Molly:

You inspire me.

You encourage me.

You challenge me.

You help me.

You get me.

 

And for the One who makes the moon reflect the sun:

Thank You for not being finished with me yet;

Keep making me.

Thank You for Your patience as I develop mine.
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Chapter One

 

He thinks I’m lying.

With his mouth, Mr. Delaney, the assistant principal, says he wants to help me and would like to hear my side of the story. But his mind is already made up. He surveys me across the top of his disastrously chaotic desk, his gaze making me uncomfortable, like I’ve done something wrong.

“I didn’t do anything,” I say. It is my constant refrain whenever I’m seated in this chair. I fix my eyes on a blue ballpoint pen, which rests precariously at the edge of the desktop in front of me.

Mr. Delaney wonders what his wife is making for dinner. But what he asks is, “If you didn’t do anything, then why does Kayla Snow have a welt on her forehead the size of a golf ball?”

I dig my nails into the palms of my hands as Mr. Delaney’s mind circles around to golf and whether that new golfing video game will improve his swing. I have to focus. If I can focus, I can block out the flashes. The pain of my nails pressing into my flesh anchors me to the moment, to my own mind and body. “When I was leaving Mrs. Capella’s class, someone bumped into me from behind and my books flew out of my hands. One of them hit Kayla in the back of the leg.”

Mr. Delaney’s thick eyebrows hitch upward, as if trying to connect with his graying hair. “That’s not what Kayla said happened. She said you threw a book at her leg.”

The pen on the desk rattles gently and I cover it with my hand, biting my lower lip. It shivers against my skin for a few seconds longer. I take in a breath, tamping down my anger and frustration, and the pen stills. My emotions have already gotten me into enough trouble today; I can’t afford to have something happen here, in front of Mr. Delaney. “She probably thinks I threw it. Like I said, her back was to me. Anyway, she turned to me and… she called me a freak and a few other choice things, and I apologized, even though I wasn’t trying to hurt her. And when I tried to pick up my book, she kicked it out of reach.”

“Hm.” Mr. Delaney’s eyes express a willingness to entertain my version of the story, but his thoughts betray him. He thinks I’m making this up. Kayla Snow is on student government and the cheerleading squad. She’s never in trouble. I, on the other hand, have been in this office three times already this year—and it’s only October. His thoughts flick to the district’s alternative school and out of the corner of my eye I see the monitor of his computer begin to flicker. I bring my hand to my mouth and bite down on the side of my thumb. The screen goes back to normal. The sharp shock of pain anchors my mind, but I don’t have to be able to read Mr. Delaney’s thoughts to know my behavior worries him. Biting yourself isn’t normal, but neither am I. And sometimes pain is the only thing that makes me focus, keeps the chaotic thoughts of others from assailing my mind.

“I’ve already called your mother,” Mr. Delaney says, his eyes shifting from me to the door to his phone. He’s worried I might break into a fit and he might need help—or a quick escape. “We’ve barely been in school a month and this is the fourth incident you’ve been involved in.”

“I haven’t done anything.”

“Destruction of school property is one thing, Kristyl.” He turns to his computer and pulls something up on the screen. “A broken desk, a broken window, and a broken data projector.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t break those things.”

“Oh, they just all happened to break while you were near them?”

I bite the insides of my cheeks. I was given warnings for each of those instances because in each case, no one could prove I’d been responsible. The desk I sat in during English fell apart when I stood up after an hour of enduring murmured taunts by the girls around me. The window I sat beside during history cracked clean in half when the teacher assigned a group assignment and every group refused me entrance. And in science, the projector slipped off its cart and crashed to the floor during our notes about plate tectonics when the students in class decided that calling me “Crustal” instead of “Kristyl” was hilarious. 

“I don’t know how those things happened. Just like I don’t know how Kayla got hurt today. She kicked my book and I crawled over to get it and she kicked me in the hip.”

“She kicked you?” His tone is dubious.

I nod. “I didn’t want to get into a fight so I grabbed my book and ran out of the room.”

“Kayla says you pushed her, that you knocked her into the corner of a desk. Then you ran out of the room.”

I close my eyes. Of course that’s what Kayla said. And of course it’s the version of events Mr. Delaney believes. My version doesn’t make sense. Even I know that. 

Mr. Delaney shifts in his chair, squaring his shoulders and sitting taller. “When your mother arrives, we’ll discuss the terms of your suspension.”

“Suspension?” My stomach clenches. “Is Kayla being suspended too?”

The corners of his mouth twitch as an internal monologue plays in his mind. Of course she won’t be suspended, she’s the victim here. But he wants to be diplomatic. He opens his mouth to respond, but before the words come out, his office door swings open, banging against the adjacent wall, and he jumps. His eyes slide from the door to me and he pushes back from his desk, putting more distance between us. “Why don’t you sit out in the waiting area until your mom gets here?”

I don’t argue. It would be pointless. I stand and exit his office, passing through the short hallway to the waiting area, where the secretary has her desk. She raises her heavily penciled eyebrows at me as I pass, wondering what was going on to make me throw such a hissy fit. I bite back the urge to tell her I didn’t touch the door and sit in a chair facing the hallway so I can see my mom when she arrives. I take in deep, slow breaths. I can’t afford anything else going wrong today. I close my eyes, concentrating on the rise and fall of my chest, on my heartbeat. Now that I’m not upset, my thoughts are my own once more.

The creak of the office’s main door makes me open my eyes, but it’s not my mom who enters. It’s a man with a round face and a thick thatch of blond hair atop his head. He wears the dark blue uniform of a police officer. My heart picks up its tempo, thudding rapidly in my chest. It’ll be okay, I try to convince myself—he’s just a cop. It’s not unheard of for a cop to stop by the school. He walks up to the secretary and the two exchange murmured words. Then the secretary nods in my direction.

My skin tingles and a lead weight settles in my stomach as the officer turns to me. Has Kayla accused me of assault or something? Am I being arrested? Adrenaline courses through my body and I envision myself leaping off the chair and running for my life—running away from this cop, away from this school, away from my life, away from everything. But I won’t do that. Instead, I sit stock-still, waiting for the officer to get out his handcuffs. 

I study his face as he approaches, trying to determine how bad the news is, just how much trouble I’m in. His expression is clouded and I wonder if I’m the first person he’s ever had to arrest. Or maybe he was expecting me to look differently—like a hardened hooligan instead of a small, plain girl whose face is half obscured by curtains of blond hair.

He comes to a stop in front of me, rubbing his left wrist with his right hand, his eyes not quite fixing on my face. I bite my lower lip, the pain interfering with the heat building in my abdomen. “Kristyl Barnette?”

I swallow hard. “Yes.”

His eyes shift and the cadence of my heart increases. “I’ll need for you to come with me.”

I nod. It takes a moment, but I’m able to press myself to standing. “Am I being charged with something?”

His eyes flash confusion. “No…”

I don’t like the look he’s giving me. I dig my fingernails into my palm, but the sensation does nothing to allay the onslaught of emotions. It’s bad, his reason for being here. But I don’t want to know how bad. I don’t want to hear it.

The officer’s eyes slide away from my face and a muscle in his jaw jumps. His mouth works, like he’s trying to figure out how to spit out what he has to say next. “Your mother is Amy Barnette?”

I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. The words don’t come out of his mouth, but somehow, I know. An icy wave of dread envelops me and I know why he’s here. There’s been an accident. A bad one. And my mom won’t be making it to her meeting with the principal.

Above me, the fluorescent light burns out, sparks flying from the edges of the bulb, as I realize my mom won’t be coming home either.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The three-story Victorian house looms before me, an immense monolith with pale blue siding and gray accents.

My new home.

It’s been just over a week since the officer came to tell me my mom was killed in a car accident on her way to the school. If she hadn’t had to leave work to come talk to my principal, she might still be alive. The corners of my eyes prickle and I rub at them with my knuckles.

My aunt, Jodi Barnette, nudges her way past me on the walkway and walks up the half dozen stairs that lead to the wraparound porch. She twists the doorknob and bumps into the door a couple times with her shoulder before it opens. For some reason, it isn’t locked, even though Jodi hasn’t been home in more than a week.

After the police officer told me about Mom’s accident, he took me to the station so they could contact my next of kin. Both sets of my grandparents are deceased, and my mother is an only child.

Was. Was an only child.

My father… Well, the truth is, I’m not sure what to say about him. He may be dead too, for all I know. He walked out on my mom and me just after my twelfth birthday and we haven’t seen nor heard from him for nearly five years. But my dad has a sister. Jodi.

Before last week, I hadn’t seen my aunt Jodi since before my father left. When the officer located her information and called her, I can’t say I was particularly hopeful that she would be sympathetic to my predicament. In fact, I fully expected to find myself in foster care. But Jodi surprised me by dropping everything, putting her life on hold, and driving over two hours from her home in Clearwater to Fraser. She totally shocked me by taking custody of me.

But by far the biggest surprise is this house. Jodi is in her early thirties and single, and I can’t rectify those facts with the behemoth before me.

“You coming, Kristyl?” Jodi is watching me, and a flush rises in my cheeks. Here I am, standing and staring open-mouthed at her house while she hauls my meager belongings inside for me. I pick up the bags I dropped and hurry up the stairs.

“You can leave your things here for now. How about I give you a tour?” Jodi bounces slightly, swaying forward and backward. Her face is open and her lips curl upward in a slight smile.

I nod. “That’d be nice.”

She leads me through the first floor and points out the living room—which is not to be confused with the sitting room, which is at the back of the house—and the kitchen. There’s a dining room and a bathroom downstairs also. The walls are all painted in muted tones—mauve and gray-blue—and the furniture is heavy and wooden. It’s probably at least as old as Jodi. 

Her bedroom is on the second story, along with an office and a second bedroom. I expect her to tell me that’s where I’ll be staying, but she takes me to the third story. I figure this room will be full of a collection of dusty boxes, but it’s not. Instead, the third floor opens up into a large suite. The space is surprisingly bright, with windows on all four walls. It feels spacious and airy despite the sloping ceiling. There is a queen-sized bed on the wall opposite the stairs and a desk to the left. Jodi walks around the stairwell to point out a small sitting area with a couch, along with the closet and a small bathroom complete with a shower stall.

“This is where you’ll stay.”

I look around the room, incredulous. “Seriously?”

“Unless you want the guest room on the second floor. That’s fine too. I just figured you’re sixteen and you’d probably like a bit of privacy.”

Jodi’s eyes are open wide, expectant. For a moment, I can see our family resemblance: she has my golden brown eyes, and our mouths are the same shape. But her hair is brown, wavy, and just brushes her shoulders, whereas mine is blond, pin-straight, and hangs down to my elbows. She bites her lower lip and a smile tugs the corner of my mouth—the lip thing is a typical expression for me, so it’s interesting to see it on her. Like maybe it’s genetic or something.

“This is great. I just… Thanks so much—again—for…”

Jodi waves a hand vaguely. “I’ve told you already. You don’t need to thank me. Kristyl, I know we haven’t been close, but we’re still family. Your dad leaving doesn’t make that any less true. I’m glad I can be here for you. I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I want to do everything in my power to help you through it. Okay?”

I nod.

She starts back down the stairs and I follow. It would be rude to stay up in the room alone. Besides, all of my things are still in the front hallway.

Jodi leads me to the sitting room and settles down on an overstuffed couch. The only other piece of furniture in here is a red chaise lounge, which I perch on, my legs hanging off sideways. I feel strange sitting like this, but it would be even weirder to recline. I could sit on the couch, but after spending two and a half hours in the car together, I figure Jodi wants me out of her personal space. 

“I’ve been in contact with the high school. They’re expecting us tomorrow. We’ll go in early and get you all set up. But if you think you need a few days before you start, just say the word. The secretary said they excuse bereavement time—and no one expects you to just jump right in—”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll start Monday.” I take in a breath, relieved. Part of me had wondered if my suspension from my last school would follow me here. The last week has been a whirlwind of lawyers and funeral plans and packing. It’s strange, but I’m actually looking forward to the monotony of school. “I think it’ll be good for me.”

Jodi’s mouth twitches. “I talked with your last school. I’m a little surprised you’re so eager to jump in here.”

What do I say to that? For once, I would welcome the flashes of thoughts I’m able to pick up when I’m upset, but nothing comes to me. Does she think I’m a problem child? Does she think I’m responsible for all the things I was constantly being blamed for? I wait for a moment, wondering if she’ll go on, but she doesn’t. “I’m ready to make a fresh start.”

Jodi nods. “I think we’re all entitled to at least one of those in a lifetime.”

“I didn’t have a lot of friends at my old school. None, really. Everyone thought I was this weird kid and they all kind of kept their distance. Unless they were knocking into me—you know, accidentally-on-purpose.” I sigh. “I don’t want to be that girl anymore. I’m looking forward to being somewhere where no one knows me.”

Jodi appraises me and I shift under her gaze. Does she already know those things about me? Is she judging me now? I can’t fully articulate just how much I need to be somewhere new, how I need something different. I just wish it hadn’t taken my mother’s death to make that happen.

My stomach swoops and I take in a sharp breath. My mother is dead. Obviously I know that; I was at the funeral. Still, the thought stabs me just like it did when I first found out. It’s like remembering something from a dream: One second, you are thinking about what to eat for lunch and then it hits you so hard you see stars. My heart races and I press my hand to my chest to keep it from busting through my ribcage.

Jodi stands and beckons for me to follow her. In the kitchen, she takes up a tea kettle and fills it with water from the tap. “Do you like tea?”

“Um, sure.” I’m actually not sure whether I like tea. It’s not something we drink regularly at my house. 

Drank. This is my house now. 

Jodi sets the kettle on the stove and lights the burner beneath it. I expect her to go to a cupboard to pick out a box, but she moves down the hall instead. After a moment, I follow.

“This is the greenhouse,” Jodi says, opening a door at the end of the hall. “I grow all kinds of herbs in here. In the spring and summer, I have a garden in the backyard, but I’ve got this for when the weather’s colder.” She walks past the rows of plants to the back of the room, to the wall of windows overlooking the back yard. A curtain of plants hangs there, upside down, drying. She approaches a purple flower and shakes some dried petals into her palm before walking past me to exit the room. I close the door behind me and follow her back to the kitchen. 

She searches through a drawer until she finds a device I’ve never seen before. She squeezes the metal arms together and a round mesh basket splits open at the middle like a mouth. She tips the purple petals into the mesh basket and closes it again. The tea kettle whistles and she removes it from the burner. She pours water into a cup, puts the metal device into the water, and hands it to me. After filling a glass with water for herself, she leads the way to the dining room.

I sit across from her at the table and look down at my mug, hesitant. “Is there a reason you’re not having the tea?”

“I made it for you.” She sips her water.

It’s not exactly an answer. I want to press her for more, but I also don’t want to seem ungrateful or rude. I put my lips to the mug, but the water is still too hot and I don’t take a sip.

Jodi watches me. “I can’t imagine how hard all this is for you, and I want to help you any way I can. I hope you get your fresh start here. But be careful. There’s the kind of reinventing where you lose yourself and the kind of reinventing where you find yourself. Do you understand what I mean?”

I have no idea what she means. I attempt the tea again but it sears my upper lip. “Anything’s better than who I’ve been.”

“I don’t believe that.”

I want to tell her she has no idea what she’s talking about, since she hasn’t seen me in about five years, but I don’t. If she gets mad at me, she might take back her guardianship and kick me out on the street. I blow on the tea, just for something to do. It smells earthy, more like a lawn than a beverage, and I hesitate before taking the first sip. The taste is sharp but not unpleasant. As the hot liquid trickles down my throat and coats my stomach, I take in a deep breath. The tense knot in my stomach loosens just a little and my shoulders relax. “Things have just been rough. And now…” I shake my head. I’m not even sure what else to say.

Jodi doesn’t seem to expect me to go on. “It’s getting late and you’ve had a long—well, a long run lately. You finish up your tea and I’ll haul your stuff to your room.”

“You don’t have to—”

Jodi sets down her glass and walks toward the front door, ignoring my protests. I feel guilty for making her do the work for me, but she did offer.

For the first time in a week, I can breathe. The oppressive weight of change and uncertainty lifts. My mother is gone, and I’m living with a woman who is virtually a stranger to me. But Jodi dropped everything when I needed her and she’s willing to haul my things up three flights of stairs. Tomorrow I’ll start a new school where no one knows me, where I can be a new person.

All things considered, life could be much worse.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

I stand at the top of the stairs, surveying my new room. I’m struck anew by its size. The house I lived in before was an average-size ranch with three bedrooms and a basement. The suite that Jodi gave me is probably larger than all three bedrooms at my old house combined. 

I lie down on the sleigh bed to test the mattress, pulling the yellow duvet around me. A wave of fatigue washes over me and I sit up reluctantly. I should unpack before I go to sleep. 

I drag the garbage bags that contain my clothes over to the closet. My family never traveled much, and after my dad left, Mom and I didn’t really have the extra money to take vacations. When it came time to pack up my belongings, Jodi and I shoved everything we could in garbage bags and the two odd boxes we found lying around the house. Everything I owned fit in the back seat and trunk of Jodi’s car. 

There are hangers inside the closet, but my tee-shirts don’t seem like the kind of clothes one would normally hang up. Instead, I pull the clothes from the bag and arrange them on the shelves at the side of the closet. Out of the second bag, I pull out three pairs of Converse and toss them to the floor.

One of the shoes makes a strange hollow sound as it hits the wood. Curious, I bend down. One of the floorboards is warped, rising up above the level plane of the rest of the floor. I push it downward and it rocks under my hand. It’s not just warped—it’s loose.

Before I consciously make the decision to do so, my fingers pry at the board, wrenching it free of its place. Putting it aside, I peer into the hole it leaves behind.

The reveal is anticlimactic at best. Within the small space is one thing: an envelope, yellowing around the edges. It’s clearly been there for some time. My fingers twitch as I reach toward it. The envelope bulges in the center. What could be in there?

Guilt sweeps over me as I pick it up. This isn’t mine. I should take it down to Jodi. My muscles tense, ready to stand, but I freeze. I need to see what’s in this envelope.

With a shake and a tilt, something slides out of the envelope into my waiting palm. A ring—a large, weighty one. It’s silver and tarnished, set with a smoky dark gray stone about the size of my thumbnail. The stone is flat, but when I rub my thumb over it, I feel small bumps and ridges.

I bite my lower lip and, after a moment’s hesitation, slide it onto my ring finger.

A flash of bright white light fills my vision, blotting out the room. I close my eyes and shield my face, but the light lingers. I blink and the light dissipates, replaced by a shadow that encroaches in my periphery.

I dig my fingernails into my palms and bite my lower lip, willing the darkness away, willing the pain to anchor me. It’s been five years since a vision has overtaken me. I squeeze my eyes closed, taking a deep breath. 

When I open my eyes, the darkness is gone. I look around the room. It’s my room, but it’s not my room. The bookshelf is stuffed full of mass market paperbacks and the sleigh bed is covered with a navy comforter. I’m not sure how, but I know I’m seeing the same place in a different time.

A young man in his early twenties with sandy brown hair and broad shoulders emerges from the stairwell and my heart hammers in my chest. He grumbles under his breath, clearly agitated by something. He turns toward me and I suck in air, afraid of what he’ll say. What I could tell him to explain my presence in his space? But his eyes look through me and my body relaxes. 

Until I look at his face. I recognize him. I’ve seen his face a thousand times, tucked away in the photo albums my mom kept in her closet. He’s younger here than he is in any of her pictures, but there’s no denying that the man standing at the top of the stairs is my father.

Shadows encroach on my periphery again and I panic, not ready to leave this vision just yet. Not ready to leave him. It’s no use; the image of my father fades before my eyes. I come back to myself, to my room, my time, gasping for air. When I look around, I gasp again: my shoes, my clothes, the pillows on my bed are all hovering in midair. I crouch to the floor, covering my head. “I don’t want this!”

A breeze washes over me and a chorus of dull thuds echoes through the room. I allow my eyelids to open a crack. My things are no longer floating. My shoes and clothes are scattered haphazardly over the floor of my closet, but I don’t care. I press myself to standing and head for the stairs; I can’t be alone in the room any longer.

The flash. I saw my father. He was standing in my room. It’s been years since I had a flash like this—years since I even thought about them. It’s been so long, I was able to convince myself they were all a figment of an overactive imagination—just like my mom always said. But this vision of my father didn’t feel imaginary, and there is one way to find out if I’m right. I pull the ring from my finger and slip it into the pocket of my jeans before heading downstairs.

I find Jodi in the sitting room at the back of the house. She’s on the couch with her legs tucked up under her, reading a book. She smiles when I enter the room and places a bookmark between the pages of her novel. “Settling in okay?”

I sit on the chaise lounge and force a nod. “Yeah, I’m getting my things put away.”

She watches me. She’s waiting for me to continue. I’m just not sure how to ask the question I want to have answered. 

“This house,” I begin. “Did you grow up here?”

She cocks her head to the side, her eyes crinkling just slightly at the corners. “Why do you ask?”

I open my mouth and close it again quickly. I don’t want to tell her what I saw. What if she just writes it off the way my mom always used to? “I just… wondered.”

She studies me for a moment, her face inscrutable, then smiles. “Yes, grew up here. When my folks died, the house went to me. It was supposed to go to your dad, but… he didn’t want it.”

My heartbeat speeds up at the mention of my father. “The room you put me in…”

She nods. “It was his. My room has been mine for my whole life. My folks had the room that’s now the guest room. Actually, your dad’s room was originally where the office is now. When he was a teenager, he decided he needed more space and he moved to the third floor.”

I look around the sitting room, trying to imagine my father lounging on the couches and walking through the halls. I can’t.

“If you change your mind about wanting to stay in that room, I completely understand. I just thought… Well, I thought it’d be the place you’d feel most comfortable. But I’m open to whatever you want.”

“The room’s fine,” I say quickly. “When he moved out—my dad—did he leave anything behind?”

Jodi’s face softens. “Not much. Some clothes, which went to Goodwill years ago. There might be some boxes in the garage, if you want me to check.”

I shake my head. I want to know about the ring specifically. Maybe Jodi doesn’t know anything about it. There is only one way to find out. Carefully, I pull the ring from my pocket and hold it out to her. “I wasn’t snooping,” I begin, “but this was in the closet—under a loose floorboard.”

Jodi reaches for the ring. I don’t want to give it to her, but it seems rude not to. She studies it for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “This was his,” she says after a pause. “Well, really, it was our dad’s. And his dad’s before him. It’s been passed down through several generations.”

“Oh,” I say. My fingers twitch. I have the urge to take the ring back, but Jodi is still scrutinizing it.

“I wondered what happened to it. I always figured your dad took it when he moved out.” She smiles. “It actually makes me happy to know it’s safe.” She holds it out to me. “Well, it’s yours now.”

“Really?” I didn’t expect her to hand it over to me quite so easily. 

“Of course. If you want, I could clean it up for you first. I’m sure I’ve got some silver polish kicking around here somewhere.”

“I’d like that.”

Jodi sets her novel on the coffee table and stands. I follow her into the dining room, where she opens the bottom cupboards of a heavy-looking hutch laden with white plates and cut crystal glasses. After a moment, she holds up a bottle triumphantly. “Aha!”

It doesn’t take long for her to restore the ring’s shining luster, but every second that passes feels like a geologic age. I need the ring back in my hands. It was my father’s. I have so few connections to him that this new discovery is precious. It’s like having a piece of him back.

She finishes wiping off the polish and my fingers twitch again, but before I can reach for it, she curls her fingers around it and darts from the room. “I’ll be right back,” she calls, and her footfalls thump on the stairs.

My body lunges forward involuntarily, and only with effort do I manage not to follow her. She’ll bring it back. She said it’s mine.

Seconds tick by, and after what feels like minutes, the stairs creak to herald Jodi’s descent. When she reenters the room, she’s smiling. She holds up her hand, and dangling from it is the ring, threaded through a fine chain of white gold. “It’s probably a bit big for your fingers,” she says, latching the clasp at the back of my neck.

I pick up the ring and look down into the stone. I stare for a long while before I realize what I’m doing: waiting. When I put it on my finger before, I saw something. Now I’m waiting for it to show me something else. But that is ridiculous, isn’t it? “Thank you.”

She nods, eyes crinkling again in the corners. She tilts her head to the side. “Is there something else?”

The cadence of my heartbeat picks up. I want to tell Jodi about what I saw, but fear stops the words in my throat. Adults don’t generally respond positively to children who tell them they’re seeing visions. I learned that years ago, the hard way. 

I shake my head, but Jodi doesn’t break eye contact. “You can talk to me about anything, you know,” she says, and her words pierce me. The corners of her mouth upturn slightly. “You know, scientists say the linear progression of time is actually just an illusion?”

I blink, shaking my head. “What does that even mean?”

“Sorry, I’m kind of a PBS junky. I was watching a special a while back about how what we think about time might not actually be accurate. Apparently, even though we experience time minute by minute, second by second, it might not really exist that way. All time occurs right now. It’s just we can only see it unfolding in one direction.” She rubs her eyebrow. “It kind of makes my brain hurt to think about.”

An empty feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. “Why are you telling me this?”

She shrugs. “Your dad grew up here. If all time is really happening right now, that means he’s here with you. I just… I thought it might be a comforting thought.” She smiles. “Or not. Don’t worry—if you need to ignore your creepy aunt Jodi when she starts talking about space-time, feel free.”

I force a smile, but her words don’t calm me. Instead, I’m unsettled because I think I can see through the illusion.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Though I spend all of breakfast assuring Jodi that I am both ready and excited to start school Monday morning, a knot of dread forms in my stomach as we drive to Clearwater High School. What if things are the same here as they were at my old school? The only thing that’s changed is geography; I’m still the same person I’ve always been. What if the strange incidents that have plagued me for the last five years follow me here? 

When we pull up in front of the building, I’m frozen, and it’s not until Jodi opens my door for me that I actually make a move to get out of the car. The sandy brown brick edifice stretches three stories into the sky, its windows like blank, soulless eyes staring at me. My stomach sinks as I start toward the front door.

School doesn’t officially begin for another half hour, so there aren’t many people milling around as we make our way inside and to the principal’s office. A woman with shoulder-length dark brown hair and a broad forehead stands just inside the main office, looking official in her heather gray suit and white blouse. She smiles at Jodi and the two hug and exchange pleasantries. Jodi mentioned at breakfast that she and my principal are old friends, but their greeting is still weird to me.

Mrs. Cole also smiles warmly at me, then ushers me into her office. This is such a sharp contrast to the last time I was in a principal’s office, it’s surreal. She settles behind her desk and Jodi and I take the seats across from her. On her desk is a manila folder. The tab reads Kristyl Barnette and an icy feeling washes over me. Has she looked at that file yet? She can’t have if she’s smiling at me like this.

“Well, Kristyl, are you excited to be starting school? I understand the circumstances surrounding your move to Clearwater are tragic, but let me just say how excited Jodi is to have you here with her. I’m sure she’s told you that, but I want to assure you it’s true. Family is very important to us here in Clearwater.”

I fix my eyes on Mrs. Cole, unwilling to look over at Jodi to confirm what she’s saying. “Have you read my file?” The words come out in a rush and I press my hand over my mouth as soon as I say them.

Mrs. Cole’s eyes crinkle, her eyebrows furrowing. “Of course. Why?”

I put my hands in my lap. “Nothing… It’s just… You’re being so nice to me. I’m not used to that. If you read my file, you’d know how often I was in trouble.”

Mrs. Cole smiles. “I’m sorry your experiences with administrators have been negative. I think a move to a smaller school—a smaller community—is just what you need. You’ll get the attention you need here, Kristyl. I have no doubt the disciplinary issues from your past will remain there.”

I nod enthusiastically. “That’s what I want. I want to be able to start over here. Does anyone else know what’s in my file?”

“Your teachers will have access to it, but I see no reason why any of them would come to check it. You’ll have your fresh start here, Kristyl.”

For the first time since pulling up in front of the building, I can breathe freely. “I’m glad for that.”

Mrs. Cole goes over my schedule with me and explains some of the big rules in the student handbook. By the time we’re done, the energy in the building has changed and I’m not surprised to hear a bell.

“You should get going so you’re not late to your first hour.”

In the hallway, dozens of students, most in groups, head off in different directions. I take in a deep breath. No one knows me here. I can be whoever I want to be. I don’t have to be the freaky girl who’s always in trouble. I can just be… me.

Jodi doesn’t pull me into a hug before she leaves, even though her eyes say she wants to. Instead she presses a handful of bills into my palm for lunch money, squeezing my hand a beat too long before heading out the main door.

Part of me wants to follow her, but another part—the part that speaks with my mother’s voice—urges me to grab this opportunity for a new beginning and make the most of it. 

A prickling sensation builds in the corners of my eyes at the thought of my mom and I try to rub it away. I won’t cry about my mom, not here. Taking in a breath, I start toward the nearest stairwell. I take no more than two steps before I collide with someone. Searing pain cascades down my chest and I cry out, my hands going to my abdomen to find my shirt soaked with hot liquid. A sniff tells me it’s coffee. 

A squeal emanates from the girl standing in front of me. She is tall—or at least taller than me—with long brown hair that hangs in loose spirals around her shoulders and the coldest blue eyes I have ever seen. Her eyes narrow and her mouth curls into a sneer.

“What the hell? Watch where you’re going!”

“I’m sorry.” The words escape my mouth instinctively. I’ve learned it’s best to ask for forgiveness right away, no matter if something is actually my fault. It’s a coping mechanism I’ve developed after years of getting into this kind of situation with this kind of girl.

So much for a fresh start.

“Not as sorry as you’re gonna be if you got any of that on me.” The girl examines her outfit—a tight-fitting green tunic top over leggings and knee-high boots—and turns in place so her companion can help her check. Her hands clutch at the necklace she wears around her neck—some kind of pendant with an ornate design that holds a clear, glass-like stone in place. “Bridget, how does it look?”

“It looks okay,” Bridget pipes in after completing her inspection. “I think it all got on her.”

After the brief reprieve, the girl turns her cold eyes back on me. “Do you have any idea how much that coffee cost?”

I don’t look away from the girl, but I feel the eyes of other students on me. A crowd has gathered, the way one always does at the hint of drama. “Four dollars?” I venture tentatively. “I’ll buy you another one. I can get you the money tomorrow, if you like—”

The girl’s withering glare stops my tongue. “How is that supposed to help me today?”

I’m not sure whether the question is rhetorical.

A bell sounds in the hallway and the students who had gathered to watch our spectacle scatter. I want to scatter with them, but I remain rooted to my spot.

Bridget tugs on the girl’s arm. “Crystal, we’ve gotta go. We’ve already been late once this week.”

I’m stabbed by a pang of irony at the girl’s name. Well, at least I won’t forget it.

Crystal’s eyes tell me she doesn’t want to leave—she wants to dole out the appropriate punishment for my actions—but she relents. “Watch where you’re going, new girl. You’ll stay out of my way if you know what’s good for you.”

Duly noted, I think, but I keep my mouth shut. Crystal and Bridget strut off in the direction they had been heading and I scurry the opposite way, even though I’m not entirely sure where I should be going. Once safely enclosed in the stairwell, I look down at my coffee-stained schedule. A brown stain covers my stomach and the crotch of my pants and I lean against the wall, squeezing my eyes closed tight in an attempt to stop the prickling sensation gathering there. I can’t cry. Not now—the school day hasn’t even started yet. But how am I supposed to go through the entire day with a coffee stain covering so much of my body? That’s all anyone will ever remember about me—the spaz of a girl who wore coffee-covered clothes her first day. It might be better than the way people at my other school thought of me, but not by much.

I could call Jodi, but she told me she was heading into work right after dropping me off. She was already off all last week on account of me, so I don’t want to pull her away from it. I don’t want to give her any reason to regret taking me in.

Another bell rings and a wave of dread sweeps over me. I’m late to class. Not a great way to make a good impression on my teacher. I need to get moving, but I can’t make myself go.

The stairwell door creaks open, but I refuse to look. Whoever it is can’t make the day better. In fact, they could only make things worse. Maybe he’ll continue on his way without noticing me.

“Hey, you okay?”

No such luck.

I take in a steadying breath before opening my eyes. Standing before me is a guy with the brightest, clearest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re such a contrast from that Crystal girl’s eyes that for a moment, they’re all I see. 

His eyebrows furrow. “Do you need some help?”

“I’m okay.” The words are an obvious lie, but I press on. “I just bumped into some girl and she spilled her coffee on me. That’s all.”

“It looks pretty bad. Do you have something to change into?”

I shake my head. “It’s my first day. I don’t have, like, a closet of clothes stashed in my locker or anything. I don’t even know where my locker is. Or my class, for that matter.” I press my lips together to keep from continuing; if I do, I’ll spin out of control. Hysteria is rising in my chest. If only I could go back in time and redo this day.

“It’ll be okay,” the guy says. His face goes thoughtful and I take in the rest of his appearance. The amazing eyes are set in a handsome face with a jaw that is strong but not pronounced. His blond hair is short and gently spiked. He looks a little like he could be in a boy band, but in a good way. The curve of his lips is gentle and pleasant and he has a cleft in his chin. On his face is the barest hint of stubble.

A thrill of electricity courses through my brain. He meant to shave this morning. But he forgot to plug his phone in last night and it died before his alarm went off. That’s why he’s late.

He snaps his fingers, pulling me out of the flash. “Here, hold this,” he says, handing me the folder he’s been holding.

I take it without question and he pulls the dark blue hooded sweatshirt he wears up over his head. As he does, his tee-shirt rises up, revealing a stretch of taut stomach. There’s a swooping sensation low in my belly.

“Here,” he says, holding the sweatshirt out to me.

I stare at him. “You want me to hold this too?”

A smile stretches across his face, revealing a set of perfect teeth. My stomach swoops again. “Sure, that. Or you could wear it to cover up the coffee stain. It’s long, so it should cover it all.”

I shake my head. “I couldn’t do that.”

“What, you’d rather walk around with the coffee stains all day? Go on, I insist.” He takes his folder from my hand and presses the hoodie closer to me. He’s not going to give up, so I take it, turning it over in my hands. Emblazoned in white on the front of the shirt is the high school’s name and two C’s bisected by an arrow. On the back is the number seventeen, below the name MARSH. I pull it over my head. It’s warm and smells spicy, like aftershave or body spray—something distinctly masculine but not overpowering. I tug the sweatshirt down so it comes to my mid-thigh. It’s far too large for me, but the guy was right—it covers all the coffee stains.

“Thank you.” My voice is small.

The corner of his mouth twitches upward, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “Of course. What kind of man would I be if I let a damsel remain in distress?” He winks.

I feel heat in my cheeks and look down at my schedule. Something about wearing his clothes makes me brave. “If you’re still in the rescuing mood, maybe you could help me navigate to my first hour.”

“Of course.” Instead of taking the schedule from my hands, he moves to stand behind me, looking over my shoulder. His nearness overwhelms my senses. My stomach flutters. Warmth is radiating off his body and I think I might spontaneously combust. 

“You’ve got Buchanan in two-fourteen. I’ll take you.” We walk up the stairs side by side. He watches me out of the corner of his eye. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Kristyl Barnette.”

“Kristyl, huh?” He makes a face. “No offense. I’m not a huge fan of that name.”

“Would it have anything to do with the raging bitch who spilled her coffee all over me?” The words come out before I can stop them and I slap my hand over my mouth, mortified. Wearing this stranger’s sweatshirt, or maybe his kindness, is making me say things I normally wouldn’t.

He laughs and I relax. “Ah, so you’ve already had the pleasure. I’ve known her my whole life and, well, I think you got it right. Raging bitch pretty much sums her up. Crystal Jamison is not one of my favorite people in the world. But you…” He studies me as we reach the top of the stairs and I feel self-conscious. “You, I like. So I think the name’s gotta go.”

“What? You’re just gonna change my name? Start calling me Persephone or something?”

He laughs, holding open the door and allowing me to pass through. “While Persephone isn’t bad, I was thinking of something a little less dramatic. A nickname, maybe.” His lips press together as he thinks. “Krissy and Kristy are a little too pedestrian. Kris is too masculine.” He snaps, a smile spreading across his face. “I got it. How about Krissa?”

“Krissa?” I’ve never heard the name before. It sounds unusual, but not too unusual. “I think I like it.”

“Okay then. Krissa it is. New school, new name.”

“New friend?” The assumption is bold, but I’m feeling bold. “I don’t even know your name.”

He holds his hand out formally and I take it. “Owen Marsh.”

“Owen.” I like the feeling of his name in my mouth. “It’s nice to meet you, Owen.”

“It’s nice to meet you too. But I’m afraid it’s time to say goodbye.” He nods toward the door to our left. “This is Miss Buchanan’s class.”

“What about your sweatshirt?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back for that.” With a grin, he starts off down the hall.

I knock on the door to the classroom and after a moment, the teacher opens it. “Ah. You must be the new student I saw on my roster today.” She smiles and walks over to her desk. I close the door and follow her. She clicks the mouse on her computer a few times before looking at me again. “Kristyl Barnette, is it?”

“Actually, I go by Krissa.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

The first few classes of the day pass without incident. Owen is in my second hour and manages to convince the teacher to give me a seat near him. During third hour, I try to pay attention to the lesson, but my thoughts stray to Owen. I catch myself smelling his scent and smiling and try to tell myself not to harbor any delusions about Owen liking me, but I can’t help it. 

When the third hour bell rings, I head into the hallway. Owen is standing there, and his face lights up when he sees me.

I walk over to him. “Were you waiting for me?”

“I may have inadvertently memorized your schedule. You know, so I could keep an eye on my sweatshirt.”

“Of course.” I can’t help smiling. Is this what it’s like to flirt? I bite my lower lip. No, he’s not flirting with me. He’s just being nice.

“You’ve got lunch now, right?”

I check my schedule, although I know I do. “Would you look at that.” I grin.

He starts down the hallway and I keep pace with him. “I thought you could sit with me and my friends. Unless you’ve already got lunch plans.”

“No, no plans. Just a few dollars from my aunt. Maybe you can show me what’s edible in the cafeteria.”

We walk through the large foyer by the front office where I bumped into Crystal Jamison. So far I haven’t seen her again and I can’t say I’m sad about that. Owen leads me through a back hallway and we emerge in a large, open area with vending machines. “This is the commons. There are doors here that lead out into the courtyard. When it’s warm, sometimes we’ll eat out there. Back there is the lunch room. And here is the dreaded lunch line.” He shudders dramatically. “Actually, all things considered, the food’s not terrible. Was it bad at your old school?”

My gaze drops to the floor as we get into line. My mom always packed my lunches. Even when I was in high school and complained I was too old for it, even when I begged for her to let me buy lunch. She insisted it was too expensive. I probably could have qualified for reduced lunch, but my mom never filled out the paperwork. I think it was pride: She wanted to prove she could take care of me, even without my dad’s help. She always made sure my needs were provided for and that my wants, which were few, were satisfied. A lump forms in my throat and I swallow hard. “The food at my old school was fine.”

Owen’s eyes narrow and he closes them for a moment, shaking his head. “Yeah, I think people always make it out to be way worse than it is.”

When I’m three people away from the register, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Someone is watching me. I glance over my shoulder but see no one. Still, the feeling doesn’t leave me as Owen and I walk to his usual lunch table. I take the seat across from him, but he immediately shakes his head. “Can’t sit there.”

My heart skips. Didn’t he invite me to sit with him? “Why not?”

“Spot’s taken.” He points at the seat beside it. “You could sit there.” A smile curls the edges of his mouth. “Or your could sit by me.”

The tension that had formed in my stomach dissipates and I take the seat beside the first one. While the idea of sitting next to Owen is appealing, I’m not sure whether he’s joking. Besides, I like to look at him, and that would be more difficult if I was directly beside him.

“So, who’s the seat taken by? A ghost? Your invisible friend?”

He shakes his head. “Nah, just a friend who’s a little territorial when it comes to seating arrangements.”

“Really? What’s his name?”

Before Owen can respond, someone nearly collapses into the seat beside me. To my surprise, it’s not a guy; it’s a girl with wavy red hair and a distinct sense of style. I recognize her from first period. She is wearing a bright orange tunic, heavily embellished with sequins across the bodice, over a pair of purple leggings with cat faces on the knees. Her boots come halfway up her calf and are covered in what looks like black fur. On her face is a harassed look. When she notices me, the look switches to confusion. She looks across the table at Owen, as if verifying she’s at the right table. Then she looks back at me. “Who are you?”

I bite my lower lip. She seems annoyed by my presence and a thought passes through my mind: What if she’s Owen’s girlfriend? That would explain her irritation. Not only am I some strange girl sitting with him, but I’m also wearing his sweatshirt. Did she notice? I open my mouth to introduce myself, but Owen is already talking.

“Be nice, Lexie, she’s new. Her name’s Krissa and she’s cool.”

My heart swells at Owen’s words. Really, he has no foundation on which to base his pronouncement, but it makes me feel good anyway.

“Krissa?” Lexie asks, turning the syllables over in her mouth. “What kind of name is that? Is it short for something?”

I nod. “Yeah. For Kristyl.”

Lexie’s head cocks to the side and she raises an eyebrow. Then her eyes widen and her mouth drops open. “Hey, I know you!”

I glance at Owen, who looks as confused as I feel. Lexie turns toward Owen and slams her hand on the lunch table between them. “Kristyl Barnette. She’s Jodi Barnette’s niece.”

My confusion deepens as I look back and forth at the two of them. “Wait—you guys know my aunt?”

It’s Lexie and Owen’s turn to look at me with confusion. 

“Of course we do,” Lexie says, as if it should be obvious.

“Small town,” Owen says. “She owns the homeopathic shop on Main. Everybody’s been in there at least once.”

I nod. It shouldn’t surprise me that they know Jodi. She’s lived here her entire life. Living in such a small community is going to take some getting used to. “And you guys know about me?”

“My mom said something about Jodi’s shop being closed last week because she was out of town with her niece.” Lexie picks up a french fry from her lunch tray and chews on it. “She didn’t mention you’d be showing up here, though.”

I take in a breath. Maybe because I never talked to anyone at my old school, I hadn’t really planned how I would address my reason for moving to Clearwater. I also hadn’t counted on people knowing who my aunt was. When new people started at my old school, it was just assumed they moved to town with their families. But how was I supposed to explain my being here? I cast a glance at Owen. “I… I’m living with Jodi now.”

“Really?” Lexie asks. “Why?”

Owen lets out a little laugh. “Wow, Lexie. Let’s save the twenty questions for later, how about?”

I mouth Thank you to Owen and he nods. I’m not sure if he can tell what I’m feeling or if he already knows something about why I’m here. Either way, I’m glad he intervened.

I start poking around at the food on my tray, no longer hungry. The back of my neck prickles and, once again, I’m sure I’m being watched. At my old school, people generally ignored me—unless they were really bored and needed a target. The feeling now is the same as the one I’d get right before someone at my old school would come up to do something to mess with me. Surreptitiously, I look over my shoulder, eyes scanning for anyone whose attention is directed my way.

“Why is Crystal Jamison watching you?” Lexie’s neck is craned around in the direction I’m looking.

A knot ties itself in the pit of my stomach. “I think I’m already on her bad side.” I turn my attention back to our lunch table.

Lexie stares at Crystal a moment longer before turning back as well. “She’s only got a bad side.”

“Really?”

She nods. “Think of crossing her as a rite of passage. You’re officially initiated into Clearwater High.”

I smile. “I guess that makes me feel a little better. I thought she just hated me because I spilled her coffee.”

Lexie’s eyes go wide. “Oh, you’re the one who spilled her coffee?” She holds up her hand and, after a moment, I bring my hand up to meet her high five.

“That’s how Owen and I met, actually. Her coffee spilled all over my shirt and he offered me his hoodie to cover it up.”

“Such a gentleman.” A guy with artfully disheveled blond hair settles down in the seat beside Owen, placing his lunch tray down in front of him. He fixes his warm brown eyes on me and smiles. “Coffee Girl. Excellent.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Coffee Girl? Is that what they’re calling me?”

“West, this is Krissa,” Owen says, nodding toward me. “Krissa Barnette, West Harmon.”

West reaches across the table and I take his hand. The palm is warm and his grip is firm. His eyebrows are heavy, giving him a brooding look, even though he’s smiling at me. “I think we’re in first hour together. It’s nice to officially meet you, Krissa. Anyone who pisses off Crystal Jamison so thoroughly is a friend of mine.”

I force a smile. “Is she really that upset? I mean, it was an accident. I apologized.”

West waves off my concern. “She’ll get over it. She just loves the drama of it all.”

A girl with black hair cut in a severe bob sits down on Lexie’s other side. “Drama? Let me guess: We’re talking about Crystal Jamison?”

West laughs. “How’d you know?” He gestures toward the girl. “Krissa, this is Bria Tate. Bria, this is Coffee Girl.”

Bria fixes her gaze on me and I’m taken aback by the amount of eyeliner surrounding her eyes. It’s heavy and dark, making her look almost menacing. But she smiles, revealing a dimple and a gap between her front teeth. She salutes me and, unsure of what else to do, I salute back. She laughs. “Good move with the coffee. She’s been out of sorts all day.”

I bite my lower lip. “It’s not like I planned to do it.”

“Still.” Bria stabs her salad with a plastic fork.

The eyes are still prickling me, but I don’t want to turn around. I look at Owen. “Is she still watching me?”

Owen nods.

“Probably trying to figure out how to exact her revenge,” West says. “What do you think, Lexie? A little eye of newt, toe of hamster?”

Bria titters with laughter and Owen groans and shakes his head. I look at Lexie. “What does he mean?”

“Not this again,” Owen mutters.

Lexie throws a fry at him. “Don’t listen to Owen. He’s an unbeliever.”

Owen snorts. “Don’t listen to Lexie. She’s delusional.”

“If by delusional you mean completely correct.” Lexie turns to me. “Crystal Jamison is a witch.”

It takes a moment for her words to register, and even when they do, it takes me a moment to process them. I watch Lexie’s face, waiting for a tell that she’s joking, but she appears entirely serious. “Wait. Witches?” A laugh escapes my lips. “Like, spells and magic and—like, witches?” Another laugh bubbles up within me and I smile hesitantly. “Yeah, right. You really had me going there for a second.”

Lexie and West exchange glances. “What’s so funny?”

I shake my head. “Witches aren’t real. Not, like, magic witches.”

But even as I say the words, something tugs at the back of my mind. What about what happened to me last night when I put on my dad’s old ring? Or all the times when I get upset and things happen? Or when I know what someone’s thinking? The thoughts bubble to the forefront of my mind, and I press my lips together to keep from speaking them aloud. 

“She’s not joking,” Owen says. “She seriously thinks Crystal and her friends are witches.”

I look at Bria for confirmation, but she just shrugs. This motion isn’t lost on Lexie, who gives an exasperated sigh. “Come on, guys. Do we need to go over the evidence again?”

“Evidence?” I ask. “Does she usually wear a pointy hat?”

Lexie shakes her head. “Look, loathe as I am to admit it, I do have a little bit of special insight into Crystal.”

I wait for her to go on, but her mouth puckers, like she’s tasting something sour.

Owen leans across the table. “What Lexie’s trying to say is that she used to be really close with Crystal.”

“So, what? They used to be friends?”

“More than that,” Owen says. “They’re cousins.”

Lexie’s eyes narrow at the word but she doesn’t deny it. “Summer before ninth grade, she started getting all weird. She got convinced there was something special about the descendants of the founding families—”

“The founding families?”

West nods. “Yeah—you know, the families that first settled here in Clearwater?”

I shake my head. “And I should know this… why?”

His eyes narrow in confusion. “Because you’re from one of them.”

I look to Owen, who nods. “Yeah—there’s a handful of the founding families still around. Some have died out or moved away. You’re from one. So is Lexie. Crystal, of course. Bridget Burke, Felix Wolfe. Mrs. Cole.”

“Wait—Mrs. Cole? The principal?” 

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “It’s not really a big deal—unless you’re Lexie.”

Lexie clears her throat. “Unless you’re Crystal. I’m telling you, she’s convinced being a member of a founding family is really important.” For a moment, it looks like Lexie won’t go on, but she finally turns to me, taking in a deep breath. “Summer before freshman year, she found some stuff that used to belong to our aunt, Crystal Taylor. The original Crystal. Like, an old diary and some jewelry or something. But after that, she started acting weird—you know, spending long hours at the library weird. She got joined at the hip with Bridget, even though the two barely spoke all through middle school.”

I chew on my lower lip. Making a new friend hardly seems like cause for concern. “And how does this get you to her being a witch?”

Lexie sighs. “It’s not just that. My dad’s told me some stuff about his sister—Crystal Taylor. See, before she died, my dad’s family was all one big happy, you know? Crystal was the kid sister both he and Crystal Jamison’s mom doted on. But all that changed after my grandfather died. My aunt Crystal got all weird and started keeping to herself. She dumped a bunch of her friends and started hanging out with a new group. Apparently she got obsessed with the idea of the founding families. Is this sounding familiar? My dad thinks she got involved in something that was too much for her and it got her killed. He thinks that something might have been magic.”

I suppress a shiver. Whether or not the words are true, Lexie is good at spinning the tale. “How’d she die?”

“A fire. My grandma was out of town visiting relatives. My dad says the official story is my aunt Crystal lit some candles and fell asleep and something caught fire. But he says he doesn’t buy that. A couple months earlier, before he went off to college, he caught her trying out some incantations or something. He thinks she started messing with something she didn’t understand.”

A bell sounds and I jump. West and Bria laugh as they stand up, taking their empty lunch trays with them. They call goodbye to everyone—to me, too—before disappearing into the crowd to head for their next class. Neither Lexie nor Owen leaves and it strikes me that they’re waiting for me so we can all go together. Something swells in my chest and I can’t suppress a smile as I stand to discard my garbage.

Owen walks beside me as we join the surge of students. “So, what do you think about Lexie’s story?”

I shrug. “It’s interesting, I guess. But I’m not sure how much I believe.”

Lexie appears on my other side, shaking her head. “With the kind of store your aunt runs, I didn’t think you’d be this close-minded.”

Owen bumps my shoulder with his, nodding in Lexie’s direction. “I bet you didn’t think Lexie’d be this crazy.”

I force a smile, but something in Lexie’s words strikes me. Am I being close-minded? After the things that have been happening around me, the things I’ve done, can I really rule out the idea of witches so quickly? 

Another thought enters my mind so fast it takes my breath away: What if Crystal and her friends can do the things I can do? What if I am a witch?

I shake my head to dispel the notion. It’s ridiculous.

Isn’t it?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Eyes follow me for the rest of the day, but if Crystal Jamison is thinking of getting back at me for the coffee incident, her revenge plans are still in the conception phase. After the final bell, I go to my locker. Owen is already there.

“You really are stalking me, aren’t you?” I duck my head as I spin the dial, hoping to hide the smile pulling at the corners of my mouth.

Owen leans against the locker beside mine, a grin stretched across his face. “I’m just looking out for my sweatshirt.”

My fingers go to the hem of the shirt, but I’m reluctant to remove it. In addition to still being coffee-stained underneath, I like the feeling of the material on my skin. Biting my lower lip, I return my hands to the business of collecting the night’s necessities. I slam the locker and turn to Owen. He’s still smiling.

“So, you got plans this afternoon?” he asks as we start down the hall.

My stomach twists, but the feeling is not unpleasant. Why does he want to know? Does he want to invite me to do something? Or is he just making polite small talk? “I’m not sure. Jodi’s picking me up and I think we’re going to hang out at the shop for a bit.” I almost tag Why? to the end of my statement, but the word sticks in my throat.

We head down the stairs. “So, are you gonna be helping Jodi at the shop now? Every day?” Owen asks. 

I shrug. “We haven’t really discussed it.”

“Because I drive by there on my way home. I could drop you off—you know, so Jodi doesn’t have to leave to get you.”

He holds the door open for me and we step out into the crisp October air. I lead the way to the street in front of the school, where Jodi parked this morning. Her silver Ford Focus is nowhere in sight.

Owen shifts beside me—I haven’t responded to his offer. “It’d be nice for you to drop me off. I’ll talk with Jodi about it, okay?”

Relief sweeps over his features and it strikes me that he’s been tense during this whole exchange. A jolt of energy courses through me. 

A horn honks and Jodi’s car pulls up in front of me. The passenger window rolls down and Jodi leans over to it. “Hey, Kristyl. Does your friend need a ride?”

Owen touches my elbow. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He nods in Jodi’s direction and heads for the parking lot.

I watch him go until he disappears into the crowd of people swarming the lot. When I slide into the passenger seat, Jodi’s eyes are on me, her eyebrows raised. I click my seatbelt in place, heat rising in my cheeks.

Jodi puts the car in gear and pulls away from the curb. “Were you wearing that sweatshirt this morning?”

I clap my hand to my forehead. “No—it’s Owen’s. I forgot to give it back to him.”

“Something tells me he won’t mind.” Jodi smiles as she turns a corner. “That was Owen Marsh, wasn’t it?”

Does everyone know everyone in this town? “Yeah. He lent me his sweatshirt after I got coffee all over my shirt—long story.”

Jodi takes my cue and doesn’t ask me to elaborate. In minutes, we drive over a small river and arrive at what Jodi refers to as “downtown,” which looks like three blocks’ worth of small stores, plus a gas station. The storefronts are all painted muted, natural tones—sea green, pale blue, storm gray. There are a couple pairs of women pushing strollers, and a few people walking leashed dogs. A few knots of high school students lounge outside the coffee shop. A restaurant’s outside dining area spills onto the sidewalk and the tables are populated with people ranging in age from early twenties to late seventies. I try to imagine myself walking down the street, belonging here. The image feels hollow until I add in the friends I made today—Owen, Lexie, Bria, West. Might I be one of the people laughing outside the coffee shop or eating at the restaurant one day? 

Jodi turns onto a side street and pulls into a small parking lot behind a block-long stretch of buildings that all share walls. She gets out of the car and leads me toward a glass door with a white decal of flowery-looking letters that spell out a name.

“Hannah’s Herbs?” I ask as Jodi unlocks the door and pushes it open.

Jodi pulls a sign that reads “Back in 15 Minutes” from the door as she enters. “This is my store. Well, mine now. It was my parents’ store—your grandparents. When they passed, it passed to me. One day, if you want it, it’ll pass to you.”

How do I respond to this information? I look around the store. The place isn’t large, and it’s nearly twice as deep as it is wide. Banks of tall shelves running perpendicular to the long walls maximize the space for displaying wares. Jodi walks to the front of the store to unlock the other door, but I don’t follow her. There is too much to look at, from the dried plants bundled and bunched in decorative aluminum planters to the books with titles like Homeopathic Healing and Herbs that Help, Herbs that Harm, to the shelves stacked with crystals and other stones. There are dozens of brown paper bags full of different blends of tea. On one shelf is a long line of bracelets. Some have different colored gemstones on them, others appear to be made of magnets.

“So, what do you think?” Jodi asks, moving to the register.

I tuck my hair behind my ears. “This is… an interesting place.”

Jodi laughs, her head tipping backward. “That’s a diplomatic way to say ‘strange,’ isn’t it?”

I shake my head and open my mouth to apologize, but Jodi is smiling at me.

“Don’t worry, I’m not offended. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before, believe me.”

I nod, approaching a shelf full of vials of liquids with names I can’t even begin to pronounce and little blue tubes filled with tiny white pellets. “What is all this stuff?”

“Medicine. A lot of it, anyway. There are homeopathic remedies along that wall, reference books on the shelf there. Herbs here, of course. And then gemstones.”

“What are the stones for?” I move to the shelves that hold the gems and study them. They come in all shapes, textures, and colors.

“Some people believe they have therapeutic qualities. Some people use them as paper weights.” She grins at me. 

“You said this was your parents’ store?”

She nods. “It’s been in the family for generations. After her husband died, to make ends meet, my great-grandmother, your great-great-grandmother, started selling herbs out of her house. Our house. This storefront is relatively new. Your dad was supposed to take it over, but he went down a different path. So, here I am.”

“Are you okay with that?”

She shrugs. “I could always sell the place. But it doesn’t seem right. Besides, I like it. It’s like a second home, really. The hours I spent here growing up.” She smiles. “I can’t imagine doing anything else with my life, you know?”

I keep my eyes on the stones in front of me as I ask the next question. “Did my dad spend a lot of time in here?”

“Yeah, he did. It was a pretty big scandal when he decided to go to college for engineering instead of a sensible business degree. I remember he was so nervous to tell our dad, but when he did, Dad took it well.”

Longing swells within me. Besides last night’s discussion, it’s been years since I’ve talked about my dad. Mom always tensed up and frowned when I asked questions about him, so I learned not to ask. “What was he like?”

Jodi’s shoulders sag and her eyes soften. “He was good,” she says quietly. “A really good big brother. He’s eight years older, and he always kind of doted on me. I could get him to do anything. I remember going through a phase where I wanted him to be my horsey all the time. I’d make him give me rides on his back from the kitchen to the living room to the dining room—everywhere. And he never complained.”

I pick up a smoky pink quartz from the shelf and rub the pad of my thumb over its rough edges. “Have you... heard from him?”

She bites her lower lip and shakes her head. “Not in years. He called me once after he left you guys. I tried to get him to tell me where he was, why he left, but...” She sniffs and rubs her nose. “Damn, I miss him.”

I nod. I know exactly what she means. An ache builds in my chest and I hold the stone in my hand out to her, eager to change the subject. “So, what does this do?”

Relief flickers across her face and she smiles. “It doesn’t really do anything. Not on its own. It’s more like a conduit.”

“For what?”

“Energy. It can amplify energy, direct it. Store it, if you know what you’re doing. Quartz is particularly versatile. That’s a rose quartz that you’re holding. It’s usually associated with love and affection. So, a person might wear or carry it if they’re wanting to focus that kind of energy on themselves.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Seriously? You believe that?”

She shrugs. “Everything’s energy, right? Why is it so strange to think that certain objects can’t help direct energy in a certain way?”

I don’t say anything, but Jodi doesn’t seem to expect a response. She moves to the counter on the left side of the store and ducks behind the cash register. When she emerges, she’s holding a clipboard and a pencil.

“Why don’t you make yourself useful? The bracelets need to be inventoried.”

I set down the rose quartz and cross the room to take the clipboard. I can’t argue with her—counting bracelets seems like the least I can do to repay her for taking me in. She tells me how to match up the numbers on the list and the tags on the bracelets and I get to work.

I lose count twice when customers come into the store. The first is an older woman, stylishly dressed in knit slacks and a blue blouse. She selects a few bunches of herbs and a couple bottles of dark-colored liquid. I try to figure out what she’s buying, but I don’t want to appear like I’m snooping. The woman and Jodi have a long conversation at the register before she leaves. The second customer is a man who is probably Jodi’s age. He selects several blue vials of pellets and pays, not bothering to engage in conversation like the woman did.

I decide piling the bracelets into groups of ten might be my best course of action. I glance up at Jodi as I make piles on the floor around me, waiting for an admonishment, but it doesn’t come.

I’m on the last page of the list when the bell over the door chimes for the third time. I ignore the patron who passes me, intent on finishing my task. I smile triumphantly when I get to the end of the list and start replacing the bracelets on their stand. When I do so, the newest customer finally catches my eye. He appears to be about my age, tall, with dark hair. If he goes to school with me, he must have been absent today. The long lines of his body move with the elegant grace of a cat. Even in a crowded hallway, I would have noticed him.

He doesn’t look in my direction. His eyes scan the bundles of herbs, but the set of his jaw tells me he isn’t seeing what he wants.

Jodi doesn’t approach the guy, but her eyes don’t leave him. Maybe he’s been in here before, and she doesn’t trust him for some reason. Is he a shoplifter? Seeing as there is no one else in the store, it seems unlikely—there isn’t nearly enough distraction. Besides, are herbs and crystals really worthwhile targets for theft?

He scans the rows of herbs twice before turning his attention to Jodi. “Have you got any lavender? In back or something?”

Jodi raises her eyebrows. “More lavender?”

“Give me a break, okay? My grandma likes using it in tea and lemonade and potpourri—I think she’s got a problem, truth be told.” An easy smile stretches across his face as he looks at Jodi. “Could you look for me?”

Jodi’s mouth twitches. Her eyes dart to me briefly before she responds. “I’ve got some lavender in my greenhouse, but it’s not ready yet. I can give your grandma a call when it’s ready, if you like.”

He shakes his head. “No need.”

I figure that since Jodi doesn’t have what he’s looking for, he’ll leave, but he doesn’t make a move toward the door. Instead, he wanders over to the shelves of gems and stones and passes his hand over them. After a moment, he picks up the same piece of rose quartz I held earlier. Slowly, he turns to face me, his head tilting to the side. He is intensely attractive. Before, I just caught glimpses of his profile and the way he moved, but now, with him staring right at me, I find it hard to draw breath. There’s something in the intensity of his cool gray eyes, maybe, or the shape of his lips. I can’t put my finger on exactly what it is, but I also can’t ignore the effect he has on me. 

“Jodi,” he calls, his eyes not leaving me, “who’s your friend?”

I stand and open my mouth to introduce myself, but my name sticks in my throat, so I close my mouth and swallow. The guy raises his chin, exposing his smooth neck.

“This is Kristyl,” Jodi says, coming to my rescue. “I’m a little surprised you don’t know. She was at school today.”

“I wasn’t there. But I wish I would’ve been.” He takes a moment to look me up and down before closing the distance between us and offering his hand. “Any friend of Jodi’s is a friend of mine. I’m Fox Holloway.”

I take his hand and a thrill courses through my arm as our skin touches. I shiver involuntarily.

“She’s my niece,” Jodi adds, and there’s an edge of warning in her tone.

Fox grins and looks into my eyes. I can feel him searching me out and for once, I don’t want to shy away. I want him to see me, to know me. “Jodi’s niece, huh? That makes you exceptionally interesting.”

Jodi clears her throat but I barely hear her. It’s not until she moves to my side that I release Fox’s hand, feeling dazed. I glance at Jodi. She wears an expression I can’t identify. 

Something tugs at the back of my mind. I’m not behaving like myself, not in the least. What is it about Fox that’s making me feel so different? Yes, he’s good-looking, with his broad shoulders, strong jaw, and stormy eyes. But he isn’t the first or only good-looking guy I’ve ever encountered. Owen is incredibly cute and I talked with him all day without a problem. So why is Fox affecting me like this?

“Besides the lavender, is there anything else I can help you find today, Fox?” Jodi asks pleasantly, but I detect a hardness underneath.

Fox’s eyes don’t leave mine. “I think I’m good. For now. It was nice meeting you, Kristyl. I’ll see you at school tomorrow, okay?”

Heat spreads over my cheeks and I manage a smile. “I look forward to it.”

Fox winks before turning and exiting the store. Once he’s gone, I watch his figure through the glass of the door until he’s out of sight. A pressure squeezes my chest momentarily and I turn to my aunt, feeling suddenly disoriented. “Wow.”

Jodi is watching me with interest.

“He seemed nice,” I say when it’s clear she’s not going to speak.

“He’s certainly… charming.” The way she says it, it doesn’t sound like a compliment.

I shake my head, the fog in my mind clearing. “I don’t know what came over me. I’m not usually like that around guys.”

“Really? What are you usually like?”

“I dunno.” I don’t mention that before today, I haven’t had a real conversation with a guy my age in years. Instead, I recall today’s interactions with Owen and West. “Normal, I guess. But with him… I felt a little overwhelmed.”

She considers this for a moment before nodding. “It seems like that’s the consensus lately.”

I arch an eyebrow at her. For a woman in her thirties, that seems like an odd insight into the lives of teenagers. “How do you know that? Do you secretly stalk the hallways of the high school or something?”

She smiles. “No. It’s just a small town. Fox is in here pretty regularly and I’m also friends with your principal, remember? Shelly mentioned there’ve been a couple times so far this year where girls have gotten into fights over him.”

Somehow it doesn’t surprise me that girls would fight for his attention. But why doesn’t it surprise me? I conjure the image of his face in my mind, the color of his eyes, the shape of his face. Sure, he’s good-looking, but now that he’s not standing in front of me, it’s difficult to remember exactly why I’d felt so overwhelmed by his presence. When I compare Fox and Owen now, I find Owen more appealing.

Jodi clears her throat as she crosses to the shelves lined with bags of loose tea. She pulls open a cupboard at the bottom of the shelves and starts filling in the empty areas. “Speaking of school, did you have a good day? You didn’t say much about it earlier.”

In the past, talking about school would have brought a knot of tension to my stomach; today it brings a smile to my lips. “It was actually really good. I mean, it started off rough, but then I met Owen and he introduced me to all his friends.”

She straightens the rows of bags. “The rough start, I assume, is where the spilled coffee and Owen’s sweatshirt come in?”

I nod. “Yeah, I bumped into a girl and she spilled her coffee all over me. And, get this—apparently she’s the school’s head witch and now I’m mortal enemies with her.” I roll my eyes for effect.

Jodi raises an eyebrow. “Witch, huh?”

I laugh. “Yeah. Lexie says she’s going to plot revenge against me. West seems to think it’ll be revenge of a magical variety. Crazy, right?”

But as I say the words, I look around the store and press my lips together in a tight line. “No offense or anything.”

“None taken.” Jodi smiles at me and walks to the shelf of quartz crystals. “So, who’s this mortal enemy?”

I sigh, grateful I haven’t offended her. “That’s the best part: her name’s Crystal, like me. Only…” A bubble of happiness swells in my chest. “I’ve got a nickname. Well, two, I guess. Some kids are calling me ‘Coffee Girl’ since I spilled Crystal’s coffee. But Owen started calling me Krissa.” A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth as I say it. “I like it.”

“It’s nice,” Jodi agrees. “Now, this girl whose coffee you spilled? Is her last name Jamison?”

I nod. “Yeah, how’d you know?”

“She’s the only other Crystal I know.” She selects a murky stone from the shelf. “You know, if you’re worried this girl’s gonna cast a spell on you, smoky quartz is known for its protective qualities.”

I reach for the quartz for a moment before stopping and pulling the ring out from under my shirt. I study its stone before holding it out for Jodi. “Is this smoky quartz?”

She steps toward me and squints at it. “Could be.”

I smile and tuck it back in its place. Even if it’s not, having the ring around my neck makes me feel protected, like somehow my dad is watching out for me. It’s a good thought. 

A woman enters the store and Jodi moves toward the door to greet her. I watch as my aunt tips her head back and laughs at something the woman says. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have known the last time she crossed my mind. Now I’m glad Jodi is in my life, and not just because without her, I’d probably be in foster care. She’s not afraid to talk about my dad. In a small measure, it’s like having a piece of him with me again. With Jodi around, I can almost forget I’ve lost both of my parents.

Almost.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

For the first time in a long time, I wake up excited for school. My first day at Clearwater High started out rocky, but it definitely only got better from there. I can’t wait to see my new friends, to sit with them in class, to eat lunch with them. I can’t wait to have a regular high school experience. Every time I think of Lexie’s laugh or Bria’s dry humor, my anticipation for the day increases. And when I think about Owen’s eyes, his smile, my stomach flips. I can’t believe I let Fox affect me like that yesterday, not when I have a real friend like Owen.

I take care selecting today’s outfit. I own almost exclusively tee-shirts and jeans, but after some digging I locate the tunic and leggings my mom bought me for Christmas last year in an attempt to get some variety into my wardrobe. The tunic is deep jade green and comes to my mid-thigh. The leggings are simple and black, but they look good with the green. When I study my reflection in the mirror, it’s easy for me to believe I’m a new person here. I even pull my hair back in a low half pony-tail. For the first time in years, I don’t think I’ll need it to hide behind.

Jodi lets out a whistle when I walk into the kitchen and I duck my head, hoping to hide the blush I’m sure has painted my cheeks. Her eyes follow me as I pour cereal and milk into the bowl she’s set out on the counter for me.

“I thought all you owned was tee-shirts and jeans.” Jodi surveys me over her steaming mug of tea.

I put the milk into the refrigerator and take my breakfast into the dining room. Jodi follows me. “That’s pretty much all I have,” I admit, settling at the table. “But I… wanted to try something different today.”

She sips her tea. “You know, I’ve got some boxes of clothes I keep meaning to donate to Goodwill. When I hit thirty, I figured there were some clothes it was no longer socially acceptable for me to wear.” She grins. “You’re welcome to poke through them, if you want. No pressure or anything. I won’t be offended if you don’t like any of my old stuff.”

Today Jodi wears a gently shimmering gray tank top under a long, draped cardigan, skinny jeans, and knee-high black leather boots with three-inch heels. If this is something she deems appropriate for a thirty-something, the idea of what she may have marked as inappropriate is pretty appealing. “That’d be nice. I’d like to look through the boxes.”

“I’ll bring them in later. Or, better yet, you can help me bring them in when we get home from the shop.” She winks.

My conversation with Owen about working at the shop comes back to me. “Speaking of that—is it going to be an everyday thing, me coming to the shop after school? I mean, I’m more than happy to help out. But, if you like, Owen said he could drop me off so you wouldn’t have to leave every day to get me.”

Jodi’s face scrunches as she considers it. “That sounds fine. It’s nice of him to offer.”

I nod. “He says it’s no big deal because the shop’s on his way home.”

Jodi’s mouth twitches at this, but she says nothing.

I finish my breakfast and we head out to Jodi’s car. I hum as we drive toward the school, my pale fingers drumming against Owen’s sweatshirt, which sits folded in my lap. The navy color of the sweatshirt brings out the blue of my veins. My mom always described my skin color as translucent. It used to bother me, but now I hold onto the description, tucking it away in my mind along with all the other things I want to remember about her.

I don’t notice Owen on my way into the building and wonder, as I head up the stairs, whether he’s going to be late again today. 

I spin the dial on my locker, a smile on my lips. When someone approaches in my periphery, I’m so convinced it’s Owen that I turn with the smile still firmly in place.

But it’s not Owen. Crystal Jamison stands before me, as perfectly put together as she was yesterday. Her brown hair falls in gentle spiral curls around her shoulders and her makeup accentuates her blue eyes. Beside her is Bridget, nearly an exact copy, except her hair, eyes, and complexion are darker and her curves a bit more ample. The bubble of joy that has been swelling in my chest all morning deflates at the sight of them, and my mind returns to every reason I’ve ever had to hate school.

Crystal crosses her arms over her chest and, after a beat, Bridget follows suit. “You’re Jodi Barnette’s niece.” There’s no question in Crystal’s tone, but she doesn’t speak the words like a condemnation, either.

I take in a breath. “Yes.”

Her cool blue eyes survey me and I bite the insides of my cheeks. The urge to turn and look down the hall for Owen or Lexie or Bria or West is strong, but I resist. To look away shows weakness; I know that.

Crystal’s hand goes to the pendant she wears around her neck as her eyes continue to scan me. I wish she would say whatever it is she’s come to say and be done with me, but she seems to be in no hurry to let me get on my way. The seconds tick by and I wait, agitation growing within me. Behind me, the lock on my locker begins to rattle gently. I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands, hoping the sharp pain will anchor me to the moment and keep something unexpected from happening. It can’t happen here. This is my new start: a new place where nobody knows my history. I’m not alone anymore. I have friends here.

I have friends here.

The panic building within me ebbs. The rattling of the lock ceases. I square my shoulders, feeling much braver than I have in a long time. “If you’ve got something to say, say it. If not, get out of my way so I can get to class.”

Crystal’s eyes flash and without warning, she grabs my wrist. Her hold is firm and her nails bite into my flesh. I try to wrench my hand away, but I can’t. The swirl of emotion that was just beginning to recede flows back in full force and heat builds in my stomach. I stare into Crystal’s cold blue eyes, pleading with my own for her to let go. My lips part, but a flash overtakes my sight, stealing the words from my mouth. 

Eyes. Green eyes. Strong jaw covered in dark stubble. A man’s face. But who is he? And why am I seeing him?

“Hey, what’s going on here?”

The words snap me out of my vision. Crystal tenses and turns toward the voice. After a beat, she releases my wrist. I step away from her. Mrs. Cole is stalking down the hallway toward us as fast as her high heels will allow. I take in a breath, waiting for her to release a stream of vitriol in my direction, but her eyes are fixed on Crystal.

“I asked you a question,” Mrs. Cole says as she approaches. “Crystal, why were your hands on Miss Barnette?”

A spasm crosses Crystal’s face. “I… I thought she had something of mine. I was trying to make her let me see what was in her hand.”

I stare at her, too shocked by her blatant lie to react.

Mrs. Cole’s eyes flit from Crystal’s face to Bridget’s and finally to mine. There’s an expression on her face I can’t quite read. “May I see what’s in your hand, Kristyl?”

I open both my hands and hold them out to her. Her gaze merely brushes my empty palms before returning to Crystal, whose face tightened.

“And what was it you believe she had?”

I recognize the tone of Mrs. Cole’s voice: It’s the same tone teachers and administrators used on me time and time again. Mrs. Cole doesn’t believe Crystal’s story. Mrs. Cole is on my side. The thought of someone—an adult—standing up for me almost makes me want to cry.

Crystal’s gaze doesn’t falter as she looks at Mrs. Cole. “I thought she had my lip gloss. It’s not in my purse and some freshman said they thought she had it.”

“Well, as this isn’t kindergarten, I shouldn’t have to remind you that we should keep our hands to ourselves. I recommend if there are any further problems, you come see me.” 

Mrs. Cole’s eyes slide to me for the briefest of moments and I understand her meaning: If Crystal Jamison bothers me again, I should come see her.

A bell sounds overhead and Mrs. Cole’s attention turns from us to the rest of the students in the hallway. I quickly hang Owen’s sweatshirt on one of the hooks in my locker and grab what I need for first hour before heading down the hall, not wanting to be in Crystal’s presence anymore. I’m halfway to Miss Buchanan’s class when I hear someone behind me calling out my nickname.

Owen.

He jogs down the hall to catch up with me, concern creasing his eyes. “What was going on with you and Crystal and Bridget? When I got to my locker, I saw Mrs. Cole standing there. I would’ve gone to check it out, but Cole would’ve just sent me away.”

I shake my head. “It’s nothing. Crystal just asked me if I was Jodi’s niece, then she grabbed me.”

“Grabbed you?” His blue eyes widen with alarm.

I wave away his concern. “She just grabbed my wrist. She told Mrs. Cole she thought I had her lip gloss. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.” He stops in the center of the hall and turns me by the shoulders to face him. A stream of students jostle past us, but he remains unmoved. “I may not believe Lexie’s witch theory, but that doesn’t mean I want you on Crystal’s hit list. If she bothers you again, you tell us, okay?” Another bell rings and Owen sighs. “I’ll see you second hour.”

I nod. The corners of his mouth upturn slightly as he makes his way back down the hall toward his class. I walk into first hour and make my way to my desk, tugging at my ear. As Miss Buchanan begins class, I pull out a notebook and pretend to pay attention, but my thoughts keep circling back to Crystal and the man’s face.

Why did I see it? What could it mean? Owen was so concerned about Crystal, and I want to tell him it’s not Crystal I’m worried about. I want to tell him about the flash I saw when she touched me. But I know I can’t do it. It sounds crazy, even to me, and I’m well-versed in strange occurrences. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The rest of the week passes and I’m able to forget about the face I saw when Crystal touched me. Though she’s continued to stare at me whenever we’re in the same room, I’ve been able to ignore her. I’m finding it’s much easier not to pay attention to something like that when my time is filled by my new friends.

True to his word, Owen started taking me to Jodi’s shop after school every day, and I look forward to the time alone with him. He asks me about my day, and about Jodi’s shop and what I’m learning there. And he tells me about himself: He has an older brother who’s in college and a younger sister who’s still in middle school, he wanted to be a veterinarian when he was younger, he’s been on the track team since middle school, and his favorite movie is It’s a Wonderful Life.

It’s Owen I’m thinking about on Friday during history class. History is the only class I have without one of my new friends, and it’s also the only one I share with both Crystal and Bridget. Owen, Lexie, Bria, and West invited me to hang out tonight, and although I still haven’t asked Jodi if I can go, my mind is already there. It’s a movie night at West’s house, something the group of them do regularly—and they decided to include me. If Crystal is staring at me the way she has been all week, I don’t notice it. I’m too happy.

The hair at the back of my head prickles, as if brushed by a breeze, and I rub my hand over it to smooth it. None of the windows are open and the only heating vent is on the other side of the room. I turn to my textbook and start reading the chapter. Mr. Martin assigned the reading five minutes ago and I still haven’t read past the first paragraph because I’m so preoccupied. I take in a breath, pushing my excitement about tonight to the back of my mind. Jodi might not let me go if I have homework, so I should get the assignment done. 

No more than three sentences into the paragraph, I feel the breeze again, this time more tightly aimed, shifting the hair by my left ear. I close my eyes and take in a slow breath, trying to convince myself I’m imagining things. But when another blast comes, I bang my fist against my textbook and turn around. “Will you knock it off already?”

The boy seated behind me looks up from his book, his eyes wide. He’s mousy, with curly dark blond hair and a sprinkle of acne across his cheeks. In short, he’s nothing like the kind of kid who would go out of his way to bother a person. He looks like the kind of kid who’s usually on the other side of that equation. 

“I’m sorry,” he says automatically. “Did I kick your desk? I won’t do it again.”

My breath catches. How many times did I say those same kinds of things to people when I hadn’t done anything? Guilt presses down on me and I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I think I was imagining things.” I offer him a smile before I turn back to my desk.

Except I’m not imagining things. Another gust of air ruffles my hair as soon as I look at my textbook. Who could be doing it? If it’s not the boy behind me, who is close enough to do it without me noticing?

Surreptitiously, I knock my pencil from my desk to give myself an excuse to turn. When I reach for the pencil, I cast a quick glance in Crystal and Bridget’s direction. They’re seated in their usual spot at the back corner on the opposite side of the room, but their eyes are on me.

I grab the pencil and return to facing forward. Why are they staring at me? It had to be due to my outburst a moment ago, didn’t it? They couldn’t be blowing at my hair from all the way over there; it’s impossible.

The pages of my textbook begin to rustle and before I can do anything, several pages turn. It’s suddenly in the middle of the last chapter. I flip back to where I was and start reading again. Air whispers past me again and I gather my hair up and pull it over my right shoulder. My pencil slides off my desk and rolls toward the front of the room.

I tap the shoulder of the girl in front of me. “Would you mind handing me my pencil?”

She rolls her eyes at me before acquiescing, and I thank her. I set the pencil in the groove at the top of desk and turn my attention back to my reading. As I turn the page, my pencil falls again, clattering as it hits the floor. Mr. Martin looks up from his desk, his eyes scanning the room. “Let’s keep our belongings on our desks, please.”

I grit my teeth. I consider asking the girl in front of me for my pencil again, but I’m sure she wouldn’t be particularly amused by a second request. Instead, I get up from my desk and move two people ahead of where I sit. My pencil has rolled that far. I smile apologetically at the boy whose desk the pencil is under and reach down by his feet to pick it up. 

On my way back to my desk, the pages of my book rustle again. I reach forward and slam my hand on the book. 

The noise is louder than I anticipate and Mr. Martin clears his throat. “Is there a problem, Miss Barnette?”

I bite the inside of my cheek as I sit down. “No, sir.”

“Then I recommend you sit down and finish your assignment.”

“Yes, sir.” I tuck the pencil behind my ear and put my hands on either side of the book to keep the pages from moving.

I manage to read the rest of the chapter without incident. When I get to the questions at the end of the chapter, I reach for the pencil, but before I touch it, it slips from behind my ear and clatters to the floor.

“Miss Barnette, are you having some sort of seizure?” Mr. Martin quips from the front of the room.

The class erupts in laughter and my face burns. It’s one thing to be harassed by students; it’s an entirely different sort of embarrassment when the teacher turns me into a joke. My fingers tremble as I reach for my pencil and I bite my lower lip. Pressure builds in me, starting in my stomach and pressing outward. 

The book on my desk begins to tremble and I press my hand down on it to make it stop moving, but it doesn’t. It shakes so violently, my desk begins to bang against the floor. The boy behind me looks up, horrified, and jumps from his desk. Several other students are on their feet as their desks begin to rattle against the floor. A girl in the front of the room screams.

The entire room is quivering and my classmates curse as textbooks slip off desks and fall to the ground. The only people who seem unfazed are Crystal and Bridget, whose eyes remain fixed on me.

The shaking stops as abruptly as it started. My wide-eyed classmates look around the room, dazed.

Mr. Martin, his complexion ashen, clears his throat at the front of the room. “Is everyone okay? Is anyone hurt?”

Voices swell in an indistinct murmur as people hold out their arms and legs for inspection, as if expecting to find unfelt pieces of shrapnel lodged in their skin.

Three beeps echo through the room and four girls jump, clutching at their chests.

“Attention teachers.” Mrs. Cole’s voice is controlled over the PA. “We appear to have experienced a small earthquake. If any of your students have been injured, please have them report to the office. If your classrooms have sustained any damage, please e-mail me.”

Mrs. Cole’s voice seems to have broken most of my classmates from their shocked states. When the announcement ends, conversation erupts.

“Mr. Martin,” calls the boy behind me, “was that really an earthquake?”

Mr. Martin pushes some papers back onto his desk, his fingers trembling. He looks up at the boy, some of the color returning to his cheeks. He straightens, resuming teacher-mode. “It’s not outside the realm of possibility. There aren’t any faults here in Clearwater, but it’s not uncommon for us to feel a quake centered in Canada.” He sits down in his chair, his eyes on the computer monitor. “I wonder if the USGS has a report up yet…”

I gulp in breaths as the room erupts around me. The girl next to me pulls her cell phone out and taps out a text under her desk. The boy two desks ahead of me stands and shakes his body violently, illustrating, perhaps, what it feels like to be in a larger earthquake. 

The class has dissolved into chaos. Mr. Martin calls for us to get back to work, but he doesn’t actually look at us. A crease forms between his eyebrows as he clicks through web pages.

A prickling sensation crosses the back of my neck and I turn. Crystal and Bridget are still watching me with inscrutable expressions on their faces. I turn away quickly. I look down at my textbook but don’t see it. It was an earthquake, I try to convince myself. I didn’t do that. I couldn’t do that.

But what if I’m wrong?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

The crowded hallway buzzes louder than usual at the end of the hour. I’ve taken to lingering by Mr. Martin’s door, waiting for Owen to emerge from his class, but today I dart into the stream of people passing me. I don’t want to wait until Crystal and Bridget catch up to me.

I’ve taken only a few steps when someone grabs my arm and spins me around. Fox’s gray eyes greet me, open and wide. My first instinct is to pull away from his grip, but his fingers squeeze tighter the more I struggle. Over his shoulder, Crystal and Bridget approach. The sight of them makes my heart rate increase, and I’m so keyed up by what just happened that even the wave of peace that envelops me at Fox’s nearness is not enough to calm me. He opens his mouth, but I don’t want to hear whatever he has to say. I shove the heel of my hand into the center of Fox’s chest, and the movement is enough to knock him off balance so he loosens his grip. I don’t stop at my locker. I run down the hall to the stairs and don’t stop running until I reach Owen’s car. He and I usually walk out together, so I tap out a quick text telling him where I am.

After I click “send,” I lean against the hood of his white Grand Prix, closing my eyes. I try to tune out the voices of others as they filter past me to their cars, but certain things lodge themselves in my ears: shaking, earthquake, scared—Can you believe it?

I press my hands over my face. It can’t have been me. It was just a coincidence. 

Even as these thoughts surface in my mind, others appear to rebut them. It can’t be a coincidence that every time I’m upset these strange things occur around me. I’m not trying to make them happen, but is it possible I’m somehow causing them? And if that’s the case, what does that say about me, about who—or what—I really am?

Hands settle on my upper arms and I uncover my face, afraid of who I might find in front of me. But it’s not Crystal or Fox; it’s Owen, and his eyes are narrowed.

“Are you okay?”

I try to force a smile, but my mouth doesn’t want to move. “I’m fine. I just…”

He nods. “Earthquake really freaked you out, huh?”

“Yeah,” I agree, thankful for the easy explanation. “You felt it too?”

“I think the whole school felt it.” He unlocks my door before heading to the driver’s side. “Mrs. Wertz said she remembers feeling one back in the eighties or something. She thought a truck hit the building. I guess it’s something that happens from time to time.” His voice is soothing and I can tell he’s trying to make it sound like what happened wasn’t a big deal. He’s trying to make me feel better.

I slide onto the seat and latch my seatbelt, wishing what happened to me in class could be explained away so easily.

We don’t talk much on the way to Jodi’s shop, but he makes sure to remind me to ask about the movie night. I promise to text him as soon as I get a response from Jodi.

“Perfect timing,” Jodi says as I walk into the shop. “I’m in major need of a caffeine fix.”

I make my way to the back room and drop off my backpack on the worn couch. 

Jodi picks up a clipboard and holds it out to me. “You want a latte?”

I shake my head, relieving her of the clipboard. “Inventory?”

“Nope,” she says, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth as she turns and heads toward the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

I stare at the clipboard in my hands. It takes me a few seconds before I realize what she’s given me. It’s a list of herbs with descriptions of each one. Along the top of the page she’s written one word: Memorize. Beside the name of each herb is a list of uses, along with a blank column labeled Your Thoughts. 

I stare at the list. I had no idea there were so many herbs in the world. Some of them are familiar to me: lavender, sage, thyme, basil. But there are others I’ve never heard of before: blood root, slippery elm, motherwort. I have no idea how I’m ever going to remember all of these, but if Jodi’s asking me to do it, I know I have to give it a try.

I pick up the first herb on my list: oregano. It smells hearty and robust, like Italian food. One use is to relieve a nervous headache. I study the small round leaves and inhale the scent again, trying to commit both to memory.

The bell above the door tinkles, but I don’t turn, figuring it’s Jodi returning from the coffee run.

“Hey, I don’t think I’m going about this in the most effective way,” I call, setting the bunch of oregano back in its place. “What’s the easiest way to memorize all these herbs?”

“I find experience is always the best teacher.”

The voice isn’t Jodi’s and I jump, clutching the clipboard to my chest. Fox stands in the middle of the store. My breath catches and my hand goes to the ring around my neck. I pinch it through the material of my shirt. My heart thuds against my chest and I can feel the ghost of Fox’s fingers pressed against my upper arm. Why did Jodi leave me alone? “What are you doing here?”

Fox takes a step nearer to me and my worry begins to ebb. His gray eyes are fixed on my face and there is no malice in them. “I wanted to check on you. You ran off so fast after school I didn’t get a chance to ask how you are.”

My cheeks flush with pleasure at his concern for me. “Why would you care?”

He shrugs. “An earthquake is pretty out of the ordinary for Michigan. I wanted to see how… how you felt about it. If you have anything to say about what happened.”

A giggle escapes my lips and I look up at him through my eyelashes. Part of me questions my behavior—just a second ago I was nervous at his appearance and now I’m giggling? But the concerned part of my mind is so small I’m easily able to ignore it. “What would I possibly have to say about it? Everything started shaking. It was pretty scary.”

“Well, Crystal and Bridget seemed to think you might know something about it.”

I bristle at the sound of their names and take a step away from him. “So that’s the only reason you’re here? Because of them?”

He shakes his head. “It’s not what you think. Actually, I’m here to apologize for the way those girls’ve been treating you. All the creepy staring—I told them it’s gotta stop.”

A flutter builds in my stomach. The anger I felt a moment ago is completely gone, replaced by a gentle fuzziness, a pleasant warmth. I smile. “What, are you their ambassador?”

“Unfortunately, they didn’t send me. They’re kind of bitches, you know? But I wanted you to know we’re not all like that.”

Fox steps closer, an arm’s length away from me. I have the urge to reach forward and run my hand through his dark hair. So clearly can I imagine the feeling of the silky strands against my fingers that it sends a thread of cold through my system. I manage to turn away from him, rubbing my hands together to keep them from reaching for him. This is ridiculous. Never in my life has a guy affected me like this. Why do I feel so out of control around Fox? I take a few steps away, toward the end of the herb rack. “I know you’re not all like this. If you haven’t noticed, I’ve found some friends.” In my mind’s eye I see the faces of Lexie and Bria, West and Owen.

Owen. The image of his eyes cuts through the fog enveloping my mind. 

Fox has a gentle smile on his face. “I’ve noticed. Quite the group you’ve fallen in with.”

Irritation flares within me. “I’m not sure why you care who my friends are.”

“I care because you’re a fascinating creature, Kristyl Barnette. I don’t think you realize just how amazing you are. And I just want to be around you.”

Part of me melts. I want to run into Fox’s arms, to bury my face in his chest. The urge surprises me so much, I shake my head to clear it away. This isn’t right. I don’t want this—I don’t want Fox. I haven’t even spoken to him since the last time he was here in the shop. Then why can I see myself with him so clearly? I take a few steps backward. “It’s Krissa.”

A tinkling sounds and I almost jump. Jodi’s face creases with concern when her eyes take in the scene.

“All right, Krissa?” She walks into the shop until she’s next to Fox, her eyes on him. “More lavender?”

Fox shakes his head. “I was just leaving. Jodi, a pleasure, as always.” He inclines his head toward me briefly before heading out the door.

Jodi watches him go. “What did he want?”

I shrug. I could tell Jodi the truth, but I’m not exactly sure what to say. She hasn’t said anything about the earthquake, and if she didn’t feel it, I don’t want to bring it up. What would I tell her about it, anyway? I may or may not have made the entire high school shake today when I got upset? It sounds insane. “More lavender, I guess.”

Jodi’s eyes are still on the door. “There’s something about that boy.”

I bite my lower lip. I can’t agree more. When he’s not around, the thought of him doesn’t affect me. Even now, my earlier desire for him leaves me. It’s not like that with Owen: Whether I’m with him or just thinking about him, I still get butterflies in my stomach. But as soon as Fox is near me, it’s like he’s the only guy in the world. I don’t understand it. I consider mentioning it to Jodi, but what could she possibly say? Probably that it’s just the work of hormones in my body or something like that. No, whatever it is about Fox, it’s better I keep it to myself. Instead, I focus on something simple. “Um, do you think it’d be okay for me to go out tonight?”

She shakes her head slightly, as if clearing it of its last train of thought. “Depends. Who, what, when, where?”

“Movie night at West Harmon’s house. I think Lexie said they usually meet around eight.” I bite the inside of my cheek. It’s Friday, but eight o’clock, plus a two-hour movie, puts me out until after ten. Since I had no friends at my last school, I never went anywhere and never had a curfew; I don’t even know what is reasonable for a sixteen-year-old on a weekend.

Jodi eyes me closely. “So, it’s going to be West, Lexie… Owen?” She waggles her eyebrows at me.

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Yes, Owen. And Bria. Maybe some other people. I’m not sure.”

She studies me for a beat longer before shrugging. “Sure. I don’t see why not.” As she moves toward the employees-only room, she pauses to look at me again. “I’m glad you’re making friends here.”

I can’t express how glad I am, too.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

West Harmon’s house is a large Victorian just a few blocks away from Jodi’s place. Though I insist I can walk there, Jodi and Owen both decide it’s best I get a ride. 

By the time Owen and I arrive, Lexie and Bria are already settled on the couch, on either side of Felix Wolfe, a guy who sat with us at lunch earlier in the week. He is broad in the chest with brown hair that brushes against his shoulders.

The three of them call out greetings as we enter. Owen settles on the couch adjacent to the one Lexie, Bria, and Felix sit on, and although there’s a recliner on the other side of the room, I decide to take the spot beside him. He raises an eyebrow at me when I sit and I bump his shoulder with mine. When he bumps mine in return, I smile.

Once we’re settled, Lexie and Bria turn back to each other and continue their previous discussion. 

“I’m telling you, it’s not a good idea,” Lexie says, tugging at Felix’s arm. “Tell her it’s not a good idea.”

Before Felix can get a word in, Bria is talking.

“I’m telling you, I don’t care.”

I look at Lexie. “What’s going on?”

Lexie rolls her eyes. “Just dance talk.”

A thrill courses through me. “Dance?”

“Yeah. The annual Halloween dance? You haven’t noticed the posters plastered all over the school?”

“Harvest dance,” Lexie mutters.

Bria snorts. “Everyone knows they only call it a harvest dance to be politically correct.”

“It’s a whole week before Halloween,” Lexi counters.

I lean forward on the couch. “So, what’s the problem?”

“Attire.” Lexie says it as though it should be obvious. Owen grins.

“What about it?”

“Well,” Bria says, sounding like she’s been waiting for just such an opening, “I said I’m going as a wraith. You know—gauzy black dress, pale face, the works.”

I nod. “Okay. So, what’s the issue?”

Lexie snorts. “It’s not a costume party.”

“Who’s gonna know it’s a costume?” Owen asks.

Bria pelts him with a throw pillow. “Come on!”

“Hey, no offense.” Owen holds his hands up in front of him. “You know I appreciate your stylistic choices. But, let’s be fair: If you show up at a school dance dressed in a wraith costume, do you really think anyone’s gonna bat an eye? Anyone who knows you?”

I have to admit Owen has a point. For our movie-watching evening, Bria is wearing a black jean jacket artfully ripped and held together with an abundance of safety pins. Her shirt is blood red with a black cartoon cat face crossing her abdomen. She wears a tight striped skirt that inches up her ample thighs as she bounces on the couch.

Bria bites her lower lip, a look of contemplation crossing her face. “I suppose you’ve got a point.”

I lean toward Lexie. “So, tell me about this dance.”

She shrugs. “I dunno. It’s like any other dance, I guess. They decorate the cafeteria with streamers and play lame music. Just imagine the dances at your old school, except subtract for extra lameness factor here.”

I press my lips together. I don’t want to admit I’ve never been to a school dance before. I considered it once, back in middle school. I even bought a ticket. But the day before the dance, I realized there was nothing magical about the event. People wouldn’t suddenly accept me just because we were all dressed in pretty clothes. A school dance would just be an extension of the rest of my school life, and I didn’t want to spend any more time around those people than was necessary. But here, things are different. I actually have friends here. And the idea of a dance delights me.

“You wanna go?” Owen asks, bumping my shoulder again.

My insides flutter and I swallow hard. Is Owen actually asking me what I think he’s asking? I want to tell him yes, I’d love to go to the dance with him, but before I get a chance, Bria is talking.

“My mom’s letting me take the car, and I can fit five people. West just told me he’s taking Dana Crawford and that skank is not riding in my car, so we’ve got room for you.”

Reality washes over me. Of course Owen wasn’t asking me specifically to the dance: he was asking me to join them, the group. I squash the growing bubble of disappointment. This isn’t a bad thing. I’m still invited. I’m part of this group. That has to count for something.

“I’d love to come. When is it?”

“Friday,” Bria says.

I stare at her. “Friday? You mean like a week from today Friday?”

“Do you have a dress?” Lexie asks. “I mean, any old dress will do. It can be the dress you wore to your last dance. The beauty of being new is no one’s seen your clothes before.”

I shake my head. “I don’t really have anything.” I’ve long outgrown the dress I bought for the middle school dance.

A smile stretches across her mouth. “Even better. Plan B: We’ll go shopping tomorrow afternoon. There’s a really cool boutique in town.”

I shift on the couch. Lexie volunteering to take me shopping is incredibly nice. I don’t want to turn her down. But… “I think I’ve got to work at the shop tomorrow. Besides,” I say, looking down at my hands, “I don’t have much to spend.”

Lexie waves away my concern with her hand. “No worries. The boutique’s just down the street from Jodi’s store. It shouldn’t take us too long to find you something. And I bet I can swing a discount for you.”

Bria snickers and I get the distinct impression I’m missing something. Before I can ask about it, West enters the room carrying a large bowl full of popcorn and two bags of licorice. “Drinks are in the kitchen. Go help yourselves while I get the movie going.”

The five of us get to our feet and head to the kitchen. Lexie and Bria are the first to the counter and as they pour themselves some pop, Owen touches the back of my arm.

“You’re gonna come, right?” His eyes lock on mine.

I shrug. “I’m not sure. I have to ask Jodi first, and I still don’t know if I can afford a dress.”

“Ah, come on. You’ve gotta come.”

“Really? Why’s that?”

Lexie and Bria move away from the counter and Felix steps into their place, but Owen doesn’t move forward. “You’ve gotta be there so you can save a dance for me.”

His blue eyes don’t leave mine and my insides do a flip. So, he doesn’t just want me to come as part of the group. He wants me there. I take in a breath. “I’ll ask her tomorrow. I’m sure she’ll let me come.”

My words are more confident than I am, but my assertion seems good enough for Owen, who finally breaks eye contact and moves to the counter to pour himself some pop.

By the time I make it back out to the living room, the opening credits to the movie are running. I settle back in my spot beside Owen and fix my attention on the screen, but I seem to be the only one who does so. Felix and Owen are discussing how West managed to convince Dana Crawford to agree to go to the dance with him. I think I know who she is—there’s a girl named Dana in my first hour. She’s late every day and is always wearing ridiculously high heels. After throwing out a few aspersions on Dana’s character, Lexie and Bria launch back into wardrobe conversation. Soon, I’m not watching the movie at all; I’m watching everyone as they talk and laugh. And while the atmosphere of the room is light and cheerful, a cloud descends over me. Though I’m here, in the middle of everything, I still feel like a spectator.

I turn my attention back to the TV and try to focus on the movie. The plot appears to have something to do with flying sharks, but I’m not really following it.

Bria and Lexie cross between me and the TV and sit beside me on the couch. There’s really not enough room, and I squeeze closer to Owen in an attempt to accommodate them. The length of my body presses against his. He gives no indication that he minds.

“You’re quiet over here,” Lexie says.

I force a smile. “I guess.”

“You’re not actually interested in the movie, are you?” Bria asks.

I shake my head.

She sighs. “Good. West always chooses the most ridiculous stuff. But it’s his house, so we have to let him choose every once in a while, you know?”

Lexie leans across Bria so she’s close to me. “So, you survived your first week. How are you adjusting to life here? Probably boring compared to where you used to live, huh?”

“Not really.”

Lexie and Bria exchange glances, like they’re sure I’m lying.

“Truly,” I press. I haven’t mentioned how bad things were for me at my old school, and I don’t want to bring it up now. I’m afraid if I tell them about my previously friendless existence, they’ll look at me differently. At the very least, they’ll want to know why I was such a social outcast, and I’m not sure I can even begin to explain it to them. “I’m liking how close-knit things seem to be here. How friendly people are.”

“Yeah, like how Crystal and Bridget have rolled out the welcome wagon for you.” Lexie rolls her eyes.

“Please. Their attempts at mean-girling are weak at best. Believe me.” I bite the inside of my cheek as soon as the words are out of my mouth. Lexie’s eyebrows cinch together and Bria’s lips part like she’s going to ask me what I mean. I step over her unsaid words. “Besides, what do I care about those two when I’ve got you guys? You’re clearly superior to them in every way.” I force a big grin, hoping my compliment will be enough to distract them from my last statement.

Owen shifts so he’s looking at me, his arm moving so it rests behind my back. “Come on, now. Don’t say things like that to Lexie. Her opinion of herself is swollen enough without you adding fuel to the fire.”

Lexie lunges across Bria and me to swat at Owen, who fends her off easily. “Come on, Owen, admit it. I’m the coolest person you know!”

“Speaking of cool,” Bria says as the two of us press ourselves backward into the cushions of the couch to avoid Lexie’s flailing arms. “How is it living with Jodi?”

My stomach sinks at the mention of my living arrangements. After Lexie asked me why I moved in with Jodi on my first day, no one else has brought it up, and I haven’t volunteered the information. I don’t know why, but the idea of telling them about my mom scares me. I don’t know how I’ll handle it if they start looking at me with pity. One of the main reasons I’m not a wreck is because I’m not constantly reminded of my loss. If I have to see it in their eyes each time they look at me, I won’t be able to deal with it.

If Bria notices anything odd in my expression, she ignores it. “I mean, it’s not like I really know your aunt or anything, but she just seems like she’s a pretty awesome person.”

Owen’s hand twitches, sandwiched between my back and the couch, distracting me from Bria’s question and my own thoughts. Lexie finally gives up on her attack and Owen turns his attention back to the guys, but he doesn’t attempt to move his hand from behind me. “Yeah, she’s pretty cool, I guess.” I indicate tonight’s outfit: a dark blue cap-sleeve shirt overlaid with black lace and a pair of black skinny jeans that have a matte shine to them. “She helped me pick this out. It was in some boxes of clothes she was gonna give away.”

Lexie gives a low whistle. “I’ve always appreciated your aunt’s sense of style. That shirt is totally hot on you, by the way—I meant to say something earlier. Hey, if there’s anything left after you go through those boxes, do you think she’d let me poke around through them?”

The look on Lexie’s face is so eager I can’t help smiling. “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

“Ooh! Me too!” Bria tugs at the hem of her skirt, which is riding up again. “Not that she and I are the same size. But maybe there’s something I can use.”

Bria leans forward as she launches into a description of how she once altered a dress she found at a thrift store. I lean forward too, reluctant to move away from Owen’s warm hand. It feels unnatural for me to be resting against the back cushions when no one else is. I expect Owen to pull his hand away immediately; his body is angled toward Felix and West, who are sitting on the adjacent couch, and I’m sure it’s been annoying to have his arm twisted behind him. But when Owen finally does move his hand, he rests it on the outer edge of his thigh and it brushes gently against my leg any time one of us shifts. I try to pay attention to Bria, who is now talking about her forays into sewing her own clothes, but I’m distracted by the tiny fireworks that ignite my belly whenever Owen’s pinky rubs against the material of my jeans. And later, after Bria gets up to get more pop and settles on the other couch between West and Felix, I don’t scoot over into the space she vacated. And Owen doesn’t complain.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

I resolve to ask Jodi about the dance first thing in the morning. I don’t get home until around midnight, so I set my alarm for eight so I won’t oversleep. The shop opens at nine on Saturdays, and Jodi likes to get in half an hour early.

In the morning, I dress in jeans and one of Jodi’s cast-off shirts that’s somewhat more low-cut than I was expecting, and head downstairs to eat a quick breakfast. Jodi’s voice reaches me before I enter the kitchen and my stomach sinks. She’s on the phone and she doesn’t sound happy.

She barely acknowledges me as I dart around her to grab something to eat. Her brow is furrowed and her lips pursed. I take my bowl of cereal into the dining room, keeping my ears attuned to her conversation. I’m not sure, but after a few minutes, it seems like there may have been a problem with a delivery she was expecting.

Jodi looks frustrated by the time she’s off the phone and I decide to postpone asking about the dance. I’m afraid she might take her irritation out on me.

The car ride to the shop is silent. Jodi doesn’t even turn on the radio. At one point, I almost ask what’s going on, but I stop myself. If she wanted to tell me, she would say something.

When we arrive at the shop, Jodi immediately goes to the back room, perhaps to check stock. She doesn’t give me a task, so I find a feather duster and start dusting the shelves. Jodi doesn’t emerge from the stock room until it’s time to open the store. To my surprise, there are people waiting to be let in. In the time I’ve spent here so far, I’ve never seen more than one customer in the shop at a time.

It’s a little after nine when my cell vibrates. I pull it from my pocket to see that Lexie has sent a text: What did Jodi say?

I bite the inside of my cheek as I type my reply: Haven’t asked yet.

“Krissa,” Jodi calls as I hit “send.” I quickly shove the phone back into my pocket. “Could you help Mrs. Houston with the teas?”

I nod and approach the person Jodi is indicating, a small woman with straight white hair and narrow shoulders. “What can I help you find?”

It takes an eon to help Mrs. Houston identify a half dozen teas to help her with various ailments, and when she goes to the register to pay, another customer calls me over to help choose the right bracelet for his niece’s birthday. It seems every time there is a brief lull, Jodi is on the phone with her distributor again, trying to work out a solution to the shipping error.

It’s eleven when my cell vibrates again. The only customer in the store at the moment is at the register, paying, so I don’t feel too bad about checking the message.

It’s from Lexie again. Have you asked her yet? I’ll be there in five.

My stomach clenches. She’s on her way here? I can’t very well tell her not to come if she’s already en route, but between the delivery problem and all the customers, I haven’t had an opportunity to ask Jodi yet. It’s not that I think she’ll say no; I’m sure she’ll let me go. She didn’t bat an eye when I asked about going to West’s house for movie night. She didn’t even ask if his parents would be home—which they weren’t. The thing I’m afraid to ask about is cash for a dress. Jodi is already doing so much for me by just taking me in. She shut down the shop for the whole week when she helped me get things sorted after my mom died, but she hasn’t mentioned it once. She gives me a few dollars every morning to buy lunch at school. What if I ask for money and she thinks I’m ungrateful for everything she’s already doing for me?

I glance back down at the text. I’ve run out of time. Taking in a deep breath, I square my shoulders and walk toward the counter. I wait until the customer has said his goodbyes before approaching Jodi. She presses her hand against her forehead and sighs, and a wave of guilt flows through me. The store’s been so busy today. I’m supposed to be helping, not leaving to go shopping with Lexie. I almost chicken out and walk away, but before I can, she looks up and meets my eyes.

“Before you say no,” I blurt out.

Jodi rubs the spot over her right eyebrow. “I already don’t like the sound of this.”

The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them. “I got invited to go to the harvest dance and I’ve never been to a dance before and I really want to go, but that means I need a dress. Which means I need money. And a couple hours off. Well, maybe not a whole couple hours, but at least a little while.” 

Jodi’s eyebrow hitches upward. “Who invited you?”

“It came up at West’s house last night and Owen invited me.” I catch myself. “He invited me to come along with the group.”

A smile plays about the corners of Jodi’s mouth and heat rises in my cheeks. “You want to go to the harvest dance with Owen and Lexie and the rest of your friends? Okay.”

“Okay?”

She laughs, heading out from behind the counter and toward the employees-only area. “Yeah, okay. What did you expect me to say?”

Relief washes over me. But her letting me go isn’t the bit I’m worried about. I take in a breath to steel myself before venturing further on the topic that concerns me. “Lexie’s gonna be here in a couple minutes to get me so we can shop for a dress.”

Jodi returns, her purse in her hands. She sets it on the counter and rifles through it. “You’re probably going to Enchanted Evenings Boutique.” She pulls out her wallet and counts out some bills. “This will probably cover a dress. If it’s not enough, you can run back here and I’ll give you some more. Or, better yet, tell Bonnie she still owes me some cash from the last time we went out to dinner.” She grins, dropping her wallet back in her purse.

I stare down at the money in my hands. I don’t think I’ve ever held this much at one time. My mom and I didn’t live like paupers, but we weren’t exactly queens either. And I’d never had the occasion to purchase anything particularly expensive. Part of me wants to push the money back at my aunt—it’s too much, and she’s already doing so much just by letting me live with her—but the look on Jodi’s face is so expectant that I push the money into my back pocket instead. “Thank you,” I say, my eyes on the countertop.

Jodi reaches across the counter and touches my arm. “It’s my pleasure.” She pauses, catching my eye. She holds my gaze, letting her words settle into my mind. “Think of it as an advance on your paycheck, okay?”

“Paycheck?”

Jodi laughs. “Yeah, paycheck. What do you think you are, slave labor? I think there are laws against not paying your employees.”

I smile. “Employee?”

She shakes her head. “You’re silly.”

I look around the shop. Employee. I suppose I thought I was just helping around here so Jodi could keep an eye on me. Pride swells within me, followed immediately by guilt. “It’s been so busy here today. I shouldn’t just leave you—”

She waves away my concern. “Devin’s coming in at noon. I think I can manage things until then.”

My shoulders relax. I’d met Devin earlier in the week. She has pink hair and a nose ring. She only works part time because she’s taking classes at the local community college.

The bells tinkle and Lexie walks into the store. “Hey, Miss Barnette,” she says, waving at Jodi. “Krissa, you ready to go?”

Jodi winks at me and I start at a jog for the door. Lexie bounces as she walks beside me. “I’m so excited.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Why are you excited?”

She looks at me like it’s a ridiculous question. “I’ve had my dress picked out for a month. It’ll be fun to pick one out for you. Especially since Bria won’t let me help. That girl…” She sighs.

Four doors down, Lexie guides me into a store. I laugh. “I didn’t realize you meant this place was right down the street.”

“It’s not like downtown is that big.”

I gasp when we enter the store. There are racks filled with the most colorful garments I’ve ever seen. Some glitter, some shimmer, some are subtle, and some are bold. There’s so much to look at that I can’t focus on anything for more than a few seconds. I have no idea where to start.

Lexie tugs at my arm and pulls me toward a rack in the middle of the store. She begins pawing through the dresses, muttering to herself. I let my hands skim over the fabric, enjoying the sensuous feeling of the silky material as it glides under my fingers.

“I’m thinking blue for you,” Lexie says. “Or maybe a purple or green. You’re a cool.”

“I’m a what?”

“A cool. It means cool colors look better with your skin tone.” She looks at me, eyebrows furrowed. “How do you not know this?”

I’m not sure how to respond. She doesn’t say it like an accusation, more like she’s unsure how I could have reached the age of sixteen without this information. I consider telling her that my general shopping tendencies have me grab the first few tee-shirts that fit, but I figure she’ll just look at me like I’ve grown another head, so I keep the comment to myself.

She pulls out a dress in shimmery silver and grins. “This is pretty. Here, hold it.”

Before long, my arms are piled high with dresses ranging from the gentle shimmer of the silver to a dark forest green. By the time Lexie shoves me into the dressing room, I begin to wonder whether I’ll make it back to the shop before Jodi closes up for the night.

“Try on the blue one,” Lexie calls through the door.

After hanging up the different dresses, I search for the blue one she wants me to try on. There are three dresses I would consider blue, and I choose the one that’s easiest to get off the hanger. I pull off my shirt and kick off my shoes and jeans. I’ll also need appropriate footwear, I realize. Does this store also sell shoes? I don’t think I’ve owned a pair of dress shoes since before my dad left. I even wore tennis shoes to my mom’s funeral.

Out of nowhere, I’m hit by the memory of my mother’s presence. Perhaps it’s because Clearwater is so different than home, but I’ve been able to avoid thinking about her much. Somehow I’ve been able to convince myself I’m on an extended vacation, or I’ve been sent away to live with my aunt because I’ve caused too much trouble at home. Deep down, I know it’s not the case; I just usually ignore it. I look at my reflection, at the way the dress stretches across my abdomen and hugs at my hips. It’s just the kind of dress my mom would’ve loved for me to put on, but I was always fighting her about it. My style has always been more tomboy than glam-girl, and it bothered her. And now here I am, trying on a dress she will never see.

I press my hands to my eyes, attempting to rub away the burning sensation. I can’t cry, not here. Not with Lexie humming happily on the other side of the door, waiting for me to come out and show her how I look in the dress she selected.

“Hey, you coming out? Do you need help with the zipper?”

I take in a deep, steadying breath. I can cry later. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

“Come out and I’ll get it.”

I touch the latch and pause for a moment before opening the door. Lexie’s eyes go wide when she sees me and a smile crosses her face. 

“Turn around, let me zip it up.”

I turn, and when I do, I’m facing a three-way mirror. I’d seen my reflection in the changing room, but it was nothing compared to the view I have now. With the dress zipped up, it hugs me in a way that usually makes me uncomfortable. I tend to gravitate toward clothes with a bit of breathing room—nothing that shows off too much of my shape. But this is different. It makes me look sophisticated. It makes me look beautiful.

I hear someone clapping and turn to see a woman with dark brown hair approaching, a smile on her lips. “Wow, that is stunning.”

I smile, shifting a little at the stranger’s praise. “Thanks.”

“Alexis, who’s your friend?” the woman asks, her eyes on Lexie.

Lexie pulls her gaze from me and shakes her head, smiling. “Oh, Mom. Yeah, this is the new girl I’ve been telling you about. Krissa Barnette.”

Lexie’s mom stretches her hand out toward me and I shake it. “Jodi’s niece. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

I nod. “It’s nice to meet you, too.” I glance at Lexie, wondering if she’ll explain what her mother is doing here. Did Lexie have to get a ride to the store from her mom? Or did she just happen past and see her daughter inside?

“I’m not sure if Alexis told you, but I extend a discount to friends of hers.” Mrs. Taylor smiles at me.

“Oh, this is your store?” Suddenly things make more sense. Of course Lexie would know things like what colors look best on me—her mother sells dresses for a living. Then I remember Jodi’s words as I left. “Is your first name Bonnie?”

Mrs. Taylor nods. “Has Jodi mentioned me? We try to get together for lunch at least once a month. She’s a fabulous woman, your aunt.”

My heart swells at her words. “Yeah, she is,” I agree, and I mean it.

Her eyes linger on me a moment longer. “I’ll leave the two of you to it, then. I know if I stay much longer Lexie will just shoo me away anyway. Let me know if you need anything.” She turns and heads toward a curtained-off area with the word “Alterations” stenciled above it.

Even though I’m completely sold on the blue dress, Lexie presses me to try on each of the ones she’s picked out, just to be sure. At first I find the exercise tiresome, but by the end I find I’m having fun. When Lexie declares that I was right about the blue dress and I pay for it, I’m sad the fun is all over.

Lexie follows me back to Jodi’s shop and I’m surprised—and relieved—to see it’s not as busy as it was earlier. When Jodi and Devin see that I’m carrying a garment bag, they descend on me, insisting I show them what I got. I reveal the dress to them and they ooh and aah. Jodi seems to be in a better mood. She follows me when I go into the employees-only room to hang the dress.

“Lexie’s mom gave me a discount,” I say, pulling the leftover money from my pocket.

Jodi shakes her head. “Keep it. I told you, it’s an advance on your paycheck.”

I want to disagree with her, but the look in her eyes tells me I won’t win the argument. “Speaking of work, I’m ready to get back to it.”

“Devin’s here. Why don’t you and Lexie go out for lunch or coffee or something?”

When I don’t agree right away, Jodi takes me by the shoulders and spins me toward the door. “I insist,” she says, pushing me gently toward the shop’s main room. “Go, have fun.” 

I laugh. “Okay, okay, I’m going.” I find Lexie perusing the bracelets and link my arm through hers. “Wanna go get a coffee? Apparently I’m not wanted here.”

She grins. “Sure.” She selects a bracelet from the rack and slips it onto her wrist. “Think your aunt would give me a friends and family discount?”

I shrug. “Wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Jodi does give Lexie a discount, and Lexie stares at the way the different crystals glisten in the sunlight as we walk down the block to the coffee shop. “So, what does this bracelet do?” she asks, holding her wrist out to me.

I laugh. “Shouldn’t you have figured that out before you bought it?”

“I bought it because I like the colors.” She pulls open the door to the coffee shop and lets me walk in before her. 

There are three people already in line and while we wait, I inspect Lexie’s bracelet. There are alternating semitransparent light blue stones and opaque dark gray ones. “I’m pretty sure this bracelet wards off flatulence.”

She giggles. “Are you serious?”

“No,” I say, smiling. “Jodi’s been having me learn about herbs. I don’t really know anything about the stones yet.”

She sighs. “Oh, well. It’s pretty, anyway. And that’s what matters.”

We order our drinks and settle at a small, high table near the front window. I ask Lexie what her dress looks like, which launches her into a description not only of the dress for Friday’s dance, but of every dress she’s worn to every dance. I try my best to pay attention, but everything begins to blur after the third or fourth description. My thoughts drift back to my own dress and excitement about the upcoming dance bubbles inside me.

I drum my fingers on the tabletop, feeling foolish; I can’t wipe the smile off my face. I’ve found the perfect dress, I’m going to my very first dance with my friends, and I have the promise of a dance with Owen. I can’t keep my mind from conjuring scenes of the moment Owen first sees me in my dress. I know I’m stealing material from every movie I’ve ever seen, recasting Owen in the role of the heroine’s love interest, but I can’t help myself. Maybe my life is finally going to take the turn to normalcy. Maybe I’ll finally get to enjoy what people usually call the best years.

Lexie’s voice trails off and I press my lips together, embarrassed, figuring she’s noticed I’m not really paying attention. But her gaze slides over my shoulder. 

I turn, and my stomach drops as Crystal Jamison’s eyes clasp mine. A smile curls at the corners of her mouth as she starts toward me, Bridget close behind. The memory of history class yesterday, of the trembling ground, of Crystal and Bridget staring at me floods my mind and I grip the edge of the table.

“What do you want, Crystal?” Lexie asks, her voice cold.

Crystal holds her hands up innocently. “Wow, hostility. We just want to say hi.”

Lexie crosses her arms over her chest. “Hi. Bye.”

Rolling her eyes, Crystal turns her attention to me. “I tried to catch you after history yesterday, but you ran out of the building so quickly. You looked so scared during that earthquake. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Bridget presses her lips together in a tight line, but she’s not entirely able to suppress a smile.

Fear swells within me. They can’t know, can they? They can’t know I think I might have been the cause of shaking. But if they don’t suspect anything, why are they making a point of asking me? I dig my nails into my palms. “I’m fine.”

“You hear that? She’s fine.” Lexie’s tone indicates her irritation. “I don’t see why you care anyway.”

Crystal turns her cool blue eyes on her cousin. “Jealous much? But I guess I shouldn’t really be surprised. You’ve always had an issue with jealousy.”

Lexie’s eyes flick from Crystal to Bridget for an instant before she snorts. “Yeah, right.”

“Then you won’t mind if I have a word with Kristyl. Privately.” Crystal’s tone is sickly sweet, but there is an edge of challenge underneath.

A muscle in Lexie’s jaw jumps. She wants to say yes, she would mind—I can see it written clearly on her face. She takes a slow, deliberate breath before shaking her head. “If Krissa wants to talk to you,” she says, putting deliberate emphasis on my nickname, “she can feel free to. I’ll be outside.”

Crystal waits until Lexie exits the building before settling in the seat she vacated. Bridget stands between us, her forearms resting on the round tabletop. 

Silence stretches out for a beat and then two. I don’t know exactly what their game is, but I want them to know they don’t intimidate me. I stare unblinkingly at Crystal, willing her to speak first.

“So,” Crystal says at last, drawing out the word. “What do you know about… earthquakes?”

Bridget titters at the word and I get the impression I’m missing something. “Not much. I can’t say they really interest me.”

Crystal nods. “I understand that. But if you don’t really know much about them, how can you judge whether or not they’d be interesting to you?”

I shift in my chair. She’s talking in code. She has to be. There’s no way she really wants to have a conversation about geologic activity. Part of me wants to shake her and demand she tell me exactly what she’s going on about, but the other part doesn’t want to know at all.

She watches me for another few seconds before standing. “If you ever want to learn more, you know where to find me.”

I don’t respond. When I walk out the door, Lexie is standing there, staring across the street, waiting. “Hey,” I say, stepping beside her.

“Hey,” she returns. “You wanna go for a walk?”

I nod and Lexie starts down the street toward the river. We don’t talk. I’m not sure whether she wants to know about my conversation with Crystal, and I don’t want to volunteer the information. What if she starts asking about why Crystal’s so interested in the earthquake? How can I explain I might have caused it without sounding crazy?

We cross over the river and Lexie leads the way to a playground. There’s a large play structure where four small children climb, and Lexie and I walk past it to a set of four swings. We each sit down on one and stare out at the water.

“We used to be best friends, you know?” Lexie says the words as if they’re a continuation of a conversation we’d been having. “Even though our folks don’t really get along, they dealt with it so the two of us could have a relationship. But when she started getting all obsessed with our aunt Crystal…” She sighs. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s my fault. I refused to get caught up in it like her. My dad never really spoke badly of his sister, but I always knew he thought she was responsible for her own death. So I just couldn’t get excited about learning about her, you know? She was reckless. I didn’t want to be like her. I didn’t want to end up dead. But when I told that to Crystal, she just got pissed. Like I was dishonoring our aunt’s memory by saying she got herself killed—even if it’s the truth.” She shakes her head. “And then she found Bridget, and she didn’t need me anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. And I mean it. I know what it’s like to blotted out of existence and replaced. I know what it’s like for people who used to be your friends to suddenly turn into your worst enemies.

The two of us sit in silence for a long time, swinging back and forth, our feet never quite leaving the ground. I work up the nerve to ask the question buzzing around in my mind. “Do you really think it’s true? That she’s a witch?”

Lexie digs her feet into the earth below her. “I don’t know. All I know is she changed. Maybe it’s just easiest to blame it on witchcraft.”

I stare off at the thicket of trees across the water. Does Crystal really know something about what happened in history class? Could magic or witchcraft really be the cause of the strange occurrences that plague me? And if that’s the case, should I look into it if what I learn has the power to change me?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

“Do you think I’m strict enough?”

Jodi watches me as I eat my breakfast on Tuesday morning, and I sputter a little on the bite I’m chewing. “What?” I ask, my mouth still full of scrambled eggs.

She spears a strawberry with her fork and picks it up but doesn’t bring it to her mouth. “I had a dream last night about your dad.”

My heart speeds up at the mention of my father. Though the topic is not taboo here like it was with my mom, we don’t speak about him often. I swallow my eggs, coughing a little as they stick in my throat. “What about him?”

She waves her hand, the fork and strawberry swaying gently with the motion. “Well, I misspoke—it wasn’t actually about your dad. It was about giant pandas attacking Clearwater. But your dad showed up at one point, and I was all like, ‘Yeah! You’re here to save me!’ but all he did was ask me about you. He accused me of not being strict enough.”

“Hence the question.”

She nods. “I mean, this is all new to me. I’ve never had a kid before, and here you are, almost grown. I think I’ve been doing alright, but maybe my subconscious doesn’t.”

Some of the tension drains from my body. Of course she doesn’t think my father really came to her in a dream. I sigh. It was silly of me to think she was actually talking about him. “I never really had a reason to leave the house before, so my mom never had to institute rules about me hanging out with friends or curfew or anything like that. I don’t really have anything to compare your strictness to.”

Jodi finally puts the strawberry in her mouth and chews it thoughtfully.

She’s different from my mom in so many ways. I would never wear my mother’s hand-me-downs, and Jodi laughs more easily than she did. I interact with Jodi more like a friend or how I imagine I would with an older sister, but I still respect her. I want to please her. I don’t want to lose her. I finish my last bite and stand to take the plate into the kitchen. On impulse, I set my hand on my aunt’s shoulder as I pass. “I think you’re doing a great job.”

At school, the atmosphere is already buzzing with excitement about the upcoming dance. It’s the topic of conversation throughout the day. In health during fifth hour, Lexie, Owen, and Felix weigh the pros and cons of going out to dinner before the dance.

“All I’m saying is that if we eat too much, we won’t want to dance,” Lexie says. Her health book is open, but she’s not even pretending to answer the questions.

Felix flicks a small wad of paper across the table at her. “So? Don’t eat too much.”

Owen snorts. “Have you never watched Lexie eat?”

Lexie winds up like she’s going to hit him in the arm and leans over me to reach him just as Mrs. Stanton walks by. Dropping her hand and painting on a large, fake smile, Lexie nods at the teacher, who raises an eyebrow as she passes.

I smile as I write out the answer to the next question on the worksheet.

“Krissa, you’re too quiet,” Felix says, tapping my text book with his pencil. “What do you think? Should we do dinner or not?”

I’m taken aback, as I always am, at being asked my opinion on something. I’ve spent so much time just listening in on the lives of others, I’m still surprised to be part of the plan here. Heat rises in my cheeks as I try to formulate my response. “I… I’m not sure.”

“Look,” Owen says, drawing Felix’s attention away from me. “I get that going out to eat in a big group can be fun, but it just doesn’t seem right for a dance. I mean, if I’m going out to eat before a dance, it’s gonna be with a date, not just my friends.”

I think I see Owen’s eyes flick to me for the briefest of seconds as he says the word date, but it’s entirely possible I just imagined it. Either way, his argument resonates with me. “I agree with Owen.”

He smiles at me as Mrs. Stanton announces there are only five minutes left of class. Lexie leans toward me and begins feverishly copying down my answers to the questions. When the bell rings, Owen walks me to history before heading off to his English class.

Mr. Martin assigns group work and I stifle a groan. Group work was the bane of my existence in my last school. But here, I remind myself, I’m not a social leper. I sigh as I glance around the room. Unfortunately, this is the one class that none of my friends are in. I think of the mousy boy who sits behind me and wonder if he’ll need a partner, but before I can turn around, Crystal and Bridget appear at my desk. Both of them are smiling.

“Work with us, Kristyl,” Crystal says. It’s not an order, but it’s not a request either.

I shift, uncomfortable. So far this week, I’ve been able to avoid talking to either of them. After Crystal’s weird coded words at the coffee shop on Saturday, I’ve done my best not to even make eye contact with her. I look at the boy behind me, but he’s already turned around to work with two kids behind him. A quick survey of the rest of the class tells me everyone else has already found a group to work with. Steeling myself, I nod.

The desks nearest to me have been vacated and Crystal and Bridget drag them so they’re by mine. I look down at the assignment sheet Mr. Martin passed out and open up my textbook. Crystal and Bridget do not mirror me. They watch me.

Irritation flares in the pit of my stomach. Do they expect me to do all the work by myself? It’s one thing when Lexie copies my answers in health, but this is entirely different. “Why are you staring at me?”

“You look different,” Crystal says, tilting her head thoughtfully. “Doesn’t she, Bridge?”

Bridget squints. “Definitely.”

I wait for the other shoe to drop. What is it about my appearance they’re going to make fun of? What flaw have they detected?

Crystal leans toward me. “Did you do something different with your hair?”

Self-consciously, I run my fingers over my hair. Nothing seems out of place. 

“Maybe it’s your makeup,” Bridget suggests.

I haven’t got any makeup on, but I refuse to tell them that. “Can we just get started on the assignment, please?”

Crystal sighs. “I’m just saying, you look nice today. You don’t need to get all snippy.”

Both Crystal’s and Bridget’s expressions seem genuine, but years of experience tell me that it doesn’t mean they’re truly sincere. I look down at the assignment. “It looks like we’re supposed to read section three and make a chart…”

“Do you like history?” Bridget asks.

I don’t look up. I’m not sure what her angle is.

A few beats pass before Crystal speaks. “I think history can be pretty interesting. I mean, not like textbook history. But there’s some fascinating stuff you can learn from the past. Especially here in Clearwater. Do you know much about Clearwater’s history?”

Their eyes bore into me so steadily that I can’t concentrate on the worksheet on my desk. “No, not really. But that’s not what the assignment’s about—”

“Did you know your ancestors were some of the founders of the town?” Crystal presses, talking over me. “Mine and Bridget’s, too. I guess that means we’re connected.”

“Yeah,” Bridget adds. “I bet we’ve got lots in common.”

Crystal exchanges a glance with Bridget and smiles as her eyes flick in my direction. “Yeah, I bet we do, Kristyl.”

My stomach clenches at the sound of my name. I had my suspicions this weekend, and this conversation is only solidifying them: They think it was me who caused the whole school to tremble. I bite the inside of my cheek, feeling ridiculous for even thinking it. But it has to be true, doesn’t it? It can’t really be a coincidence that the whole building shook when I got upset and embarrassed, not when strange things always happened at my old school when I was in those states.

But even if it is true, Crystal and Bridget are two of the last people I would want to confide in. Sure, they’re being passably nice to me at the moment, but who’s to say how long it will last? What if they only want to know so they can use my secret as ammunition? What if they use it to turn Owen and Lexie against me?

My pencil rolls away from its position against my text book, toward the edge of the desk. I catch it before it falls off, my heart thudding in my chest. When I look up at Crystal and Bridget, I see smiles playing at the corners of their mouths. “Maybe there’s something wrong with the building. The foundation or something. In any case, I’m not really concerned about it. We should get to work.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Crystal says, waving her hand. “The work’ll get done.”

“By who? Do you have magical little mice in your purse who love doing history projects or something?”

Crystal and Bridget exchange a loaded glance at the word magical. A shiver courses through me. It can’t actually be true, can it? They can’t really use magic, can they?

I could just ask. The simplicity of the idea surprises me. If I really want to know, I can just ask them.

But do I really want to know?

Mr. Martin heaves himself up from his desk. Though he’s not an incredibly tall man, he’s thick around the middle and moves like he’s in his sixties rather than his forties. He’s checking in with the groups, which means there isn’t much time left in the hour. My stomach twists as I look down at my empty assignment sheet. I haven’t even written my name yet. I pick up my pencil and begin filling in the chart with whatever random information I can find.

Crystal reaches across our desks toward my hand, but I pull away before she can make contact with my skin. “Calm down,” she says. “I’ve got this under control.”

Her hand rests on my book, obscuring the information below. Mr. Martin is only two groups away from us. “Move your hand. Someone has to do the assignment. I don’t want to get a zero.”

Bridget chuckles softly. “We don’t get zeroes.”

Before I can respond, Mr. Martin is upon us. “I’m interested to see what this group has come up with, seeing as I haven’t seen any of you writing anything all hour.”

My eyes drop to my worksheet, heat rising in my cheeks. Mr. Martin is the kind of teacher who holds students up as bad examples, who pokes fun at their shortcomings under the guise of “teachable moments.” I can’t handle the eyes of all my classmates on me, judging me.

But Crystal doesn’t seem worried. She presses her hand to her worksheet and takes in a deep breath before holding it out to the teacher. “We did it all on one sheet. I hope that’s okay.”

Mr. Martin’s dubious expression turns to confusion, then to curiosity as his eyes scan the sheet Crystal gave him. He flips it over twice before looking up at us. “Well, I guess you were getting your work done after all. It looks thorough.”

Crystal smiles as she and Bridget exchange glances. I gape openly at both of them. Like Mr. Martin, I didn’t see either of them pick up a pencil since they sat down. How, then, was Crystal able to turn in such a “thorough” assignment?

The bell rings and I’m torn between wanting to linger back to ask how Crystal pulled it off and the desire to put distance between myself and these girls. Flight wins out and I gather my belongings and dart into the hallway before Crystal or Bridget can say anything else.

I can feel Crystal’s eyes on me as I twist the dial on my locker. I try to ignore her as I take my history book out of my backpack and replace it with my math and science books. Inhaling the scent of Owen’s sweatshirt—which, despite my best efforts, I have yet to return to him—I try to calm down. I just want to leave the building and forget what happened last hour.

As I stand and slam the locker closed, I scan the hall for Owen. But the masculine form my eyes land on belongs to Fox. His back is to me, but I can tell it’s him. Forgetting their mission, my eyes follow his progress down the hall.

Crystal sees him and waves him over. When he approaches, Bridget sidles up next to him and a flash of jealousy overtakes me. I close my eyes and shake my head. I have no reason to be jealous, I remind myself.

When I open my eyes, Fox is watching me. He smiles as our eyes connect. I want to look away but can’t. He glances at Crystal and Bridget for a second before breaking away from them and heading back down the hallway toward me.

Bridget looks put out but I can’t make myself care. My stomach flutters as he approaches and I shift in my spot.

“Hey,” Fox says, stopping in front of me. 

“Hey,” I return, smiling.

“You going to the dance?”

My mind is fuzzy. Am I going to the dance? Yes. And I’ve been excited about it since last week. But why? It’s because I promised a dance to someone. But who? “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

I lean toward him and inhale his scent. It’s spicy but understated, but there’s something else. I take in another breath and detect a distinct floral note. It’s familiar; I know I’ve smelled it before at Jodi’s store, but I can’t recall the name. 

A black cord circles his neck, disappearing under the collar of his shirt. I reach up and brush my fingers against a small lump under his shirt. “You’re wearing a necklace.”

His hand pushes mine gently away from the hidden pendant. “Yeah. It’s a special necklace.”

I bite my lower lip. “Can I see it?” Unbidden, an image flashes in my mind: a small rose quartz pendant resting against Fox’s bare chest. I shake my head to rid myself of the image. “Rose quartz,” I murmur. Jodi told me something about that particular stone once, but I can’t recall what.

Fox’s eyes widen in surprise. “How do you—”

“Hey, Krissa.”

Owen’s voice cuts off whatever question Fox was about to ask. He appears at my side and cups his hand around my elbow. My head clears and I take a step away from Fox. When I look up at Owen, his expression is concerned. Confused.

“Owen.” Guilt sweeps through me, although I’m not entirely sure why. “Fox and I were just talking.”

“About quartz crystals.” Fox winks at me.

“Fascinating,” Owen says dryly. He tugs gently at my elbow. “You ready to head out?”

I nod. “Yeah, let’s go.”

I allow Owen to lead me down the hall toward the stairwell. It’s not until we exit the building that he speaks.

“Was Fox bothering you?”

I shake my head. Why is such a simple question so difficult for me to answer? “I don’t think so.” 

A muscle in Owen’s jaw twitches. He opens and closes his mouth twice before managing to speak. “He’s not a good guy, Krissa. For some reason, the girls all seem to like him. And he seems to like all the girls, if you know what I mean. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

His words pierce me. He sounds protective—jealous, even. We arrive at his car and I’m spared having to respond right away. I open the door and slide into the seat. I take my time putting on the seatbelt. “Thank you.”

Owen starts the car. “For what?”

“Looking out for me. I’ve never really had someone do that before.”

He offers a lopsided grin as he puts the car into gear. “Well, get used to it.”

My heart swells at his words. Owen is a good friend. I’m overcome by the desire to tell him about what happened with Crystal and Bridget last hour, from their talk about the founding families to the strangeness of our assignment completing itself. But what can I really say? Crystal and Bridget might really be witches and, by the way, I might be one too? It’s best if I keep it to myself. Will Owen’s promise of looking out for me extend to a place where he might have to protect himself from me—from the things I can do?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

In science on Wednesday, Mrs. Bates drones on about the flowers and plants in the courtyard by the commons. I’m not paying attention. The lesson for today is over and I’m two questions away from being done with tonight’s homework. But when I hear her say something about sixth hour today, my ears perk up.

“I only had a handful of students who were going to do the work out in the garden, and half of them are out sick today. I’m just worried about what will happen to the plants if we wait much longer to take care of them.” Mrs. Bates is addressing the four girls at the front of the room, the ones too close to politely ignore her. “The weather’s already getting colder, and it always seems to rain about this time of year.”

I tap my pencil against Owen’s desk. “What’s she talking about?”

He looks up from his textbook. “I think she was going to have a group of kids do some gardening during sixth hour today, but a bunch of them are absent.”

Excitement courses through me. Is it possible I could get out of going to sixth hour today? I really don’t want to face Crystal and Bridget and their obscure questions and vague accusations again. “We should volunteer.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “Yeah?”

I nod enthusiastically.

“Okay then.” He raises his hand. It takes a moment for Mrs. Bates to notice him. “If you need some volunteers, Krissa and I would love to help you in the garden today.”

Mrs. Bates’s eyes light up and she clasps her hands together. “Owen, that would be marvelous. Thank you so much for so selflessly volunteering to help beautify our campus. I’ll make sure to e-mail your sixth hour teachers to excuse you from class today.”

At this, a handful of other students regain their hearing and utter a chorus of “me too”s. Apparently everyone thinks gardening is a worthwhile endeavor now that they can get out of class to do it. By the time the bell rings, Mrs. Bates is at her desk scribbling down the names of the dozen students she selected to assist her.

Owen and I head into the hallway together. “So, is gardening a secret passion of yours or something?”

“Not exactly,” I admit. “Is it terrible that I just kind of wanted to get out of sixth hour?”

“Nah. I’m actually a little excited to miss sixth hour, too. It’s precalc.” He makes a face. “I’ll probably regret it tomorrow, but I think it’ll be worth it.”

A smile tugs at the corners of his mouth as he says the last part and my stomach flip-flops. Based on the look on his face, he means spending the time with me will make missing class worthwhile—but maybe I’m reading into it.

We reach my third hour Spanish class and Owen pulls me into a brief hug before heading for his own class. The act is so casual, so natural, like we’ve done it a thousand times before. Only we haven’t. As I walk to my seat, I tingle in all the places his body brushed mine.

When I sit down, West eyes me suspiciously. “What’s up, smiley?”

I press my lips together. “Am I smiling?”

West laughs. “Like a lunatic. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I say automatically. The last thing I want to do is to make a big deal about the hug to West. He’s Owen’s friend and I don’t want him reporting back to Owen about how silly I’m being, especially since Owen probably didn’t mean anything by the hug. I’m sure I’ve seen him hug Lexie or Bria before, even if I can’t call a specific instance to mind. “I’m just in a good mood is all.”

I’m spared having to answer any more questions by the arrival of Felix, who take his seat behind us. West turns and engages him in conversation as the bell rings and Mrs. Ortiz takes attendance.

The rest of the day speeds by. Instead of dreading sixth hour, I’m looking forward to it. Not only do I not have to deal with Crystal and Bridget, I get to spend extra time with Owen. So what if it means digging around in the dirt? 

After health fifth hour, Owen and I make our way down to the commons. Lexie walks with us, pouting the entire way about how we couldn’t volunteer her as well.

“I’ve got gym this hour. Gym.” She emphasizes the word like it’s the worst of all possible fates. “The class is almost entirely freshmen.”

Owen snorts. “It’s your own fault. You’re the one who failed gym freshman year. I told you you’d regret it.”

I raise an eyebrow at Lexie. “How do you fail gym?”

“She never dressed out, barely participated. Even when the teacher refused to let her sit out, she’d just kind of stand in the middle of whatever game we were playing. Got hit in the back of the head with a basketball several times, if I remember correctly.” Owen wiggles a finger at her face and she smacks it away.

“It was first hour,” Lexie says by way of explanation. “These people can’t honestly expect me to run around and get all sweaty first hour and then go through the rest of the day like a hot mess.”

Owen shrugs. “I did.”

She rolls her eyes. “Well, you’re a boy. No one expects you to be clean.”

When we arrive at the courtyard door, Mrs. Bates is standing in front of it with a clipboard and a harassed look on her face. From what I can tell, several students are hoping to get added to the work detail last minute and Mrs. Bates seems to have finally gotten wise to the real reason so many people in second hour volunteered to help.

The minute bell sounds overhead.

“You’d better get going, Lex,” Owen says. “Don’t wanna fail gym again, do you?”

She makes a scathing noise at him before the two exchange a one-armed hug. She waves at me, pouting, as she heads out of the commons.

Despite the fact I’ve been trying to explain away Owen’s earlier hug as no big deal, a wave of disappointment overtakes me as he and I approach Mrs. Bates to get checked off her list. Part of me really wanted for him to give Lexie as simple nod of his head or a wave—something to prove that his hug meant he thought of me as more than just a friend. I was silly to get so worked up. Clearly, a quick goodbye hug is just something he does.

Despite my disappointment, my spirits remain high as we begin our gardening work. Owen and I are assigned to the same task—pulling some annual flowers from a bed along the cafeteria wall—and as much as I try to ignore it, a thrill courses through me each time our hands brush. I know it’s a dangerous road to travel, but I can’t help it that I’m developing a crush on Owen. It’s hard not to—he’s kind, friendly, and attractive. And is it really so crazy to think he might have more-than-friendly feelings for me too?

We’re nearly done with our task by the time the final bell of the day rings, and while about half of the volunteers disappear through the doors into the swell of students moving through the cafeteria and commons, Owen and I agree to stay and help Mrs. Bates cover the beds with compost. Mrs. Bates gives us each a bag and shows us where and how to spread it.

As I gather the rich, black material in my hand, the promise, the potential within it is tangible. I cover my assigned area as evenly and thoroughly as I can, imagining the flowers that will grow there in the spring. In that moment, I understand why Jodi spends so much time out in her greenhouse. It’s both relaxing and invigorating to work with the earth.

By the time Owen and I leave, nearly half an hour later, the hallways are void of students. 

Owen nods toward the bathrooms by the stairs at the far end of the commons. “Let’s get washed up.”

“Sounds good,” I say and head into the girls’ bathroom. It’s strange to see it empty; during the day, it seems like there’s someone in every bathroom at any given moment. I turn on the tap and fill my hand with soap from the dispenser as I wait for the water to warm. I gaze absently into the mirror over the sink as I lather my hands, picking at the dirt under my nails. When I’m almost done washing, something sparkly catches my eye. I quickly rinse and dry my hands and turn around to locate the source: On the floor of the center stall is a necklace. 

I look around the bathroom again. I know I’m alone, but suddenly it feels like I’m not. I shake my head to dispel the feeling. There’s no one else in the room.

I move to where the necklace lies. It’s an odd spot, for sure, and I’m positive whoever it belongs to is missing it. I pick it up. A clear crystal shard dangles from a thin silver chain. I know I’ve seen it before, but where?

I leave the bathroom, and Owen is already standing in the commons, waiting. His eyebrows cinch together when he sees me.

“What have you got there?” He moves close to me, so close that his shirt brushes against my elbow. I shiver.

“I don’t know. I just found it in there.” I hold it out toward him. “Does it look familiar to you?”

“No. Maybe we should take it to the lost and found. Someone’s probably looking for it.”

I nod, but my eyes don’t leave the pendant. There’s something that’s familiar about it. Not just the way it looks, but the feel of it. I let the crystal settle into the palm of my hand and a shock shoots through me, like a bolt of electricity. I gasp and close my eyes to collect myself. An image flashes in my mind. 

Green eyes.

My eyes snap open and I shake my head. There’s something about this necklace. Something strange. I look at Owen, but he doesn’t seem to feel what I’m feeling.

“This is so weird,” I murmur. “It’s like déjà vu or something.” 

“What? You remember finding this before or something?”

I shake my head. It’s not that—not exactly. “No. It’s like... It’s like I know this necklace or something. Does that make any sense?”

He smiles. “Not one bit. Come on, let’s get it to the office.” He starts for the nearest hallway.

As I walk, I look down at the pendant. Something about it is familiar. “Owen, touch this.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “Do what?”

I grab his hand and press the pendant into his palm. “Do you feel anything?”

“Besides this cold rock being shoved into my flesh? No.” He laughs, shaking his head. “Come on, let’s go.”

I hesitate for a moment. I don’t want to relinquish the necklace. It feels like it’s supposed to be mine—like I used to own it but lost it and forgot about it. I can’t explain the feeling. But I try to shake it off. Owen’s right. The best thing to do is to turn it in to the office. Someone out there is probably actually missing this.

We enter the front foyer of the school, across from the office. The distinct click of high heels echoes through the open area. From the hallway to the right, Crystal emerges, walking as fast as her shoes will take her, followed closely by Mrs. Cole.

“You can check the lost and found tomorrow,” Mrs. Cole says, sounding both harassed and tired. “You can’t just wander the halls after school.”

“I’m not wandering.” Crystal’s voice is equally irritated. “I’m looking.”

Mrs. Cole sighs. “Are you sure you wore it to school today?”

“Of course I’m sure. I wear it every day.” Crystal’s eyes zero in on me, a smile playing about her lips. “Look,” she says, pointing in my direction.

Mrs. Cole closes the distance between us. “Krissa, what’s that in your hand?”

I look down and, reluctantly, hold the crystal pendant out toward her. “I found it in the commons bathroom.”

“We were just heading to the office to turn it in to the lost and found,” Owen says, moving to my side. 

An eager look spreads across Crystal’s face. “Can I have it back, please?”

Mrs. Cole reaches forward and takes the pendant from my hand. When her skin makes contact with the crystal, a gentle shudder passes over her face. It’s so quick, I’m almost sure I imagined it. Except I know exactly how she’s feeling right now—or near enough. There’s something strange about that necklace.

Mrs. Cole’s eyes go to Crystal, who reaches out to snatch the necklace, her hand closing over the principal’s. Mrs. Cole wrenches her hand from Crystal’s grip. “Where did you get this?”

“Does it matter? It’s mine.”

“It’s true,” I say, a memory floating to the surface of my thoughts. The day I met Crystal—the day of the coffee spill—she had been wearing it. “I’ve seen it on her.”

Crystal looks mildly gratified and reaches for the necklace again.

Mrs. Cole holds the pendant in a closed fist close to her chest, an odd look crossing her face. “Crystal, will you accompany me to the office, please? I’d like to talk to you for a moment.”

Crystal crosses her arms over her chest. “Will you give me my necklace back?”

A spasm crosses Mrs. Cole’s face, and for a moment I think she’s going to tell Crystal no. “Yes,” she murmurs finally, holding the necklace out so she can look down at it. “But first I’d like to talk to you.”

I glance at Owen, and the look on his face tells me I’m not the only one who thinks Mrs. Cole is acting strange. Why isn’t she just giving Crystal the necklace back and calling it a day? Unless I’m right, and she saw something when she touched the pendant too. Does she know something about the man with green eyes I’ve glimpsed twice now? I want to ask her, but I know how it will sound. And I don’t want Owen to think I sound crazy, to look at me the way the kids at my old school did.

Mrs. Cole sways on her feet and takes a quick step forward to regain her balance. Owen moves to her side and grabs her by the arm. “Are you okay?”

She presses the hand holding the necklace to her forehead. “I’m fine. I just… Just a dizzy spell.”

Owen doesn’t release her. “Let me walk you to your office.”

Mrs. Cole smiles at him, shaking her head. “That’s not necessary.” 

“I insist,” Owen says. “Ma’am.”

Mrs. Cole doesn’t refuse him a second time and they begin walking toward the office. Crystal and I follow.

“It’s a nice necklace,” I say as we walk.

Crystal appraises me out of the corner of her eye. “Thanks. It was my aunt’s.”

“The original Crystal.” The words are out of my mouth before I make the conscious decision to say them.

She arches an eyebrow at me. “Yeah. I never knew her, but wearing it makes me feel close to her.” She shakes her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

My fingers go to my father’s ring hidden under my tee-shirt. 

We arrive at the main office and Owen takes Mrs. Cole inside. Crystal follows, but I linger in the hall until Owen returns. 

“That was weird,” Owen murmurs, placing his hand on the small of my back and pressing gently as we start toward the parking lot. 

“Yeah.” There’s something strange about that crystal pendant. I felt it, and so did Mrs. Cole. I’m not sure why Owen couldn’t sense it.

I shake my head. Sense it. How silly. I must be imagining things. I saw the necklace on Crystal’s neck the first day of school; that’s why it was so familiar to me.

Still, that doesn’t explain the fact that it felt like it was mine, like something long forgotten. It doesn’t explain the shock that coursed through my body when I touched it or the vision of green eyes that flashed in my mind.

Jodi said crystals could sometimes store energy. Maybe I just experienced the release of some kind of stored energy. Or was it something else entirely?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

I wake up before my alarm Friday morning and can’t fall back asleep: Tonight is the dance.

At breakfast, I drum my fingers against the table. It seems to me Jodi is eating in slow motion, savoring each bite of her banana nut muffin and her apple slices, taking painfully tiny sips from her mug of tea.

“Are you even going to eat?” she asks, surveying me.

I look down at my own plate, but food doesn’t appeal to me. My stomach is too full of butterflies. “I’m not hungry.”

She presses her lips together. “At least stick the muffin in your backpack in case you get hungry later.”

I nod, eager for something to do to work off my nervous energy. I go to the kitchen and try three drawers before I find the one with sandwich bags. As I move to the living room to put it in my backpack, I hum.

“What’s with you today?” Jodi is standing in the archway between the dining room and the main hallway. “You’re all keyed up about something.” She snaps her fingers. “Oh, I know what it is. You’re really looking forward to the overnight inventory at the shop. I can’t blame you: Eight at night to six in the morning spent counting every single thing in the store makes for a pretty fun night.  Devin and I usually order pizza and play music really loud. Around three, we really start getting loopy, and last year, we may or may not have danced on the counter by the register while singing karaoke.”

I freeze. Inventory? Is this the first time she’s mentioned it? There can’t be inventory tonight—I’m supposed to go to the dance. She knows that. She gave me permission.

Jodi claps her hands together, laughing. “Oh, my gosh, the look on your face right now is priceless. I wish I thought to have my phone ready to take a picture!”

I gape at her. “You’re not serious about inventory?”

She shakes her head. “Of course not. Even if I was, do you think I’d be so mean as to make you miss a fun night with your friends to come hang out with me?”

She laughs again and I’m finally able to take in a deep breath. A second later, I laugh too. “You’re evil.”

“Eh, maybe a little.”

At school, the excitement in the air is palpable. In first and second hour, people are buzzing about their plans for the evening. Miss Buchanan and Mrs. Bates even play along, spending the first part of the hour asking girls about their dresses and asking boys if they remembered to buy corsages for their dates.

But by third hour, something changes. As I try to make sense of the translations Mrs. Ortiz assigned for homework, my attention wanders.  The girls sitting behind me are engaged in a whispered conversation and my ears perk up when I hear Mrs. Cole’s name.

“Yeah, she’s not here today,” says Jayne, a girl with a sheet of black hair that tickles the desktop as she speaks.

Her friend Haley taps her pencil on her textbook. “That’s weird. Mrs. Cole’s, like, never absent. Especially not when there’s a school event.”

I bite my lower lip. Mrs. Cole is absent? I saw her just the other day. She seemed fine then.

But even as the thought enters my mind, a memory floats to the surface to combat it. Mrs. Cole hadn’t been fine when I’d last seen her: She was dizzy. Owen had to walk her to her office. If she’s sick, I wonder if there’s something Jodi could give her to make her feel better. 

When the bell rings to end class, I pull out my cell and tap out a quick text to Jodi to ask just that. When I’m finished at my locker, my phone vibrates.

Thanks for the info. I’ll check on her. Shouldn’t you be learning or something?

I smile and fight the urge to tell her it’s lunchtime and I’m not disrupting my learning by texting.

The cafeteria is more boisterous than usual. Mrs. Cole’s absence is measurable in decibels. When I settle down at the table, West is already there, along with Felix and another guy I recognize but have never formally met. The three pause in their conversation when I sit, regarding me as if determining whether I’m trustworthy. I pass the test and they begin talking again as I pick up a chicken tender.

“I bet we could do it. No way the chaperones are chilling by the punch bowl all night,” says Felix. His hazel eyes are alight with mischief.

“I get what you’re saying,” says the guy I don’t know. He wears a black leather jacket over the white tee-shirt stretched across his chest. His hair swoops down into his eyes and curls slightly at the back of his neck. Everything about him projects a bad-boy image and I wonder why he’s talking with West, who is much more slacker than bad-boy. “I just think if we’ve got it, why waste it? So a couple people complain that the punch tastes funny?”

“Parts per million, my friend,” Felix says. “If we’ve got enough, it’ll only take a few sips.”

“And if we don’t have enough, it’s all a waste,” says West, running a hand through his blond hair, causing the front to stick up more than usual. “I think we need an outside opinion.”

West turns his deep-set eyes on me. I struggle to swallow the food in my mouth as the other two guys look my way. The guy in the leather jacket smirks.

“So, here’s the conundrum, Krissa,” West says, ignoring the fact that I’m chewing like a madwoman. “Let’s see if you can help us. Rumor is Mrs. Cole will not be in attendance at tonight’s festivities, so we’re trying to make the most of her absence. Tucker is pretty sure he can get his hands on some vodka, and the question is whether we should spike the punchbowl and spread the love or keep it all to ourselves. Felix wants to spread the love, but Tucker’s against it. I’m undecided.”

“Um.” I bite my lower lip, considering the options. Having spent more than my fair share of time in trouble with the powers that be, going out of the way to break a rule seems foolish to me. However, I know these guys won’t share that opinion. “Maybe keep it to yourselves?”

Tucker snaps his fingers and points at me, a smile spreading across his face. “Finally, someone with some sense.” He looks at Felix. “The fewer people who get some, the more for each one. Supply and demand.” He stands and begins backing up. “Later.”

Lexie and Owen arrive at the table, but Owen doesn’t immediately sit. His eyes follow Tucker’s progress through the cafeteria for several beats before he settles in his usual spot.

A dull thrum of energy courses through me. Owen doesn’t like when Tucker hangs around West and Felix. Felix is far too easily led astray, and astray is Tucker’s perpetual direction.

I shake my head, dispelling Owen’s thoughts from my mind. Having these flashes is nothing new—it’s been happening for just about as long as I can remember. But usually, they only occur when I’m highly emotional—upset or scared. I’m not sure what it is about Owen, but I don’t seem to need the emotional trigger with him.

“What does Tucker want?” Owen asks, dipping a couple of fries in ketchup.

“Give him a break,” West says easily. “We’re just making plans for the dance.”

“He can’t come with us,” Lexie says. “Bria’s car is full. He’ll have to hitch a ride with you and the hussy you’re bringing.”

West holds a finger up. “One, you say ‘hussy’ like it’s a bad thing.” He puts up a second finger. “Two, he doesn’t need a ride to the dance.”

“Three,” Felix says, leaning across the table toward Lexie, “I’m hitching a ride with Tucker, so you guys don’t need to pick me up.”

He makes a move to stand up, but Owen catches his arm. “Just… don’t do anything stupid, alright?”

Felix snorts. “Come on. You know me.”

Owen nods. “Yeah, I do. Don’t do anything stupid.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Jodi lets me have the afternoon off work to prepare for the dance, but I have no idea what to do with the time. Lexie and Bria announced at lunch that the three of us would be getting ready at my place, but they didn’t plan to come over until five. That gives me two solid hours to fill from the time Owen drops me off.

I head up to my room. Even though Jodi is doing everything she can to make me feel like this house is my home, my room is the only place I feel is really mine. I lie on my bed and pull the ring from under my shirt. Maybe that’s why I like this room more than any other: I feel connected to my dad here. I’ve spent countless hours over the last five years wondering where he could be and why he might have left. Somehow, being here in the room that used to be his makes me feel the closest to him I’ve felt since he’s been gone.

Letting the ring slide onto my index finger, I close my eyes, my head sinking into my pillow. I haven’t had a flash from putting on the ring since the first time, but I like the feeling of the ring on my hand. It’s too large for any of my fingers or I would just wear it, despite the fact that it’s gigantic and clearly meant for a man.

Sleep overtakes me so gently, I barely notice. Images float through my mind from the day: Lexie’s smiling face, the way Owen’s hair spikes up in the front. Fox’s gray eyes and the feeling of his chest under my palm. Crystal Jamison’s face as she approached me in history class.

Crystal’s face floats before me. Not her body—just her face. Her lips move, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. I move toward her. She’s telling me something important and I need to hear it. Thick white fog surrounds me and I can’t see more than a few feet ahead. Crystal is moving away from me and I run toward her. If only I could hear her words…

Crystal disappears and my pace increases to a sprint. Suddenly, the fog dissipates and I find myself standing on the edge of a river. There’s something familiar about it and after a moment I realize what: This is the river that runs through town. I peer along the banks of the river but there’s no sign of Crystal. I turn around and see a dense patch of woods. Movement flickers along the tree line and I head for it.

I hear voices as I near the woods, but the words are garbled and indistinct, like they’re coming through a wall. I edge around a thick tree trunk and see Crystal standing in a clearing, talking to a man whose back is to me. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, with brown hair that dangles just past his shoulders. I don’t recognize him, but he seems familiar. I strain my ears to understand what they’re saying, but the words are still unclear.

I take a step forward and my foot comes down on a twig, snapping it. The sound echoes like a gunshot through the clearing and Crystal’s eyes widen in horror as the man she’s talking to turns to face me. But I don’t see his face, all I see are his green eyes—

A thunderous pounding draws my attention and I turn. My body lurches and my feet collide with something solid.

The floor. My bedroom floor. I’m in my room, on my bed—well, half on. I push my hands into the mattress, pressing myself to standing, just as Lexie and Bria appear at the top of my stairs. They raise their eyebrows at me before exchanging glances with each other.

“Did we catch you in the middle of afternoon prayer time?” Bria asks, crossing to my bed and heaving a tan canvas shopping bag onto it.

I shake my head. “No, I just…”

“Holy bedroom, Batman!” Lexie lets out a low whistle as she surveys the space.

I force a smile, somewhat embarrassed by the awe in her voice. “I know—it’s big, right? Why don’t we get set up in the bathroom?” I point to the far corner of the room.

“Holy crap—you’ve got a bathroom up here?” Bria asks.

“Dibs!” Lexie yells, taking off at a run. 

Bria shrieks and starts after her. “Is that a freaking couch?”

Their lighthearted banter cuts through the shadowy remnants of my dream. By the time I reach the bathroom, Lexie and Bria are jockeying for the spot in front of the mirror, giggling. My heart swells. I’m so thankful to have these girls as friends.

“Fine, Bria, you take the mirror first,” Lexie says, exiting the bathroom. “I’m gonna put my dress on first anyway, otherwise I’ll just mess up my hair later.”

“There’s another bathroom downstairs. I’m sure Jodi won’t mind if you use it to change.”

Lexie picks up her garment bag and salutes me. “Lead the way.”

We walk to the second floor and I point out Jodi’s bathroom. Lexie directs me to wait outside the door to help her with the zipper.

When she emerges, I gasp. She bought her dress weeks ago, and this is the first time I’ve seen it. The deep emerald color complements her red hair and coloring perfectly. The bodice is fitted and the skirt billows out from her waist, aided by crinoline underneath. The whole thing has a vintage feel that suits Lexie.

“Do you like it?” she asks, spinning.

“It’s perfect.” I beckon her toward me so I can pull up the zipper before the two of us head back upstairs.

Lexie digs into one of the bags she brought and pulls out two curling irons and a hair appliance I’ve never seen before, along with three bottles of styling product. “Okay, I need to start on my hair.”

I point at the long, low dresser behind her. The mirror above it, coupled with the fact that I have nothing on top of the dresser, makes it the perfect place for all her tools. She nods a thank you before setting up shop.

After checking to make sure Bria doesn’t need anything, I grab my dress and head down to Jodi’s bathroom to put it on.

It takes a bit of work, but I’m able to zip the back up myself. I stand in front of the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door and finger the beaded bodice. The pattern of black, white, and blue beads seems to twist and swell like water. The gentle sprinkling of sequins on the gauzy skirt catches the light as I twist from side to side. Before moving here, I would never have imagined myself wearing a dress like this, but now it seems like it was made for me.

The only thing that doesn’t fit the look is the ring around my neck. I hesitate before taking it off, wishing there were a way to incorporate it into the ensemble. Since I found it, I’ve only taken the ring off while I shower. Somehow, not having it on makes me feel naked and vulnerable.

I shake off the feeling and look at myself in the mirror again. My long, blond hair hangs loosely around my shoulders and I wonder if I’ll be able to pull it up somehow. I spend a few minutes pulling it back and posing in the mirror. I can’t help smiling as I make my way back up to my room, wondering what Owen will think of me in this dress.

After Lexie finishes with her hair, she insists on doing mine. I protest, but she won’t hear it. When she’s finished, I’m glad she didn’t let me talk her out of it. My usually pin-straight hair falls in soft spirals around my face, the blond color somehow accentuated by the shape.

Bria takes a turn next, applying my makeup. I watch her the whole time, taking in the dark eyeliner and cat-eye makeup, the ultra-red tint of her lips. My stomach knots when I think of what she’ll do to my face. It’s not that her makeup looks bad on her—quite the contrary. The heavy hand she used to apply her makeup is the perfect complement to her gauzy black dress. But that look will not work for me.

When Bria finally allows me to look in the mirror, I’m amazed. My makeup looks nothing like hers: It looks the way I might do it myself, if I had any idea how. The eyeshadow she used is silvery and there’s a light blush on my cheeks. My lips are their regular color only intensified, shinier. I stand in front of the full-length mirror on my bathroom door and swish back and forth in my dress.

“This is... amazing.” I turn to Lexie and Bria. “Thanks.”

Lexie snorts. “Don’t get sappy. If you get sappy, you’ll start crying, and then Bria will cry, and then I’ll feel too guilty not to cry, and we’ll all mess up our makeup.”

I laugh and nod. “Okay, no sappiness,” I promise.

Bria checks the time on her phone. “Okay, Owen said he’d be here at seven, and it’s almost seven. We should head down.”

The three of us carry our heels when we walk down the stairs and pause in the living room to put them on. Jodi emerges from the sitting room with a camera, her face alight.

“You three look so beautiful! Here, squish together in front of the stairs. Let me get a picture.”

Lexie rolls her eyes good-naturedly as the three of us pose. Jodi snaps five pictures before she’s satisfied.

Bria checks the time again and shakes her head. “I knew we should’ve just picked him up. That boy is always late.”

Jodi motions for me to follow her into the living room. She picks up a small box on the coffee table and hands it to me.

“What is it?”

“Open it, silly.”

My fingers tremble as I untie the ribbon around the box and pull off the top. Sitting atop a bed of cotton fluff is a large bracelet with circular beads in black and blue.

“It’s an anklet,” Jodi says, picking it up and unclasping it. “Would you wear it?”

“Sure,” I say quickly. “I mean, of course. It’s really pretty.”

She smiles and kneels in front of me, affixing the piece around my ankle. “It’s more than pretty.”

She doesn’t elaborate, but it looks suspiciously like some of the jewelry at her shop. I wonder if these particular stones serve a special purpose. I open my mouth to ask her about it when a knock sounds at the front door.

“I think your boyfriend’s here.”

I bite my lower lip, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment. I look toward where Lexie and Bria stand but neither of them gives any indication of having heard her. “He’s not my boyfriend, Jodi,” I say under my breath.

Lexie squeals and opens the door to reveal Owen. My breath catches in my throat as he steps into the house. He wears black dress pants that fit him well and a blue button-down shirt that amplifies the color of his eyes. A jacket is slung casually over his shoulder. He accepts a hug from Lexie and instructs Bria to spin to show off her costume. When his gaze lands on me, his eyes widen and a smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. My stomach flutters.

Jodi touches her hand to my shoulder and leans close to my ear. “Yeah, I believe that.”

I turn to her to protest but she’s already corralling us toward the stairs for another round of pictures before she lets us be on our way. Before I step over the threshold, she pulls me into a hug. “Have fun tonight. You deserve it.”

I smile. “Thanks, Jodi.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

While Bria and Lexie sing along with the radio and bounce in the front seats of Bria’s mom’s car, I sneak glances at Owen out the corner of my eye. He and I are sitting in the back. Once or twice I notice he’s doing the same thing. My stomach flips and I bite my lower lip each time our eyes meet.

Bria finds a parking space in the school lot and the four of us walk toward the door. There are a few other groups heading in at the same time. As soon as we enter the school, I can hear the music echoing through the hallway. I resist the urge to giggle, but I’m not quite able to suppress my desire to bounce, and Owen casts a sidelong glance at me.

“Excited?”

I grin. “Can you tell?”

He shrugs. “Maybe just a little.”

I press my lips together but can’t quite hide my smile. “Aren’t you excited?”

“Me?” He reaches out his arms, sliding one around my waist and the other along Lexie’s and Bria’s backs. “I’m here with the three prettiest girls at Clearwater High. Of course I’m excited.”

Lexie elbows him in the chest. “Women,” she corrects.

Bria nudges Lexie with her shoulder. “Take a compliment, will you?”

We approach a long table set up just outside the commons and Owen, who is the only one of us with pockets, pulls out our tickets. When the group ahead of us steps away from the table, I’m shocked to see Mrs. Cole sitting there.

“Are you feeling better?” I ask as Owen hands over our tickets. When she reaches out to take them, I see a dark patch on her palm, like a smear of strawberry jam. Could it be some kind of birthmark? Whatever it is, I’ve never noticed it before.

She smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. She looks tired. “I’m well enough to collect tickets.”

Lexie tugs at my arm and I allow myself to be led into the commons. The main lighting is off, and there are streaks of colored light spilling into the far end of the commons from the cafeteria. There are a few groups of people lingering in the area, but no one is dancing. Part of me deflates. This isn’t what I was expecting at all.

Bria moves to the head of our group and leads us into the cafeteria proper, and my chest swells again: This is more like it. At the far end of the room, the DJ is set up, and in front of him is a mob of dancers. Refreshments—cookies and punch—are set out where lunch is usually served, and there are a couple dozen small tables with chairs set up around that area. The energy of the room is infectious and my smile returns, my concern for Mrs. Cole forgotten.

Owen points at us. “Punch?”

Lexie and Bria shake their heads but I nod, and Owen heads off toward the refreshments. I watch him go as Lexie and Bria start discussing the attire of the people in attendance. Owen is almost to the front of the punch line when Lexie sighs.

“Incoming.”

I don’t have to turn to know who Lexie is talking about: The look on her face gives me all the information I need. I steel myself, hoping Crystal will pass by without engaging me in conversation. I feel a tap on my shoulder and stifle a groan as I turn to face her.

“Can I help you?” I try to keep my voice and expression impassive.

To my surprise, Crystal’s mouth curves in a genuine smile. Lexie raises an eyebrow at me. “I just wanted to tell you your dress is a great color. It looks really good on you.”

I cross my arms over my chest, suddenly self-conscious. I suppress the urge to look above my head for a bucket of pig’s blood. “Thanks.”

She’s still smiling broadly and I’m almost convinced she means it. Her mouth twitches like she wants to say something more, but before she does, her eyes flash downward. “Well, have a great night. I’ll see you later, okay?”

My eyes follow Crystal as she sashays through the crowd to join Bridget and a small knot of people on the other side of the room.

Bria touches my elbow gently. “Is it just me, or is nice Crystal even creepier than mean Crystal?”

“Right?” I force a laugh as I turn to Bria, attempting to ignore the shadowy sense of foreboding lurking at the back of my mind. “Any ideas on that one, Lexie?”

She puts her hands up. “Don’t ask me to ascribe logic to her. What, you think because we’re related I have some kind of special insight into the way her mind works? No, I don’t, thank you very much. But whatever she’s up to, I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.”

Owen appears at my side and presents me with a cup of punch. When I take it, he slides his arm around my shoulder and gives me a squeeze. “What did I miss?”

Heat rises in my cheeks and I say a silent thank you for the mood lighting. Lexie raises an eyebrow and I press my lips together in a tight line, ignoring the butterflies taking flight in my stomach.

Owen removes his arm. If he’s noticed anything strange about me, he doesn’t mention it. A group of people moves off the dance floor, led by Felix, who calls Owen’s name and waves him over. 

Owen tenses, sighing. “Idiot,” he murmurs.

I raise an eyebrow at him. “I thought you liked Felix?”

“I do. It’s who he’s hanging out with I’m not too fond of.” He nods in the direction of the group. 

The longish, wild hair of one guy in the group catches my eye. Tucker. But he’s not the only one who stands out. When I look at another guy, the tallest in the group with close-cropped dark brown hair and heavy, dark eyebrows, an unpleasant twinge passes through me.

“I figured with Mrs. Cole here, they might not try anything stupid, but Tucker Ingram plus Zane Ross can only mean those idiots actually did bring alcohol.” He shakes his head. “I’m gonna go check on the situation.” He offers a brief half smile before heading off toward the group.

The DJ spins a song I’m not familiar with, but some other people seem to be enjoying it. As I sip my punch, I let my eyes roam over the scene. So, this is a school dance. I suppose it’s about what I expected it to be from television and movies. Still, I was hoping for... more. Now that I’m here, I guess I thought I’d feel like I belonged. But, as usual, I feel more like an outsider looking in.

The song changes and Lexie and Bria squeal and run off onto the dance floor. I look down at the plastic cup in my hands. I could join them, but where was I supposed to set this down? Besides, they didn’t invite me out. I take another sip of punch and watch the two of them dancing, laughing, grins on their faces. Owen still stands with the guys. I could go over there, but, again, I wasn’t invited. I look away.

Off against the windows by the courtyard, a familiar form catches my eye. Fox stands near a girl with golden blond hair whose pink dress is so short and tight I’m not sure it qualifies as much more than a tube top. He leans in close to her ear and she giggles, touching his arm gently.

Lexie tugs on my arm and pulls me toward the dance floor, her cheeks flushed. “Why aren’t you dancing?”

I open my mouth, but my plastic punch cup no longer seems like a reasonable excuse. She grabs the cup from my hand and sets it on a table on our way to the makeshift dance floor.

Bria squeals when she sees me and I can’t help but laugh. She’s so much different from usual, more open and alive. I like this change in her. I’m not exactly sure how to dance, so I try to mimic the movements Bria and Lexie are making. After an entire song’s worth of struggling to copy their motions exactly, it occurs to me that neither of them is a particularly gifted dancer. Plus, it doesn’t matter that none of us are dancing well, because—I realize with a start—I’m actually enjoying myself. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had this much fun.

After another song, Owen, Felix, and a couple other guys I don’t recognize join our little group and we accept them, widening the circle. Felix, it turns out, is actually a pretty good dancer, and while the other guys make do with simple shuffle steps, Felix moves to the center of the circle, inviting Lexie to dance with him. As they move, their eyes lock, and an almost palpable intensity builds between them.

Bria claps her hands together and leans toward me. “Man, I wish the two of them would get over themselves and admit they like each other already.”

I raise my eyebrows at her.

She rolls her eyes. “Please, they’ve been doing this weird mating dance for the last year.” She casts an obvious glance in Owen’s direction. “Tell me you don’t know a little about that.”

I look away, refusing to confirm her suspicions. In another corner of the dance floor, I spot West dancing dangerously close to his date, the infamous Dana. Her dark gold dress is only slightly longer than the one Fox’s date was wearing.

My eyes scan the room for Fox. He’s one of the taller guys and I find him almost immediately, dancing near the center of the makeshift dance floor with a busty brunette in a deep purple dress. I’m confused, but before I can ask Bria whether she noticed Fox with someone else earlier, the blond approaches Fox and the brunette and grabs the brunette by the hair. A scream pierces the air and before anyone can react, the two girls are locked in a brawl, ripping at each other’s clothes and clawing at any exposed skin. Fox leaps back, his eyes wide. He seems too startled to do anything but watch the fight unfold.

The music stops. Miss Buchanan and a female teacher I don’t recognize push through the wall of students that immediately formed around the fighting girls. After a couple failed attempts, they manage to pull the girls apart and drag them off the dance floor. Mr. Martin leads Fox off to a corner of the cafeteria.

The DJ says something into the microphone, but it’s difficult to understand over the buzzing voices. A new song starts up and, after a few beats, people begin dancing again. 

Lexie grabs Bria and me by the wrists, pulling us behind her as she walks toward the refreshment table. “I’m parched,” she calls over the music.

I allow Lexie to press a drink into my hand and follow Bria to an empty table littered with the debris from its last inhabitants. I collapse into the chair, suddenly aware of just how tired I am. It didn’t occur to me while I was dancing, but I doubt I’ve engaged in this much physical exertion... ever.

“Wow, can you believe that?” Lexie asks, leaning over the table toward me and Bria. “That’s not even the first fight over Fox this year. I just don’t understand it.”

Bria snorts. “Really? You’re telling me you’re immune?”

I lean forward, wondering if she’s talking about what I think she’s talking about. “What do you mean?”

Bria rolls her eyes. “Like you haven’t noticed. He just has this effect on people. Girls get all swoony around him.”

Lexie clears her throat and Bria holds her hands up innocently.

“Hey, I’m not excluding myself in this. I don’t know what happened. I’ve known him forever and then suddenly at the end of last school year it was like I was seeing him for the first time. I don’t know if he hit a growth spurt or pulled out of an awkward phase or what.”

I take a deep breath. “So, you’re telling me that everyone feels... attracted to him?” 

Lexie shrugs. “I haven’t, like, taken a survey or anything, but… yeah. Are you telling me you haven’t noticed it?”

I shake my head. “I’m not saying that. It’s just… strange.”

“That it is,” Bria agrees.

The song changes and Lexie claps her hands. “Okay, I’m refreshed. Let’s go dance some more!”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

“I need a break,” I call over the music. I can’t remember how many songs have passed since our second foray onto the dance floor.

“What?” Lexie yells back, her body still in motion.

“I need a break!” I fan my face for effect.

Lexie waves me away before throwing herself back into the music at full force. I laugh as I weave through the throngs of dancing students and head for the refreshment table. I grab a bottle of water and leave the cafeteria to walk through the commons—where there are far fewer dancers—and into the far hallway. It’s darker here, and quieter. My hair is sticking to the back of my neck and it’s a million degrees in here, but I’m also having the time of my life.

“You looked great out there.”

I turn to see Fox, his dress shirt unbuttoned to reveal a patch of his chest. A smile spreads across his face as he moves closer to me.

I ready myself for the strange swooping sensations that always accompany Fox’s nearness, but nothing overtakes me. He’s clearly attractive, but tonight he doesn’t affect me the same way he usually does. “Fox. I thought you got kicked out after the fight between your girlfriends.”

He shrugs. “Hey, I’m not with either of those girls. I convinced Miss Buchanan it wasn’t my fault they got all worked up over me. I mean, honestly, can you blame them?”

His remark chafes and I cross my arms over my chest. “Are you here for a reason?”

“I just noticed you heading out here and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” He reaches forward to stroke my arm, but I pull away. His eyebrows draw together slightly and his mouth twitches.

“I’m fine. I just needed a breather. Thanks for checking up on me.”

Fox’s brow wrinkles in confusion. “What’s going on with you?”

His words are quiet and I’m not entirely sure he meant the question for me. “Nothing’s going on with me—I just wanted a few seconds to myself. Is there a problem with that?”

A beat passes before he shakes his head. “Of course not,” he says, but he doesn’t sound convinced. He takes a step closer to me, a smile stretching itself across his lips. “I just thought you liked me, is all. And all of a sudden you’re acting decidedly unfriendly.”

He caresses my arm with his fingertips and my stomach clenches. The commons is sparsely populated and no one out here seems particularly concerned with what’s happening in my little corner.

“Look, Fox, will you just leave me alone, please?” I take another step backward and find myself against a wall. Fox doesn’t advance on me, but he doesn’t back away either. His eyes run down the length of my body and the cadence of my heart speeds up.

“What’s going on here?”

My eyes slide past Fox to see Owen approaching, his eyes narrowed and his features dark.

Fox holds his hands up innocently as Owen places himself between us. “Just a friendly conversation. No need to get all territorial.”

Owen looks to me for verification. I release a breath. “He’s just being annoying. No worries.”

Fox looks at me like he’s seeing me for the first time. “Sorry to annoy you,” he murmurs, though his tone is more confused than apologetic. “Enjoy your night.” He pivots on his heel and leaves.

Owen takes a step closer to me and touches my upper arm. His palm is warm and slightly damp against my skin. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

I nod, watching as Fox crosses the commons and disappears into the dancing crowd in the cafeteria. “Yeah. It’s just… I’m glad you came along.” 

He smiles. “I didn’t just happen by, you know. The dance is gonna be over soon and Bria’s already talking about heading out so we don’t get stuck in the parking lot.”

I bite my lower lip. I’m not quite ready for the night to end, but I can’t very well tell my ride she can’t leave yet. “Oh. Okay.” I start toward the cafeteria as the music changes from an upbeat dance number to a ballad. Owen catches my hand, pulling me to a stop.

“I told her I didn’t want to leave yet,” he says, taking a step toward me. “You promised you’d save me a dance.” He guides my hand up to his shoulder and rests his free hand on my waist. Before I’m sure exactly what’s happened, my fingers are laced behind his neck and we’re swaying back and forth. His body brushes against mine each time we step with the music. I’m aware of each place where our bodies intersect, and I focus on my breathing, trying to keep it steady. My heart beats so hard and so fast I’m afraid Owen can hear it. I stare at his chest, not sure where else to look. I step on his toes and pull away.

“I’m sorry,” I say, looking down at my feet.

“It’s okay.” Owen closes the distance between us. “You’re doing fine.”

I step closer as he places his hands on my hips again. “I’ve never danced like this before.” It comes out as a whisper and I regret the words as soon as I say them. Owen stops moving, and his right hand leaves my hip. I glance up at him, sure I’ve said something wrong, but the look on his face tells me otherwise. He’s looking down at me with an intensity in his eyes I’ve never seen. His fingertips brush against my right cheek and he leans toward me. I close my eyes.

I can’t see him, but I can feel warmth radiating off him as he moves closer to me. His breath tickles my lips.

Then the radiating warmth is gone. Owen’s hand drops from my cheek to my shoulder. I open my eyes—what did I do wrong?—but Owen isn’t looking at me; his face is turned away, his attention fixed on the commons. I open my mouth, but I don’t get the chance to speak.

A scream rips through the commons, reverberating off the corridor we’re in. I take a step back from Owen—the spell is broken. A girl in a lavender dress stands in the center of the commons, a ring of people staring at her. “Mrs. Cole!” she yells. “Mrs. Cole!”

I look around the faces in the commons, waiting for Mrs. Cole to appear. Other chaperones look around at each other, and it’s clear none of them know where she is. Miss Buchanan approaches the girl, but she just keeps screaming. She points to the hallway at the far end of the commons and a couple of the chaperones move in that direction.

Owen starts toward the far hallway too. He takes hold of my hand, pulling me along with him, and my confusion about what’s going on is quelled as a new sensation overtakes me. Owen’s hand is warm in mine, his pressure firm, sure. Like I’m supposed to be at his side, like he doesn’t want to leave me behind. The feeling of his warm body pressed against mine washes over me again, the heat radiating from him to me as he leaned in closer and closer...

Whatever this girl is going on about, it had better be good.

Owen pushes through the doors and joins a crowd already gathering in the hall. Someone shrieks. A chorus of murmurs shoots through the group. I shiver, suddenly cold. Something in the air here is different. It’s not just cooler here than in the commons—there’s a sense of dread hovering over us.

Owen stops at the edge of the group, but I have to know what’s going on. I tug on his hand as I begin pushing past people, making my way to the center of the tight knot.

Mrs. Cole lies on the linoleum floor of the hallway, her eyes slightly open but unfocused. Mr. Martin kneels at her side, alternately performing chest compressions and blowing air into her mouth with his.

“Is she dead?” someone whispers.

“Who found her?”

“How long has she been here?”

Miss Buchanan pushes into the clearing. “I called nine-one-one. The ambulance is on its way. Is she...?”

The man doing CPR pauses to look at the other chaperone. He shakes his head just slightly before returning to his work. Someone lets out a wail.

I look around. A couple girls appear to be crying into their dates’ chests. One group of girls stands holding hands. A few guys stand around, looking both shocked and in awe.

Standing directly across from me is Crystal Jamison. Our eyes lock on each other’s for an instant. She wears an expression I can’t read. Breaking off eye contact, she turns, disappearing into the crowd.

Owen’s arm slides around my shoulders. “We should go to the main entrance. I don’t know if anyone is there and someone needs to tell them where Mrs. Cole is.”

I allow him to lead me back through the throng. More people have arrived. A couple chaperones keep calling out something about giving Mrs. Cole some air, but I know she doesn’t need it. I don’t say anything to Owen, but I know it doesn’t matter whether or not we bring the paramedics to the principal. It doesn’t matter how long Mr. Martin does CPR. Mrs. Cole is dead.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

I wake up early Saturday morning and for a moment, I’m able to convince myself that last night’s events were just a nightmare. But even without leaving my bed, I know Jodi is awake. Her grief is contagious, moving through the house like a fog and covering me like a blanket. Mrs. Cole died last night. It wasn’t a nightmare.

What happened after we saw Mrs. Cole lying on the floor is jumbled in my mind. Owen and I waited for the paramedics and led them to her body. The chaperones forced everyone out of the hallway, back into the commons. The DJ stopped playing music and slowly, everyone filtered out of the school. When I got home, Jodi was sitting in the living room, waiting for me to tell her all about my exciting and enchanting night. But I only told her one thing.

The air feels thin and I struggle to take a deep breath. I didn’t know her well, but Mrs. Cole was nice to me. She gave me a chance. It seems impossible that I’ll never see her again.

On my nightstand, my phone buzzes. I pick it up and see a text message from Owen. There’s a diner two blocks from Jodi’s store. Can you be there in 20 min?

My stomach flutters, remembering his fingers on my cheek last night, but a swoop of guilt blots the memory out. How can I think about that moment with Owen in light of the tragedy that followed? Still, my fingers tremble as I hit the reply button. Maybe. Why?

Mere seconds pass before my phone buzzes again. I’ll explain when you get here.

A knot of apprehension twists in my stomach. Does he want to talk about what almost happened between us last night? Or did I completely misread the entire situation? Maybe he wants to talk about something entirely different. I won’t know till I get there, so I dress quickly, pulling on a sweater and a pair of jeans, before heading to the second floor and approaching Jodi’s room. I hesitate at the door; she’s sobbing softly inside. I don’t want to intrude on her grief, and, more selfishly, I don’t want her to need me and insist I can’t go. Stomach clenching, I turn from her door and head downstairs as silently as I can.

The air outside is crisp and my breath forms white clouds as I exhale. I’ve never walked to Jodi’s shop before, but it only takes a few minutes when Jodi drives us there, so I figure it can’t be much more than a mile away. I check the time on my phone. Owen wants to meet fifteen minutes from now. I pick up my pace.

By the time I reach the diner, I’m rubbing my arms, wishing I’d worn my jacket. Owen sits in a booth near the back of the diner and I go to him. I scan the room for Lexie, Bria, West—someone—but I don’t recognize anyone else.

“Thanks for coming,” Owen says when I sit across from him. “Did you walk here? I’m sorry—I should’ve picked you up. I’m just… I’m not thinking straight right now.”

“Yeah, I understand,” I say. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

Owen shakes his head. “No, it’s not that. I mean, yeah, Mrs. Cole is part of it. But something else happened last night. And I need to talk to someone about it.”

The first question that floats to my mind escapes through my lips before I can stop it. “What about Lexie?”

The corners of his mouth upturn for an instant and he runs his fingers through his hair. “No way. I can’t tell her this. I’d never hear the end of it.”

A waitress bustles up to the table and asks whether I want coffee. Though I don’t normally drink it, I need something to warm me up so I accept the offer. After she pours it, I wrap my hands around the mug, allowing the warmth to seep into my skin.

“So, what’s going on?” I ask.

Owen takes in a breath and releases it slowly. “This is gonna sound crazy, but stay with me, okay?”

“Of course.”

He takes a sip from his coffee mug, pulls a face, and adds two creamers. “Felix was in an accident last night after the dance.”

“Oh, no! Is he okay?”

Owen nods. “He’s fine. His car’s a little worse off than he is, but it’s not totaled or anything. He was on his way home from Tucker’s house and he says a cat was in the road or something and he ended up hitting a telephone pole.”

Felix was drinking last night at the dance. I knew that. And while it is certainly scary that he was in an accident, it doesn’t sound crazy. I wait for Owen to continue.

“He called me right after it happened. But I was already on my way there. Somehow, I knew it happened. I knew right where he was.” He looks up, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. “I knew it because I saw it. I saw it yesterday at lunch.”

My breath catches in my throat. “You saw it?”

Owen rubs his forehead with his hand. “I know, it sounds nuts. And I’d just write it off as a coincidence, except… When we were dancing, I knew something was wrong before that girl started yelling about Mrs. Cole. I felt this…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. It’s crazy, right?”

He wants me to agree with him, to soothe him, to give him a plausible explanation for what’s happening. But I can’t do that. Instead of feeling the fear and doubt I see in his eyes, I feel a kind of elation.

I’m not the only one.

“How… how long has it been happening?” I ask, my voice shaking ever so slightly.

His mouth twitches and he shakes his head. “You don’t believe me. Not that I blame you—”

I reach toward him, my hand resting on the tabletop in the space between us. “No, no—I do. I do believe you.”

He offers a half smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to be nice to me about this. I just… I needed to tell someone. I know it sounds crazy. Even to me, it sounds crazy.”

I bite my lower lip. How can I make him understand that I do believe him? If I tell him I have flashes too, he might think I’m making it up to make him feel better. Or, worse, he might think I’m as crazy as he thinks he is. He wraps his hands around his coffee mug and on impulse, I cover them with mine.

The flash overtakes me immediately and I gasp. In my mind’s eye, I see Owen and me standing at the bank of the river. We’re holding hands, and while the energy between us is intense, it isn’t romantic. As we stand there, the river stills, appearing frozen, even though the wind around us picks up, encircling us, catching my hair up in the swirling vortex. Then, just as abruptly as it began, the wind dies and the river starts moving again.

The vision fades and Owen comes into focus. His chest heaves as his breath comes in heavy pants. His blue eyes are wide as they fix on mine. “Did you see that?”

No words come when I try to speak, so I nod my head.

“What was it?”

I cast my eyes around the diner to see if anyone is watching us. At the counter is a man reading the paper, and there’s a family of four in a booth by the door. No one looks in our direction. I lean over the table. “I’m not sure what they are, but I’ve had flashes like that for… years.”

“Really?”

I nod. “The first time I can remember having one like that was five years ago. And I had one the day I got to Jodi’s house.” I pull the ring out from under my shirt and stretch it toward him as far as the chain will allow. “I put on this ring and I saw my dad. But it was the past—back when he lived in my house. I can’t explain it.” I think back to that day and what Jodi told me. “Apparently some scientists think time doesn’t really exist the way we experience it—that instead, all things happen at all times. Maybe… maybe we’re just able to see those things sometimes.”

He shakes his head. “That’s ridiculous. Things begin and things end. Actions have consequences. That’s how time works. I mean, that’s why we can remember the past, right? Because it already happened. If the future already happened too, then we’d be able to remember the future.”

“I don’t know how to explain it. But I also don’t know how to explain how we could possibly know what’s going to happen in the future—or see what’s happened in the past.”

“You said this has happened to you before. Do you know what causes it? Or how to control it?”

I look down at my hands. His tone is desperate, but I can’t give him the answer he wants. “No. I don’t know how to control any of it.”

I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth. Owen leans toward me. “Any of it? What else can you do?”

He makes it sound like a trick or a skill, and he sounds so hopeful, like I can help him. I want to tell him to forget I said anything, but the eagerness in his eyes prompts me to go on. “Sometimes it’s not the past or the future—sometimes it’s the present I get impressions about. Sometimes I know what people are thinking.”

Owen’s jaw actually drops. He nods encouragingly. “Okay, what am I thinking?”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t work like that. I told you, I can’t control it. Usually it happens when I’m upset or scared. But even then, there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to tell what’s on someone’s mind. Sometimes something else happens.”

“What?”

I bite my lower lip. “Things tend to… break… around me. Or sometimes they fall down. Or explode.”

A grin flashes across Owen’s face. “That’s so cool.”

Relief swells like a bubble in my chest. I’ve never once considered any of the things I can do cool, but when Owen says it, I can almost convince myself it’s true. “Believe me, it’s not as great as you think it is.” I press my lips together, hesitant to go on. But I’ve already shared things with him I haven’t said aloud for years. I can’t stop now. “When I was younger, I told some of my friends about the things I saw or the thoughts I overheard. At first, I think they all thought it was funny—like I was just making it up. But when I started getting impressions about them, about their secrets, they all turned on me. I was a freak, and everyone knew it. And as the years passed, no one remembered why anymore, they just remembered the label. No one wanted anything to do with me. Like I was toxic or something. They were… They were awful to me. And when I’d get all worked up, things would happen. I used to get into trouble all the time at my last school for vandalism and things like that.” I look down at the table as I say it, afraid of what I’ll see in Owen’s face. He’s quiet for a beat longer than is comfortable and I look up at him. His eyes are soft, thoughtful. A smile touches his lips as he shakes his head and sighs.

“I’m gonna owe Lexie the biggest apology in the history of the world.”

This is not the reaction I expected. I just told him one of my most shameful secrets and his comment is about Lexie. Anger flares up in me momentarily, until I look into his eyes again. My story hasn’t changed the way he looks at me. I accepted his secret and he accepts mine. I take a breath. “Why do you owe her an apology?”

“I’ve spent the past couple years scoffing at her Crystal-is-a-witch theory. But now… Do you think that’s what it is? Do you think that’s what we are? Well, you. Me… What do you call a guy witch?”

I shrug. “A wizard? I don’t know.”

“I wish there was someone we could talk to about this. I mean, if Lexie’s right, then there’s Crystal, but…”

I nod, understanding what he means. She isn’t my first choice of person to talk to either.

“What about… I mean, do you think… Jodi?”

I consider this. Based on the kinds of things she sells at her shop, it seems logical that if she’s not a witch herself, she would at least know a little about them. “There’s only one way to find out.”

I pull a handful of bills out of my back pocket and toss them on the table before scooting out of the booth. Owen follows me, pressing past me to get to the door first so he can hold it open.

“You didn’t have to pay,” he murmurs as he leads the way to his car.

“It’s no problem. You can get next time.”

He smiles as he pulls open the driver side door. “Count on it.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

I push open the front door of my house cautiously. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to bring Owen home—not today. What if Jodi is still in bed? I can’t say I would blame her if she was: Her best friend died yesterday.

But as I cross the threshold, the teakettle begins to whistle and I know Jodi is up. Still, I hold a hand up toward Owen, motioning for him to stay by the door while I move toward the kitchen. If Jodi’s in pajamas and a mud mask, she might not want a visitor.

Jodi is pouring hot water into a big blue mug when I round the corner and she is, to my surprise, dressed in jeans and a sweater.

“How are you?”

Jodi jumps, hot water sloshing onto the counter. She turns to me, hand pressed to her chest. “Krissa. You scared the life out of me.” She squeezes her eyes shut, shaking her head. “Not literally, of course.” She opens her eyes and sets the kettle back on the stove. “There’s more water, if you want some tea.”

“Maybe later.” I step into the kitchen, studying Jodi’s face. Her eyes are puffy; she’s been crying. I bite my lower lip. Perhaps this isn’t the best time to ask her the questions buzzing around in my head.

A floorboard creaks and Jodi looks in the direction of the front door. “Is someone here?”

I nod. “Yeah. It’s Owen. We actually… We wanted to ask you some things. We thought you might know about…” I can’t make my mouth form the words. “If it’s not a good time, we can maybe do it later. In a few days or…”

Jodi’s narrows her eyes, revealing the slightest wrinkles crinkling the delicate skin around them. After a moment, her shoulders relax and she picks up her mug, cradling it between both hands. “Let’s sit in the dining room.”

I walk to the dining room and wave Owen over. He settles in the chair beside me. Jodi sits at the head of the table and takes a long sip of her tea before nodding at me. “What is it?”

I look to Owen, hoping he’s come up with the right thing to ask without making both of us sound crazy. The look on his face tells me he assumed I would be the one asking questions. I sigh, turning back to Jodi. “We have a theory,” I begin. “Well, Lexie has a theory—and Owen didn’t really believe it until last night.” Jodi shifts and I silently curse myself before pressing on. “We think you might know something—because of your store and the Barnettes being one of the founding families and all. But if you don’t know anything, that’s fine too. Because we’re just curious, really, and…”

Owen puts his hand on my forearm and leans close to me, toward Jodi. “Jodi, do you know anything about witches?”

Jodi takes another sip of her tea. The movement is so slow and deliberate I wonder if she’s doing it to stall for time. Is she trying to think of something kind to say to keep us from feeling like complete idiots for asking such a question, for thinking such a thing even exists? She takes so long surveying us that when she finally answers, I’m not sure I’ve heard her right.

“What do you want to know?”

Owen and I exchange glances. The short answer is everything, but I figure such a broad response won’t help. “Lexie thinks Crystal Jamison is a witch. She says some of her friends are witches too.”

Jodi shrugs. “She’s not the first to think there’s something special about the founding families.”

I sigh. It wasn’t really the kind of response I’d been hoping for. Then again, I didn’t really ask a question.

“But I’m not from a founding family,” Owen blurts out. “My grandparents are the ones who moved here before my dad was born.”

Jodi’s face softens. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

Owen’s hand finds mine and he squeezes it. Taking this as a cue, I tell Jodi about what he told me at the diner, as well as the vision we shared and that I’d seen a flash the first time I put on my dad’s ring. 

Jodi’s face is impassive. Once I’m done talking, she takes another sip from her mug, then stands and goes to the hutch in the corner of the room and opens a cabinet at the bottom. After rummaging for a few seconds, she pulls out an envelope and a white taper candle. I recognize the candle as the same kind she sells at the shop. She brings the candle and a holder to the table and sets them on the top, in front of me. The envelope she keeps near her. “Witches,” she says as she settles back down in her chair, “are able to channel and control energy. They can manipulate elements—earth, air, fire, water. Krissa, I told you once that people can use crystals to direct energy, you remember that?”

I nod.

“Anyone can do it. Some stones naturally harness certain energies. So, if you wear something made with tiger’s eye, for instance, it can draw in prosperity and pass it on to you. No experience needed. But if you want to, say, come into some money, just wearing the tiger’s eye might not be enough. That’s when you might want to cast a spell to really focus and channel the energy. Now, anyone can find a spell and cast it—I mean, there are a billion sites on the Internet. But not everyone possesses the ability to really make it happen. Some people are naturally gifted with those abilities—that magic. And those people are witches.”

The cadence of my heart increases. They’re real. I don’t know why, but I was sure Jodi was going to tell us we were being silly—of course there aren’t real witches. But there’s no humor or malice in her eyes. She’s not lying to us now.

Owen shifts in his chair. He’s still holding my hand and his chest brushes against my shoulder. “So that’s it, then. We’re witches.”

Jodi shakes her head. “I don’t think so.”

“But you just said—”

She holds up her hand. “I said witches use magic to manipulate the energy of nature. Accessing time is completely different. Witches can’t do that.”

“Well, who can?”

Jodi picks up the envelope from the table, fingering it with trembling fingers. “Look, I’m about to tell you something, and I’d really like it if you could try to cut me a little slack and not go straight to pissed teenager, okay?”

“I’ll try,” I say, not sure what Jodi could say that would upset me. I eye the envelope. “What’s that?”

Jodi takes a deep breath and releases it slowly. “I lied to you. When you asked me if I was in contact with your dad. I mean, I’m not really in contact with him, but he’s been in contact with me—infrequently, of course—over the years. He’ll send me odd notes—and I do mean odd. Often there’s no context and I’ve got to figure them out on my own.”

A chill courses through my body and I shiver. Owen squeezes my fingers. “Why would he do that?”

She shakes her head. “He didn’t just leave to leave. He wouldn’t have left you and your mom if he didn’t think it was important—that he had no other choice.”

Heat creeps into my cheeks and I turn my face away from Owen. A wave of shame envelops me. I haven’t told him about my parents, and I don’t like that he’s here to find out from Jodi. I want to believe what she’s saying, but I can’t bring myself to. What could be more important than being there for my mom and me? And what about once Mom died? Why did it fall on Jodi to take care of me? I stuff down the questions swirling in my mind. “What’s in the letter?”

Jodi unfolds the envelope’s flap and carefully pulls out the contents. She slides it to me and I move it so Owen can see too. The piece of paper I press flat on the tabletop is a scan of what appears to be a very old list of some sort.

“A genealogy,” Owen says quietly. “A family tree.”

I look at Jodi. “So, what? There’s something weird about our family tree?”

She shakes her head. “Not ours. Yours. This is your mom’s family.”

I slide the paper closer to me and lean in so I can get a better look at it. I scan the bottom of the page, but my name isn’t present. Neither is my mother’s. “How do you know?”

“Believe me, that took some digging. This is all your dad sent me. No note, nothing else. I had the same first instinct as you and wasted weeks trying to tie this list to the Barnette line. But it’s your mom’s family line. Your dad wanted me to know something about her.” She leans across the table and points to a spot toward the center of the page. The spidery handwriting is difficult to make out. 

“Anderson Witacre?”

“That’s what gave me the hint I needed. Hang on a sec.” She stands and rushes out of the room. I hear her footfalls against the hardwood floors as they recede and then return to the dining room. She holds a large, thick black book emblazoned with gold foil lettering. 

I squint at the title. “Founding Families?”

She snorts as she puts the book down on the table. It makes a solid thump as the spine connects with the hard wood. She lets the book fall open to the middle before flipping forward and backward in search of something. “Yeah, this is something some of the families in town got together to write a few decades ago.”

“Let me guess: members of the founding families?”

“You’re quick.” She skims a page and points at it triumphantly. I lean in to see what she found.

“Anderson Witacre? Is that the same—”

“The same guy? Yeah. Back in the early 1800s, he and a group of others founded Clearwater.”

I attempt to understand the implications of Jodi’s revelation, but nothing comes to me. “So, my mom’s ancestors are from Clearwater too? Alright, both my parents can tie some family members to this town. No offense, but, what does that matter?”

“I’ll admit, even I didn’t understand the depth of what this meant until just now. See, your dad’s sent me lots of little things over the past five years. Sometimes it’s mysterious family trees, sometimes it’s pages from journals kept by early settlers. From what I can tell, for generations, people have been drawn here to Clearwater. There’s something about this area that pulls certain kinds of people in.”

“Witches?” Owen asks.

She nods. “Yes, but not just witches. Like I said, dealing with time isn’t really a witch thing.”

I glance at Owen before turning back to her. “Well, who deals with time then?”

“Psychics.”

Owen leans back in his chair, removing his hand from mine for the first time. “You’re messing with us, aren’t you?” The chair legs scrape against the hardwood floors as he pushes it back to stand. “You had me going there for a minute.”

Jodi stands too. “I’m being serious.”

Owen shakes his head, running a hand through his hair and causing it to stick up on the side.

I turn to him. “You’re willing to believe in witches but not psychics?”

He sighs, resting his hands on the back of the chair he was sitting in. “I don’t know. It’s just… It’s all so crazy, isn’t it? Witches, psychics, magic, visions… I mean, it can’t really be real, can it?”

Jodi’s shoulders slump, her face resigned—sad, even. “I’m not lying about any of this.”

The candle on the table flickers to life and I jump. Owen places his hand on my shoulder.

Jodi offers a small smile. “I’m a witch.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

It takes me a moment to register Jodi’s words. It takes me a moment longer to remember to breathe.

“How’d you do that?” Owen asks.

Jodi shakes her head. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised it worked. It’s been a long time since I’ve practiced. But I guess it’s like riding a bike.”

He navigates around his chair, sitting down again. “What do you mean, it’s been a long time since you practiced? Are you a witch or not?”

Jodi closes her fist and the candle flame extinguishes. “Like I said, some people are born with magic in them. It seems like abilities build over generations. I’m guessing my grandmother, Hannah, had magic in her—that’s how she knew about herbs and crystals. And my dad is the one who taught me. But I never really noticed anything particularly magical about him. I never sensed it—even when I was practicing.”

I rest my forearms on the table, leaning toward Jodi. “Wait—if you’re a witch, and it runs in families, doesn’t that mean… You said I’m not a witch.” 

She bites her lower lip. “I had a friend back in high school whose mom used to make some extra money by telling fortunes and holding séances. But my friend never had an inkling of psychic ability. What she did have was magic. From what I can piece together, when a psychic and a witch have a kid, one set of abilities or the other wins out. Nature doesn’t seem to like having both the skill sets in one body. But sometimes, it happens.”

The meaning in Jodi’s eyes makes me flush. “No, I’m not… I can’t, you know, light candles without matches.”

“But what about the things you told me about?” Owen asks, his voice quiet. “Things breaking and exploding around you?”

Jodi sighs. “I had my suspicions when I saw what was in your school file. It’s not surprising for these kinds of things to happen if you’ve got no outlet for your magic. Sometimes it builds up so much it needs to be released. And if you don’t know how to direct it, it can go haywire.”

“You had your suspicions?” I ask, my voice quivering. “Were you ever going to tell me about what you thought I was?”

Jodi shifts. “I’m not sure.”

Her words are a dagger in my back. “So, what? Were you just going to keep it to yourself?”

“I thought it was for the best! You have no idea what you could get yourself into. I told you I haven’t practiced in years. It’s been nearly two decades since I cast a spell.”

“Why?” Owen asks.

A faraway look settles in Jodi’s eyes. “When I was in high school, just a little younger than you two, a friend of mine figured out what she was—what we were. She learned about the town’s history and the founding families. She brought together a small circle of us—of witches. Oh, we thought we were so special. My friend found her family’s grimoire—this book full of spells and other magical things. Every time the circle got together, we’d try something new—whether it was getting a plant to grow quickly or lighting a candle or using wind to move objects. It wasn’t easy—not at first—but the more we did, the better we got. And the better we got, the more we were convinced we were capable of.

“But we weren’t quite as capable as we thought we were. And one night, my friend got in over her head. Magic ended up killing her.”

“Crystal Taylor.” My voice is quiet when I speak her name. “That’s who you’re talking about, right? Lexie and Crystal Jamison’s aunt?”

She nods. “After Crystal died, the rest of the circle stopped practicing. It didn’t seem fun anymore. It didn’t seem worth it.” She looks at me. “Magic can have consequences.”

I look at my hands. I only just found out I have magic inside me and it feels like it’s already being taken away. “You don’t want me doing magic, do you?”

She runs her fingers along her eyebrows before pressing her fingertips to her temples. “It might be better—safer—if you work at controlling your magic. Not using it, but controlling it.”

Owen snorts. “That’s easy for you to say. You use magic all the time, don’t you?”

“I just told you I haven’t cast a spell in years—”

“That’s not what I mean. All the stuff you sell in your store—the teas, the candles, the jewelry—that’s all witchcraft, isn’t it?”

Jodi sighs. “Not exactly. Everything has an energy and I know a lot about how to use those things.” She reaches a hand across the table toward me. “And I’m willing to teach you everything I know. There’s magic you can do without casting spells and practicing the craft.” She presses her lips together and her mouth twitches, like she wants to say something more, but she doesn’t.

A knock sounds at the door and I jump. Jodi curses under her breath. “I completely forgot—I’m going out to lunch with some old friends—Shelly’s friends.” She stands and takes a couple steps toward the front hallway. “Be there in a sec!” she calls through the door before turning back to me. “I’m sorry. We can talk about this more later, okay?”

I want to tell her it’s not okay, I need to talk about this now, but the words stick in my throat. She just lost her friend; I know too well what losing someone is like to keep her from spending time with people who might be able to ease her pain. I nod and she smiles at me before heading for the front door. It opens and Jodi’s voice mingles with an unfamiliar female voice. It’s not until the door closes and I hear the receding footsteps of people stepping off the porch that I look at Owen.

“How you doing?”

He reaches forward and takes one of my hands. Pressing it between both of his, he looks into my eyes. “I should be asking you.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “I’m… fine. I always knew there was something strange about me. I’m actually a little relieved that there’s an explanation.”

A smile tugs at the corners of his lips, but only for a moment. “That’s not what I mean. I saw you go all tense when Jodi mentioned your dad. And I… I saw in my head that you didn’t want me to hear about him.”

I look down at our hands, pressing my lips together. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to see that.”

He shakes his head. “And I didn’t mean to see it. But that’s not the point. The point is you don’t have to hide things from me. You haven’t said anything about why you’re here in Clearwater, and I haven’t pushed because I could tell it hit a nerve. I figured when you got comfortable around us—around me—you’d open up.”

“I’m sorry.” I pull my gaze up to meet his, the hurt in his eyes stabbing my heart. He’s right. He deserves my honesty. I swallow and take in a deep breath. “Five years ago, just after my twelfth birthday. That’s when these things first started happening. I mean, I guess I was always a little more in tune with what people were feeling, but around the time I hit twelve, things just started going nuts. I’d hear these… voices… in my head. And at first I thought I was going crazy, but I realized the voices weren’t coming from me—they were coming from other people. I was overhearing people’s thoughts. And at first… at first it was awesome.” I smile at the memory. “I suddenly knew whether or not the boys my friends were crushing on liked them back. I knew all the answers the teachers were looking for during group discussions. But then one day at my friend’s birthday party, I got mad at her. I don’t even remember for what anymore—it was something stupid. We got into it, yelling insults back and forth. And then suddenly it came to me—the perfect thing to hit her with. A secret—a big secret—one she’d never shared with me, never shared with any of her friends.” I squeeze my eyes closed as the memory plays out in my mind. “The look on her face when I said it… I wish I’d slapped her instead. Everyone heard it. Looking at her, at what I’d done to her, I felt terrible. I felt worse than terrible—I felt empty.”

Owen squeezes my fingers. I know part of him wonders what the secret was, but he won’t make me tell. He allows me the time I need to regroup before going on.

“She attacked me. I couldn’t even blame her. I didn’t fight back. She knocked me over and just started punching me and I took every punch. We were at one of those pizza arcade places—you know, with all the games and the giant singing rats? And as she hit me, every one of the games started going berserk, lighting up and spitting out tickets and regurgitating tokens. By the time the adults got to us to break the fight up, the place was insane. Kids were running around, screaming, grabbing tickets and tokens. And the littler kids were screaming and crying, pressing their hands over their ears because it was so loud. My dad was a chaperone at the party and I’ll never forget the look on his face when he got to me. He took me by the shoulders and pulled me up to sitting. As soon as his hands were on me, all the machines stopped freaking out. And his face—he was terrified. My dad was terrified of me.”

I bring my free hand up to cover my eyes and am surprised to find my eyelashes are wet. I wipe my cheeks, smiling apologetically at Owen. He presses my hand between his.

“My dad left soon after that. I knew it was my fault he left, and I thought maybe—maybe—if I learned to control it, he might not be scared of me anymore and he might come back. But he hasn’t come back. Not even when my mom—” I cover my mouth with my hand, choking on the word. Died. My mom died. A sob escapes my lips and I stand, releasing Owen’s hands and starting toward the kitchen. It’s bad enough he had to hear what he already heard; I don’t want him to have to deal with this.

I’m a few steps from the kitchen when Owen’s hand descends on my shoulder. He spins me and pulls me into his arms before I can react. He wraps his strong arms around my back and I nestle my head against his chest. I’m getting the front of his shirt all wet but I don’t care. He won’t let me care about that. His hand finds the back of my head, his fingers rubbing gently at my scalp as I cry. His other hand massages my back in slow, gentle circles.

Minutes pass before he speaks. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. 

Bringing my hand to my face, I wipe my nose with my shirt sleeve. “I try not to think about it. When I think about it—about her…” I sniff. “Well, you can see what happens.”

He reaches his hand out and wipes a tear from my face with his thumb. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. But if you ever need someone to talk to, I’m here, okay?” A smile stretches across his face. “You can cry all over my shirt whenever you want.”

I laugh, eyeing the sizable wet spot I’ve left in the center of his chest. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’t be. I’m serious. Anytime you need me, I’m here for you.”

His blue eyes smolder when he looks at me and my stomach flutters. He trails his fingers down the side of my face and I lean toward the touch. The cadence of my heart increases as he shifts toward me, the same way he did last night at the dance.

His cell phone chimes and the spell is broken. A spasm crosses his face as he pulls the phone from his pocket. “It’s my mom,” he mutters, glancing at the screen. “I’m sorry—I’m supposed to take my sister to this Halloween thing…”

I nod, shooing him with my hand. “Go. I understand.”

His face tightens as he looks at me. He leans in for a hug before heading toward the front door.

His footsteps fade and a pressure constricts my chest.

Owen knows my secrets now. What’s more, some of my secrets are his, too. In the span of a couple hours, everything I thought I knew has been destroyed, yet I am at peace. As crazy as everything Jodi just told me sounds, I accept it without question. I finally know who I am.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

The day of Mrs. Cole’s funeral dawns clear and bright, a light frost reflecting the late October sunlight. It’s a Tuesday, but I don’t dress for school. Clearwater High is closed today since so many of the teachers and students will be at the funeral. 

I put on the black skirt Jodi lent me for the occasion. I don’t have a black dress. I wore purple to my mom’s funeral. Purple was her favorite color. The skirt is a little big on me, but it doesn’t look bad once I pull on my sweater. It looks cold, so I don my black leggings, too.

On my way downstairs, I stop by Jodi’s room. She stands in front of her dresser, trying to clasp a necklace at the back of her neck. Her fingers tremble and she can’t quite get the ends to connect.

“I’ll get it,” I murmur, crossing to her.

“Thanks.” She offers a tight-lipped smile when she hands the necklace to me. 

I turn the pendant over in my hand. A purple stone the size of my pinky nail is set in the center of a circular ring of white gold. “It’s pretty.”

She turns her back to me and I lower the necklace over her head. “Amethyst. Helps with grief.”

I do up the clasp and smooth the fabric on the shoulders of her dress.

When she turns back to me, her hand is on the stone. “The last time I wore this piece was at Crystal Taylor’s funeral. It seems fitting to wear it today too.” She picks up a brush from the top of her dresser and runs it through her hair. “You really don’t have to come, you know. Shelly was my friend. She was your principal and you only knew her a couple weeks.”

“I don’t mind,” I say, although it’s not entirely true. I don’t really want to go to another funeral—not so soon after my mom’s. “You shouldn’t have to go alone.”

Jodi holds open her arms and I enter into her embrace. I hold her tightly and she squeezes me so strongly I find it hard to breathe. She sniffles a few times and I hold on until her breathing returns to normal. “Thank you, Krissa.”

“Sure.”

Jodi puts her shoes on and the two of us head out of the house and to her car. During the car ride, she doesn’t turn on the radio and neither of us speaks.

The funeral home is just outside of downtown and the parking lot is nearly full when we arrive. Jodi locates an empty spot in the back corner and we make our way to the entrance.

The mood in the building is somber. Jodi is no more than a few steps through the door when someone calls her name. She walks over to a group of some women her age and they all embrace. Some of them have tissues in their hands and they dab at their faces at regular intervals. I stand over by a wall, not wanting to be in the way. I figure I’ll just keep an eye on Jodi and follow her when she goes somewhere.

Besides this one, my mother’s is the only funeral I’ve ever been to, and I’m not sure what the etiquette is. I barely remember anything about my mom’s funeral, truth be told. I figure the best course of action now is to do my best to mimic Jodi.

“Krissa?”

I look up at the sound of my name and see Lexie standing near a wall, looking like she’s trying to stay out of the way. She’s wearing a simple black dress and a chunky turquoise necklace and I smile, glad for some color in the area.

“I didn’t know you were coming.” I keep my voice low. “Jodi and Mrs. Cole have been friends since high school, I guess. I didn’t want her to have to come alone.”

Lexie nods. “I’m here with my dad. He’s a bit older than Mrs. Cole is... Was. But apparently his sister was pretty good friends with her back in the day. You know, Crystal Taylor?” Her eyebrows cinch together. “I wonder if Jodi was friends with my aunt Crystal too?”

“She was,” I murmur.

Lexie’s eyes brighten with intrigue. “Really? I wonder if she can confirm my theory. Do you think she’d know if my aunt was a witch or not?”

My stomach knots and a flush warms my cheeks. The thought of Lexie knowing the truth about the witches of Clearwater, of knowing what I really am, unsettles me. If she knows I’m a witch, she might lump me in with Crystal Jamison, and I don’t want her to think of me that way. I don’t want to lose her friendship. “This probably isn’t the best place to ask her about it.”

Her face falls and she sighs. “You’re probably right.”

Jodi removes herself from her group of friends and scans the foyer for me. She smiles at Lexie and waves for the two of us to follow her down the hall. At the door to the room is an easel with a sign spelling out Mrs. Cole’s name: Shelly Tanner Cole. I try not to look at it as I pass.

Soft piano music plays at the front of the room. All around us are the sounds of low murmurs and tears. Jodi finds a spot near the back and the three of us settle down.

A slide show plays at the front of the room, displaying Mrs. Cole’s life in images. There are pictures of her as a baby, held by a smiling mother and a proud father. There are pictures of her ripping open presents on Christmases and with cake smeared on her face on birthdays. As the show progresses to her teen years, the woman I knew becomes more visible: Mrs. Cole smiling beside a trophy, Mrs. Cole with her arms slung around the shoulders of a pair of girls. One of the girls looks familiar and, with a pang, I recognize my aunt’s face.

Silent tears stream down Jodi’s face and another realization strikes me: I didn’t cry. At my mother’s funeral, I didn’t cry. It was too quick, too surreal. I listened to the words the funeral director said, but I didn’t hear them. The words were generic. It could have been anyone’s funeral.

All around me I hear murmurs of comfort and sadness, I see the shaking of shoulders as tears fall. Beside me, even Lexie is sniffling. Mrs. Cole has been a part of these people’s lives for a long time, and I feel like an outsider, intruding on their grief.

Yet I have grief of my own. Yesterday with Owen was the first time I allowed myself to cry for my mom. I tried so hard not to think about her for too long, for fear that I’d lose it, and guilt swells within me now for not allowing myself to remember her. She deserves better from me. We were alone in the world. If I don’t dwell on her memory, if I don’t grieve for her, who will? 

At the front of the room, a gray-haired man in a tailored suit enters and begins speaking. I don’t hear him. The air in the room seems thin and I struggle for breath. I have to get out of here. I can’t sit in this room with the oppressive weight of these people’s grief pressing in on me.

I stand and scramble over Lexie to get to the aisle. She makes a move to stand and follow me but I shake my head. I need to get away, to be alone. I don’t want to explain to her. I don’t want to have to explain anything.

I push through the swinging door at the back of the room and rush down the hall toward the entrance. I shove open the heavy glass door and step out into the chilly October air.

Gulping in great breaths, I settle myself on the cold concrete steps. The world blurs and I rub at my eyes, tears spilling onto my fingers. Everything I felt yesterday with Owen returns, amplified now by the sadness of all these people, and my own guilt. A sob claws its way up my throat and out of my mouth, and my whole body shakes with the force of it. I long for the feeling of Owen’s arms around me again, but he’s not here. No one’s here with me.

I hear the sound of shoes on concrete and feel someone settle beside me on the step. The hand that touches my shoulder is small and warm. Lexie. I don’t look at her, I can’t look at her. And though she doesn’t ask, I have to tell her. I have to share something of my mother with her just to alleviate some of the crushing weight of bearing her memory by myself.

“When I was five, I was afraid of thunderstorms. I would scream and cry until they were over. My parents tried everything they could think of to distract me—cartoons, stories, games—but nothing worked. And then there was this crazy storm and the power went out and I was just freaking out. My dad wasn’t home and my mom was beside herself trying to deal with me. So she built this giant fort in the middle of the living room and told me this story about how it was a magical place where thunder couldn’t reach. She found an old radio and turned it up really loud and put flashlights in the corners of the fort and started doing this crazy anti-rain dance. And it was just so ridiculous, I couldn’t stop laughing at her.” I suck in a breath. “My mom died,” I say, my voice trembling. “That’s why I’m here in Clearwater. Jodi took me in because I don’t have anyone else. My mom’s dead and my dad’s gone and I’ve got no one else. I’m alone. I’m all alone.”

Her hand slides around my shoulder and she hugs me close to her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

The voice isn’t Lexie’s. My eyes snap open and I turn. “Crystal?”

Crystal’s eyes, usually so cold, are clear and open as she looks at me. “I saw you come out here. You looked like you needed someone.”

I shift away from her, wiping at my face with the backs of my hands. I don’t know what to say to her. I bared a piece of my soul, one of my favorite memories of my mom—something I haven’t told anyone—not Owen, not Lexie or Bria. My stomach twists.

“I’m sorry about your mom.” She sounds genuine. “If I’d known…”

I wait for her to continue, but she doesn’t. Irritation flares in my stomach. There’s no excuse for how she’s treated me. “If you’d known, what? You wouldn’t have been a complete bitch to me since my first second of school here?”

Crystal’s mouth opens in surprise, like I’ve slapped her. The shock makes me wish I had slapped her. My grief is overtaken by another emotion: rage. I stand and round on her.

“It doesn’t matter that I just lost my mom. That shouldn’t be the reason you feel bad for treating me the way you have. You should feel bad about that because it’s terrible. You’re a terrible person. You’re nothing but a bully—so afraid you’re not as good as everyone else that you make everyone else feel like shit so they don’t notice how insignificant you are. You’re nothing. And I’m done being pushed around by you or anyone else. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to sit here alone and grieve for my mother!”

Crystal looks small, seated on the stairs below me. Her lower lip trembles and she tugs at the ends of her hair. “I’m sorry,” she repeats. She stands and ascends the steps toward the entrance, but she stops halfway there, turning back to me. “I’ve been trying, you know? I’ve been trying to be nice to you, or haven’t you noticed? I can’t take back the way I treated you when you first got here, but I’m trying to make up for it now.”

I snort. “Yeah, right.”

She looks down at her shoes. “I deserve that. But… I misjudged you. And I want the opportunity to start over.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “That isn’t up to you. You don’t just get to decide you get a second chance.”

“I understand. But I hope you’ll consider it. I think you’ll find… we’re more alike than we are different.” 

“Why? Because of the whole founding families thing? Lexie told me how you’re obsessed with it.”

“Well, that’s part of it, but…” She shakes her head. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

How can she be so condescending? I ball my fists. “What don’t I understand? That you’re a witch? That you and your little witch friends think you’re special and other people don’t matter?”

Crystal’s eyes widen and I can tell she didn’t expect me to know what I know. It takes a moment for her to regroup, her expression switching from surprise to excitement. “How long have you known?”

I shake my head. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is I’m not interested. I have friends—real friends. People who like me for who I am, not for what I am or what I could do for them. So all this contrition is wasted on me. I don’t want to have anything to do with you.”

She takes a few steps toward me, intensity building in her eyes. “How can you say that? Have you ever actually done it? Magic? On purpose, I mean—not just the outbursts you can’t control—like in history class.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. I don’t want to admit I haven’t, but she seems to have surmised as much on her own.

“You don’t like me. I get it. If I’m honest, if I were you, I probably wouldn’t like me either. But we can’t go back and change what’s happened between us. Believe me when I tell you that you owe it to yourself to learn how to control your magic. It’s more amazing than you can imagine.” She takes another step toward me, so she’s barely an arm’s length away. “I know what it’s like when the magic just kind of erupts out of you. It’s scary. But once you actually learn how it works, how to use it, that doesn’t happen anymore. You can control it.”

My insides ache at the idea of being able to control the magic I possess. I spend so much time afraid that if I’m too upset something crazy will happen. What would it be like not to carry that burden? And if I could do some simple spells—like light a candle the way Jodi did—what would the danger of that be? But it’s Crystal. Can I really trust her? Do I want to learn more about my magic if she’s the only avenue? Jodi offered to teach me about herbs and stones and other items that possess magical qualities, but she didn’t seem too keen on me learning to use my magic. Whatever happened to Crystal Taylor all those years ago scared her away. 

Crystal opens the small purse she carries and pulls out what looks like a receipt. She places it between her hands and presses her palms down on it, closing her eyes. Her lips move soundlessly for a moment before she hands the paper to me. I stare at it. The black ink has reordered itself. It doesn’t display the name of the store or the items purchased anymore; instead, a phone number and address are spelled out in neat script. 

When I look back up at Crystal, she is moving toward the door we both exited through. “If you ever want to talk—if you ever want to learn—call me.” She looks at me a moment longer before crossing the rest of the distance to the main door. She opens the door and takes a step through before turning back to me. “You don’t have to be alone.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Jodi goes out with friends after the funeral. She drops me off first, and I change out of the leggings and black skirt into my favorite jeans. I try to get comfortable in the house, but my conversation with Crystal keeps replaying in my head. You can control it. You don’t have to be alone. 

When Jodi talked to me about my magic, she used the word control too, but she meant something different from what Crystal did. Jodi wants me to learn to rein it in, to tamp it down. What Crystal offered me is more appealing. Why would I have this power in me if I’m not supposed to use it? 

The air in the house is thick and oppressive. I need to get out. I find one of Jodi’s jackets in the hall closet and pull it on over my sweater before heading out the door.

My feet crunch through scattered leaves as I walk down the sidewalk. I breathe in deeply and exhale pale clouds of vapor. Someone nearby is burning leaves and I close my eyes as I take in the scent. 

The autumn day is thrumming with energy and I at once feel connected to and separate from it. Jodi said witches can manipulate the energy around them, and for the first time I wonder if it’s possible. Perhaps it’s the conversation with Crystal buzzing around in my mind, but it occurs to me I might be able to tap into the pulsing world of power around me.

Two blocks down, there is a tiny bridge over a small stream. I leave the sidewalk to follow the water. The sound is soothing and the sunlight glistening off the rippling surface is beautiful. I haven’t gone too far when I see a fallen log running parallel to the bank, its bark worked off and the wood smooth; clearly this is a place people frequent.

But no one is here today. The only sounds as I settle on the log are the twittering of birds, the rush of the water, and the skittering of leaves against the ground.

Maybe I don’t need Jodi or Crystal to teach me to use my magic. Now that I know what it is, maybe I can learn to control it myself.

Except I’ve never tried to do magic on purpose. I don’t even know how to begin. Anytime something has happened before, it’s been because I’ve been upset or scared, and I don’t know how to conjure those emotions from nowhere. I could think about my mom again and try to overwhelm my system with sadness, but I quickly disregard the idea: If grief were a trigger for me, then something would have happened earlier with Crystal or yesterday with Owen.

But if I’m trying to control the magic, I also shouldn’t have to rely on being overly emotional. Instead, I close my eyes, focusing on the sound of the stream. Jodi mentioned that witches manipulate elements, like water. Perhaps I can somehow channel the energy from the natural world around me.

I clear my mind, filling my head with the gurgling and flowing of the stream. Water is a powerful force. Given enough time, it can cut through rocks. Given enough force, it can take down buildings. Something that strong should be respected.

A breeze blows by, ruffling through my hair. The scent of burning leaves reaches me even here. I press my palms against the fallen tree below me, against the cool and unresisting wood.

There is magic here. I am magic here.

I meditate on those two sentences, repeating them over and over in my head until they mean everything and nothing at once.

A strong shiver courses through my body, pulling me from my thoughts. My eyes snap open and I’m aware suddenly of how cold I’ve become. I flex my fingers, but they feel wooden, unyielding. My ears burn.

How long have I been sitting here? I inhale deeply but there is no trace of burning leaves in the air. I stand up and look around. Everything is the same as it was when I sat down. I bite the insides of my cheeks, attempting to quell the wave of disappointment rising in me. I have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t know how to control whatever magic I might possess. I can’t stop it and I can’t make it happen. Frustration builds and my stomach muscles clench. Maybe Jodi and Crystal are wrong—maybe I don’t have any kind of special abilities. Maybe I’m just a freak like I’ve always thought. Or maybe Jodi is right and I should just try to forget about it all—crush it when it appears.

But in my gut, I rail against the idea. No, there’s something inside me, something deep and desperate. And I need to know how to use it. How can I go through life without understanding it? There’s a piece of me that needs to be acknowledged and accepted, the same way I’ve been since I’ve moved here to Clearwater.

I can’t ignore it. I need to know more.

And there’s one person who can help me. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

The piece of paper Crystal gave me at the funeral is still at the house, but I don’t need it. The phone number and address are seared into my mind. Even though I don’t know the town well, I have no doubt I’ll be able to find Crystal’s house. It’s like I’m being pulled there by my own desire to understand myself.

It takes half an hour for me to find Crystal’s street. The houses here are nothing like in my neighborhood: Instead of Victorian behemoths, these houses are all newer one-story homes with identical lawns and decorative trees on every curb.

I hesitate as I step onto the porch. She made her offer sound open, but it’s still presumptuous of me to show up here without warning. What if she’s not even home? I don’t think I want to deal with her parents. What do I tell them if they ask why I’m here?

I lift my hand to knock on the door, but pause before making contact with the wood. This was silly. I shouldn’t have come. I turn on my heel and am almost to the stairs when I hear the door open.

“Kristyl?”

I turn to see Crystal Jamison standing in the doorway, a look of confusion on her face. I take in a breath and move a step closer to her. “Krissa.”

She nods. “Of course.” She pushes the door open. “Would you like to come in?”

I press my lips together. The answer is no. The idea of actually being in Crystal’s house doesn’t sound appealing at all. But she might be the only one who can answer my questions. “Thanks.” I step past her and stand in the hallway. I glance into the living room adjacent to where I stand and see no one.

“My parents are out,” Crystal says, correctly interpreting my unspoken question. “We can talk about anything.”

She walks into the living room and I follow her, sitting after she’s taken a seat. “I need to know how to use it. You said you’d help me learn.”

Crystal’s face lights up and she covers my hand with hers. “I’m so glad. At the funeral, I was sure you weren’t going to be able to get past how I treated you.”

“I’m not sure I have. But… Jodi doesn’t want me to learn to use magic.” My stomach twists; I feel like I’m betraying my aunt by admitting it. “She wants me to control it, that’s it. But I don’t think that’s enough.”

She nods. “You’re right. It’s not enough. Not when there’s so much we can do. When you learn how to use it, the crazy, unexpected things stop happening, and the things you can do are… well… limitless.”

A thrill courses through me at her words. Limitless. The idea is intoxicating. “Did you ever still have the unexpected things happen? Like me?”

“What, like making an entire school building shake?” She smiles. “No, never like that. But I think I understood it earlier than you. See, I’ve been doing magic since—”

“Before ninth grade.” I remember what Lexie told me about Crystal becoming obsessed with her aunt the summer before high school began.

She doesn’t seem surprised that I know this. “That’s right. I mean, when I look back, yeah, there were a couple little things that happened before I started learning to control the magic—you know, like a light flickering or something falling off a table. Things that never really registered as weird, but that probably were magic, now that I think about them. But those things always happened when I was frustrated.” She bites her lower lip. “That’s why Bridget and I were messing with you that day in history. You know, the wind in your hair, the pencil falling off the desk. I figured if we could get you frustrated enough, something might happen.” She rubs at the back of her neck. “I didn’t expect the whole shaking building thing.”

“So you knew then? That’s why you started talking to me about earthquakes and all that? Why not just come out and say something?”

“I still wasn’t sure. The earthquake thing threw me, for real. I was waiting for you to admit it.” She shrugs. “I guess I can’t blame you for not confiding in me, though.”

I release a breathy laugh. “How did you figure it out for sure?”

She clasps the crystal pendant around her neck. “The day you found this. This pendant—this shard of crystal comes from a much larger crystal, a very old piece. This bit has power in it, but it’s nothing compared to the power in the whole crystal. When you touched this, it could sense who you are—what you are. Didn’t you feel it?”

“I did feel something when I touched it.” An image of the green eyes flashes through my mind again. I wonder if Crystal knows about them. I open my mouth to ask, but she’s talking again.

“When I got the necklace back, I could feel what it sensed in you.”

“So, that’s how you can tell if someone’s a witch? Make them touch your necklace?”

Crystal smiles. “That’s one way. When I first started learning about all of this, I started checking into descendants of founding family members. I found out that some of them have magic. But some of them don’t.”

“Like Lexie?”

She shifts uncomfortably. “I’ve never seen any evidence that Lexie’s special.”

I snort. It’s clear she doesn’t know her cousin at all if that’s her impression of Lexie. 

A spasm crosses her face, but it’s gone in an instant. “I have found others, though. At first it was just me and Bridget. Now every time we add someone to the circle, we all get stronger.”

“Who else is in your circle?”

“Take a guess.”

I shrug. “No idea.”

She smiles and motions to my ankle. My fingers touch the anklet Jodi gave me and I take in a breath. “Fox?”

“Yeah. Why else would girls fall all over him wherever he goes? Haven’t you noticed he’s not nearly so alluring since you’ve been wearing that?”

I think back to the dance, how I felt like myself around him for the first time since we met. “Wait—are you saying—?”

“That it’s a spell that makes all the ladies go crazy for him? Absolutely. So, yeah, Fox and his older brother Griffin are both witches, too. Do you know Zane Ross?”

“Barely. Owen thinks he’s trouble, just like Tucker Ingram.”

The corner of Crystal’s mouth quirks upward. “Oh, he is.”

A jolt of energy courses through my mind and I can sense some of the meaning behind Crystal’s smile. I shake my head to clear it of the image of Crystal and Zane together. 

“But that’s all I’ve found—just the five of us. We’re a small circle, and we’re pretty close. I mean, Zane’s a bit of a bad boy and Griffin’s kind of a dick, but when push comes to shove, I trust them both.”

“Do they know about me?”

“They know I suspect. But I haven’t told any of them that I know for sure. Not even Bridget.”

I’m struck by the kindness of this simple gesture. There’s nothing to stop her from telling these friends of hers—this circle. But she’s done me a courtesy by keeping the information to herself. “Thank you.”

“I told you, I want to make up for the way I treated you before. I want to prove to you that we can be friends. That I can help you.” She closes her eyes and takes in a breath. For a second, I wonder what she’s doing. Then, the lamp on the end table beside her begins to hover. It raises several inches in the air before settling itself back in its original spot. She opens her eyes and smiles at me. “I can teach you how to use your magic.”

An ache builds in my chest. I want that, more than I can express. I’m ready to embrace who I am—all of it. “Let’s do it.”

“Okay. Give me a sec.” She stands and leaves the room. Her footsteps move down the hall. In less than a minute she returns, holding a white pillar candle. She sets it on the table as she sits on the couch beside me. “We’ll start small. We’re going to light that candle.” 

She holds her hands out to me, palms up, and I place my hands in them. “That’s small? Lighting a fire?” My mind returns to the other day when Jodi did that same thing. It seemed impossible when she did it. “Shouldn’t we start with something… easier?”

Crystal smiles. “It’s a really basic spell, don’t worry.” She closes her eyes and takes in a deep breath. “Just relax.”

Taking a breath, I close my eyes, focusing on her hands against mine.

“Okay, now, just breathe in slowly and then breathe out slowly—just a few times to quiet your mind.”

I do what she suggests, but my mind is far from quiet. Anticipation courses through my body, causing my heartbeat to speed up. A grandfather clock is ticking, wind is whining against her house. A warmth spreads through my hands and up my arms, taking me by surprise. I open my eyes, but Crystal’s face is just as it was last time I looked. I close my eyes again.

“Everything has energy. The herbs your aunt grows—they’re all full of potential. Some can be used for good, some for bad. They have energy in them that can be unleashed by someone who knows what they’re doing. It’s the same for everything else in the world. Everything’s got energy, power, that can be used. Feel the energy. It’s all around us—in the wind outside, the air in this room, in the ground under this house and the water in the river at the center of town. Breathe in and take in some of that energy.”

I take a breath, managing to calm myself. I try to remember the sense of peace that overtook me by the river. It was easier to feel the energy there, in nature, but when I focus, I’m able to connect with the things around me here too.

“Now,” Crystal says, her voice quiet. “Think about a flame. Think about the way it bursts to life when you strike a match. Then think about that candle, and match the idea of a flame to the wick of that candle. Got it?”

My eyes still closed, I try to follow Crystal’s directions. “I think so.”

“Okay. When you’re ready, imagine the wick of that candle igniting into flame and say fire.”

A thrill of dread courses through me. That can’t be it—it can’t be that easy. I can’t be ready to make fire appear, not yet. But Crystal’s hands continue to grip mine firmly and I know I need to try. How will I know whether or not I can do it if I don’t at least attempt it? I conjure the images in my mind and murmur, “Fire.”

Heat builds in my abdomen, making me gasp. My eyes fly open and I look at the candle, but nothing has happened to it. Still, the heat in my core increases and I panic. Standing, I release Crystal’s hands. Her blue eyes snap open and she stares at me, open-mouthed. “What’s wrong?”

Before I can respond, the pressure inside me erupts and the candle’s wick ignites. The flame shoots up at least a foot in the air and I scream, backing away.

“Fire out,” Crystal says, her voice high but firm, and the flame disappears, leaving the faintest trail of smoke behind.

I release a shaky breath. My fingers tremble as I bring them to my mouth. “Oh, my… That was…”

“Incredible,” Crystal whispers. “I’ve never felt power like that before. Do you know how many times I had to try before that spell worked? And don’t get me started on Bridget. Even now, she’s hit or miss with that one. But you… Krissa, you have no idea what kind of power you have.”

“I don’t want to know,” I say, shaking my head. “That felt… dangerous. Crystal, if I can shake a whole school building when I don’t know what I’m doing, what will I be capable of when I do know? It’s too much… Maybe Jodi was right. I need to learn to control it, not how to use it.”

“Are you crazy?” Crystal stands, crossing the room to me. “How can you say that? If there’s that much magic inside you, do you really think you can just ignore it? You owe it to yourself to explore your potential. The circle—”

“That’s really what this is about, isn’t it?” I ask, realization dawning on me. How could I have been so foolish as to believe she wants to help me for my sake? “Your circle. You don’t want to help me manage my magic, you want to increase the magic of your circle.”

She shakes her head. “No. No, I want to help you.”

“And you’re telling me my magic has no bearing on you or Bridget or Fox or any of them?”

Her eyes flicker off my face. It’s all the answer I need. I push past her and head for the front door. “I can’t believe I thought I could trust you.”

Crystal calls my name but I ignore her. Before I know what’s happening, I’m on the street, running. I don’t even know where I’m going. I just want to put as much space between me and Crystal as possible. The magic that surged in me was powerful and frightening. She said she’d never felt anything like it, which means no one in her circle has as much magic in them. What would happen if the rest of them could tap into the same power as me? How much stronger could Fox make an attraction spell if he had more magic? What other kinds of spells might he or the others attempt?

No, Jodi had the right idea all along. Magic is dangerous. It needs to be controlled.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

At school the next day, Crystal has the sense to give me my space and not approach me about what happened at her house. During lunch, I try to lose myself in conversation at the table, but it’s hard to engage in my friends’ light-hearted banter when I feel so burdened by the knowledge of my magic. It’s like now that I’ve used it once, it wants me to use it again and again. I feel the incessant tug of it on my consciousness.

Halfway through lunch, Owen moves to the spot next to me, opposite Lexie. “Hey, you okay today?”

I force a smile. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

The look on his face tells me he’s not convinced. Under the table, he taps my leg with his hand. When I don’t respond, he taps it again, more insistently. Biting my lower lip, I slip my arm under the table and slide my hand into his.

Electricity jolts through me as our palms touch. I feel it flow through my arm and into the center of my body. To all the world, we could just look like a couple holding hands. Except we’re not a couple. And we’re not just holding hands.

The best way to describe it is an echo. In my mind I sense the reverberations of Owen’s thoughts, but nothing is distinct enough for me to understand. I focus on the sensation until an idea thrusts itself into my awareness. Is this because of Mrs. Cole? Is it because of your mom?

It’s not Owen’s voice in my head, it’s my own. I’m reminded of when Mrs. Ortiz gives sentences in Spanish for us to translate: I can hear what she’s saying in Spanish, but I translate the concepts in my head. Only now, my mind is translating Owen’s feelings.

I’m not sure how to respond to his question. The answer, of course, is no—I’m not thinking about death today; I’m thinking about magic. I could tell him; he already knows my secret. But how will he react if he knows I went to Crystal? Will he tell Jodi I tried to use my magic instead of following her directions to control it? And if he doesn’t tell Jodi, do I want to saddle him with another secret, force him to lie to my aunt?

Guilt swells in me as I release his hand. “Yes,” I lie.

Concern creases his eyes and he slides his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. Across the table, West raises an eyebrow at us, but I don’t care. I allow Owen to hold me close, wishing my biggest problem was grief.

When the bell rings, Owen walks me to fourth hour, keeping his arm around me as we navigate the halls. When he pulls me in for a hug outside my math class, he holds me longer than usual, like the acceptable time frame for a platonic hug means nothing after he held me for so long while I cried. “If you need to get out of here, say the word. We can cut class and I’ll take you home.”

I laugh. “Thanks for the offer. I’ll be okay.”

Bria waggles her eyebrows at me when I walk into the classroom. My cheeks burn as I take my seat beside her. “If you have something to say, say it.”

She shakes her head. “I’m not saying anything.”

Fox and Zane walk in just before the late bell and Mrs. Hill looks at them disapprovingly. The two are generally the last to arrive to class, and for the first time, I wonder why. Are they practicing magic between classes? Or, more likely, reaping the benefits of the attraction spell Fox uses to make the girls all fawn over him. Every time I think about that, it makes me angrier.

I try to pay attention as Mrs. Hill goes over the problems from last night’s homework, but even in the most ideal circumstances, my attention has a tendency to wane during math. Therefore, when the class breaks into motion about halfway through the hour, I’m taken by surprise.

Fox scoots a desk up beside mine. “Be my partner?”

I turn to Bria, who would be my first choice for a partner, but Zane has already turned the desk in front of hers so they face each other. When I hold my hands out to her, she shrugs, motioning with her eyes to Zane. I sigh when I interpret her look: He’s cute and she doesn’t want to pass up an opportunity to work with him.

Reluctantly, I turn back to Fox. “Cast a spell on her too?”

“No. Crystal felt bad that things went sideways with you yesterday. She thought it might help for me to talk to you.”

I bristle. “She told me she didn’t tell anyone about me.”

“She didn’t. At least, she didn’t tell me about you until after you left her house. She’s worried about you and she figured you wouldn’t want to talk to her again.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “That doesn’t make it okay. She doesn’t have the right to go around telling people.”

“Oh, come on. Clearly she told you about my little secret. Now I know yours. Tit for tat.” His eyes flicker downward and he flashes a grin. “So to speak.”

I roll my eyes. “No wonder you need magic to get girls to talk to you.”

“Hey now, be nice.” All humor leaves his face and his eyes soften. “Seriously, I just want to help you.”

“Yeah, right. You want to help yourself. Crystal admitted as much yesterday. She said every time you guys add someone to the circle, all of you get more magic. That’s really all you want from me, isn’t it?”

“No,” he says, his voice firm. “I mean, not that more magic doesn’t sound good to me. But it’s not what you’re thinking—not really. Adding more people to the circle just adds more power to the spells we cast together.” He leans forward, lowering his voice. “I want to help you because I already have magic, and I know how awesome it can be. I want you to experience that too.”

I shake my head. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s not just some cool trick. It can be dangerous.”

Fox waves away my concern. “You tried your first spell and you got scared. So what? Do you give up on everything that makes you a little uncomfortable?”

“I’m talking to you, aren’t I?”

He grins, leaning closer to me. “I make you uncomfortable?”

My instinct is to shrink backwards, away from him, but I fight it. It’s what he wants me to do. Instead, I press my fingers against the lump under his shirt. “It might have something to do with that rose quartz you wear around your neck.”

His eyes narrow at me in confusion. “That’s not the first time you’ve mentioned rose quartz. How do you know that?”

The simple answer is that I saw it, but I can’t tell him that—can’t tell him I once visualized his bare chest. I attempt to arrange my face into a nonchalant expression. “It’s an attraction charm, isn’t it?” The words bubble to my lips like they’ve been on my mind all along. I inhale his scent—the spice along with the slightest sweet floral note. I smile. “And a sprig of lavender in your right front pocket. Also used for attracting romantic attention.”

He studies my face. “How are you doing that? Is it a spell?” 

It’s not a spell—at least I don’t think it is. I’m pretty sure this knowledge comes from my psychic side—but I’m not going to tell him that.

Fox leans in closer. “Magic comes naturally to you, whether you want to admit it or not. It’s part of who you are. Why deny it?”

I consider his words. What happened yesterday was scary, to be sure, but he has a point. “I want to be able to control it.”

The corner of his mouth tugs upward. “Well, as with anything, it takes practice. You can’t learn to control it without learning how to use it. It’s as simple as that.”

The bell sounds and the classroom erupts as students start grabbing their backpacks and heading out of the room. I stand but Fox blocks my way. “Look, just give us a try. The circle—we’ve all been where you are now. You can learn from us. And I bet there are a few things we could learn from you.”

I try to edge my way around him, but he anticipates each move. I sigh. “Okay,” I say, looking up into his stormy eyes. “Okay. I’ll try.”

He smiles. “Good. We’re meeting tonight at my house. Give me your phone—I’ll text you the address.”

I hesitate. I don’t want to give him my phone, but I do. He taps the touch screen a few times before pulling his own phone from his pocket. He hands mine back to me and allows me by. I don’t waste any time heading out of the room. Before I make it to the hall, I hear his voice behind me.

“Seven o’clock.”

I turn and nod. “Seven o’clock.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

If Jodi is suspicious when I ask for the car keys after dinner, she keeps it to herself. Or at least she tries. She thinks I’m going out with Owen. I don’t correct her: I doubt she would react positively to my hanging out with Crystal and Fox and learning how to use magic.

Fox’s house is just a few blocks from Crystal’s and its year of origin seems to fall somewhere between Jodi’s house and Crystal’s: Its construction is stout and solid, made of heavy red brick. Leaves from the tall tree by the road litter the front yard and the only hint at landscaping is a rather bedraggled garden gnome leaning against the small front porch. 

I park, but my hands remain firmly on the steering wheel. Going into the house would be so simple, but a fear lurks inside me: What if walking in signifies more than I mean it to? Crystal said I wouldn’t have to be alone, and Fox said the circle and I could learn from each other. I don’t want to step in to something I can’t step out of.

A thump sounds on the roof of the car and I jump, a squeal escaping from my lips. Outside my window stands a guy wearing a soft leather jacket over a gray tee-shirt. His form is slender and his face is hollow and angular. His brown hair is just long enough to fall into his eyes.

“You the girl Fox said was coming?” he calls through the glass.

I nod and he steps back from the door. I turn off the engine and climb out of the car, the guy’s eyes on me the entire time. After I slam the door behind me, he jerks his head toward the house and starts for it. I follow. It’s too late to turn back now.

I feel like I should introduce myself, but he doesn’t seem interested in knowing my name. When he gets to the front door, he opens it and walks right in. I hesitate at the threshold but cross it quickly when he glances back.

Fox emerges from a door down the hall and smiles. The guy who led me in heads off through the dining room and into the kitchen without a word. Fox raises his chin after the guy when he passes out of sight. “I see you met Griffin.”

I shrug. “I wouldn’t exactly say we’ve met.”

He nods. “Yeah, that’s Griffin for you. Not very chatty.” We’re standing in the living room; the curtains are drawn and only the hall light is on, so the room is mostly in shadows. What I can make out is covered in shirts and pants in varying states of cleanliness. There is mail stacked up on the dining room table, along with plastic shopping bags and old takeout containers. Game system controllers litter the area directly in front of the television. He sweeps his hand around. “So, what do you think?”

I bite my lower lip. He doesn’t sound like he wants my honest opinion.

He senses my inner struggle and grins. “I know—kind of a bachelor pad. But with just me and Griff here most of the time, that’s what happens. It could use a woman’s touch. Care to volunteer?”

I cross my arms over my chest. “So, are the others here or what?”

A rough chorus of laughter from the basement answers my question. I head in the direction Griffin went and Fox follows me.

The basement is dim, even though a bank of fluorescent lights flickers ominously near the center of the room. The walls are covered in faux wood paneling and most of the space is consumed by two couches and three recliners in varying states of disrepair. Crystal sits on the couch directly opposite the stairs, talking with Zane Ross. Griffin stands off to the side, looking less than politely disinterested as Bridget chats away. When her eyes land on me, she approaches me and links her arm through mine like we’re the best of friends, like we’ve done this every day for our whole lives. She smiles brightly and steers me toward the unoccupied couch.

Fox settles beside me, a smile stretched across his lips. “Welcome to the club.”

I shift closer to Bridget. Not that I care to be any closer to her, I just want to put as much space between me and Fox as possible. I still wear the charm Jodi gave me, and so far I’ve felt like myself around Fox, but I don’t want to test its limits.

When I’m seated, Crystal ends her conversation with Zane and turns so she can address the room. But her eyes fix on me. “Krissa, I’m glad you decided to come.”

I nod, not sure how to respond. 

Zane leans toward me. “Crystal says you guys tapped into some serious magic the other day.” His eyes are wide, full of admiration. “You think you could show us how you do that?”

I press back into the couch cushions. “I don’t…” My eyes travel from Zane to Crystal. “I thought you guys were going to help me.”

From his spot against the wall, Griffin snorts. “No fair not sharing.”

I shake my head. “It’s not that I don’t want to share, it’s just—I don’t know how to do anything yet. Crystal said you guys could help me control it. Fox said you would help.”

A broad grin crosses Griffin’s face. “Fox says a lot of things to pretty girls.”

Beside me, Bridget sniffs audibly.

“We will help you,” Crystal says. “That’s the thing about the circle. We all help each other. And I’m sure Krissa will show us how she can tap into such strong magic, but she needs to understand how to use it first.” Her hands go to the back of her neck and she unclasps the necklace from which her crystal pendant dangles. “How much has your aunt told you about crystals?”

I shrug. “A little. She says they’re for harnessing and channeling energy.”

Crystal nods. “Different crystals have different properties. And some are stronger than others. This necklace is made out of a very old, very powerful crystal.”

Griffin affects a loud snore. “Boring,” he sing-songs. “How many times are you gonna tell this story?”

“Krissa hasn’t heard it,” Bridget sneers, and a flash asserts itself in my consciousness. Bridget is desperate for attention from Griffin. She tries all the techniques that usually make guys interested: touching his arm when they talk to each other, laughing at his jokes, wearing her tight, low-cut tops pulled even tighter and lower than usual. But Griffin shows no interest in her. I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my fingers over them briefly as Crystal continues.

“Clearwater has a long history full of magic, dating back to the founding families. But for some reason, several generations ago, the magic seems to have just disappeared. I’ve tried to figure out why, but I can’t find anything that explains it. Anyway, this crystal has been in my family for generations. It was entrusted to the Taylor line to protect because it’s so full of power. My grandpa was responsible for it, and once he died, my aunt Crystal took it upon herself to look after it. And once she took possession of it, the most amazing thing happened: Magic started returning to Clearwater. There was something special about Crystal Taylor, and once she got her hands on the crystal, she started being able to use magic. And so did some other people.”

I nod. I had learned as much already from Jodi.

“Now, magic in its natural state can be wild—that’s the thing about magic that scares you, I think. But if a circle anchors its magic to a crystal, it serves as a kind of tether that keeps the members connected to nature. Having that kind of connection can keep unintended things from happening.” She gives me a meaningful look.

I glance from face to face around the circle. “How do you know this?”

Crystal smiles. “I found my aunt’s book of shadows. It’s full of all kinds of information about magic—some spells, some thoughts, some history and understanding. She was trying to convince her circle to anchor itself to the crystal before she died. In her book of shadows, she explains how the anchoring spell would make the magic more accessible and it would amplify the circle’s natural abilities.”

“That’d be nice,” Zane says, interlacing his fingers behind his head and leaning back into the arm of the couch.

“Then why don’t you do it?” I ask.

“Well, we need to find it first.” Crystal holds the pendant again. “This is the only piece I’ve found from the crystal. I’ve gone through boxes at my grandma’s condo and through all my mom’s stuff from when she was growing up. I even asked Lexie’s dad about it. But no one’s seen the crystal in years.”

I press my lips together, trying to understand what she’s telling me. “So, if you can’t find that crystal, why not just use another?”

Griffin throws up his hands. “Thank you. Finally, someone with a bit of sense.”

Crystal casts him a withering look before turning back to me. “It’s not that easy. Like I said—some crystals are better than others for certain tasks. And some crystals are more powerful than others. This one’s particularly powerful. It was used by generations of witches before the magic went dormant. It needs to be a special kind of crystal for the anchoring spell to even work.”

“So, you’re telling me that in order for my magic to be less… wild, or whatever… we’ve got to find this crystal so we can all anchor ourselves to it?”

She nods.

“And the crystal is powerful, it amplifies abilities?”

Crystal nods again, smiling slightly. “Yeah, that’s right.”

I bite my lower lip. “Well, what if we anchor ourselves and it just makes things worse?”

“Worse how?” Fox asks. “Giving us more power? I don’t see a downside.”

I shake my head. He doesn’t understand. None of them do. Have they never had something get out of hand, out of control?

“It takes effort and concentration to connect with the magic,” Bridget says, her voice softer than usual. I wonder if this is her natural tenor, if the voice she uses in public is a show. “It’s hard for it to go out of control. It’s hard to control it to begin with.”

Griffin crosses his arms over his chest. “That’s why I’m willing to do this anchoring thing to begin with. If this spell will make the magic easier to use, I’m all for it.”

Crystal turns to me. “You see, we’re not all like you. From what I could tell yesterday, you seem to have a stronger connection to your magic than the rest of us. It takes a lot more effort for the rest of us to do magic at all. The energy is difficult to tap into. Anchoring ourselves to the stone will link us directly to a source of energy.” She smiles. “Then we’ll be more like you.”

I shake my head. How can they not see the danger in this? “If you’re used to the energy being hard to access, how do you know what’ll happen after you’re anchored? If the magic is easier to access, there’s a bigger chance something could go wrong.”

“What, like you’re suddenly an expert?” Griffin asks.

I bite my lip again. Of course I’m not an expert. I consider telling them about some of the incidents that have happened, things I’m only now coming to understand were due to a buildup of magic in my system, the inability to channel it correctly.

What happens when there are six witches without the ability to control their magic? I don’t want to know.

“I think it’s a bad idea. I may not know as much as you guys do about how to use magic, but I know more than you do about what happens when there’s too much of it. You guys remember the earthquake at school a couple weeks ago?” One glance in Crystal’s direction tells me she hasn’t confirmed it was my doing. “If one witch can do that, what could all of us do if the magic is easier to access?”

Zane stares at me open-mouthed before looking at Crystal. “You said you didn’t know whether she did it or not.”

I can’t help feeling a surge of pride at the awe in his voice. “Yeah. It was me.”

Griffin leaves his post by the wall and approaches the couches. “I see what you’re trying to do. You’re already tapped into some strong magic and you don’t want to share with the rest of us. You want us to show you how to use yours, but you don’t want us to have any of our own.”

I shake my head. “That’s not it. I want to be able to control mine so I don’t cause any more earthquakes—or worse.”

Griffin sneers at me. “Well, help us find the crystal and anchor our magic and we can all learn to control it together.”

I look from him to Crystal, incredulous. “What, now you’re blackmailing me?”

“Technically, it’s extortion.” The corners of Griffin’s mouth quirk upward in a humorless smile.

I turn to Fox. “To think, I almost bought your act. You were so nice to me today, trying to convince me I need the circle like you guys need me and you’ll help me and we can all be a big, happy family. I should’ve known I couldn’t trust you. As soon as I found out about your attraction spell, I should’ve realized you’re not someone worthy of trust.”

Crystal reaches forward, putting her hand on my knee. “Don’t listen to Griffin. I told you, he’s a dick. But he is right about one thing: We can learn to control our magic together. Even though it’s hard for us to access, the five of us can already cast spells and use magic. There’s no reason to believe having access to more magic means we suddenly won’t have control over it anymore.”

“Do you know that for a fact?” I look from Crystal’s face to Bridget’s, then to Fox’s, Griffin’s, and Zane’s. None of them meet my eyes. They’re just going along with what Crystal tells them. “What happens if we all get access to more magic and we can’t control it?”

Crystal’s eyes hold the slightest hint of condescension. “That won’t happen.”

I snort. “You don’t know that for sure. You’re trying to convince me you’ve got all the answers, but you don’t. You’re figuring this out as you go, just like I am. Sure, you’ve got your aunt’s shadow book or whatever, but that doesn’t mean you know everything.” I stand up, crossing to the stairs. “I can’t help you. It’s too dangerous.”

Crystal shakes her head. “You’re going to be sorry. The day’s gonna come when you need more magic than you have and you won’t be able to do something. And then you’ll wish you could come back to this moment and change your mind.”

I start up the stairs. “I’ll take my chances.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

After school Thursday, Jodi has me stocking dried herbs. The names, scents, and uses are becoming more and more familiar to me, and it’s hard to imagine a time when they were completely unknown. As I arrange the bunches, I wonder what it would be like to select herbs to use for magic. Does a person need herbs to cast certain spells? Or do they work like crystals, directing energy whether magic is involved or not? I want to ask Jodi, but I’m not sure if it’s an out-of-bounds question.

We haven’t discussed magic since the day Jodi first told me and Owen about our abilities. I’ve wanted to, but I don’t think I’ll like what she has to say. Though I’m not on board with Crystal’s circle’s desire to obtain more magic, I’m also reluctant to give mine up before I’ve really had a chance to use it.

I touch the ring under my shirt. Would things be different if my dad were here? Would he want me to disavow my magical side? In some ways, it seems likely; he worked as an engineer when I was younger, and he liked dealing with facts and figures. He didn’t even like movies with elements of fantasy in them and would leave the room if my mom ever put one on. 

Jodi touches my shoulder and I jump. “You scared me,” I say, releasing a shaky laugh.

“I called your name a couple times. You seemed pretty deep in thought.” She reaches for my hand and I look down to see a mangled bunch of rosemary.

“Wow, I’m sorry. I guess my mind was somewhere else.” I hand the herbs to her.

“It’s okay. I can use these in some tea.” She presses her lips together. “Why don’t you take a break? Go for a walk, get a coffee?”

I open my mouth to protest but the look on Jodi’s face indicates it’s not a request. I nod. “That’s a good idea.”

She smiles. “Yeah. And, no rush, but when you’re on your way back, could you bring me a hazelnut mocha?”

I shake my head. “Oh, I see. You really just want me to support your caffeine addiction.”

“Am I really that transparent?”

Jodi shoos me out of the store and I head for the coffee shop, not sure where else to go. I sit down in one of the armchairs with my drink and replay last night’s interaction with the circle. Did I make the right decision in walking away from them? Part of me is convinced I did; the other part is not so sure. Is the idea of anchoring our collective magic really so bad? What if it’s just magic in its natural state that’s wild? The term anchor implies stability. Isn’t that what I want?

The problem is the not knowing. If I agree to join the circle and anchor my magic with theirs and things get out of hand, there’s no going back. Sure, according to Crystal, the circle’s magic is limited now. But if the power inside of me gets amplified by whatever is inside that crystal, who’s to say what will happen?

I want to ask someone if I’ve made the right choice, but the only other witch I know is Jodi, and she might be mad at me for talking to the circle to begin with. Owen is the only other person who knows my secret, but he’s not a witch, he’s a psychic. He might not understand.

For the first time since moving to Clearwater, I feel as alone as I did before my mother died.

I finish my drink and order Jodi’s hazelnut mocha. Millie, the store’s owner and Jodi’s friend, chats with me while I wait. As I walk back to the shop, I remind myself things are different here. I’m not really alone. In all the time since I moved in with her, Jodi hasn’t once given me reason to think she’d be furious about me talking to Crystal and the circle about magic. It’s only natural to be curious. Who knows? Maybe she’ll even be willing to show me some simple spells once she knows how much it means to me.

And if I tell Jodi, I should tell Owen too. I still feel guilty for lying to him the other day. He’s my friend and he deserves my honesty. He’s been nothing but supportive since I moved in, and I shouldn’t reward his kindness with secrecy. He won’t be pleased to know Fox is involved, but if he knows Fox is a witch, I can tell him about the attraction spell—and that I’m now immune to it, thanks to Jodi’s anklet. I can finally give him an explanation for my odd behavior around Fox.

As I push open the door to the shop, I feel much better than when I left. But all those positive feelings leave me when I enter the store: The whole circle is there, browsing different sections. Griffin is checking out the stones and crystals. Bridget is perusing the books about herbalism. Zane is sniffing around the dried herbs. Fox is weighing different candles. Crystal stands at the counter, chatting with Jodi as she pays.

Jodi glances at me when I walk in, offering a quick smile before turning back to Crystal. I approach the register, setting Jodi’s coffee on the counter. “Millie wanted me to remind you to bring her DVD when you guys hang out tomorrow night,” I say to Jodi.

Jodi nods but doesn’t respond to me.

Crystal doesn’t even look at me. Instead, she reaches across the counter and takes Jodi’s hand in both of hers. “Thanks for your help, Miss Barnette,” she says, smiling.

“You’re welcome.” Jodi returns her smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. 

Crystal releases Jodi’s hand and picks up the bag from the counter. When she walks toward the door, the rest of the circle trails after her.

Jodi’s eyes follow them out. When the door closes behind them, she looks at me, shaking her head. “I’m worried about her. I’m worried about all of them.”

I’m surprised by her words. “What do you mean?”

The corner of her mouth quirks upward. “You don’t have to pretend like you don’t know.”

“What? That they’re all witches?”

Jodi nods. “Crystal’s too much like her aunt. And we both know how that turned out for Crystal Taylor.”

“You think she’s going to get herself killed?”

“I think they’re all too young and too foolish to be playing with magic. I mean, come on. Fox and his attraction spell? Does he think he’s being clever? Or subtle?” She crosses her arms over her chest. “I’m glad you’re smart enough not to get caught up with them.”

Part of me bristles. Is she implying that if I were involved with them, I’d be stupid? How can she be so dismissive of their desire to use magic when she dabbled in it when she was our age? “Maybe they wouldn’t be like that if they had someone teaching them. A mentor.”

Jodi sighs. “Krissa—”

I narrow my eyes. “No. What right do you have to judge them? Look at the things you sell. You have everything here a witch could ever want and you’re going to be mad when a couple of them decide to use this stuff for magic?”

Her eyebrows cinch together. “I’m not mad, I just—”

“You just don’t think people should do magic.” I raise my eyebrows, daring her to correct me. “You think it’s okay for people to use magical things but not actually do magic themselves.”

She straightens, squaring her shoulders. “The things I sell here are natural remedies. They don’t have anything to do with magic.”

“They don’t have to. But they can. And you think you have the right to dictate how people use these things.”

“No, I don’t. What are you—” She stops herself, pursing her lips. She presses one hand to her forehead and with the other points toward the break room. “Go get my keys out of my purse.”

I’m so surprised by her abrupt request that I do it without asking any questions. When I emerge from the room, she’s pointing toward the parking lot.

“Go home. I’ll get a ride from Millie.”

“Are you kidding me?” I ask. “I disagree with you and you send me home?”

She sighs. “Yes. We can continue this conversation later, but for now, just go home.” A breathy laugh escapes her lips. “Look, my parenting bag of tricks is less than limited. If you stay here, I’m just gonna get pissy and start yelling. And you don’t deserve that. So, take your moody teenage self home and we can talk about this later, okay?”

“Okay.” I grab my things from the back room and head to the parking lot without another word. I guess I was wrong. I can’t tell Jodi about the circle or about wanting to learn to use my magic. She won’t understand. If I want to learn, I’ll have to do it myself.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

On the way to school on Friday, Jodi tells me I don’t have to come into work today. We still haven’t talked about our fight last night, and we haven’t continued the discussion, so I figure it’s probably for the best if we’re not cooped up in the shop together for hours.

Crystal, Fox, and the other members of the circle continue to give me a wide berth, which doesn’t bother me in the least. I’d much rather have them ignore me than try to talk to me about my decision not to join them.

At lunch, Lexie announces that I have plans for the evening.

“Oh, do I now?” I ask, smiling. “And what, may I ask, are these plans of mine?”

Lexie grins, obviously pleased that I’m playing along. “You know the bookstore downtown?”

I shrug. “I know it exists. I haven’t been in it.”

“Well, once a month, they have a movie night.”

“A movie at a bookstore?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “That sounds a little counterproductive. Don’t they want to make people read books?”

Lexie laughs. “All the movies they show are based on books. And it’s a good time. You’re coming.”

“Just you and me?” I ask, casting a furtive glance in Owen’s direction.

Bria catches me and rolls her eyes, smiling. “You, me, Lexie, West, Felix… Oh, yeah, and Owen.”

“Yeah, so, we’ll pick you up at Jodi’s shop around six,” Owen says.

“Actually, I’m not working tonight.”

“Really?” Lexie asks. “That never happens. I was beginning to think you were in indentured servitude or something.”

I force a smile, not wanting to let on to the reason for my unexpected time off. “Yeah. We should celebrate.”

Bria rubs her hands together. “I never need an excuse to celebrate. What should we do?”

“Let’s make an afternoon of it,” Owen suggests.

“Make an afternoon of what?” Felix asks as he and West approach the table.

“I’ve got the day off work and we’re gonna celebrate,” I say.

West nods appreciatively. “Okay, so, the movie, of course. Maybe we could get pizza beforehand?”

“Yeah, and games at the coffee shop right after school?” Lexie suggests.

Owen grins, bumping my shoulder with his. “Sounds like a plan.”

We spend the rest of lunch debating the merits of different games available at the coffee shop. While Jenga is a strong contender, Felix is rather vocal about Apples to Apples while Bria laments the shop’s distinct lack of Cards Against Humanity.

The rest of the school day flies by and it seems like no time at all has passed when Owen pulls into a parking space in front of the coffee shop. We’re the first ones to arrive and we take care in selecting the perfect table. We’ve already got our drinks by the time the others show up, and although he can sit anywhere, Owen selects the seat right beside mine. He moves close so our arms press together and my mind fills with the echoey sensation it gets when he sends a thought to me.

I’m glad you’ve got the night off.

I smile at him. “Me too.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Why do you always answer out loud?”

The others join us before I can respond, and I’m relieved. All week, Owen has taken every opportunity to practice sending thoughts to me, but I’ve only done it myself a few times. Part of me is afraid that if I send something to his mind, I might end up sending too much. It seems obvious to me that to him, we’re just friends. We share the psychic thing, which gives us a certain level of intimacy, but that doesn’t change the friends designation. If I’m not careful, he might be able to sense how much I wish things could be different—that we could be closer.

Felix wins out and we play Apples to Apples. Owen is particularly good at it and I can’t tell if it’s because he’s such good friends with everyone or because his psychic abilities are stronger than mine. In the end, it doesn’t matter because we’re all having fun.

On the way to the pizzeria, Bria suggests we stop into Jodi’s shop. Once she mentions it, everyone insists it’s a great idea and I don’t want to correct them.

Jodi is crouched by the wall of candles, selecting boxes from understock. Her smile is genuine when she sees us walk in.

“I’m glad to see you’re taking full advantage of your day off,” she says, winking at me. Her eyes flick to Owen before they survey the rest of the group, and heat rises in my cheeks.

“We’re going to the movie at the bookstore,” Lexie announces. “We just thought we’d come say hi first.”

“Hi!” everyone choruses.

Jodi laughs. “Well, I hope you all have fun. Don’t get into too much trouble.”

West shakes his head. “Just a moderate amount,” he assures her. “You won’t have to post bail or anything.”

“We’ll have her home by curfew,” Lexie says, saluting. She nudges me with her elbow. “What’s your curfew?”

I shrug. Jodi’s never given me one.

Bria brings her hands up and taps her fingertips together. “Excellent,” she says in her best evil mastermind voice.

Jodi refolds the box holding the remaining yellow tapers before standing and turning toward us in one fluid motion. But when she reaches her full height, she sways slightly, her hand going to the shelf behind her for support. 

I reach for my aunt. “Are you okay?”

She smiles, pressing her hand to her forehead. “Yeah, just stood up too fast. I’m fine.” She shoos us with her hand. “You guys go have fun.”

The group waves and turns toward the door, but I bite my lower lip. Is it the lighting in this area of the store, or does Jodi look pale?

Before I can comment, Lexie is tugging me toward the front door of the store. 

The pizzeria is buzzing when we arrive and we release a collective groan when we’re told there will be a twenty-minute wait. We find a place to sit and Owen uses the time to practice sharing thoughts with me. He smiles every time I share one with him. I do my best to stick to innocuous things, like pointing out someone’s hairstyle or which pizza toppings are my favorites.

When we’re finally seated, we end up on opposite sides of the table, so we can’t continue our exchanges. To be honest, I’m a bit glad for it: It’s hard concentrating on what things to send and what to keep back. Besides, with him across from me, I get the chance to watch the way his eyes dance when he laughs and how a dimple forms in his left cheek when he smiles. Felix and Lexie keep up a steady stream of conversation at the table and by the time our food comes, I’m laughing so often my face hurts from smiling.

The pizzas are almost gone when Bria checks the time on her phone. “Crap! The movie starts in ten minutes. We still need to get the check.”

“We still need to finish the pizza.” West belches, rubbing his stomach lazily.

“Was that your attempt at making room?” Lexie asks, wrinkling her nose.

Owen smacks West on the back. “Only two pieces left. You got this, man.”

West shakes his head. “Dude, I already ate twice as much as anyone else.”

“I got one,” Felix says as Bria manages to wave down the waitress to ask for the check. He takes a bite of the second-to-last slice and holds up his free hand as if to ask who’s taking the last piece.

The waitress walks away from the table to go get the check and Bria grabs the last piece. “Fine, if no one else’s taking it.”

Felix swallows his bite. “Nice. Gotta respect a girl who can eat.”

Lexie’s mouth twitches but she says nothing. A buzzing shoots through my mind: She’s wishing she’d taken the piece in order to have been the recipient of Felix’s odd compliment. I pat her hand. Bria said Lexie and Felix seem to have been circling each other for quite some time now. I glance at Owen and sigh, knowing how it feels to have unrequited feelings for someone.

By the time Felix and Bria finish their slices, the waitress has returned with our check. Lexie figures out what each of us owes and we all throw in our money.

“Less than five minutes,” Bria announces as we spill onto the street.

“The bookstore’s in the middle of the last block,” Lexie says to me, nodding in the direction she’s indicating. 

As we walk, I fall into step between Lexie and Owen. My skin tingles each time my arm brushes against his.

The bookstore is about twice the size of Jodi’s shop—a square instead of a rectangle. Shiny covers greet us on the new release rack at the front of the store, but the rest of the shelves seem to contain a strange mash-up of new and used books.

In the back of the store, a few dozen mismatched chairs and couches face a wall onto which a white sheet is tacked. A table is stacked with a popcorn popper and a box full of candy bars and pop cans. There are already a few people sitting in the front, chatting animatedly with each other.

“So, what movie are they showing?” I ask.

Owen shrugs. “Planet of the Apes, I think. But I don’t know whether it’s the new one or the old one. Not that it really matters, anyway. It’s more about the company.”

He smiles down at me and I feel a warmth spreading in my belly.

“I’m gonna get some popcorn,” he says, starting toward the line at the back of the seating area.

I groan. “Seriously? How can you even think of more food right now?”

Lexie links her arm through mine. “Let’s go grab seats.”

I hesitate for the briefest of moments before heading toward a set of couches. Bria leans across Lexie. “Don’t worry. You can save a seat for Owen.”

I press my lips together in a tight line and Lexie giggles. Am I really so obvious?

The opening credits are rolling when Owen, West, and Felix join us on the two couches we’ve claimed. West sits on my left and Owen on my right, while Felix settles between Lexie and Bria.

It’s the old version of Planet of the Apes, and after I get over the initial cheesiness of it, I actually start to enjoy it. But, as Owen noted, it’s not the movie itself but the company that’s the most entertaining. While the group is far more restrained than they were when we did movie night at West’s house, we’re far from quiet. West can only seem to go about ninety seconds between whispered outbursts in my ear which make me laugh so hard that half the time, Owen forces me to repeat what he said. At first I feel self-conscious until I realize that the two dozen or so other people who are seated around us are likewise engaged in quiet conversation.

During an uncharacteristic quiet stretch from West, I take a moment to scan the room for familiar faces. I half expect to see Fox seated somewhere surrounded by a harem of adoring girls, but the only face I recognize in the room is Tucker Ingram’s. He sits toward the back with a small knot of people, one of whom is a particularly giggly girl. Tucker tips something from a small silver container into his Coke can, but before I can think much about it, West is tugging at my arm to make another comment about the movie.

About halfway through, I find myself reaching for Owen’s bag of popcorn. He catches my eye and mouths told you. I shrug, unapologetic. Clearly he expected me to sneak some at some point, since he bought the largest size available.

The popcorn slowly disappears as the movie plays on. Toward the end, my fingers brush up against Owen’s hand as I reach into the bag. A thrill courses through me, accompanied by a flash inside my head. This isn’t like the thoughts he deliberately sends to me. Instead of the echo, I see a distinct picture. I know immediately that I’m seeing something he doesn’t mean for me to see. Owen is thinking of the night at the dance, when we were dancing together. I pull my hand back quickly on instinct. 

I bite my lower lip, embarrassed to have been spying, and sneak a glance at him out the corner of my eye. He offers the briefest of shrugs and an unabashed smile and my cheeks flush with pleasure. He rests his hand in the valley between our legs and my heart flutters. It’s an invitation. I slip my arm across my denim-clad leg and rest the back of my hand against the back of his. I call to mind my own recollection of our dance and imagine it flowing out of my head, down my arm, and into his hand. I pick up my memory where his left off: We danced, yes, but then he touched the side of my face and leaned forward. But memory and fantasy are so connected that before I can stop it, I’ve sent the image I’ve imagined a hundred times since that night: Owen doesn’t stop, no one interrupts us, and his lips press gently against mine.

The overhead lights flicker on and I’m surprised to see the end credits rolling. Owen pulls his arm from mine and a wave of regret washes over me. When I glance at his face, his expression is unreadable. This is exactly what I was afraid would happen: I shared too much. I’ve made things awkward between us.

“Okay, I’m going to the bathroom,” Lexie announces, standing. She looks from me to Bria, a tacit invitation to join her.

“I’ll wait outside,” I say, and Lexie raises an eyebrow as she and Bria head toward the restrooms. Without waiting for the guys, I head to the front door and out onto the sidewalk. The night air has developed a gentle wind and I rub my upper arms with my hands, attempting to generate some heat. I consider my options. I can wait for Owen; no matter how uncomfortable it would be, I can’t see him refusing to give me a ride home. But do I really want to endure the unpleasant silence? I could walk down to Jodi’s shop, but she’s probably already gone home. Since Owen was my ride into town, she probably assumes he’ll be my ride home. Until about five minutes ago, I assumed the same. But now I’m not so sure it would be a good idea. I made a mistake and shared my feelings for him, and now I’m afraid I’ve ruined everything.

I lean against the exterior wall of the bookstore, focusing on the rough brick where it juts out against my back in an attempt to distract myself from whatever—possibly painful—exchange I’m sure to have with Owen when he emerges. 

Several people exit the store. I’m not facing them, but I can tell it’s a big group by the number of voices cutting through the night air. I don’t recognize them specifically, but I’m sure they go to school with me. They pass by, heading in the direction of the coffee house.

“Hey, Krissa.”

When I turn to him, Tucker’s eyes are intense, both brighter and darker than usual. He presses the palm of his hand into the brick wall over my shoulder and leans in toward me.

I shrink back as far as I can, my eyes darting toward the group he split off from. No one seems to notice Tucker’s absence. They’re shouting and laughing as they walk away, and even if I call out, they probably won’t hear me.

“Aren’t you gonna say hi?” His breath is sweet and there’s a tinge of something I don’t recognize. A smile stretches across his mouth. “I thought you were a nice girl. Won’t you even say hello?”

I dig my nails into the palms of my hands. “Hello,” I murmur, not meeting his eyes. 

“That’s better.” He shifts, his body easing closer to mine. “So, I saw you in there. Getting pretty cozy with Owen, huh?”

My back is flat against the wall behind me and the coldness of the bricks cuts through my sweater. “He’ll be out here soon. With Lexie and West and Felix.”

“We’re just talking.”

He wheezes out a little laugh and the scent I couldn’t name before suddenly clarifies itself: alcohol. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me sooner: He was pouring alcohol from a flask into his pop can. Tucker’s body is so close to mine I can feel the heat radiating off him, but if I’m quick, I might be able to duck around him, get out from between him and the wall. I take in a breath and dart sideways, but Tucker is fast, grabbing me around the middle and pulling my back snugly against his front.

“Come on, Krissa, don’t be like that. You’re friendly enough with Owen. I just wanna have a conversation.”

I struggle against his arms, but it’s no use; his grip is too strong. My heart kicks into overdrive and I feel heat building in my stomach like it has a million times before, just before something bad happened. For the first time, I don’t want to push it down. I understand it. Closing my eyes, I focus my attention on the sensation, on the energy, and like the flame I ignited at Crystal’s house or the thoughts I shared with Owen earlier, I imagine exactly what I want this power to do.

The heat within me builds to critical mass. And for once, I’m not afraid.

A hoarse cry escapes my lips as the energy leaves my body. I feel it go, and I sense its direction: behind me. At Tucker.

Tucker’s grip on my abdomen loosens and he stumbles backward, a surprised cry emanating from his mouth. I turn and he’s on the ground, nearly flat on his back, his eyes wide. A shaft of light appears, stretching across his supine form, and I know Owen has exited the store before I look up to see him standing there. I can feel him.

The fear that filled me only moments ago is nothing compared to the anger radiating off Owen as he approaches us. His eyes are glued on Tucker as he moves so he is standing in front of me, between the two of us.

“What happened?”

“Crazy bitch! We were just talking and she attacked me!” Tucker scrambles to his feet, pointing an accusatory finger in my direction.

“He’s drunk, Owen. He had me pinned against the wall and when I tried to get away, he grabbed me.”

Tucker snorts. “She wishes. Owen, you better keep that girl in line, or next time I might not be so nice to her. It won’t be so easy to get the drop on me a second time.”

Owen lunges at Tucker so fast, Tucker doesn’t even open his mouth in surprise. He releases a yelp of pain when his head collides with the brick wall of the bookstore, just inches from where I was positioned moments before. “There won’t be a next time,” Owen says, his voice low and dangerous. “You will not talk to her, you will not look at her, you will not think about her, because if you do, I’ll know about it. Is that understood?”

Tucker attempts to peel himself from the wall, but Owen slams him backward again, his forearm against Tucker’s throat to hold him in place. Tucker sputters, his fingers digging at the wall behind him.

“Is it understood?”

The door opens again and Lexie, Bria, West, and Felix spill out just as Tucker murmurs, “Yeah, man. Yeah.” The four of them freeze, mouths open, as Owen releases Tucker and shoves him roughly down the sidewalk.

No one speaks for several seconds. Finally, Owen breaks the silence. “Krissa, come on. Let me get you home.”

A few minutes earlier I was sure I’d have to bum a ride home from Lexie, but so much has changed in the last couple minutes. I walk beside Owen toward his parking spot. He stays in lockstep with me, but he’s careful not to let his arm bump mine as we walk. The scene with Tucker replays itself over and over in my mind. The sound of Owen’s voice, the force he used when he knocked Tucker into the wall. I know Tucker isn’t one of his favorite people, but I never would have pictured Owen capable of such violence toward anyone. I don’t know what to think about it.

We don’t speak during the drive and I’m thankful Jodi’s house is only a few minutes away. In all my experience with him, Owen has been kind and playful. Never in a million years would I have imagined he was capable of the violence I witnessed tonight. 

Owen pulls into the driveway and puts his car in park. I place my hand on the door but make no move to open it. I keep my eyes fixed on the glove compartment.

“You’re upset,” Owen murmurs.

I sneak a glance at him, but he’s staring at his white-knuckled hands gripping the steering wheel. “A little.”

“But not because of what Tucker did.”

Guilt swoops in my stomach. Is that true? In the moment, I was so terrified of what Tucker might do to me, but after the sound of Owen’s voice, the look in his eyes, I’m not sure how to feel. “I’ve never seen you like that.”

He shakes his head, running both hands through his hair before turning to face me. “I’m not usually like that. Whatever happened tonight, that’s not usually me. But when I walked out and saw what was happening... I could see what was on his mind.” He closes his eyes. “I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to kill him.”

I shiver. “You can’t mean that.”

When he opens his eyes, they are filled with a pain I can’t identify. His mouth twitches. “The idea of him hurting you. Krissa, I couldn’t handle that. I... I care about you too much.”

A prickling sensation gathers in the corners of my eyes. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He reaches forward, caressing my cheek with his fingers. “I’m sorry this night went so crazy. It was going so well until...”

I manage a smile. “It was?”

One corner of his mouth quirks up. “It was so cool to be able to share those thoughts with you. I’m glad... I’m glad you’re like me. You can understand me.”

I press my lips together. Of course. That’s why he cares about me: We’re both the same kind of freak. I can understand this strange ability he has. And he can practice on me. I’m his guinea pig. I touch his wrist and pull his hand from my face. “I should get in the house before Jodi starts to worry.”

Before he can respond, I open the door and slip out of the car. I was stupid to think Owen might have feelings for me, just me. Tears gather in my eyes and my vision blurs. I’m halfway to the porch when I hear his car door slam. By the time I reach the front door, Owen is at my side. He places his hand over mine when I grab for the doorknob.

“What’s wrong?”

I don’t look at him. “Nothing. I don’t want Jodi to worry.”

“Are you mad at me?” He removes his hand from mine. “Are you scared of me now?”

“Of course not.” I squeeze my eyes closed and wipe at my cheek when a tear escapes through my lashes. “I’m just...” I turn toward him, opening my eyes. “I’m tired and—”

Owen leans toward me so quickly I can’t react. His lips find mine and press there gently, but insistently, like he’s been waiting to do this and can’t allow another second to pass. His hands cup my cheeks, fingers threading through the hair at my temples.

I don’t kiss him back. I stand stock still, too shocked to move. 

Owen pulls away, eyes wide and apologetic. “I’m so sorry. I thought... I mean, you’re the one who shared…” He hangs his head, running a hand through his hair. “Wow, I feel like an ass. I’m... I’ll just go now.”

It’s not until he’s back at the top stair of the porch that my body and mind sync up. I cross the distance between us in two large steps and grab his shoulder, spinning him to face me. He flinches when my hands move toward his face, but I don’t slap him. I lock my fingers behind his neck and pull his face down to mine, my lips finally sure of what to do. Owen’s hands slide around my waist and he pulls me close to him, so close I can’t tell where my body ends and his begins. I part my lips and he deepens the kiss tentatively. I slide my fingers through the soft hair at the base of his neck.

No matter how many times I’ve imagined this moment, not one of them even dimly compares to the reality.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

I’m not sure how much time elapses before Owen and I separate, but when we do, I feel like a part of me has been torn away. His fingers tuck my hair behind my ears. “I’ve gotta go,” he murmurs.

“I know.”

He leans in and feathers another kiss on my lips and I press him away gently.

“Go,” I say softly, “or I’m not going to be able to let you leave.”

A spasm crosses his face and he takes a step back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He turns and descends the stairs and starts across the yard. Halfway to his car, he spins to face me. “Just… don’t change your mind.”

I shake my head. “No way.”

My hand trembles and my breathing is uneven when I open the door. I attempt to conceal my smile as I step over the threshold, hoping Jodi hasn’t been watching through the window, but also not caring if she has. But Jodi isn’t in the living room. She’s not in the kitchen or the sitting room, either. It’s late, but not too late, and I doubt she’s in bed yet, which leaves one place she could be: the greenhouse.

I’m halfway down the hallway when I hesitate. My first kiss is something I would feel weird about sharing with my mom—is it something I should be so excited to share with my aunt? I pivot and start back down the hall. Maybe I can call Lexie or Bria. But I go no more than three steps before turning back, the smile on my face too broad to suppress. I have to tell someone, and I want to tell Jodi.

The greenhouse door creaks when I open it. A bank of grow lights against the wall on my right sheds an eerie pallor over the room, the leaves of the plants casting large silhouettes across the floor.

“Jodi?” I peer through the shadows, expecting to find her pruning something or hanging some herbs to dry, but I don’t see her. I step further into the room, a thrill of dread coursing through me. I shake it off. Maybe Jodi has gone to bed. She’s been having a rough time since Mrs. Cole died, so it wouldn’t surprise me if she didn’t feel up to staying up late. I sigh. That must be it. I’m about to turn when something catches my eye.

Jodi.

She’s lying on the floor, legs bent at right angles, head resting on her arm, hair splayed around her. For a moment, I’m convinced she’s asleep. But the sweeping dread sinks lower in my stomach as I approach her. “Jodi?”

She doesn’t stir and my heartbeat picks up. I shake her shoulder but she doesn’t respond. I shake her harder, frantic. She rolls onto her back and her eyelids flutter. 

“Hey, wake up.”

It takes almost a full minute before Jodi’s eyes open and fix on mine. “Where… What…?”

“You’re in the greenhouse.”

She tries to sit up, but I push her back toward the ground. “I came out here after I got home from work...”

“What happened?”

Her head rocks from side to side. “I was watering the plants and… I think… I got dizzy, so I reached for the table to hold onto.” She presses her hand to her forehead. “Maybe I slipped and hit my head?”

The light in the greenhouse isn’t good, but I don’t detect a cut or bruise. “Have you eaten today?”

Her eyes squeeze shut. “A yogurt and a granola bar… Maybe.”

I sigh. “Jodi.”

“I know,” she murmurs.

I pull my phone from my back pocket. “I should call someone—”

She shakes her head. “You don’t need to do that. Just… help me to my room.”

I do as Jodi asks, but it doesn’t sit well with me.

“I think you should go to the hospital,” I say, watching as Jodi settles back against her pillow and pulls the blanket up over her arms.

“I don’t need to go to the hospital. I just need to eat more tomorrow.”

I press my lips together. “You should eat now. I’ll go get you something.”

“No,” she says firmly. “My stomach’s a little sour. I’ll call someone tomorrow if I’m not feeling better. For now I think I just need some sleep.”

A knot twists in my stomach. I don’t like this. What if there’s something really wrong with her? What if I come to wake her up tomorrow morning and she doesn’t open her eyes…?

I shake the thought from my head. No, she’s fine. She just hasn’t been sleeping or eating right—she’s been too upset about her friend’s death. She’ll be fine tomorrow. 

I turn off her light and close the bedroom door behind me. Instead of heading to my room, I go down to the greenhouse. I don’t know what all the herbs are yet, but I know enough to select some to make a tea for her tomorrow. 

It takes me longer than I anticipate to collect the herbs and ready the tea kettle so it’s set to boil first thing in the morning.

When I finally go to bed, my sleep is fitful at best. I drift toward unconsciousness, my mind replaying the kiss with Owen, the way his body felt against mine, but then my thoughts turn to Jodi on the floor, the icy cold fear that filled my body at the sight. 

When my eyes snap open at a little after six Saturday morning, I feel as if I haven’t slept at all. Groggy, I leave my room and make my way to Jodi’s, easing the door open just enough to peek in at her. In the dim light, I can’t make out her face, just the outline of her body. I hold my breath, waiting for movement. I don’t want to wake her, but I also want to make sure she will wake up. I step into the room and squint through the darkness. I detect the rise and fall of her chest and find I’m able to breathe again too. 

I make my way to the kitchen to double check that the tea is ready to be brewed as soon as Jodi wakes up. The task doesn’t take long and I’m too full of nervous energy to sit down, so I start putting together a small buffet of breakfast choices. I’m cutting up an apple when I hear Jodi coughing. I turn on the tea kettle before heading upstairs.

Jodi’s coughing fit ends just before I enter her room. Her complexion is ashen. “That doesn’t sound good.”

She props herself up against her headboard. “I feel so strange. Like, I don’t feel sick in my head, but my body feels really worn down.”

“You should eat. I made you a little spread to choose from. Do you want me to bring it up here?”

“No.” She slides her legs off the edge of the bed. “Help me downstairs.”

Between Jodi’s dizzy spells and coughing fits, it takes us several minutes to get to the sitting room. I help her settle onto the couch and cover her with an afghan before heading to the kitchen for her breakfast and tea. When I hand her the mug, she sniffs it and smiles. “Good job.”

Jodi selects bites of food to eat and makes faces as she chews each one. I watch her carefully, my arms crossed over my chest. “You’ve got to eat.”

“I know. It’s just… It all kind of tastes like sawdust.”

“I don’t care. I don’t want you passing out again.”

Jodi manages a half smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

She works her way around the plate slowly and manages to eat only about a quarter of what’s there. She’s more successful with the tea and even requests a second mug.

When I set the second cup of tea on the coffee table, she asks, “Could you run to the shop for me?”

My stomach clenches. She wants me to open the store? “I don’t think I’m ready. I mean, I’m learning the ropes, but I’m still not really good with the cash register—”

Jodi waves a hand at me. “Don’t worry, I’m not asking you to run the shop.” She holds up her cell. “Devin can’t get there until around noon. Could you just put signs up in both the doors saying that’s when the store will open and apologizing for the inconvenience?”

Relief sweeps over me, but I don’t stand. “I don’t want to leave you.”

She smiles. “You won’t be gone long. Besides, I’ve got a couple friends coming over to check up on me.”

“Is one of them a doctor?”

“No. No doctors.”

She doesn’t need to tell me who they are. A thought buzzes in my mind: She’s called the members of her old circle. They don’t practice anymore, but they possess more knowledge of magic and healing than I do. Instead of relying on me to fumble through figuring out which herb is which, she’s calling in reinforcements. “It’s good you’re calling them,” I say, standing.

She shakes her head, letting out a breathy laugh. “That’ll take some getting used to. Are you finding it’s easier to direct your abilities now that you know what they are?”

I nod. “I’ve been trying to practice—with Owen.” I can’t suppress the smile that upturns the corners of my mouth when I say his name.

Jodi opens her mouth, most likely to tease me, but a coughing fit overtakes her. I move to her side, grabbing the mug off the table and pressing it into her hand. When the coughs subside enough, she takes a series of small sips of the tea. I press my lips together and she shakes her head. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

I don’t want to leave her, but I know I should. She’s right: I won’t be gone long. I would insist on waiting until her friends get here, but the store is supposed to open in ten minutes and it would be rude to leave customers outside with no knowledge of why the doors are still locked. “Call me if you need anything.” She nods and I take in a breath. “If your friends can’t figure out how to help you, promise you’ll call a doctor.”

Jodi holds up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

A sense of dread sinks in the pit of my stomach as I leave the house, but there’s nothing I can do except get back as quickly as possible.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

A black Honda is parked in the driveway when I get home, and a champagne minivan sits in front of the house. Jodi’s friends have arrived. I park Jodi’s Focus behind the Honda and head into the house with the bag of supplies I grabbed from the shop. I feel a little silly with them—it’s likely Jodi has all of these things here—but I wanted to bring them just in case.

I hear voices from the sitting room when I enter the house. I close the door behind me and open my mouth to let Jodi know I’ve arrived, but something stops me. It’s not the words that are being said—their tone is too low and the sounds too indistinct to make out—it’s the feeling of the room. A darkness, a dread, wraps itself around me like a blanket.

Curious, I edge toward the back of the house, taking care to avoid the creaky floorboards near the middle of the hallway.

“That’s just it—the tea should be working.”

The note of apprehension in Jodi’s voice makes me pause. Is she talking about the tea I made for her?

“Maybe just give it a little more time.” The woman’s voice is familiar an it takes me a moment to place it: Millie, the owner of the coffee shop downtown. 

Jodi wheezes. “You forget who you’re talking to. I’d put my knowledge of herbal remedies up against anyone’s. Believe me when I say something’s not right.”

“I’m not saying I don’t believe you,” says a man whose voice I don’t recognize.  “I’m just not sure what you expect the two of us to do.”

“As much as I hate to say it, I’m afraid whatever’s wrong with me isn’t going to be cured by homeopathy alone. I’d do it myself, but…” Jodi coughs a few times. “Whatever’s affecting me is affecting my connection with magic, too.”

My heartbeat picks up. She’s talking about magic with these people. Why would she call them instead of telling me about it?

“You know we don’t practice anymore,” the man says.

“Come on, David. Are you telling me you haven’t cast one spell in the last eighteen years?” There’s a hint of doubt in Jodi’s voice. Silence stretches for a few beats before she says, “That’s what I thought.”

“Still, what do you really think we can do?” Millie’s voice is quiet.

Pages rustle. “There are a few healing spells. I’ve got most of the supplies in my greenhouse. If you could give them a try…” Jodi trails off.

My muscles tense and heat flushes through my body. She wants them to cast spells for her. I don’t know if I’m more mad that she plans to use magic after telling me that I shouldn’t use mine, or that she wants them to do it and not me.

Couch springs squeak and feet shuffle against the hardwood floor. They’re about to walk into the hallway. Not wanting them to know I’ve been listening in, I creep back to the front door and open and close it firmly. I take in a breath to steady my nerves before calling, “Jodi, I’m home.”

Jodi and her friends poke their heads out into the hallway, each of them looking like they’ve been caught doing something naughty. I do my best to rearrange my face into a mask of innocence, like I really have just walked in.

“Ah, you’re back,” Jodi says. She nods toward her friends. “You know Millie, of course. And this is David Cole. David, this is my niece, Krissa.”

David is shorter than I imagined he would be from his voice. His hair is dark and wavy and there’s the shadow of a beard on his face. He meets me halfway down the hall and holds out his hand for me to shake.

I place my hand in his tentatively. “It’s nice to meet you.” His surname sticks in my mind and I almost ask if he’s any relation to Mrs. Cole, but one look at his face makes the words stick in my throat. Up close, his eyes are puffy and his face has the pallor of a person in mourning. He’s Mrs. Cole’s widower. Releasing his hand, I hold up the bag of supplies to Jodi. “I grabbed some things from the shop. I don’t know if they’ll help, but…”

She takes the bag from me and peers inside. She smiles and another coughing fit overtakes her. When it passes, she nods at me. “This is good. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

The four of us stand in the hallway and I get the feeling David and Millie are uncomfortable with my being here. Since Jodi has reached out to them to do magic on her behalf, it’s possible they don’t know about my abilities.

“How about I boil some water?” I suggest when it’s clear no one else is going to say anything. As I walk toward the kitchen, Jodi holds the bag out to me. I take it, and something on Jodi’s palm catches my attention. “What’s that?”

“What?” Jodi asks, but she starts coughing before I can respond, holding her right hand against her mouth. 

I wait until the fit passes before reaching for her hand. I turn it so her palm faces upward and my stomach sinks when I see a dark red mark there, like a smear of strawberry jam. “This. Jodi, what’s this?”

Jodi’s eyes go wide when she inspects her palm. “I don’t… I have no idea.”

“I’ve seen it before. At the dance. When Mrs. Cole was taking our tickets, I saw it.”

David closes the distance to Jodi and inspects the mark. “Oh, my…” He nods vaguely. “Wednesday before she… Shelly was in the kitchen making dinner and she passed out. We both just assumed she burned herself.”

Jodi sways and grips David’s shoulder to steady herself. “I was wrong.”

The color drains from Millie’s face. “What does that mean?”

“I’ve been thinking whatever’s affecting me is organic, natural—just strong. But if Shelly had this mark too it can only mean one thing. It’s a curse.”

Jodi’s words seem to fill up the space around us, consuming the air. It takes several tries before I’m able to take in a full breath.

Millie’s hand goes to her chest. “You mean someone’s doing this to you? Someone did it to Shelly?”

“It can’t be a coincidence,” says David. “The mark—it’s exactly like the one on Shelly’s hand.”

“Which means,” Jodi says, her voice quiet and calm, “whatever happened to her is happening to me.”

Millie shakes her head. “No. We’re going to figure this out. Now that we know what we’re up against—”

“Now that we know what we’re up against, what?” David snaps. His eyes flicker to me momentarily before he continues. “Do you remember what it would take out of us to do something simple like make something levitate? I can’t imagine the kind of power someone would have to have to do something like this.”

“He’s got a point,” Millie says. “Who’s strong enough to cast a curse like this? Is there anyone in town who’s even practicing?”

David snorts. “Of course there is. Shelly told me she had suspicions about Jenny Jamison’s daughter and her friends.”

“Come on—a bunch of teenagers?” Millie crosses her arms. “David, think about how little we could do at their age. Do you really think they’d be capable of something like this?”

“Don’t sell them so short,” Jodi says, her voice quiet. “They’re stronger than we were—I can sense it in them. But, no, I don’t think they’re behind it.”

“Then who?” Millie asks.

She shakes her head. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? We can worry about the who after we take care of the what. David, you said that Shelly passed out the Wednesday before she died?”

A spasm crosses David’s face. “Yes.”

“And before that she seemed perfectly healthy?”

He nods. “She was just at the doctor that Monday for her yearly physical, and she was in perfect health.”

Jodi jerks her chin toward the greenhouse. “We should get to work. The way I figure, at best I’ve got two days.”

Her words cut through me. “Two days? Wait. You can’t mean—”

“That I’m going to die?” A muscle jumps in her jaw. “Unless we can figure out how to break the curse, then yes. I’m afraid that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

I feel as though the air has been pressed from my lungs.

David pulls his cell from his back pocket. “I’m calling Ryan Alcott.”

As he walks toward the living room, Millie begins ticking names off on her fingers. “You, me, David. Shelly, Crystal. Sarah Riddell… I guess Ryan really is the only other one left.”

“He’s down in Ohio, last I heard,” Jodi says.

Millie puts a hand on Jodi’s shoulder. “He’ll come.”

My brain finally kicks into gear. “What can I do? To help?”

Jodi shakes her head. “No. I won’t involve you.”

I gape at her. “But you guys don’t have the power you need.” I lean toward her, lowering my voice. “Crystal said I’ve got more magic than she’s ever felt before. I can help you.”

Jodi’s expression is stony. “I won’t risk it. We don’t know who’s behind this. Shelly, me—my whole circle—we disbanded after Crystal Taylor died. If magic really is the motivator for whoever’s casting this curse, it doesn’t seem to matter if you’re practicing it or not. Revealing the kind of power you have could put a target right on your back.”

“So, what? You not letting me help is protecting me?”

A relieved look crosses her face. “Yes.”

Tears gather in the corners of my eyes. “Who’s going to protect me when you’re dead?”

Jodi presses her lips together but says nothing. There’s nothing she can say. And I can’t just sit here. Pivoting on my heel, I head toward the front door.

I hear Jodi calling after me, but I ignore her. She can’t stop me from helping her. She’s the only family I have left.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

My vision is completely obscured by tears by the time I reach Jodi’s car. I open the door and slide into the driver’s seat before wiping them away with the edges of my sleeve. I can’t fall apart right now. If Jodi needs more magic to break the curse that’s hurting her, then I need to acquire more magic.

Fortunately, I have a lead about where to get it. 

I pull my cell from my back pocket and tap through the contact list. Pressing the phone to my ear, I hold my breath as the ringer sounds once. Twice.

Crystal picks up in the middle of the third ring. “Krissa?”

“Gather the others,” I say without preamble. “I’ll help you find the crystal, but we’ve got to do it now. Call everyone, set up a meeting or whatever. And as soon as we find it, I get to use the crystal. You can have it once I’m done, but I need it first. Those are my conditions.”

“What do you need the crystal—”

“Take it or leave it.”

I hold my breath as seconds of silence tick by. 

“Oh—okay,” Crystal says finally. “I’ll have everyone meet up at Fox’s house.”

I bite my lower lip. “As soon as possible. Please.”

The drive to Fox’s place doesn’t take long. The lone car in the driveway tells me I’m the first to arrive, but that doesn’t stop me from approaching the house. I knock on the front door and wait for a response. When none comes, I knock again. I try the doorbell. After a few moments, no one comes to the door, so I lift my hand to pound on the wood. Just as I bring my hand down, the door swings open and Fox only just manages to avoid my falling fist.

His gray eyes are wide. “Whoa, what’s up?”

I push past him into the house. The living room is just as disheveled as I remember it, with dirty laundry strewn everywhere. The air smells stale. “Didn’t Crystal call you?”

“I think Griffin was on the phone with her.”

I walk through the dining room, toward the stairway in the kitchen. “The circle’s heading over here. I’m going to help you find the crystal.”

Fox follows me down to the basement and sits on the couch adjacent to the one I take a seat on. “I thought you weren’t going to help. You know, the perils of having too much magic and all that? I thought you were too worried we wouldn’t be able to handle our magic once we anchor ourselves to the crystal.”

I shift on the cushions. “Yeah, and I’m still concerned about that.”

The corners of his mouth turn downward. “Then why are you helping?”

“Does it matter?” I ask, not making eye contact.

“I wouldn’t ask if it didn’t.” Fox’s voice is low, but persuasive. Even with my charm firmly in place, he’s still magnetic. The attraction spell he uses amplifies what he already possesses.

I don’t want to tell him. Telling him will make it real. But I owe him, I owe the others, the truth about why I need more magic. “It’s my aunt.”

“Jodi?” His eyebrows cinch together and his eyes darken with concern. “What’s wrong?”

I press my lips together. I forget that he’s known her longer than I have. “Whatever killed Mrs. Cole... She didn’t just get sick. It was magic that killed her. A curse.”

He stands and begins to pace, agitated. “This isn’t good.”

“You’re telling me? Fox, she’s all I have.”

He looks at me and the expression on his face reminds me how little he knows about my past—how little anyone around here—besides Owen—knows. I turn away, but he moves toward me. “What do you mean?”

I shake my head. “It’s nothing.”

“Clearly that’s not the case.” He crouches so he’s at eye level with me. “Look, I get it. You know about the attraction spell and now you think you can’t trust me. Hard to trust a guy who uses magic to mess with girls’ heads. But, look.” He pulls at the collar of his shirt. He’s not wearing the rose quartz necklace. I inhale, and there’s no trace of lavender in his scent. His mouth twitches. “I want to be the kind of person you can trust.”

A pang shoots through me. I had no idea my opinion of him carried so much weight. I take in a breath. “My dad left me and my mom five years ago. I haven’t seen him since. I have no idea where he is. And it was hard, you know? But my mom and I were making it. But then about a month ago…” A lump forms at the back of my throat. “Jodi’s all I have now.”

Fox takes my hands, squeezing them with a gentle pressure. His palms are warm. “We won’t let anything happen to Jodi, okay? The circle—we’re family. We’ll take care of you.”

A prickling sensation creeps into the corners of my eyes and I pull my hands from his to rub the feeling away. Shuffling on the stairs announces the arrival of others and Fox stands, putting distance between the two of us.

Crystal and Bridget enter the basement first, followed by Griffin and Zane. Griffin collapses into a dilapidated arm chair. “This’d better be good.”

Crystal rolls her eyes as she and Bridget sit beside me on the couch. Zane claims the adjacent couch and Fox leans against the wall, his expression clouded.

Once everyone is settled, Crystal sits up a bit straighter, squaring her shoulders before addressing the group. “Krissa’s reconsidered things and she’s decided to help anchor our magic.”

A shiver courses through me. That’s not exactly what I promised, but I don’t correct her. All I want is the crystal. If it can amplify my natural magic, it might be enough to lift Jodi’s curse. What the circle does with it after that doesn’t concern me.

“That’s great,” Griffin says, holding out his hands. “Except, of course, for the fact that we don’t actually have the crystal. Unless you suddenly know where it is.”

Crystal purses her lips. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

Griffin rolls his eyes and I look at Crystal. “Okay, so, how do we do that?”

Crystal stands and crosses the room to a small dresser tucked in a corner behind the armchairs. She opens the top drawer and begins rifling through it. “It’s simple, really. We just need to do a relatively simple spell to figure out where it is.”

“We’ve done a locater spell already,” Griffin mutters. “Multiple times.”

Crystal ignores him. “Every time, it takes us to the same place: the house my aunt Crystal died in.” She returns to the middle of the room with an armful of candles that look like they came from Jodi’s shop.

I scan my mental images of buildings in the town, but I haven’t seen a burned-out shell of a house. Something like that would stand out in a place like this. “Did they rebuild the house or something?”

Crystal shakes her head. “Not exactly. After the fire, my grandma sold the property and moved so she wouldn’t be reminded. It’s been almost twenty years since she died. They tore down the original structure. There’s a new house where the old house used to be.”

I nod. “And you’re not thinking this crystal is in the new house.”

“There’s no way,” Bridget says, even though my statement doesn’t necessitate a response. “I mean, we’ve been thinking maybe it’s under the house—like under the basement or something. But we can’t get a clear enough lock on it. The locater spell isn’t that specific.”

“And, what? You’re thinking I’ll help it be more specific?”

Crystal opens her mouth to speak, but Fox cuts her off. “It’s not as ridiculous as it sounds. The first time we did the spell, it was just me, Bridge, and Crystal. That time, it got us over on that side of town, but that was it. Each time we’ve added someone to the spell, it’s been a little more accurate.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. It makes as much sense as anything, considering that until recently, I thought the idea of magic was just fantasy. If I have to participate in this spell to save Jodi, I’m willing. “Okay, how do we do this?”

An expression flashes over Crystal’s face, but it’s too quick to read. She reaches out toward Bridget, who hands over Crystal’s purse. After a moment, Crystal pulls out a map. She unfolds it and spreads it on the floor, surrounding it with the candles. 

Bridget slides off the couch and kneels on the floor beside a candle. Fox and Zane follow suit and, with a groan, so does Griffin. I’m the last to take a place in the circle, and when I do, it’s between Bridget and Fox.

Crystal closes her eyes and the candles flicker to life. She unclasps her necklace and places the quartz shard in her hand. “Now, focus on this piece of the crystal. Direct all your energy toward locating the rest of it.” She reaches her hands out to Fox and Griffin, who are on either side of her, and the three clasp hands. Fox reaches for me with his free hand, and I reach for Bridget. When Bridget and Zane connect, a current of energy thrums through me, tingling my palms. A smile touches Crystal’s lips and Griffin curses under his breath.

Fox squeezes my fingers. “Damn, girl. Crystal was right about you.”

My cheeks flush at the compliment. This spell will work. It has to. We’ll find the rest of the crystal and I’ll be able to save Jodi.

“Find the crystal,” Crystal murmurs. “Find the crystal.”

The others join in her chant, then I do too. I stare at the map, unsure exactly what I’m waiting for. The tingling sensation grows where my skin touches Fox’s and Bridget’s, and heat begins to fill my core. I focus the magic rising inside me on locating the rest of the stone.

The map explodes in flame and I gasp. The others seem unfazed and I struggle not to jump back from the heat. Just when I’m sure my face is going to burn, my hair singe, the fire dies out entirely, leaving just a small scrap of paper behind.

The candles extinguish and Crystal releases Griffin’s and Fox’s hands before leaning forward to look at the remnant of the map. When she pushes herself back, disappointment is evident on her face. “Exactly the same as before. It’s the house, but there’s nothing more specific than that.”

Griffin snorts, standing. “What did you expect? For writing to appear giving you step-by-step directions or something? I told you before, this is a waste. You’re obsessed with this crystal, and I get why, but we’re never gonna find it. We’d be better off finding another rock to anchor ourselves to.”

Crystal shoots back a comment but I don’t hear it. Something about the map grabs my attention. It appears to be shimmering. For a moment I wonder if the edges are still on fire, but that’s not exactly what it looks like. I tug on Fox’s sleeve. “Do you see that?” I ask, nodding toward the scrap.

Fox looks down before turning back to me. “See what?”

“Does the map look strange to you?”

“What, besides being a charred scrap of paper?”

I press my lips together. Maybe if I could see it more closely. I reach across the floor and pinch the piece between my fingers.

That’s when it happens.

My body goes icy and I can’t move. A bright flash of light obscures my vision before I’m plunged into darkness. Crystal and Griffin’s argument fades, the room disappears, and I’m surrounded by blackness. 

By degrees, the world comes back into focus. But I’m no longer in Fox’s basement. I’ve never seen this place. The furniture is heavy and ornate, the style old-fashioned and stuffy. The walls are painted pale yellow. There are features similar to Jodi’s house—the crown molding, the shape of the room—but it’s not Jodi’s house.

Footsteps thunder down the staircase and I crouch down, not wanting to be seen by whoever is moving toward me. I scan the room for a place to hide. But before I can move, the person reaches the bottom of the stairs.

And looks right at me.

My heart thunders in my chest as I look into her dark blue eyes. My mind gropes for an explanation for my presence in her house, but it comes up empty. How do you tell someone you were doing a magic spell and suddenly found yourself in their living room?

The girl’s eyebrows cinch together. She’s pretty in an elfin sort of way, with a chin that comes to a gentle point. Her dark blond hair is pulled into a ponytail high atop her head. There’s something familiar in the lines of her face.

“Mom,” she calls.

Adrenaline courses through my body. Is she going to have her mom call the police?

“Mom! Can you hear me?”

A woman emerges through a doorway behind me and I’m boxed in. There’s no way I can escape from here now even if I wanted to. I watch her, but her eyes don’t land on me at all. Instead, she looks at her daughter. “Yes, I hear you. What is it?”

“I’m going out. Can I borrow the car?”

Relief sweeps through my body, followed by confusion. Why are they acting like I’m not here? Unless I’m not really here. Unless this is just a vision, like the one I had of my dad in my room at Jodi’s house. I take in a deep breath. 

The mother rolls her eyes. “What did I say about taking the car on a school night?”

“Please, Mom. I’m just going to run out for a little bit. I’ll be back way before curfew.”

“Who are you going out with?”

The girl shifts, digging the toe of her left foot into the hardwood floor. “No one...”

“By ‘no one’ do you mean Dave?”

A blush rises in the girl’s cheek and she doesn’t deny it.

The mother shakes her head. “I know if I ban you from seeing him it’ll just make you want to see him more, but you know I don’t trust him.”

“Come on, Mom. It won’t be just him. Shelly will be there too. And Jodi.”

My heart begins hammering in my chest again. Shelly? Jodi? Dave? Can she mean who I think she means?

The mother sighs and holds her car keys toward her daughter. With a squeal, the daughter scurries over to her mother, placing a kiss on her cheek as she takes the keys from her hand. 

“Thanks, Mom!”

“Just... Promise me you’ll be careful, Crystal.”

Crystal Taylor sighs. “I will, Mom.” She offers a smile and as she turns toward the front door, she tucks something into the back pocket of her jeans. As she reaches for the doorknob, the crystal glints before it disappears.

The blackness is complete as it envelops me again, but I’m ready for it this time. I hold my breath until the sounds of Fox’s basement start to tune in once more. Crystal and Griffin are still sniping back and forth. My eyesight comes back and I look down at my fingers, still pinching the tiny scrap of map. I release it quickly.

“Did it burn you or something?” Fox asks. “You sure let go fast.”

I stare at him. Didn’t he notice I’ve been still for minutes? Didn’t anyone notice? Then again, maybe time didn’t elapse the same out here as it did for me. But why did it happen at all? Why would I have a psychic flash about Crystal Taylor triggered by the charred piece of map? Unless it was part of the spell. Maybe it never worked for them before because they needed someone who could access time, not just magic.

Fox narrows his eyes at me. “Krissa, what’s wrong?”

“I know where it is.”

The room falls quiet and the eyes of the circle turn toward me.

Crystal claps and pumps her fist triumphantly. “I knew this would work!”

“You did not,” Griffin murmurs.

Crystal ignores him. “Where is it?”

I bite my lower lip, not sure how to explain. Fox nods encouragingly and I take in a breath. “I think it’s in Crystal Taylor’s old house.”

Griffin throws his hands up, exasperated. “We already knew that. That’s very helpful, thanks.”

“No, you don’t understand. I think it’s in Crystal Taylor’s house back before she died—before the fire.” I press my lips together, turning to Crystal. “It’s not the where your spell was missing. It’s the when.”

The silence in the room is absolute. Bridget is the first one to recover. “Wait, you’re saying the crystal we’ve been looking for was destroyed? How are we gonna get it, then? I’m fresh out of time machines.”

“Shut up, Bridge,” Crystal says absently as she presses herself to standing. She walks over to the dresser, opens a drawer, and pulls out a worn-looking journal. It’s open and she’s leafing through it before she takes a seat on the couch. “I think I saw... but I guess I never thought...”

I look at Fox to see if he has any idea what she’s mumbling about. He shrugs.

“Here it is.”

I take a seat beside her. “What is that?”

“It’s my aunt Crystal’s book of shadows. Well, not just hers—it’s been in the Taylor family for generations. It’s also part journal. And at one point... It didn’t register with me before, but now...”

“Will you spit it out already?” Griffin asks.

Crystal casts a death glare at him. “It’s a spell for traveling in time. For going back to a specific moment. But she was never able to do it. She couldn’t get it to work for some reason.”

Zane sighs. “If she couldn’t get it to work, why do you think we can?”

Crystal’s eyes are alight when she turns to me. “Don’t you see? Because we finally got this location spell to work. Krissa able to see back into the past when she touched the map. Maybe my aunt wasn’t strong enough, or she didn’t have enough people in her circle. But if Krissa can see the past, maybe we’ll be able to go there.”

I shift, rolling my shoulders. It’s not just that Crystal has added another person to help with the spell, it’s the person she’s added. Me. As a psychic, I can access time. That’s why the locater spell finally worked. And that’s why the spell we have to cast next will work. “So, we’re gonna go to the past to get the crystal?”

“No,” Griffin says, standing. “No. We can’t do that. I mean, let’s just set aside the fact that it’s not possible. Even if we could somehow work a spell to go back in time, you have no idea what the consequences for going back and changing the timeline could be. I mean, come on. Haven’t you ever seen any movie about time travel ever?”

Crystal waves a hand at him vaguely. “We’ll just have to be really careful. I don’t know why I didn’t see this sooner. My dad says this shard I wear was found in the remains of the house after the fire. They never found the rest of it. So, that’s when we need to go back to: the night of the fire. Clearly it was there. We’ll just have to steal it before it gets burned up.”

Griffin crosses his arms over his chest. “This is possibly the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.”

“Shut up, Griffin,” I snap.

Bridget nods appreciatively while Griffin gapes at me. The plan sounds ridiculous, but with all I’ve experienced today, it doesn’t seem like it’s too far outside the realm of possibility. And if it’ll save Jodi, I’ll do it. I look at Crystal. “Okay, let’s get started, then.”

She looks slightly taken aback. “We can’t do it right now.”

“Why not?”

“We don’t have everything we need.” She runs her finger down the list of items on the page. “I don’t even know what some of this is, let alone where to get it.”

“Let me see it.” I reach for the book and, reluctantly, she hands it to me. I skim the list. “Yeah, I recognize these names. Jodi’s got all this stuff at her shop. I can go pick it up right now and be back here in half an hour, tops—”

Crystal squints as she reads the spell. “We still can’t do it until tomorrow. It looks like you have to let the quartz sit covered with the herbs to charge or something.”

An icy wave of dread courses through me. “Tomorrow?” I look at Fox. “Tomorrow might be too late.”

“We’ve been looking for this thing for months,” Zane says. “What’s another day gonna hurt?”

Fox presses his lips together, but he doesn’t answer Zane’s question. He sits on Crystal’s other side and looks over her shoulder at the spell. After a minute, he looks up at me. “She’s right. The herbs and the quartz need to infuse with each other for twenty-four hours. Tomorrow’s the earliest we can do it.”

I pull my phone from my back pocket and snap a picture of the spell. “I’ll go get everything from the shop and I’ll come right back so we can get things started. Let’s plan to do it at noon tomorrow.”

Everyone nods in agreement and I waste no time climbing the stairs and heading for Jodi’s car. I can only hope twenty-four hours from now won’t be too late.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

David and Millie decide stay the night, along with a man named Ryan Alcott, who drove up from Ohio. These are the remaining members of Jodi’s circle.

They must be using magic, because no matter how I try, I can’t hear what they’re talking about. Anytime I poke my head into the sitting room, the four of them go quiet. They don’t want me to know what they’re discussing.

Jodi looks worse than ever in the morning. There are bags under her eyes, and I’m sure she was up coughing half the night. She tries to smile when I bring her a mug of tea, but I can feel the guilt radiating off her.

She knows she’s going to die.

I don’t ask if she’s made arrangements for me. If the spell works and I’m able to locate the crystal, neither of us will need to worry about that.

At eleven-thirty, I leave the house. I don’t bother telling anyone; they’re all avoiding me anyhow. I expect to be the first one to arrive at the park near the river where Lexie and I once spent an afternoon swinging, and I’m surprised when Fox is already there.

I get out of Jodi’s car and sit next to him on a bench overlooking the river.

“How’s she doing?” he asks.

I shake my head. “It’s bad.”

“This is gonna work,” he says, bumping his shoulder against mine. The gesture is so reminiscent of Owen, my heart aches. He called me yesterday afternoon to see if I wanted to go out, but I didn’t feel right leaving Jodi. I told him she was sick, but I didn’t tell him how bad it is. It’s with a pang I realize the only one outside of Jodi’s circle who knows the truth about what’s going on is Fox.

The rest of the circle arrives before noon and I’m thankful for their punctuality. Crystal leads us all along the river, away from the playground, to a clearing out of sight of the park.

“Why are we out here?” I ask.

“We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves,” Crystal explains. “If this works, I don’t want to end up in the middle of a street or in someone’s basement. Much safer this way. Besides, flowing water is good for drawing energy.”

Zane sets a large canvas bag on the grass and Crystal begins pulling out a half dozen silk pouches full of herbs and stones. Under her direction, we remove the quartz crystals from the bags, leaving the mix of herbs inside them. Once we’ve formed a circle with the small stones, Bridget steps back and squints at it.

“It’s not very big,” she says, wrinkling her nose.

“It doesn’t need to be,” Crystal says. “Only one of us will be inside it.”

My ears perk up. “Wait—what do you mean? I thought we were all going.”

Griffin snorts. “Yeah, because that doesn’t sound like a recipe for disaster. It’s dangerous enough sending one person back in time.”

Zane crosses his arms over his chest. “Man, if you’re so worried about it, why’re you even here?”

Griffin’s mouth twitches, but he says nothing.

“Because, if we do this, if we get the crystal and anchor our magic, he wants in on it.” Crystal rolls her eyes before turning her attention to me. “This spell is gonna take a ton of magic even to get one person back. There’s no way we can get all six of us there and back, and I, for one, don’t particularly want to get stuck in the past.”

A chill courses through me. “If we can’t all go back, who do you propose we send?”

She looks at me like the answer is obvious. “Me, of course.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. “Why you?”

Her eyebrows hitch upward. “It’s my family’s old house. I’ve heard all the stories about the little hiding places. I know which room was whose. I mean, I guess I could tell all this stuff to someone else, but I was under the impression time was of the essence.”

Anger boils in the pit of my stomach. She could have mentioned all of this yesterday, when there was still time to learn all these things, but she didn’t. Now, she’s right. It’s too late. “I’m going too.”

She shakes her head. “No. No way.”

“I’m going.” I can’t stand the thought of sending Crystal to take care of this. What if she doesn’t find the crystal? I know she wants it so we can anchor the magic, but if that doesn’t happen, it won’t be the end of the world for her. If we don’t find that crystal, I’ll be an orphan by morning.

“Don’t you trust me?” Crystal asks, her eyes wide and innocent.

The heat builds within me and out of my peripheral vision I see a fallen log begin to rock back and forth gently.

Fox claps a hand on my shoulder. The heat dissipates and the log stops trembling. “I don’t think this is about a lack of trust. Krissa’s stronger than you—stronger than any of us. You might need magic like hers to get you back.”

Crystal’s mouth twitches for a moment before she nods. “Okay, fine. But just the two of us.” 

I turn to Fox and smile. “Thanks.”

“Why is it that when you say thanks it sounds like an accusation?” He chuckles but quickly sobers, reaching out and squeezing my upper arm. “I want you to be able to save Jodi.”

A prickling sensation gathers in the corners of my eyes and I’m glad when Crystal clears her throat, moving to the center of the circle.

“I think we should get started,” she says. “Krissa, come stand next to me. The rest of you, spread out around us. Lift your arms out toward each other.”

Fox, Zane, Bridget, and Griffin follow Crystal’s directions. She turns to face me, closing her hand around the pendant that hangs from her neck. She holds her other hand out to me and I take it, squeezing firmly.

Crystal closes her eyes. “We need to focus on a specific moment in time,” she says, her voice low. “The day of the fire. It was a Saturday night. My grandma was out of town for the weekend.”

I’m not sure exactly how to do what Crystal is asking us to do, so I just clear my mind, trying my best to connect with the energy flowing between our interlocked fingers. She probably knows the details of this day better than anyone. Lexie says she’s been obsessed with her aunt since before freshman year. In that time, I’m sure she’s found out as much as she can about the day Crystal Taylor died. I direct the swell of magic rising within me to Crystal, hoping she knows what to do with it.

My palm begins to tingle and Crystal grips my hand more tightly.

“Iter per tempus. Deducas nobis.”

Although I don’t understand what she’s saying, I take up the chant, repeating the words as best I can along with her. Slowly, the others join in, until we’re all speaking the words in firm, clear voices.

A winds stirs around us, tugging at my jacket, slipping through my hair. Around me, the air seems to thrum with energy. White light fills my vision and I welcome it, knowing it will lead me into the past.

I expect the blackness when it overtakes me; what I don’t expect is the sensation of pressure over my entire body, like I’m being pressed in on all sides. I gasp for air and my lungs begin to burn. Something’s gone wrong. There’s no air here. Wherever we are, it’s not the past. I try to reach out with my hand to grab for Crystal, but nothing is around me. Nothing is under me. I’m suspended in nothingness. My lungs strain and scream for oxygen and a fire starts raging in my head.

When I think I can’t take it for another second, I am assaulted by sensory information: light, the chirping of birds, the sound of children squealing off in the distance, the feeling of grass under my feet—and air. I gulp huge breaths. Crystal stands in front of me, her face alight.

“Wow,” she says, her voice low and reverent.

I survey our surroundings. The stone circle Crystal built is gone, as are Fox, Griffin, Zane, and Bridget. The trees around us look smaller. I feel a surge of excitement course through me. “It worked.”

Crystal grins. “Yeah, it did.”

I start to move but she holds her hand up. After glancing around the clearing, she scurries off and picks up a two-foot-long stick about as thick as my thumb from the tree line. When she returns to my side, she jams it into the ground so it stands up. “So we can find our way back to get home,” she says. “Now, let’s do this.” She starts walking along the river, toward the playground and Main Street beyond. 

I follow close on her heels. “What’s the plan?”

“Okay, from what I’ve put together based on what my dad’s told me, what I’ve heard from my grandma, and town rumors, it happened at night. She had the house to herself because my grandma was out of town and my dad and Lexie’s mom didn’t live at home anymore. Now, the story goes she lit candles and fell asleep while they were still burning, and somehow one got knocked over and started the fire. But I don’t think that’s what happened. I think she had her circle over and they were trying a spell and things got out of hand. Maybe the spell’s what made the crystal splinter. Even if it’s not, we know the crystal had to be in the house during the fire—otherwise I wouldn’t have this.” She clutches the pendant around her neck.

“So, what? We just go to your grandma’s house and wait for a fire?”

She shrugs. “It seems the most direct approach. Not that I believe Griffin about messing up the space-time continuum or anything, but I promised to keep my interactions with the environment to a minimum.”

“Okay.” I take in a breath.

We pass by the playground and I’m surprised it’s different. While the structures from our time are made of plastic and rubber, this one is all wood and metal. We make our way to the street and head over the bridge toward downtown. In so many ways, Main Street is exactly the same: The people milling around are nearly indistinguishable from the ones from our time, except perhaps their clothing, and the fact that no one is holding a cell phone.

My breath catches as we draw near Hannah’s Herbs. The shop looks exactly the same, and I almost expect to see Jodi spill out of it, heading down the street to pick up a drink at the coffee shop. Instead, the girl who exits has honey-brown hair and high cheekbones. My stomach clenches and I sigh.

I don’t realize I’ve come to a stop until Crystal tugs at my arm. “Hey, you alright?”

I nod. “Yeah… It’s just…”

“Weird, right?” She bites her lower lip. “You wanna go in?”

I shift forward on the balls of my feet for a moment before catching myself. “No, I can’t.”

“Oh, come on. Just go in, for a second. You don’t have to talk to anyone.”

The idea is appealing. My grandmother died before I was born and my grandfather died when I was just a few years old, and the idea of seeing them makes my heart flutter. Maybe Jodi’s in there. It would be funny to see a young version of my aunt. Or maybe... maybe my dad is in there.

I turn away from the shop, shaking my head. “No, I shouldn’t. It’s a bad idea.”

Crystal rolls her eyes. “You sound like Griffin. What’s it gonna hurt to just take a peek? It’s not like one look will destroy the world. Aren’t you curious?”

“What about your promise to Griffin?” I don’t think he’s right, but I also don’t think poking around in the past too much is a good idea.

When it’s clear I’m not going in the store, Crystal gives up and we start back down the street. The sun beats down on us and I wish I weren’t wearing long sleeves. It must be a different time of year now than in our own time. I’m sweating by the time we finally make it to the old Taylor house. It’s closer to downtown than Jodi’s house, but it was clearly build during the same era. There are no cars in the driveway and I take it as a sign there’s no one home.

“How are we gonna get in?” I ask.

“Around back,” Crystal says, leading the way up the driveway. 

I glance around the neighborhood nervously. There are four girls doing cartwheels in a yard down the street, but no one else is in sight.

Crystal ascends the back porch stairs confidently and goes straight for the door. She reaches for the handle and twists, but nothing happens. “It’s locked.”

I nudge my way beside her, reaching for the doorknob. “What do you mean, it’s locked? I didn’t think people locked their doors around here. I’m half-surprised Jodi locks up the shop.”

Crystal shakes her head. “I don’t know. I mean, maybe my grandma doesn’t feel safe since my grandpa died, or maybe Crystal doesn’t feel safe since her mom’s not home.”

“So, what do we do about it? Is there a key hidden somewhere?”

“How would I know that?”

Irritation flares up inside me. “I thought you knew everything about the house. Wasn’t that what you were saying before?”

She ignores me, moving from the back door to a nearby window. She presses at the sill, trying to push it open.

“They lock the door but they’re going to leave the window open?”

“Have you got a better idea?”

I don’t. I glance around the backyard. It’s the middle of the day. If a neighbor comes outside to let out a dog or take out the garbage, they’ll see us and our chance will be blown. I move to the opposite side of the door from Crystal and try another window. It’s stuck tight and I stifle an irritated groan. I was right not to trust that Crystal would be able to get this done. She can’t even get us into the house. Is there another way to get the crystal? Perhaps we could find her aunt somewhere in town and stealthily pickpocket her. I shake my head. That’s no good: first, I don’t know how to pickpocket someone, and second, there’s no promising she has the crystal with her. It might be in the house. Frustrated, I bang on the wooden windowsill, wishing it would budge. A small click sounds and I press on the window again. To my surprise, it slides up easily.

“Psst. Crystal.”

The window is low enough and wide enough that I can climb through with minimal effort. Crystal follows closely behind. I feel a strong wave of déjà vu when I look around. I was just here—only now I am really here. If Crystal Taylor walks into the room now, she’ll see me.

“Where do we hide?”

“This way.” Crystal leads the way to the stairs. We ascend and I tense at the loud creaks they make as our feet touch them. I really hope no one is home. There was no car, but what if Crystal Taylor is just sitting in her room?

Crystal doesn’t seem to share my concern. She walks purposefully toward a room at the top of the stairs and eases open the door, which is already ajar. The hinges creak as it swings open. Crystal grins over her shoulder. “This is her room.” She walks in, her eyes roaming the space.

My heart begins thundering in my chest. I don’t like being out in the open like this. “So, what? We’re just gonna pop out and yell surprise when she gets here?”

It’s a long minute before Crystal turns her attention back to me. “Of course not.” She walks past me, back out into the hall, and to the room next door. “This is my aunt Bonnie’s room. According to my dad, the closets back up against each other and there’s a little trap door. Crystal used to sneak through it when she had nightmares and climb into bed with Bonnie.”

I follow her to the closet and cringe as she begins shoving clothes and shoes out of the way. Once she reveals a square of wood that doesn’t match the rest of the wall, she smiles, settling down in front of it. She pats the spot beside her and after a beat, I sit too.

“How do we know they’re gonna come up here?” I ask, attempting to find a comfortable position.

“Where else would they go for a sleepover?”

“In a giant house when no one else is home?” The folly of our plan lays itself out before me and I can’t believe we’re here without a better idea of how to accomplish our goal. Crystal, on the other hand, seems completely at ease.

“Better settle in. We’re gonna be here for a while.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Heavy footfalls on creaky stairs jar me from my doze. When I open my eyes, it takes a moment for me to remember where I am. When I am. Crystal sits beside me, her eyes bright and alert. I wonder if she’s been like that the whole time. I shift my weight and wince as a pins-and-needles sensation overtakes my left leg.

“Show time,” Crystal whispers to me. She moves closer to the crack in the trap door and I press my lips together, irritated. I wonder what time it is and how long it’ll be before the fire starts. And, more importantly, I wish I had any idea about how time was progressing back in our own reality. Have we been gone for hours? Or when we come back will it be like we never left? My stomach churns as I think about Jodi. How much time does she have left?

Five girls and two guys filter into Crystal Taylor’s bedroom. Crystal shifts so she can get a better look through the crack between the board and the wall, and I jockey for the same position. I’m just as curious as she is, although I figure we’ve got two different ways of thinking about this. For her, this is a chance to learn about the aunt she never knew, the one she idolizes. For me, it’s about saving the aunt I have.

In Crystal Taylor’s room, the group chats idly. A girl with bushy dark blond hair settles atop Crystal’s bed and the blond guy joins her. Crystal and a girl with dark brown hair pull beanbag chairs out of a corner and begin placing them strategically on the floor. A girl with light brown hair moves toward the closet.

Instinctively, Crystal and I both move backward. My heart thunders in my chest. We’ve been found. Everything is ruined.

Seconds tick by and the wood blocking the opening remains firmly in place. The girl doesn’t call out; no one comes running into the room we’re hiding in. Crystal and I lean forward, peering through the crack again.

The girl is back in the main part of the room, setting candles in a circle in the empty space inside of the ring of beanbag chairs. When the last one is in place, she holds her closed fist out by her side. As her hand opens, the wick of each candle ignites.

She turns back toward the closet and I gasp as I catch a glimpse of her face. Jodi. She’s young, probably younger than I am, but there’s no mistaking her.

Crystal looks at me. “Did you know she was here?” she mouths.

I shake my head. I knew Jodi and Crystal were part of the same circle, but I had no idea Jodi was here the night Crystal died.

“Okay, everyone, let’s sit down,” Crystal Taylor says, settling onto one of the beanbag chairs. Jodi sits on the one to her left and, I realize with a pang, Shelly Cole—or Tanner, as she would be called now—sits to her right. I scan the other faces and recognize David Cole and Millie from the coffee shop. The blond guy who was sitting on the bed earlier is Ryan Alcott, who drove up from Ohio to help Jodi. The only one I don’t know is the girl with the bushy blond hair. I recall Millie mentioning another name at the house earlier: Sarah Riddell. This must be her.

“I bet you’re all wondering why I invited you over today,” Crystal says after everyone has taken a seat.

Ryan snorts. “Yeah, since the last time we tried to do a spell it was such a rousing failure.”

Crystal presses her lips together. 

Shelly crosses her arms over her chest. “So, maybe that spell was a little advanced for us. It doesn’t mean we should give up on magic all together.” Her eyes flick briefly to Jodi.

“I never said that,” Jodi murmurs. “I just think we should stick with simple spells. You have no idea what the consequences of messing with more complicated magic could be.”

Crystal Taylor’s eyes brighten. “I think we can solve that. When we did the spell before, things got out of hand because we don’t have enough power to control the magic. But I found this spell that’ll help us amplify our abilities.”

An excited murmur rises among the group. Beside me, Crystal Jamison sits at attention.

In the room, only Jodi seems unimpressed by Crystal Taylor’s revelation. “How?”

Crystal turns to her. “Now, before you say no—”

Jodi throws up her hands. “I can’t believe it. The crystal?”

I hold my breath. Are they talking about the same crystal we’ve come for? I scan the room, but it’s nowhere to be seen.

Crystal Taylor shakes her head. “I don’t know what your issue is with it. You sell all different kinds of stones at your parents’ store. How is this rock any different?”

“If it’s not any different than any other rock, then why are you so obsessed with it?” Jodi counters.

“We already know the crystal isn’t just any old hunk of quartz,” Millie says. “We’ve all felt its power. We all know doing magic is easier when you’re holding it.” There’s a hint of bitterness in her voice; maybe Crystal Taylor has trouble sharing.

“That’s the problem,” David says. “There’s only one crystal and there are seven of us. It doesn’t have enough power to go around.”

Crystal leans forward in her beanbag chair. “But what if it does? That’s the spell I want us to try. If we can get it to work, it’ll release the magic from the crystal.”

“Wait—what do you mean, ‘release’ it?” asks Ryan.

“Where’s it gonna go?” asks David.

A chorus of questions rises up and it’s difficult to pick out what the others are saying.

After a few seconds, Crystal is able to restore order. “There’s energy trapped in here, and if we release it, we can channel that energy into us.”

David rubs his hands together. “Okay, when do we get started?”

Jodi presses backward into her chair. “I don’t think this is such a good idea.”

“Oh, come on, Jo. Don’t be chicken.”

Jodi shakes her head at Crystal. “I don’t know how you can be so flip about this. I’ve told you before, you don’t know what you’re messing with here. You find this crystal and your family’s old grimoire and you suddenly think you’re this all-powerful witch or something.”

“Better than not being a witch at all,” Crystal murmurs.

Jodi looks around the room at each member of the circle. “Look, I know the idea of getting more magic sounds good, but I also know more about this stuff than you do. Whatever power’s locked away in that crystal, what if it’s there for a reason?”

Crystal snorts. “Yeah, for us to use!”

Jodi rolls her eyes. “Come on. You can’t be that self-centered to think your family’s been passing this thing down from generation to generation just so you could use all the magic inside it.”

“We,” Shelly says. “So we can use it.”

“You guys are all being stupid,” Jodi says, standing. “If you want to mess with magic beyond what you’re capable of, go for it. I’m out.”

The flame of the candle nearest Jodi shoots up high—almost to waist height. Jodi jumps away from it. “Knock it off, Crystal.”

Crystal stands, but the flame doesn’t change. “If you know so much, why don’t you stop it?”

I take in a breath. Is this how it starts? Is this what causes the fire? I still haven’t seen the crystal. This can’t happen yet.

One by one, the other candle flames jump higher until there’s a wall of fire encircling the two of them.

“We’ve got to move,” I hiss at Crystal.

“Not yet.”

The candle flames extinguish all at once. Jodi’s face is impassive as she looks at Crystal. “Just because I don’t show off doesn’t mean I can’t do all the little parlor tricks you can. But that’s all they are, Crystal. You think these tiny spells you can do mean you’re the master of all magic or something. Believe me, if you’re not careful, it’s gonna master you.” She turns on her heel and moves toward the door.

“If you leave, you’re missing out. You’ll be sorry when we’ve got the magic and you’re still poor little Jodi who can make a tea for any occasion but who can’t do any real spells.”

“I’d rather be exactly who I am—exactly what I am—than get caught up in whatever you think you’re about to do. I promise you, Crystal, nothing good’s going to come of it.”

The door creaks and Jodi’s steps echo through the house. I bite my lower lip. Why is Jodi so against this spell?

Back in the room, Crystal Taylor makes a show of slamming the door after Jodi. “We don’t need her anyway. Good riddance.”

“Crystal... Maybe she’s got a point,” Sarah says, her voice quiet.

“Do you want to leave with her, Sarah?” Crystal casts a cold glare at the people who remain in the room with her. “If any of you want to leave with Jodi, feel free to go now.”

There’s a tension in the room as each person shifts, considering doing just that. But the seconds tick by, and no one makes a move for the door.

A look of satisfaction crosses Crystal Taylor’s face as she surveys her friends. She smiles slowly before going to a drawer in her dresser and pulling out an old leather-bound tome and opening it up to a page toward the middle. “Let’s get started.”

The earlier sense of excitement has faded completely and tension has thickened the air.

Crystal calls out directions. Shelly puts a large metal bowl in the center of the circle of candles. David and Ryan sprinkle some herbs inside of it, and Millie adds a few chunks of quartz. Crystal Taylor puts the large book down beside the bowl before going to her bed. She picks up her pillow and pulls something from it. My pulse quickens as it dawns on me: This is where she’s hidden the crystal. She unwraps the dark cloth surrounding it and picks it up, caressing its jagged edges with her fingers.

Shelly crosses the room to Crystal. “Are you sure about this? Maybe Jodi’s got a point.”

Crystal’s glare is icy. “Are you serious?”

“Well, maybe. It’s just... She’s right, you know? About not being able to do much magic—not yet. Remember last week when we were practicing the automatic-writing spell and half our papers burst into flames? I’m not saying we shouldn’t try the spell. I’m just saying maybe we need to wait a little. Practice more. Then, when we’re stronger—”

“You don’t understand—this spell, this is what’s going to make us stronger. You can’t imagine the magical power that’s contained in this crystal. If we do the ritual correctly, we’ll be able to tap into that magic—”

“You think,” says Millie.

“Excuse me?”

“You think that’s what’ll happen. Let’s be honest here, Crystal. That old grimoire of yours isn’t exactly legible and the spell you want us to do isn’t actually in there.”

Crystal looks as if she’s been slapped. “How do you—”

“I looked, okay? I looked. I know, that’s against rule number one or whatever, but I was curious. Sue me. You went to the bathroom and I got curious about how you were just now finding this spell. I mean, come on. We all know you’ve read through that whole book a dozen times. So I looked at the page you had it open to and what you want us to do is not what that spell is designed for. The spell in your book is an anchoring spell, not a releasing spell. You have no idea if you’re even doing it right—”

“It’s the same thing,” Crystal insists, “except instead of leaving the energy in the crystal, we’re releasing it to live in us. But if you’re not, maybe you should leave, like Jodi did.”

Millie relents. “I’m not saying I want to leave...”

The flame of the candle nearest to Crystal flickers to life. “I can’t trust you,” she murmurs. Another candle ignites.

Millie’s eyes go from one candle to the other. My breath catches and I ready myself for action. If things get out of hand—maybe this is what begins the fire. “Crystal, don’t be like that. Your problem lately is you don’t trust any of us. You’re changing, and you don’t even see it.”

“It’s not me who’s changed. You never used to go through people’s personal belongings and—”

Millie shakes her head. “Maybe Jodi is right. You know what? I’m leaving too. Good luck, Crystal. If getting more magic makes me more like you... maybe I don’t want more magic.”

Footfalls recede through the hallway and down the stairs. Crystal looks at the four remaining people in her room. “If you all want to leave, that’s fine. Go. I’ll do it all by myself.”

I hold my breath, waiting for someone to move.

A brief eternity passes before Shelly sighs. “Are we doing this or not?”

Crystal directs the remaining members of the circle to stand equidistant from each other. When they lift their hands toward one another, their fingers close but not touching, I’m reminded forcibly of the way Fox and the others looked while they were doing the spell to send me and Crystal Jamison back here.

Crystal Taylor bends down, setting the crystal in the metal bowl. She consults the spell in her book before resuming her spot in the circle. “Repeat these words with me: Libera nos vir potens hominis. Effugium tuus vincula.”

Slowly, the others take up the chant. I glance beside me at Crystal Jamison, but her attention is focused fully on her aunt.

Through the crack, I see the flames of the candles rise and fall rhythmically. The air feels heavy, electrified.

A loud snapping noise sounds in the room. A wind rushes past me and I spin around, afraid someone else has come in. The window by the bed is open, but there is no one who could have opened it. The curtains billow, rising as they fill with air. I turn back to look at the circle; the girls’ hair is whipping around their faces. Slowly, the crystal rises from the metal bowl, taking on a luminescent quality as it hovers several feet above the ground. The furniture begins to rattle against the floor. 

Something is happening. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it’s not good. Whatever Crystal Taylor thinks she is doing, this is not it. An overwhelming force presses against me, like a tangible thing.

I’m not the only one who senses it. Millie screams and falls to the ground. “Crystal, stop it! Something’s wrong!” She flails on the floor before finally pushing herself back to her feet, only to scramble out of the room. Over the rush of wind, I hear her feet thundering down the stairs.

If Crystal Taylor notices, she doesn’t show it. The candle flames leap at regular intervals around the group as they continue to chant.

A picture frame slips off the wall and flies across the room, smashing against the floor inside the circle. Shelly jumps back but then returns to her original location. 

Sarah releases a hoarse cry. “It’s not worth it! I need to get out of here! I need to get home!” Ryan pulls her close to him, leading her out of the room.

A pulse of energy radiates from the crystal outward, knocking Shelly to the floor. “Crystal!” she screams. From here, I can feel the weight of whatever pushes against her. “We have to stop! Crystal!”

Crystal opens her eyes, but there’s something different about them. They seem brighter somehow. And when she speaks, it’s no longer her voice. The voice is rougher, more masculine. “You cannot stop the power. The magic is returning, and it will seek atonement for sins. The children of the children will not be spared.”

David leaves his position in the circle and crouches beside Shelly. Putting his arms around her middle, he pulls her from the floor and the two of them stumble toward the door. My heartbeat is thundering in my ears. It is going to happen any second—I feel it. How are we going to get to the crystal and get out without burning along with Crystal Taylor?

I begin to pry at the board between the closets. Crystal grabs my hands. “What are you doing?”

“We have to be ready,” I say, wrenching my hands from her. “It’s going to happen any time now.”

Hesitation flickers across Crystal’s face for a moment before she grabs hold of the board and helps me pull it off. It’s so loud in the house with the wind rushing and the furniture shaking and items flying around the room that the creak and groan of the wood being torn loose is barely audible, even to me. Crystal Taylor’s eyes are closed again and she doesn’t cease in her chanting. I crawl through the opening into her closet, Crystal close behind me. I can see the luminous quartz hovering just feet from where I crouch. With her eyes closed, Crystal Taylor might not notice if I grab it and run. But I can’t do that; I have to wait until the very last second.

The crystal begins to glow an ominous green color and spin in midair. Before I have time to wonder what could be causing it, something explodes out of the stone like a wave. It knocks me backward into Crystal Jamison and for a moment I’m afraid we’re too late and the quartz has been destroyed. My fears are quickly allayed when I see it still pulsing with the green color. Another shockwave emanates from it, but even though it’s stronger than the last one, I’m ready for it this time and barely shift backwards. Crystal Taylor isn’t so lucky. She stumbles back and knocks over a candle, the tall flame of which ignites the quilt on her bed.

This is it. The fire. It’s now or never. 

I lunge forward, snatching the crystal out of the air. It is warm in the palm of my hand, as if it’s been sitting in the sun all day. A pulse of energy courses through me, much stronger and more intense than the one I experienced when I touched the shard from Crystal Jamison’s necklace. There is magic in it, all right. It’s a deep, thrumming power I’ve never experienced before. But I can’t let myself dwell on it. As soon as it’s in my hand, I start for the door and down the stairs. The front door is unlocked and I run through it, stopping only when I reach the street in front of the house. I bend over, sucking in breath for a moment before straightening and grinning. “Got it.” But Crystal Jamison is nowhere in sight. I look back to the house but don’t see her. Smoke is already pouring out the open windows upstairs. Where could she be? She was right beside me.

I didn’t check after the second wave of energy to see if Crystal was alright. I was so focused on my task, I didn’t even think about her. A shiver courses through my body. What if she’s knocked out, just like her aunt? I look down at the stone in my hands and back at the house. If I get the crystal but let my friend die, what good is that? I have to go back.

The flames have already traveled to the front door. I marvel at the speed at which they’re moving. I attempt to see beyond the wall of flames, but there’s no way I can get in through here. 

I have to do something, fast. This fire isn’t going to go unnoticed for long, and I can’t be found here. The back window—maybe I can still get in that way. I take off at a sprint around the side of the house, colliding with something as I turn the corner and falling to the ground.

Crystal Jamison coughs as she holds her hand out to help me up. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”

I allow her to pull me to my feet and follow her to the sidewalk in front of the house. She walks quickly, but not so quickly as to draw attention to us. I keep pace with her.

“What happened?”

“You ran out so fast,” Crystal says, her voice low. “I tripped when I tried to get out and by the time I got to the front door, there were flames everywhere. So I went out the back.”

My eyes scan the neighborhood for signs of fire engines or witnesses, but I see nothing out of the ordinary. The sun has long since set and there’s a chill in the air that wasn’t there on our walk to this house. “Now what?”

“We have to get back to the clearing where we arrived. The spell is still active. All we have to do is get back to where we started and the circle we cast in the future should pull us back there.”

“Should?” I ask as we turn the corner.

Crystal doesn’t respond. Our pace is so quick that by the time we get to Main Street, I’m panting. It’s Saturday night so people are out on the town; I try my best to avoid eye contact. All I want is to get back to the present and use the crystal to heal Jodi. We’ve spent so much time here already; I have no idea how much time has passed back in our real life.

Beside me, Crystal gasps. I glance at her and see she’s rubbing her chest where her necklace usually rests. “It’s gone.” 

For a split second, I wonder if it fell off her somewhere. “It never existed.” I hold the crystal out toward her. “Since this never broke up in the fire, you never turn the shard into a necklace.”

She reaches for my hand. “Let me hold the crystal.”

“What? Why?”

“I just…” She presses her lips together. “I want to see if it feels the same.”

I hesitate. “You remember my terms for helping you, right? I get to use the crystal first.”

Her fingers twitch. “I remember. I’ll give it back. Just let me see it.”

I hand it to her as we cross the bridge over the river. We’re not far from the park now. We pass by the play structure, which is abandoned at this hour, and follow the river toward the clearing. 

Beside me, Crystal slows. I turn, irritated. “Come on. We’ve gotta get back.” But something’s wrong. Her eyes have glazed over and her mouth hangs open. What could be happening to her? Is there some kind of complication from smoke inhalation I don’t know about? Her mouth begins moving soundlessly and I cross to her, taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. Her gaze doesn’t snap back to reality; instead, she starts chanting the same words her aunt was chanting before the fire started. I grab for the crystal and pry it from her fingers, but it won’t come loose. Whatever Crystal Taylor was trying to do, it’s still happening.

I don’t know how I know it, but I’m positive I can get us back without finding the spot where we arrived. I felt the magic in that crystal. Maybe using it for something other than whatever spell it’s in the middle of will snap Crystal out of this trance. Or maybe it’ll make us both burst into flames. I have no idea, but I have to try. Giving up on pulling the crystal from her hands, I settle for closing my hand over hers. I close my eyes and focus on the power emanating from the crystal. I remember the words Jodi said to me on my first day in Clearwater—that all time exists at once. I imagine the steady stream of time as a river, rushing indomitably forward into the future. In my mind’s eye, I see that stream freeze, making it possible to move from one point to another. I allow the magic within to crystal to rush into me, mixing with the magic building in my core. I need to get back to the present, back to Jodi.

A bright flash overtakes my vision for an instant before darkness rushes in. As the crushing sensation presses over my body, another wave of energy blasts from the crystal. My body is hurled backward, my fingers slip from Crystal’s hand, and I fall into the void of timelessness.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

I land with a thud on the grass and take in deep, greedy breaths of air. I try to open my eyes, to move, but I can’t. Panic rises in my chest. What’s wrong? What did I do? Are we stuck in some kind of limbo between times?

Hands seize me by the arms, pulling me upward. At first I think Crystal is helping me to my feet, but the hands are larger than hers, the person stronger. With a mighty effort, I manage to open my eyes. The person in front of me is blurry. I can hear his heavy breathing.

“Are you alright? I came upon the clearing and there you lay—”

There’s something odd about the man’s words. Did we go back in time instead of forward? “Where’s... Crystal?” I try to escape the stranger’s grip, but my arms are like lead. “Crystal?”

There’s a moan from the ground beside me and I manage to throw off the stranger’s hands. I crouch and grope at the grass. The moon is full, providing a decent amount of light, but my vision is still blurry. “Crystal?” My fingers brush her body and I scramble to her side. I rub my eyes and blink a few times before she comes into focus. Her eyes are half closed and her head is moving back and forth. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she might need help. I curse myself for leaving my cell in the car. I turn to ask the guy who helped me up to call for help, but he’s disappeared. Besides Crystal, there’s no one in sight. What if I did the spell wrong?

“Help!” I yell. “Fox! Bridget! Help!”

Crystal’s eyelids flutter and open briefly before closing again. I should be heartened by the fact that she’s attempting to regain consciousness, but I’m terrified. What was that chanting she was doing before we passed through time? Did we even end up when we were supposed to? “Bridget! Zane! Fox!” They said they’d wait for us. What if they didn’t? It’s as dark here as it was in the past; it must be hours since we left. “Griffin!”

I hear shouts in the distance. Seconds later, Fox and Bridget appear around a cluster of trees. When they catch sight of us, they take off at a run.

“What happened? Why aren’t you back where we started?” Bridget kneels beside Crystal, placing her hands on Crystal’s cheeks. “What’s wrong with her?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

Fox puts his hands on my shoulders, orienting me so I’m facing him. “Are you okay?” his gray eyes seem full of genuine concern.

Crystal gives a low moan and sits up so suddenly Bridget jumps back and lets out a yelp. Crystal’s eyes open and she takes in her surroundings.

“Wow—what happened? How’d we get here? The last thing I remember is holding the crystal and...”

“The crystal,” I say, scanning for it in her hands. They’re empty. “Where is it?”

Crystal shakes her head. “I don’t know.”

I drop to my hands and knees, my hands running over the grass. It has to be here. It has to. We used it to cross back to this time, so it had to come with us. I need that crystal. I need it to save Jodi.

Something presses against my heart when I think of my aunt. What if I’m too late?

My fingers brush against something cool and sharp. I pick it up and take off at a run in the direction Fox and Bridget appeared from. That must be the way back to civilization. Shouts follow me, but I ignore them. I pump my legs as fast as I can and run toward the parking lot.

Every second that ticks by as I drive back to Jodi’s house feels like an eternity. I push the door open and hurry into the house, not bothering to close it behind me. “Jodi! Jodi?” The living room is empty so I go upstairs to her bedroom. I start to panic. Where are Millie, David, and Ryan? They said they would stay here to watch over her. Jodi’s bed is empty and my heart sinks. I’m too late. She must already be gone. Her friends called the cops or the coroner or whoever gets called when someone dies. I’ve failed her.

“Hello?”

I jump at the voice that comes from downstairs. It sounded like Jodi, but that can’t be...

But it is Jodi, standing at the foot of the steps, dirt smeared on her right cheek, pruning shears in her hand as if she plans to use them as a weapon. I rush down the steps and throw my arms around her. “You’re okay!”

Jodi returns my embrace tentatively. “Yes, I am. Was I not supposed to be?”

I hold her at arm’s length, studying her face. “You... were...” She doesn’t look at all like she did when I saw her earlier today. The color is back in her cheeks and she looks healthy, like she usually does. Is it possible she doesn’t remember being sick? Did going back to get the crystal keep the curse from happening?

I grab her hand and inspect her palm. There’s no sign of the mark.

Jodi presses her hand to my cheek. “You okay? Taking an interested in palmistry?” She smiles, but I can tell there’s concern behind it. She’s worried about me. The irony!

“I’m good. I’m great, actually.” I laugh, giving her another quick hug. “Have you had dinner yet? I’ll make dinner.”

Not waiting for a response, I hurry to the kitchen. My stomach is growling. I open the refrigerator and inspect the contents.

Jodi stands at the mouth of the kitchen, watching me. “Are you sure you’re okay? Everything’s fine with you?” Her eyebrows cinch together. “You’re not hopped up on some kind of energy spell, are you? I remember Millie did one before midterms one year… Not pretty.”

I close the refrigerator door. Why is she talking about me casting spells like it’s no big deal? Jodi doesn’t want me using magic.

A sinking feeling settles over me. Crystal’s pendant, Jodi not being sick, Jodi condoning my use of magic? What else is different now? “No,” I say, forcing a smile. “I just feel like cooking. You take such good care of me, I just want to show you how much I appreciate you.”

Jodi’s eyes cloud for a moment, but then she smiles. “And they say teenagers are moody and taciturn. I already ate, though. It’s pretty late. I’m gonna head back out to the greenhouse. Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will.”

A knock sounds at the front door and Jodi heads for it. I hear the familiar creak of the hinges and smile. Maybe things aren’t so different after all.

“It’s for you,” Jodi calls. I take in a breath and head for the hallway. When Jodi passes me, making her way toward the greenhouse, she murmurs, “It’s your boyfriend.”

My heart swells at the words. It’s funny what can change in just a few days. Last time Jodi referred to Owen that way, I was embarrassed—mortified, even. Now the words are a comforting balm. After what I’ve experienced today, I want to fold myself up in his arms and breathe in the scent of his body.

I turn into the living room and stop in my tracks. The figure sitting on the couch in the semidarkness doesn’t belong to Owen. It belongs to Fox.

“What are you doing here?”

The corners of his mouth twitch as he stands. “You ran off so fast. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Crystal didn’t really know what happened. Her recollection of things is a little fuzzy.”

I don’t move further into the room. “I’m fine. I just had to come check on Jodi, but she’s okay. So I’m good.” Fox takes a step closer to me and I back up. “Thanks for checking in on me. Jodi and I were just about to have some dinner, so...” I nod toward the door.

He doesn’t take the hint. Instead, he moves closer to me. “Something’s up. Tell me.”

I shake my head. “Really, I’m fine. Just... tired, you know? I guess that spell just took a bit too much out of me.” I try to laugh but it comes out more like a dry cough.

Fox studies me, his mouth twitching. “Look, I’ll go if you want me to. But I want to talk tomorrow, okay? Get a good night’s rest.”

He brushes his fingertips under my chin and I look up. Before I can react, he leans down and presses a tender kiss against my lips. My body tenses, freezes. I’m too shocked to even push him away. But maybe the most disturbing thing is that this doesn’t feel like a first kiss. The way Fox’s mouth fits against mine, the duration of the contact, the motion of his lips, it all feels familiar. When he pulls away, he smiles and I see a look on his face I’ve never seen before. He looks more open, more innocent. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and walks to the door.

“I’ll call you tomorrow.” He puts his hand on the doorknob and pauses like he wants to say something else. He shakes his head almost imperceptibly before smiling again and pulling open the door. “Oh, hey! Here, let me hold this open for you.”

I move toward the door. Who he could be talking to? Is it Crystal? Or maybe Lexie has stopped by to visit?

“Thank you, Fox,” says a female voice. 

My heart skips a beat and my throat goes dry. I know that voice. But it can’t be. It can’t be.

My mother walks through the door carrying several plastic grocery bags. Her eyes light up when she sees me. “Good, you’re home. Could you help me unload the car?”

For the third time tonight, darkness presses in on me. I feel dizzy and my vision goes dark before I hit the floor.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Five

 

I wake up in my bedroom on the third floor of Jodi’s house. What an insane dream. Going back in time, kissing Fox, my mom being alive. Maybe whatever Jodi has is catching and making me hallucinate.

Jodi.

I sit up too quickly and the blood rushes to my head, making my vision blacken around the edges.

“Whoa, be careful. Don’t want to pass out again.”

I lean back on my arms, waiting for the vertigo to pass. When my vision returns, I see Crystal Jamison sitting in a chair beside my bed. “What’s going on? What...”

She scoots her chair closer to me, leaning in. “You might want to lie down again before I tell you anything.”

Instead of heeding her advice, I sit up, swinging my legs off the mattress and facing her. “I remember... my mom...” I shake my head. “But it can’t be—”

Crystal’s mouth twitches. “It looks like we may have changed a few things.”

I gape at her. “My mom’s alive?” The idea of having my mom back fills my heart until I think it might burst. But it can’t be true, can it? We went back to a single day in Clearwater almost twenty years ago; my mom died just over a month ago, miles away from here. How can one thing have affected the other? “I’m still dreaming. I have to be.”

She reaches forward, covering my hand with hers. “It’s not a dream. She’s alive and she’s here. She actually let me in this morning.”

I shake my head. “This doesn’t make any sense. If she’s still alive, what are we doing here?”

The expression on Crystal’s face tells me she’s been waiting for me to ask. “It didn’t take long after we got back for me to realize things weren’t exactly the way we left them, and I spent a good portion of last night doing some research. Don’t worry—mostly the world’s just the way we left it. It seems like the changes are kind of localized—just us, our families.”

“Wait—you’re telling me that we changed history?”

“Just a little.”

I lean forward, placing my head in my hands. “What do we do? How do we fix this?”

“Fix it? I thought you’d be happy. Krissa, did you hear me? Your mom’s alive! The two of you live here with Jodi. Apparently you’ve been living here for years. I was looking through my old yearbooks...”

“But I haven’t.”

“But you have. I know it doesn’t make sense. I mean, we didn’t do anything, right? But somehow, just by going back, I guess we affected the future.” She shakes her head. “Don’t you see? We can’t do anything to fix it now. What’s done is done. Can’t you just... take the win? We found the crystal. And you never lost your mom.”

“And I’m dating Fox?”

She bites her lower lip. “I know, right? Weird.”

“Crystal, how can you be so calm about this? We’ve messed with reality.”

She shakes her head. “What’s wrong with you? Your mom’s still alive. Krissa… This isn’t a bad thing.”

I understand the point she’s trying to make. Jodi isn’t cursed. That’s the reason I agreed to help find the crystal in the first place. If that’s the meter by which I gauge our success, then I accomplished what I set out to do. But I didn’t expect other things to change. My mom is alive. I can’t even wrap my mind around how it’s even possible, and it’s even more amazing than saving Jodi’s life. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that it’s wrong—that I’ve cheated somehow. And if something as big as my mom and me living here with Jodi is so contrary to the way it really happened, what other things have changed?

“What else is different?” I ask.

She shrugs. “It hasn’t even been a whole day. I think those are the main things.”

“What about Owen?” A pain shoots through my heart when I say his name.

“What about him?” She studies my face and her lips part in surprise. “Did you two have a thing? I mean, I knew you were hanging out with Lexie and him, but I didn’t realize…” 

Heat rises in my cheeks. I never got the chance to gush about my kiss with Owen, and now it’s entirely possible it never even happened. A hollowness forms in the pit of my stomach. Less than a day ago, the two of us were standing on the threshold of a relationship. Now, nothing.

Crystal shifts in her chair, pushing it backward just slightly. “There’s one more thing.”

I take in a deep breath to prepare for the news. “What is it?”

She chews on her lower lip. “I don’t know how, exactly, or why, but... your mom’s not the only one who...”

I urge her to go on with my eyes. “What? What are you talking about?”

A smile creeps across her mouth, but it blinks out of existence almost immediately. “It’s my aunt. Crystal Taylor is alive.”

“What? How could that happen?”

Her eyes flicker to the floor. “I don’t know. Clearly something we did made it so she could get out. Maybe it was just because we took the crystal. I don’t think we’ll ever know. But... isn’t it great?”

I shake my head. Far from being great, I think this is a bigger problem than my mom being back from the dead. “That’s almost twenty years of history she wasn’t supposed to be around for. Who knows what she’s changed because she’s been here?” I stand, starting for the stairs.

Crystal is up in a flash, positioning herself between me and the exit. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to go tell Jodi what we did. Maybe she’ll be able to fix it.”

“No!” Crystal pushes me squarely in the chest and I stumble backwards. “We can’t tell her. We can’t tell anyone.”

Regaining my balance, I shove her back. “Get out of my way.”

She grabs my wrist when I try to push past her. “Krissa, stop. We can’t fix this. Think about it, and you’ll see I’m right. Even if we could go back, we’d run into ourselves. And who’s to say that wouldn’t make a bigger mess?”

I struggle against her grasp, but her words cut through me. She has a point. Still, there has to be a way to reverse what we’ve done. Jodi told me magic comes with consequences; I’m learning that firsthand in a major way.

When I stop fighting against her, Crystal releases my wrist, but her posture remains coiled, like she’s prepared to spring should I make a sudden movement.

The stairs leading up to my room creak under someone’s weight. “Kristyl?” calls my mom’s voice tentatively. She ascends to the top of the stairs and smiles when she sees me. “Oh, good, you’re up. Fox has already called twice.” Her eyes go heavenward and she shakes her head. “That boy. If you’re feeling up for it, I made pancakes.” She glances at Crystal. “There’s enough for you, too, if you like.”

Crystal smiles warmly. “Thanks. I’d like that.” She casts a loaded look in my direction, like she expects me to blurt out something about traveling to the past and altering the course of events and is warning me not to.

I tamp down the annoyance flaring in me. “We’ll be right down, Mom.”

My mother squints at us before turning and heading back down the stairs.

Crystal moves to follow her. “We don’t want to keep her waiting.”

After a beat, I move toward the stairs. At least for the moment, I have to pretend like there’s nothing wrong. But how can I do that when my reality has been suddenly rearranged? I don’t like it, but we can’t tell anyone about what we did, at least for now. I like it even less that we’re going to have to find a way to reverse it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wild Magic

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

I’m still convinced it’s a dream. Every time I look up and see her, I think I’m asleep, hallucinating. I’ve gone so far as to pinch myself in the twenty-four hours since I woke up to this new reality. 

In my old reality, she was gone just a month. It’s strange how many little things have already started to slip away. Like the way she sweeps her fingers over her brow as if to brush her bangs out of her vision, even though they aren’t long enough to be in her eyes. Or how she almost never pushes the kitchen drawers closed with her hands, instead insisting on bumping them with her hip. Or the way she leaves the cupboard with the glasses in it ajar, like she’s thinking about going back for another cup.

People used to tell me we looked alike, but I never saw it. Though we both have pin-straight hair, hers is chestnut brown where mine is pale blonde. We both have brown eyes, but hers are brighter, more luminous. But now, when I study her face, I see the similarities others always insisted on: the shape of our chins, the way our eyes squint when we laugh, the arch of our eyebrows, the shape of our mouths.

I do look like my mother. I don’t know why it took her return from the dead for me to notice it.

From my spot against the door jamb between the kitchen and dining room, I shake my head. Saying she’s back from the dead makes it sound like she’s a zombie, but she’s not. She’s not so much back as she never left.

In this reality, she never died.

I’ve been watching her all day, so much that I know she noticed it. But I can’t help it.

She hums as she makes dinner. I’d forgotten she did that, too. She catches my eye and I drop my gaze, crossing to the island where she set out several bowls full of different items: diced tomatoes, chopped lettuce, salsa, sour cream. The tune she hums is familiar as I collect the bowls, but by the time I exit the room, she’s switched to something different, like the station in her head changed channels. I smile as I set the bowls on the dining room table. My aunt Jodi sits adjacent to me, sipping at her mug of tea almost absently as her keen blue eyes skim the newspaper.

It’s the little things that stick out to me most. How I never saw Jodi read the newspaper before. During meals, Jodi would sip her tea and if she wasn’t talking to me, she’d be doing something on her phone. But there are no phones at the table now. The addition of the newspaper makes Jodi look—well, not older, but more mature, maybe. Her wavy brown hair isn’t loose around her shoulders like it usually is; instead, it’s pulled back into a messy chignon. The effect is a gentle sharpening of her features, making the set of her jaw more pronounced. She still looks like the Jodi I grew to know—mostly. But I wonder if, under my mother’s influence, she’s sobered a bit. Like the cell phone thing: It never bothered her before if the two of us sat in silence at the table, eating and flicking through screens on our separate devices. But when I pulled my phone out yesterday to make sure the world at large was as I remember it, she stared at me like I’d lost my mind, like I should know better than to bring technology to the table. 

It’s not surprising, really. My mom always had that rule at our house.

But this is our house. And it has been for four years. Except it hasn’t. I’ve only been here a month, and my mother wasn’t with me.

I set down my glass, covering my eyes with my free hand as the conflicting realities battle themselves in my head. Two days ago, my mother was dead. Now she’s making tacos. I don’t remember the details of the life my mom and aunt are living, and they don’t remember the details of mine. It’s strange to hear my mother knocking around in the kitchen of a house that, to my knowledge, she’d never stepped foot in.

That doesn’t stop her from bringing a plate of taco shells and a bowl of meat into the room and setting them on the table. “Eat up,” she says, a smile stretched across her face. 

Tears prickle in the corners of my eyes and I blink rapidly to clear them. Mom’s eyebrows crease at the center and I come to my senses: I have to pretend. This isn’t my reality, but I have to pretend it is.

Crystal Jamison told me I had to.

At the time, I agreed with her. Of course it was better to pretend things were normal. How would the people in our lives react if we announced that this entire existence is a lie and not meant to be? How can I tell my mother she’s supposed to be dead?

A fist tightens around my lungs and I struggle to breathe. How can I even think that? Maybe Crystal is right—I should just be happy about what’s happened. I didn’t intend to do it, but I got my mother back. I never thought I’d see her again, and now here she is. It’s a miracle.

Except it doesn’t feel like one. Every time I allow the elation in, it’s followed immediately by a sweeping guilt. I’ve cheated somehow. I messed with time and the consequences aren’t entirely clear yet. Yes, my mother is back, and Jodi isn’t sick—even Crystal’s aunt, who died nearly twenty years ago, is actually alive. And these are all good things. But what are the negative things we set in motion by going back? I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. And I have a feeling that when it does, it’s going to destroy everything.

My fingers go to my neck, reaching for the ring I wear there. Or wore. I sigh, as I’ve done a dozen times already: In this timeline, I don’t wear my father’s ring. I don’t even know if I ever found it. For some reason, having it would make me feel better. Perhaps it’s because the one constant in all this change is his absence. He’s gone, like he was in my real life. I need that ring to remind me of where I belong.

My mom’s eyebrows scrunch as she chews her bite of taco. “Kristyl, what’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.” The truth is too complex even to begin to explain. But one look at her face tells me that she is going to require an answer, a real one. My mind flicks through the thoughts swirling around until it lands on the only one I can share: “I just... I’m thinking about Dad today.”

Jodi looks up from her newspaper and exchanges a glance with my mom. I don’t like it. Did I do something wrong? If events in this timeline are different, it stands to reason that I’m different, too. I’ve had different experiences. Do I not talk about my father?

“What is it?” I ask, unable to keep the question to myself. “Why are you guys looking at each other like that?”

My mom’s mouth twitches before the corner pulls up in a half smile. “Nothing. It’s just... It’s been a long time since you’ve mentioned him.”

Shit. I’ve already done something wrong. I need to control the damage. “I... I had a dream about him. Like, he just showed up, and suddenly... I was a little girl again and...” I grope for things to say that aren’t too specific. I don’t want to mention any memories just in case they didn’t happen here.

But the bit of detail I’ve provided seems sufficient. Mom and Jodi exchange another glance, this one softer. Jodi folds her paper and sets it on the table in front of her. “I’m glad to see you can talk about him without... well, the usual drama.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. How different am I here? Typically, I avoid drama like the plague. However, if what Crystal told me yesterday is true, she and I are besties here. And Crystal is something of a drama magnet. I force a smile. “Maybe I’m maturing.”

Jodi grins. “We were hoping that’d happen one day.”

My fingertips stroke my neck again and I decide to go for it: I need to know about the ring. “In the dream... Dad had this... ring. It was kind of heavy with a smoky stone.”

My mom nods and a wave of relief comes over me. She knows what I’m talking about. “What about it?”

I take a breath. “Do... Do you know where it is?”

Mom squints and I know I’m missing something. “Of course. It’s the same place it’s been for the last—what?” She looks at Jodi as if expecting to read the answer in the lines of her face. “Two years? Three, maybe?”

I shift in my seat. “Oh?” My heart hammers in my chest. What does that mean? Is it with my father? Did he take it with him when he left? Or does she mean it’s somewhere I should know, somewhere alternate-me put it? If that’s the case, what if I can’t find it?

“It’s upstairs in my jewelry box. I put it there after you said you didn’t want it.”

Jodi laughs. “I’m pretty sure her exact words were closer to ‘I never want to see that ugly piece of crap ever again.’”

I force a smile. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Maybe I... blocked it out or something. But... I think I’ve changed my mind.”

Mom raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you saying you want it?”

I open my mouth to respond but stop short, realizing at the last second that my response will be a yell—yes! But that reaction doesn’t seem very alternate-me, so I take a breath and relax my shoulders. “I at least want to look at it. To see if it’s as ugly as I remember. It’s just weird it showed up in my dreams after all this time, right? So... maybe I should give it another try.”

Mom dabs the corners of her mouth with the cream-colored cloth napkin by her side before standing. “You finish eating; I’ll go grab it.”

Her footsteps creak against the wood floor and stairs. It seems a geologic age before I hear her returning. I try to eat in her absence, but I find it hard to focus. The ring. It’s such a small thing, but it doesn’t feel that way. In the past few weeks, I’ve felt like that ring was somehow a talisman of protection—a connection to my father. I need something of that last timeline, something from my reality, to make me feel better about this one.

I’ve only finished half of the taco in front of me by the time Mom returns, but it’s all I’m going to eat. She holds the ring out and I snatch it before I can catch myself. I know she and Jodi are watching me as I study it, but I don’t care. I can’t care. It looks the same as I remember it—the same but for one detail: it seems smaller. Not the weighty setting or the stone, but the circumference of the ring itself. It looks like it might actually fit my finger. I poke my right ring finger through the center, but the ring doesn’t make it past my first knuckle before I hesitate, pulling it off. The first time I put this ring on in my reality, I had a vision and made everything in my room levitate. On the chance something like that happens again, I should wait until I’m alone before trying.

“Can I have it?” I ask, curling my fingers into a fist around the ring. 

“Of course,” Mom says, her tone dubious. “Your dad left it for you. You know that. He even had it sized so you could wear it.”

I stand, picking up my plate and heading to the kitchen. “I think I’m finally ready for it.”

Jodi nods appreciatively when I reenter the dining room. “I knew you’d come back to us eventually.”

The skin at the back of my neck prickles. What could she mean by that? Does she know—does she remember my reality? Has this all been some sort of test? No, it’s not possible that she knows the truth: Jodi’s a witch, so she can do magic, but she doesn’t have any special connection with time—that’s a psychic’s domain. I force a short laugh. “What, did I go somewhere?”

She shrugs. “Come on. I know Crystal and the girls are your friends, but let’s not pretend their friendship didn’t come at a price.”

“Jodi.” My mom’s tone is light, but there’s a hint of warning around the edges. The echoey sensation that accompanies the thoughts and feelings of other people fills my mind. It takes me a moment to interpret the impressions: They’ve had this conversation before and Mom is of the opinion I’m old enough to make my own choices about my friends; besides, telling me not to hang out with someone will only make that person more appealing. 

Jodi crosses her arms over her chest and turns to my mom. “You know as well as I do they’re the reason she stopped wearing Ben’s ring to begin with.”

My mom opens her mouth to respond, but I clear my throat. “Well, they won’t make me stop wearing it again.”

Jodi raises her mug. “I’ll drink to that.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

My father’s ring is warm and heavy in my hand and it tugs on my consciousness while I wait for Mom and Jodi to finish dinner. From where I set it in the living room, my phone trills. I tense but don’t make a move for it. Jodi catches my eye, smiling, and I force a smile in return. Maybe she’s more like the Jodi I know than I thought—maybe she’s not as pro this no-electronic-devices mandate of my mom’s as I originally believed.

When Mom finally takes her last bite, I clear the table quickly and load the dishwasher. My phone trills again before I get to it. Crystal Jamison has sent two messages: 

The circle’s meeting at Fox’s house. I’ll be by to pick you up in 20.

Are you ignoring me? I’ll be there in 15 to get you.

I sigh. Even though it’s evening, I’m still in my pajamas. This morning, before she left my house, Crystal alluded to the fact that the witches would be meeting today, but I held out hope it wouldn’t be the case. With a quick glance toward the dining room, where Mom and Jodi are chatting about something, I steal away upstairs. I hope alternate-me didn’t have any plans with either of them this evening: I don’t think Crystal will take no for an answer.

At the top of the stairs that open up to my third story loft, I pause, uncurling my fingers and staring down at my father’s ring. My ring. After a moment’s hesitation, I slip it onto my right ring finger.

The flash overtakes me immediately, as if it has been waiting patiently in the wings for the go-ahead from me. My vision is flooded by pure white light, followed by blackness that begins at my periphery and sweeps forward, plunging me into darkness. I don’t fight it. I let the blackness wash over me and wait for it to abate and show me the scene. 

When my vision clears and focuses, I’m not expecting what greets my eyes. The first time I slipped this ring on, I was still in my room, just a past version of it, when my dad was just a few years older than I am. But the room before me now is completely foreign. The walls and ceiling are constructed of heavy hewn timbers. Light spills in through small open windows on either side of the room, but the space still feels dim, like the sunlight isn’t strong enough to dispel all the shadows. A man in his sixties sits in a rocking chair in front of a hearth smudged black with soot. His hands are folded atop the rough tan fabric of the shirt stretched across his ample belly and he stares toward the embers glowing in the hearth. Another man stands before the man in the chair, this one younger. Upon closer inspection, the second man doesn’t look much older than me—perhaps in his early twenties. He wears a loose-fitting off-white shirt belted at the hips and simple brown pants tucked into a pair of high boots that tie at the calf.

“Grandfather, are you sure?” The younger man shifts his weight from one foot to the other as he examines the palm of his right hand. 

The grandfather rocks gently in his chair, his eyes still on the hearth. “Am I not a trustworthy man, Eli? What in my character prompts you to believe a double-dealing on my part?”

“I did not mean to imply…” Eli plants his feet firmly, squaring his shoulders. “It is just that… When I spoke with—”

“I know to whom you refer.” The elder man’s voice is sharp, but not unkind. His gaze shifts to Eli. “The ring is mine to do with as I please. I know he believes he has claim to it because he is the eldest grandchild, but it is my wish that it remain in the Barnette line.”

I gasp, immediately covering my mouth with my hand. My muscles tense as I wait for a reaction from either Eli or the old man, but they continue as though I’m not there. Because, I remind myself, I’m not. I’m merely witnessing an echo of a past event. I take in a breath and relax. They’re talking about a ring and my family. Could they be referring to the ring I now possess? And if so, who is this other person who thinks it should be his? I tiptoe forward, not trusting myself not to make the boards beneath my feet creak, even though I know I can’t—I’m not interacting with the world here. Eli’s eyes are on his palm again, but as I near him, I see a heavy ring in it. I run my thumb over the ring on my finger. The two are too similar not to be the same piece of jewelry.

“He’ll not be pleased,” Eli says.

“I am too old to worry myself about pleasing everyone. I can only do what I believe is right. The ring passes to you, Eli. If your cousin finds fault with my decision, he is to see me.”

Eli closes his fingers around the ring. “Yes, Grandfather.”

The old man unfolds his hands and presses them to the armrests of the rocking chair. With effort, he stands. He is hunched with age and shorter than Eli by several inches. Eli holds out his hand to steady his grandfather, but the man doesn’t accept his assistance. He straightens his spine as much as he can and takes Eli by the shoulders. “I know you wish to believe the best of him. The two of you have been inseparable your whole lives. And his motivations may seem pure—” He catches the look of surprise on Eli’s face and nods knowingly. “Yes, Eli, I know. You are not the only ones who avail yourselves of the abilities of the town psychics. This path will lead to darkness, mark my words. He will listen to you, Eli. You must lead him away from this path.”

Eli shakes his head. He attempts to take a step back, but his grandfather’s grip is too strong. “He’ll not listen to me, Grandfather—especially after he sees the ring. He already believes I wish to challenge him for power of the circle.”

“His fear is his greatest weakness, yet he wears it like strength. We all fear something, Eli. It is a strong man who can see the difference between legitimate fears and baseless ones.” Grandfather releases Eli’s shoulder but takes up the hand holding the ring. He uncurls Eli’s fingers and plucks the ring from his palm before straightening Eli’s right ring finger and slipping the ring onto it. He doesn’t push it past his second knuckle, but he doesn’t need to. Eli buckles, tipping forward. His grandfather tries to arrest his descent, but he only delays the inevitable. His gnarled hands loop beneath Eli’s armpits and slow him as his knees collide with the rough wooden floor.

Heat surges through me, followed by a sharp pain in my knees. The plank beneath me digs into my skin through the thick rough material of my pants. The old man’s hands dig uncomfortably into the soft flesh of my armpits. My mind struggles to make sense of what’s happening. I can see Eli in front of me, but I can also feel the sensations assailing him. A bright white light assaults my vision and I recognize it for what it is in the same instant it overtakes me: I’m experiencing another vision within this current one.

Fire. A barn is alight from within. Flames peek between the joints in the walls and erupt through the doors. Heat burns my cheeks and I raise my arm to cover my face. Screams rip through the air, high and terrified. Someone is in the barn, a girl. Shouts sound through the surrounding darkness. I pull my arm away from my face, but the barn is gone, replaced with darkness and murmured voices. Lights flicker into existence one at a time—candles, arranged in a circle, revealing a figure laid out in the center, covered in black and bound at the hands and feet. A robed figure enters the circle, a long knife clutched in the hand that hangs by his side. He crosses to the figure and raises the blade into the air, above where its heart would be—

A graveyard at dusk. Flowers adorn the headstone of a newly-covered grave. White stones, each the size of a human head, encircle the freshly mounded earth. The robed figure approaches, dropping to its knees and clutching the gravestone.

A room, much like the one Eli and his grandfather stand in, with a low-hanging ceiling hanging oppressively over the heads of a couple dozen people, both men and women, ranging in ages from around thirty to probably sixty. The old man is among them. In the center of the room is a younger man, who faces the far wall, his arms and legs bound to the chair he sits in. His head droops, his chin resting against his chest.

“There is only one solution,” says Eli’s grandfather, moving toward the bound man. In one hand, he holds up a fist-sized chunk of clear quartz crystal. “The evil must be contained.”

The ring on my finger burns against my flesh, but, when I pull it off, the stone and metal are cool to my touch. 

Darkness overtakes my vision again, plunging me into a black void.

I gasp, doubling over as I come back to the present. What just happened? Did the grandfather give that vision to Eli, and if so, why did I see it? Did it have something to do with the ring? And what was the evil he spoke of? Did he mean it needed to be contained inside the piece of quartz he held? There was something familiar about the piece of crystal in his wizened hand. It couldn’t be the crystal, could it?

Yes. The answer bubbles to the surface of my consciousness immediately. The stone from my vision looked too much like the one Crystal and I brought back from the past not to be the same one. But if that’s the case, what does it mean about the energy inside it?

Footfalls thunder behind me and I manage to stand as I turn toward the sound. Neither my mom nor Jodi takes stairs that quickly—but who else could be coming up toward by bedroom?

Crystal Jamison appears at the bottom of the landing on the second floor. Her blue eyes widen as she takes in my appearance. “You’re not ready.” It’s not a question.

I look down. She’s right. I’m still in my pajamas. Have I been standing here for the last ten minutes? I shake my head. “I’ll be right down.”

She doesn’t take the hint. As I move toward my closet, I hear her feet creaking against the stairs. I grab the first shirt and pair of jeans my hands contact and move into the bathroom without looking back at her. How can I explain what happened, why I’m not ready? Crystal doesn’t know about my psychic inclinations, and it’s not something I particularly want to share with her. She’s already the only other person who knows about things being different after our foray into the past. I don’t like the idea of her being the keeper of all my secrets. 

I pull on my clothes and run a brush through my pale blonde hair. A quick scan of the vanity doesn’t reveal a hair tie so I abandon any thoughts of pulling back my hair. In less than two minutes, I emerge from the bathroom. Crystal is circling the perimeter of my room. While she’s not touching anything, I can’t help feeling violated, like she’s going through my things or reading my diary. Then again, it’s difficult to be too offended when the room isn’t exactly mine. There are several items that are familiar, but just as many things are alien to me. It’s like I’ve been away so long I’ve forgotten all the details of the room. It feels like I should remember the pictures taped to the mirror above the dresser, but I don’t. I can’t. I didn’t live those moments.

I clear my throat and Crystal turns, looking completely unabashed. She raises an eyebrow and although she doesn’t say anything, I know she’s judging my appearance. I roll my eyes. Meeting Crystal’s stylistic expectations doesn’t even register on my radar as anywhere near important. 

“What’s that on your finger?” 

I glance down at my right hand even though I don’t need to. My finger looks normal, despite having felt like it was burning just a few minutes ago. “It’s a ring.”

“An ugly ring.”

I cross my arms over my chest, tucking my hand where she can’t see it. “Are we going or not?”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Crystal doesn’t speak again until we’re safely in her car, headed down the road. “You’re going to have to try harder.”

I throw up my hands. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

She sucks her teeth as she pulls up to a stop sign. There’s no one else at the intersection and she takes a moment to turn to me. “What are you wearing?”

I rub my left hand over the knuckles of my right. “Enough about the ring already. It was my dad’s okay?”

She shakes her head. “I’m not talking about that monstrosity, so you can dial it back. I’m talking about that outfit.” Her lip curls as she looks me up and down.

I pulled on an oversize navy hoodie on my way out the door when I couldn’t find a jacket that looked familiar. My jeans are dark and flare at the ankles. The only shoes I could find at the front door that looked even remotely like something I might wear were a pair of black Converse, though they’re a bit loose and might actually belong to Jodi. “What’s wrong with it?”

Crystal rolls her eyes before refocusing her attention on the road and proceeding through the intersection. “Didn’t you pay attention to the yearbooks I showed you last night? So far as everyone knows, you and I are best friends.”

From the way she says it, her meaning is clear. How is anyone going to believe someone like Crystal—in her painted-on skinny jeans, low-cut red sweater that flares in ruffles around the hips, and seasonally-inappropriate tan corduroy jacket—would willingly hang around with someone dressed like me? I consider mentioning that people might assume we’re friends because of my personality but quickly change my mind. “Just tell everyone I’m still not feeling well after the spell last night.”

She flicks her chestnut hair over her shoulder. “Like they’ll buy that. Clearly I feel fine.”

I don’t bother reminding her that I’m the one who brought us back from the past, and I don’t mention at all that my psychic abilities are the reason we were able to travel through time to begin with. I know Crystal well enough to be sure inferring I did all the heavy lifting would not be received well. Instead, I tell her what she wants to hear. “I’ll try harder.”

“Good. Because no one can know we went back and changed things. So far as everyone’s concerned, we’re exactly the same people we’ve always been, and everything is as it should be.” She gives me side-eye and I nod.

It’s what we decided last night after realizing the world isn’t the same as we left it. At the time, it seemed logical—after all, if we start announcing from the rooftop that we’re living in an alternate reality, people will probably think we’ve gone a bit crazy. Still, I don’t know if I can pretend that everything is as it should be.

But maybe it is. I can’t lie—having my mom back in my life is more amazing than I could have imagined. And the fact that Jodi isn’t sick, that she never was, that she never had to deal with the knowledge that the candle of her life was about to burn out, is incredible. Still, a weight sits in the pit of my stomach, like we’ve cheated somehow.

But Crystal doesn’t want to hear that.

She pulls her car to a stop in front of Fox and Griffin Holloway’s house. Everything is the same—down to the garden gnome leaning against the porch—and it comforts me. Maybe things aren’t quite as different as I imagined. 

We’re clearly not the first to arrive: Parked in the street nearby are a red SUV and a motorcycle, and in the driveway there’s an old but lovingly detailed dark blue Mustang behind what looks like a monster truck. I wrinkle my nose at the truck. Whose could that be? Zane’s, maybe? 

Crystal leads the way to the front door and lets herself in. The inside of the house is not like I remember. Before, it was very much a bachelor pad, with laundry strewn around the room and old take-out containers on the table. Now it’s downright tidy. The pulled-back curtains allow the last rays of sunlight to spill into the space. The video game controllers are still visible, but placed in a cubby on the entertainment center. There’s a vase of fake flowers in the center of the coffee table. 

Crystal whistles as she closes the door behind us. “Well, this is an interesting twist.”

Voices float up from the basement and before I can ask Crystal what she means, she heads through the dining room, toward the stairs.

As I descend to the basement, my heartbeat increases. For all the differences between this reality and my own, the one I’m least happy about is waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. So far as my memories are concerned, two days ago, I was just beginning my first serious relationship—with Owen Marsh. However, according to what everyone here remembers, Fox Holloway and I are together, and from the brief yearbook research I engaged in last night, Owen and I might not even be friends.

A swell of greeting resounds as Crystal reaches the bottom stair, but I can’t distinguish what’s being said. My head is too full of buzzing to differentiate between voices. What am I supposed to do if Fox tries to kiss me again? I didn’t react when it happened last night, but only because it was so unexpected. But what about now? I’m not sure if I can kiss him back—even if I’m just pretending. 

Crystal crosses the floor toward the crude sitting area that takes up the bulk of the room. Griffin lounges in his usual arm chair at the far left, looking both haughty and bored, as usual. He chats with Zane Ross, who looks as relaxed and at ease as ever. Two girls stand from the couch to greet Crystal and the surprise of this fact jerks me from my own thoughts. Besides Crystal and me, there should only be one other girl here—Bridget Burke, Crystal’s darker hair and skinned double, whose hair, makeup, and clothing choices are typically slightly sluttier versions of Crystal’s. But beside Bridget stands a tall girl whose tight jeans and tan jacket match Crystal’s and Bridget’s nearly perfectly. The thing that distinguishes her is her hair—it’s red, not brown like Crystal’s and Bridget’s.

Red hair. No, it can’t be—she and Crystal haven’t been friends for years, not since Crystal first started exploring her magical abilities. She thought Crystal was messing with something dangerous, something that could get her killed. Then again, she doesn’t have the same experiences as the girl I knew because her aunt didn’t die that night nearly twenty years ago. Something Crystal and I did affected that.

Lexie Taylor raises an eyebrow. “Stare much, Kristyl?”

The sound of my given name is jarring coming from her mouth. Lexie has only ever called me Krissa, the nickname Owen gave me my first day at Clearwater High. But things didn’t happen that way here. Now I wish I’d taken yearbook research a little more seriously last night. I recall the pictures I saw of Owen and try to remember if I saw Lexie in any of them. I don’t think she was. Are the two of them even friends now?

I force a smile and start across the room to her. “Sorry—I’m a bit out of it still.”

Crystal crosses her arms over her chest and peers at me. “Yeah, that spell took a lot out of you, didn’t it?” She shrugs. “I feel fine, though.”

“You are so amazing, Crystal,” Bridget gushes. “That retrieval spell was way harder than anything we’ve ever tried. I still can’t believe it worked. After all this time, we finally have the crystal.”

Bridget’s words stick in my mind. Retrieval spell? That’s not what we did—it was a time travel spell. But as the memory forms, another edges it out: Last night, during Crystal’s litany of differences between our old reality and this one, she mentioned even the quartz’s history had changed. Before, the stone had been all but destroyed in a fire, but here, it had merely disappeared on that night. Instead of passing through time to acquire it, our alternate selves retrieved it from some kind of magical limbo. The crystal disappearing the night of the fire makes some sense, I guess—since we took it back to the present with us. But thinking how it changed things in this reality makes my brain throb.

“Yeah—let me see it,” Lexie says, holding her hand out toward her cousin. “I’ve been patient enough waiting for my turn.” She gives a pointed glance in my direction and I bite my lower lip. I ran off with the crystal last night, thinking I needed it to save Jodi.

“Chill out,” Crystal says, knocking Lexie’s hand away. She pushes past the girls so she can sit on the couch. I move to sit next to her, but arms encircle my middle, pulling me backward. Before I can react, I’m on Fox’s lap on the couch adjacent to Crystal’s. He must have come downstairs when I was talking with the girls. He lands a loud kiss on my cheek.

“You snuck in,” he says, his lips close to my ear. “I wanted to ask how you’re doing. You didn’t return my calls.”

His tone is easy, casual, but a sensation creeps over me—an emotion that’s not mine. He’s hurt, worried. I tamp down my guilt and twist to face him. “I texted.” The defense sounds thin even to me so I try again. “I’ve been kind of out of it all day. But I’m feeling better now.”

Something flickers in Fox’s gray eyes but he blinks and it’s gone. He smiles and reaches forward to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I forgot how nice your hair looks like this.”

I run my hand over the ends self-consciously. Is this not how my alternate self wears it? “Like what?”

“All straight. And down. You’ve usually got it up or all wavy. But I like it like this.” He runs his fingers through the length of it for emphasis.

I glance at the adjacent couch. Crystal, Bridget, and Lexie all have wavy hair. Am I expected to do up my hair to match theirs? Or do I do it because I want to? Just how different am I from this alternate version of myself?

Before I can consider the question too deeply, a scuffle breaks out on the next couch over. Lexie has thrown herself across Crystal, who is leaning as far away from her cousin as possible, her right arm outstretched to its farthest extent.

“Cat fight!” calls Zane enthusiastically. “My money’s on Lexie!”

Griffin tips his head back, laughing. “I’ll take that bet.”

“Just hand it over!” Lexie’s voice is shrill. “You’ve had it almost a whole day. It’s not yours! That crystal’s been passed down in the Taylor line. It’s as much mine as it is yours!”

“Get off me!” Crystal yells. “You’ll get your turn—”

“I don’t want a turn, I want—”

What Lexie wants is cut off by a small explosion. Lexie screams as she sails backward, colliding with the wall adjacent to the stairwell. Bridget leaps off the couch like she’s been jolted with electricity. Fox’s grip around my waist grows firmer as he pulls me toward his torso protectively. Zane and Griffin stare open-mouthed at Lexie’s crumpled form. Crystal’s eyes are wide, afraid, her posture rigid. Zane comes to his senses first, launching himself out of his chair and moving to Lexie’s side. She gets up slowly, leaning heavily on his arm. When she fixes her gaze on Crystal, Crystal’s stance relaxes and her eyebrow arches.

“I said you’d get a turn,” she murmurs.

Lexie charges at Crystal, fire in her eyes, but Zane catches her around the middle, restraining her. Crystal stands, a smile curling at the corners of her mouth. Her meaning is clear: I dare you. Lexie only fights harder to get away from Zane.

This is quickly getting out of hand. I don’t know what my role in the group is, but I can’t sit back while Crystal taunts her cousin, or while Lexie’s eyes are so full of malice. I extricate myself from the circle of Fox’s arms and move between the cousins, one arm up toward each of them. “Okay, let’s just calm down.”

“Calm down?” Griffin blinks a few times, shaking his head. “That was awesome.” He stands and edges toward Crystal, his hand out, his palm up. “Let’s see it, then.”

“No way,” Lexie growls. “He doesn’t get it before I’ve had a chance to see it. Let go of me, Zane!” She struggles against his arms but makes no forward progress.

Griffin takes another step toward Crystal, whose eyes narrow. “Keep coming, Griffin. I’ll do to you what I did to Lexie.”

Fox stands. “Come on, Crystal. You made your point. You don’t have to throw us all across the room now, do you? It seems like overkill.”

“I’ll decide what’s overkill.” Crystal’s eyes slide from Griffin to Fox. 

I can’t figure out what she’s trying to prove here. If everyone’s going to get a turn, why can’t we just get started? My experience with the circle until this point has been limited, but I can’t imagine Crystal’s been like this all along—why would everyone put up with her? One thing’s certain: If I have to pretend to be part of this circle, I’m going to actually be a part of it, not just a bystander. I step closer to Crystal—nearly an arm’s length away. Her muscles coil, ready to spring. I sigh. “Enough. You called this meeting because we’ve finally got that stone. If you’re not gonna share, I’d like to go home.”

Crystal’s face tightens. She points at me with the crystal, like it’s an extension of her hand. “You don’t get to say how things—”

She’s cut off as the quartz slips from her grip and flies straight to my hand. I catch it reflexively and stare down at it, dumbfounded. I barely formed the thought that things would be so much easier if she’d just hand the stone over, and now here it is in my possession. Did I just do a spell? My experience with magic is limited at best. In my reality, Crystal taught me how to light a candle, and the surge of energy that accompanied it was enough to scare me. The only other spell I’ve done—on purpose—is the one that moved us through time. 

I held this crystal last night. I took it from the clearing by the river where we did the spell, back to Jodi’s house, convinced I needed its power to cure her of a curse. I sensed the magic in it then, but I was too distracted, too hopped up on adrenaline to focus on it. Now the energy fills me, moving like wildfire from my right palm to every other part of my body, making my skin tingle and my hairs stand on end. I can do anything with this much power. No wonder Crystal didn’t want to give it up. Possibilities open themselves up to me—everything I could accomplish with this much magic. I could set things right—to the way they’re supposed to be. I could make Owen remember the two of us together, make Lexie remember that she and Crystal aren’t friends—and I could make sure Jodi remains uncursed and my mom stays alive. I can have everything.

But to do those things, I need this power. Not the others. What would they even do with magic like this? They don’t deserve this magic, this power. No. I’m the one who needs to control it.

My ring warms around my finger. My vision clouds and the flash overtakes me so quickly I’m not able to prepare for it. I can’t see anything, just a soft and milky nothingness. I’m pressed in on all sides, surrounded by something cold and hard. A hot wave of pain tears through my body and I try to scream, but no sound comes out. Cool air brushes my skin—I’m free of my prison. But I’m empty; I’ve lost something, something important. And I need it. Rage boils in my stomach. I will reclaim it. 

The skin of my ring finger is burning, I’m sure of it. The heat of the ring is overwhelming, cutting through the vision, pulling me back to present. I blink rapidly and the room comes back into view. I still clutch the crystal in my hand, and although I could swear there were flames dancing around my father’s ring seconds ago, the area looks completely normal. In fact, the skin under the ring is cool again, like nothing happened.

“Give it back,” Crystal snaps, holding her hand out to me.

Has no time passed? Fox’s face is unconcerned, not like it would be if I’d been unresponsive for any length of time. I stare at the quartz in my hand. The energy is still there, but it’s contained within the stone again, not filling me the way it did. I hold it out toward Crystal but hesitate. Did she experience the same thoughts that went through my head—the certainty that no one else should be able to wield the magic within? A look in her eyes is all I need to confirm the suspicion. I can’t give it back to her, not if it’ll bring on another episode of throwing people across the room. Instead, I place the quartz in Fox’s hand, watching his face for a reaction.

Besides surprise, I don’t see a change behind Fox’s eyes. I allow my fingers to linger on his hand, reaching out with my psychic abilities the way I used to with Owen. As psychics, Owen and I would practice sending thoughts to each other, but a person doesn’t have to be psychic for me to pick up on his thoughts or feelings—I’ve been doing it accidentally for years. Slowly, a faint echo builds in my brain. I sift through the noise to decipher what’s going on in Fox’s head. He’s curious, confused, but not filled with desire for magic or plans for the power within the crystal. Removing my fingers, I sigh. It’s not affecting him the way it affected me.

“Why don’t you guys take turns trying a spell with the crystal?” I smile encouragingly at Fox.

Crystal releases an exasperated sigh but I catch her eye, raising my eyebrows. She and I need to talk, but not here in front of everyone else. I hope she gets my meaning.

Fox grins as he stares down at the stone. He squares his shoulders and takes in a breath before turning to Lexie and holding it out to her. “Ladies first. You did, after all, suffer bodily harm for a chance to hold this thing.”

Lexie hesitates before taking the crystal and smiling. “Thanks, Fox.” She sounds surprised.

As she moves toward the center of the seating area, I grab Crystal’s arm and tug her toward the stairs. “We need to talk,” I mutter.

She fights for only a moment before letting out a sigh. “Fine. I don’t want to watch this anyway.” Over her shoulder, she calls, “Don’t light anything on fire.”

Lexie’s sarcastic ha ha follows us as we ascend the stairs. I don’t release Crystal’s arm until we’re safely in the living room. I cross to the couch but don’t sit: Crystal lingers in the archway between the living room and dining room.

“What is it?” She rests her left hand in the crook of her right arm and examines the nail beds of her free hand.

“Come on. You can’t tell me you didn’t feel it.” I cross my arms over my chest.

She glances up only momentarily before resuming her study of her fingertips. “Feel what? Besides pissed that Lexie tried to grab the crystal from me. I thought she was bad before. And now, apparently, I have to deal with her because she’s in the circle.” She rolls her eyes for effect. “Make that one mark against this reality.”

My mouth drops open. “That’s not what I’m talking about—”

“Oh, I suppose you thought it was fine for her to take it from me. Clearly. I can’t believe you used magic to take it from me. That was kind of a bitch thing to do, you know.”

“I didn’t mean to. It just kind of happened—”

The look on her face silences me. She doesn’t believe me. “Does this conversation have a point? Because I’d like to get back downstairs.”

“Can you even hear yourself right now? If anyone’s being a bitch, it’s you.”

Crystal closes the space between us in three strides. She stands so close I can see the faint sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks. “Have you got something to say?”

I fight the urge to take a step back. “I think there’s something wrong with the crystal. I— I felt something when it was in my hand. It was an overpowering desire to keep all the magic for myself, to not let anyone else touch it.”

Her eyebrow hitches upward. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t touch it anymore.”

“You shouldn’t either.”

She snorts. “What?”

“Are you honestly gonna tell me you didn’t have the same feeling when you had it? That it’s not the reason you didn’t want to hand it over to Lexie?”

“I didn’t want to give it to Lexie because I wanted to discuss the anchoring spell before everyone got carried away messing around with magic.”

As if on cue, cheers sound from the basement. Crystal holds up her hands as if to say see what I mean?

She has a point; still, I can’t believe her motives were that pure. “You knocked Lexie across the room.”

She shrugs. “She was climbing on me. Tell me you wouldn’t do the same thing.”

The fact that I wouldn’t is clouded by my memory of holding the crystal in my hand. If someone had tried to take it from me while those emotions coursed through my body, I may have. “There’s something wrong with the crystal. I don’t think— You shouldn’t anchor the circle to it.”

Her eyes go round. “Are you on crack? Of course we’re gonna anchor to it. I understand you’re new to all this, but we’ve been looking for this thing for years. The crystal will focus our magic so we can channel it better, use it better. Without an anchor, the magic is sporadic and unpredictable. Now, if memory serves, that’s exactly what scared you about learning to use your own abilities.”

I press my lips together. She’s right about that. “I get that you’ve been looking for this thing forever. I’m the one who helped you find it, remember?”

“Yeah, but only because you wanted it for something.” Her eyes narrow. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You don’t want us to anchor to it because you want it. You want all that magic for yourself.”

An echo of the desire that coursed through me minutes earlier returns, but I tamp it down. “That’s not it. I’m serious, Crystal. There’s something—” The word evil bubbles to my lips, but I don’t say it. “There’s something dark about it.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re being paranoid. It’s just magic. And, loath as I am to admit it, you’re the one with the most magic in you. You should know better than anyone that it isn’t bad on its own. It’s just… natural.”

Although her tone doesn’t suggest jealousy, she can’t hide her true feelings from me. I’m the one with the most ability—even if I’m not the most experienced. What the circle wants most of all is more access to abilities. If that’s the case, maybe there’s something Crystal’s overlooking. “What about me?” I ask as the thought takes shape. “Instead of anchoring to the crystal, could you—I don’t know—anchor to me? Then you could use my magic and—”

She shakes her head. “You mean a binding spell?”

“Sure—what’s that?”

Another eye roll. “It’s a way to link people together. The circle looked into it years ago. It’s not the same as anchoring to something like the crystal. If we bind together, one of us could have more power—sure—but at the expense of everyone else. It’s just a way to pool energy, not give everyone access to more.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” I insist. “Why don’t we try a binding spell first, and if—”

“No. We’re anchoring to the crystal. That’s final.”

Another exuberant shout sounds in the basement and Crystal shifts, easing backward. I’m losing her—she wants to get back downstairs. Panic floods me. The anchoring spell—that’s why we’re here. “Are you doing the spell tonight?”

She shakes her head. “It has to be done on the full moon. The next one’s Tuesday night. There’s some prep work we’ve got to do first, but I’m pretty sure we can be ready by then.”

A shiver courses through me. Two days. “Look, promise me something: If I can prove to you that there’s something wrong with that crystal, you won’t anchor to it.” When she just stares at me, I grab her arm and give her a shake. “Crystal.”

She pulls out of my grip. “Okay, whatever. But you’re wrong. The crystal’s perfectly fine. You’re just being paranoid.”

Another cheer rises from the basement and Crystal pivots on her heel and heads for the stairs without a backward glance. As I watch her, I twist my ring around my finger, gasping as a sharp pain ricochets up my arm. With the thumb and forefinger of my left hand, I wiggle the ring from its resting place. Beneath the band is a shiny red strip of skin, like a burn.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Nerves knot my stomach the next morning. I’m not at all prepared to go to school. What if someone there can tell I’m not the girl I’m pretending to be? Before I get out of bed, I consider pretending I’m sick but quickly abandon the idea: My mom has always been of the if-you-don’t-have-a-temperature-you’re-not-sick school of thought and I don’t want to lose the gamble she’s different on the point in this reality.

I take extra care selecting my outfit, not wanting another lecture from Crystal about not trying hard enough. I leave my hair straight and down, though. In addition to not having the faintest idea how to get it all wavy, keeping my hair down has been my default for most of my life. I used to use my hair as a curtain to hide behind, and I might need that security today.

I sit patiently in the living room after breakfast, waiting for someone to take me to school, but neither Jodi nor my mom seem like they’re planning to do so. Their voices float to me from the kitchen; their easy banter is a weight in my stomach. They’re friends here. I’ve never known them as friends. But if we’ve been living here for years, it makes sense that they would have built a rapport in that time. 

An engine rumbles and I peek out the window. A large black truck sits in the driveway. It’s the same truck I saw at Fox’s house yesterday and I sigh. Of course, it’s his. 

My mom emerges from the dining room and peeks out the window above my head. A smile touches her lips. “You and Fox aren’t in a fight, are you?”

I force a smile and shake my head. “No, we’re not fighting. I’m just… lost in thought.”

Fox taps on the horn again—an almost polite beep—and I sigh. “I should go.” I wrap my arms around my mom, pulling her tight against my body. She stiffens for an instant before returning the embrace, rubbing my back with one hand and cradling my head with the other. I hold on a beat too long and she takes the opportunity to plant a kiss on the top of my head. A prickling sensation gathers in the corners of my eyes and I pull away quickly, not wanting to tear up in front of her. How would I explain my reaction? There’s no way she’ll believe there isn’t something wrong with me and Fox, and there’s no way I can tell her the real truth, that I never thought I’d be able to hug her again. Instead, I duck away and grab my backpack off the couch.

Mom sniffs and shakes her head. “You must be having a weird day.”

I rub my eyes as I rush out the door. When I get to the passenger side door of Fox’s truck, I stare at it in wonder. How am I supposed to get into this thing? The underside of the truck has to be at least two feet off the ground. I pull open the door and take in a breath. I have to pretend like I’ve done this before—like I’ve done this every day since Fox bought this ridiculous thing. I place one hand on the open door and the other on the truck’s frame and hike my foot onto the step before trying to hoist myself into the cab. It takes me several tries and by the time I make it into the passenger seat, Fox is shaking with barely-suppressed laughter. 

I glare at him as I swing the door closed. “Something amusing?”

He presses his lips together as he puts the car into gear and backs out of the driveway. It’s not until he’s heading down the street that he looks at me, his gray eyes dancing. “Nothing. I just forgot how much I enjoyed watching you struggle to climb into this thing.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Well, it’s ridiculous.”

He laughs. “Thus the basis of its appeal.” He reaches over and places his hand on my leg, squeezing above the knee. On instinct I put my hand atop his, prepared to push it off, but I stop at the last second; I have to pretend. I settle for patting Fox’s hand twice before pulling mine away. “Don’t tell me you like Griffin’s Mustang better? You complained all last week when he was working on the truck that you couldn’t wait till I got it back. Did it finally win you over?” He pulls up to a stop sign and studies me before continuing. “Don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of climbing in again, just like you did before. Don’t forget who wanted me to get this thing in the first place.”

Fox laughs but I flush. Is he implying that I’m the reason he drives this monstrosity? No, he can’t be. No matter what reality, there’s no way I’d support him in buying something so giant and unnecessary.

When we get to the school, Fox offers to help me out of the truck. I decline. It’s far from a graceful descent, but I manage to get onto the pavement without injuring myself. The corners of Fox’s mouth twitch as I approach and I give him a gentle shove. “Shut up.”

He smiles at me, his gray eyes twinkling. His brown hair is mostly pushed back, but a few strands fall onto his forehead. I have the impulse to push the hairs back but stop myself. This is the danger of Fox. When I first met him, in my reality, he used an attraction charm that amplified his natural good looks—and my desire to be near him, to touch him. He’s not using the charm now, but the ghost of those memories grips me. It would be so easy to pretend Fox means something to me. Before things changed, we didn’t know each other well, but he told me once he wanted to be the kind of person I could trust. He was one of the few people who knew about my mom’s death—and the only one who knew the reason I chose to help the circle locate the crystal. He was kind to me when I needed it. Despite his flaws, there was good in that Fox, and that good only seems amplified in this version of him. It’s difficult not to get caught up in the possibility of him.

Fox cups the side of my face with his hand and my breath catches. His eyes smolder as he leans in toward me. My heartbeat thunders in my ears. He’s going to kiss me, right here in the parking lot, like he’s done it a thousand times before. Except he hasn’t—not really. No matter how many times he kissed her, he’s only kissed me once, when I was too shocked to do anything about it.

Crystal would tell me to let him do it—to pretend. I can’t do anything out of the ordinary that could cause people to start asking tricky questions. Still, I don’t want him to kiss me—not here, not where anyone could see us.

Not where Owen could see us.

Someone calls Fox’s name and he turns away just before his lips connect with mine. I take a step back, removing his hand from my face. He murmurs something about catching up with me inside before heading off toward a knot of guys standing by a red car. I don’t really hear him. Adrenaline courses through my veins and I walk faster than I should toward the school building. I need to put space between me and Fox.

Owen. He’s the one I want to be kissing—the one I should be kissing. He was my choice before and he still is, no matter what my alternate-self decided. But the fact is he and I are not together. My stomach twists. How can I pull this off? How can I pretend to be happy with Fox when he’s not the one I want?

I’m only feet from the school’s door when Lexie calls my name. “Hey, wait up!” She walks between Crystal and Bridget in tight formation. I curse silently as I take in their appearance. It looks like all three girls consulted each other on the day’s outfits: They’re each wearing a baby-doll dress, even though the weather is turning cooler. The cut of the dresses are identical, although the patterns differ: They all wear blue, but Crystal’s dress has a floral print, Bridget’s has a spotty pattern, and Lexie’s is solid. They walk in unison, their high heels clicking against the asphalt of the parking lot. The only thing that makes Lexie stand out from the others is that she wears a pair of shimmery cream leggings whereas the others are bare-legged, and Lexie’s curly red hair is piled at the crown of her head in a messy bun, not in loose waves around her face like Crystal’s and Bridget’s. I take the tiniest bit of solace in the fact that the Lexie I knew might be somewhere inside the one before me.

Bridget’s eyes flick down at my outfit—skinny jeans and a long, belted sweater—and she rolls her eyes in disapproval. The group doesn’t slow as it approaches and I know without being told that I’m expected to fall into step with them. Unsure what else to do, I submit, walking beside Crystal.

Lexie peeks around Crystal as we enter the building. “Didn’t you get that sweater last year?”

I tug at the cowl at my neck, my fingers tingling. The tone of Lexie’s voice indicates that I’ve committed some kind of fashion faux pas, something I have honestly never worried about before. But alternate-me must be aware of this rule, and I have to give a reason for breaking it. My eyes find Crystal’s for the briefest moment, hoping she’ll say something to save me, but the slightest arch in her eyebrow is the only response she gives. “It worked so well last year, I thought I’d bring it back for an encore.” Lexie’s gaze remains dubious, so I add, “Fox mentioned it the other day and I decided to wear it for him.”

After a beat, Lexie rolls her eyes. But the smile that curls the edges of her lips tells me the lie was a smart one.

Bridget sniffs and murmurs something about today being the day to wear our dresses, but Lexie swats her in the arm. 

“No worries,” Crystal says. She lifts her chin in the direction of a bathroom and, as one, the three of them head toward it. A half-second late, I follow.

Bridget checks the stalls and nods at Crystal when she’s verified they’re all empty. Crystal snaps her fingers and the key-operated lock on the main door clicks. Lexie crosses to the mirror, checking her lipstick. Crystal digs through her purse for a few moments before pulling out a small drawstring bag. Before she opens it, I know what it contains.

“You brought it to school?” I ask.

She tips the crystal into her palm and raises an eyebrow at me. “What do you expect me to do with it? Hide it in my underwear drawer?” I open my mouth and she rolls her eyes, effectively cutting me off. “I’m gonna do a glamor on you so you match us.”

My skin prickles. “You’re gonna what?”

Crystal tilts her head ever so slightly—a warning. “You know. A spell to change your appearance?”

I hold my hands up. “Um, no you’re not.”

She narrows her eyes. “Excuse me?”

Lexie releases an exasperated sigh. “Isn’t it obvious? She wants to do it herself.”

Bridget edges closer to us. “She is the best at glamors,” she admits tentatively. She meets my eyes, a flash of expectation crossing her face. “I’m kind of curious what she can do with the crystal’s help.”

Crystal’s lips twitch for a moment before she holds the quartz out. I hesitate before reaching for it. I haven’t the foggiest idea how to cast a glamor spell. Trying to do one for the first time with an audience seems like a recipe for disaster. But what option do I have? If I refuse or insist Crystal do it for me, Bridget and Lexie would be suspicious. 

I close my fingers around the stone and a spasm crosses Crystal’s face when I pull it from her hand. An emotion sparks through me: reluctance. She doesn’t want to give it over, but she’s trying to prove me wrong about the crystal, about its effect on her.

The overwhelming emotions that accompanied my touching the crystal yesterday don’t flood through me today and I’m relieved. Maybe Crystal’s right and there’s nothing wrong with the stone. Maybe yesterday was just a fluke. The energy in the quartz thrums through my hand, but no sinister feelings.

Now for the hard part.

I study the dresses worn by the girls and imagine something in the same style for myself. When Crystal taught me how to light a candle, she directed me to imagine a flame and touch that imaginary flame to the real life candle. I hope casting a glamor is a similar process. In my mind’s eye, I call up the image of a dress like theirs, then I see myself wearing it—along with leggings like Lexie’s and the same kind of shoes they all have on.

I close my eyes. Warmth floods over my body, starting at my head and ending at the tips of my toes.

Bridget squeals and claps her hands together. I open my eyes and look down. No longer do I wear the jeans-and-sweater combo—I’m in a blue-and-white baby doll dress with cap sleeves, shimmery white leggings, and blue high heels. Surprise and relief mingle in my chest. I did it. I spin around, getting a feel for the shoes I now wear. 

“Wow! I think that’s a speed record.” Bridget nods encouragingly. 

Lexie’s eyes flick from my feet to my face. “You didn’t do your hair.”

I tug at the ends of my still-straight hair. “It’s the way I want it.”

She rolls her eyes and I bristle. How can this Lexie be so different from the one I knew?

The warning bell sounds and Crystal holds her hand out expectantly. I hand the stone to her and she packs it back in her purse. With another click of her fingers, the door unlocks and the four of us head into the hallway.

Our group’s unified line breaks apart when we enter the stairwell and I’m relieved. I want to get away from Crystal and Bridget and from this altered version of Lexie. It’s all too much change for me to take in all at once. Not for the first time, I’m looking forward to the monotony of a school day, the easy, familiar rhythm of instruction and assignments. Unless the world has really changed, that, at least, should be the same.

When we get to the second floor, I break off from the group and head down the hall toward my locker. As I approach, a weight presses on my shoulders. What if it’s not my locker anymore? Something so simple should be the same, even though it seems like nothing else is. But the only way to know is to try; I can deal with odd looks and confused questions later if I’m wrong.

I say a silent prayer as I dial in the combination and tug on the lock, relief swelling in me when it opens. The relief is replaced immediately when I open the door. I didn’t realize I was looking forward to seeing Owen’s sweatshirt until it’s not there. The sweatshirt Owen wore the day we met remained in my locker since my second day here. I kept meaning to give it back to him, but it kept slipping my mind. Once or twice, I tried to give it to him between classes, but he claimed he couldn’t hold it or he’d just get it later. And he never did. Having his sweatshirt in my locker had imbued it with his scent; now, it smells vaguely of flowers and I notice a satchel of herbs on the top shelf. 

Tamping down my disappointment, I grab the books I need for my first few classes, hoping against hope that since my locker is the same so is my class schedule. 

A whistle sounds behind me and I don’t have to turn to know it’s Fox. “Quick wardrobe change,” he says as I slam the locker closed. “So fast one could call it magical.” He winks.

Glancing around to make sure no one overheard him, I tug at his sleeve. “Fox, shush.”

He makes a face as he reaches forward to sweep my hair over my shoulders. “I’m glad you left the hair straight.” He rubs the pads of his thumbs over my cheeks and my breath hitches. He is good-looking—there’s no use denying it. Objectively, I can see why a girl might want to be with him. I can see why I might want to be with him. If Crystal’s right and we’ve set things on the course they were always supposed to take, does that mean that I’m with the person I’m supposed to be with? I’m not sure I can accept that.

“Fox, you got a second?”

Fox turns toward the speaker and my heart begins to pound. Owen is standing in front of us. My stomach twists as I take in the perfect lines of his jaw, the curve of his lips, the deep, sparkling blue of his eyes. Of course Fox isn’t who I’m supposed to be with. How could I even think that? I’ve had a connection with Owen from the moment we met. But here that moment never happened. He doesn’t even look at me. His gaze is turned to Fox, who engages him in conversation about some class assignment.

While Fox talks, he slips his arm around my waist, pulling me close to him. I feel a rush of embarrassment, but Owen doesn’t even notice.

We’re nothing to each other here. The realization washes over me and I struggle to take in breath. Owen and I had been at the start of a relationship just days ago; he kissed me on my front porch and before we separated for the night, he begged me not to change my mind about him—about us. And now that had never happened. I’m with Fox and Owen couldn’t care less.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

I make it through the first three hours of the day without much of an incident. But I can’t help cataloging subtle differences. Lexie and I still sit together in first hour English, but West Harmon sits on the other side of the room with some guys I don’t really know. When Lexie catches me staring in his direction, I can’t even come up with a lie about why I’m watching him. She raises an eyebrow and glances at me for the rest of the hour, making sure I’m not paying undue attention to a guy who’s not my boyfriend.

Is West still friends with Owen? It’s clear that Lexie doesn’t think much of West, but she and Owen aren’t friends here, so that might not affect Owen’s opinion. And what about Bria Tate? A plump girl with black hair and a penchant for heavy eyeliner, she’s not exactly the kind of person who would be accepted into Crystal Jamison’s inner circle. I never asked, but it seems likely that Bria and Lexie became friends after Crystal and Lexie cut ties before ninth grade. Since that break never happened here, there would be no reason for Bria to enter the equation. 

In second hour, it’s hard to pay attention to Mrs. Bates, the science teacher, because my eyes keep straying to Owen. He sits several seats in front of me and doesn’t turn to look back once. I can’t decide whether that’s good or bad. I don’t know if I could handle him looking through me the way he did at my locker when he spoke to Fox. I don’t want to deal with the fact that I don’t mean anything to him anymore.

West is in my third hour, along with Felix Wolfe. Though I wasn’t particularly close with Felix, he was a member of my old group of friends—Lexie, Owen, Bria, and West. He and West sit together and I take comfort in the fact that, at the very least, the two of them are friends. 

Mrs. Ortiz has already begun the day’s lesson when a student arrives late. My breath catches when I see who’s walking into class: Tucker Ingram. Mrs. Ortiz admonishes him briefly before allowing him passage into the room. He takes his time walking across the room to the last row—my row. He grins easily at anyone who will make eye contact with him. A few girls titter as his gaze rakes across them and my stomach twists. Objectively, I suppose, I can understand their reaction. Tucker’s shaggy brown hair is mussed just enough to give him an I-just-climbed-off-a-motorcycle look, and his blue eyes are surrounded by thick, dark eyelashes. The barest hint of stubble on his jaw and his black leather jacket give him the bad-boy look so many girls are drawn to. But I can’t see him as attractive. I can’t be objective when I look at him, because all that flashes through my mind is our last encounter, before I found myself in this reality: After a movie night at the bookstore downtown, an intoxicated Tucker tried to attack me. When I look at him, I can smell the sweet alcohol on him and feel his warm breath on my face, my neck. 

Tucker continues on his journey across the classroom and heads up my aisle. My muscles tense as he settles into the empty desk behind me. Mrs. Ortiz continues her lesson and I attempt to focus on her words, but the skin on my back crawls; I can feel his eyes on me.

When Mrs. Ortiz turns to write something on the board, fingers tap on my shoulder and I jump. Tucker snorts as I turn to face him.

“What?” I snap.

He leans across his desk and it takes everything in me not to leap from my seat. “Can I borrow a pencil?”

“No.” I turn forward and scribble down the notes Mrs. Ortiz has written. Tucker hasn’t moved: I can feel the heat radiating off his body.

“Come on,” he breathes, his voice low. “We both know you’re like an office supply store. Give me a pencil.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention and I clench my jaw. Without looking back, I hold my pencil over my shoulder. After a second, he pulls it from my fingers. I pull my backpack onto my lap and dig through the front pocket for another pencil.

No sooner do I put my backpack back under my desk than Tucker taps me again. “Can I get some paper?”

I stifle a groan, making a mental note to ask the teacher to move my seat. I rip out a couple of sheets from my notebook and turn. “You’ve got a pencil and paper. Now leave me alone.”

Tucker sneers as he pulls the paper toward him. “No need to be a bitch about it. What’d I do to you?”

“Silencio, por favor, senor Ingram,” Mrs. Ortiz says from the front of the room. “Escuchen, por favor, senorita Barnette.”

I turn my attention back to the front of the room, grateful for a reason not to continue a conversation with Tucker. He doesn’t bother me for the rest of Spanish, and after third hour, I stop by my locker for my lunch before heading down to the cafeteria. I bypass the lunch line, my chest aching as I remember my first day here. Owen and I stood in that line, and I thought about how I never bought lunch at my old school, how my mom was too proud to admit we needed help and always sent me to school with a lunch packed from home. As I hold the brown paper bag in my hand, I can’t help smiling. At least not everything has changed.

It’s not until I walk into the cafeteria proper that my pace slows. On Friday, I knew exactly where my place in the room was: at the table in the center of the room on the right side, with Owen, Lexie, Bria, West, Felix. But there’s no way that’s where I sit now.

I don’t even realize I’ve stopped in the center of the room until Lexie nudges me with her elbow. “Get lost?”

I force a laugh, though what she’s suggesting is pretty accurate. “Sorry. I just... I got lost in thought.”

She raises an eyebrow before surveying the immediate vicinity. It takes a second for me to realize she’s checking for West. I curse myself silently. I have to be more careful. The last thing I want to do is start some kind of rumor that I’m interested in West, and while the Lexie I knew wouldn’t do something like that, I’m pretty sure this one would.

When her scan comes up empty, Lexie heads toward a table near the back of the cafeteria. I recognize it instantly as the table where Crystal and her friends always sat. Lexie settles down at Crystal’s right side. Bridget is already sitting at Crystal’s left. I’d be concerned about selecting the right spot for myself except that Fox is already seated across from Bridget. I don’t need the warning look Crystal is giving me to know I’m supposed to sit beside him. I take the seat and Fox immediately slips his arm around my waist. I fight the urge to shift under his touch. Crystal’s eyes are on me.

As I eat my tuna sandwich, Bridget reaches across the table and grabs my right hand. I have to be quick to keep my sandwich from falling. “Hey!”

Bridget pulls my hand up to her face and squints. “Gah, Kristyl, what are you wearing?” She studies my father’s ring.

Before I can respond, Lexie pulls my hand from Bridget so she can perform her own inspection. “Isn’t that your dad’s ring?” She presses her lips together thoughtfully. “Yeah. I’d recognize that ugly thing anywhere.” She raises her eyebrows before taking a bite of her apple.

Bridget wrinkles her nose. “Oh, yeah. I remember it now. Crystal, didn’t you say it was the ugliest piece of jewelry you’d ever seen?”

Although I already knew a bit of my alternate-self’s history with this ring, hearing it repeated irks me. I cock my head at Crystal, waiting for her to say something.

It takes a beat before she sighs. “It’s still the ugliest piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen. Why would you willingly wear something that hideous?”

I narrow my eyes. “Maybe you didn’t hear Lexie. This ring belonged to my dad.”

Her dark blue eyes fix on mine. “Oh, I heard her. It still doesn’t answer my question.”

I pull my hand from her grip and settle it on the table, not breaking eye contact. “Yes, it does. I don’t care if you don’t like it. This ring makes me think of my dad, and I want to wear it. I want to feel close to him. If you don’t like it, don’t look at it.”

She stares, mouth twitching like she’s got too many things to say and is sorting through which comments should go first. Her lips part, but before she speaks, Lexie points across the lunch table toward the wall by the courtyard. 

“What do we have here?” A cruel smile curls the corners of her mouth and she holds her hand out toward Crystal, opening and closing her fist. “Give it.”

Crystal’s eyes flash to mine for a second before we both follow Lexie’s gaze. My heart sinks. Bria Tate is sitting on the floor, her back against the courtyard windows, large headphones covering her ears, her head down. No one sits near her. Doesn’t she have friends? Sure, she and Lexie aren’t friends anymore for obvious reasons, but it’s hard to believe someone as vivacious, as sweet as Bria wouldn’t find a new group to be with. 

Lexie knocks on the table impatiently. “Come on, Crystal. Give it to me.”

After a beat, Crystal opens her purse and pulls the drawstring bag out of it. She glances around the cafeteria before handing it to her cousin.

My blood runs cold. What is Lexie planning?

Bridget is watching with interest, leaning forward so far that her cleavage appears to expand exponentially, spilling out over the top of her dress. She’s not doing it on purpose—well, I don’t think she is—but that doesn’t mean that the guys around the table haven’t taken notice. To his credit, Fox turns to the table behind us and strikes up a conversation with some guys sitting there.

Lexie rubs the pads of her fingers over the bumps and ridges of the crystal for a few moments, her eyes closing in concentration. My whole body tenses. When Lexie opens her eyes, they’re narrowed intently. I turn just in time to see several lunch trays launch themselves at Bria from nearby tables. Bria screams as she’s splattered with french fries and ketchup, milk, and lettuce dripping with dressing. She covers her head with her arms, pulling her legs up toward her torso. Lexie lets out a cackle and a second barrage of food flies at Bria.

Kids at the tables nearest Bria jump up, looking around for something to explain why their trays are sliding away from them. Just as eyes flicker in our direction, the bell rings and in a flash, everyone is standing. Crystal closes her hand over Lexie’s, pulling the stone from her grasp. Lexie gives it up without a fight, still laughing. She and Bridget link arms and head into the swelling stream of bodies. I peer toward the courtyard but can only catch glimpses of Bria between people. Everything in me wants to go to her, to help her get cleaned up, but I know I can’t. 

Crystal tucks the pouch containing the quartz back into her purse and merges into the mass of students heading for their next class. With one last glance at Bria, I start for her. How can she be so nonchalant about what Lexie did?

I don’t get more than a few steps before Fox catches my hand. A scan of the vicinity doesn’t reveal Crystal: She’s been swallowed by the crowd. I allow Fox to lead me toward the nearest stairwell. Zane is on Fox’s other side, going on about Lexie’s display. I do my best not to listen.

I need to talk to Crystal. Is this what the circle is all about? Picking on other people? And this is the way Crystal thinks things are supposed to be? I don’t know what kinds of magic the circle has been practicing until now, but I can’t be part of a group like this. And I would hope Crystal wouldn’t want to be either.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Zane doesn’t stop talking about what happened at lunch until we’re all seated in math. I’m distracted all hour.

Bria’s supposed to be in this class.

Agitation grows with every minute Bria’s absent. Is she in a bathroom somewhere, trying to clean up? I should get the pass and go find her. Maybe I could help get the food off her clothes. Or maybe I could do a glamor like I did this morning.

No. I can’t do magic. I have no idea if she even suspects witchcraft. Before, it was Lexie who proposed the theory, based on what she knew about her late aunt, Crystal Taylor. But since Lexie’s one of the witches now, who would even come up with the idea of magic?

As hard it is to get through math, health class is worse. Last time I was in health class, Lexie, Owen, Felix and I all sat together in one often-chatty group. The teacher, Mrs. Stanton, threatened to break us up several times—sometimes more than once a day—though she never made good on the promise because we always got our work done. But now, Lexie and I share a table with a girl named Heidi who seems desperate to be accepted by the two of us; she keeps offering us things—to give us the answers or to get us a special at the salon her mom works at. Owen and Felix sit on the other side of the room, but not together.

I do my best to be polite to Lexie, even though I want nothing more than to yell at her for what she did to Bria. Heidi, while annoying, is perfect for running interference. 

I count down the minutes until the end of fifth hour. Crystal is in my last class of the day and I want to catch her before she makes it there. We need to talk and I’d like to do it before we get to Mr. Martin’s history class. I swing my backpack over my shoulder and head out of health as soon as the bell rings. If Lexie calls after me, I don’t hear her. I’m the first one in the hallway and I start for the nearest stairwell.

Crystal’s not at her locker and I hesitate in front of it before going to my own. So far, all my teachers’ personalities have been intact and I don’t want to be caught in Mr. Martin’s class unprepared. I keep one eye on Crystal’s locker as I change out my books, but she doesn’t show up. Maybe her fifth hour teacher held her back? I’m not sure what class she has fifth hour, but she always approaches her locker from the same way. Pulling my backpack back on my shoulders, I head down the hallway past her locker, toward a stairwell I’ve never used. There are fewer people at lockers in this area of the hall and half of the classroom doors are closed, like they’re not even in use. I’m a few feet from the stairwell doors when I stop. There’s no reason she’d come from down here. Maybe I’m remembering things wrong.

I’m about to turn when I hear a raised female voice. A muffled male voice follows it immediately. My skin prickles. The voices are coming from the stairwell. I shift on the balls of my feet, unsure whether I should investigate. There’s no further sound for a few seconds and my body relaxes. I must be hearing things.

But then a shriek turns my blood cold. I run at the stairwell door and push it open so hard it bangs against the adjacent wall. A guy with short dark brown hair presses a girl into the corner of the stairwell, pinning her arms against the walls on either side of her head. The black leather jacket he wears is unmistakable. Tucker. Sense memory overwhelms me—I feel the rough chill of the brick wall outside the book store against my back, the warmth of his body pressing against mine.

Although I can’t see the girl’s face, the pattern on her blue baby-doll dress tells me all I need to know.

Crystal.

Heat builds in my center and before I can direct it, it flashes outward. Tucker flails as he’s blasted backward, away from Crystal. He stumbles, landing on his back just a few inches from my feet. He groans, but I ignore him, rushing to Crystal’s side. Her eyes are wide, shocked, as I approach.

“Are you okay?” I scan her body, but everything appears to be in place. Even her hair is unmussed. 

“The hell, Barnette!” Tucker pushes himself to his feet, glaring. “What’s your problem today?”

I stare at him, incredulous. “What’s my problem? I could ask you the same thing!”

The warning bell sounds and Tucker shakes his head. “Jealous much? It’s not my fault if you’re bored with your boyfriend.” He raises his chin in Crystal’s direction. “Later.”

He exits the stairwell and Crystal hits me in the arm. “What’s wrong with you?”

The adrenaline in my system ebbs and I release a shaky breath. “I thought he was… He wasn’t attacking you?”

She gapes. “No. Why would you think that?”

I replay the scene in my head—the sounds of their voices, the way he had her pinned against the wall. Even now, I can’t compute that Crystal was a willing participant. “You—you shrieked.”

She cocks her head to the side and rolls her eyes like I’m hopelessly infantile.

“What, are you guys, like, together or something?”

She shrugs, a grin spreading across her face. “I have no idea. But he seemed to be expecting me.”

A memory floats to the surface of my mind: In the other timeline, Crystal and Zane Ross hooked up on a few occasions. She has a thing for bad-boys. She’s probably pleased to find out her alternate-self is together with Tucker.

I shake my head to clear it of the image of the two of them making out. “Whatever. I’m sorry I interrupted. Now, let’s get to history before Mr. Martin kills us.”

The two of us emerge from the stairwell and make our way through the progressively emptying hallway toward Mr. Martin’s class. A couple of freshman girls dawdle by a freshman boy’s locker, but all three scatter when a friend hurries by whispering, “Better move, Mrs. Cole’s coming.”

I freeze and so does Crystal. When her eyes meet mine, they’re round and wide; this is news to her, too. 

“Mrs. Cole’s alive?” I whisper. In our other reality, our principal died on the night of the harvest dance. It was some kind of curse that killed her; the same curse was affecting Jodi before I decided to help Crystal and the circle go back in time. But when I got back, Jodi was fine—nothing had ever been wrong with her. Maybe nothing happened to Mrs. Cole either.

Crystal tugs on my arm. “Looks like it,” she says, her voice quiet. “And we’d better move or she’ll give us detention for being late.”

I think it’s safe to say that this is the first time anyone has ever been elated to be threatened with detention. I didn’t know Mrs. Cole terribly well, but she’d been nice to me, even though my school record gave her no reason to be. She was friends with Jodi, but I know that wasn’t the reason she gave me a chance here; she really believed I could do better here, I could be better here. 

Crystal and I ease into Mr. Martin’s class just as the tardy bell rings, but it’s not Mr. Martin behind the teacher’s desk. A woman with short, dark hair is bent over the desk, peering at something written on a piece of paper. Her face is obscured by her hair, but there’s something familiar about her. She must be a substitute in for Mr. Martin today; I’ve probably seen her around school before.

Someone taps at the still-open classroom door behind us as Crystal and I head toward the empty desks by Bridget. “Miss Tanner?” calls a woman’s voice.

The woman behind the desk looks up, and, in front of me, Crystal lets out an audible gasp. She’s our principal, Mrs. Shelly Cole. But that doesn’t make any sense—the freshman in the hallway said she was behind us. Besides, the woman in the door called her Miss Tanner. The name Tanner sticks in my mind, but I don’t know why.

Crystal has turned toward the person in the doorway and is staring open-mouthed. I follow her gaze. The woman standing there is familiar; I know I’ve seen her before, but I can’t place where. Her straight, light-brown hair is pulled into a chignon at the base of her neck, accentuating her pointed chin and almost elfin features.

“Yes, Mrs. Cole?” asks the woman I thought answered to that name. I look to Crystal to see if she knows what’s happening, but she seems incapable of speech.

The elfin woman smiles and nods in my direction. “Could I see Miss Taylor and Miss Barnette for a moment?”

“Sure.” The darker-haired woman makes a sweeping motion with her hand and I have to tug on Crystal’s arm to get her to follow me.

The woman called Mrs. Cole closes the door after Crystal and I follow her into the hallway. She crosses her arms over her chest and shakes her head at us. “Have you been using the bathroom as your private office again? There was a complaint earlier about how a bathroom door wouldn’t open after you two and Lexie and Bridget walked in.”

I wait for Crystal to respond, but she doesn’t. I clear my throat. “We had to talk about something.”

The woman bites back a smile. “While I’m sure it was very important, that still doesn’t give you the right to commandeer the lavatory. It’s not your personal meeting room.”

I nod. “We won’t do it again.” I look to Crystal, waiting for her echo of my assurance, but she doesn’t speak. I nudge her with my elbow and she blinks heavily.

“Yeah, of course not. We won’t do it again, Aunt Crystal.”

I gasp. That’s where I know this woman from—when I know her from. Crystal told me this the day after we got back from our excursion in the past, but it’s still a shock to see it with my own eyes. Crystal Taylor didn’t die in a house fire the way she did in our reality. Somehow we changed that by going back.

Crystal Taylor smiles at her niece. “What have I told you? At school, you’ve got to call me Mrs. Cole, just like Lexie.”

Crystal Jamison nods numbly and her aunt opens the classroom door. Our business is done. As we take our seats by Bridget, I try to piece everything together. Crystal Taylor is now Crystal Cole, and she’s the principal of Clearwater High. It makes sense, I suppose—I had a vision of the past before going there, and Crystal Taylor’s mother mentioned something about her hanging out with David Cole—the man who, in my reality, was married to Clearwater High’s principal—Shelly. Now I remember why the name Tanner sounded so familiar: It’s Shelly’s maiden name. Apparently since Crystal Taylor lived, Shelly Tanner and David Cole never married. And now Crystal Taylor-Cole is the principal of my school and Shelly Tanner is my history teacher.

By the end of class, I’m massaging my temples to stave off the ache gathering in my head from doing so much thinking. Beside me, Crystal Jamison doesn’t look like she’s doing much better. When the bell rings, the two of us are out of the room as quickly as possible, leaving Bridget behind. Once we merge with the groups of students already pouring into the hallway, she shakes her head. “I think my brain just exploded.”

I nod. “Me, too.”

We’re almost to my locker when she tugs on my arm. “Are you working at Jodi’s shop today?”

I bite my lower lip. “I have no idea. I mean, before I worked there after school every day—”

“I know.” She shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter. It closes at six, right?”

I nod. “I mean—it did. I don’t see why it wouldn’t be the same.”

She glances down the hall like she’s making sure no one’s listening to us. “At seven, the circle’s meeting at Fox’s place. It’s important for you to be there.”

I press my lips together. If the circle’s meeting again, it’s probably about the anchoring spell. I should go—it might give me more opportunity to convince Crystal and the others there’s something wrong with the stone. Or maybe it’ll convince me that everything’s okay. “I think I can make it.”

“Good.” She glances over my shoulder and nods a greeting. “I’ll see you at seven.” She turns and calls over her shoulder, “See you later, Fox.”

I’m thankful for Crystal’s warning as it’s the only thing that keeps me from jumping when Fox slides his hands over my hips. “You ready to get out of here?”

Fox’s lips are close to my ear and I squeeze my eyes closed, willing myself not to pull away. I take in a breath before turning to face him. “I just have to stop and get my stuff,” I say, forcing brightness into my words.

He nods. “I’ve gotta stop in to see Miss Tanner. I’ll meet you at your locker.”

I smile and pivot, heading down the hall. I take two steps before colliding with someone. He grunts and his books slip from his hands, clattering on the floor. 

“I’m sorry!” I crouch down and begin collecting the belongings without thinking.

“It’s okay.”

I freeze as Owen’s hand brushes mine as he reaches for his notebook. I meet his eyes for the first time today and immediately wish I hadn’t. There’s a barrier up behind his eyes, like he’s uncomfortable around me. I bite my lower lip and hand him his textbook. He takes it and nods a thank you as he presses himself to standing. I stand too and, not wanting our interaction to end quite yet, grope for something to say. “Yeah—I’m sorry about that. I should’ve been watching where I was going.”

He shrugs. “It happens.” His eyes dart down the hallway and a muscle in his jaw jumps. “See you, Kristyl.”

Owen starts down the hall and my stomach sinks with every step he takes. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Tuesday morning dawns crisp and cold, and I groan when my alarm goes off. Crystal called an emergency circle meeting last night to prep for the anchoring spell. I was stuck in the Holloways’ basement until after eleven—a fact that earned me a lecture about appropriate hours on school nights when I got home. Sleep was fitful at best. Although I handled the crystal as much as possible last night and didn’t sense anything dark or ominous about it, a sense of dread lurks at the edges of my mind. I’m still not convinced anchoring to it is the best idea.

The display on my cell announces I’ve missed several texts from Crystal. I blink a few times to clear my vision enough to read them. They’re all about clothes, including a schedule of the types of outfits appropriate for each day of the week as well as a few suggestions about what I should wear today. I roll my eyes. 

After searching through my closet for a few minutes, I select an outfit that might meet Crystal’s criteria, but when I get to my bathroom, I just stare down at it. I have no interest in putting as much effort into my appearance as Crystal seems to think I require. I catch the eyes of my reflection and an idea flashes in my head: I could do another glamor spell. I laugh at the thought. Wouldn’t that be amazing—not having to worry about doing my hair or makeup or picking the right outfit from my closet, just using magic to make it so? I bite my lower lip. It might be worth it.

In my mind’s eye, I conjure an image of how I want to look today. I close my eyes and wait for the feeling of warmth to course through me, but it doesn’t happen. I take in a breath and try again. I reach out and connect with the thrum of energy in the things around me—the air, the wind whistling against the windows, the trees in the yard. A tingle begins at the crown of my head and slowly creeps downward. After what feels like minutes, my entire body buzzes with energy and I open my eyes. A giddy bubble rises in my chest. I did it. I spin, admiring the fit of my jeans and the cut of the purple top that hugs my body.

“I’m never gonna have to buy clothes again,” I murmur.

By the time I make it to the dining room for breakfast, I’m grinning from ear to ear. Sounds in the kitchen tell me my mom is in there, making breakfast, and the need to see her floods through me. In my head, I’ve accepted she’s here now, part of this reality, but my heart keeps expecting her to disappear. I lean in the doorway, watching as she scrambles eggs. She glances up at me, raising an eyebrow.

“What?” Heat rushes to my cheeks. I’m staring too much, I know I am. But I can’t help it. 

Mom shakes her head. “Nothing. Just usually you’re dressed before you come downstairs.”

Confused, I look down. I’m still in my pajamas. Somehow, the glamor I cast wore off between my bathroom and the kitchen. The skin on the back of my neck prickles and I look around, grasping for an excuse for my appearance. My eyes land on a pile of shoes by the front door and I cross to them. “I, uh, just wanted to make sure the shoes I wanted to wear were down here,” I say, scanning the pile for a pair that might fit my feet. “I didn’t see them upstairs and—ah.” I rush to the end of the hall and select a pair of ankle-high brown leather boots, setting them off to the side. “Found them. Didn’t want to get dressed and then not be able to find the right shoes.”

Mom grins from the kitchen doorway. “The horror.”

I rush back upstairs and pull on the outfit I chose earlier. Why didn’t the glamor hold? I did exactly the same thing I did yesterday, and that spell held until I got home.

Of course, I know exactly what the difference is: the crystal. I used its energy to cast the spell yesterday. That’s why it was so much easier to cast—and hold—the illusion. It really does make magic easier. Maybe there’s something to the circle’s desire to anchor to it.

No. Just because I didn’t feel anything last night doesn’t mean I think it would be a good idea to anchor myself to it. What if the power-hungry feelings I had Sunday evening return when I’m linked to the stone—and I can’t turn them off? What if the whole circle feels the same way? We would tear each other apart. It’s not worth the risk.

It’s clear the others don’t share my opinion. At school, all Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget can talk about is the ceremony tonight. Fox brings it up to me once, but when my response doesn’t match his exuberance, he drops the subject. 

The first few hours of the day pass in a haze. At lunch, Fox’s cell buzzes every few minutes, and each time, he picks it up, grins, and replies. A few times, he shows the message to Zane. After about a dozen times, I can’t curb my curiosity. “What’s so funny?”

He shakes his head, his eyes on the screen as he taps out a reply. “Nothing—it’s just Griffin.” He fixes me with his gaze as he tucks the cell into his back pocket. “It’s slow at the garage and he keeps sending ideas of all the things he won’t ever do again once we anchor to the crystal.”

“What do you mean?”

He smiles and I find myself smiling back. I bite the inside of my cheek, dropping my gaze to the lunch table. He is not my boyfriend. He might think he is, but that doesn’t make it so.

“Just simple stuff,” Fox says, his tone still as light as before. “Like he’ll never have to search for the right size wrench—he’ll just use magic to twist off bolts. And he’ll have a never-ending supply of Mountain Dew.”

I shift on the hard plastic seat. “Can’t he do those things now?”

Fox’s eyebrows cinch. “You know how much concentration it takes for him to do spells—even simple ones. There’s no way he can focus enough to loosen bolts at work—not with all the noise and stuff around. And, in case you forgot, you’re the only one who’s been able to do a multiplication spell.”

His cell buzzes again and it’s in his hand in a second. I’m glad for the interruption since I’m not entirely sure how to respond to him. I don’t know exactly what a multiplication spell is, but it probably has nothing to do with math. Could I really make more of something out of thin air, just with magic? And why would I be the only one in the circle who’s been able to do it? Yesterday in the bathroom, Bridget said I was the best at glamors. Am I the best at all magic?

The first time I did magic with Crystal, she said she’d never felt power like mine before. Is the same thing true in this reality? Am I the most powerful member of the circle? How am I supposed to play along with that? What if someone asks me to do a spell and I can’t do it? 

It won’t be a problem if you anchor to the crystal. The solution is so simple. I did the glamor without any problem yesterday—because I was using the crystal. If I anchor myself with the rest of the circle, I won’t have to worry they’ll realize I’m not the girl I’m pretending to be. I’ll be able to do magic the way they think I’ve always been able to do. Better, even.

These thoughts swirl in my head for the remainder of the school day. It’s a mark of how excited everyone is about tonight that no one notices I’m not saying much. Fox drops me off at home with a promise to pick me up at seven for the circle’s meeting. I’m so distracted I don’t put up a fight when he leans across the center console to kiss me—and he’s so caught up in the idea of tonight that he doesn’t notice I don’t kiss him back.

The house is empty and, while I’m thankful for it, I almost long for the presence of Jodi or my mom—just to distract me. I try to lose myself in homework, but my attention wanes. I reread the same line of the short story from English class a dozen times without gleaning any information from it before giving up.

Lying on my bed, staring at the sloping ceiling above, I slip my ring on and off, trying it on each of my fingers and my thumbs, willing a vision to come. I need direction about the anchoring spell tonight. Sunday, I was convinced the crystal was dark and evil, but now I’m not so sure. What if the sensations that overtook me when I held it had nothing to do with the stone itself? I haven’t experienced anything like it since.

Crystal expects me to anchor to the stone with the rest of the circle: She didn’t have to say it out loud for me to know it. I’m one of them now. But what happens if I don’t go through with the spell? Am I out of the circle? My stomach flutters at the prospect. Could it be that easy to break away from them? Despite what they think, they’re not my friends. Maybe cutting ties with them would be the first step in reclaiming the life I used to have.

 

***

The full moon hangs low on the horizon. I can just make it out through the branches of the trees outside Fox’s house. It looks enormous—double its normal size, like it’s closer than usual, somehow. Like it knows what the circle plans to do tonight and is ready to play its part.

Fox pulls his truck into the driveway, behind Griffin’s Mustang. Crystal’s car—a bright green Spark—is parked in front of the house, along with Zane’s motorcycle. Assuming Crystal picked up Lexie and Bridget, everyone’s here.

The overhead light comes on as Fox opens his door. “You coming?”

I follow him up the driveway, apprehension building with each step. Instead of heading to the front door, he leads me to the back yard. Murmuring voices greet my ears even before we turn the corner of the house, and the other members of the circle are revealed, faces lit by flickering firelight. In the center of a ring of white stones the size of Chihuahuas is a small fire. To the casual passerby, it might look like the seven of us are making the most of this autumn evening, probably one of the last mild nights we’ll have as we head into November. But we’ll not be roasting marshmallows or sipping pilfered alcohol tonight. Although it’s difficult to see in the darkness, there’s a ring of herbs spread out just beyond the white rocks, and another of salt a few feet beyond that—just inside the ring of canvas camp chairs Crystal and the others sit in. I’m sure I wouldn’t have been able to pick up on either of these things if I didn’t know they’d be there: We spent several hours last night spelling the herbs and salt to prepare it for the ceremony.

Griffin rubs his hands together when he catches a glimpse of us and stands, kicking his chair out of the way. “Finally. Let’s get started.”

Zane and Bridget sit at attention, but Crystal merely tips her head backward. “It’s still too early. The moon’s gotta be higher.”

Griffin curses and mutters something about being right back before wandering into the house. Fox settles in the empty chair beside Zane, leaving me to the chair on Crystal’s left. She nods a hello before turning her attention back to the large, leather-bound book in her lap—Crystal Taylor’s book of shadows. Bridget offers a smile, but Lexie doesn’t even glance up. A week ago, I would have been sitting beside her, but this girl is not much like the Lexie who was my friend. She stares at the illuminated screen of her cell, not even acknowledging my presence. That this doesn’t bother me is unsettling.

These people aren’t my friends, but it’s naive to think that by not being a part of the circle will somehow transform things back to the way they used to be. Even if I could befriend Bria and Owen and West and Felix again, it wouldn’t be the same because we wouldn’t have Lexie—not the way she was. 

No, that life is gone. All I can do now is make the best of this life, of these circumstances. And why shouldn’t that mean making the most of my magical potential?

I twist my ring around my finger and stare into the fire, watching as the orange tongues of flame twist around each other and lap against the air. This is my life now, and I need to take control of it.

I’m not sure how much time passes before Fox gives my shoulder a gentle shake. I blink a few times. Griffin has emerged from the house and the rest of the circle’s members are standing, their chairs positioned several feet behind them. I stand, too, and Fox moves my chair back. 

Crystal kneels, holding her phone up like a flashlight above the yellowing pages of the large book on the ground. Lexie clicks her tongue impatiently. “Come on, Crystal. If you don’t know the spell by now, you never will.”

Crystal glares at her. “I just want to be sure. This is possibly the most important spell we’ll ever cast. Excuse me if I want to make sure I get it right.”

“Well, maybe if you’d let anyone help you.” Lexie casts a reluctant glance in my direction and I shift. An echo builds in my mind as thoughts that aren’t mine fill my head. I sift through the noise until impressions clarify themselves: Lexie thinks I should be the one leading the ceremony. It irks her, but she knows I’m the most naturally gifted of the group.

I suck in a breath, rolling my shoulders. No matter how many times it happens, it’s still awkward when I hear what someone else is thinking. I can’t help feeling the tiniest bit guilty. A person should be safe in her own mind and not have to worry about someone overhearing her. But, it’s not like I’m trying to read her thoughts. It’s a small consolation.

“I don’t need help,” Crystal says, slamming the book closed and placing it behind her. She stands and pulls something out of her jacket pocket. I don’t have to see it to know what it is. “I’ll recite the spell. I’ll pass the crystal to Bridget and she’ll pass it to Lexie and so on until it gets back to me. Make sure you take it with your left hand and pass it to your right hand to give it to the next person—”

“We know,” Griffin says, his tone impatient. “We’ve only been over this a hundred times.”

Crystal doesn’t look at him. “When it gets back to me, follow my lead for the last part of the incantation. Do your best not to move—you might mess something up. And whatever you do, don’t cross the salt line.”

Bridget bites her lower lip. “What happens if we do?”

Crystal rolls her eyes, adding an exasperated sigh for effect. “You break your link to the spell. So, feel free to cross the line if you want, but you won’t be connected to the crystal.”

Bridget tugs at her jacket, muttering under her breath. Zane snorts.

“Now, if there are no more questions…” Crystal’s eyes linger on Bridget, who stares resolutely at the fire. “Then let’s get started.”

“Finally.” Griffin is the first to cross into the salt circle. He rakes his upper teeth over his lower lip, his eyes fixed on the stone in Crystal’s hand. The eagerness radiating off him hits me like a wave, like the heat of the fire. He’s been waiting a long time for this—they all have been.

I’m the last to step into the circle. Crystal surveys us before holding the quartz out in front of her. She lifts it, cradled in her palms, toward the moon and begins murmuring an incantation in a language I don’t recognize. As she speaks, the air around us becomes charged with electricity. 

The words she chants begin to sound familiar and I realize she’s repeating the incantation. She brings her arms back down and passes the stone to Lexie with her right hand. As directed, Lexie takes it with her left hand and passes it to her right before giving it to Bridget. I follow the crystal’s progress around the circle, from Griffin to Zane to Fox. I reach my left hand out toward Fox, my skin tingling with anticipation. As my fingers close around the chunk of quartz, I brace for a thrum of energy, a flash of feeling—anything—but nothing happens. 

I’ve made the right decision. The firelight glints off the rough edges and ridges of the stone, amplifying its natural beauty. I was foolish to think there was something dark hiding inside something so pure, so lovely. I pass the crystal across my body to my right hand.

It happens as soon as the stone touches the band of my ring. My body goes rigid as icy jets shoot through my right arm, straight at my heart. 

The blinding white light and plunge into blackness pass in seconds, flooding my mind with an onslaught of images. The pictures flick past so quickly I can’t decipher them, but the accompanying emotions are unmistakable. Fear grips my heart, constricting my chest and making it difficult to draw breath. My body goes icy before heating to boiling—a simmering rage ready to explode. I don’t care who gets hurt—someone needs to pay for what’s happened. Everyone needs to pay. And I have the power to make them regret having been born. I will kill them all and feel no remorse. After all, if they were as strong as I, they could stop me. The fact they can’t means they don’t really matter—

“Kristyl! Kristyl!”

Crystal’s voice comes to me as if from a great distance. My vision returns by degrees. Six sets of wide eyes stare in my direction. Fox’s body is coiled like he’s ready to leap to my side. The only thing keeping him from me is Crystal’s outstretched hand.

I blink heavily. “We can’t do this.”

Crystal holds her left hand out, opening and closing her fist. “Give it to me.”

I pull the stone toward my chest. “No. We can’t.” The emotions from my vision reverberate within me and I shiver. “There’s power inside this thing, all right, but it’s dark. We can’t anchor to it.”

She shakes her head, her fingertips stroking her chest where the shard of this stone she used to wear as a pendant rested. “No. We were supposed to find this crystal. It’s meant to be part of us.”

“What the hell?” Griffin calls. “After all the time we spent looking for this thing, there’s no way we’re not anchoring to it. Now give it to her.”

“I’m with Griffin,” Zane says. “Hand that thing to Crystal so we can finish this spell or I’ll come over there and make you hand it to her.”

Fox points at Zane, narrowing his eyes. “You even think about touching her and I’ll kick your ass, Zane.”

“Shut up,” Crystal snaps. When she turns back to me, her eyes are soft. “It’s okay. There’s nothing dark about the crystal. Of all people, I think I’d know.”

“No—no, you wouldn’t.” Is it possible she can’t feel the energy inside it because she’s not psychic? I squeeze my eyes closed. As much as I want to keep my visions a secret, I have to tell them. “I… I felt something when I held it in the basement—this overpowering jealousy and rage. And just now—when it touched my ring—I saw…” I shake my head, not wanting to describe the images that passed through my mind. “It’s dark, Crystal.”

“How do you know it’s not your ring that’s dark?” Lexie asks. “We’ve all held that stone and none of us felt anything bad.” She crosses her arms over her chest as the others murmur agreements. Her eyes narrow. “Unless… unless you’re not having any mystical feelings at all. That’s it, isn’t it? I bet you felt jealousy when you held the crystal—you were jealous because we’d all finally have the same kind of power that you have. Don’t pretend you don’t like being the best at magic. You’re afraid that once we anchor ourselves we’ll all be just as good as you—or better—and you won’t be special anymore.”

My jaw drops. How can she think that? Is that really the kind of person my alternate self is? “I don’t care who’s best at magic—I care about us not being connected to something evil—”

“It’s not evil.” Crystal stares at me like she’s seeing me clearly for the first time. “The only reason you helped me get the crystal to begin with was because you wanted to use it.”

An echo builds in my mind as her thoughts filter in. She thinks Lexie’s right, that I want all the magic for myself. She thinks I’ll find a way to anchor myself to the stone without the rest of them. “Crystal—no. I don’t want to anchor to this thing—I don’t want any of us to!” I pull my arm back and launch the chunk of quartz toward the fire.

Crystal screams, her left arm outstretched. The stone freezes in midair, just inches from the greedy fingers of the fire. It begins creeping backward, toward her hand, and I reach for it. When I take a step forward, I’m knocked backward by an unseen force. Beside Crystal, Lexie’s arm is outstretched and I know the source of the energy. She sends another shock wave at me and I reel backward. I land hard on my butt, just outside the salt circle. 

The quartz reaches Crystal’s hand just as I get my feet under me. I have to stop her—I need to get the crystal and destroy it before they can anchor themselves to it. I lunge at her, but a milky blue light flashes between us, knocking me to the side. I stumble but manage not to fall over again. I rush toward Crystal again, but when I come to the salt circle, I can’t move any farther. A force stops my progress. She must have cast some kind of protective spell around them. I bang my fist against the thickened air surrounding them, but it does nothing but cause another milky blue flash, followed by ripples like a disturbed puddle. A muffled murmur reaches me through the shield: They’re continuing the spell. Crystal lifts her hands skyward again and the stone floats from her palms, moving until it hovers directly over the fire. 

Everyone’s eyes are fixed on the crystal—except Fox’s. He stares at me, his mouth agape. Above the fire, the crystal begins to give off a silvery glow. Thin filament-like threads of energy unfurl from it and inch toward the members of the circle. Each strand reaches its target at the same instant, and the six people within the salt circle seem, for an instant, to be cloaked in the same silver light emanating from the crystal.

The bonfire blinks out in an instant and the crystal drops into the smoking embers. But for the light of the full moon above, the yard is dark.

The anchoring spell is complete.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The anchoring ceremony replays over and over again in my dreams. Sometimes, after the flash of silvery light surrounds the members of the circle, they fly into the sky, sprouting ragged black wings and eclipsing the moon. Others, they burst into flames. Each time, I wake gasping.

Fox drove me home right after the ceremony ended, apologizing profusely for what Lexie did, promising he’d figure out a way to fix things, to link me with the crystal, too. Regret and fear filled the cab of his truck; no matter how many times I tried to tell him I didn’t want to be anchored, he didn’t listen. I allowed him to hold my hand and I reached out with my psychic abilities to see if I could sense anything off about him, but he didn’t seem changed. Still, I can’t help worrying. No matter what they think, there’s something dark about the energy they’re now linked to.

My stomach knots as I dress for school, and I can’t eat more than a few bites of breakfast. After trying to strike up a conversation several times, my mom and Jodi give up, allowing me to eat in peace. 

I’m already waiting on the porch when Fox pulls into the driveway. Frost glitters in the early morning light as I rush to his truck. As he pulls back onto the street and heads for school, I watch him—the set of his jaw, the lines of his neck. He doesn’t look any different than yesterday.

We’re nearly to the school when he turns to me while stopped at a sign. “What? You’re creeping me out.” He doesn’t sound mad, but, although his tone is playful, there’s a flatness to it.

“How do you feel?”

He shrugs. “Only mildly evil.”

His taunting grin doesn’t stop me from swatting his arm. “Fox. Come on, really. Do you feel any different from yesterday?”

A horn sounds behind us and he turns his eyes back to the road. “Yeah, I feel different. But, it’s a good different. It’s like—it’s like when you’re right in the middle of a spell and everything is going right and the energy is flowing through you—you know? Only it’s like that all the time. I feel—I don’t know… Like I could do anything.”

He pulls into the school’s parking lot and I catch a glimpse of Crystal’s car. “Are the others all pissed at me?”

“Nah.” He parks the car and cuts the ignition. The way he says it indicates there’s more to the story, but he doesn’t volunteer any information. I don’t ask: I’ll find out soon enough.

Fox holds my hand as we walk into the school, and again I take stock of him, his energy. There isn’t the barest echo of the sensations I received from the crystal, even when I touch my ring to his skin. Maybe I was wrong.

I hope I was wrong.

Crystal, Bridget, and Lexie are at Crystal’s locker when I get upstairs. Crystal’s eyes flick in my direction momentarily but she doesn’t wave me over. I’m not sure whether or not I’m upset by this.

The girls all look like they always do, coordinated today in purples and blues. I’m wearing a black sweater and jeans, but something tells me no one will demand I do a glamor to match today.

Fox squeezes my hand as we walk past them to my first hour class. “Don’t worry. Things’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

I force a smile to match his, even though I’m not sure he’s right. I tried to stop them last night. They could look at that as betrayal. Icy dread knots my stomach. Will they try to retaliate against me? I press the idea from my head. No, they got what they wanted—I didn’t actually stop them. Maybe I’ll be lucky and they’ll just ignore me. I’ve dealt with that enough in my life to be able to deal.

Gratitude for Fox wells inside me. He, at least, doesn’t seem upset with me. Although he’s not who I would have chosen to be with, he’s chosen me, and he’s standing by me now, even though I’m sure it’ll cause stress between him and the other circle members.

When we stop outside Miss Buchanan’s English class and he leans in for a kiss, I pull him to me in a tight hug instead. He stiffens, surprised, but quickly relaxes into my arms. His disappointment flashes through me, and I wish I could explain how much more this hug means for me than would a simple acceptance of his kiss. When he kisses me, I pretend, but this embrace is my choice, my thanks, my acceptance of him as a part of my life. I still don’t want Fox to be my boyfriend, but I’m glad to have him as a friend. There will be a time to tell him all this, but now is not it.

Fox squints when I release him, his eyebrow raised slightly. “You gonna be okay?”

I smile, and this time it’s genuine. “Yeah. I’ll see you after class.”

I hesitate before making my way toward my regular seat. Lexie isn’t there yet. If she doesn’t want to sit by me, she can choose another seat. I spent too much time being afraid of what my classmates thought about me to allow myself to slip back into those thoughts. After all, maybe she’s not mad at me for last night. I don’t want to make her think I’m mad. Although I can’t sense anything off about Fox’s energy, I’m still not convinced last night’s ceremony won’t have consequences. The best way to help the circle is to stay connected to it.

Lexie slides into the room just before the late bell and I do a double take. At Crystal’s locker, she was in jeans and a purple-and-blue checked baby doll top, but now she’s in knee-high black leather boots over tight tan pants and a billowing red-checked top. I catch her eye as she takes her seat behind me. “Nice look.”

She meets my eyes just long enough to roll hers before focusing on the front of the room. I sigh. So much for the circle not being mad. Still, eye contact is better than complete ignoring. Things could be worse.

Fox is outside the door after class, his face tight with tension. I link my arm through his and start toward my locker. “How long do you think it’ll take her to cool down?”

He exhales noisily. “You know Lexie. Either by the end of the day or sometime next year.”

We arrive at my locker and I spin the dial. “Okay, time for honesty. Are they all mad at me?”

“No,” he says too quickly.

I change out my English novel for my science book. “Fox.”

“Griffin couldn’t care less. He figures with you not anchored it means more for him. Zane hasn’t said anything, but I’d bet he feels the same way. Lexie’s always been jealous of you—you know that. My guess is she’s gonna want to rub it in for a while that she’s finally better at magic than you. And when she gets bored, she’ll be back to the same old Lexie.”

My heart clenches at his words. If only she could be the same old Lexie.

“Crystal’s a bit harder to read. I don’t think she’s mad, though.”

“And Bridget?”

Fox snorts. “She does whatever Crystal and Lexie do.”

The next two classes pass without incident, but no one from the circle is in either of them. In science, Owen ignores me the same way he’s done the last two days. At first, I thought perhaps Owen was just not paying attention to me, but today it’s clear he goes out of his way not to look in my direction: When the girl at the front of my row passes the day’s assignment behind her, there’s a connection error and the papers spill out into the aisle. Owen stoops to help pick them up and when he hands the assignment to the girl in front of me, his eyes graze mine for the briefest of seconds before he drops his gaze and turns hurriedly forward—almost like he’s guilty. But why should he feel guilty for looking at me? The question rattles around my head for the rest of the period and into the next, causing me to mess up an answer during my Spanish skit, asking the boy pretending to be my waiter for un taco de pecado instead of un taco de pescado—a sin taco instead of a fish taco. 

Felix and West, at least, find my error hilarious and snicker about it for the remainder of the hour.

At lunch, I sit beside Fox like I’ve done since Monday, and while no one says anything about it, no one says anything to me either. Fox keeps up a steady stream of chatter to make up for it, but he can’t cover the fact that Bridget, Crystal, and Lexie—who now wears a boat-neck leopard print dress cinched at the waist with a skinny black belt—are pretending I don’t exist.

Class never actually begins in math fourth hour, and it has everything to do with Zane. Mrs. Hill keeps walking to the chalkboard, scratching her head, and backing away to consult her textbook or her notes. A few students in the front of the room try calling things out to get her on track, but nothing helps. After about ten minutes, the majority of the class stops trying to be quiet and talks at full volume. Several people move from their desks to sit closer to friends, and a couple of guys start fashioning and flying paper air planes. A handful of girls pull out their cell phones. Zane just sits back in his desk with his arms crossed over his chest, a smug smile playing about the corners of his mouth.

“Having fun?” I ask.

His eyebrows draw together and the corners of his mouth turn down. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Seriously, this is how you’re gonna use your magic? To get out of schoolwork? Why not just do a spell to do the work for you or something?”

Fox places a hand on my shoulder. “Just let him have his fun,” he murmurs. 

I want to argue but think better of it. I don’t want Fox to be mad at me. If I have to deal with an hour of downtime, so be it. Math isn’t exactly my favorite subject anyway.

By the time I get to health, Lexie—wearing a cap sleeve dress in blue camouflage—has filled our regular table. She offers me the barest smirk as I pass by. I roll my eyes in response. If she thinks she’s punishing me by not letting me sit with her, she’s wrong. 

There’s an empty spot at Felix’s table and I sit before it occurs to me how out of character it is for my alternate-self. Felix raises an eyebrow but says nothing as I pull my textbook out of my backpack. I offer a smile, hitching my thumb in Lexie’s direction. “Do you mind? My usual spot’s taken.”

He holds up his hands. “By all means.” His eyes remain on me as I open my notebook to a fresh page. I shift under the weight of his gaze but say nothing.

Mrs. Stanton is absent today, and the substitute puts on a video about the effects of drugs that looks like it was filmed about thirty years ago. After pressing play and turning off the lights, the sub settles behind the teacher’s desk and opens a novel. Every two or three minutes, she shushes us, but the low murmur of voices never actually ceases.

As I watch, I try my best to pay attention and fill out the guided viewing worksheet, but Felix’s eyes remain on me. About ten minutes in, I can’t stand it anymore. “Why are you staring at me?”

One corner of Felix’s mouth upturns and he cocks his head to the side. “You know, I think this is the most you’ve said to me since seventh grade.”

I open my mouth, ready to say I didn’t even know him in seventh grade, but stop myself just in time. “Sorry,” I say because I can’t think of anything else to say. 

He shrugs. “I get it. You chose your path, right? And it’s not like I can blame you. Once you and Fox got together, it wouldn’t really be fair to him to still be friends with me.”

I stare at him, not sure what he means. To buy time, I scribble marijuana on the next blank, even though I’m sure it’s not the answer to the question. 

“After all, you heard what Mrs. Stanton said last week—there’s always a special place in your heart for your first kiss.”

I snort at his implication. Felix, my first kiss? No. My first kiss was Owen…

Felix leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “Oh, what? So you’re gonna pretend it didn’t happen?”

Guilt bubbles in my stomach. He’s being serious, and from the look in his hazel eyes, he’s hurt. I appraise him quickly through the eyes of my seventh-grade self. The last part of sixth grade wasn’t good for me: After a crazy explosion of my burgeoning abilities at a friend’s birthday party, not only did I become a social pariah, but my dad took off without an explanation. In this timeline, I came to Clearwater just before I started seventh grade. Although I didn’t know Felix particularly well in my old life, he was always funny and kind—the type of person I could feel safe and accepted with. And while with his longish brown hair brushing his shoulders isn’t a style that appeals to me, Felix does have a sort of rugged handsomeness. Maybe my alternate-self having kissed him isn’t entirely outside the realm of possibility.

I force a smile to cover my error. This is Felix, no matter whether I know this version or not, and I know how to talk to him. “What, Felix? You’re not still carrying a torch for me after all these years, are you? I think you’re the one still hung up on your first kiss.”

It’s his turn to snort. “Yeah, right. Like you were my first.”

He smiles and I can’t help smiling back—a genuine one this time. 

At the end of the hour, I head straight for history. I want to catch Crystal without her usual entourage and figure this is my best chance. I linger in the hallway by the door, waiting for her to emerge from a clandestine stairwell makeout session with Tucker. Bridget passes me on her way into the room, smiling for an instant before pursing her lips, pulling her eyebrows together, like she’s not sure whether she should smile at me or not. This is good news: Maybe Crystal hasn’t assigned me status as Public Enemy Number One yet.

Miss Tanner exits the room and heads down the hallway. She’s no more than two doors down when a vaguely familiar brunette darts into the room. She’s in one of my classes, I’m sure of it, but it’s not this one. She wears a pair of skinny black pants and a purple shirt that doesn’t quite cover her stomach. Something snaps in my head and it comes to me: Dana Crawford. She was West Harmon’s date to the Harvest Dance, and Lexie and Bria called her a hussy. 

Now, Dana approaches Bridget and clamps a hand down on her shoulder, spinning the slightly shorter girl to face her. Bridget’s face registers surprise for a split second before switching to defense and then anger. 

“What?” she snaps, pushing Dana’s hand from her shoulder.

“You know what,” Dana growls. “I’m only gonna say this once, so you better listen. Stay away from Marcus. He’s mine.”

A smile creeps across Bridget’s lips and she crosses her arms over her chest. “Oh. That.”

“I’m about to smack that smile off your face. Stay away from him.”

Bridget sighs. “Look, I can’t help if he likes me. You know, you should really be having this talk with him, because he’s the one who can’t seem to stay away from me.”

I haven’t noticed any guy hanging around Bridget today, but I know enough to guess what’s going on: While Lexie is using her connection to the crystal to do a new glamor every hour and Zane is making his teachers forget their lesson plans, Bridget is casting an attraction charm of some kind.

Dana lunges toward Bridget and Bridget flinches. Dana laughs, easing back a step. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She takes a few more steps backward, keeping her eyes trained on Bridget, before turning and stalking toward the door. When she’s almost to the threshold, she stumbles as though she’s tripped over something, although nothing is in her path. She careens toward the floor, her arms outstretched to break the fall, but at the last second, her arms fly outward and she crashes face-first into the cream-colored linoleum. An audible gasp sounds through the classroom as Dana lets out a sharp yelp. The tardy bell sounds and Miss Tanner appears in the doorway, freezing at the scene before her. She’s at Dana’s side in an instant, helping her up. A smear of blood remains on the tile where Dana’s nose hit. Miss Tanner supports Dana and heads out of the room, instructing the class to keep away from the blood, that she’ll send the custodian to clean it up.

While half the class snickers about what kinds of diseases they might catch off Dana’s blood, I cross to Bridget, whose eyes are wide and whose complexion is several shades paler than usual. “I just wanted her to trip,” she murmurs. “I didn’t mean…”

I slip my arm over her shoulders and lead her to her desk. “I know you didn’t mean to.”

It was the crystal, I know it.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Fox parks behind Jodi’s shop and stares at me for a long moment. He doesn’t have to say anything for me to know what’s on his mind.

“You don’t believe me,” I say.

He shakes his head. “Kristyl, it’s not that I don’t believe you. It’s that… I just… I think you’re…”

“Wrong?” I throw up my hands. “You didn’t see it, Fox. The way Bridget took Dana down? It was violent. I heard Dana’s nose might be broken, and she’s definitely got a black eye.”

Fox shrugs. “So, Bridget’s got some pent-up rage. You’ve seen the way Crystal and Lexie treat her. Can you really blame her?”

I shake my head. “You’re wrong. The look on her face afterward—she was scared. She didn’t mean to hurt Dana like that, I’m sure of it.”

“And she probably didn’t. You know what most likely happened? She’s not used to the magic coming so easily and she overshot. It happens to the best of us. Remember the first time you tried to light a candle? The flame shot up like three feet in the air. Is it because you’re secretly a pyromaniac? No. You just gave the spell a little too much oomph. But you learned, and so will Bridget.”

I sigh, frustration rising. There’s nothing I can tell him that will convince him I’m right. I don’t even know why I’m trying. I already told Crystal, and she waved me off, just like Fox is doing now. “Fine. Whatever. I’d better get in there.” I push open the truck’s door and Fox’s hand closes around my wrist.

He offers the smallest half smile. “What? No kiss?”

I pull my hand from his grip. “No. I’m mad at you.”

His shoulders sag. “Don’t be like this.”

I jump out of the cab and consider slamming the door without looking back, but it seems too childish. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

After a beat, Fox nods. I close the door and head into Hannah’s Herbs.

Relief washes over me when I pass through the door. The store smells exactly the way I remember: a mix of sweet and savory herbs and the subtle waxy aroma of candles. The banks of tall shelves running perpendicular to the walls are filled with the items in the same places as I remember. The books are still along the wall between the front door and cash register, and the glass case displaying the different stones and crystals still sends a cascade of rainbows across the carpet. After everything that happened at school today, I’m glad for the normalcy of a day at work.

Jodi’s voice comes from the break room and I head for it, figuring she’s on the phone with a supplier. I stop short when I turn the corner and see she’s talking to a person. He stands with his back to me, his arms stretched above his head to pull a box off the top of a metal shelving unit. I’ve told her before that putting things up that high is an accident waiting to happen and she’s joked that she just waits until tall customers come in to get things down. Is that what she’s doing now? The guy’s fingers gain purchase on the box and he pulls it down. The muscles beneath his long sleeved shirt tense as he pulls. He’s tall, of course, with broad shoulders and strong arms. Besides that, all I can see of his appearance is he’s got short brown hair.

Jodi edges toward the guy and pulls open the folded-over edges of the box. “Excellent. I knew this was the right one.”

I clear my throat and Jodi jumps, clutching at her heart. She turns and lets out a laugh, running her hand through her hair. “Kristyl. You scared me.”

I nod. “Clearly.” I almost ask who the guy is but stop myself. Maybe he works here, like Devin did in my reality. Not sure how to greet him, I spin to the time clock and punch in.

“The day’s gone by so fast, I didn’t realize school ended already.” Paper rustles as Jodi sifts through the box’s contents. She pulls a smaller box from within, this one filled with tubes of lip balm. She straightens and holds a hand out toward the guy. “I bet you’re wondering who our tall assistant is. This is Seth. He works here now.” She points a finger at me, narrowing her eyes. “Now, don’t let it go to your head that you’ve finally got seniority over someone.”

I relax. It’s good news that Seth is new—I don’t have to blunder through pretending to already know all about him. “It’s nice to meet you, Seth,” I say as I turn to him. When he faces me, I’m caught by his eyes. They’re green and there’s something so familiar about them. Like they belong to a long-lost friend.

It feels like my body has been doused in cold water when I realize where I’ve seen his eyes before: I used to see flashes of them when I touched Crystal Jamison. I never knew why I saw them when I touched her, but there’s no denying that these are the same eyes. Is he connected to her in some way? Have I seen him around town somewhere? No, that’s not possible—I would have realized that when I first had the visions. 

He closes the distance between us, holding his hand out. He’s standing right in front of me before I manage to move. 

“Hi.” I take his hand, expecting something to happen—some flash or echo to appear in my head—but nothing does.

Seth smiles, revealing straight teeth with a friendly gap between the front two. On most people, it might look weird, but on him, it fits. It’s charming, even. A shadow of dark stubble colors his jaw and upper lip, contrasting nicely with the just-cut look of his hair. “So, you’re the Kristyl I keep hearing so much about.” He nods at Jodi. “She’s comparing everything I do to the way you did it when you were learning.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

He shakes his head. “No need. It’s clear how much she cares for you. It’s sweet that you’re on her mind so often, actually.”

Jodi rolls her eyes good-naturedly as she heads back into the store. Seth and I follow. “Well, Kristyl, now that you’re here to hold down the fort, I’m heading over to the coffee shop. Can I get anything for either of you?”

Seth shakes his head; I order a frozen coffee drink—mostly because I know Jodi will think I’m crazy for doing it, since today is decidedly not frozen drink weather. She raises an eyebrow as she heads toward the door, murmuring, “Crazy,” as she exits.

I wait until the bells tinkle as the door closes before turning back to Seth. His gaze rests on me already, and I shift. I know he shouldn’t make me nervous—after all, Jodi seems enough at ease with him to have given him a job—but I can’t get past the fact that I’ve seen him—his eyes—in visions before. It’s unsettling. Why would I have seen him when I touched Crystal? If he’s new to Clearwater, it’s not like their paths have crossed. Could the two of them be connected somehow? I should ask Jodi later—maybe she’ll know something about it.

For now, I tamp down my discomfort. “So, how’re you liking the store?”

A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. “It’s very… interesting.”

I can’t help grinning. “Right? You get used to it, though. Believe me, in just a couple weeks, you’ll think it’s crazy that there was a time when you didn’t know what bloodwort was used for.”

An expression flickers across his face, but it’s gone before I can interpret it. “To be honest, I’m just glad for the job. I don’t know what I’d be doing if not for Jodi’s kindness.”

I nod and head over toward the row of dried herbs in decorative metal planters. I pass my fingers along the edge of the table where they sit, willing myself to relax, when another thought tugs at the edge of my mind: There’s something oddly formal in the way Seth speaks, and it reminds me of something, but exactly what is eluding me. 

Eyes prickle the back of my neck. Seth is watching me. Self-consciousness overtakes me. Can he sense my discomfort? I’m acting strange, I know it, but I can’t help it. I’ve seen his eyes in my mind, and now he’s here, working at Jodi’s shop. 

The silence in the store is oppressive. I clear my throat. “So, do you live here in Clearwater? I’ve never seen you around.”

“I’m new to town. My family’s from out east. Massachusetts.”

“They didn’t come with you?” Despite my attempts to not look at him, it’s obvious Seth isn’t too much older than I am—two or three years at most.

His face tightens for a moment. “My parents and I… We had a… difference of opinion.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” I catch myself staring and blink heavily before crossing from the herbs to the shelves of stones and crystals on the other side of the store. I move each one by about a centimeter, just for something to do—something to keep me from looking into his eyes. “So, how’d you decide to come to Michigan?”

He shrugs. “I took up an interest in genealogy. When I learned some ancestors were responsible for founding a town, I had to come see it.”

I tense, turning slowly to face him. “You’re from a founding family?”

The corners of his mouth quirk upward. “Yes. It’s partially why your aunt was so quick to give me a job, I would think. Some of my family stems from the Barnette line.”

“Really?” Forgetting my desire to not stare, I step closer, my eyes poring over the lines of his face, looking for a resemblance. Besides Jodi, I always thought I had no extended family. And while I suppose that after several generations, Seth and I aren’t closely related, it doesn’t matter. I’ve always been jealous of other people when they’ve talked of their brothers and sisters and cousins because I’ve never had that. And now, suddenly, I do.

Seth grins broadly, revealing the gap between his front teeth. “This pleases you.”

I return his smile. All my former apprehension about seeing his eyes in visions evaporates. Maybe I saw him because we’re related, because on some level I knew he was coming. “Yeah. It does.”

The bells above the front door tinkle and Jodi enters the store, along with a strong gust of wind that makes the informational leaflets on the far wall flap like dozens of brightly-colored birds. One hand clutches a cardboard cup caddy while she struggles with the other to pull the door closed behind her. The bells chime frantically and Seth darts to her side, grabbing the door’s handle and yanking it shut. I cross to the front window and peer at the sky. When Fox dropped me off, it was blue with a few stray white clouds, but now it’s filled with dark gray clouds. Winds rip through the bare trees, causing the limbs to bend and twist.

“Yikes,” I murmur as Jodi presses a cold plastic cup into my hand.

“Yikes is right,” she agrees, attempting to straighten her hair. “It wasn’t like that when I walked down there, but by the time I got out of the coffee shop, it was insane.” Giving up on her hair, she pulls the two remaining cups from the caddy and holds one out to Seth.

“I placed no order,” he says.

“Take it. Millie wouldn’t give me a cup carrier unless I ordered three drinks.” She pushes the cup closer to him, waggling her eyebrow at me. She’s lying, of course—Millie, the owner of the coffee shop, is Jodi’s good friend, and there’s no way she’d deny a cup carrier if one was requested. Jodi just wants Seth to feel accepted.

He finally takes the cup, ducking his head. “Thank you very much.”

The three of us stand in silence for a few moments, sipping our various drinks, before Jodi speaks again. “It’s weird. I just checked the weather this morning and it said it was supposed to be clear the next few days.”

Weather reports are notoriously incorrect; then why does my skin prickle at what Jodi says?

The overhead lights go out and the shop is plunged into darkness. Even the front window and glass door don’t provide enough light to see more than a few feet into the store. Jodi hands me her coffee and goes to the front door, squinting as she looks across the street. “Looks like the whole street might be out.”

 

***

We wait for the power to return for nearly half an hour before Jodi decides to close the store. After locking up and taping signs up in the front and back doors, she, Seth, and I leave. She offers to give Seth a ride home, but he insists he can walk—he lives in an apartment above the bookstore just blocks away.

My hands tremble as Jodi drives home at five miles an hour. Her windshield wipers are going at full speed, but the road ahead is still barely visible. Every few minutes she murmurs something about how the turn in the weather is so crazy, and while I grunt agreements, I’m not really listening to her. With every block we travel, the muscles in my body tense and icy dread fills my core. Downed tree limbs are everywhere—including atop cars parked in driveways and sticking out of roofs at odd angles. At one point, Jodi has to turn around and take another street because a whole tree has fallen, blocking the road.

The weather isn’t crazy. It’s not random. It’s calculated. It’s on purpose. By the time we finally make it to the house, I’m convinced of it.

The circle is behind the storm. I don’t know how I know, but I do. There’s something about the storm—a feeling. The air thrums, not with electricity, but with magic. I’ve felt it before, most recently when I used the crystal to cast the glamor to change my appearance.

Mom’s car isn’t in the driveway and an ache builds in the back of my throat. I swallow in an attempt to clear it. She’s fine. She’ll be home soon. I repeat the words over and over in my mind, but they’re no comfort. In my reality, my mom died in a car accident on a perfectly normal day. What might happen when the weather is as bad as this? I couldn’t handle losing her—not again.

I shake my head. I can’t obsess about it. She will be fine. And there’s nothing I can do right now, anyway. I open the car door and start running for the house. Jodi is several feet ahead of me and I can barely make out her figure through the sheets of rain falling between us. Why would the circle want to cause a storm? The answer comes to me when I get to the top of the porch stairs. 

Because they can.

I shiver as I cross the threshold into the house, but it has nothing to do with the chill of the rain. 

Jodi flips the light switch in the hallway but nothing happens. She sighs. “Good thing we’ve got candles.”

We spend the next several minutes placing candles strategically around the house. By the time the sizable supply is diminished, I’m pretty sure the power will be back on by the time we can light them all.

A car door thuds closed in the driveway and I peer out the front window, releasing a sigh of relief when I recognize my mom’s car. 

Jodi joins me at the window, but instead of being pleased, she clucks her tongue. “Better make this fast.”

Before I can ask what she’s talking about, Jodi turns and closes her eyes, raising her hands, palm up, toward the ceiling. I gasp as the dozen candles spread throughout the living room spring to life. A quick glance toward the dining room confirms my suspicion that all the candles are now lit.

Jodi raises an eyebrow. “What’s that face for? It’s not like you’ve never seen me do that before.”

I open my mouth to disagree, but the front door bangs open and my mom lets out a loud whoop. By the time I make it to the hallway, she’s closed the door and is shaking the rain off her jacket. “Wow, I thought I’d never get home.” She puts the coat on a hanger and tucks it away in the hall closet before scanning the vicinity. “I was afraid the power would be out here, too. The traffic signals on the way home were all out. I’m glad you’ve already got some light in here. It must’ve taken forever to light all these candles.”

Jodi catches my eye and winks as Mom brushes past us toward the kitchen. What’s going on here? Jodi uses magic, but my mom doesn’t know about it? At some point, maybe these differences from my old life will stop surprising me, but today is not that day.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

We’re in the middle of a candle-lit dinner of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches when a knock sounds at the front door. Jodi crams the last of her sandwich into her mouth before heading out into the hallway. Mom and I exchange a glance as the door creaks open.

“Seth?” Jodi’s tone is more than a little surprised and, as Seth and Jodi move down the hall toward the dining room, I sit up straighter in my chair.

“My apologies,” he says, pushing his sopping hair off his forehead and wiping his face with his hands. “When it seemed the whole of the town had lost its electricity, I grew worried. I hope it’s not too great an intrusion. I wanted to be sure you and Kristyl were well.”

My mom raises an eyebrows and I shrug, knowing it’s his odd way of speaking that’s taken her off guard. Besides his weird speech patterns and the fact I’ve had visions about him, Seth seems on the level, and I try to assure my mom of that with a tiny nod. The corner of her mouth quirks up and she folds her napkin and places it on the table before standing. “I assume this is the new employee you were talking about?”

“He’s related to us,” I blurt. When my mom turns, I add, “To the Barnettes, anyway.”

She sighs, turning back to him. “Well, he’s soaking wet. Kristyl, go up to my room and get a pair of sweats from the bottom drawer. They might fit him.”

I’m dubious of her assertion as Seth is several inches taller than my mom, but I know better than to disagree. I do as I’m directed. By the time I get back downstairs, Seth is holed up in the hall bathroom. Jodi is standing by the door and takes the clothes from me, winking before she closes her eyes, her lips forming words that don’t make it to my ears. She opens her eyes again and knocks on the door, which opens a crack before Seth’s hand appears. 

When he emerges from the bathroom a couple of minutes later, I’m shocked to see the gray sweatpants and blue sweatshirt actually cover him to the ankles and wrists. Jodi must have cast some kind of spell on them, because even if the clothes were baggy on my mom, there’s no way they would fit Seth like this.

“Thank you for these,” he says, stretching out his arms and legs, testing the length of the sweats. “And let me apologize again for arriving unannounced. I couldn’t abide the idea of you here alone in the dark. I wanted to be sure you were all right.”

“I’m more worried about you. With how cold it is out there, I won’t be surprised if you get sick.” Jodi squints. “Did you walk here? How did you even know where here is?”

Seth’s mouth twitches, a shadow flickering across his face. Then he smiles, ducking his head. “Maggie at the bookstore. She was leaving when I arrived, and she told me where I could find you.”

I study his face. There’s something he’s holding back, but I can’t tell what it is.

Jodi doesn’t seem to notice. She claps her hands together. “Since you’re here, why don’t we get some training out of the way? I’ll show you around the greenhouse so you can start learning the herbs.”

Seth nods eagerly and follows Jodi down the hall toward the greenhouse door. I go, too. Although I’ve learned a lot about the properties of the various plants Jodi sells at the shop, I don’t know as much as I should if I’ve been around them for four years. With any luck, I can pick up some information while she teaches Seth.

The greenhouse is, of course, mostly glass, but it’s so dark outside that the room is ensconced in shadow. Jodi clucks her tongue. “I’ll go grab some candles from the dining room. Kristyl, I think there’s one or two over there on the bench. Why don’t you get those lit? I’ll be right back.”

Jodi leaves, closing the door behind her, and I cross the room to the far left corner where Jodi’s workbench is positioned. She uses it when she’s planting or re-potting, or when she’s bundling herbs. There’s a pair of pruning shears on the table, along with a spool of twine and a black Sharpie marker. But no candles.

“Perhaps the candles are in the box underneath?” Seth, who followed me over, bends down and slides the small cardboard box out from beneath the bench. He unfolds the top and grins, reaching in and pulling out a long white taper. I reach for it, but, in true guy style, he tosses it up, making it spin in mid-air. I bump it on its descent and it slips through his fingers, colliding with the edge of the tabletop before clattering onto the floor, broken cleanly in half with just the wick connecting the two sections.

“Good going,” I grumble. I reach for it, but Seth is both closer and faster. He kneels down and closes his hand over the two broken edges of the candle. He’s still for a moment before pressing himself to standing.

He holds his closed fist out to me, the candle jutting out on either side of his hand. “Here you are. No harm done.”

I snort. “No harm done? Yeah, except now we’ve got two pieces instead of—”

Seth opens his hand. Resting on his upturned palm is an unbroken taper—just as unblemished as it was when he pulled it from the box.

I gape, brushing my fingers over the waxy surface. “It was broken.”

The corners of his mouth turn down. “No, it—”

“Yes, it was. I saw it.” I take the candle from him, examining it. There’s no trace of the break.

He shakes his head. “You’re mistaken. Perhaps the light—”

His alarm heats my skin. He’s nervous—scared, even. He didn’t think I saw it, and now I know. I know his secret. The realization washes over me like a wave and I close my fingers around the candle, rotating my wrist so the wick is upright. “Calm down. It’s okay.”

“I should go.” He turns and strides toward the greenhouse door.

Panic rises. He can’t leave—not right now. I need him to understand why what he did is okay. Closing my eyes, I take in a breath and connect with the energy around me. When I open them again, the wick of the candle is lit. “Wait.”

Seth stops, spinning slowly on his heel. His green eyes widen at the sight of the flame. “How did you—?”

“I think you know.” I take a few steps toward him. “This candle was broken. I saw it.” His eyes flicker between my face and the flame. “I know what you did. I know what you are.”

“Okay, this should be enough,” Jodi says as she pushes through the door, a half dozen pillar candles tucked between her arms and torso. “Let’s get these set up and let the training begin!”

Seth closes the distance between them and relieves her of the candles, following her directions about where to set them. He doesn’t look at me.

I fight the urge to continue our conversation. Although Jodi knows about magic—and uses it in this reality—based on his reaction with me, I doubt Seth would want her to know he’s a witch. I don’t know why I’m surprised at all, really—after all, he is from the Barnette line. He knows the Barnettes helped found Clearwater, but does he know about the family’s magical abilities?

As Jodi starts her herb tutorial, Seth makes every effort to keep his eyes from straying to me. My presence is making him nervous. I tamp down my desire to question him. We can talk when he’s ready. Quietly, I slip out of the room.

 

***

Rain lashes against my bedroom windows, but it’s not loud enough to drown out the shriek of sirens. My chest is tight. I spent some time trying to peer out the windows to see where the ambulances or fire trucks were headed, but it’s impossible to see much outside. It’s been over an hour since the storm started, and I still can’t shake the feeling that a natural force doesn’t propel it. The circle is behind it somehow—I can feel it. The question now is why it’s still happening. The weather was affected—they’ve proven they can do it. But things are getting out of hand now and it doesn’t look like the storm will break any time soon.

My stomach sinks. Maybe it hasn’t broken because they can’t stop it. Like Bridget, who hurt Dana Crawford more than she anticipated, maybe this storm is worse than they planned.

The stairs creak. “Are you up here?” Seth calls softly.

I’m surprised to hear his voice. After what happened in the greenhouse—after his nervousness, his fear—I figured he’d ignore me the rest of the night. I sit up on my bed and scoot to the edge. “Yeah. Come on up.”

He appears slowly, first the top of his head, then his face, his shoulders, his torso. Finally, he arrives at the top, taking a tentative step into the room. I motion for the desk chair and he hesitates before making a move to it. “About… About earlier…”

“We don’t have to talk about it.”

“I want to,” he says quickly. 

I smile. I understand exactly where he’s coming from. For so long, I had the power within me, but I didn’t know what it was. And once Jodi told me, she insisted I learn to keep it under control. But something that’s so much a part of me isn’t something I want to ignore. I want to be able to talk about it, to learn about it. From the look on his face, it’s obvious Seth feels the same way. “How long have you known?”

He shrugs. “My whole life, it feels like. I always knew there was something within me. Once I realized what it was, I became obsessed with learning all I could about magic. My research is actually what led me here. I told you I study genealogy, but I only study it because I realized my abilities come from my family lines.”

I lean forward, eager. This is the kind of conversation I’ve longed for. There wasn’t enough time for it to happen in my other life before everything changed, and now I have to pretend like everything isn’t brand new to me. But here, with Seth, it’s perfect, because we’re strangers. “I bet you know all kinds of spells.”

“Know, yes. But the number of spells I can actually do is limited.”

“Really? Why?”

“From what I can tell, there are many people in the world who possess the ability to wield magic. But most will never know they can. Some people are more in tune with their abilities than others. Some people can work spells without trying particularly hard, while others struggle to do even simple tasks.” He holds his hands up. “I struggle.”

This makes sense. The first time I did a spell with Crystal, she was shocked I was able to do it on my first try. She said it took Bridget countless attempts to do it, and even now, it was hit-or-miss. “Do you know other witches? Like—did you know some back in Massachusetts?”

His mouth twitches. “I had a circle, but we’ve since disbanded. You?”

I bite my lower lip. “I have a circle. I’m not sure they like me too much right now, but…”

His eyebrow furrows. “Why not?”

I hesitate. Should I tell him about the crystal? I suppose it doesn’t really matter—it’s not like he knows its history. And I don’t have to tell him how we got it. “You know how certain things—like stones—can store energy? Well, we found a stone like that and they wanted to anchor the circle to it. I didn’t.”

“Did they do it?”

I nod. “And I tried to stop them. It didn’t work.”

A muscle in his jaw jumps. “That’s unfortunate.”

The wind howls against the house. “I think they’re doing this. All day, they’ve been using magic, and this storm… It doesn’t feel like a regular storm.”

His eyebrows hitch upward. “They’re using this stone to control the weather? That’s powerful magic indeed.”

“I don’t trust it. I don’t like that they’re anchored to it. They think it’s because I don’t want them to be more powerful than I am, but that’s not it. There’s something… not right about the energy of the crystal.”

He shrugs. “Why not sever their connection to it?”

“Is that even possible?”

“Why not? If it can be done, it can be undone.”

My stomach flutters. Could it be that simple? Could I simply cut their tie to the crystal? “I don’t even know where to look for a spell like that.”

“Leave that to me. I’m rather good at research.” He smiles.

I try to smile back, but it falls almost immediately. I look down into the smoky stone on my ring. In spells I’ve done before, it’s been necessary to charge elements with power beforehand. What if that’s similar to how the energy got into the crystal? “Couldn’t we just… I dunno… discharge the energy or something?” I ask, pulling Seth into the middle of my thoughts. “Like, if it’s not in the stone anymore, there’s nothing left to be anchored to?”

Seth purses his lips, his eyebrows drawing together as he considers the idea. “I don’t think it would work—not while they’re linked to it.” He offers another smile. “I’ll add it to my list of research questions.”

This time, I do manage to smile. It’s good to have someone helping me with this.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

By morning, the sky is clear. The only indication of last night’s storm is the damage it left in its wake. A survey out my third-floor windows reveals holes in roofs, broken windows, dented cars, and broken tree limbs.

Power was restored some time during the night, dashing my hopes of a day off school due to no electricity. Since Seth mentioned it last night, the only thing I can think of is the possibility of a spell to un-anchor the circle from the crystal. Especially after the conversation Fox and I have on the way to school.

“Did you lose power last night?” I ask as he pulls out of my driveway.

“Uh, no. You did?”

“Yeah. Here and at the shop.”

He hums vaguely in response, discomfort radiating off him in waves.

“What’d you do last night?”

“Uh, you know. Homework.”

Typically he glances at me when we talk on the way to school, but this morning, his eyes are on the road. “They were over last night, weren’t they?”

He readjusts his grip on the steering wheel. “It’s not like that. I mean, it wasn’t an official meeting or anything. Everyone just ended up coming over. They wanted to do some spells and didn’t want any adults interfering.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “One of those spells wouldn’t happen to have, I don’t know, caused the storm, would it?”

He sighs. “Kristyl.”

“I knew it.”

He shakes his head. “It’s not what you think. Crystal and Lexie and Bridget just wondered if they could do it. They didn’t mean for it to get as crazy as it got—”

“That’s exactly my point, Fox. There’s too much power for them to control. Things are getting out of hand.”

“No—it’s not that. It’s just… We need practice. I told you that. I think you’ve been so good at controlling it for so long you’re forgetting what it was like when you were first learning to control your magic. You’ve just got to give us some time.”

It’s not time they need, but I don’t tell Fox that. Instead, I let the subject drop. There’s no need to fight over it. If Seth can find a spell to sever the circle from the crystal, I won’t have to worry about their magic getting out of hand.

Like yesterday, Lexie does a glamor between every class to change her appearance. More people notice today and crowd around her to ask where she’s getting all the fancy clothes. Bridget isn’t around Crystal’s locker nearly so much today. Any time I see her, she’s with a tall, broad-shouldered guy with blond hair and a slightly dazed expression. He must Marcus, the guy Dana Crawford was talking about yesterday. 

Like yesterday, the girls ignore me, but I don’t mind. I’ve still got Fox to talk to, and for now, that’s enough. 

He’s walking me to sixth hour when it happens. Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget stand at Crystal’s locker, sipping from the same coffee cups they’ve carried all day—which have yet to run empty. Bria is walking down the hall, arms loaded with books. I catch the look in Lexie’s eye just before Bria pitches forward, the books flinging out of her hands and clattering to the floor. The people in the hallway part like the Red Sea and a swell of laughter builds as Bria catches her balance.

“Why does she hate her so much?” I ask Fox.

The look he gives tells me I should know. “Come on. Lexie’s pretty good at holding grudges.”

That’s an understatement. Bria stares daggers at Lexie as she reaches for her fallen belongings. Lexie just smirks before pivoting and heading down the hall, Crystal and Bridget beside her. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up and my skin prickles. A split second before it happens, a wave of energy courses through me.

As though the very air around them thickened into a wall, Lexie, Crystal, and Bridget come to a sudden stop, their coffees spilling down their fronts. An ear-piercing set of screams shrills through the hallway and everyone in the vicinity whips around to identify the source of the sound.

Everyone but me. This wasn’t an accident—someone made them spill their drinks. Could it be another witch? I shake my head as soon as the thought occurs to me. Whatever just happened, it felt different than magic. But what could it have been?

The hallway is all motion now, with people rushing toward the girls—some to try to help, others just to get a better view. At least two people snap pictures with their phones. It’s impossible for me to tell by looking who might have caused the spill, but maybe if I reach out with my abilities…

I focus the way I used to when I would share thoughts with Owen. In my mind’s eye, I see a band of white energy trailing from the center of my chest down into my right arm, and out my fingers, spreading out around me like ripples on a pond.

Something resonates back to me. Someone is heading down the hall toward the sharp right turn by Mrs. Ortiz’s room. Without waiting to figure out who the person could be, I take off at a quick pace in that direction, leaving Fox behind. I need to know who has abilities like that.

I’m fast, but not fast enough: By the time I arrive at the turn in the hallway, there’s no one in sight. But there is someone ahead of me—where this hall joins another. Not wanting her to get away, I take off at a run.

Her. I know the person is a girl. And… familiar.

She’s nearly to the next hallway when I catch a glimpse of black hair cut in a severe bob, and I take in a breath before calling her name. “Bria!”

Bria Tate turns toward me slowly, eyes wide and guilty. Her gaze darts behind me like she’s expecting me to have backup. “Stay away from me,” she says, her voice low.

I freeze, holding my hands up. “I’m not here to retaliate.”

Bria’s mouth twitches. “For what? I didn’t do anything. Unless you’re gonna try to blame me for your friends being clumsy bitches.”

I take a slow step toward her, heartened by the fact she doesn’t back away. “It wasn’t clumsiness that made them spill their drinks, just like it wasn’t clumsiness that made you drop your books.” I step closer, keeping my eyes locked on hers. She’s not a witch—her energy is different from that of anyone in the circle. But there’s another explanation. “You’re psychic, aren’t you?”

Surprise flickers across her face, replaced immediately with fear. She snorts. “You’re crazy.”

“Am I?” I take another step. I’m barely more than an arm’s-length away now. “I know more than you think I do.”

She rolls her eyes and turns away, but I grab her arm, pushing a single thought from my mind as I make contact with her skin: I’m one too.

Bria closes her hand over mine as she turns back, eyes round. “You can’t be. You’re… you’re…”

“A witch?” I supply.

“One of them.” Her hand drops to her side.

I remove my hand from her arm but don’t step away from her. “Things are more complicated than that—more complicated than I can even start to explain.” I take in a breath, allowing the question that’s been tugging at the back of my mind up to the surface. “Are there more like you. Like us?” I want to say his name—I want to ask if Owen knows who he is, what he is, in this reality, but I allow Bria the space to tell me what she knows.

“There are more. Two more that I know about. We meet up after school most days for at least a little while. We’re still trying to figure out all we can do.”

“Bring me.”

Bria’s eyes flicker to the ground. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because they won’t trust you. You’re one of them.”

“Maybe that’s been true in the past, but things are different now.” I press my lips together, weighing my options. If I lie, she might be able to tell, so I choose my words carefully. “I’ve… changed a lot recently. I’m not the same person you’ve known for the last four years. I only found out recently about my psychic side, and I want to explore it.”

She studies my face, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Fine. You can come today—but I’m not promising the guys’ll like it. And if they don’t want you there, it’s majority rule.”

Guys. My heart skips. Is Owen one of the guys? I want to ask, but doing so might set off red flags. So far as she knows, I have no reason to be so interested in Owen. “Okay. Where do you meet? When?”

She sighs like she’s already regretting her decision. “Usually about half an hour after school at West Harmon’s house. He lives on—”

“I know where he lives.”

Bria arches an eyebrow and I bite the inside of my cheek. In my other reality, I’ve been to West’s house. But I’m not that girl.

Before Bria can ask the question that’s probably forming in her mind, I straighten. “I’ll be there. See you after school.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

West’s house looks just like I remember it from the other reality, which comforts me. I recognize Bria’s mom’s Camry in the driveway as I approach. Mom and Jodi are still at work and I walked here. I’m glad it’s only a couple of blocks because my nose and ears are already frozen. I jog to the front door but pause before knocking, hoping to find Owen inside. Taking in a breath, I bring my knuckles down against the door. 

“Who the hell knocks?” West’s voice is muffled by the door, but still understandable. The curtain covering the front window flickers. “What’s she doing here?”

“Open the door, West.” Bria sounds farther away.

I bite my lower lip, waiting for something to happen. After a beat, the door swings open, revealing a thoroughly bewildered West. His brow is furrowed, making his eyes look even more deep-set than usual. “Can I help you?”

I scan the room—I can’t help it—before looking at Bria. “You didn’t tell him?”

She shrugs. “I didn’t know for sure you were gonna show.” She approaches West and gives him a gentle shove. “Let her in already.”

I step inside, closing the door behind me. Besides West and Bria, the living room is empty. Unless the other guy Bria mentioned is in the kitchen, we three are the only ones here. “Hey, West.”

“She says like she knows me.” He crosses the room and sits on the armchair at the far side. “What are you doing here?”

I sit on the couch across from him—the same place I sat last time I was here, in my reality. “I bet you can figure it out.”

He stares at me for a beat before looking at Bria, whose face remains impassive. When his gaze flicks back to me, he shakes his head. “Uh-uh. No way.”

The doorknob twists and my heart picks up its pace. The last member of the group has arrived. I hold my breath as the door begins to swing open, just waiting for Owen’s form to appear… But it’s not Owen who enters.

“Felix?” I look at Bria, hoping maybe she’ll be as surprised as I am, hoping he’s not the person she was expecting either. But if she’s surprised at all, it’s at my reaction. Her eyebrows cinch together.

“Whoa—wait.” Felix pauses, door still open. “Is this a dream?”

West snorts. “Nightmare?”

Bria crosses to Felix, pushing him into the house and closing the door. “Okay, clearly you two are wondering why she’s here, even though the answer should be obvious.”

Felix closes the distance between us and sits on the couch beside me. His brown hair tickles his shoulders as he bobs his head, appraising me. Although I’ve been sitting with him in health class, this is the first time I feel like he’s accepting me and happiness rushes through me. Bria, West, Felix—three of my friends from my old timeline all here under one roof, all looking at me like I’m a person and not a thing? It’s better than good—it’s fantastic. The only thing that would make this moment better is if—

I bite the inside of my cheek, my eyes dropping to my lap. Owen’s not here. And if he’s not, could it be because he’s not psychic in this reality? If he were, wouldn’t Bria and the guys already know? They didn’t know about me—but that was probably because our paths didn’t often cross. But what about Owen? I scan my mental files from this week at school, trying to remember if I’ve seen Owen with Felix or West at all.

“I don’t like it.” West’s voice cuts through my thoughts. His arms cross over his chest. “She’s one of them.”

His tone is so cold it makes me shiver. I’ve never heard West talk like this: The West I knew was quick to smile and laugh. But now, his deep-set eyes are fixed on me, his brow heavy and brooding. I square my shoulders. I figured this would come up—it was Bria’s first reaction, too. “It’s true. I’m a witch, and I’m part of Crystal Jamison’s circle.”

Beside me, Felix lets out a small, choked sound, pumping his fist. I glance at him, alarmed, but his eyes are fixed on West. “I told you. Dude, you totally owe me ten bucks.” He sticks out his hand, wiggling his fingers. “Come on. I know you’ve got it.”

Bria sighs, crossing and sitting on the couch adjacent to mine. “We’ve had our assumptions, but we didn’t know for sure.” She leans toward me. “What I don’t understand is how you’re both.”

The fact that they didn’t know about the witches, that I’ve let them in on a secret, should unsettle me, but it doesn’t. I want their trust, and this might be the best way to earn it. “My dad’s from a witch line. My mom’s from a psychic one. Somehow, I’m both. That’s all I know.”

West settles down in the room’s armchair after slapping a bill into Felix’s hand. “And while that’s fascinating and all, I’m more concerned with why you’re here. Why aren’t you hanging out with your circle or whatever you call it?”

I ignore the accusation in his voice. “I’m not here to spy if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not exactly in Crystal’s inner circle at the moment.”

“So you think we want you?”

I open my mouth to defend my intentions, but Bria’s faster.

“Stop being a dick, West. She’s on the level.”

Bria doesn’t meet my eyes when I look at her. I’m not sure why she feels so confident about me. Did I share something more with her than I meant to? Or is she just able to sense more about me? I have no idea how much her abilities have developed, nor what she’s capable of. An empty sensation gathers in the pit of my stomach. Maybe this was a mistake. What if she can sense the truth about me? Oddly, the idea doesn’t send me into panic. It relieves me. I want her to know. Maybe if she knows who I really am, I can start putting my life back together. But would it be fair to her to learn about a life she isn’t living, one that seems, in many ways, to be better than the one she has now? By changing things, I stripped her of her best friend, and turned Lexie into someone even I don’t want to associate with. No, it’s better that she go on thinking this is the way things are supposed to be, the way they’ve always been.

“If she’s on the level, let her prove it.” West holds his hands toward me, palms up. “Who’s in this circle of yours?”

My mouth goes dry. I don’t care so much about betraying Crystal’s secret—and it’s not like the witches are particularly stealthy about things, since, until recently, we all were in the same social group. The knot in my stomach is about Fox. By letting the psychics in on this information, I’m selling out Fox, and he doesn’t deserve that. Then again, Bria doesn’t deserve the abuse she endures from Lexie, and Fox hasn’t stepped in to stop that. “Crystal, of course. She’s kind of the leader.”

“Surprise, surprise,” Bria mutters.

“And Lexie. They get it from the Taylor line.” I consider mentioning that our principal, who is also a Taylor, has magic, but I keep that to myself. They’re just asking about the circle’s members. “Bridget. Zane. Fox’s older brother, Griffin. And…” I take a deep breath. “And Fox.”

Felix gives a loud whoop, startling me. Bria rolls her eyes as he holds his hand toward West again. “And that’s ten more dollars you owe me!”

West groans as he shifts to remove his wallet from his back pocket. “You don’t have to be so excited about it.”

I raise an eyebrow, confused. “Have you guys been betting on everything related to the circle?”

“Well, yeah,” Felix says, relieving West of another bill. He pulls it apart at the corners, making it snap. “Excellent way to make a little extra spending money.”

I smile, but his explanation doesn’t answer my question. “No, I mean… You’re psychic, right? Can’t you figure this kind of stuff out without guessing?”

Felix cocks an eyebrow comically high. “Why, can you?”

“She figured out what I was,” Bria says. There might even be a hint of admiration in her tone.

Felix apprises me for a moment before shrugging. “We’re all still kinda learning how to use our abilities.”

“Yeah,” West agrees. “And as much as it might surprise you, not everyone spends every waking moment obsessing over you and your friends.”

The venom in his voice is more than I can take. I round on him. “Okay, enough. I come in peace. You want to know about the circle? I’ll tell you. You want me to prove I’m psychic? I’ll do it. Why are you being such an ass to me?”

Felix and Bria exchange glances and I know I’m missing something. Something alternate-me would know. West’s face is tight and he examines me like I’m something unsavory he’s found on the bottom of his shoe. 

“You really don’t remember, do you?” He snorts, shaking his head. “I don’t even know why I’m surprised. It doesn’t matter, not really. I remember what you did to Owen. So excuse me if I’m not your biggest fan.”

The air rushes from my lungs. Owen. What did I do to him? My mind reels and I grip the arm of the couch. I want to know—desperately—what I did, but I don’t think I can hear it. Is this why Owen looks through me? Did I do something that hurt him so badly he can’t bear to look at me? Tears prickle my eyes. I can’t cry—not here. How would I explain that reaction? Bria avoids my gaze and Felix is suddenly very interested in the dirt beneath his fingernails, but West’s eyes bore a hole through me.

“I’m not that girl anymore,” I manage finally. “Whatever you think you know about me, whoever you think I am, it’s not me. I promise you that. Just… give me a chance. I’ll prove it.”

West leans back in his chair. “Pass.”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Bria straightens, though her height is far from impressive. “Whether you like it or not, she’s one of us.”

“She’s one of them,” West grumbles.

“Which, if you think about it, is actually pretty cool,” Felix says. “And it could be useful.”

I shift, suddenly worried my scant knowledge of the circle might not be enough. “I’m not exactly one of them—not at the moment, anyway.” I purse my lips when their eyes flicker to me. I press on quickly before I lose my nerve. “They did a spell the other day that increased their abilities. I thought it was a bad idea and tried to stop them. Now my membership in the circle is… tenuous.”

Felix whistles. “Nice vocab word.”

West crosses his arms over his chest. “Convenient.”

Panic flares and I sit up straighter. “Still, I’ll do anything I can do to help.”

Bria smiles and my heart swells. Although we’re meeting at West’s house, I get the impression Bria is really the leader of this group. And if she wants me here, I don’t think West will kick me out. 

West sits up again. “Prove it.”

“Sure. What do you wanna know? I already told you who’s in the circle.”

Felix leans forward, his knee brushing mine. “What do you guys do at your meetings? I mean, I assume you have meetings, right?”

I shrug. “Practice spells, mostly. What do you guys do?”

“The same thing, I guess,” Bria says. “When we first started meeting, we’d do simple things—like try to figure out what each other was thinking or send thoughts. You know, the basics. But for a while now we’ve been working on some harder things.”

“Like that invisible wall thing you did to Lexie and Crystal today?”

The curl in Bria’s lips is all the confirmation I need.

“What else can you do?” Giddiness bubbles in my stomach like it did last night when I talked to Seth about magic. I have these abilities swirling inside, but I don’t know what to do with them. I don’t know what I’m capable of. The thought of being able to focus this power makes my skin tingle.

Bria’s eyes light up. “Lately, I’ve been working on manipulating objects. You know, like making things levitate.” A grin stretches across her face. “It’s pretty cool, actually.”

“West’s been working on apportation—which is making something disappear and re-materialize somewhere else. He’s lost more pencils and pennies than I can count. And I’ve been working on astral projection.” Felix’s eyes are alight. “I was actually able to do it for a hot second before it all went haywire.”

Bria snorts. “You mean before you got so scared you almost crapped yourself.”

“Hey, give me a break! Having an out-of-body experience is kind of freaky.”

I lean in. “Out-of-body experience? Really?”

Felix nods, a smug smile on his face. “In theory, you can send your spirit out anywhere in the world. I’m aiming for the cheerleaders’ locker room.”

I shove his shoulder while Bria yells, “Gross!” Felix allows me to push him into the arm of the chair before righting himself.

“Astral projection is just step one. If I can get good at that, then I might be able to bilocate, which would be epic.”

My eyebrows pull together. “Bilocate?”

He grins. “Be in two places at once. It’s cooler than astral projection because you can actually interact with the place you’re bi-locating to. And then, when you’re done, you just—pop—disappear.”

Everything sounds so amazing, I can’t wait to start trying these things myself. 

Over the next couple of hours, Bria and Felix take turns showing me the things they can do. They’re disappointed that I don’t know how to do more, but neither can hide how impressed they are with how quickly I pick up on how to levitate an object and apportate a newspaper from one side of the coffee table to the other. Since I already know how to direct my abilities to do magic, I’m able to channel my psychic powers with minimal direction.

West disappears soon after we start working—“Probably sulking,” says Bria—and doesn’t emerge until Felix, Bria, and I are about to leave. We’re walking out the front door when he calls my name, asking me to hang back. Bria and I exchange glances, but I stay.

Felix pulls the door closed behind him, but West doesn’t speak. I shift, uncomfortable. He asked me to stay, so he must want to say something. I consider reaching forward with my abilities to get a sense of what’s on his mind but don’t go through with it—not only is West a psychic and therefore possibly able to sense such an intrusion, I want to give him the respect and the space to say what’s on his mind in his own time.

He surveys me with his deep-set eyes like he’s trying to look inside me. After a minute, he shakes his head. “I bet you’re happy right now. You think you’ve got them fooled—and you might. Just know that you don’t fool me, Kristyl Barnette. Never forget I know who you really are.” He pivots on his heel before heading toward the back hallway. “Now get out of my house.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

West’s words haunt me. I know who you really are.

But who is that exactly? Who does he think I am? There’s no one who can answer that question for me. What am I supposed to do, go to Fox or Lexie or Zane and ask them to tell me about myself? Not an option.

I try to follow the thread of the conversation at dinner, but my mind wanders. There has to be a way to figure things out without being too obvious, without drawing attention to the fact that I don’t remember my life here in Clearwater. There’s the psychic angle: Maybe I can read someone’s mind and get my answers that way? I dismiss the idea before it’s fully formed. Even though using my psychic abilities is easier now that I know what they are, I’m still leaps and bounds from being able to scan a person’s mind to find the information I want to know—if it’s even possible. At best, I can get a sense of what people are feeling or thinking in the moment. I wouldn’t know how to start digging through someone’s memories.

I’m loading the dinner dishes into the dishwasher when the idea hits me. It’s so obvious I can’t believe it took me so long to think of it: my diary.

When I was younger, I kept a diary full of my innermost thoughts and feelings. When things got bad at the end of sixth grade, I quit—why would I want to record such terrible things? But my alternate-self lived a different life. Maybe once she moved here to Clearwater she started writing things down again. At the very least, it won’t hurt to look.

I feel like a thief as I rifle through my dresser drawers. Although I’ve been using the clothes in this room for days, sometimes it’s still hard to believe all these things are mine. And even though I know alternate-me isn’t going to come upstairs and catch me going through her things, I still feel like I’m doing something wrong.

The dresser drawers are void of anything helpful and I move to the closet. I poke around the shelves before an idea occurs to me: In my reality, there was a loose floorboard in the closet. That was where I found my dad’s ring. I know the ring was never hidden there in this time, but maybe alternate-me found the loose board anyway. It would make the perfect place for hiding a diary.

My fingers pry at the board for a few second before it budges. I reach in the hole and my fingers brush against the soft leather binding of a book. I pull it out. It’s brown and supple to the touch, with leather thongs tied and holding it closed. With trembling fingers, I undo the knot and open the book.

It’s my handwriting. Of course it is—she would have the same handwriting as me—but for some reason it still strikes me as strange. The first entry is dated August, four years ago—right before I started seventh grade.

Tomorrow’s my first day at Clearwater Middle School. I’m nervous. What if something happens? No one here knows about me, about what I did at Brittany’s party. But I’m still afraid that somehow people will be able to tell. I had a dream last night—a nightmare—that I walked into my first class and everyone stopped and stared at me. Then they started pointing and whispering. The whispers got louder and louder and then someone started laughing. All of a sudden, Brittany was standing in the middle of the room, laughing and pointing at me and yelling, “There’s the freak!”

I know there’s no way that’s going to happen. She doesn’t know where I live now, and besides, there’s no way her parents would drive her all the way down here on the first day of school, anyway. Still, every time I think about going to school tomorrow, my stomach twists and I feel like I’m gonna throw up.

I brush my fingers across the words. She sounds a lot like me the summer before I started seventh grade. Only I wasn’t starting a new school. I hoped that Brittany and her friends would have forgotten about me over the summer, moved on to some other target. I wasn’t that lucky, but she was.

I flip ahead a few pages.

School’s going great. I guess everyone has basically known each other since birth, so they all want to be my friend. I’m new and exciting, not a freak. I like it. 

A pang courses through me. My seventh grade experiences weren’t nearly so pleasant and I can’t help the surge of jealousy. I wish things had happened this way for me.

When we realized things were different, Crystal told me I should take the win, that I should be grateful for the changes. Is she right? We didn’t actively affect the past, yet we came back to a different reality. Did we really reset things to the way they were meant to be? Is it possible I was never supposed to experience all the torment I did at my old school?

I leaf through a few more pages until a familiar name catches my eye. Owen.

That boy who sits behind me in math, who keeps kicking my foot? I finally got the nerve to tell him to stop today. I’m glad I did.

His name is Owen Marsh, and he apologized for kicking me. He said he didn’t realize he was doing it. We talked a little and even worked on our homework together.

He’s really cute. Like, really. Is it bad of me to think like that? Technically, Felix is my boyfriend—

I reread that part a couple times, thinking I’ve misread it. But, no, it doesn’t say Fox, which I’d understand—it says Felix. The entry is dated November of my seventh grade year. A giggle bubbles inside me. He wasn’t lying the other day in class. Felix Wolfe really was my first kiss.

Technically, Felix is my boyfriend, but Dana says it’s okay to think someone else is cute, too. And Owen is. He’s cute and nice, and I’m glad he was kicking my foot.

Dana? Were Dana Crawford and I friends in middle school? I scan several pages, searching for names. Who was alternate-me friends with when she first came to town?

I’m pretty sure Crystal Jamison hates me. It’s not even fair. It’s not my fault we have the same name. We don’t even spell it the same…

She says she’s not talking about me, but I know she is. Crystal and Lexie stop whispering whenever I come by, and they start giggling. It’s exactly what Brittany did at the end of last year…

Today in history, I heard Crystal and Lexie whisper my name and I got all hot inside—like I was gonna explode. Just when I couldn’t handle it anymore, the maps at the front of the room fell off their hooks and crashed on the floor and everyone jumped. Mr. McAllister grumbled about the custodian not putting them up right, but I don’t think that’s why they fell…

In science, Crystal was flicking little paper balls at me. I told her to stop, but she pretended like she didn’t know what I was talking about. She just kept doing it. I swear, she hit me a hundred times. I got so. mad. The heat started in my stomach again and I tried to breathe through it like Jodi told me, but it didn’t work and the projector caught fire. Mr. Holt had to get the fire extinguisher…

My body tenses. It had happened here, too—the uncontrolled bursts of magic. Jodi tried to help me control it, but did she tell me what I am? No, she can’t have—information like that certainly would make it into the diary. 

I flip back and forth through the pages, looking for something happier to focus on.

My first kiss occurred at a winter dance in seventh grade. I detailed the event with painstaking care as soon as I got home. Felix insisted the decoration above our heads was mistletoe. I smile. It’s the kind of first kiss I’d imagined back in middle school, and I’m glad that in one reality, I got it.

Felix and I split up after the new year, but there isn’t much detail surrounding it. It only mentions that Dana and I went to Millie’s coffee shop after school that day and got coffee drinks and cookies. I can’t tell if this was in celebration or commiseration. 

My heart twists. I don’t know Dana well, but apparently alternate-me did. She’s mentioned more than just about anyone. I can’t help wondering what happened between us, even though I have a sinking suspicion I already know. Crystal, Lexie, Bridget—they’re all mentioned in passing, and it’s clear from my references that we’re not friends. But obviously, that changes. I assume Dana was a casualty of that transition.

As the seventh grade entries continue, there are more frequent mentions of Owen. Owen walked me to class today, even though his next class is on the other side of the school… Owen and I met up at the coffee shop to study for Friday’s test… Owen held my hand on the way to class today—just grabbed it like it was no big thing. My cheeks were on fire the whole way to English, and I couldn’t look at him, but he didn’t let go until we were outside Miss Stoker’s class… Owen asked if he could give me a nickname, and I said yes, of course. Before when I thought about having a nickname, it was because Crystal Jamison wanted me to have one, so we wouldn’t have the same name and so she would still be special. But this nickname is all about me, to make me special. He says from now on, he’s gonna call me Krissa.

My jaw drops. Darkness encroaches on my peripheral vision for a few seconds until I manage to take in a breath. Owen called me Krissa in this reality, too.  Somehow the fact makes me happy and sad all at once. If that nickname was always meant to be mine, why does everyone call me by my full name? What was West talking about—what did I do to Owen? A weight settles in my stomach as I read on.

Owen. Just. Asked. Me. Out!!! I’m so excited I can’t even think. We’re going to the end-of-the-year dance together…

I don’t know what to do. I just got back from dress shopping with Mom. She was chatting with Lexie Taylor’s mom—she owns the store—when Lexie and Crystal cornered me. I thought they’d be mean to me—even though they’ve kinda cooled down on that at school. But they weren’t mean. Well, not exactly. They called me a witch. At first, I thought they were trying to insult me, but they said they weren’t, that they were witches, too. That it’s magic—all those things that happen when I’m upset.  Before I could ask them more, Mom came over and they were gone by the time I bought a dress…

I think I might know where this story is heading, but I have to read through to be sure. I turn a few more pages. 

It’s the day of the dance and my stomach is in knots. I was so excited when Owen asked me, but now… Now I’m just scared. I have to make a choice. Crystal promised she could teach me how to use my magic so it doesn’t explode out of me—she’s got a book of spells and everything. But she says she has to be able to trust me before she can share her secrets with me. If I want to be one of them—part of her circle—then I have to prove my loyalty.

The problem is I don’t trust her. I don’t like her—she’s been mean to me almost since we met. But she’s not lying about the magic—she showed me she could light a candle with her mind. It was incredible. Can I really do that? I tried to do it myself—down by the river so Mom and Jodi wouldn’t see—and I did it, I lit the candle—but I was sitting on a log and it caught on fire, too. I had to splash water from the river onto it to put out the flames. I can’t control it, and that scares me. She says she can help me control it, but I don’t know if I can do what she wants me to do.

This doesn’t make sense. Why didn’t alternate-me just talk to Jodi about it? Clearly Jodi still practices. Is it possible she didn’t know at that time? That has to be—otherwise why would she run to Crystal for help?

The next few pages are filled with more indecisive ramblings, but when I come to the entry for June tenth, my stomach clenches. 

Owen Marsh will hate me forever, but I had to do it.

There’s nothing more to the entry. I flip forward in vain—there are no details about what happened. Entries become infrequent, and the only people mentioned are members of the circle. By my fourteenth birthday in November of eighth grade, alternate-me was dating Fox and bragging about her magical abilities. Besides the entry on June tenth, there’s nothing more about Owen, not even in passing. The one time Dana is mentioned, it’s to comment on her outfit (“slutty”). Instead of the voice sounding familiar, by degrees, it feels like I’m reading entries penned by Crystal or Lexie.

That’s it, then. West has every right to not trust me. My alternate-self chose magic over anything else. That’s why Owen doesn’t look at me. All these years later, whatever I did still hurts him.

But I’m not that person. And somehow, I’ll have to prove it. This is my life now, and it’s time I make it my own. I’ve already taken the first step by joining the psychics. Now I need to prove to West I’m not the person he thinks I am. And maybe there’s some way I can apologize to Owen for whatever the old me did to him. Even if it takes years, I need to try. Reading the diary has solidified one fact in me more than anything else: Owen and I are connected—in every reality. Things got off track here, but they don’t have to stay that way.

Guilt swells, but I push it down. Fox is sweet, but I didn’t choose him. It’s not fair for me to stay with him when my heart wants someone else.

I have to break up with Fox.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Fox’s monster truck arrives in my driveway right on time the next morning and my stomach lurches. 

I’m going to break up with him today.

It’s the best thing to do—the only option, really. Or at least that’s what I keep telling myself. It’s not fair to him to be with me, not anymore. And once we’re not together anymore, he can find someone who really wants to be with him—the person he’s meant for. Because that person isn’t me.

Although I’ve gone through every argument and assured myself I’m doing the right thing, I can’t shake the guilt welling up inside. Poor Fox will be so blindsided. But it’s the best thing, really. He doesn’t deserve to be with someone who doesn’t want to be with him. No one does.

I say goodbye to Mom and Jodi before heading out the door. They both wave, smiles playing about the corners of their mouths like they know something. Like they know I’m going to break up with Fox today. No, they can’t. It’s just my conscience.

Fox leans across the center console to hug me once I’m in the cab, placing a kiss on my cheek. I return his embrace as best I can, but when we separate, Fox’s eyebrows pull together. “You feeling okay?”

I bite my lower lip, shaking my head. “I’m fine.”

A smile curls the edge of his mouth as he puts the truck in gear. “Good.”

I stare out the window beside me, eyes unfocused as the neighborhood slips by. I should do it now, like ripping off a band-aid. No—there’s no reason to ruin his day so early. What if he has a test today? I don’t want to be responsible for breaking his heart and making him fail a test. But to delay now is only to prolong the inevitable. Either way, he’s going to be hurt, so I might as well get it over with right now.

So deep in this internal monologue am I that it takes several minutes before I realize I don’t recognize our surroundings. The drive to school is barely ten minutes long—we’ve been on the road at least that and nothing around us looks the least bit familiar. I turn to Fox. “What’s going on?”

He glances out the corner of his eye, grinning. “I’m kidnapping you.”

My heartbeat accelerates. “No, for real?”

He laughs, his head tipping backward. “Don’t worry—it’s sanctioned. I was starting to think they told you, even though they promised they wouldn’t.”

“Who?”

“Your mom and Jodi, of course. It took a little bit of convincing, but they finally agreed.”

I stare at his profile, waiting for him to go on. Agitation rises when he doesn’t. “Agreed to what? Where are we going?”

He shakes his head. “It’s a surprise. You just sit there and relax.” He reaches into the back seat and grabs a paper bag. “Here.”

I take the bag and peer inside dubiously. A sweet scent tickles my nose and I spy at least a dozen oatmeal cookies loaded with raisins, chocolate chunks, and walnuts. Although I’ve already eaten breakfast, my stomach rumbles and I have to stop myself from taking one. “You baked?”

He snorts. “You remember what happened last time we tried to bake something? No, I ordered these special from Treat Dreams.”

A prickling sensation gathers in the corners of my eyes. “They’re my favorite.”

He gasps. “Really?”

My cheeks redden and I hit him in the arm. Of course he knows that about her—about me. He’s been with my alternate self for so long, it would be a bigger surprise if he didn’t know her favorite cookies.

I fall quiet. How am I supposed to break up with him now? I have no idea where we’re going, and he’s brought me a special present. My resolve wavers. If not now, then at the end of the day, for sure. I can’t break up with him if I don’t know where we are. What if he gets upset and drops me at the side of the road? No, I can’t risk it.

Minutes tick by as Fox drives. He flips on his radio to a station I like and even hums along with the songs. He doesn’t seem at all bothered that I’m not making conversation, so I don’t let it bother me, either. 

At the half hour mark, I get antsy. “Okay, for real, where are we going?”

Fox smiles. “Still a surprise.”

I press my lips together. “Are you sure my mom actually okayed this? She’s not gonna get a call from the school saying I’m skipping and be pissed when I get home, is she?”

He shakes his head. “Feel free to text her if you don’t believe me.”

I pinch my lower lip between my thumb and forefinger. After a moment’s debate, I pull my cell from my back pocket and type out a text. Fox laughs quietly as I hit send. A minute elapses before my phone vibrates in my hand.

Jodi and I had a bet to see how long it would take before you contacted one of us. Looks like I win. Have a good time today.

When I look up, Fox is smiling. “Satisfied? Now, relax and eat a cookie. We’re still a ways out.”

Figuring I don’t have many other options, I do as Fox suggests. We’re on the freeway now and I watch as the scenery on the side of the road changes from field to small town. I’m reminded forcibly of when Jodi drove me from my home in the Detroit area out to Clearwater, after my mom’s death. Are we heading in the same direction? I keep alert for signs that might indicate where we’re going. After a few minutes of vigilance, I’m rewarded by a sign indicating how many miles away from Detroit we are. Is that where we’re going? Back to my old house? But why would Fox be taking me there? In this reality, I haven’t lived there in four years, and there would be no reason for Fox to have ever been there. Maybe he’s taking me to something in Detroit—the Detroit Institute of Arts or… or maybe Wayne State University. Are we going on a college tour? That would explain why my mom would be okay with me missing a day of school. But if that’s where we’re heading, why wouldn’t she be the one taking us? Besides, college is still nearly two years away.

Different ideas chase themselves through my mind as we continue. I try to wheedle the information out of him a couple of times, but he quickly changes the thread of the conversation any time I get too close to asking about our destination. After a while, I give up entirely. 

After nearly two hours pass, I suddenly know exactly where we are. I’ve been on this part of this freeway before. I scan the horizon to confirm my suspicions. When I see the water tower in the distance, I gasp. “Tell me we’re going to the zoo.”

Fox doesn’t quite hide a smile. “It’s still a secret.”

But when he pulls off at the Woodward exit, I know I’m right. I haven’t been to the Detroit Zoo since before my dad left—not that I haven’t wanted to go since. But my mom worked full time and she claimed it would be too crowded to go on the weekends. Besides, there was the expense to consider; after my dad left, we didn’t have a ton of extra money. I can count on one hand how many movies we saw in theaters once we were on our own. 

As we approach the zoo’s entrance, my skin tingles with barely-suppressed excitement. I wonder how much of it will be like I remember it and how much will be different. I also wonder what the reason could be for this impromptu trip. At two hours away, it’s not like this is a quick jaunt. 

Fox parks the truck and he shoves my cookies into a backpack before we climb out. I pull my jacket tight around my shoulders, glad I decided to wear it today. The day is cool, but not too cold, and the sun is out. It’s warmer than it’s been the last few days—a nice November day.

November… Could that be it? My birthday is just over a week from today. Is Fox taking me here as a birthday present? And if so, why is it just him, why not my mom and Jodi, too?

Fox takes my hand and leads me toward the ticket gates. There are a few people milling around—a couple of moms with strollers and a few couples in their fifties, but mostly the place is empty. 

After paying for our tickets, Fox hands me the complimentary map. “Okay, where to?”

I turn to him. “Really?”

“Of course. You call the shots. I won’t complain, even if you want to spend all day staring at the vultures.”

I grin. “Or hanging out in the reptile house?”

He shivers. “As long as you protect me from all the venomous creatures, we’ll be fine.”

“I make no promises.” My smile broadens and I catch myself. What am I doing? This morning, I was ready to break up with Fox, and now I’m grinning like an idiot because he kidnapped me and brought me to the zoo? But no matter how I try to tamp down my excitement, I can’t do it. I don’t dislike Fox—this would be much easier if I did. He’s not a bad guy in this reality—not that he was exactly bad in my original timeline, anyway, just… misguided. He was kind to me then, and that side of him is intensified here. 

I still need to break things off with him—it’s the right thing to do. He deserves every happiness, and I’m not the one to give it to him. But it’s clear he spent a lot of time planning this day—coordinating with my mom and Jodi, making arrangements to get my favorite cookies, packing provisions in a backpack. He doesn’t deserve me to ruin this day for him. 

I unfold the map and study it. To his credit, Fox doesn’t rush me as I trace my finger along the different paths, reading which animals are where. After I’m done studying, I fold it back up and stuff it into a pocket of Fox’s backpack. “Okay.”

“Okay? Just, okay? What, do you have it memorized now or something?”

I start down the path to our right. “So what if I do?”

He follows, catching my hand with his. “No matter how long I know you, you’re always finding new ways to amaze me.”

My cheeks burn and I turn my face from him. Unfortunately, in doing so, I lock eyes with a girl in her late twenties who wears a shirt with the zoo’s logo embroidered on the pocket and has a large camera strapped around her neck. 

“Why don’t you two get together for a picture?” The girl gestures at us with one hand, bringing the camera up with the other.

I shake my head, but Fox is already stopping, tugging me closer to him. He pulls me so my back is against his front, his chin brushing the top of my head.

“That’s great,” says the camerawoman. “Now smile!”

Like Pavlov’s dog, I respond without thinking to her command. Her camera flashes and she hands Fox a ticket, telling us to check out our photo on the way out of the zoo. Fox thanks her before we continue. 

We pass by the first set of animals, but I barely notice them. Is it fair for me to pretend with Fox, even for the day? Or will it just make it more difficult for him when I finally end things?

He tugs on my hand and I force myself to focus on the present. I can be horrible later, but not now. His gray eyes are bright; he’s like a little kid, he’s so excited. This trip today is as much for him as it is for me, and I want him to enjoy it; he deserves that much. He pulls me over to a huge fountain. The center fixture is held up by two brass polar bears while two smaller fixtures on either side look like otters, with water spitting out of their mouths. The inside of the fountain is littered with hundreds of coins. Fox digs into his pocket before pressing a dime into my palm. 

“Make a wish.”

My stomach twists. I wish things were the way they were supposed to be—that I was back in my own reality. But I also wish that my mom were still alive there. I wish Owen didn’t look through me, and that the situation with Fox wasn’t so complicated. I wish Lexie was the nice girl I got to know when I first moved here, and that Bria wasn’t an outcast at school. I wish the circle hadn’t anchored itself to the crystal. 

Fox tosses a coin into the pool and I sigh and throw mine in, too.

I wish there was a simple solution.

We start at the reptile house, where Fox hides behind me when we get to the enclosures with the huge snakes. His fingers grip my shoulders so tightly I’m not sure whether he’s pretending or not. Outside, despite the cool temperatures—or perhaps because of them—many of the animals are active. The lion and lioness pace in front of the glass separating them from us. In the Arctic Ring of Life, the seals swim over the top of the tunnel that goes under their pool. Fox watches with wide eyes each time they pass over our heads, but it’s not until the polar bear dives in the water that he gets downright giddy.

We eat lunch on a small hill overlooking the grizzly bears, who work hard to break the limbs off a large tree-sized branch that was clearly put there for their enjoyment. In addition to the cookies, Fox packed water, sandwiches, and chips.

About halfway through the meal, Fox passes his hand in front of my eyes and I blink. I haven’t heard anything he’s been saying—I heard his voice, but I wasn’t paying attention to his words.

“Hey, earth to Kristyl,” he says, wiggling his fingers.

On impulse, I grab his hand. I’m not breaking up with him today, I’ve already decided that, but it doesn’t mean I can’t take another step toward making this reality my own. “Fox, do you think you could do something for me?”

His eyebrows cinch together and he covers my hand with his free one. “Anything. You know that.”

My chest tightens and I force myself to take a breath. I need to do this before I lose my nerve. “I’m… I’m tired of sharing a name with Crystal Jamison. I know you think she’ll come around—that the circle will stop being mad at me for trying to stop the anchoring ceremony—and maybe they will. But whether they do or they don’t, I’ve changed.”

He nods. “Sure. I get it. Well, you know—kind of. Not like I’ve ever had to deal with another Fox, you know?” He grins, stroking the top of my hand with his fingertips. “What were you thinking of going by? Your middle name?”

I snort. “Agnes? I don’t think so.”

He laughs. “You sure? I bet you could pull it off.”

“Oh, I’m sure.” I take in a breath, readying myself. “I was thinking… Krissa.”

My eyes drop to our hands when I say it, but I can feel Fox’s gaze on me. “Krissa,” he says, drawing out the name. “Isn’t that…” He stops, shaking his head. “It’s nice.”

I nod, making myself look at him. “I like it. I think… It suits me.”

An expression I can’t decipher flickers across his face, displaced almost immediately by a smile. “If you like it, I like it.”

After finishing our lunch, we go to the kangaroo exhibit, where we can actually walk through the enclosure where the kangaroos and wallabies live. We take a ride on the carousel, admire the pink flamingos and peer into branches to catch a glimpse of the tree kangaroos. By the time we make our way back to the front entrance, I’m exhausted and delighted. Fox holds my hand and I don’t feel guilty for letting him.

On our way to the parking lot, he stops by the photo booth and picks up a copy of the picture snapped of us upon our arrival. 

As Fox pulls out of the parking lot and onto the freeway, I study the picture. His arm is around my waist, pulling me tight against his body, accentuating the difference in our heights. The smiles on our faces and lights in our eyes are identical—both kids in a candy shop, excited at the prospect of a day at the zoo. Looking at this picture, it’s almost impossible to believe I woke up this morning with the resolve to break up with him. We appear to be the perfect couple.

And we did have fun today—I can’t deny it. Fox is fun to be around. I honestly enjoy his company. And now, with the circle anchored to the crystal, I can’t afford to lose him, to lose my only real connection to them. If I can find a way to separate them from the crystal, I’ll need him on my side, not working against me.

As Fox hums along with the radio, I try to convince myself that I’m staying with him for his own sake, and for the sake of the circle—not because I like him. I try to convince myself, but I’m not entirely successful. Pictures, they say, are worth a thousand words, and the one in my hand speaks of too many possibilities for me to throw it away so quickly.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Someone jostles my shoulder and I blink a few times, trying to get my bearings. I’m in motion. No, not me. I’m in something moving. Fox’s truck. I fell asleep somewhere along the highway. I shift in the passenger seat and shake my head before turning toward Fox. 

He smiles. “Hey there, sleepy.”

I rub my eyes. “How long was I out?” We’re not on the freeway anymore. I’m not sure, but I think we passed this area on the way out this morning.

“About an hour and a half.” He taps the clock on his dashboard. “Traffic wasn’t as bad as I thought. You’re not due home for another hour. We’ve got some time to kill.” He waggles his eyebrows.

A shiver courses through me and I’m suddenly awake. Breaking up with Fox might be off the table for now, but does that mean I’m up for a make out session in the cab of his truck. I raise a wary eyebrow. “What are you thinking?”

He smiles and shakes his head. “Coffee. You in?”

My shoulders relax. “Coffee sounds great.”

Five minutes later, Fox pulls up in front of the coffee shop on Main, down the street from Jodi’s shop. Fox hops out of the cab and jogs around to meet me. When he takes my hand, it’s so natural. It would almost be more awkward if we weren’t holding hands.

There’s a man in his mid-thirties in line ahead of us and I stare at the menu board, even though I’m pretty sure I know what I’ll order. Jodi’s friend Millie is working and smiles when she catches my eye. Once the man ahead of us moves off to the pickup counter, Millie greets us.

“How was the big day?” Her eyes are wide and expectant.

Fox shakes his head. “I told Jodi not to tell.”

Millie waves her hand dismissively. “You told her not to tell Kristyl. Come on, tell me. Did you have fun? How was the drive? I’m thinking of taking the kids there, now that they’re a little older. Was it really busy there today? Probably not, right?”

She asks the questions so quickly I’m not sure which one to respond to first. Fox manages to get a word in and the two begin an easy banter. 

A blast of chilly air hits me as the shop’s door opens. Assuming it’s just the other customer leaving, I don’t turn. It’s not until I hear poorly muffled murmurs that my ears tune into the voices behind me.

“What could they have been doing all day?”

“I’m surprised she can still walk.”

Tittering laugher.

“Be nice, guys, be nice.”

“She’s not even that pretty.”

An icy sensation prickles my neck as I recognize the voices. When I turn, Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget feign looks of embarrassment at having been overheard, but we all know their comments were meant for my ears. So, they’re trying a different tack: Instead of ignoring me, they’re going to try to get a rise out of me by talking about me? I click my tongue and roll my eyes as obviously as I can, eliciting curled lips from Lexie and Bridget.

At my old school, in my reality, I just took whatever abuse people piled on me. But I’m not the same girl here, and not just because I’m pretending. I’ve changed since arriving in Clearwater. Extricating my hand from Fox’s I turn to face the girls fully, squaring my shoulders. Crystal’s eyes flicker with surprise for the briefest moment as I approach.

“Look, enough already.” I cross my arms over my chest and plant my feet. Although my stance is sure, my heart flutters in my chest. Adrenaline courses through my system and my body is coiled for fight or flight—but I’m hoping it doesn’t come down to either. “You guys’ve made your point. But now it’s time to grow up. If we’re not friends anymore, if you want me out—” I bite back the last words—of the circle—just in time. Millie is a witch and was in Jodi’s circle when they were younger, but I have no idea how much she knows about me and the others. “Just tell me and move on. Stop acting like children.”

Fox attempts, unsuccessfully, to hide a snort and Bridget’s expression sours like she’s smelling something rotten. Lexie’s eyes flash and I’m pretty sure she’s considering hitting me. The precarious balance between fight and flight begins shifting and I formulate an escape route.

Crystal, on the other hand, seems completely at ease. She gives a heavy, dramatic sigh. “I’ll handle this,” she says, taking a step toward me. “Can we talk outside?”

No, of course we can’t. I want to say the words, but they stick in my throat. Without waiting for a response, Crystal pivots and sashays to the door. After a beat, I follow. People don’t sashay when they’re about to fight someone, and they certainly don’t hold the door like Crystal is doing now. I glance back, giving Fox the briefest nod to let him know I’m okay.

The sidewalk outside is empty. Though it’s not terribly late, the sun is nearly down and the chill in the air has turned to a bite. Two cars pass in opposite directions on the street. I wait until they’re out of sight before facing Crystal. “What do you want to talk about?”

“For Fox’s sake, I’m gonna tell the girls to knock it off with the hostility.”

“For Fox’s sake?”

“For him, yeah. And for circle unity. I mean, he hasn’t said anything, but I know he’s pissed with what’s going on. I don’t think he’ll put up with it much longer. And now that we’re anchored, it’s not like he can just drop out of the circle.”

Her words ring in my ear—now that we’re anchored—and there’s a slight emphasis on the word he. There’s something I’m missing—something just below what she’s saying. Tentatively, I reach out with my mind. The more deliberate I’ve been with focusing my abilities, the easier it’s been to control them.

It takes a moment for the echo to build in my head, and a few more for me to decipher the thoughts behind it. When the sentiment clarifies, I gasp, my eyebrows pulling together. “I’m not part of the circle anymore?”

Surprise flits across Crystal’s face. Her mouth twitches and her eyes dart to the street, to the storefront—anywhere but me. “I think you made it clear that you didn’t want to be a part of the circle.”

My mind spins. It’s true, really—I never wanted to be friends with Crystal or Bridget or this alternate-Lexie. And after seeing the kinds of things they do with their power—like messing with Bria—I don’t really want to be friends with them. But I do want to separate the circle from the crystal, and if they cut me off completely, I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it. “You know why I didn’t want to anchor—”

“Come on. It’s not like you were ever really part of it anyway—not you. I thought you’d be happy—one less thing to pretend.”

A black Dodge Charger turns onto Main from a side street over Crystal’s shoulder, catching my attention as it eases toward us. The speed limit on this part of Main is only thirty miles per hour, but the car doesn’t accelerate even that much. Something tugs at the back of my mind. This car is familiar somehow—it’s like I’m seeing Fox’s truck or Jodi’s Focus—only I can’t place where I know it. I squint as it nears, trying to get a glimpse of the driver, but the windows are tinted so dark I can’t make out a face behind the glass. A shiver overtakes me as it passes, and I spin on the spot, keeping my eyes on it as it continues down the street. 

The faraway tinkling of bells pulls my attention from the Charger. I’d know those bells anywhere: Someone is walking out of Jodi’s shop. I’m only aware there’s been a buildup of pressure in my chest when it ebbs as Seth steps out onto the sidewalk. My concern from a minute ago evaporates. So what if I’m out of the circle? I have Seth, and he and I can learn about magic together. He can teach me the spells he’s found in his research, and maybe somehow I can help him tap into more magic—increase his abilities.

Seth catches my eye and waves, grinning. He checks both ways before loping across the street.

Crystal grabs my shoulder, turning me roughly toward her. “Do you know him?”

I’m taken aback by the intensity in her voice. I cover her hand with mine and pull hers from my shoulder. “Yeah. He works at Jodi’s. We’re actually related. Like distant cousins or something.”

Crystal’s eyes are wide and round as she follows Seth’s progress toward us. She tugs on my arm. “Introduce me. But be cool about it.”

I stare at her. She sounds almost starstruck. Maybe there’s something to my visions of him in relation to her after all. Before I can put any of these ideas into words, Crystal pinches me and I turn to face Seth, who slows to a stop in front of me. He studies my face for a second, like he’s making sure I haven’t changed my mind about him since last we talked. He must see what he hopes to find because a moment later he pulls me into a brief hug. 

“It’s good to see you. I was hoping to talk, but Jodi said you wouldn’t be in today. Something about a special trip?” His eyes stray over my shoulder, a look of polite curiosity on his face. “Who’s your friend?”

Crystal pinches me again and I elbow her in the chest. “This is Crystal Jamison. Crystal, this is Seth White.”

Seth offers his hand and Crystal takes it, but before she can shake it, he brings her knuckles to his lips, feathering a kiss there. “A pleasure.”

Crystal giggles—a legitimate, all-out, school-girl giggle—but says nothing. Seth isn’t fazed by her reaction. Instead, he releases her hand and refocuses his attention. “I can see you’re occupied. We’ll talk soon, though. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I had better get Jodi her coffee.” With a wink at me, he heads into the coffee shop.

The door swings closed behind him before Crystal exhales noisily. “Oh, wow. He is gorgeous.”

“Um, okay.” Seth’s not ugly, but he’s a little plain—far from gorgeous territory.

She rolls her eyes, exasperated. “Well, of course you don’t think so. You’re related.”

I want to point out that before a few days ago, I’d never met him, and the two of us are so distantly related that it barely counts, but I figure my words will fall on deaf ears. 

“Tell me everything you know about him.”

The wind picks up and I shiver. We’ve been standing out here longer than I anticipated and I want to be back inside, sipping a hot drink. Has Fox ordered for me? Or is he waiting until I come back to get a drink? I squint, trying to peer through the glare of reflected streetlights. “I don’t know. He’s from Massachusetts. He’s into genealogy.” I bite my lower lip. I could tell her the reason he’s interested in studying his ancestors—that his desire is spurred by his magical abilities. But it’s not my secret to share.

Crystal turns, disappointment etched on her face. “You’re holding out on me, I can tell.”

I sigh. She’s right. Besides him being a witch, there is something important I haven’t told her—something that involves her. “Before everything…” I give her a look, spreading my hands out between us. “When I first got to Clearwater, I… Well, I was seeing… visions of him.”

Her brow furrows and her eyes are focused for the first time since Seth walked out onto the street. “Visions?”

I nod, biting the inside of my cheek. While I had no qualms telling the psychics all about the witches, I don’t feel the same about revealing the existence of psychics to Crystal. “Yeah. Jodi says it can happen sometimes—with family members,” I lie. 

Crystal nods, accepting the explanation. “Okay, so you saw visions. What were they about?”

“Nothing, really. Just his face—his eyes, mostly. And…” I hesitate, but I can’t exactly stop now. I’ve already passed the big reveal—that I have visions. And the last part is the thing that concerns her. “And every time I saw those visions, they were around you—when I was touching you or touching something of yours.”

Crystal’s fingers trail across her neck, a small smile crossing her lips. I don’t need to be psychic to know the kinds of things that are going through her mind: It’s fate—the two of them have some sort of connection. I roll my eyes. “Look, it’s freezing out here. I’m going in.” Without waiting for her reaction, I head into the shop. 

Fox stands from his spot at a table at the back of the shop. He’s sitting alone, even though he knows Lexie and Bridget and the two of them don’t seem to be mad at him at all, and I’m struck by his consideration. If they won’t accept me socially, he won’t accept them. Crystal was right about what she said—Fox isn’t okay with how they’re treating me. My heart twists. Would he walk away from the circle because of me? I don’t want him to have to make that choice. 

He holds a paper cup out toward me and I relieve him of it and take a sip, not caring what it is so long as it’s hot. As the flavors collide on my tongue, my eyes close. Salted caramel. I’ve never seen this flavor on the menu, but I don’t ask how he knew it’s what I’d choose if I knew it were an option. After another sip, I follow his gaze across the shop. Crystal has installed herself with Lexie and Bridget at a table in the front window, and the three of them talk in low voices, their eyes fixed on Seth. 

“Who’s the guy?” Fox’s tone is casual enough, but his eyes don’t leave Seth, who converses easily with Millie as she makes drinks for him. There’s the barest hint of tension in Fox’s shoulders and I remember Seth hugged me. Is Fox… jealous?

And odd mix of pleasure and embarrassment courses through me. “That’s Seth. He’s new at the shop.” Fox’s posture doesn’t relax and I push a bit further. “He’s really nice. Super sweet. He’s got this cute, proper way he talks.” Fox’s eyes narrow and I suppress a smile. “Oh, and did I mention he’s my cousin?”

At the last word, Fox finally turns his attention from Seth. “Cousin?”

I grin, biting my lower lip. “Yeah. Cousin. Distant cousin, but we’re still related.”

He makes a face before taking a sip of his drink, his tension evaporated. “Crystal seems pretty interested in him.”

I nod. “Apparently he’s gorgeous.” I roll my eyes for effect, and Fox smiles.

“We should head out.” He stands, waiting for me to do the same. 

Seth nods a goodbye as I pass, which I return. Fox calls goodbye to the girls and Crystal waves vaguely in response. Fox sighs as he pushes open the door. “Poor Tucker.”

I gulp. I wasn’t aware their relationship—if one could call it that—was common knowledge. “You know about them?”

“Um, yeah. They’re not exactly stealthy. I mean, I know Crystal thinks they are, but Tucker… Well, let’s just say he’s indiscreet.” 

I shiver as he unlocks the truck. No, it doesn’t surprise me that Tucker would brag about whatever he and Crystal do together. And I’m not sure if I believe that Crystal is unaware. She probably likes it. Back in our reality, she and Zane used to hook up. She clearly has a thing for bad boys. Still, I have to agree with Fox. After seeing Crystal’s reaction to Seth, it’s clear that her time with Tucker is limited. She’s found a new target. I just hope Seth is up to the challenge.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Come Monday, Lexie and Bridget make good on Crystal’s promise for an end to the hostility toward me, but that doesn’t mean we’re all friends again. While they’re no longer talking behind my back or ignoring me, their greetings are tepid at best, and in health when Mrs. Stanton assigns a group project, Lexie quickly snags partners so there’s no room for me in the group.

If I’m honest, I’m actually glad for Lexie’s move. I’m sure she’s only doing it to show me that we’re still not friends, but I’m okay with that. I don’t want to work with her because I don’t like this Lexie. How can losing her as a friend hurt when I’ve already lost her as a person?

I lean across the table and tap on Felix’s book. “You wanna work together?”

His brow furrows. “You mean that wasn’t a given?”

I smile. I’m not sure if it’s because of our history together or because I’m one of the psychics now—or just due to his easygoing personality—but I’m thankful for how readily Felix has accepted me. When he looks at me, sometimes I can forget that everything in my life is different.

“Felix, Kristyl? Are you working together?” Mrs. Stanton asks as she makes the rounds to be sure we’ve all followed her directions. When we nod her brow creases. “You should really have at least three for the skit,” she says absently, scanning the vicinity. “Owen, do you have a group? Why don’t you come work with these two?”

Owen picks up his notebook and pen and crosses to our table. He nods at Felix but barely glances at me; a muscle in his jaw jumps as he takes the empty chair beside me. Any illusions I had a moment ago are shattered: Things are different here, no matter how much I try to pretend they’re not, no matter how many good things there are. Some things will never be the same.

Still, despite the fact that Owen’s eyes are fixed resolutely on his notebook, my body tingles with electricity. I haven’t been this close to Owen since before everything changed, and I forgot how he makes me feel. My fingertips tremble as I reach for my pencil. “So,” I begin, but I clear my throat immediately. My voice is an octave higher than usual. Across the table, Felix raises an eyebrow. “So, um, what should our skit be about?”

Owen doesn’t look up and after a moment, Felix clears his throat. “Maybe we should all be at a party?”

Felix launches into an idea involving a response to peer pressure and I try to pay attention, but Owen’s presence distracts me. When it’s clear Felix has taken control of the group, Owen engages him in conversation. Without my input, the two begin putting together our skit. The whole time, Owen doesn’t say my name—he refers to me only with pronouns: she, her. When I make a suggestion, he pretends to look in my direction, but his gaze never actually reaches me.

I read the diary. I know my alternate-self hurt Owen somehow. But that was years ago. How can he still hate me so much? What could I possibly have done?

By the end of the hour, my stomach is in knots. I’m glad we’re presenting the skits tomorrow, because there’s no way I could do it today. Felix volunteers to take our skit up to the teacher to get it okayed, and as soon as he leaves I wish I’d gone—I don’t want to be sitting here next to Owen, not when he’s so thoroughly ignoring me. I’m too chicken to reach out with my psychic abilities to read what he’s feeling—too afraid of what I might discover. One glance toward Mrs. Stanton’s desk is all I need to know Felix probably won’t be back to the table before the bell rings—there are too many people crowded around already, and a girl from Lexie’s group is heatedly arguing a point, trying to convince Mrs. Stanton that something in their skit should stay. To distract myself, I pull out my Spanish homework and start scribbling in verb conjugations.

I’m writing in the last answer when an emotion radiates off Owen so intensely I can’t help feeling it: surprise. I hazard a glance at him and my stomach swoops when our eyes lock. My heart rate increases. He has the most beautiful eyes.

I expect him to look away, but he doesn’t. His mouth twitches like he’s struggling over whether to say something or not. Finally, he clears his throat. “I haven’t seen that name in a long time.”

I stare, unsure what he’s talking about. With another sigh, he taps my assignment paper, where I’ve written my name. When I look down, I’m surprised by what I see: I’ve written Krissa Barnette. I don’t remember making a conscious decision to do it, but maybe telling Fox yesterday was enough to reset my nickname to automatic. Part of my real-self reclaimed. The curve of the letters is so familiar—in a way, even more familiar than the shape of my full name. This is who I am now—who I’ve been since I arrived in Clearwater. “It’s time for a change.”

Owen narrows his eyes. When he speaks, his voice is low and quiet. “Look, I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, but leave me out of it.”

My mouth drops, and in response, he rolls his eyes. “You think I don’t see it?” he presses. “You might be able to fool other people, but not me. Not anymore. I learned that lesson a long time ago. What? Are you bored with your friends? Or did they just finally see through you? Time to reinvent yourself—again.” He shakes his head. “I kinda feel bad for him. Fox. How’re you gonna rip his heart out? You got a plan already, or are you just gonna go off the cuff? If I’m honest, I’m surprised you’ve kept him around this long. Figured he would’ve bored you years ago.”

I flinch. It would be better if Owen’s words were full of venom, but they’re not. His tone is cool and completely matter-of-fact, like he’s explaining a math problem. There’s no defense I can mount. I know enough from the diary entries to understand what he’s saying. I could tell him he’s wrong about me, but is he really? Isn’t reinventing myself what I want to do? Just days ago, wasn’t I ready to break up with Fox as a part of that plan? Despite this altered reality, Owen might know me better than I thought he could. But what does that say about the person I am—the person I’ve always been?

The bell rings and Owen grabs his belongings and stalks toward the door. I can’t move. Am I really the kind of person Owen thinks I am? I’ve been operating under the impression that my alternate self was different somehow, that I would have made different choices in her shoes. But the fact remains she is me. Maybe this is the way my life was supposed to play out—the way it would have played out if I had been the one making the decisions.

Warm hands clasp my shoulders and I blink heavily. Felix comes into focus. “Are you gonna barf?”

My stomach clenches and for a moment I’m afraid that’s exactly what I’ll do. It takes another second to realize I’m laughing. At first, it’s silent, but then it overtakes me. My head tips back and my shoulders shake and I’m gasping for air. The sound escaping my mouth is desperate—almost a sob. Maybe I am crying. I can’t tell, and I can’t stop.

Felix pulls me to standing and wraps an arm around my shoulders, leading me out of the classroom and into the hall. My face is damp. Am I laughing so hard I’m crying or just crying?

I have no sense of where we’re going, and Felix could be leading me down the hall or to another state, as aware of the time that’s passed as I am. At some point, he pressed me into a chair, because, when I start to take in my surroundings, I’m sitting down.

The room comes to me by degrees. It’s small—made smaller by racks full of boxes against two of the walls, two ladders against another, a small table by the door, and a small, stained basin on the floor. We’re in a janitor’s closet. The scent of soap and garbage fills my nostrils. Felix sits across from me, our knees nearly touching, holding my hands. His brow is creased with concern when I manage to fix my gaze on his face. He offers a tight-lipped smile and rubs the pads of his thumbs over the back of my hands.

“You wanna talk about it?”

Heat floods my body. I turn my head, looking for signs that the custodian might be back soon. “How did you get in here?”

He holds up his right hand, wiggling his fingers. “Telekinesis. Lock picking is one of the first things West and I practiced.”

I smile, but it quickly turns to a grimace as my stomach twists. West. He feels the same way about me that Owen does. I was so desperate to prove West was wrong about me, but what if he and Owen are right? Felix returns his right hand to my left and squeezes it. My eyes prickle. “Why are you being nice to me?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

I blink and tears stream down my cheeks. “Because I’m a terrible person.”

He squeezes my hands. “I don’t believe that. Have you done some shitty things? Maybe. But that’s the past, and there’s nothing you can do to change it.”

The irony of his words overwhelms me and I’m sobbing again. I curl forward, pulling my hands from his and pressing them to my face. I wouldn’t be in this mess if the past hadn’t been changed. 

To his credit, Felix doesn’t pull away. The legs of his chair scrape the floor as he repositions himself beside me. He rests a hand on my back, between my shoulder blades, patting gently. When the bulk of the tears have passed, he takes in a breath. “Maybe it’s because of the psychic thing, or maybe it’s because way back when we were actually pretty good friends, but I can tell there’s something going on with you. And it’s not just that your circle’s kinda abandoned you—I noticed it before then. Last week, suddenly, you were… different. Not the same girl who’s been stalking the halls with Crystal these last few years—more like…” He laughs. “More like the girl who was so nervous when I tried to kiss her that she almost gave me a black eye.”

My eyes fill again. I read about that in the diary, but it’s not the same as living it. I wish I could remember the event itself instead of the description of it. If I’m going to be held accountable for the bad things I did, I want, at least, to be able to remember the good. Messing with time has robbed me of my first kiss in two realities—one because I don’t remember it, the other because Owen doesn’t. My heart twists and I choke back another sob. “I’m not that girl, though. Not since… Owen. Not since I did… whatever I did to him.”

Felix shifts, pressing his hand flat against the center of my back. Warmth radiates from his palm, coursing through my skin and sending jolts of electricity up my neck. It’s not until he pulls away, scooting his chair so he can face me again, that I understand what he’s done. He places his fingertips beneath my chin, pulling my face up so he can look into my eyes. “You really don’t remember that, do you? How can you not remember?”

He scanned my memories. I’ve only ever picked up on conscious thoughts, but somehow Felix was able to see beyond that. “How did you do that?”

He presses his palms into his knees, exhaling and shaking his head. “Krissa…” He squeezes his eyes shut like the lights are suddenly too bright for him. “Even if you’re not thinking about memories like that directly, when we’re talking about them, they should be right below the surface. Bria and I figured that out months ago. But with you… I should’ve seen those things in your head—our first kiss, the seventh grade dance. But they weren’t there. Why weren’t they there?”

Thoughts swirl through my head. Lies. I could make something up to explain away the absence of the memories, but nothing seems plausible enough. Besides that, nothing would be fair. Felix is being a friend to me—a real friend. He doesn’t deserve to be paid back with half-truths.

So instead, I give him the whole truth. As our knees brush each other’s in the dank janitor’s closet, I tell Felix everything.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

I’m a thousand times lighter at the end of sixth hour when Felix and I finally emerge from the janitor’s closet. Finally, someone besides Crystal knows my secrets—all of them. Although he’s pale when we part ways, he promises to keep everything to himself, and I believe him. 

A crowd has gathered by the time I make it to the hallway where my locker is, and I assume it’s regular end-of-day traffic. But as I press forward through the bodies, a familiar voice rings out.

“Get away from me, Tucker.”

Crystal’s voice is icy. I push past a few more gawkers until I get to the interior of the circle. The center of the hallway is empty, but there are people standing two-deep against the lockers, and a mass of students continues to gather on either side of the hall. Bridget and Lexie stand back, but apart from the rest of the onlookers. Crystal and Tucker take center stage.

He takes a step forward, snatching her hand and tugging her. “Come on,” he says, his voice low. “Let’s talk about this somewhere else.”

Crystal snorts, pulling her hand away. “Talk about what? As far as I’m concerned, we don’t have anything left to say to each other.”

Tucker sneers. “I was about done with you anyway.” He turns and starts toward the side of the hall where I’m standing. People in the center start shifting, making a gap for him to pass through.

When he’s only a few steps away from me, Crystal launches her final barb. “Not sure how we lasted this long anyway. I guess now you’ll have to go back to getting girls drunk and taking advantage of them. That’s typically how you get your action, isn’t it?”

If he had just kept walking, her comment would’ve been written off as just another bitchy thing Crystal Jamison had to say. But there’s a slight hesitation in Tucker’s next step—just enough for everyone in the vicinity to notice, and a chorus of laughter swells around us. Tucker doesn’t turn to snipe back—the damage has already been done—and when he shoves past me, the emotions radiating off him take my breath away. There’s anger, yes, and a twinge of embarrassment, but also sadness and shame.

By the time the sensations ebb from my system, the hallway is in motion again. I swing by my locker before heading downstairs, my mind toying with the idea of trying to convince the secretary not to call home about my absence sixth hour. Is that something I can do as a psychic? Persuade people to do or not do something? Not keen on sitting through a lecture from my mom about skipping class, I figure it won’t hurt to try. As I walk toward the office, I tap out a text to Fox, letting him know I’ll meet him at his truck.

I’m halfway across the foyer when Crystal Taylor—I can’t bring myself to think of her as Mrs. Cole—walks out of the front office. Her hair is pulled into a sleek chignon at the back of her neck and she wears a charcoal pencil skirt with a red button-down blouse. It’s still strange to see her as an adult, because the image that always comes to mind when I think of her is as a teenager—just older than me—trying to cast a spell on the night she was supposed to die.

A guy in khakis and a polo follows her out and she smiles, holding a hand out for him to shake. It’s not until he turns that I recognize him.

“Seth?” I cross the remaining distance separating us. Crystal Taylor smiles politely and nods, excusing herself back into the office. “What are you doing here?”

Seth offers a broad smile when he sees me, pulling me in for a quick hug. Apparently this is how we’ll greet each other from now on, and I can’t say I dislike it. It’s sweet. “I was just talking to your principal about perhaps doing some volunteer work around the school. I mentioned to Jodi that I’ve always been interested in teaching, and she suggested I explore the possibility. I’m actually heading back to the shop now. Do you need a ride? You’re working today, right?”

I grin. “No, thanks. My—” I stop short, the word boyfriend on my lips. It’s technically true, but I’ve never referred to Fox that way. I roll my shoulders. “Fox usually gives me a ride. Since when do you have a car, anyway?”

“Jodi let me borrow hers.” He glances at the clock protruding from the wall above us. “I should be getting back. I’ll see you there soon.”

The rapid clicking of high heels against the stone floor echoes through the sparsely populated foyer and before Seth has taken more than a few steps, Crystal Jamison is blocking his progress, her face flushed from rushing to his side. Bridget and Lexie follow at a distance, eying Seth with interest.

“Hi again,” Crystal says, flashing her best smile.

A crease forms between Seth’s eyebrows and I snort, covering my mouth in an attempt to pass it off as a cough when Lexie shoots me the evil eye. After a beat, Seth nods with recognition. “You’re Kristyl’s friend—from the coffee shop.”

She grazes his arm with her fingertips. “That’s right. I’m Crystal, too.”

Seth nods, shifting away from her touch by a degree. “It seems to be a popular name here. I’ve just spoken with your principal, Crystal Cole—”

“Oh, she’s my aunt,” Crystal says quickly. Lexie clears her throat and Crystal adds, “And Lexie’s aunt, too. We’re cousins.”

Seth nods again, his eyes straying to the clock again. “It was a pleasure to see you again, but I should really be getting back to work. Perhaps our paths will cross again sometime.” He offers her a tight-lipped smile before waving at me and heading out the front door.

Crystal immediately groups up with Bridget and Lexie, probably to discuss the encounter. Rolling my eyes, I pass by them, heading out to the parking lot. It’s not until I’m to the stairwell that the mingled scent of leather and cigarettes reaches my nose. Tucker. He leans in a doorway, his eyes locked on Crystal. When I'm even with him, he turns his attention to me. 

“I hope he’s worth it,” he sneers.

I don’t respond. Instead, I start off at a jog toward the parking lot.

 

***

An hour later, I’m restocking teas at the shop. My skin crawls whenever I think about Tucker, so I do my best not to think of him. Yeah, what Crystal did was pretty shitty, but I don’t have it in me to feel bad for Tucker. Maybe I’m doing to him what Owen and West are doing to me—holding something against him that he doesn’t remember doing. But something tells me that given the opportunity, Tucker would try to attack me again.

Seth walks into my aisle and leans against the shelves. “What’s bothering you?”

I place the last bag on the shelf before closing the cabinet beneath. “I’m fine.” Not making eye contact, I brush past him into the main area of the shop.

He follows. “It’s about your friend, isn’t it? The one so eager to talk to me?”

“I think eager is an understatement.”

Seth’s mouth twitches. “She is… a bit forward. More so than I’m accustomed to.”

I study his face. “You’re not… interested in her, are you?”

His eyes drop, the corners of his mouth turning down. “I’m afraid my heart belongs to another. It always will.”

It’s a sweet and romantic notion, but the sadness in his tone doesn’t fit. Before I’m fully conscious of doing it, I’ve pressed forward into his mind and the echo of his thoughts fills my head. It’s an emotion that clarifies first—pain—and I pull back, closing my eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t pry—”

“Bess. She died.” His voice is tight, quiet. He opens his mouth again but closes it quickly, shaking his head. After a beat, he forces a smile. “But that is, perhaps, a story for another day. Now. About your friend. Crystal, correct?”

I sigh, casting a glance toward the break room. Seth is still technically in training, and Jodi apparently doesn’t trust the two of us alone in the store yet, so she’s here for backup. So far, I’ve avoided bringing up circle drama around her or my mom since I’m not sure how either of them will respond—or how much they know. The look on Seth’s face tells me he doesn’t plan on dropping the subject. “You remember the night of the storm? When I mentioned my circle?”

He nods. “Ah. I take it things haven’t improved? They’re still upset with you.”

“Yeah. The other day, Crystal basically told me I was out of the circle—all because I was trying to protect them.” I run my hands through my hair. “Maybe I was wrong. Right after they anchored, they were using magic like crazy, but this week they’ve settled down—except Zane.” I roll my eyes. “We still haven’t gotten through a lesson in math.”

His brow furrows. “Are you saying you no longer want to separate them from the crystal?”

I throw up my hands. “I don’t know. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I need to accept that it happened and move on.” 

An expression flits across Seth’s face—a slight tightening around the eyes, a pursing of the mouth. “You have to do what you think is best.”

A light bulb bursts above our heads and I jump, squealing. Jodi runs into the room, eyes wide, but by the time she gets to us, Seth and I are both laughing.

“It’s nothing,” I say, pointing up. “The light scared me, that’s all.”

Jodi presses her hand to her chest. “Please don’t make that sound unless you’re in mortal danger. Give me a heart attack.” She points at Seth. “You, come with me. The extra light bulbs are up on a high shelf.”

“Of course they are,” I murmur as Seth follows her into the back room. I grab the broom and dustpan from behind the register and start sweeping up the broken glass.

The bells above the door tinkle and Crystal and Lexie enter the shop. They turn immediately toward the shelves holding different stones, but their muffled giggles reveal their true reason for stopping by. I don’t bother concealing an eye roll as I go back to my task.

By the time Seth returns, I’ve swept all the shards. When he climbs the step stool to replace the bulb, Crystal stares unabashedly. Once he descends and throws away the broken bulb, she and Lexie cross to him.

“Hi, Seth,” Crystal says brightly, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

His eyes dart to me before he gives a polite nod. “Hello, Crystal. And, Lexie, yes? What brings you to in today? Can I help you find something?”

“Actually,” Crystal says, drawing out the word, “we were hoping we could help you. Kristyl told me you’re interested in genealogy and you’re related to her. I just happen to know a ton about the founding families of this town, and if Kristyl’s from one of those families, you might be, too.” She edges closer to him, smiling so broadly her cheeks must be hurting by now. 

I’m surprised when Lexie turns, catching my gaze, her eyebrow raised. I’m right there with her: Crystal’s behavior is bizarre. She’s always so cool and collected. Even when I caught her with Tucker, she was calm and unruffled. But now she’s acting strange. She’s acting like I imagine I did while under the influence of Fox’s attraction charm in the last reality. But Seth can’t be casting a spell like that, can he? I take inventory of my own feelings, but I’m not drawn toward him. Perhaps it doesn’t work on someone who’s blood related? But it’s not affecting Lexie either. I sniff, trying to detect a hint of lavender, but the nearby herbs make it impossible to tell whether he’s got a sprig on him. No, maybe it’s not an attraction spell. Besides, he just finished telling me his heart belongs to his dead girlfriend. This must be something else entirely.

Seth shifts backward a few inches. “As a matter of fact, I am from a founding family.”

Crystal claps her hands together. “Great. I’ve got tons of information about them, and all kinds of stories about the town. If you like, I could tell you about it. Say, after you get off work? There’s a restaurant down the street we could go to. It’s cozy.”

I roll my eyes. Can she be more transparent? And could it be any clearer that Seth is uncomfortable with her advances? A tinge of color rises in his cheeks. “Maybe another time,” he says, retreating toward the register. “Perhaps we can bring Krissa and Lexie along.”

Crystal’s smile falters, but she regroups quickly, following him. Motion on the street catches my eye and I turn to the window. Across the street, Fox’s languid movements draw my gaze and a smile curls my lips. He’s a welcome distraction from the scene in the shop. I tamp down a swell of guilt as I head toward the front door. Besides Lexie and Crystal, there are no customers, and Jodi’s in the back room to help if anyone does come in. Crystal can only throw herself at Seth for so long before she either gets the hint or runs out of material. Before I can talk myself out of it, I push open the door and check both ways before heading across the street.

Fox is nearly to the coffee shop when I reach him, tapping his shoulder. He turns, his harassed look melting into a smile. His hands cup my cheeks as he swoops down for a kiss.

For the first time, I kiss him back.

“Aren’t you working?”

I slip my hand into his. “I am. But Crystal and Lexie came in.” I roll my eyes for effect. “Does it make me a bad person because I left Seth alone in there with her?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. He’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. Are you on break? We could go grab a slice real quick, if you want.”

Although his gaze doesn’t leave mine, he’s distracted—I can sense it radiating off him. I reach forward with my psychic abilities—remembering the tips Bria and Felix gave when we met—and the echo of Fox’s thoughts clarifies within seconds. “You’re meeting Zane?”

His stormy eyes widen with surprise. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

My stomach drops. I don’t know why I’m surprised he would ask such a simple question. If I were in his shoes, I certainly would. I open my mouth to explain it away—lucky guess or something like that—when the roar of a motorcycle’s engine draws my attention to the road. Zane pulls his bike into a spot across the road, just past Jodi’s shop. He pulls off his helmet and waves before dismounting.

“What are you guys up to?” I tug at his hand, hoping the question distracts Fox from the one I didn’t answer. 

The corners of his mouth quirk upward. “We’re gonna head out to his grandma’s place and do some target practice. And before you complain about what a guy thing that is to do, please remember that one of the reasons you like me so much is because I’m a guy, so you can’t blame me for acting like one.”

I can’t help smiling. “I definitely appreciate that you’re a guy. And it sounds fun. But if you’re gonna go—I dunno—shoot things or whatever, what are you doing down here?”

“Last time we went out, we may have accidentally burned our target.”

“Accidentally?”

He shrugs. “Well, maybe it wasn’t an accident.”

A horn cuts through the air and I turn toward the source of the sound. Zane is facing a blue sedan, his hands slammed down on the hood. The driver gesticulates wildly behind the wheel.

“I’m walking here!” Zane yells. “You better watch yourself, man!”

The driver, a mid-thirties man with a goatee, rolls down his window. “Damn kid! You’re gonna get yourself killed not watching where you’re going! I should’ve just hit you—teach you a lesson!”

Zane bangs on the hood of the car and flips the driver off before continuing across the street at a jog.

Fox laughs as he approaches. “Dude, you ass! Did you even look before you crossed in front of that guy?”

Zane shrugs as he comes to a stop in front of us. “No. Why should I? It’s that guy who should watch himself.” He turns his attention back to the sedan, which has resumed its course down the street. He narrows his eyes at it rolls past us, a smile curling the edges of his lips.

Smoke begins emanating from beneath the hood. I look from Zane to Fox, whose face is painted with amusement. Zane is doing something to the man’s car. I grab his arm and jerk him. “Zane, knock it off.”

He barely glances in my direction. “Why? The guy’s a dick. He totally deserves it.”

The car slows to a stop and the man rolls down his window and pokes his head out to get a better look at the situation. 

“He’s a dick?” I ask, tugging on his arm again. “Zane, you’re a dick. The road’s for cars, not for people. It’s not his fault he was driving. Now, knock it off.”

With a sigh, Zane fixes his gaze on me. “Fine. I’m stopping. Buzz kill.” 

Across the street, smoke still pours from under the car’s hood. The driver pops the hood and gets out of the car. 

“I thought you were stopping,” I say. A sinking feeling creeps through my stomach. 

“I did,” Zane says, annoyed.

There’s too much smoke for the fire to be out. Fox’s face says he’s noticed the same thing. Something bad is about to happen, and that man is far too close to his car for my comfort.

“Get back!” I yell, starting toward the man as he raises the hood. I get no more than a few feet before flames shoot up out of the engine, making the driver jump back, covering his face with his arms.

Fox’s arms close around my middle and he pulls me backward, but I struggle against him, looking toward the car, toward the driver. I don’t take in a breath until I’m satisfied he’s unharmed, several feet from his car. I reach for Zane and punch him in the shoulder. “Put it out, Zane. I thought you said you stopped.”

But the look on Zane’s face isn’t encouraging. His eyes are wide and they’re darting all over the place. He’s not in control of the fire anymore. He really did think he stopped it earlier. I pull on Fox’s sleeve. “Put it out. Zane can’t do it.”

Fox gives a heavy sigh and closes his eyes. I watch the car, but the flames don’t die down. On the contrary, they leap higher.

“Fox.” I point toward the car. “Fox, it’s not working.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t know... I can’t...”

Panic flares. The fire has taken on a life of its own—just like the storm Crystal, Bridget, and Lexie started. The magic in the crystal is too much for them to handle. 

What happens if the flames make contact with the gas tank? I’ve seen enough movies to imagine a huge explosion. Would it be big enough to damage the stores on the block? Could a fire like that hurt someone? Seth and Jodi are in the shop, only a few doors down from where the car stopped. I need to warn them. I start across the street, but Fox’s arms, which had loosened around my waist, tighten again, pulling me against his chest.

“Let me go! I have to warn Jodi—”

The door to the antique store two doors down from Jodi’s opens and a balding man in his late fifties runs out, a fire extinguisher in his hands. He aims the nozzle at the engine and shoots a steady stream of white smoke until the flames disappear.

Relief swells in my chest and I take a deep breath for the first time in what feels like hours. Turning, I punch Zane in the arm, harder this time than before. 

“Hey, what’s that for?” he asks, rubbing where I made contact.

“You just lit that guy’s car on fire and you’re asking me why I’m punching you?” I wind up to punch again, but Fox catches my hand.

Zane snorts, all concern from moments before evaporating. “Dude had it coming. He shouldn’t’ve messed with me.”

I stare, incredulous. “Messed with you? You walked out in front of his car and he managed not to hit you. And to thank him, you light his car on fire? That’s taking things a bit far, don’t you think? He could’ve really gotten hurt if that guy didn’t have an extinguisher.”

He shrugs. “Who cares?”

“Who cares?” I turn to Fox, looking for assurance that I heard what I think I did, but Fox’s eyes are averted. “Who cares? Zane, he’s a human being—”

“Exactly. Just a regular person. He’s not like us. He’s beneath us. Do you care when you step on an ant? Then why should I care if I step on a guy like that?”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Is he honestly comparing the man across the street to an insect? While I’ll be the first to admit I don’t really know Zane—either version—this seems an extreme stance. Is this really the kind of guy Fox would willingly hang out with? I understand that besides his brother, Zane is the only other guy in the circle, but that hardly means Fox has to be friends with him. 

Zane shakes his head, pivoting and heading down the street. “Better check your woman, Fox,” he calls over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you at the hardware store.”

I snort at his presumption—like Fox is going to hang out with him after this—but a look at Fox’s face sends a shiver through me. Instead of looking appalled, he’s sad, resigned almost. I cross my arms over my chest. “You’re not seriously gonna go with him, are you?”

His hesitation is all the answer I need. I take a step backward but he reaches for me, brushing my arm with his fingertips. “Krissa, wait.”

“Wait? You can’t honestly tell me you think what Zane did is okay. You can’t tell me you agree with him.”

Fox’s mouth twitches. “He has a point.”

I push his hand away. “No, he doesn’t.”

His face hardens. “Well, there wouldn’t’ve been a problem if that guy was like us, would there? If he was a witch, he could’ve stopped the fire.”

I glare. “He could’ve stopped it? You and Zane couldn’t stop it.” I shake my head. “When the circle first anchored, you told me everyone would learn to control the magic, but you’re wrong—it’s too much for you. Even little spells are getting out of hand, aren’t they?”

He throws up his hands. “Again with this. Listen, there’s nothing wrong with the crystal. You’re just jealous because now we’ve got more power than you do—that’s what this is.”

My breath catches. “You know that’s not true.”

“Do I? Because it seems to me you liked being the strongest one in the circle. Yeah, Crystal always thought she was the leader, but everyone knows you were really the one in charge. Since you were the best at magic, how could we not listen to you? But now that we’ve all got power—real power—you bail on us. You’re not special anymore. You’re barely better than all the ordinary people in this town.”

His words stab through my heart. Is this really what he thinks? No, I can’t believe that—I would know if he felt that way about me. No one is that good an actor. I reach for his hand, but when my ring makes contact with his skin, a jolt of energy courses through me. The vision overtakes me so quickly I barely have time to gasp. I’m back in the low-ceilinged house. There’s a cheerful fire crackling in the hearth, but despite it, the mood in the room is somber. The old man is once again seated in his chair, but the man standing before him isn’t Eli. He’s young, as Eli was, and he’s dressed similarly in a billowing white shirt and simple breeches, but his hands are calloused and dirty—working man’s hands. His blond hair brushes his shoulders, and the cut of his jaw is familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve seen it before.

“His power increases by the day,” the young man says. “And with it, his hatred.”

The old man nods solemnly, his eyes downcast. “This news confirms what I have long suspected. Tucker, this is important. Has he harmed anyone?”

“Not yet. But I fear it is merely a matter of time. At every meeting of the circle, he makes fresh accusations against the newcomers—the ordinary, he calls them. He claims they are beneath us, that we must force them from our town by any means necessary.”

The scene blacks out and I blink. Fox’s gray eyes are narrowed with anger and my stomach twists. “This isn’t you.” The words come out a whisper and I’m afraid he didn’t hear me. Tentatively, I touch his cheek. “Fox, you need to listen to me. I’m right about the crystal. There’s something wrong with it, and I think it’s changing you. Because this isn’t you, Fox. Listen to yourself.”

His fingers close around my wrist, pulling my hand from his face. “The only one who’s changing is you. You used to be strong, powerful. But now that I’m the one with power, I can see you for what you really are. You’re hardly a witch at all.”

Tears prickle my eyes. “Fox.” The hard set of his jaw is like a physical blow. This isn’t him—not the person I knew in the other reality, and certainly not the one I’ve grown to care for in this one. “You have to stop using the crystal’s magic. It’s dark and it’s making you dark, too. I’ll prove it to you—just… stop, okay?”

He releases my wrist, flinging it from him. “You’re so jealous, and you can’t even see it, can you? Lexie was right about you from the start. To think, I defended you.” He shakes his head. “No more. If you’re drawing your line in the sand, don’t expect me to cross to your side. I know where I stand, and it’s not with you. Goodbye, Kristyl.”

He turns his back, stalking away from me. I blink, sending two tears racing down my cheeks. 

I was wrong to think the crystal is anything but evil. I have to find a way to separate the circle from its influence before it’s too late.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Jodi drives me to school the next morning. By the end of first hour, it seems everyone in the school knows that Fox and I are no longer together. Or at least everyone in English class—thanks to Lexie, who will tell anyone who’s listening about our fight. In her version—from what I overhear—I accused him, for the hundredth time, of cheating on me and he finally got sick of my insecurities and dumped me. 

Eyes prickle the skin on the back of my neck in every class, and any time I dare to look up, someone hastily looks away.

At lunch, I make a beeline for the courtyard windows and sink to the ground beside Bria, who raises an artistically arched eyebrow.

“You sure that’s the best idea?” she asks as I open my lunch bag. “Don’t you think people have enough to say about you right now?”

“I don’t give a crap what people have to say about me,” I mutter, taking a bite of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It feels like sawdust in my mouth.

Bria sighs. “I stand corrected. You’re in exactly the right place.”

After lunch is math—the only class I have with Fox—and Bria does her best do distract me through it. Yet again, there is no lesson: Mrs. Hill continues her pattern of being forgetful and confused all hour. The class no longer gives even the pretense of paying attention. Even the good students who sit up front have given up trying to help her get the lesson started.

“One of them is doing it, aren’t they?” Bria asks, raising her chin toward Zane and Fox. “It’s a spell, right?”

I nod. “It’s Zane. He thinks he’s so clever.”

“I wouldn’t mind so much if it was just every once in a while. But, come on, this is getting a bit old.” She sighs, resting her chin in the palms of her hands. Her eyebrows cinch together and she straightens her back, leaning across the desk toward me. “Do you think there’s a way to stop it?”

“What? The spell?” My eyes go to the ceiling as I try to remember if I’ve ever overheard something about disrupting magic in progress. I come up empty, but that doesn’t mean something like it doesn’t exist. I’m sure there are places I could go to research magic. “Maybe? I mean, I don’t know a spell for it off the top of my head, but—”

She shakes her head. “No, not a spell. I’m talking about, you know, psychically. Do you think we could, I dunno, disrupt their brain waves or something?”

My first instinct is to laugh, but I stop short. What if she’s on to something? “That might not be a bad idea. We should try.”

Her eyes widen. “What? Now?”

The corners of my mouth quirk upward—the first time I’ve smiled all day. “No, not now. Maybe later—after school? Do you think the guys could meet us?”

The idea that I might be able to keep the circle from using magic—and, more specifically, using the crystal’s magic—puts me in a better mood. Maybe I could ask Seth about it. He mentioned before that he’s good at research. I make a mental note to ask if he’s made any progress finding a way to separate the circle from the crystal. If he has, maybe the psychics won’t have to learn to block magic after all.

I pull out my phone, hiding it under my desk as I tap out a text to Jodi. Is Seth working today? When I hit “send,” I feel silly for trying to be sneaky: Half the people in the room are on their phones, and Mrs. Hill doesn’t notice. She sits on the stool in front of the room, staring vacantly across to the back wall.

My cell vibrates. No. Why?

I can’t tell her the real reason—that I want to introduce him to my psychic friends so he can help us figure out how to stop witches from using magic—so I make something up. Was wondering if he could pick me up from school. Would like to hang out.

I bite the inside of my cheek as I wait for her response. She knows what happened with me and Fox—or near enough. Will she be upset that I’d rather be consoled by Seth, whom I barely know, rather than her? A full minute passes before she texts back. I’ll see what I can do.

By the time I get to health class, I’m in much better spirits than I’ve been all day. When Owen sits down across from me, I give a warm smile. It’s not until I look in his eyes that yesterday’s exchange comes crashing down on me. Could it really only have been yesterday? 

“I should’ve laid money down,” he says, opening up his notebook to a blank page. “Especially after Crystal Jamison dumped Tucker Ingram. It was only a matter of time before you kicked Fox to the curb.”

My stomach roils and I tamp down a wave of nausea. “He broke up with me.” My voice is barely a whisper.

He snorts. “Not the way I hear it.”

The legs of the chair beside me scrape against the linoleum as Felix pulls it backward with his foot. “Do you believe everything you hear?” he asks, taking a seat.

Owen’s eyes flick between Felix and me. “Already got a replacement lined up, I see.”

“Your mouth is talking, Owen. You might wanna see to that.” Although Felix doesn’t look at me, his support wraps around me like a blanket. After our conversation in the janitor’s closet yesterday, he knows about my history with Owen—my real history.

Owen holds up his hands innocently. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend your girlfriend.”

Felix rolls his eyes. “Dude, get over yourself.”

Owen leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “The thing that I don’t get is how eager you are to give her another chance. Didn’t she break up with you once already? Have you just been waiting all these years for your next chance with her?”

Felix leans across the table. “Look, man. You’ve got your issues. I get that. But stop trying to project them onto everybody else. If anyone’s hung up on Krissa, it’s you.”

Owen leans forward, jaw dropped. He sputters a few times before managing to speak. “I’m not hung up on her. I know exactly what kind of person she is, and you couldn’t pay me enough to ever want to be with her.”

Heat builds in my core. “I’m sitting right here,” I say through gritted teeth.

“It’s a game to her, you know? It’s all about power.”

I breathe in through my nose, trying to cool the boiling sensation in my stomach. How can Owen say such hateful things about me when I’m just feet away? It’s like he’s trying to hurt me. And maybe he is. Maybe this is his way of getting back at me for what my alternate-self did to him so many years ago. My cheeks burn with the injustice of it. I’m not the one who hurt him, but I’m the one being made to suffer. He won’t take an apology, won’t listen when I tell him I’m not the same person—he wants to punish me. And he expects me to just take it.

The pressure building inside reaches critical mass, and before I can stop it, it bursts out. Owen’s eyes widen in surprise as his chair crumples beneath him, sending him careening to the floor. Mrs. Stanton, who is at the font of the room taking attendance, stops what she’s doing and rushes toward him, simultaneously asking if he’s all right and admonishing him for destroying school property. Felix’s eyes are wide, but they’re not fixed on Owen—they’re on me. I bite my lower lip and he stifles a smile.

 

***

After Owen gets a new chair, he ignores me for the rest of the hour, looking at me only briefly when we perform our skit for the class. When we walk out of the class, Felix insists I need to show him how to do what I did to Owen’s chair, and I don’t have the heart to tell him I have no idea how it happened. Even if I did, I’m not sure it was my psychic side. Although, if Felix can unlock a door with telekinesis, maybe he could break a chair, too.

I keep my head down in sixth hour, managing not to look at Crystal or Bridget once during the period. I just want this day to be over. I want to meet with the psychics and make a plan for combating the circle’s use of magic.

When the bell rings at the end of the day, I hang back, making sure Crystal and Bridget are long gone by the time I leave the room. After a quick stop at my locker, I head for the main stairwell—the one I use every day—but something stops me, tugging me in the opposite direction. I hesitate for a moment before heading toward the back hallway—the one Crystal and Tucker used to use for their rendezvous. My stomach clenches as I approach, even though I’m sure I won’t run into the two of them. But what if I run into Tucker with some other girl? The thought makes my stomach turn, but solidifies my resolve.

“Hey, there you are.” Bria jogs to my side. 

I glance at her but don’t slow down. “What’s up?”

She raises an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same thing. Why are you headed down here?”

We’re two classrooms from the stairwell doors and the hall is nearly deserted. “Do you feel that?”

She stops and so do I. Her eyebrows bunch together and she purses her lips. “No. But if you think something’s going on, let’s check it out.”

We start walking again and take no more than a few steps when a muffled female voice reaches us. Bria and I exchange glances before picking up our pace. As we push through the doors, a second female voice is talking—screaming, really. The sound reverberates off the walls and it takes a second for me to make out what’s being said.

“I told you to stay away from him!” The voice is familiar, but I can’t place it. “Marcus is with me.”

Marcus. Suddenly it comes to me: Right after the circle anchored to the crystal, Dana Crawford accused Bridget of trying to steal her boyfriend. That’s where I know the voice. There’s no one on the second floor landing, so Bria and I glance down one set of stairs and up the other. Standing on the landing between the second and third floors are Bridget, Marcus, and Dana, whose broken nose is still in a splint.

“Oh, give it up,” Bridget sing-songs. “Ask him who he wants to be with. Go ahead—just ask him.”

Bria puts a foot on the stair but I stop her. It’s not our place to get involved—not yet.

Dana is silent and Bridget lets out a laugh. “What? Afraid? You should be.” She turns to the guy and runs a finger along his cheek. “Marcus, baby. Could you tell Dana which one of us you want to be with?”

Marcus blinks heavily, turning his gaze to Dana. “I want Bridget. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. The most beautiful girl in all the world.”

Although his words sound sincere, there’s emptiness behind them. Bridget has him under an attraction charm all right—something much stronger than the one Fox used in the other reality. Now that she’s got the power of the crystal behind her, Bridget could make any guy think he’s in love with her.

Dana grabs Marcus by the shoulders, shaking him. “What’s wrong with you?”

Bridget crosses her arms over her chest. “I think his only problem is you.”

Dana spins, sticking a finger in Bridget’s face. “You’re doing this to him, aren’t you? Somehow, you’re messing with his head.”

Bridget tips her head back, laughing. “You just don’t get it, do you? He’s mine now. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” She spins on her heel, starting toward the stairs leading to the third floor.

Dana launches herself at Bridget but doesn’t get far. Marcus pounces on her, wrapping his arms around her middle. “You stay away from her,” he growls. “You leave her alone, and you leave me alone. I’m with Bridget now. I don’t want you anymore.” He throws Dana toward the wall, which she clings to, chest heaving. Her eyes follow Marcus as he starts up the stairs after Bridget.

My heart twists. Although I was never friends with Dana, I know my alternate-self was. But even if that wasn’t the case, I’d still feel badly for her in this moment. With her magic, Bridget could have any guy in the school. While it could be true that she’s always liked this Marcus guy, I bet her reason for choosing him has more to do with messing with Dana than it does with true love.

Dana breathes deeply, her shoulders heaving. She’s trying not to cry. I want to go to her, but I doubt my presence would make her feel better. We should leave her in peace. I raise my chin at the door we entered through and Bria nods. I’ve only gone a couple of steps when a current of energy thrums through me. Dana screams and a thudding sound comes from the stairwell. By the time I turn, Dana lies in a heap at the bottom of the stairs.

Bria gets to her first. Dana isn’t moving, and my stomach lurches. Could she be…? But then she lets out a moan and I take in a breath, relieved. Bria kneels at her side. “Are you hurt? Tell me where.”

Dana’s leg is bent beneath her at an odd angle and blood gushes from a cut on her forehead. She wails but doesn’t answer Bria’s question.

“I’m gonna straighten out your leg,” Bria says.

Heat surges through my body. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Bria doesn’t look up. “My mom’s a nurse.”

It isn’t exactly an answer, but Bria sounds sure of herself so I don’t stop her. When she starts moving Dana’s leg, Dana lets out a piercing shriek and I bend to her side and take up her hand. She squeezes my fingers so hard I gasp. Her face drains of color, the blood on her forehead a vivid contrast to the white of her skin.

“Bria, I think we should go get somebody. Is there a nurse? Or should I call nine-one-one?”

But Bria isn’t paying attention to me. One hand grips Dana’s leg above the knee, the other below. She closes her eyes, taking in a deep breath and releasing it slowly. Eyes prickle the back of my neck and I look to my left and right, but no one else is in the stairwell. I return my gaze to Dana, but the sensation doesn’t go away. I tip my head backward. At the top of the stairs, peering over the concrete rail, is Bridget. A smile curls the edges of her mouth and her eyes are narrowed in triumph. A shiver courses through my body and I know for a fact she did this. And she likes it.

She blows a kiss before disappearing behind the rail. My stomach jolts and my legs strain to follow her, but Dana’s grip on my hand keeps me in place. The color slowly returns to her cheeks and Bria pats her leg.

“Can you bend it?” she asks.

After a second, Dana attempts it and is able to move her leg without wincing. I watch Bria as she helps her to standing, but she avoids my gaze. She doesn’t look at me the whole way down to the office to find the principal, but she doesn’t have to look at me for me to know what happened: She healed Dana’s broken leg. It’s something I didn’t even know was possible, yet Bria did it like it was nothing. I’m completely awed by the power she possesses.

By the time I make it out of the building, Seth is waiting for me in the parking lot. Despite the horror of the last fifteen minutes, I can’t help smiling. If Bria is strong enough to mend a broken bone, I’m confident we’ll be able to keep the circle from doing magic. We just need to figure out how.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

West almost slams the door when I show up at his house with Seth half an hour later, but I’m ready for it and push it back into his face.

“West, let her in, for crying out loud,” Bria calls from within. She lays sprawled across the couch, face buried in the crook of her arm.

“What, is it bring-a-friend day and nobody told me?” West doesn’t try to close the door again, but he stands with his arms crossed over his chest, blocking us from entering.

I roll my eyes. Although I’m pretty sure I could use magic to shove him out of the way, I doubt it would help my case any. He already doesn’t like me. “This is Seth. He’s my cousin.”

“He’s cool,” Felix says, dropping a hand onto West’s shoulder. He smiles and I smile back, glad he’s on my side.

After a beat, West backs up, grumbling. Seth nods politely as we pass him. I resist the urge to knock into him with my shoulder. I sit down at the end of the couch by Bria’s feet. She still hasn’t removed her arm from over her eyes. I pat her ankle. “What’s wrong with you?”

Felix shrugs, taking a seat beside Seth on the love seat adjacent the couch. “Dunno. She’s been like that since she got here.”

“I believe I may have an explanation,” Seth says, leaning forward and propping his elbows on his knees. “If what Krissa suspects is true, it’s possible your friend has overtaxed her system.”

West snorts as he sits down in the arm chair by Bria’s head. “Krissa.”

Felix launches a throw pillow at him. “Overtaxed herself doing what?”

“She didn’t tell you?” I shake Bria’s foot and she mumbles incoherently in response. “Bridget Burke knocked Dana Crawford down a flight of stairs and broke her leg.”

West leans forward, forgetting his air of irritation. “Dana’s got a broken leg?”

I shake my head. “Not anymore.” I glance significantly at Bria, who mumbles again.

Felix whistles. “Holy hell. I didn’t know we could do that!”

“Wait—you said something about overtaxing herself?” West’s deep-set eyes are fixed on Seth, his suspicion forgotten for the moment. “Is she gonna be okay?”

Seth nods. “How much do you know about the difference between witches and psychics?”

West’s eyes flick to me. “Why? How much do you know?” His words are sharp, defensive.

“Quite a bit, actually,” Seth says, unruffled by West’s tone. “In addition to having quite the addiction to research, I also happen to be both a psychic and a witch.”

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this, but my stomach still flutters. Of course, I already knew Seth was a witch, but when he told me he’s also a psychic, it thrilled me. Once again, I’m thankful for his presence in my life. He’s the one person who can understand me more fully than anyone else because he has the same abilities swirling around inside him. 

Seth waits a beat before continuing. “As you may already know, there are certain things that both psychics and witches can do with their abilities. The main difference is where they draw their power. With witches, the power comes from nature—the elements, herbs, stones. They can connect with and channel the natural energy around them. Psychics, however, tap into an internal reservoir of sorts. Your abilities exist inside you. As such, both witches and psychics have their limitations. Witches need to be able to connect with something outside them to produce magic, so without proper concentration or ability to connect, the potency of their spells can be diminished. And while a psychic needn’t connect with something external, the limitation is that you only possess so much energy inside you. Your friend Bria has used a good portion of that energy today, and it will take some time for it to replenish within her.”

Felix’s eyebrows pull together as Seth explains, his face scrunching at each odd turn of phrase. When he’s done, I shrug. “It’s just the way he talks. You’ll get used to it.”

West’s posture relaxes. “Okay. So what? Is this why you brought him here? To give us a lesson on the differences between psychics and witches?” His tone is somewhat warmer than it had been when he spoke to me before, and I take comfort in this.

“Bria had an idea earlier. She wondered if there might be a way for us to somehow block the witches from using magic. I mean, it started because we were annoyed that Zane keeps confusing Mrs. Hill so we don’t get through a lesson, but after what Bridget did…” I press my lips together, debating whether to share the next bit, afraid West might make a snide remark. But this is bigger than my own comfort, and I press on. “Yesterday, when Fox—” I take in a breath. “Zane was there and he lit some guy’s car on fire. That’s bad enough, but what’s worse is he couldn’t put it out afterward. We need to keep them from using magic that they can’t control or using it to hurt people. And I figured having a second witch here could help us see if we can do it.” I nod encouragingly at Seth, whose lips twitch in a smile.

“It is possible for a psychic to overwhelm a witch—to prevent him from connecting with a source of power and disrupt whatever spell he is attempting.” His head cocks to the side. “In this case, it may take more than one psychic, as the circle isn’t attempting to connect with nature in general but rather drawing their energy from a specific source.”

Felix raises an eyebrow. “The crystal?”

Seth’s eyes widen with surprise.

West raises his hand, like we’re in school. “Excuse me—what crystal?”

I bite my lower lip. As much as I like sharing things with Seth—as much as I trust him implicitly—and as much as I want to be honest with the psychics, the prospect of telling everyone the whole truth about the stone makes my stomach twist. Felix already knows—I told him about it along with everything else. But when I finished explaining, he promised to keep everything to himself, to let me decide who should know and who shouldn’t. A tiny nod from him now is all I need to know his oath still stands. I take in a breath and release it slowly. “Certain objects—herbs, stones—can be charged with energy, and it can be stored in them for use. Like a talisman. Like Seth said, instead of connecting to something like wind or water, a witch can connect with the stored energy. It’s much easier to cast spells that way. And the circle found a quartz crystal—a very powerful one. And to focus their collective magic through it, they did a spell to anchor to the stone. Have you noticed they’ve been using magic more lately? And for bigger things? That’s how they’re doing it.”

West nods, but his brow remains creased, like he doesn’t entirely understand what I’m talking about. From her spot on the couch, Bria shifts until she’s propped against the arm in an almost sitting position. “So,” she says, her voice thick, “we have to keep them from connecting to magic they’re already connected to? Awesome.”

“It will most likely be exceedingly difficult,” Seth says bracingly. “Indeed, I’m not sure whether you will be able to succeed at all. But Krissa says the circle is being reckless—endangering lives. That their control over the magic is tenuous at best. So, at the very least, we need to try.”

West leans back in his chair, crossing his arms, his brow wrinkling in thought. “If this crystal thing is so dangerous for them to be connected to, why don’t we just disconnect them?”

“Seth’s been looking into that,” I say quickly. 

He nods. “Thus far, all I’ve located are spells for witches to cast, and all of those require an equal or greater number of witches trying to sever the connection than witches connected to the object.”

“So, for now, all we can do is try to keep them from using the crystal’s magic. Seth seems to think if we can overwhelm a witch’s mind during a spell, we can stop it from happening.” I clap my hands together and Bria jumps. “So, let’s get started.”

Training is slow and arduous, and to say the first tries were complete failures is being kind. Seth and I completed a series of simple spells—lighting birthday candles from West’s junk drawer, changing the color of paper napkins from white to green or blue or purple, mending broken pencils—but neither West nor Felix succeeded in distracting us in the least. Bria naps on the couch while we practice, which Seth assures us is the best thing she could be doing at the moment. 

After an hour of changing napkin colors, I move on to practicing glamors on my outfit, changing not only the color of my pants and shirt but the pattern and cut. Seth explains how to turn objects invisible and make them levitate, and soon magazines and remote controls are zooming through the air and Bria appears to be hovering in midair because I’ve used a glamor to make the couch disappear from sight. 

Felix throws up his hands, sprawling across the love seat. “That’s it. I give up. This is impossible.”

The smile stretched across my face slips and the objects chasing each other around the room pause. “Oh, come on. You can’t expect to get it your first try.”

“Or my second or third or four hundredth. I’m glad you’re having fun, because this is ridiculously frustrating for me.”

I direct the magazines and remotes to rest on the coffee table as I cross to the love seat. I pick up Felix’s legs and sit beside him, allowing his calves to settle across my thighs. “I’m sorry. It’s just… I don’t get to do magic much. I guess I’m getting a little carried away.”

He shrugs. “It’s not that. I mean, you should be doing crazy spells. But I was hoping to be able to stop you at least once.”

A triumphant shout emanates from the kitchen and West bounds into the living room, fist punching the air. “I did it!”

On the couch, Bria stirs, blinking heavily. “Why’s there shouting?”

West collapses onto the armchair, grinning broadly. “I did it. I kept him from lighting a candle.”

Seth enters the room, nodding appreciatively as he leans against the wall. “That you did. Now, stop Krissa.”

West leans forward, eyes wide and expectant. “Bring it.”

I can’t conceal a smile. There’s a yellow birthday candle on the coffee table and I grab it. When I first learned this spell, it took concentration and visualization. Now it’s as simple as breathing, and, in a blink, the wick is lit.

West’s face falls. “What? But I—” He gapes, turning toward Seth. “I just did it.”

Seth doesn’t appear surprised by West’s failed attempt. “My ability to connect with magic isn’t particularly strong. At the moment, I’m a much more capable psychic than witch. Krissa, on the other hand, is quite strong. When she connects with an energy source, she fills with power easily. Yet even her abilities are pale compared to what the circle is capable of.”

Felix shakes his head. “We’re screwed.”

“No,” Seth says firmly. “You just need to practice. Indeed, I fear if you are unable to master this task, it will be impossible to disconnect the circle from the crystal at all.”

Silence falls over the room as Seth’s words sink in. 

Felix swings his legs off mine, planting them on the floor and sitting up. “Okay. Let’s try again.”

West offers to order pizza half an hour later and I’m surprised by how dark it’s gotten outside. “Won’t your parents be home soon?”

He shakes his head. “Mom’s out of town on business. Dad works second shift.”

Felix snorts. “Why do you think we always meet over here?”

West points, shifting his finger between me and Seth. “Are either of you offended by pineapple?”

“I actually need to be going,” Seth says, holding up his cell. “I promised Jodi I would have her car back to her by closing time, and it’s nearly that.”

“Oh.” I bite my lower lip. It makes sense, of course—Jodi can’t be expected to walk home from town, not with it as cold as it is. “I guess we can practice some more tomorrow, then.” 

I take a step to follow Seth, but Felix touches my arm. “Stay. I’ll take you home. I’m not ready to stop practicing yet.”

Bria lets out a breathy laugh from her spot on the couch. “You just want pizza.”

He shrugs. “Maybe.”

I hug Seth. “Thank you.”

He smiles, his hand covering the doorknob. “Of course. Call if you need anything.”

After he leaves, West places the pizza order while Felix attempts to keep me from levitating a throw pillow.

I’ve done more magic today than I’ve done ever, and with every spell I attempt, things get easier. The rush of energy that fills me each time I connect with an element no longer frightens me. I can direct the flow; I can control it.

We take a break when the pizza arrives. Bria manages to stay awake long enough to eat a piece, which I take as a good sign. After we eat our fill, Felix and West decide to pool their abilities to take me down rather than take turns. As I turn chunks of pineapple different colors, something tugs at the edges of my consciousness. It’s not enough to keep the pineapple from turning blue, but it’s enough to notice.

It’s after eight when Bria’s cell rings. She grumbles as she rolls off the couch, squinting at the display. “Yeah, Mom,” she murmurs as she heads down the back hallway toward West’s room.

 I’ve moved on to turning the cheese green when my glamor fails, leaving it muddled and streaky. The boys whoop so loudly, slapping each other on the back, that I almost don’t notice Bria when she reenters the room. She’s pale, and the look on her face tells me it’s not due to her spent energy. I put a hand on each boy’s shoulder and the two become subdued, confused looks on their faces.

Bria shuffles toward us, a muscle in her jaw jumping. “That was my mom. She’s at work—in the ER. She called because… she recognized him.”

Felix and I exchange glances. She’s not making sense, but I don’t want to press her. I slip my arm around her shoulder and give her a squeeze, waiting for her to go on.

Bria draws in a shaky breath. “Dana Crawford’s dad. He’s dead.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

West broods as he leans against his locker. It’s been three days since Dana’s dad died, and this is hardly the first time West has expressed this opinion. Still, my stomach clenches. Typically, I would agree with him, but I can’t get my brain around the idea that the circle had something to do with the death of Dana’s father.

According to Bria’s mom, he was in a car accident, but it doesn’t look like that’s what killed him. The injuries he sustained when his SUV hit a tree weren’t severe enough. His death is what caused the accident, not the other way around.

“How could they be behind it?” It’s not the first time I’ve asked the question.

Felix sighs. “You said Bridget knocked Dana down the stairs without touching her. And that Zane lit an engine on fire. Is this really outside the realm of possibility?”

“I think the better question is why.” Bria looks better today than she has since Tuesday: Her color is back and only the barest hint of dark circles hangs beneath her eyes. “I mean, knocking someone down a set of stairs is one thing. Murder? That’s a pretty big escalation.”

“I agree.” I say the words, hoping doing so will make them true. But the fact is I’m not entirely convinced the circle is innocent, not with the crystal influencing them. I just don’t want to believe they’re capable of it. I don’t want to believe Fox is. Despite the fact that he hasn’t looked at me since our fight, I’m not angry with him. It wasn’t him talking. It all comes back to the darkness they’re anchored to.

“I really don’t care about how or why,” West says. “If you’re right, Kris, then the only thing that matters is breaking their connection to the crystal. Seth still hasn’t figured that out?”

Warmth bubbles in my chest. West’s attitude toward me has done a complete one-eighty. Far from the venom he spewed the first time I showed up at his house, his demeanor is friendly, like the West from my reality. Yesterday was the first time he called me Kris, and although I prefer Krissa, I won’t correct him. He’s accepted me as one of them. “I talked with him yesterday. He says he found some resources that look promising, but he hasn’t found anything concrete yet.”

“Maybe we could help him look,” Bria offers.

“Do you speak Latin? Because apparently that’s what most of this stuff is in.”

Bria pulls a face. “Seth speaks Latin?”

I shrug. “He’s a man of many skills, apparently.” 

Felix claps his hands, rubbing them together. “In the meantime, we’ll just have to settle for keeping the circle from doing spells.”

I smile at his exuberance. While he and West had success working together to block my spell on Tuesday, it wasn’t until last night that he was able to do it on his own. Although I’m not convinced this means he’s strong enough to disrupt the tie of the anchoring spell, I’m eager for him to try.

The warning bell shrills overhead and the four of us start down the hall toward the cafeteria. Bria and I have stopped sitting by the windows at lunch and now share a table with the guys. It’s funny that something so small can make me so happy. It’s almost like old times—almost. Lexie, of course, still sits with the circle—not that I would want this version of her sitting with me anyway. The only other person missing from our group is Owen, who sits with friends from the track team. Since the chair fiasco, he hasn’t made any rude comments. Yesterday, he came up to me in science to borrow a pencil, even though there are half a dozen people between us who could’ve lent him one. He looked in my eyes when I handed it to him and said thank you. Felix thinks Owen realizes he crossed a line and this is his way of saying sorry. I’m not sure how I feel about it. If he’s actually sorry, he should say it.

“Hey—is that…?” Bria points as a girl emerges from the bathroom ahead of us.

“Dana.” She hasn’t been in school since her dad died—not that I blame her. I’m actually surprised to see her here today. “I’m gonna go talk to her.”

Bria grabs my elbow as I start down the hall, tugging me backward. “Are you sure that’s the best idea?”

“We used to be friends.” I glance at Felix, who nods almost imperceptibly. “I’ll meet you guys in the cafeteria.”

Bria shakes her head as I jog to catch up with Dana, but I ignore her. It’s not until I’m just steps away from her that my heart begins hammering in my chest. I only have guesses as to how our friendship ended. What if she brings up something I don’t know about? And what if she asks about what happened on Tuesday in the stairwell? How much does she remember?

I could turn around now and she wouldn’t even know I was here. But I can’t do that. Of all the people in this school, I’m the one uniquely suited to understand her situation. I know the pain of a parent dying—the empty ache, the simultaneous desires both to remember every tiny detail and forget everything. And while the loss of her boyfriend must pale in comparison to her father’s death, I can understand that hole, too. In fact, Dana and I might have more in common than any two people. And I owe it to her to offer any help I can.

“Hey,” I say, falling into step beside her.

Dana jumps, hand pressing to her chest. When she gets over the initial shock, her lip curls. “What do you want?” Her voice is sharp, but quiet, like she can’t muster enough energy to be as nasty to me as she’d like to be.

I press my lips together. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. But I’m here now and I don’t let myself walk away. “I just wanted to... I heard about your dad.” I’m not sure what else to say. When my mom died, I wasn’t in school—I’d been suspended, and Jodi pulled me anyway so she could take me here to Clearwater. I sat in a lot of sterile office rooms with men and women in suits while Jodi took care of the legal things, like claiming guardianship of me and dealing with my mother’s estate. No one really spoke to me; I was like a piece of furniture during all the proceedings. And once I got here, no one knew. I have no idea what to say to her in this situation. 

Dana stops and leans against the wall, staring. “Yeah, and?” She glances down the hall to her left and right. Besides a handful of underclassmen by the stairwell, we’re alone.

“I’m sorry for hurting you.” The words tumble out in a rush. If I’m going to comfort her now, I need to apologize for the past, even if I don’t remember it. Dana’s eyes go wide, but I don’t give her a chance to speak. “We were friends, and I was terrible to you. You didn’t deserve it, and I’m sorry… I’m sorry for my part in it. And if there’s anything I can do for you... I’ll do it.”

Dana eyes me like she’s not sure whether she can trust me.

The bell rings, signaling that we should be in the cafeteria already. I scan the emptying halls and a couple of teachers shoo us, eager to eat their own meals. I start walking and Dana falls into step beside me. “Do you really mean it? That if there’s anything you can do, you’ll do it?”

I nod, grateful for something to do. “Yeah. Anything.”

She sniffles. “Would you let me copy your English homework? I’m, like, two weeks behind.” 

I laugh. “Sure. I’ll go get it. Meet you in the cafeteria.”

I head toward my locker and Dana stops, mouth open like she wants to say something, but after a second she closes it, shaking her head as she heads for the lunch room. 

By the time I make it down, the cafeteria is buzzing with the voices of a couple hundred students. I locate Dana at a table in the back corner of the room. A group of guys—football players, I’d bet my life—sit at a nearby table, not quite veiling their glances in her direction. A group of girls sits toward the middle of the table Dana’s at, but she’s separated from them—though whether the separation is her doing or theirs, I’m not sure.

When I settle in the seat across from her, she looks up, startled. I slide my English notebook across the table and she laughs—tips-her-head-back-and-cackles kind of laughs. Heat rises in my cheeks, but I force myself to stay seated. So what if she’s laughing at me? Her father just died. In those dark days after my mom’s accident, I didn’t laugh—I barely spoke. But when I met Owen and Lexie and Bria and West and got a taste of friendship for the first time in years, laughter was a healing balm. So if Dana wants to laugh now, I’ll let her. She can laugh as much as she wants.

Dana’s laughter subsides and she shakes her head as she digs through her purse, pulling out a pen and battered notebook. After opening to a blank page, she squints at my assignment for a minute before looking up at me. “This is legit.”

Her surprised tone makes me shift in my seat. “Of course it is. Did you really think I’d take the time to scribble fake assignments before giving them to you?”

She pauses, her pen hovering centimeters above her notebook page. Her hazel eyes find mine. “It’s not that, it’s just—” She presses her lips together. “Thanks.”

I nod and she returns to her work. I open my mouth and close it again quickly. I want to say something to her—something comforting, something to show I care—but I can’t think of what that could be. I want to know if she’ll be okay, to make sure she has someone to care for her now that her dad is gone. She had Marcus before Bridget cast a spell on him, but I’m not sure whether she has any other friends. We were friends once, before alternate-me chose the circle over everything else. But I’m not her. Dana could be part of the life I rebuild here. Maybe, like me, she just needs someone who can understand her, who can accept her for her, no background-check needed, no history weighing her down.

Dana spends the rest of the lunch period with her head down, alternately copying my work and taking bites of her lunch-line salad. I watch her as I eat my lunch, just waiting for the opportunity to say something more to her. I’m not sure exactly what it will be—an invitation out for coffee? Or is that too lame? Asking about plans for her father’s funeral? Or is that too morbid?

I decide to lead in with another offer. If she’s behind in English, maybe there’s something else I can do to help her catch up. 

The bell rings and she slides my notebook back across the table as she finishes writing the last answer. I tuck it into my backpack. When I turn back to Dana, she’s smiling.

“Thanks,” she says, her eyebrows pulling together. “You didn’t have to do that. It was really… decent.”

I nod, tamping down the wave of unease that rises within me. “Look, Dana. I wasn’t kidding before. If there’s anything else I can do for you, just say it. In fact, if you need—”

The rest of my words are cut off as Dana lets out a shriek. A hoarse cry escapes my lips, too, as flames erupt from her notebook and spread across the lunch table. The other girls who were sitting at the table have already vacated, but groups from the adjacent areas freeze, staring in our direction. 

But my eyes aren’t on the table. I search the room, my stomach sinking when my gaze finds the thing I was expecting: Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget. They stand along the wall of windows overlooking the courtyard, focus locked in my direction. They’re doing this—they’re causing this fire. 

“Felix.” I don’t yell it—it’s barely audible to me over the shrieks and murmurs of the gathering crowd. There’s no way he can hear me, I know that, but he doesn’t need to hear me. He knows. His consciousness tugs at the corners of mine and I allow my energy to link with his, the way I’ve done before during spells with the circle.

“You bitch!” Dana screams, pointing an accusing finger. “To think, I was actually falling for it!”

I hold up my hands, ready to defend myself, when a lunch lady runs forward, a fire extinguisher in her hands. She aims the nozzle, but before she can spray it, the flames dissipate, leaving behind only a wisp of smoke.

I rush around the table to face Dana. “Whatever you think I did, I didn’t do it! I just wanted—”

Dana launches herself at me, cutting off the rest of my explanation. I jump backward, but the move is unnecessary: The arms of another lunch lady close around Dana’s middle, holding her back. Losing my footing, I fall hard on my rear end, my palms slapping against the worn linoleum of the cafeteria floor. The woman detaining Dana pulls her backward, muttering something about a trip to the office, and I stand, ready to jump to Dana’s defense, but arms close around my torso, keeping me from moving forward.

“Calm down, Kris.”

I struggle against West’s arms. “Calm down? Calm down? Did you see what they just did? I need to go tell Crystal Taylor—”

He releases me, looking down with cinched eyebrows. “Who?”

I shake my head. “Mrs. Cole. We have to tell her what really happened.”

He snorts. “You really expect her to believe us?”

Felix and Bria arrive at West’s side. “It’s worth a try,” Felix says.

As the four of us head to the office, I plot out in my head what to say. Does Crystal Taylor know her nieces have followed in her footsteps? Does she still practice magic, like Jodi does? I’m not sure how much to share and how much to keep back.

When we bustle into the office, I lead us straight back to the principal’s door. The secretary stands, calling that we can’t go in there, but I don’t listen and push into the office.

Crystal Jamison, Lexie, and Bridget turn in their chairs, identical smirks curling their lips. Crystal Taylor stands, crossing her arms over her chest. “Excuse me, Miss Barnette, but you can’t just barge into my office.”

Relief flickers momentarily, replaced by dread. Dana’s not here, which can only mean she’s not in trouble. But that Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget are here isn’t encouraging. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Cole. This can’t wait.”

She cocks her head, narrowing her eyes. “I’ll decide what can and can’t wait, thank you. Now, Kristyl, if you’ll wait in the outer office, I’d like to talk with you in a minute. West, Bria, Felix—you can all go to class. Mrs. Davis will write you a pass.”

Not one of us budges. Bria crosses her arms over her chest. “We’re not leaving Krissa.”

Affection for Bria swells and I can’t help smiling. Lexie rolls her eyes.

After a beat, Crystal Taylor throws up her hands. “Okay, you want to get this over with here and now? Let’s do it. Miss Barnette, since your school record is clean, I’m letting you off with a warning today, but if—”

“Wait—what?” I shake my head, sure I misheard her.

“A warning for what?” Felix asks.

It’s Crystal Taylor’s turn to look confused. “Arson is a very serious offense. According to the school code of conduct, I could issue a suspension—”

“Krissa didn’t set that fire,” West says.

Crystal Taylor’s eyebrows hitch upward. “Are you saying Dana Crawford did it?”

“What? No,” I say quickly. There’s no way she deserves for this to come down on her. “Dana didn’t do it. Your nieces and their friend did.”

Crystal Jamison snorts. “We were all the way on the other side of the cafeteria. Ask anyone.”

Anger boils in the pit of my stomach. I lunge toward her, desperate to smack the smirk off her face, but arms close around my abdomen as Crystal Taylor calls out in surprise.

“One more outburst like that and I’ll change my mind about that suspension.” Color blooms in her cheeks and she take s a deep breath before continuing. “Now, Felix, I recommend you get your friend out of here before she does something she regrets.”

The arms tug me backward. “Let’s go, Krissa,” Felix murmurs. After a beat, I stop fighting and allow him to lead me out of the room. Crystal Jamison blows a kiss, wiggling her fingers as Bria pulls closed the door.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Felix and I skip sixth hour again. I just can’t face seeing Crystal and Bridget in history. Instead of hanging out in the janitor’s closet again, we sneak out during hall passing time and sprint to his car. I’m more than a little surprised how easy it is.

“Should I take you to Jodi’s shop now?” Felix asks as he pulls out of the parking lot. “Or will she be pissed you ditched?”

I shrug. “I honestly have no idea. I should, though, right?” I run my fingers through my hair, leaning back against the seat. “It’s exhausting, you know? Pretending I know what’s going on. Just when I think I’ve got things figured out, I realize there’s something else I’m clueless about.”

“Sucks.” He reaches over and pats my knee. “I’m glad you told me, though. It… It means a lot that you’d share you freaky secrets with me.”

“It means a lot that you don’t think I’m insane.”

“Pfft. I’ve known that for years.”

Felix drives to the river just outside downtown and pulls into the parking lot beside the playground. It’s too cold to get out and swing on the swings or sit on the bench overlooking the water, so we stay in the car, the engine running, and talk. When it’s clear discussing the circle will only rile me up, he switches tacks, telling me stories about my history in Clearwater. I enjoy hearing my story through his eyes, even though I’m pretty sure he’s holding back in places to spare me from the truth. But there are things I need to know.

“What happened with Owen? I looked through my old diary, but it didn’t give details.”

He winces. “Are you sure you wanna hear this? I mean, past is past. And it looks like Owen might finally be putting it behind him…”

I take in a breath. “I want to know.”

Felix stares for a beat before shaking his head. “No one was surprised when Owen finally asked you out. You two were hanging out a lot and some people were convinced you were already a couple. I was at the dance with Heidi Holmes, and she’s actually the one who pointed it out to me.”

“What?”

“Your face. You were all… tight and nervous. Any time he reached out to touch you, you were jumpy. I remember thinking that was really weird because you were never like that with me.” The corners of his mouth quirk upward. “Except, of course, the first time I tried to kiss you.”

I don’t return his smile. “What did I do?”

His shoulder sag. “Crystal and Lexie showed up late—on purpose, I’m sure, just to torture you. Once they got there, your whole demeanor changed. You looked relaxed for the first time all night. Heidi and I were on the dance floor and you pulled Owen out there—right next to us, right in the middle. And everything was fine until a slow song came on. One second, you guys were dancing, the next…” He squeezes his eyes shut. “You humiliated him, right there, in front of the whole school. Started going on about how pathetic he was, and how you only went out with him to win a bet. Started spilling all the secrets he ever told you—things West didn’t even know, and he and West were real close back then. And when you were done, you stalked straight over to Crystal and Lexie and they both slapped money in your hand, like it really was all a bet. And he ran out of there crying.”

My eyes prickle and my throat constricts. No wonder he still hates me. I kind of hate me.

Felix squeezes my shoulder. “Hey, it wasn’t you.”

Tears well and a blink sends them cascading over my cheeks. “It could’ve been.” I wipe my eyes with the sleeves of my coat. I shouldn’t get to cry about this. I wasn’t the victim. After taking in a few deep breaths, I’m in control of my emotions again. “You should get me to the shop. My shift’s about to start.”

Felix’s mouth twitches like he wants to say something, but the moment passes and he puts the car in gear. When we pull up in front of the shop, I check my reflection in the visor mirror before thanking him for the ride and hopping out.

Once I punch in, I throw myself into work. After restocking everything that is even remotely low, I find a feather duster in the break room and start dusting every shelf, grabbing a step stool for the high ones I can’t reach. Jodi’s eyes prickle my skin, but she says nothing. She’s worried about me. She notices I’m different lately and although she’s relieved I’m not hanging out with Crystal et al anymore, she likes Fox and is worried about how hard I’m taking the breakup.

I shake my head to rid my mind of her thoughts. She’s itching to talk to me about it—to impart her wisdom, to make sure I’m okay. But the truth is I’m not. For so very many reasons, I’m not okay at all. And I can’t tell her why. If I tell her why the circle shunned me, I’ll have to tell her about the crystal, and if I tell her about the crystal, I’ll have to tell her about what I had to do to find it—and why. And then she’ll know I changed things. But she can’t know that—because as bad as things are now, I don’t know if I could survive if Jodi gave up on me.

A steady stream of customers keeps us both occupied for a good portion of my shift: It seems everyone in Clearwater is looking to boost their immune systems before winter hits. I lose myself in selling oils and supplements, books and teas, and manage to push all my other thoughts aside.

There’s less than an hour left before closing time when the store empties, the stream switching to a drip. Emotions radiate off Jodi, brushing against my skin: She’s steeling herself to come talk to me, but I can’t face that. So before she approaches me, I turn, hitching on a smile. “You know what sounds great right now? Hot cocoa. You want? I could do a run.”

An expression flickers across Jodi’s face and for a moment I’m sure she’ll say no, but then she returns my smile. “Sure. Grab some cash out of my purse.”

I lose no time running back to the break room and grabbing my coat and some money. In less than a minute, I’m on the street, gulping down the frozen air. It chills my insides, firming a resolve I didn’t realize I’d made. I have to talk to Jodi—she won’t give up until we do—but I’ll have to lie. I head across the street to the coffee shop, mind buzzing. Maybe I can text Felix, see if he can help me come up with a plausible fiction to spin. 

When I step up onto the opposite curb, a tingle floods my body—like a hundred sets of eyes are on me, studying me. But the street is nearly empty. Besides a middle-aged man in a brown coat briskly walking his yellow lab and some pre-teen girls giggling as they spill out of a mini-van and into the bookstore, I’m the only one out here. There are cars on the road, but there always are. One in particular draws my eye—a black Charger with dark tinted windows. I’ve seen this car before. And as much as I try to convince myself it’s no big thing, that in a town this small I’m bound to see the same car more than once, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something special about this particular one.

The door to the coffee shop opens and a harassed-looking couple hurries onto the sidewalk, pulling their coats snugly against their bodies and muttering darkly as they head down the street. The Charger continues its route and I shake my head before jogging the remaining distance to the shop’s door. There’s a line inside. Millie’s harassed voice calls to the employee behind the counter whose name badge reads Elle. “Try it again!”

“Nothing!” calls Elle.

The customers ahead of me shift and murmur in disgruntled tones. A few check their watches or phones for the time. I scan the room and my stomach clenches when I catch sight of Owen seated at a high-top table. I can’t face him—not now, not when I finally understand the reason he treats me the way he does. But maybe facing him is exactly what I need to do. I should march right up to him and apologize for what I did that night, explain that I thought I had to. But the idea of doing so makes me want to run right out the door.

He catches my eye and my breath hitches. I’m sure I’ll see there the same distaste that’s rested there every time he’s looked at me, but there’s just mild surprise. His shoulders rise and fall as he takes in a breath.

Millie calls again from the back and the man in front of me nods apologetically as he pushes past me toward the door. A groaning, scraping sound reaches my ears. At first I think it’s coming from behind the counter, but it’s not. Owen is using his foot to push the chair opposite him away from the table. An invitation.

I leave the line and cross to him before I’m fully aware of having decided to do so. My earlier apprehensions are forgotten—or at least tamped down. This is Owen, and the two of us are simply having some coffee together, just like old times.

A text book and notes are scattered across the tabletop, along with an empty glass. He’s studying, and he’s been here awhile—maybe since right after school. I perch on the edge of the chair and nod toward the line. “What’s going on here?”

“There’s something wrong with the espresso machine, I guess. Millie’s trying to flip the right breaker or something. They’ve been at it maybe ten minutes.”

I lean toward him, dropping my voice. “You mean all these people have just been standing here for ten minutes?”

He nods. “Pretty much. It’s pretty entertaining, actually. I’m trying to guess who can hold out the longest. The guy and the woman at the head of the line keep complaining that they’re going to be late for something.”

I make a face. “Then why don’t they just leave?”

He snaps and points at me. “Exactly.”

He’s being nice to me—too nice, almost. His acting so much like my Owen, I actually pinch my leg to be sure I’m not imagining things. When the pain shoots through me and Owen remains, I blink and shake my head.

One corner of his mouth quirks up. “What?”

“You’re being nice to me,” I blurt.

His face tightens, but only momentarily. “Yeah. You know, Felix was right. I’ve been holding on to what happened for too long.” He shakes his head. “I have noticed. That you’re different. I haven’t wanted to see it because I’ve wanted to be mad at you. But it’s been years, and I can’t keep all that anger. It’s exhausting.”

Tears prickle my eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I blurt. “I’m sorry for what happened. I was awful—” 

Owen covers my hand with his, just for a moment, but it’s enough to cut me off. “Don’t. I don’t wanna talk about then. I wanna put it behind me—finally. What Felix said the other day… He was right.” He offers a smile. “He’s a good guy. Felix.”

It takes a second for his meaning to sink in. Heat rises in my cheeks. “No—we’re just friends. There’s nothing between me and Felix.”

“Oh.”

The air between us changes, charges. There’s a spark of possibility overshadowed by a wave of fear. I latch onto the first idea that strays into my mind. “So, which one do you think’ll be the next to drop?”

Owen raises an eyebrow and I nod toward the line. His posture relaxes and he presses his lips together. “Hard to say. See, at this point, you’ve gotta imagine what’s going through these people’s heads. They’re thinking about how long they’ve already waited and just how late they can be for their next engagement. And then there’s the fear that you’ll wait all this time and as soon as you walk out, everything’s gonna start working again. I’m thinking the two up front are in it for the long haul. The woman in yoga pants? I bet she’s next to go.”

“I don’t know. Yoga pants are pretty comfortable.”

Owen snorts. “What does that have to do with anything?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Just, she probably won’t care how long she has to stand there because her clothes aren’t gonna start digging into her.”

Owen shakes his head, smiling.

I return his smile. Maybe this can work, a friendship between us. Things won’t ever be the way they were before, and maybe I don’t want them to be. We don’t have the same history. The Owen I knew, the one I was falling for, isn’t the same as this one. But if he can move beyond this reality’s history, I certainly can. 

Behind the counter, Elle sighs. “Do you want me to try?” 

“I think I can flip a switch by myself.” Millie’s tone is irritated. I can only see her arm from this angle, and I can hear the loud snaps as she flicks each breaker off and then on again. Snap. The overhead lights go out. A couple people call out in surprise. Snap. The lights are back on.

“I just want a coffee,” calls the man stationed third in line. “Can I just get a cup?”

“Are you paying with cash?” Elle asks.

The man looks at her like she’s crazy. “No.”

She points at the register. “I can’t ring any transactions right now. If you had cash...”

“Well, I have cash,” calls yoga pants.

The employee looks at her expectantly. “And you’d like coffee?”

“No. I want a skinny half-caf vanilla latte.”

“The espresso machine’s still not working.”

“Well, how do you know?” asks yoga pants. “You’re not testing it.”

The employee takes in a breath before responding. “There’s a light that glows green when the machine is on—”

“Maybe it’s broken,” snaps yoga pants.

“Yikes,” I murmur.

“Yeah, this is quickly dissolving into anarchy. How long do you think it’ll be before they organize and storm the counter?”

I squint at the patrons. “I dunno. I think there might be a power struggle. Yoga Pants isn’t going down without a fight.”

Owen laughs and I bask in the sound of it. I’ve missed him—not in the romantic way I longed for him when I first entered this reality, just him—his humor, his friendship. I almost forgot how easy it’s always been with him, how I’ve never felt like I need to pretend to be someone I’m not. My eyes prickle. I’ve missed having friends. When they associated with me, the circle didn’t really fill that hole. And even with Bria, West, and Felix, the energy we have together is different than the easy playfulness we enjoyed before. But here, now, with Owen, it’s like things are the same as they were before. I smile at him and as he turns his clear blue eyes on me, for the first time since I returned from the time-travel spell, I feel like I’m home.

“I give it two minutes before no-cash coffee guy steals a cup and gets his coffee,” Owen says, grinning.

I smile back, but the expression quickly slips from my face as a sensation overtakes me. My whole body prickles as a current of energy thrums through me. I scan the coffee house, coming up empty before it dawns on me what I’m searching for: the circle. The charge in the air is so similar to what I felt just before Dana fell down the stairs.

The shop is plunged into semidarkness again, and yoga pants lets out a yelp. A few seconds slip by and the light doesn’t return. The man at the head of the line begins grumbling about something, but his voice is drowned out by a scream. “Millie!”

I stand, suddenly on high alert. There’s something wrong. It’s not just the darkness: there’s a scent in the air, like burning, or something charred. I edge toward the counter, dreading what I’ll find there.

Lying on the ground below the breaker box is Millie, a wisp of smoke rising from her nose and mouth, catching the slanting light coming from the front window. Elle is bent over her, reaching toward her but not quite touching her. 

“Call nine-one-one!” Owen calls. 

No one moves.

Owen grabs my shoulder and shakes me. “Do you have your phone?”

I nod, numbly, my hand going to my back pocket.

“Mine’s dead. Give me yours.”

The man at the back of the line shoves forward. “I’m a nurse,” he says, rushing behind the counter.

Elle lets out a wail as the man displaces her. Owen takes my phone and dials three numbers. “Hello? There’s an emergency at Wide Awake Cafe on Main. I think... I think someone’s been electrocuted.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Owen and I stand on the sidewalk, watching as the paramedics slide the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The lights aren’t flashing. There’s no need. The white sheet covering Millie’s face is final: She will not recover from what happened.

Died immediately, the nurse said when the paramedics arrived. The shock stopped her heart, and the nurse couldn’t get it started again.

The paramedics close the back door before circling around to the cab of the ambulance. I stare until the vehicle has disappeared down Main Street.

Owen’s hand closes over my shoulder. “Hey, let me walk you back to Jodi’s shop.”

I shake my head. “I can’t... I can’t...” I can’t do it again, I want to say. I can’t tell her that one of her good friends is dead, not again. I was the one to tell her that her friend Shelly was dead in my other reality, and I can’t see that look on her face again.

“Okay,” Owen says, even though I haven’t made a coherent statement. “Okay. Walk down there with me. I’ll tell her. You don’t have to go in. I’ll tell her and then I’ll take you home.”

I want to disagree with him. I should stay and Jodi should go. I should be the one to close down the store so Jodi can go home, but I know I can’t do it. The aroma of burned flesh is still strong in my nostrils. I can’t close the shop right now. I’m not entirely sure I can walk.

Owen leads me back down the street. It’s not until we get to the front door of the shop that I realize I didn’t get Jodi her drink. I reflect on how disappointed she’ll be until I realize she won’t care about her drink once Owen tells her what happened. She might never drink coffee again.

True to his word, Owen goes into the store without me. I stare off across the street, not wanting to catch even a glimpse of Jodi’s face when she hears the news. My stomach twists. I should be in there, supporting her. But I can’t. I just... I can’t.

What was it I felt back there before it happened? Was it a premonition? Just my psychic senses hinting that something bad was about to happen? Or was it something else?

Owen is back at my side and I’m not sure how much time has passed. He places a tentative arm around my shoulder and leads me toward his car, which is parked at the end of the block.

“I should be in there. I should help her.”

“No. Jodi wanted me to take you home.” Owen’s voice is firm, even if his hold on me isn’t. Still, it’s the closest the two of us have been in this new reality, and I’m forcibly reminded of all the other times he slung his arm around my shoulder or bumped my arm with his, the times he held my hand. It seems impossible to me that those things happened in a place where Owen will never be aware of them.

My stomach twists. How selfish am I? Someone just died, my aunt is probably a wreck, and here I am feeling sorry for myself because—what? I don’t have a boyfriend? 

Owen opens the passenger side of his white Grand Prix and lets me in. I slide into the familiar seat, my eyes scanning the dashboard for the little cracks and dings I remember from the last time I was in the car. Only some of them are there. After all, this car isn’t exactly the same as the one I rode in before, just like this Owen isn’t exactly the same as the one I rode in it with.

I don’t ask Owen how he knows the way to my house, but he drives there without my input. When he pulls in the driveway, he cuts the ignition and comes around to my side to open the door. Ordinarily I would insist I could get the door myself, but these are not ordinary circumstances and I even need Owen’s help getting out of the car. His arm is once again around me as he leads me up the porch stairs and to the front door.

“Thank you,” I murmur when we reach the door. I’m not entirely sure what I’m thanking him for, but the words seem appropriate. Thanks for walking me to the door? Thanks for telling Jodi her friend died so I wouldn’t have to? Owen seems to accept that it’s a cover-all and nods.

He shakes his head and runs his hand through his hair. “I just... I can’t believe that happened. We were just sitting there and...” He rubs a hand over his face. “I’m an awful person.”

His words jar me. “What?”

He sighs. “Someone was just electrocuted, and I’m thinking about how it ruined…” He turns, facing the driveway. “Felix was right. Completely right about me.”

I grab his arm, tugging him until he faces me. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve hated you. For the last three years, I’ve hated you, because it was easier to do that than to admit the truth. But these last couple weeks, you’ve been different. At first I tried to ignore it, tried to believe it wasn’t really there, but… I see her there, inside you. The girl you were when you first came to Clearwater. I see Krissa when I look at you—not Kristyl, not the girl you changed into when you started spending time with them.”

My heartbeat speeds up. “I can’t explain it, Owen, but I am her—I am Krissa.”

He blinks a few times, pressing his lips together. “We were friends—good friends. I’ve missed that. And then today, you show up and it was like old times, you know?” He reaches forward, caressing my cheek with his fingers. “It was going so well until...”

My breath catches, the force of a memory taking me by surprise. Owen stood on this porch once before—my Owen—and said those same words. And afterward, we kissed for the first time. I want so badly to kiss him right now, to relive that moment, to lose myself in it. But I can’t—we’re not the same people. I turn, heading toward the house. “I should get inside.”

By the time I reach the front door, Owen is at my side. He places his hand over mine when I grab for the doorknob. “What’s wrong?”

I don’t look at him, afraid of what might happen if I do. “Nothing.”

“Are you mad at me?” He removes his hand from mine. “Was it something I said?”

“Of course not.” I don’t turn to him and he puts one hand firmly on each of my shoulders, turning me so I’m facing him. The air outside is cold, but it’s nothing compared to the icy sensation that engulfs me when my eyes lock on Owen’s. The air is pressed from my lungs as memories of my life—my former life—flip through my consciousness like a movie on fast-forward. My first day at Clearwater High, when Crystal Jamison spilled her coffee over my clothes. Owen finding me in an empty stairwell and offering me his sweatshirt. His smile from across the lunch table. The first time he hugged me outside Spanish class. Our hands full of deep, rich compost when we helped the science teacher take care of the plants in the courtyard at school. The school dance when we slow danced in the corridor off the commons, the feel of his hand on the side of my face as he leaned forward... The panic in Owen’s face and voice the morning after the dance when he admitted he’d foreseen an accident Felix was involved in. The confusion and elation at learning that he and I are the same—we both have psychic abilities. The rage that coursed through him the night Tucker tried to attack me, and the feel of his lips against mine when we kissed here on this porch.

Owen releases my shoulders, swaying slightly in his spot. His eyebrows cinch together and he shakes his head vaguely. “I should… go.”

A shaky breath passes over my lips. Suddenly, I’m exhausted, my legs like jelly. I reach for the door to steady myself. “Thanks for the ride home.”

He nods, his eyes slightly unfocused. “Yeah.” He reaches for my face and leans toward me. My breath catches and my stomach flutters. Just when I’m sure he’s going to kiss me, he straightens, taking a step back. His mouth twitches and he starts for the steps. “Bye, Krissa. See you tomorrow.”

I watch as he crosses the lawn to the driveway, as he opens the door to his Grand Prix and climbs in, as he backs out of the driveway and heads off down the street.

What just happened? I know why this exchange was strange for me—because I remember the last time we spoke similar words in this very spot. But why would Owen suddenly start acting strange? And why did he almost kiss me?

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

I barely get a chance to catch my breath for the next few days. Mom insists Jodi take some time off work, which means Devin, Seth, and I have to pick up the slack. Come Monday, I convince Mom to let me work instead of going to school because Devin has a morning class and Seth can’t handle things alone yet. She agrees, with the caveat that I have someone bring home all the work I miss so I don’t get behind.

Millie’s funeral is Tuesday.

Outside my bedroom window, the world is frosted. A light snow fell during the night, dusting rooftops and roadways with a powder that snakes in the light breeze. I stare at the clothes in my closet for a long time before deciding on black pants and a gray sweater. Because my hair is extra-staticky today, I pull it back, wrestling it into a strange clawed clip that’s been hanging out on the counter in the bathroom.

By the time I make it downstairs, breakfast is ready. All weekend, Mom has been keeping up a steady stream of one-sided conversation, occasionally asking me questions about what’s happening at the shop, just so we’re not eating in silence. This morning, however, she elects to remain quiet.

Somber is the tone of the morning. Although the tone of the funeral is lighthearted, with people sharing stories about Millie and laughing, my eyes are consistently drawn to the two sets of small, shaking shoulders at the front of the room—Millie’s children. No matter how many comical stories are shared, I can’t get out of my head the fact that these two kids no longer have a mom.

We cut out right after the funeral to get me to school. Mom’s plan is to drop me off and get back at the funeral home before the procession to the graveyard begins.

I walk to the front office in a daze, my mind still on Millie. For the past few days, I’ve kept myself busy—too busy to replay the afternoon she died. But now, in the silent hallway, the click of my boots against the stone floor, the memory floods back. There’s nothing I could’ve done to stop it. It was an accident—something that gives me shivers each time my mom says it. Still, I had a feeling just before it happened. What could that sensation have meant? Was it a warning? Was I supposed to stop it?

“Signing in?”

I blink rapidly. I’m in the front office, standing in front of the secretary, but I don’t remember arriving. She repeats her question and I manage to nod. When I sign in on the clipboard she indicates, shivering when I fill in the reason square, she directs me to lunch. The day is already half over.

Although I’m still wearing my coat, I don’t bother stopping by my locker before heading to the cafeteria. It strikes me, as the buzz of voices reaches my ears, that I don’t have a lunch, but I’m also not very hungry, so it doesn’t really matter. I make my way through the commons and into the lunch room, weaving around clumps of people who are either slowly making their way to their table or stopped completely, chatting. When I plop down in my chair, Bria immediately wraps her arms around me, squeezing me so hard I can’t draw breath until she releases me. Felix reaches across the table, covering my hand with his, and West pushes a cookie so it rests in front of me. For something to do, I start picking at the cookie, plopping chunks in my mouth and chewing. I don’t taste it.

“So,” Bria says after a minute, drawing out the word. “Do you have anything going on tonight? Working at the shop, or… other plans?”

I chew and swallow. “No. Shop’s closed for the day. We were all at the funeral this morning and Jodi didn’t want anyone to have to work afterward. Tonight, Jodi’s going out with some people who came in from out of town for the funeral. Mom’s going with her because she’s pretty sure Jodi’s gonna drink her weight in rum.”

“Does that mean you can come out, too?” Bria asks.

“Probably.” I break off another piece of cookie but don’t eat it. Instead, I work on breaking it half, and then half again, and again. “Why? You guys wanna practice blocking magic again?” I sigh, not sure I’m up for it. But being able to stop the circle from casting spells is more important than me sitting in my room, replaying whether or not I could have done something to keep Millie from dying. “Yeah, sure. We can do that.”

Felix reaches across the table again, stilling my hands. The cookie is little more than crumbs on the napkin in front of me. “Not practice. We were thinking going out to eat, or watching a movie. You know—to celebrate.”

The wheels in my mind turn, but something’s off. There’s something obvious I’m missing, but my brain won’t land on it.

“You know,” Felix says slowly, “for your birthday?”

I stare at him a moment. Something bubbles in the pit of my stomach, rising quickly toward my mouth. It’s not until it escapes through my lips that I recognize it. Laughter. I tip my head backward and release a long cackle. The energy of the room changes as people at nearby tables turn to look, trying to discern what’s funny, but it doesn’t faze me. When the laughter has run its course, I return my head to center, wiping my eyes. The look on West’s face—like he’s afraid I’ve just lost my mind—almost pushes me back into a fit, but I tamp it down. “It’s my birthday.”

Felix nods matter-of-factly. “And we’d like to help you celebrate.”

I take in a breath, connecting my gaze with each of them. “I’d like that.”

West’s eyes flick to the table. “Are you… gonna eat that?”

I push the napkin full of cookie crumbs toward him. “By all means. I appreciate the gesture, I’m just… not hungry.”

West loses no time plucking up a few crumbs and popping them into his mouth. Bria vacates the spot beside me and edges Felix out of his place beside West, claiming her fair share of the treat. Instead of relocating to the next seat over, Felix comes around the table to sit in Bria’s spot beside me. “Don’t look now,” he murmurs, raising his chin.

Catching his meaning, I affect a long, slow stretch, linking my fingers behind my head and arching my back before pressing my connected hands above me. As I stretch, I look in the direction Felix indicated, sure of what I’ll see. Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget, most likely, eyeing me and giggling. Or maybe it’s Fox. He would know it’s my birthday. Does he want to come say something?

But when my eyes finally land on the person Felix mentioned, I’m so surprised I look away immediately. From his spot across the room, Owen is watching me with unveiled curiosity. My head snaps back to Felix so quickly there’s no way Owen couldn’t figure out the purpose of my elaborate stretch.

“He asked about you yesterday when you weren’t in school.”

My heartbeat increases. “What’d he say?”

He shrugs. “Asked if I’d heard from you. Wanted to see how you were doing. Is it true? You and Owen were together when it happened?”

I nod and Felix raises an eyebrow. I smack his chest with the back of my hand. “Whatever’s going on in that twisted little head of yours, you can knock it off right now.”

Felix’s expression rearranges into a mask of innocence. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m just saying—you’re a free agent now, and Owen’s finally not acting like he hates you—”

I hit him again, heat rising in my cheeks. He has a point. Isn’t it what I’ve wanted since everything changed? To be back with Owen? For things to be the way they were before? My eyes stray to the circle’s table and to Fox. Things are over between the two of us—he hasn’t so much as spoken to me since our fight. And the breakup wasn’t for some fabricated reason I had to make up—it was his choice. My stomach twists. If anything was to blame for that fight, for our separation, it’s the influence of the crystal. Does that mean that if we can separate the circle from it, that Fox will be back to his regular self, to the guy I could see myself with?

By the time lunch is over, the cookie has been devoured. West waves goodbye and splits off, headed toward his next class. Bria and I have been walking to our lockers together before math, and today Felix joins us, throwing out ideas for the birthday celebration the whole time. Once we’re done at our lockers and headed toward class, I assume Felix will split off, but he follows us into Mrs. Hill’s room.

When he takes a seat next to me, I raise an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you go to your own class?”

He grins, holding up a blank square of yellow paper. 

I exchange glances with Bria, who rolls her eyes. “So, what? You’ve got a blank piece of paper.”

“Pfft. This is my all-access pass. It’s not just paper. When someone else looks at it, they’ll see what I want them to see. Get it? Psychic paper. Totally Dr. Who.”

“Who?”

Felix’s face drops and he stares blankly. “I don’t know if we can be friends anymore.”

I gape and Bria sighs, taking a few seconds to explain what Felix is talking about. When I get the basic idea, I shake my head. I fix my eyes on the yellow square, and even though I’ve never tried to do what Felix suggests, I give it a go anyway, projecting a message meant for his eyes onto the paper. 

The warning bell rings and he reaches down for it, ready to present it to the teacher, but he stops short, snorting. “For real, Krissa? I can’t believe I put up with this abuse.” He winks as he stands, heading toward the front of the room.

“What?” Bria asks. “What did it say?”

I grin. “Nerd.”

She gives me a high five and we share a giggle.

At the chalkboard, Felix is talking with Mrs. Hill. They’re too far away and the buzz of the classroom is too loud for me to make out what they’re saying. Mrs. Hill is as focused as she’s been since the circle anchored and Zane’s used magic to keep her from teaching the class. Her eyes are fixed on Felix, her eyebrows drawing together as she studies the yellow paper. Felix jumps slightly, rubbing the back of his head. I don’t think anything of it until he does it again, this time rubbing his shoulder. I squint. There’s a smudge of white on the dark blue of his tee-shirt. It happens two more times before I see what’s happening: Pieces of chalk from the ledge are zooming from their position and striking Felix.

He and I come to the realization at the exact same moment. He turns from Mrs. Hill and finds Zane, lounging in his desk. Although Mrs. Hill is in the middle of a comment, Felix stalks away, approaching Zane. “Knock it off, Ross,” he snaps, his voice low. “I know you think you’re hilarious, but I’m not gonna put up with your bullshit.”

Zane arranges his face into a look of polite bewilderment. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, right.”

Another piece of chalk pelts Felix in the back and he lunges at Zane, who flinches.

“Felix!” I yell, although it’s unnecessary. By the time the word passes my lips. Felix has already stopped and crossed his arms over his chest, grinning. He doesn’t intend to fight Zane—he never did. He just wanted him to show weakness, and he did that. Now a titter of laugher rises up in the room, and Zane’s face goes hard.

“Felix, I think it’s best you head to your regular class now,” Mrs. Hill says, clapping a hand down on Felix’s shoulder.

Felix flashes a grin toward me and Bria before allowing himself to be led to the door. But before the door closes behind him, Zane is up and pushes past the teacher into the hallway. Mrs. Hill returns to her desk, apparently oblivious to the exit of her student.

My skin tingles. This can’t be good. I tap Bria’s shoulder. “We’ve gotta get out there.”

She nods. “Already ahead of you.” She slips out of her desk and weaves through desks toward the door. I follow her. 

When I pass Fox’s desk, he grabs my wrist. “Wait.”

I pull my arm away from him. “Either help me keep Zane from doing something stupid, or let me go.”

Indecision flickers across Fox’s face and his mouth twitches. Shaking my head, I turn away, hurrying after Bria to the door.

“Believe me, you have no idea what I’m capable of.” Zane’s voice echoes off the corridor walls as Bria and I ease into the hallway.

“Pretty sure I do.” Felix stand several yards away, facing Zane, whose back is to us. “It’s not like you’re exactly stealth about it, you know.”

“You’re gonna wanna be shutting up right about now.” Zane’s voice is low and the intent behind the word is clear: Stop talking now or something bad’s gonna happen to you.

I step forward but Bria’s hand catches the crook of my arm, yanking me backward. I turn and glare and she pushes a single thought into my mind: Wait.

“Look, I get it,” Felix continues. “You got this shiny new power and a desire to show off. I’m just saying it’s time for you to knock it off before someone gets hurt. Before you get hurt.”

Zane chuckles. “The only one who’s getting hurt here is you.”

In a flash, Felix pinwheels backward as if some great force knocked him in the chest. He moves several feet before pitching forward like he’s been hit from behind. The river of fluorescent lights overhead flicker.

The energy in the hallway changes. There’s a restlessness now—curiosity and bodies in motion. “Bria, lock all the classroom doors.”

Her eyebrows draw together, but she closes her eyes to do what I ask anyway. Down the hall, above Felix, one of the light bulbs blows, sending down a shower of sparks. The metal and plastic housing surrounding the bulb swings down as if on a hinge, colliding with the back of Felix’s head, launching him forward again.

The vibration of doors in their door jambs is all I need to know Bria’s successfully locked all the classrooms. The last thing we need here is collateral damage. We have to stop Zane, and soon. I haven’t practiced stopping a witch from using magic, but it’s been done enough to me that I understand the idea behind it. With a nod at Bria, the two of us step out into the hallway, eyes, minds, and energies locked on Zane.

He raises his hand toward Felix, who’s on his hands and knees. Immediately, Felix’s eyes bulge and his hands go to his neck. Zane is choking him. I have to distract Zane—I have no idea how long it will take to disrupt his connection to the crystal. I slip off my shoe and throw it, hitting him squarely between the shoulder blades. He turns, and at the other end of the hall, Felix takes in a deep breath.

Zane’s eyes narrow when they land on me and Bria and relief wells in my chest. We haven’t disconnected him from magic, but Felix can breathe, and I’ll take that. But a smile curls the edges of Zane’s mouth and I know I’ve miscalculated. Now he knows we’re here.

An invisible pressure circles my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs. A glance is all it takes to know I’m not the only one he’s doing it to—Bria and Felix are being affected too.

I tamp down the rising panic and try to clear my mind. The only thing that will help us now is stopping Zane’s magic. My breath comes in shallow gasps, growing shallower by the second. I have to overwhelm Zane’s mind—make it impossible for him to link to the crystal. But as the pressure around my torso increases, I can’t think of a way to do it.

Mrs. Hill’s door rattles on its hinge and a muffled shout passes into the hallway. Fox’s stormy eyes are wide, terrified, as he pulls on the doorknob.

Help. I mouth the word because there’s no breath left to make sound. Fox pounds at the glass upper half of the door, but it doesn’t crack. His distress seeps into the hall, washing over me. It overwhelms my senses and I stop trying to distract Zane from his spell.

Overwhelms. As tiny explosions of light burst in my peripheral vision, the idea comes—so simple I’m surprised it’s not the first thing I tried. Instead of clearing my mind of the surge of emotions inside, I push them out, directing them at Zane. I pull along Fox’s anguish, and tug at Bria’s and Felix’s consciousness, urging them to do what I’m doing.

The smug smile on Zane’s face flickers and the muscles in his jaw jump. Another second and he twitches, his hands going to the side of his head. The pressure around my middle subsides and I gulp in deep breaths. Bria pulls me into a tight hug, relieved laughter bubbling out of her. Down the hall, Felix grins, giving a thumbs up.

The click-clack of high heels against the floor deflates my bubbling relief immediately. I turn, expecting to see Crystal Jamison or Lexie, but it’s Crystal Taylor—Mrs. Cole—who approaches. The overhead lights no longer flicker, and in their harsh glare, the flush in the principal’s cheeks is obvious. She points one red-tipped fingernail in our direction. “You four. My office. Now.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

In the outer office, I sit between Bria and Felix on fabric-covered arm chairs whose cushioning has long since been squashed to nothingness. Crystal Taylor took Zane into her office first and gave strict instructions to her secretary that the three of us shouldn’t be allowed to talk. Under the secretary’s watchful, bespectacled eye, none of us has uttered a word. But it doesn’t mean we’re not communicating. To her, that I’m holding hands with both my friends probably appears to be out of nerves, but she doesn’t know what we are, what we can do.

It takes a few minutes for them to get the hang of it. I guide them as best I can, relying on my experiences sharing thoughts with Owen as a blueprint for three-way communication.

Do you think Mrs. Cole knows about the circle? Felix presses the thought into my mind and I relay it to Bria. I expect her to offer a response, but a quirked eyebrow implies she assumes I’ll have an answer.

I take a breath. When I told Felix everything, it included where the crystal came from; still, telling Bria about last generation’s circle of witches gives me pause. Felix squeezes my fingers.

When she was in high school, she was part of a circle—so was her husband, and my aunt, and Miss Tanner. I gulp. And Millie.

Bria squeezes my hand when my sadness seeps through our link, but her curiosity is too strong. She was part of a circle? You mean she’s—what? Not a witch anymore?

I shift on the uncomfortable seat. Here’s the sticky part—the part I don’t know much about. Jodi still does small spells—lighting candles and such. But I don’t think she’s part of a circle now. There was… a falling out in their circle about twenty years ago. All I know for sure is that Crystal Jamison’s circle is stronger than her aunt’s ever was. Abilities grow through generations.

Bria’s follow-up question is lost as Crystal Taylor’s office door swings open. Zane struts out, grinning as he passes us.

“Go right back to class, Zane,” the principal says, a hint of warning in her voice as he wanders out into the hallway. When she levels her gaze on us, her eyes are cold, distant. “You three, in my office.”

She turns on her heel and for the first time since we sat down, Felix, Bria, and I release each other’s hands. By the time we enter Crystal Taylor’s office, she’s already seated in the black leather chair behind the desk. I sit opposite her, once again between Felix and Bria.

“As I understand it,” says Crystal Taylor, straightening a pile of papers, “you three were in an altercation with Zane Ross?”

Felix leans forward. “I don’t know if ‘altercation’ is really the—”

“Answer yes or no, please.” Crystal Taylor’s eyes jerk upward but don’t quite reach Felix’s face. Her fingers move to the leather-covered cup containing a half-dozen pens and pencils.

Felix gives me side-eye before answering. “Yes…?”

Crystal Taylor’s fingers graze the pencil erasers before straying to a stack of yellow sticky notes. “And, Felix, you were in Mrs. Hill’s class, even though you’re not scheduled with her this hour?”

“I had a pass—”

“Then you accused Zane of doing something to you, and when he denied it, you behaved aggressively toward him?”

In my old life, I’ve been on this side of the conversation too often to not know where things are going. Crystal Taylor’s mind is already made up. She’s just going through the formalities now.

Felix picks up on this too. Slouching in his chair, he crosses his arms over his chest. “This is ridiculous.”

“Yes. It is.” For the first time since we sat down, Crystal Taylor looks each of us in the eye. “It is completely ridiculous that three students should gang up on another for no apparent reason. Kristyl, I know you and Zane used to be friends—”

I snort.

“—but just because a friendship ends, you don’t have the right to antagonize people.”

Bria throws up her hands. “Since when is getting the breath squeezed out of you antagonistic? Zane could’ve killed us.”

Crystal Taylor’s eyebrows hitch upward. “You’re saying Zane was strangling all three of you at the same time? How? He only has two hands.”

Bria’s mouth drops. “But… You know how. Magic.”

Crystal Taylor sighs, shaking her head. “Flights of fancy aside, the only wrongdoing I see perpetrated here is by you three. My secretary is contacting your parents now. You’re all suspended. You can return to school Friday.”

“Suspended?” Felix asks, incredulous. “For what?”

“Is Zane suspended too?” Bria asks at the same time.

The principal merely stands, gesturing toward the door. “If your parents have questions, they can contact me. I’ll be happy to answer their questions.”

“But not ours?” Felix snaps.

I stand, tugging at his arm. This is a fight we’re not going to win, and he’s only going to make it worse by arguing. It’s not until Bria pulls at his other arm that he stands, muttering darkly as the three of us exit the office. “Let’s just go,” I murmur. “It’s not worth the fight.”

“Oh, it’s worth a fight, all right,” Bria says. “But Mrs. Cole isn’t the target.”

 

***

Felix drops me off at home and my foot barely touches the front step before the door springs open, revealing Jodi. Her eyes are red-rimmed from crying, but it’s not sadness that laces her features now, it’s anger.

“You get in here right this instant,” Jodi says through clenched teeth.

I hurry into the house, afraid to make her angrier by dawdling. I pull off my coat, laying it across the chest beside the closet, figuring she won’t take kindly to me taking the time to hang it up right now. I peer into the living room. It’s empty. “Where’s Mom?”

“I made her go to work,” Jodi says, walking into the living room. “No use both of us staying home. She called me right after the school called her. I told her I’d handle this.” She nods toward the armchair and I sit in it. She remains standing, pacing in front of the couch. “So, you’re suspended.”

I wait for her to go on, but she doesn’t. I take a breath. She knows about my magic—she has to. At the very least, she knows magic herself, and that’s a good enough starting point. Without preamble, I launch into the story of what happened today, leaving nothing out—except, of course, exactly how the circle got its hands on the crystal in the first place. As I talk, Jodi stops pacing and sinks down to the couch. I watch for a reaction when I reveal the part about the psychics—about me being one—but Jodi doesn’t seem surprised.

When I’m done talking, Jodi sits up straighter, squaring her shoulders. “I’ll take care of this. I’m gonna call the school right now and set up an appointment to talk with Crystal and we’ll get this straight.” She stands, heading toward the dining room.

I stand, too. “What about…” I stop, afraid to reveal I don’t know something key about my own life. But curiosity gets the better of me. “What about Mom?”

Jodi’s shoulders drop. “I’ll tell her. Don’t worry. I’ll… I’ll make her understand. It’ll be okay.”

My stomach clenches. So my mom doesn’t know about me—about what I am. Deep down, I hoped she did already—that she’d known about it for years and already accepted it. Not knowing how she’ll react to this information makes my insides roil.

Jodi crosses the room, pulling me into her arms. “It’s okay. She loves you. Knowing this won’t change that.” She holds me at arm’s length, a watery smile on her lips. “I can cancel dinner tonight and—”

“Don’t you dare,” I say, squeezing her hands. “You go out and drink all the rum.”

After a beat, she sighs. “I do love rum.” She bites her lower lip. “I’ll tell her.” She stands, heading for the dining room. “But now, I’ve gotta make an appointment with your principal.”

 

***

Mom brings a cake when she gets home from work. Her face is tight when she hugs me and wishes me a happy birthday—she’s upset about my suspension. Jodi assured me she convinced Mom—without getting into specifics—that my punishment is unjust, but it’s clear Mom’s waiting to make that determination for herself when she gets all the details. 

Despite the chilly temperatures outside, my cake is an ice cream cake, as it’s been every year in my memory. I’m glad some things haven’t changed. 

As we dig into the cake at the dining room table, I share my birthday plans: Bria, Felix, West, and I are going to the movie theater two towns over, and probably out to eat as well. When my mom mentions a curfew, Jodi snorts. “What? It’s not like she’s gotta be up early for school tomorrow.”

I bite the corners of my mouth to keep from smiling at the look on Mom’s face.

We’re just finishing our cake when there’s a knock at the door. “Am I the first one here?” West asks as I let him in, followed almost immediately by, “Is that ice cream cake?”

West is in the middle of the slice Jodi cut for him when Bria arrives. Her fingers find the bare skin of my wrist and she presses a thought into my head: I need to tell you something. It’s important.

She doesn’t need to tell me her news isn’t for adult ears. I don’t bother suggesting we wait until Felix gets here—if she thought we could wait, she wouldn’t bother sending me the thought now. “You wanted to see the greenhouse, didn’t you?” It’s the first private place that pops into my mind—besides my bedroom, and I’m sure Mom wouldn’t be thrilled with me bringing West up there. “Jodi, would you mind if I showed it to them?”

West whines, indicating his remaining cake. I raise my eyebrows and he sighs, taking up his plate and following us down the hall.

Bria waits until the greenhouse door closes behind us before speaking. “What you told me earlier, about Jodi’s old circle and Millie and Mrs. Cole and Miss Tanner being witches—it got me thinking.”

West chokes on his cake. “What?”

Bria rolls her eyes, holding a hand up to his face. “Old news. Catch up.”

He sputters, but Bria ignores him.

“The Taylors, the Tanners—they’re from founding families. The Barnettes, of course. The Burkes.”

I nod. It isn’t news to me that the founding families had abilities.

“I did a little digging, though,” Bria continues. “You know who else is from a founding family? Alec Crawford.”

My eyebrows scrunch. “Who?”

“Dana Crawford’s dad. They’re descended from the Hills. And Millie? Her maiden name was Yates—another founding family.” Bria’s eyes are wide and round. “You see what this means, don’t you?”

Goosebumps prickle my skin. “You think there’s a connection between the deaths? That someone’s targeting members of founding families?”

West swallows the last of his cake. “Those deaths were accidents. Krissa was there when Millie died, she can tell you.”

I purse my lips. “I felt something. Before it happened, I felt something strange in the air. I’ve been thinking maybe it was just—you know—a premonition or something. But if you’re right…”

“If she’s right, what? You think there’s a psychic killer out there targeting people from founding families?”

“Or a magic one.”

My words hang in the air. It can’t really be true, can it? These deaths could just be coincidences—after all, neither one exactly screams murder.

West breaks the silence. “Well. Guess it’s a good thing I’m not from a founding family.”

Bria smacks his chest. “West.”

“What? Neither are you.”

“But Krissa is. And Felix.”

I pull my cell from my back pocket and check the time. “Speaking of Felix, where is he? I thought we were supposed to leave here by quarter till?”

Bria huffs. “I knew I should’ve picked him up on my way over. West, you text him. I swear, if he’s not ready when we get to his house, I’m gonna kill him.”

We emerge from the greenhouse and I say goodbye to my mom and Jodi before heading out into the quickly darkening evening. The three of us pile into Bria’s mom’s Camry and she takes off. West sends a text but there’s no response. Not that there’s much time. In less than five minutes, Bria pulls up in front of Felix’s house. “That’s his car,” she says, pointing. “He’s still here. Surprise, surprise.”

I suppress a smile. “Maybe he’s got a legitimate reason for running late,” I offer as we climb out of the car.

Bria grumbles under her breath as we approach the house. I catch West’s eye and the two of us exchange a smile.

Bria is the first to the front door. She knocks and waits, but Felix doesn’t appear. With a sigh, she presses the doorbell. Another beat passes and there’s still no answer.

Something in the air changes. The lighthearted silliness of a minute ago is gone, replaced by a heaviness whose source I can’t identify. There’s something charged around us. I look at West to see if he senses it. His eyebrows are cinched together above his deep-set eyes. 

“Something’s wrong,” he murmurs.

Bria knocks on the door again, and when that doesn’t get a response, she starts pounding. “Felix!”

“Do you smell that?” A heady scent invades my nostrils, followed by a sharp, acrid sting. It’s familiar, but it takes me a second to place it. There’s one time I’ve smelled something similar—when I was in the past, leaving Crystal Taylor’s house. “Fire,” I say quietly as the realization dawns on me. “It’s a fire. The house is on fire!”

“What?” Bria asks. She jiggles the doorknob, but the door doesn’t open.

West moves to the nearest window and starts banging against it with his elbow. “Felix!” 

West’s elbow is making no impact on the window, so I scramble off the porch in search of something harder. Rocks the size of my fists put together line the flowerbed in front of the porch and I pry one up from the ground. “Try this!”

West leans over the railing and grabs the rock from my hand. From barely a foot away from the window, he launches it at the glass. I expect it to shatter, but the rock merely bounces off the pane causing West to jump backward to avoid it hitting him in the foot. “What the—?”

I struggle to swallow as a thrum of energy courses through me. I’ve felt this before. “It’s a spell,” I say. “It’s a spell!” I repeat, louder, when it’s clear West and Bria haven’t heard me. It takes a second before they stop pounding on the house and look at me. “Someone’s using magic. I felt the same thing at the coffee house when Millie died.” I didn’t recognize it for what it was at the time, but now the signature of a spell is unmistakable.

“Oh, my god,” Bria murmurs. “Felix is from a founding family.” She starts pounding against the door again.

“Stop!” I run up the porch stairs and tug one her arm, making her face me. “If this is magic, then it doesn’t matter how much you pound. You’ve got to use your abilities. If it’s a spell, maybe we can disrupt it.”

It’s all the convincing Bria needs. Her eyes close and her face slackens; she’s visualizing something, trying to focus her psychic abilities. Behind me, West is doing the same thing. I allow my eyelids to drop, but instead of clearing my mind, I allow my fear, my panic, to fill me before pushing the emotions out, seeking the thread of energy connecting the magic to whoever’s casting the spell. Felix’s face dances in my mind’s eye as I link to the connection.

The crash of breaking glass cuts through my concentration. The window West attempted to break earlier is shattered, like the pane had some sort of delayed reaction to the impact of the rock. I stare, dumbfounded, but West rushes forward, kicking out the remaining glass before climbing through. Moments later, the front door swings open.

Bria loses no time. She pushes past me, running into the house, yelling Felix’s name. 

“I’ll check upstairs,” West says.

I step over the threshold tentatively. Whatever presence was here only moments ago appears to have disappeared, but I don’t want to take any chances. It was magic, all right—something deep and dark. But it was more than that. I just don’t know how much more.

“He’s here!” Bria’s voice shrills from the back of the house. West’s footsteps thunder down the stairs and he and I make it to the kitchen at the same time. My eyes take in the scene: It looks like the fire started on the stove. The tile backsplash is covered in a thick black layer of soot, and the ceiling is scorched. The blackened remains of a towel and an oven mitt smoke ominously on the counter. Felix is laid out on his back in the center of the kitchen floor, his eyes closed. Bria’s face is close to his. When she looks at me, her eyes are shining. “He’s not breathing.”

My breath catches. Before I can do anything, Bria works to position his head the way we were taught in health class. She pinches his nose closed before leaning down and pressing her mouth over his. Felix’s chest rises and falls as Bria forces air into his lungs.

Beside me, West dials his phone and presses it to his ear. “Yeah, I need an ambulance,” he says. “My friend—there was a fire and he’s not breathing.”

Bria continues breathing for Felix and my vision blurs. It was magic that did this, and I think I know who was behind it. And things have gone far enough. I have to stop the circle before it can hurt anyone else.

Bria blows more air into Felix’s mouth and when she pulls back, he sucks in a noisy breath. I drop to my knees beside Bria, who smooths strands of hair from Felix’s forehead. I place my hand on his chest, reassured by the shallow rise and fall. But his eyes don’t open and Bria releases a shallow sob. 

“No—no, he’s breathing now,” West says, still speaking into the phone. “But he’s unconscious…”

My skin prickles. I don’t want to leave Felix’s side, but I have to. I have to tell the circle I know what they’re doing. I have to stop them. While Bria is distracted, I reach into her coat pocket and pull out the car keys. Without a word, I run out of the house and aim the car toward Fox’s house.

Rage bubbles as I drive, every nerve ending in my skin burning. It’s not enough for Zane to try to kill Felix once today. I can imagine Crystal and the others sitting around in the Holloways’ basement, laughing as they plan another murder. Do they know I know? Do they know I’m coming for them?

Fox’s driveway and the street in front of his house are filled with cars. Good. The circle hasn’t left yet. Muffled laughter reaches my ears as I push open the front door. So they think what they’ve done is funny? I stalk across the floor toward the basement stairs. If they think fire is so funny, what I’m planning should be hilarious.

Before I hit the bottom step, I focus all the pent-up fear and rage into the center of the room. A fireball explodes in midair, hanging there like a sun. Screams and shouts of surprise rise up, but instead of causing the hot sphere to lessen, their fright pushes me to expand it. By the time my foot hits the basement floor, the glowing ball is at least five feet in diameter. The heat is incredible, but I feel it only peripherally—like sunshine through a window. Holding my hand out in front of me, I squeeze my fingers, sucking the room’s oxygen into the fire.

Griffin is pressed against the floor, covering his head with his arms. Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget cower against the couch cushions. Fox scrambles over the chair he’s in, backing as far away from the heat as possible. Zane gapes, frozen in his place on his usual armchair. His chest heaves, struggling to draw breath. I curl my fingers again, claiming more oxygen.

“You think it’s funny?” I scream. “Flames burning your skin, black smoke filling your lungs? You think it’s okay to leave someone gasping for air? Tell me now! Is it funny? Do you like it?”

Fox stumbles forward, heading for me while keeping as much distance between himself and the fireball as possible. His hand clutches his neck as he takes clumsy, labored steps. “Krissa, stop it!” he gasps, placing himself between me and the rest of the circle.

“Get back, Fox,” I snap. “You’re one of them. You made your choice. I’m not gonna feel guilty on account of a bunch of murderers.”

“What are you talking about?” Lexie squeals.

Crystal and Bridget murmur a counter-spell from their spot on the couch and I feel a flickering in my control on the fireball in the center of the room. Any other day, the two of them working together coupled with the fact that they’re anchored to the crystal would make them stronger than me. But today is not any other day. My fear and rage feed into my natural abilities and instead of the flame dimming, it expands, causing the girls to shriek and the guys to call out. Fox’s eyes go wide and he takes my hands, pulling them until I’m looking at him.

“Krissa, talk to me! What is going on?”

“Don’t pretend like you don’t know!” I point at Zane. “He almost killed Felix tonight!”

“Wait—what?” Fox pulls my face around, forcing me to look at him again. “What happened to Felix?” His stormy eyes are wide, afraid—like they were earlier today during the incident with Zane. His confusion, shock, and fear hit me square in the heart. He has no idea what I’m talking about.

The rage within me fizzles, replaced by the image of Felix’s still body on the floor of his charred kitchen. The fireball disappears in the blink of an eye, leaving the room feeling twenty degrees cooler in its absence. I fall to my knees, covering my face with my hands. “There was a fire at Felix’s house, and it was magic—I felt it. Someone tried to kill him with magic.”

Fox crouches beside me. “It wasn’t us.”

Tears prickle my eyes and I rub at them. “You expect me to believe you?”

He presses his hands to my cheeks. “Of course you can believe me. Krissa, you know me.”

His emotions radiate off him, but I do my best to ignore them, too angry to allow myself to feel bad about what I just did. I push his hands away. “I thought I did, but I’m not so sure anymore. The crystal’s changed you, Fox. It’s changed you all.”

Lexie snorts, her earlier loss of composure forgotten. “This again? Really?” 

I press myself to standing, backing away from Fox. “Even if it wasn’t you who attacked Felix, it doesn’t change the fact that Zane tried to strangle me and Felix and Bria at school today. Fox, you saw it. And Bridget knocked Dana Crawford down a flight of stairs last week. Zane lit a guy’s car on fire.” I connect with each set of eyes, but, save Fox, no one looks the least bit abashed. “You can’t even see it, can you? You’re all just embracing the darkness? Well, you’d better pay attention to this: I’m going to stop you. No matter how strong or powerful you are, I’ll find a way to stop you.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Instead of seeing a movie, Bria, West, and I spend the majority of the night at the hospital, where Felix is treated for smoke inhalation. His mother, who sits in the waiting room with us, is beside herself. She and Felix fought earlier about his suspension, and she’d been so angry she had to leave the house to cool off. She keeps murmuring things about how “if only she’d been there” this wouldn’t have happened. The three of us try to comfort her as best we can, but all I can think is that if she’d been there, she may have been hurt, too. 

Bria’s mom is working and, even though it’s against the rules, she lets us in to see Felix before shooing us home. His complexion is ashy and his eyes are red and irritated, but he smiles when he sees us. The three of us were split about whether or not to tell Felix our suspicions, but West and I outvoted Bria and we told him about the fire having been produced by a spell.

“Zane?” he asks, his voice hoarse.

I shake my head. “That was my first thought, too. But Fox honestly seemed to have no idea what I was talking about when I confronted them.”

“They could’ve been lying.”

West laughs. “I think they were too busy crapping themselves to lie.”

I’m torn between smiling and vomiting at the memory of the fireball I conjured. I’m still not sure how far I was willing to go before Fox got me to stop. It’s Fox’s face that swims in my vision, giving me pause. He was terrified this afternoon when Zane was attacking us. He wanted to stop Zane then, but he couldn’t. And when I accused the circle of hurting Felix, he looked legitimately bewildered. “I’m not saying I think they’re entirely innocent. I’m just saying we can’t take for granted it’s them.”

At this, we all fall silent. As much as I want to believe that the circle hasn’t escalated its violence to the level of murder, I don’t like the idea that there’s an unknown entity out there.

That night, I barely sleep, and when I do, my dreams fill with flames. If it’s not the circle doing it, then who? And why? Is Bria right—is the connection that the victims all have been from founding families? If so, does that make me a target? Or my mom or Jodi?

At five in the morning, I send a text to Seth asking about his progress finding a spell to disconnect the circle from the crystal. Even if they’re not behind what’s been happening, I still don’t like the idea of them being anchored to the stone any longer than necessary. Whether or not they’re behind the magic that’s killing founding family members, there’s still darkness in their spells, and I don’t want to give it the chance to escalate any further.

I doze after that, slipping into a dreamless sleep. When I open my eyes, my room is filled with sunlight and I blink a few times before I can focus on the time on my phone. Eight seventeen. Panic flares—I’m late for school—before I remember I’m suspended.

The house is quiet—Mom and Jodi are already at work. Mom left a note on the refrigerator informing me about our meeting with Crystal Taylor after school. 

Seth texts back around nine. I’ve had no luck yet, but I may be on to something. Believe me, if this crystal is what you say it is, I want nothing more than to find this spell.

No sooner do I read this text than another arrives: When the time comes, I hope you’re ready.

His words resound in my brain. Am I ready? Whatever this spell is, it’ll probably be complex and difficult. Will I be able to do it? I can do simple spells now without much effort, but since I’ve been spending time with the psychics, I’ve been mostly neglecting developing my magic. Last night’s fireball was the biggest thing I’ve ever done, and I’m not sure I could repeat it on demand.

With nothing else on my agenda today, I spend the time practicing. Simple glamors come as easily as breathing now, but I haven’t been able to repeat a complete makeover that sticks since the day I used the crystal. I’m still in my pajamas and use magic to change the look of my clothes. It sticks until I try conjuring a palm-sized fireball, so I try again.

When I run out of ideas to try, I scour the internet for suggestions, laughing at some of the more fanciful—turning into a crow—and trying others. I spend some time in the greenhouse, managing to make a basil plant double in size. I find some palm-sized quartz crystals in a box in the corner and practice charging a chunk of rose quartz with energy. Since Seth’s ability to use magic is limited, maybe I can give him a stone to help focus his power.

I sit on the couch, reading different articles about storing energy in crystals and practicing charging the rose quartz with magic before discharging it again. By the time I hear a car door slam in the driveway, I feel accomplished, like I’ve learned more today than I have all year at school.

Mom pushes open the front door and a gust of cold air follows her in. My stomach clenches. By the time I got back from the hospital, she was in bed, but Jodi said she told her everything. I pressed her for Mom’s reaction to learning her daughter’s a psychic witch, but Jodi claimed she couldn’t get a read. Now I watch Mom’s face for a hint about what she’s thinking. I could try to pick up on her emotions, but I’m afraid of what I might sense.

Mom uses a hand to straighten her ruffled hair, pausing to smile when she catches my eye. I relax, smiling back, until her expression flickers, her eyebrows pulling together. “Where’d you get that outfit?”

“Oh.” After practicing, holding onto a glamor without thinking about it became easier. Right now, I’m in a pair of high-waisted, wide-leg cream pants and a green blouse with puffy sleeves—something I saw in one of Jodi’s magazines on the coffee table. I exhale and the glamor falls, leaving me in a plain tee-shirt and jeans.

Mom gasps, her hand flying to her mouth and my muscles tense, my mind spinning. Why did I do that? Am I trying to freak her out? I open my mouth, ready to apologize, but mom lets out a short laugh. “Wow. That was pretty much the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

I smile, too, but the expression slips almost instantly and I’m crying, my knees buckling. Before I fall, Mom is beside me, her arms around me, holding me up. She ushers me toward the couch and we both sink down onto it. She holds me close, rubbing my back with one hand and patting my hair with the other.

When my tears subside, she asks, “What’s wrong, honey?”

I wipe my eyes. “I was afraid you’d think I’m a freak.”

She puts her hands on my shoulders, holding me out so she can look at my face. “Oh, hon. Let’s be honest. I always knew you were a freak.” After a beat, she grins and I swat at her.

“Not cool, Mom.” My eyes prickle again, but it’s a laugh, not a sob, that rises in my throat. 

She strokes my cheek, her face serious. “You’re my daughter. There’s nothing you could do or be that would make me love you any less.” Her mouth twitches, like she’s holding something back.

I scan her thoughts without making a conscious effort to do so, pulling back only when I brush against the thing that’s keeping her silent. “What about Dad?”

Her eyes widen with surprise before she sighs, shaking her head. “Before he left, he told me you were different. Special. He didn’t explain what that meant, but he told me to move you here, that Jodi would be a good influence.”

My mind struggles to file this information. Did Dad tell her this in the other reality, too? I can’t imagine he did—otherwise, why did we stay in Fraser? But what’s different here that would’ve made him tell us to move? Does my father know what Jodi is—what I am? If so, how is that different from before? Except that now, Jodi still practices magic; in the other timeline, she didn’t.

“That being said,” Mom continues, “I think we need to lay some ground rules about you mind-reading me or whatever it is you do.”

I bite my lower lip. “Yeah, sorry about that. Sometimes it just happens. I’ll try not to.”

She sighs. “Some moms worry about their kids doing drugs. I worry about mine scanning my thoughts.”

We laugh and she pulls me into a hug. I lean into her, breathing in the scent of her shampoo—vanilla. I close my eyes, slipping my arms around her back and pulling her close. I love her so much. No matter what complications there are now from bringing the crystal back, they’re all worth it just for this. I have my mom, a fact I’ll never take for granted again. I’ve regretted going to the past for the crystal so many times since we did the spell, but this one moment eclipses all those others.

The front door opens and Mom and I separate. “I’m here!” Jodi calls. “Let’s go or we’ll be late.”

On the way to the school, Jodi insists she should be the one to talk to Crystal Taylor. “I’ve known her the longest. I might be able to reason with her.”

The parking lot is less than half-full when we arrive. Most students have already cleared out for the day, leaving teachers and students sticking around for tutoring or clubs. Jodi parks in one of the spots up front reserved for guests and we head for the main office.

Crystal Taylor is waiting for us. Her eyes narrow momentarily when she sees Jodi, but the expression passes quickly and she offers a warm smile, shaking hands with Mom and Jodi in turn. I only know Jodi’s history with Crystal Taylor up until the night of the fire—the night Crystal Jamison and I went back in time. They were part of the same circle, but Jodi was against her friend’s quest for more magic and refused to take part in the spell that ultimately caused the fire. A pang shoots through me as I sit down, realizing my relationship with my circle, with Crystal Jamison, is an echo of that past.

Crystal Taylor settles in her chair, her eyes on my mom. “I understand you have some questions about Kristyl’s suspension.”

“Yeah,” Jodi says, drawing the principal’s attention. “We were wondering exactly what she’s suspended for.”

“Aggressive behavior.” She says it as if it should be obvious.

Jodi crosses her arms over her chest. “What behavior, exactly?”

The corners of Crystal Taylor’s mouth downturn. “She and two friends were ganging up on another student. Luckily, I arrived before they could attack him.”

Jodi doesn’t disguise a snort. “Attack? From what I understand, it was Zane Ross doing the attacking.”

The principal sighs. “You honestly believe their story? That Zane was choking all three of them at once? He wasn’t even anywhere near them—”

“You can stop pretending,” Jodi snaps. “I know you know. We all know.”

“Jodi, please—”

“Please what? Ignore the fact that you’ve got a problem of a magical variety going on here? Look, I wasn’t there. Maybe Krissa and her friends did do something to piss Zane off. Not that I believe that, but let’s just go with that for argument’s sake. Nothing—nothing—gives him the right to strangle people.”

Crystal Taylor shakes her head. “Sometimes kids do stupid things. They don’t always think.”

“And that’s an excuse? Tell me, Crystal—did you suspend Zane?”

Her eyes flicker down to the desktop. A confession. “I told him on no uncertain terms that misuse of magic like that won’t be tolerated.”

The injustice of the situation rankles and I can’t keep quiet. “But you are tolerating it. You’re punishing me and my friends when all we did was stop ourselves from getting killed!”

“Please, don’t be dramatic. I highly doubt—”

“You weren’t there. It was like a giant snake was squeezing the air out of my lungs. Zane wasn’t going to stop.”

Jodi leans forward. “You, of all people, know what that kind of power can do to your mind. You tore our circle apart—you burned down your house, for crying out loud!”

Crystal Taylor rolls her shoulders, her expression tightening. “I’m not interested in discussing the past. You came here to talk about your niece’s suspension. We’ve talked. She and her friends can return to school on Friday.” She stands, extending an arm toward the door. “If there’s nothing else—”

“Like hell,” Jodi growls, also rising. “We’re not being dismissed here. Kristyl’s suspension stands? Fine. Bullshit, but fine. But when she gets back, you’d better make sure certain students understand this building is, on no uncertain terms, a magic-free zone. If you don’t—if anything happens to her—there will be hell to pay, Crystal. Bet on it.” Jodi nods at Mom and me and we take her cue to leave.

Jodi seethes on the way to the car and Mom insists Jodi hand over the keys, that she’s far too upset to drive. Jodi doesn’t fight, and the whole way home, her anger radiates off her in waves. There’s no doubt in my mind her threat was serious, and I can’t help wondering what kind of hell she plans to unleash if Crystal Taylor can’t meet her demands.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

I’m in my room after dinner when Mom’s voice drifts upstairs. “Krissa, there’s someone at the door for you.”

Before I get to the bottom stair, I know it’s Fox standing on my front porch. I hesitate. What could he be doing here? Is this about last night? Does he have a message for me from the circle? I cross to the door and nod, a tacit invitation for Fox to enter the house. As Mom closes the door behind him, I incline my head toward the stairs. After a beat, she nods and I lead the way up to my room. I perch on the edge of my bed and Fox grabs the desk chair, setting it three feet in front of me. 

“Hey,” I say as he sits.

He exhales noisily, running both hands through his hair. “Krissa,” he breathes, propping his elbows on his thighs.

I wait, but he doesn’t continue. I press forward with my abilities just enough to get a sense of his emotions and am surprised when it’s guilt and shame that rush to the forefront. Was he lying last night when he said he didn’t know what happened to Felix? “Fox, what’s going on?”

He covers his face with his hands for a beat before seeking my eyes. “You were right. I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you before.”

Panic flares. “About what? The circle? Fox, did they hurt Felix?”

His mouth twitches at the sound of Felix’s name. “No. It’s not about last night. I was telling the truth—none of us are behind the fire at his house. It’s about everything—since the night we anchored to the crystal. You were right—the whole time. I just couldn’t see it. I don’t think I wanted to.” He takes in a breath. “I want to apologize.”

My skin prickles. “For what?”

The corners of his mouth quirk up. “Too many things. But specifically what happened the other day with Zane. He was hurting you and… I didn’t do anything to help.” He squeezes his eyes closed, the pang of guilt that courses through him spreading to me.

I force his emotions out. I don’t want to feel what he’s feeling. I don’t want to feel sorry for him. I square my shoulders. “We handled it. I’m fine.”

He squeezes closed his eyes. “I wanted to help you, and I need you to understand why I didn’t. It’s not because I thought Zane was right for what he was doing. I punched him in the face after school.” He smiles grimly at this. “I just couldn’t do anything to stop him. I don’t have the power to—not on my own.”

My ears perk up. “On your own?”

He nods. “Since we broke—” He presses his lips together in a tight line. “Since we fought—after it sank in what I said, what I did—I haven’t used the crystal to do magic. Unless it’s a spell I can do with my own abilities, I don’t do it. And it’s crazy—it’s like my head is clearer, somehow. And now when I’m listening to the circle talk, I hear what I must’ve sounded like to you that day. When I punched Zane, you know what he did? He laughed. He couldn’t understand why I was getting so worked up over you—how you weren’t even a real witch and so you weren’t worth my time.”

Heat prickles my skin. I’m not sure how to respond to this. Is this how the whole circle is thinking? If so, maybe it’s not such a stretch to imagine them stepping up their violence—even on people from founding families.

Fox reaches across the void separating us and takes up my hands. “I can’t tell you how much I regret how I acted the day we fought. I’ve replayed it a million times in my head, and I can’t even remember why I got so mad or why I said the things I did. All I can think is you were right and there’s something wrong with the crystal. And I can’t help that I’m anchored to it now, but I’m not using it—and it’s not using me.” He presses his lips together, squeezing my fingers. “Now, I understand if you don’t want to give me a second chance. I understand if you’ve moved on. I’ve seen you with Felix—”

I sigh, cutting him off. “He’s my friend, Fox. I’m not… We’re not together.”

The tension in his shoulders fades, relief spreading across his face. He scoots forward on his chair, closing the gap between us. Our knees are nearly touching. “Thank god,” he breathes. He brings my hand to his mouth, brushing his lips against my knuckles. “Are we okay?”

He’s not asking if I’m mad at him, if we can still be friends. I don’t have to be psychic to know that. His question is deeper; he wants to know if we can go back to before—before he said those hateful things, before the crystal clouded his mind. Although he choked over the words earlier, it doesn’t make our current status any less real: We’re broken up. Two separate entities. No longer Kristyl-and-Fox, the unit we’ve been for years. 

It’s what I’ve wanted since I found myself in this reality—not to be tethered to Fox, to end things without hurting him. He says he’ll understand if I’ve moved on, and I know he’ll honor my decision if it’s the path I choose.

I’ve given up the fantasy of being with Owen again. There’s too much history—bad history—between us to think we can ever move past it completely. There was a moment, the day Millie died, when we were on the front porch that I thought there was a possibility, but Owen pulled back. Maybe we can be friends, but we’ll never be more than that. But it’s not a fear of being alone that concerns me: It’s the fear of missing out on what I could have with Fox. Despite my best efforts, I can’t pretend I don’t have feelings for him. At first, I didn’t understand why alternate-me would be with him, but I see it now. Fox is sweet, considerate, and supportive—and he wears his feelings for me on his sleeve. He loves me. The thought sends a pang through my core, but it’s obviously the truth. He loves me enough to trust me, to give up addictive, powerful magic—enough to risk being shunned by his core group of friends for standing with me.

It would be easier to make a clean break—then I wouldn’t have to pretend like I remember a relationship I’ve only recently been inserted into. But I’m increasingly realizing that easier doesn’t translate to better.

Are we okay? A simple question without any simple answers. 

I tug my hand from his lips, brushing my fingertips over his jaw line. “I don’t know.”

Fox’s face falls. It clearly isn’t the answer he was hoping for. I reach forward and slide my fingers through the hair above his ear. “I’m sorry, Fox. It’s just—”

He shakes his head. “You don’t have to explain. I hurt you. I get that. And I’m still connected with the crystal, so it’s not like I can guarantee it won’t happen again. I’ll just have to prove it, again and again, every day until you believe it.”

My heart lurches. Part of me is still mad about the hurtful things he said the day of the fight, still upset that he didn’t do more to stop Zane from hurting me and my friends, but a larger part is just sad that things have to be so complicated. But he’s right: So long as he’s anchored to the crystal, I can’t trust that it won’t cloud his thoughts and emotions.

Fox stands, heading for the stairs. I follow, reaching him just before he starts down. I tug on his arm and he spins to face me. He waits for me to say something, but no words come. There’s nothing I can say right now to lessen his disappointment. I can’t tell him what he wants to hear. But I don’t want him to leave without knowing that this isn’t an easy decision for me. I wish he were psychic so I could share my swirling emotions with him, but that would make things too easy. On impulse, I push up on my tiptoes and press a quick kiss on his lips. When I sink back to my heels, his gray eyes cloud, but he isn’t angry.

“Walk me out?”

I nod and Fox takes my hand. I hesitate as we start down the stairs, but he didn’t misinterpret my kiss. His relief laps over me gently: He’s glad I haven’t written him off entirely, grateful for an opportunity to prove himself to me.

We pause at the front door. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

I pull a face. “Still suspended.”

He presses his lips into a tight line. “It’s such bullshit. Zane’s the one—”

“I know.” I squeeze his fingers and release his hand. “I’ll see you Friday.”

He nods, leaning forward and planting a soft kiss on my cheek.

“Bye, Fox,” Mom calls when he opens the door. He gives a sheepish smile, waving, before ducking out into the night. Mom waits until the door closes before clearing her throat. “So, back with Fox, huh?”

Heat rises in my cheeks. It’s not a ridiculous conclusion. “No. It’s… complicated.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Well, then. Let’s expand the no-boyfriends-in-the-bedroom rule to a no-boyfriends-or-complicated-boy-relationships-in-the-bedroom rule, okay?” She winks before heading back into the living room.

I go back upstairs and grab the picture of Fox and me from the zoo off my dresser before lying on my bed. I trace our faces with my fingertip, trying to convince myself I made the right decision.

I must drift off, because when pounding assails my ears, I jolt, feeling groggy. I can’t quite pry my eyes open. Where’s the noise coming from? It sounds nearby, and it’s growing nearer. Something like wood and anger. It’s familiar, but I can’t place it.

My body jostles and hands clamp down around my shoulders. My eyelids flutter open as fingernails dig into my flesh and shake me. “What did you do?”

I blink against the harsh artificial light from the overhead fixture. It’s still night. It takes several moments before I focus on the face before me: Crystal Jamison’s eyes are red-rimmed, her cheeks blotchy, her hair wild. I grab her wrists, trying to pry her off me. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t pretend like you don’t know!” She releases me, shoving me back toward my pillow. She stands and begins pacing beside my bed, pointing an accusing finger. “She’s dead, and you’re behind it—I know you are!”

I sit up straight, all traces of grogginess gone. “Dead? Who’s dead? What are you talking—”

“Don’t pretend like you don’t know!” Crystal screams, rounding on me, eyes wild. “This is revenge—revenge for something I didn’t even do!”

My mom’s head appears in the stairwell. “Hon, is everything okay?”

Crystal’s entire body tenses, her face going red. Despite this, I nod. “It’s fine, Mom. I’ve got this. You can go back downstairs.”

Mom’s lips press together in a tight line, but after a beat she nods, descending.

I stand, crossing to Crystal. “Now, you wanna calm down and tell me what you’re talking about before my mom calls the cops or something?”

She snorts. “Your mom. She’s not even supposed to be here! Your mom is supposed to be dead!”

My chest constricts, pressing the air out. “You think I don’t know that?”

Crystal’s gaze wavers for an instant before burning into mine once more. “There was a fire, earlier tonight. Uncle David came home and there were fire trucks and ambulances outside the house. He said they told him the fire just wouldn’t go out—no matter what they did…”

My stomach twists. “Oh, god…”

“Aunt Crystal—she’s… she’s…” Crystal sniffs, knees buckling. I wrap my arms around her and ease her down so she’s sitting on my bed. “It’s not supposed to be like this. I had her back and she was supposed to help me and teach me. But now she’s gone.” Two fat tears slide down her cheeks.

A pang courses through me. “I get it. I do. When we got back and my mom was alive, it was like a gift. It is a gift. And your time with your aunt was a gift.” I rub her back, trying to comfort her. “You were able to meet her—to get to know her. I mean, that’s something, right? You were never supposed to know her.”

“Yes, I was,” she snaps. “I made sure of it! She’s supposed to be here now. Why do you get your mom when you didn’t even want her back? You didn’t do anything to get her back. But I wanted my aunt, I saw a way, and I took it. But it’s you who has everything she wants—of course it is—”

I stare at her, processing her words. She can’t mean what I think she does, can she? I shake my head, standing. “Crystal, you can’t mean—”

“I saved her! I pulled her out of the fire and I saved her. And for what? Now she’s gone!”

“You changed things? Crystal—you changed things? I thought you said it was just because we took the crystal. You never said your aunt was alive because you pulled her out of the house!”

“Why are you so upset?” she asks, standing. “You got what you wanted, didn’t you? Your whole perfect family back together. Your mom’s still alive, you’re living here with Jodi. You have your new friends worshiping at your altar. So what, you aren’t with Owen? Don’t think I don’t know Fox is still in love with you. I gave you this life—don’t you forget it. Your mom’s the one who deserved to die, not my aunt!”

I shake my head. “What have you done? We’re not supposed to mess with time. We went back for the crystal, that’s it. You weren’t supposed to—”

“But I did! I saw a chance to save my aunt and I took it. Are you telling me that if you had the same opportunity, you wouldn’t have done it? If we’d gone back to the day your mom died, you wouldn’t have found a way to keep it from happening?”

I don’t know how to respond. Would I have had the willpower to allow things to take their original course if I had the power to stop it? Part of me wants to say yes, I would have been strong enough not to interfere with the way things were supposed to happen. Then again, if that were entirely true, I wouldn’t have agreed to go back in time in the first place, to acquire a crystal that was supposed to burn up in a fire in order to save Jodi’s life.

“We can’t change anything now,” I say quietly. “What’s done is done.”

Crystal shakes her head. “No. I can fix it—I know I can.”

I grab her shoulders and force her to look at me. “Some things can’t be fixed. And even if they can, they shouldn’t.” Her eyes dart downward and I position myself so I’m in her line of sight. “Do you understand me?”

She takes in a shaky breath, nodding almost imperceptibly.

“Good. Because there’s a bigger problem we’re facing. Dana’s dad, Millie, Felix, your aunt—do you realize what they all have in common?”

She blinks, her expression blank.

“They’re all descended from founding families. It can’t be a coincidence—all these things happening so close together. And if I’m right, it means neither one of us is safe. We need to find out who’s doing this.”

She snorts. “Yesterday you were convinced the circle tried to kill Felix.”

“And I’m willing to admit I was wrong. I think all these attacks are connected, and there’s no way you or Lexie would hurt your aunt.” I take in a breath. “Is there some kind of spell you can do to figure out if there’s anyone in town practicing magic?”

She squints. “Not sure. Maybe.”

“Will you look into it?”

After a beat, she nods.

I perch on the bed beside her. “We’re on the same side now. We have to figure out who’s doing this and stop them.” Crystal’s lower lip trembles and I slide my arm around her shoulders. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

She shakes her head. “No. I should… I should get home. My mom…” She squeezes her eyes closed.

“I understand. Look—call if you need anything. I know that we’re not exactly… But I know what you’re going through. So, if you need me, I’m here.”

Crystal nods once before standing and heading for the stairs. She doesn’t look back.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Despite the fact I thought Crystal and I were on the same page about things when she left my house Wednesday night, she ignores me completely when I return to school on Friday. Surprisingly, I’m fine with this. Although I know in my head the best way to find whoever’s behind the attacks is to work with the circle, my heart can’t help feeling betrayed by her lie. All this time, I’ve been operating under the assumption that the change in our reality couldn’t have been helped, it was simply the price to pay in order to bring the crystal back, to save Jodi’s life. But things are different now that I know Crystal actively influenced the change. She pretended to be surprised when she told me her aunt was alive, but she wasn’t. She knew Crystal Taylor didn’t die in that fire and she lied to me. She might still be mad at me for something I had no hand in, but I’m equally as mad at her for something she did have a hand in.

Or at least, sometimes I am. But, as indignant and holier-than-thou I feel about her disregarding our promise not to affect anything while in the past, I can’t pretend I haven’t benefited from her choice. For some reason, the act of saving her aunt from that fire rippled out and saved my mother. And, if I’m being entirely honest, it saved me, too. In my reality, I spent four years in a hell of my own making, my abilities causing problems and making the people in my life avoid me—or worse, torment me. But alternate-me never went through that. Instead, having spent the last four years here in Clearwater, she was accepted and popular. I was accepted and popular. So, as mad as I’d like to be, I’m conflicted.

Also avoiding me at school is Owen. I’d write it off as being due to Fox hanging around, but he’s late to school Friday, arriving about ten minutes into our shared second period class. I smile and wave as he moves up the aisle to his seat, but he averts his eyes immediately. I try not to be too disappointed, even though I was really hoping the two of us could be friends.

Crystal Taylor’s funeral is Saturday. As I expected, the parking lot is nearly packed when we arrive. Most of the community seems to have turned up for the funeral. Mom and Jodi gravitate toward Shelly Tanner and Lexie’s mom as soon as we walk in the building. I see Lexie almost immediately and my breath catches: She’s wearing the exact outfit she wore to our principal’s funeral in my other reality—a simple black dress with a chunky turquoise necklace. I almost go to her to hug her and offer words of comfort, but I stop short. She’s not the same Lexie here. She dabs her eyes with a tissue and Bridget rests a hand on her shoulder. Crystal Jamison is nearby, standing between Griffin and Fox. Her eyes narrow when they land on me and I press my lips together, unsure how to read her.

Fingers graze my elbow and I jump, clutching my chest. I turn and Seth offers an apologetic smile.

“I said your name a couple times,” he says quietly, nodding down the hall toward a less populated area.

“Sorry,” I murmur, following. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

He shrugs. “I met with your principal a few times—discussing volunteering at the school. She was kind to me, and I wanted to show my respect.”

We stop beside a half-empty coat rack toward the far end of the hall. “Have you found something?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing concrete.”

“Do you have a lead, at least?”

Seth shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “Maybe. But I need to get a better sense of exactly what kind of energy is in the stone.”

I nod. “No problem. If you want, I could probably get Fox to come over and—”

“Actually, I was hoping to talk with Crystal. From what you’ve told me, she seems to be the most emotionally connected to it, and I believe that will help.”

“Okay. Well, you’re on your own there. I don’t know how she’s feeling about me at the moment.”

“That’s fine. She seems comfortable around me. I think if I go over to offer my condolences I might be able to steal a few minutes with her.”

People start moving toward the open door at the end of the hallway and Seth and I follow suit. Jodi and my mom are sitting toward the back and Seth and I settle down beside them. 

During the service, emotions swirl so quickly through my mind that it’s hard for me to follow what the funeral director is saying. Though she’s sitting a few chairs away from me, being here reminds me of the time when my mother was gone. I’m still afraid that if I blink, she’ll be gone again. 

Halfway through the service, Crystal Jamison lets out a wail and hurries from the room. My heart twists; when I did this in our other reality, it was Crystal who followed me outside and tried to comfort me. I shift in my seat, prepared to be the one to comfort her, but Seth beats me to it. I watch him leave the room, unsure whether this is the right time for him to corner her with questions about the crystal. Minutes tick by and I keep expecting Seth to reenter the room, but by the time the service is over, he still hasn’t returned. Mom and Jodi don’t exit the room right away, instead, taking time to offer condolences. People begin milling around, and though the volume isn’t extreme, it’s enough to make me feel hemmed in. I need to get out of here. I could just go outside—it’s unseasonably warm today, which might be Crystal and Lexie’s doing—but what I really want is to leave this place. Unfortunately, Jodi and my mom know too many people here and appear to be in no hurry to take off. 

Without looking, I turn and start for the door. I make it no more than a few steps before colliding with someone. “I’m sorry,” I say, keeping my eyes down. But the hands of the person I collided with remain on my upper arms and I look up to see who they belong to. My breath catches when I find myself looking into Owen’s clear blue eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he says quickly, releasing me. “Do you think… Could we talk for a minute? Alone?”

My skin prickles. “Alone?”

He nods. “It’s… It’s kind of important.”

After a moment’s hesitation, I agree. Owen reaches down and grabs my hand. Gasping, I allow him to pull me out of the room, past knots of tearful people, and down an empty hallway at the other side of the funeral home.

By the time we come to a stop, his grip on my hand is painful. I extricate it, rubbing it against my upper thigh. “Okay, what’s going on? Yesterday you ignore me, now you’re desperate to talk?”

He takes a step toward me, invading my space, his eyes clasped on mine. “What did you do to me?”

I lean back. “What? Nothing.”

“Yes, you did.” He presses a hand to his eyes. “I can’t explain it, but ever since we were at your house… I remember things.” He runs the hand through his hair, letting it come to a rest on the back of his neck. “I remember us.”

My eyebrows draw together. “What about us? What? From back in seventh grade?”

He shakes his head and points. “No. I remember… Seeing Planet of the Apes at the bookstore, and Tucker coming after you. I remember… kissing you on your front porch. We didn’t know each other in seventh grade. You moved here a month ago.” He squints, his eyes flitting over my face. “I’m not crazy—I knew it. You remember those things, too, don’t you?”

My jaw drops and I gape. “How do you…?”

He shrugs, the corners of his mouth twitching. “At first… At first it was like remembering pieces of a dream, you know? All disconnected—nothing was making sense. It started on your porch. I… I could feel what it was like kissing you.”

My heartbeat increases, thudding in my veins. “Owen…”

“And then more things started popping into my head—like helping Mrs. Bates out in the courtyard—or dancing together at the harvest dance.” He releases a noisy breath. “Being psychic. And since I remembered that—remembered having a vision about Felix, remembered sitting at your dining room table while Jodi explained everything to us—it’s like someone flipped on switch in my head. On your birthday, I had this bad feeling about Felix—nothing specific—but then I find out he was in a fire. How did I sense that, Krissa? How do I know any of this?”

I open my mouth, but no words come out. I don’t know how to answer him.

“And why?” he continues. “Why did it happen two different ways?” He takes up my hands, squeezing them with gentle pressure. 

I press my lips together. I have to tell him, don’t I? If he’s remembering the other timeline, I have to tell him why things are different. I already told Felix, after all, and my reason for sharing with him was so much less pressing than the reason Owen wants to know. But as I open my mouth to begin explaining, my palms begin to tingle and I realize why Owen took my hands to begin with. I pull away from him, glaring. “What the hell, Owen! You can’t just reach into my head like that!”

“You went back in time?” He murmurs it so quietly I’m not sure he realizes he said it out loud. He takes in a breath. “You weren’t even gonna tell me.”

“Of course I wasn’t,” I snap. 

“But I deserved to know—”

“If I told you right after it happened, you wouldn’t’ve listened to me. Or worse, if you did, you would’ve thought I was insane!” I pause, waiting for him to disagree, but he doesn’t.

After a second, he averts his eyes. “You’re right. But I know now—and that’s what’s important.” He takes a step toward me, cupping the side of my face with his hand. He swoops down so quickly I don’t have time to do anything but react when his lips touch mine. It’s what I’ve longed for since before the time-travel spell, and for a moment, I kiss back. But then warning bells and sirens sound in my head—I can’t kiss him, not now. I have to figure out what’s happening, and I can’t let my desire to kiss him get in the way. Placing my hands on his chest, I push him away. His blue eyes are confused. “What’s wrong?”

“Owen, stop. We have to figure this out.”

His lips curl in a smile. “Figure what out? I feel like everything’s finally making sense. Now that I remember, we can be together.” He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I want this, Krissa. Don’t you?”

My hands go to the sides of his face and I fight the urge to pull his lips to mine. I do want this. “What if it goes away?” Just saying the words makes my stomach clench. “I have no idea why you remember these things. What if you start forgetting them and you go back to the Owen you were a week ago? What if you wake up tomorrow and go back to hating me? I couldn’t handle that.” My eyes fill and when I blink, two tears stream down my cheeks.

“Hey.” Owen catches the droplets with his fingers, wiping them away. “That won’t happen. Even if I forget these memories, I won’t go back to hating you. Remember at the coffee shop? We were getting along just fine—and that was before I started remembering this other life. I could never get over you, Krissa, and now I know why. We’re supposed to be together.” He leans in, pressing his lips to mine. As I kiss him back, my heart swells. He’s right. We’re right. But if that’s true, why is my stomach so unsettled?

I push him back gently, breaking our kiss. “Owen, stop. We can’t—not right now.”

He nods, glancing at the surrounding hallway. “Yeah, I guess a funeral’s not really the right atmosphere.”

I shake my head. “It’s not that. It’s… complicated.”

His expression clouds and his eyebrows scrunch. “It’s Fox, isn’t it? But…” He squints like he’s trying hard to recall something. “You two aren’t together, right? You… were… but you broke up?”

I grip his shoulders, peering into his eyes. “That happened last week. Don’t you remember?”

He blinks heavily, the corners of his mouth quirking upward. “Yeah. Yeah, of course I remember.”

But I can tell he’s not convinced. I slide my fingers to his cheeks and use the contact point to push into his thoughts. His mind is a confused jumble and I reel back from it. “Owen—what’s happening to you?”

A muscle in his jaw jumps and he can’t quite force a smile. “Since that day on your porch… Since I started remembering the other life… It’s like there’s not enough room in my head for both. The more I can remember from the other reality, the more this one slips away.”

I step backward, dropping my hands. “You’re forgetting your life?”

He shakes his head, reaching for me. “No, Krissa—I’m remembering it.”

I turn, running my hand through my hair. How is this happening? This isn’t my Owen, yet now, somehow, he’s remembering a life he didn’t live. I wanted this, I wanted him to be the person I was falling for. Is it possible I’m somehow doing this to him? Am I casting a spell or using my psychic ability without knowing it? I take stock of my powers, my energy, but I can’t identify anything within me that could be causing this. But if it’s not me, what could be doing it?

Owen’s hand grazes my shoulder. “Krissa. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you weren’t exactly happy about this.”

I bite my lower lip, turning but not meeting his gaze. How can I explain that I am happy about this—but I’m also terrified because I don’t know what’s causing it, or how long it will last? “Maybe we should take things slow. Make sure you don’t have any… complications.”

His eyes darken. “Take it slow? No. That’s what I was doing before and then suddenly I’m living a different life. Look, I know how I feel about you, and I know how you feel about me. I don’t see why we can’t just pick up where we left off.”

My heart twists. There’s nothing I want more than that, but still there’s hesitation within me. The memories flooding Owen’s mind are turning him into the guy I knew a month ago, but I’m not the same girl I was then. The last few weeks have changed me, but have they changed my heart, too? When Fox came to my house the other night, I had the opportunity to make a clean break, but I didn’t take it. In the days immediately following the time-travel spell, I would have jumped at the chance to sever ties with Fox; that I didn’t when he gave me the option speaks volumes. 

Owen stiffens, his shoulders drawing backward. “Oh. I see.”

Panic flares. Has he been scanning my thoughts? “It’s not what you think.”

He snorts. “It’s not what I think? When I kissed you on Jodi’s porch, you remember the last thing I said to you?”

“Owen—”

“I told you not to change your mind. And you smiled and said ‘no way,’ like it wasn’t even a possibility. But here we are a couple weeks later—”

“A couple weeks?” I laugh. “A couple weeks? Owen, this is an entirely different reality! One where you, until a few days ago, didn’t want anything to do with me. So stop acting like I betrayed you or something, because I haven’t.”

“Then why does it feel like you have?”

I open my mouth to respond, but Owen doesn’t give me the chance. He pivots and stalks down the hallway, back to the main corridor. I take off after him but slow as the buzzing of voices grows louder. What could I say? I don’t even know how to explain my swirling emotions to myself. I want to be with him, but I can’t pretend I haven’t developed feelings for Fox—I’m just not sure what those feelings mean. I need to sort everything out before I can make a decision. I don’t want to hurt either of them.

By the time I make it to the main hall, Owen has disappeared into the crowd. In addition to the people milling about the main hallway, there are several groups heading toward their cars. An official-looking man in a black suit is directing people inside; the procession must be about to begin. I scan the crowd for my mom and Jodi but don’t see either of them. I pull my phone from my back pocket. There’s a text from my mom from a minute ago saying she and Jodi are at the car and will be leaving in five minutes, with or without me. 

Just outside the main door stands Owen, distractedly listening as one of his track buddies chats at him. I start for him, but before I’ve taken more than a couple of steps, someone hooks me by my elbow, urging me to a stop. Fox’s stormy eyes fix on me when I turn.

“Hey, there you are. I was wondering if you might wanna go grab a bite.” The corner of his mouth upturns in a boyish half-smile.

Owen’s gaze prickles the back of my neck and I can’t help turning.

Fox looks, too. “Why’s Owen staring at you like that?”

“Like what?” I ask, too quickly. 

His expression clouds as he presses his lips into a tight line. “Like he’s jealous.” He blows out a breath. “That’s why you didn’t want to get back together, isn’t it?”

Heat floods my cheeks, even though his suspicion isn’t correct. I want to tell him he’s wrong, but my groping mind can’t come up with a plausible reason for Owen to look so upset right now. I can’t exactly tell Fox the truth.

Fox takes a step back, holding his hands up. “I just don’t get why you didn’t tell me the other night. I gave you the out, but you didn’t take it. What, are you just stringing me along in case things don’t work out with him?”

“No.” I take a step toward him, reaching out my hand. “It’s not what you think. What I said the other night—it’s true. I don’t know what I want or how I’m feeling about any of this. But I don’t want to hurt you. Even if we’re not together, I want us to be—”

“Don’t tell me you want to be friends.” He closes his eyes, taking in a deep breath and releasing it before opening them again. “After what we had, I can’t be just your friend.”

I open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes. After a beat, Fox turns, heading off into the parking lot. I start to follow when my cell vibrates. It’s my mom again, informing me the engine is running. Cursing, I head into the parking lot.

I haven’t gone far when someone catches my eye. Crystal Jamison stands around the side of the building, propped up against the sandy bricks, looking a little disoriented. Seth is nowhere in sight. I start toward her, hesitating only briefly when I consider what her reaction to me might be. 

“Crystal?” I ask as I approach. 

Her movements are slow, like she’s in water. Her mouth twitches when her eyes land on me. “Krissa. Hey.”

I tense. I expected her to be a little more hostile toward me, based on the look she gave me earlier. Maybe grief has taken away her venom. “You okay? You seem a little out of it.”

She presses her lips together, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “I just… Need a minute.”

I nod. There’s something off about her, but I can’t place what. I consider reaching out with my abilities to scan her, but out of the corner of my eye, I see Bridget approaching. Not wanting to deal with her, I jog toward my mom’s car. Crystal will be fine—Bridget will get her.

Is this another side effect of the crystal or something else entirely? As I pull open the car door and slide into my seat, I make a mental note to check with Seth to see if she was weird when they were talking.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

When we finally arrive home, Felix’s car is parked out front. My heart swells and my eyes prickle. I jump out of my mom’s Cruze and run to him, almost knocking him over with the force of my hug.

He pats my back a few times. “I had a feeling you’d be happy to see me.”

I pull away, studying his face. “I really, really am. I need to talk.”

Once Felix and I are settled in my bedroom, I explain what happened with Owen at the funeral. By the time I’m done, Felix is rubbing his forehead with his thumb and forefingers.

“Is it because he’s psychic?” he asks after a beat.

“Is what because he’s psychic?”

He waves his hand in the air, wiggling his fingers. “You know, this whole mind-meld thing you two have going on. You guys had a pretty intense history. Couple that with psychic stuff and, bam!” He claps his hands for emphasis.

I shrug. “Maybe?”

“Does he know about the rest of us?”

“No. You guys weren’t psychic in the other timeline—or at least you didn’t know you were.”

Felix purses his lips. “You know what I’m gonna say, don’t you?”

I sigh. “You want to tell him.”

“He deserves to know. He should be a part of our group—learn to use his abilities. And before you start about how tense and awkward that’ll be, let me remind you of your first meeting with us.” He reaches forward, giving my hand a brief squeeze. “Maybe he won’t want to—if things are really that bad between the two of you. But maybe he’ll be able to put it aside—and let’s face it, that wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

He’s right, and I know he is. Before I can do more than nod in agreement, my phone buzzes. “It’s Seth,” I say as I pick it up. “He wants all the psychics to meet at his apartment.” My heartbeat kicks up a notch as I read the next part. “He thinks he knows how to separate the circle from the crystal.”

Felix rubs his hands together, grinning. “Awesome. Hey—I’ll drop you by there.”

I squint. “Drop me? You’re coming too, right?”

He stands, heading toward the stairs. “He said all of us.”

My stomach sinks as I follow. “You really think now’s the time to tell Owen?”

“No time like the present. I mean, who knows when someone’s gonna travel back in time and mess everything up?”

 

***

Felix drops me off on Main and I circle around the bookstore. There’s a metal staircase leading up to a plain white door. Seth pokes his head out as soon as my foot touches the bottom step, and I take them two at a time until I’m in his apartment. 

The space is small but open. A small kitchen is directly to the left and straight ahead is a bank of windows overlooking Main Street. Two folding chairs and a rickety card table covered in haphazard stacks of paper are shoved against the right wall, but that’s all there is in the way of furniture. Several paper bags piled in the far left corner is the room’s only other adornment.

Seth throws an apologetic smile over his shoulder as we walk into the space. “Sorry for the mess. I don’t exactly entertain often.” He makes a sweeping motion toward the card table and I settle across from him.

“How’d the talk with Crystal go? Good, I’m guessing, since you want to see us all.”

He presses his lips into a tight line. “The talk was… interesting. It confirmed some suspicions.”

“What suspicions?” I glance around the room. “Do you wanna wait until everyone else is here before—”

He shakes his head. “I think it’s best to tell you before they’re here. I fear the others might find this a bit disconcerting.”

I lean forward, my stomach twisting. “Okay. Tell me.”

He takes in a deep breath. “After you told me descendants of the founding families might be the target for the attacks we’ve been seeing, it put me to thinking.”

I hold a hand out toward him. “Wait—this is about the attacks? Not that that’s a bad thing, I just thought maybe this was about the crystal?”

He nods grimly. “I believe it is.”

My mind starts racing, but I ignore the thoughts chasing themselves around. There’s no point in me theorizing before Seth says his piece.

He shifts a couple stacks of paper before picking up a smoky quartz crystal. “You’re aware that stones are good for channeling energy.”

I nod. “Of course. Channeling, directing—”

“Storing.”

“Yeah. Storing.” I’ve practiced charging stones before, so this isn’t news to me.

Seth’s fingers traced he edges of the smoky quartz he holds. “Well, what if you could store a person’s energy? Their magic?”

My skin prickles. “Why would you want to do that?”

He shrugs. “Any number of reasons, I imagine, but the one that makes most sense here would be to use it. You told me that the crystal your friends anchored themselves to was particularly powerful, didn’t you? Where do you think the energy comes from?”

“I don’t know—nature?”

“Sure. Nature.” His eyes lock on mine. “Or there’s the alternative.”

I stare at him, trying to understand his meaning. “Are you saying that the crystal could be filled with energy from people?”

“Perhaps. You said you felt something when you interacted with it, didn’t you? Typically, something that is purely from nature wouldn’t fill you with the kind of dread you described.”

I cycle through the meaning of Seth’s words. The energy in the crystal isn’t from nature; instead, it’s energy stored from people—but what people? My stomach twists. “Wait—are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Seth’s fingers curl around the quartz. “Think about it. Think about the targets. Millie and your principal were witches. Felix is psychic. If I were to guess, I would say that the first victim also had abilities of some kind.”

I clutch my stomach, curling forward as I sort through this information. I assumed the link between the victims was that they descended from founding families, but what if it’s both more and less than that? Were they all targeted because they have abilities of some kind? “So you think someone’s killing these people and storing their powers in the crystal? Who’s behind it? I mean, the crystal can’t be doing it itself, right? So someone, some person, has to be doing it?”

Seth averts his eyes. “It’s possible that something more than abilities was stored. If a person’s essence—a soul—were within, it could, perhaps, influence those around it. Especially if those around it were tethered to it.”

My stomach lurches with a wave of nausea. I grab onto the sides of the table. “You think there’s someone’s consciousness trapped in the crystal and it’s killing people to get more energy? And you think… the circle…”

He reaches toward me. “If I’m correct, they probably aren’t even aware they’re doing it.”

My mind reels and my breath comes in shallow gasps. Is it possible that the circle has really been behind the attacks—the deaths? Fox insisted they weren’t, but if Seth’s right, they could be completely unaware. I was right—there is something dark and evil within the crystal. Could it be forcing the circle to do dark and evil things on its behalf? 

If what Seth’s saying is true, it’s not the circle’s fault at all—it’s mine. If it hadn’t been for me, they never would have located the crystal. They needed a psychic to access time. But I had to help them. If I hadn’t, the curse afflicting Jodi would have killed her. And my mom would still be dead. Even knowing what I know now, if I could go back and change my decision, I’m not sure I would. And it’s that fact that hurts most of all.

I push aside my swirling emotions. I press my hands to my face and take in a breath before fixing my gaze on Seth. “Okay, so, this isn’t all, right? Otherwise, why would you want all the psychics?” I square my shoulders. “You figured out how to do it, didn’t you? How to break the anchoring spell?”

The corners of his mouth quirk upward. “I think I may have.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

While we wait for everyone to arrive, Seth and I begin preparing for the spell. The paper bags in the corner are mostly from Jodi’s shop, and Seth directs me where to place candles and stones. As he fills a stainless steel bowl with different herbs, I use several boxes of sea salt to outline a circle in the middle of the floor.

Bria and West arrive and watch our progress with arched eyebrows. Once Seth is done giving me orders, I can’t keep myself from glancing toward the door every few seconds, both looking forward to and dreading Felix’s arrival.

When the door finally opens, my breath catches. Following Felix into the apartment is Owen, his eyes downcast.

Bria glances at me. “Wait—what?”

Seth turns his attention from the bowl of herbs, his brow furrowed. “Felix?”

Felix’s eyes flick to me momentarily. “Long story short? Owen recently discovered he’s also a psychic. And since Seth wanted all of us…” He shrugs.

Owen lifts his head, offering a smile and nod to Seth, Bria, and West in turn. When I think he’s going to ignore me completely, he surprises me by crossing to my side. “Felix explained about the crystal. If it’s really affecting them like you think…” He closes his eyes momentarily. “I know she’s not my friend, but I want to help her.”

West and Bria exchange confused glances, but I understand: Lexie. They were best friends in the other reality, and since Owen remembers it now, he remembers that, too.

Seth clears his throat. “Since we’re all here, we can begin.” He scoots to a spot just inside the edge of the salt circle and spreads his arms wide, inviting us to do the same.

I settle down on the floor across from him and he spreads out a handful scanned pages from handwritten books and printouts from websites.

“This is all the information I could find about anchoring ceremonies and how to break an anchoring spell. Now, I can lead you through it, but I’m afraid I won’t be much help. Krissa, you will have to take control of the magic. You’re the strong one, and there’s only a little I can add to the process.”

Bria raises her hand to half-mast. “I’m hearing a lot of talk about spells and magic. Where do we come in?”

Seth nods like he expected this question. “At the funeral today, I spoke with Crystal Jamison.” He bites his lower lip. “Perhaps hypnotized is a more accurate description. What I learned is that while it is a spell that bound them to the stone, because of the unique quality of the energy contained inside it, a psychic link has also been forged.”

Hypnotized. That explains why Crystal seemed off when I saw her in the parking lot.

“Because of this,” he continues, “it necessitates magical and psychic ability to sever the tie.”

“But if Krissa’s both, why do you need us?” West asks.

“She needs her magic to connect with the crystal, but it’s psychic ability that will combat the anchoring spell. If she does it alone, she may exhaust herself before it’s done. But if she can draw from the four of you, she should be able to accomplish the task.” He surveys the group but is met with only blank stares. With a sigh, he continues. “If you’re all focused on the same goal, putting your energy toward it, you can accomplish more together than one of you could do alone.”

“So, we’re linking together?” Bria asks.

“Informally,” Seth says. “There are certain spells—binding spells—that can link you formally, so that members can draw on each other’s abilities at will. If a binding spell includes psychics, then thoughts and emotions can be passed with little effort. But there’s no need to perform a binding spell today. Your united focus will suffice. Any more questions?”

“Just one,” Owen says. When all eyes flick on him, he offers a small smile. “I know I’m the new guy here, so maybe you’ve already talked about this, but… what do we do once the circle’s not anchored to the crystal anymore? I mean, what’s to keep them from just doing it again? Are we gonna destroy it somehow? Or…” He shrugs.

“Discharge the energy?” I suggest. “I mean, once they’re not connected to it anymore, we can just discharge the energy, right?”

A muscle in Seth’s jaw jumps. “Yes. Once the circle’s no longer anchored, we’ll remove the energy from it.”

“Okay. Let’s do it.” I take in a breath and twist my father’s ring around on my finger. “It’s not—it’s not going to hurt them, is it?”

Seth leans forward, catching my gaze. “It’s not their magic to begin with. And whatever’s inside that crystal is making them do things they wouldn’t ordinarily do. Being anchored to it is what’s hurting them.”

It’s not lost on me that he didn’t exactly answer my question. A flutter of unease builds in my stomach, but I tamp it down. Seth’s right: Being anchored to the crystal is the real danger. “Let’s do it.”

All at once, the candles around the circle spring to life, causing Owen and West to jump. Felix’s mouth twitches as he tries to conceal a smile. Bria rolls her eyes, mouthing, Boys. I offer a smile, even though I was startled by the candles as well. I didn’t think Seth could light so many at once like that. 

Seth waits until everyone stills before moving to the next phase. He holds his hands out toward the bowl, nodding at me so I do the same. He murmurs an incantation under his breath, and after a few times through, I start chanting with him. A few times more and I’m chanting on my own. Power wells inside me and I allow it to fill me up. My palms tingle, and when I focus on that spot, a jolt of energy leaves me, lighting the herbs in the bowl on fire. Seth smiles, nodding encouragingly.

“Now, locate the crystal. Seek out its energy.”

I press my lips together, unsure how to begin doing that. An echo builds in my head as Felix sends me a thought. Astral projection. It’s something he mentioned at my first psychic training session, but I’ve never tried sending my spirit out somewhere. Before I can tell him I don’t know how, the knowledge fills my head. Felix gives me his experience and it’s like my own. I understand the process, and I know to expect a disconcerting separating feeling when my spirit leaves my body, so I’m not scared when it happens. Suddenly, I’m looking down on the scene—the six of us sitting around the salt circle in the center of Seth’s apartment. But I can’t waste time marveling—I need to find the crystal.

I know the feel of it, and I search for that feeling. It’s a simple shift of attention—like looking for a pair of sunglasses in a cluttered pile. But instead of knowing the look and shape of it, I know the sensation of it.

And suddenly, it’s in front of me. I stand in an unfamiliar bedroom, and although the crystal is hidden at the bottom of a wooden chest, I know it’s there. 

Seth’s voice reaches me, as if from a great distance. “Connect with it.”

I stretch my hand forward, toward where I know the crystal lays. The heavy wood of the chest doesn’t impede the motion and my fingertips slide through it. For a moment, I hesitate. How is this possible? The answer inserts itself into the corner of my mind—Bria’s thoughts: As an astral projection, I’m just energy. If I were bilocating—taking form in two places at once—then I could interact with the things around me.

Seth’s voice echoes again. “Connect with it.”

My hand is still halfway through the wood of the chest. I press forward until my fingers slip into the center of the quartz.

And I’m back in Seth’s apartment, in my body once more. But now I’m linked to the crystal—a fine, shimmering thread connecting it to me.

“Find the circle,” Seth murmurs, his voice louder than before. “Use the psychics.”

Their energy joins with mine effortlessly and together we travel along the connective thread, back to the crystal. Now I sense six silver cords extending out from it. These are the links anchoring the circle’s members to the stone. Instead of being equal in size, some are thicker than others. I choose the thickest of the lot.

Seth begins chanting again and I allow the phrase to repeat before joining him. Each time I say the words, a thrum of energy emanates from my core, shooting out like a shock wave toward the thick cord. Each time I say the words, the link weakens.

It’s working. We’re really going to do it. We’re going to separate the circle from the influence of the crystal. No one else will die.

A wind rips through Seth’s living room, blowing my hair back, catching my shirt. But when I look around, the candles’ flames are unaffected. I continue chanting. The first cord is nearly severed now.

The wind swirls around me again, this time bringing with it a searing agony in my stomach. I fall backward, twitching on the floor, clutching my middle.

When I’m aware of my surroundings again, Owen is crouched over me, his blue eyes wide and terrified. His hands on my shoulders, he eases me to sitting. “Krissa, are you okay?

Seth’s eyes blaze when he looks at me. “What happened? You were so close—”

“I—I don’t know.” I take in a deep breath. All traces of the pain have vanished. “Something was wrong—like, bad wrong. Couldn’t you feel it?”

Bria and West shake their heads and Felix frowns. 

Seth crosses his arms over his chest. “How do you know it’s not the crystal, protecting itself? Did you think of that?”

I press my lips together. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind—in the moment, nothing did, just the pain. But the crystal isn’t sentient enough to do something like that, is it? Or maybe I’m not giving the abilities trapped within enough credit. If the power within the crystal is aware enough to cause those anchored to it to provide it with more energy, then why couldn’t it work to keep me from doing what needs to be done to cut off its supply chain?

“We have to continue,” Seth says, his posture relaxing. “We were so close before—if you just go a little further, you can break the anchor and your friends will be free.”

I exchange glances with Felix. The look he gives me echoes what I’m thinking. Seth is right. We can’t stop now, not when we’re so close. If I don’t do this, someone else could die. I cup the sides of Owen’s face and nod. He takes my meaning and settles back in his spot from before. I take a breath when my phone rings, startling me.

Seth curses and I offer an apologetic smile. I pull the phone from my back pocket, ready to put it on silent, but when I see Fox’s name, I can’t dismiss the call. After how things left off between us at the funeral, he must have a good reason for calling. Ignoring Seth’s impatient glare, I accept the call, stand, and exit the circle.

“Hey,” I say when the call connects. “Fox, I—”

“Krissa—it’s… it’s happening again, I think.” Fox’s voice holds and edge of panic that puts me on alert.

“What’s happening? Fox? Where are you?”

“It’s Zane—oh, god—we were just standing here and then he fell down—” Sirens wail in the background.

Icy dread fills my core. “Fox, slow down. What’s going on with Zane?”

“It’s just like you said,” he continues, and I’m sure he’s not really hearing what I’m saying. “I felt it—I felt the magic. One minute he was standing here, and the next second he was on the ground, shaking and I tried—I tried everything I could—”

The sirens’ volume increases, and it takes a moment for me to realize the sound isn’t coming only from the phone. “Fox,” I say, trying to keep my tone even. “Where are you right now?”

“I’m on Main—near Jodi’s shop. The ambulance is here now…”

I rush to the bank of windows and survey the street below. An ambulance is parked one store down from Jodi’s, and two paramedics are crouched beside a crumpled form on the sidewalk. Zane. Fox stands off to the side, phone pressed to his ear.

“Oh, god. I don’t know… Krissa, I think it’s bad—”

I turn to Seth, eyes wide. This can’t be a coincidence, Zane collapsing right when I’m about to sever a link to the crystal. I want to leave the apartment right now, to run down to Fox and wrap him in my arms—but I want to know what’s happening first.

“It’ll be okay, Fox,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “Zane’s gonna be fine.”

“They’re taking him to the hospital. I’m gonna go with him.” 

Muffled voices filter through the phone. They’re urgent but not unkind.

“I’ve gotta hang up. Krissa, I…”

“I’m coming, Fox, okay? I’m coming.”

The call ends and I shove the phone back into my pocket before stalking toward Seth. “You said it wouldn’t hurt them! The ambulance outside tells a different story.”

Seth avoids my eyes. “I was afraid of this.”

Heat floods my body. “What? Afraid of what, Seth?”

He steps backward, eyes still downcast. “Since the circle anchored itself, has he been using magic very often?”

I nod. “Yeah—all the time, actually. He’s always doing spells in school so we wouldn’t have to do anything in class, probably a hundred other stupid things, just because he can.”

“Is it safe to say he was using magic more than the others?”

My stomach twists. “Well, I don’t know for sure, but if I had to guess, yeah. Why?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “I saw mention of this in my research, but I thought it would take longer to affect them, that’s why I didn’t say anything. But if they’re using the magic this liberally… They’re becoming dependent on it, and the magic in the crystal is infusing their systems.” He says everything quickly, almost under his breath, like he’s talking to himself and not me.

I take him by the shoulders, giving him a shake. “Seth.”

When he meets my gaze, his eyes are hard. “If we don’t separate them soon, it will be impossible to do it at all.”

“But we can’t do it now—look what happened to Zane!”

“We’ll take precautions—”

I throw up my hands. “I can’t do this right now. I have to get to the hospital.”

“You need to finish the spell—”

“You need to figure out how to sever the connection without hurting anyone!” I pivot and head for the door. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

Seth calls something behind me but I’m on the stairs. When I’m halfway down, I hear footfalls behind me.

“Owen?”

“Do you even know where the hospital is?” Without waiting for an answer, he holds up a set of keys. “I’ll take you.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

Owen parks in the lot closest to the emergency room and cuts the ignition. When his hand goes to the belt buckle, I cover it with mine. “I should go in alone. You coming in… It’ll just make things complicated. Fox is already upset enough.”

Owen’s jaw clenches but he nods.

Guilt swells, but I tamp it down, opening the door and climbing out of the car. I run through the parking lot to the emergency room entrance. If Zane arrived by ambulance, that’s where he’ll be. And if he’s not, I’ll figure that out when I get inside.

From all the movies and television shows I’ve ever seen, I expect the ER waiting room to be bustling and full of energy. The reality couldn’t be further from the truth: A dozen seats in the waiting area are full of people in varying states of lethargy and boredom. The nurse behind the main desk looks harassed but not frenzied. Neither Zane nor Fox are anywhere in sight. I cross to the nurse, a woman in her late forties with her frosted blonde hair pushed into a high pouf on the top of her head, and hover, not sure the best way to attract her attention. Her eyes remain on the computer screen before her as she clicks deliberately on her mouse.

I clear my throat. “Excuse me?”

She arches an eyebrow and turns her face incrementally toward me, but her eyes don’t shift. “With you in a sec.”

I count to ten, my agitation growing. Fox sounded so panicked on the phone. He has to be out of his mind with worry. “I’m just looking for someone. A boy—seventeen? He would have come in on an—”

“In a sec,” she repeats.

Irritation flares and I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands. Anger rises from the pit of my stomach. In the past, such uncontrolled emotions would be cause for concern, but now I understand what’s happening, and I know how to direct the energy building. I focus on the computer monitor and release a pulse of power, a wave of satisfaction overtaking me when the monitor buzzes and the nurse’s eyes go wide, her face bathed in the glow of the dreaded blue screen. Her gaze flicks to me just as I hear a familiar voice coming from the hallway behind her. Without a second thought, I take off around the corner, not caring if I’m allowed to or not.

Fox stands at the end of the long corridor, gesticulating wildly at a man in a lab coat who looks both concerned and nervous. The man holds an allaying hand toward Fox, but the gesture seems to have the opposite of its intended affect.

“Young man, if you don’t calm down, I’m going to have to ask some orderlies to come remove you—”

“Just tell me what’s going on!” Fox’s voice is strained. “They just wheeled him in there—I just want to know—”

“Fox?” I’m still several feet away, but I want him to know I’m here, I came.

He turns and the lab-coat-clad man takes the opportunity to disappear through the double doors behind him. Fox’s face is splotchy and red, his eyes wide. His mouth opens but he doesn’t say anything. Instead, in two steps, he’s closed the distance between us, wrapping me up in his arms. His breath is hot and labored against my neck and I return his embrace, stroking his hair. Fox’s shoulders shake and I squeeze him tighter. “Sh. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”

We stand like that for several minutes. Occasionally, someone walks in or out of the double doors, but no one gives us a second glance. A display like ours must be commonplace here. Finally, Fox straightens, taking a step away from me. I feel the absence of his warmth and resist the urge to pull him close again. 

“We were headed to Jodi’s shop,” he says, his voice small and distant. “He said he needed supplies for a spell. I asked him what he needed and he pulled a list out of his pocket and—it got caught in the wind and I started to chase after it, but he said he’d get it. The wind picked up in the other direction and the paper started coming back toward him and… he just dropped.”

I freeze. Wind. Wind ripped through Seth’s apartment when I was trying to break the anchoring spell. It must have been Zane’s cord I was severing—that’s why I felt his spell. I grab Fox’s arm and squeeze it. “It’s gonna be okay, Fox.”

Voices rise at the far end of the corridor, drawing our attention. Crystal, Bridget, and Lexie turn the corner and take off at a shuffling run toward us. Lexie displaces me unceremoniously, fixing me with a withering stare. “You can go now.” 

She reaches for Fox and I bristle. Is she honestly using this moment to make a move on him? I grab her by the elbow and spin her around. She has a couple of inches on me, even without her heels, and glares down. “What? Why are you even here?”

I open my mouth to respond but am cut off by a male voice calling my name. Owen. When I turn, he’s heading up the hall toward us.

“Dammit, Owen,” I say through clenched teeth. “I said wait in the car—”

Fox tenses, his jaw clenching.

My stomach sinks. Fox is already upset and worried about Zane—the last thing I wanted was to bring more drama. “I didn’t have my car. He just gave me a ride.”

The tension drains from Fox’s body and he rubs a hand over his face. “You were together?”

“I told you,” Lexie says fiercely, tugging Fox’s arm so he faces her. “I told you not to trust her. Since she’s not the best at magic anymore, she’s gotta get her power trip somewhere. Looks like she’s collecting guys so she can—”

My hand connects with Lexie’s cheek, the resounding smack satisfying. She reels back, bringing her hand to cover the red mark blossoming, her eyes murderous. She steadies herself before starting for me, but I’m ready and launch myself at her before she gets any forward momentum. She pinwheels backward and slams against the wall behind her, pressing her palms against it to keep from falling. I draw my arm back, aiming a punch at her chin, but a force pulls me backward. At first I figure Bridget or Crystal have pulled me back, but I don’t knock against anyone’s body. Instead, I rocket backward until I’m pinned against the wall opposite Lexie. She presses herself to standing and grins maliciously before taking a step toward me. I fight against the invisible barrier holding me in place, but can’t budge it.

Lexie is halfway across the hall when she buckles, her hands going to her head as she crumples to the ground. The force holding me in place dissipates but I’m too dumbfounded to do anything. Fox, Crystal, and Bridget moan, their postures copies of Lexie’s. I open my mouth to call for help, but no sound comes out. I cross to Fox, crouching so I can peer into his face.

“I’m okay,” he murmurs, pushing me away. He’s pale, but his movements are sure as he presses himself to standing again. 

“No, you’re not.” I reach for his face, but he pulls back. “Fox, what was that? That wasn’t normal. Why did you all fall?”

Fox takes a step back and Lexie snorts. She’s standing again, too, her hair mussed and her complexion ashen, but looking otherwise normal. “Take a hint. He doesn’t want you here.”

I ignore her. “Fox?”

His eyes flicker to Owen. “Maybe she’s right. You should go.”

I grab his hands before he can pull back farther. “I’m not leaving until I figure out what happened just now. The four of you just collapsed in unison—clearly something’s wrong.”

Lexie crosses her arms over her chest. “Like you care if something happens to us.”

I turn, catching her gaze. “Honestly, I don’t care if something happens to you.” My eyes flick to Owen, whose face is tight. “Except that I do. I care more than you can understand.”

Lexie’s expression clouds, her lips parting.

Fox curses quietly as his cell buzzes. Pulling his hands from mine, he reaches into his back pocket and swipes at the screen. His eyes narrow. “It’s Griffin. He says, What the hell was that?”

A thrill of dread courses through me. “You mean—did he feel whatever happened to you guys a second ago?”

Fox shrugs. “Maybe. Why? What—”

I shake my head, backing down the hall. It can’t be a coincidence. Zane was doing magic and collapsed when I was trying to work the de-anchoring spell, then everyone collapsed when Lexie used magic to pin me against the wall. Whatever I did is having effects for the circle. I need to get back to Seth, to figure out what’s going on. “I have to go,” I say, my eyes on Fox. “Promise me you won’t do magic until you hear back from me.”

Lexie presses her hands to her hips. “I’m sorry, but since when does he take orders from you?”

I point at her. “You either. And text Griffin. Don’t do any magic.”

Crystal’s eyebrows lower, her expression pinched. “What’s going on?”

Before I can answer, the double doors behind them open to reveal a female doctor in her forties, her brown hair streaked with gray at the temples. I figure she’s just passing through, but her eyes fix on Fox. “You came in with Mr. Ross?”

Fox nods. “Yeah. I’ve been trying to get someone to tell me what’s—”

She holds up her hand and a cold wave rushes over me. Before she forms the words, I know what she’s going to say. And when the news breaks and Fox’s face crumples, I know the cause—or near enough. Zane was tapped into the crystal when I tried to sever his connection to it. And although I didn’t finish the spell, I did something to alter the circle’s relationship to the energy.

When Lexie used magic just now, it affected all the other circle members, including Zane. But he was already weak from before, and whatever affected them all was too much for him. Whatever was happening to him, he wasn’t strong enough to survive it.

And it’s my fault.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

I don’t speak to Owen the whole drive back to Seth’s apartment. It’s not until he makes a move to follow me in that I break my silence. “You should go.”

His face tightens. “You’ll probably need me for whatever the next spell is. I want to help.”

I shake my head. “You’ve helped enough. I asked you to do one thing, Owen. One thing. Stay in the car. But no.” I gulp down a breath. “If you hadn’t come in, Lexie wouldn’t’ve started in on me. She wouldn’t’ve used magic and Zane…” I clamp my hand over my mouth, not allowing the building sob to rise and escape.

He closes the distance between us, pulling me into his arms. My body instinctively relaxes into his embrace for a moment before my mind demands I pull away. Owen presses his lips together, his eyes wounded. “I didn’t mean for anything bad to happen. I planned on waiting in the car, but I felt how upset you were. I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

My emotions swirl so quickly I’m not sure how to feel. I want to be mad at him, to blame him for what happened to Zane, because doing so relieves some of my own guilt. But that’s not fair to him. I want to fold myself in his arms, to allow him to hold and comfort me, to make me forget the last hour of my life—hell, the last few weeks. But that’s not fair to him either.

“I need to tell Seth what happened. I’ll text you if we need you.”

Owen’s shoulders droop at the brush-off. “I want to help.”

A pang of guilt shoots through me. I should let him come upstairs with me, but I can’t. My mind keeps conjuring the look on Fox’s face when he showed up, Lexie’s words, the resounding smack when my hand hit her cheek. I should be with Fox right now. I should be the one comforting him—not Lexie. But it’s more important for me to figure out how to fix whatever my spell did to the circle’s connection to the crystal before someone does magic and hurts the rest of them.

Owen’s face tightens and he nods, even though I haven’t said anything. He gets back into his car and takes off.

The sun is low on the horizon and the darkness brings with it a sharp wind that lashes against my exposed parts—my ears, my fingers, my neck. My feet pound against the metal stairs, which shake with every footfall. I bring my fist down on the aluminum door, hoping Seth’s figured out a way to fix things. I want the circle to be severed from the crystal, but not this way. There has to be something else we can do.

The door swings open and my fist continues on its trajectory. Seth catches me around my wrist and smiles. “Eager to get back to work?”

I press past him into the sparse apartment. The candles and circle still stand in the center of the room, like I never left, but besides Seth, the room space is empty. “Where is everyone?”

He closes the door. “They ran out to get something to eat. They’ll be back soon.” His cocks his head to the side. “What’s the matter? Is Zane all right?”

A dam bursts inside me, unleashing a heavy wave of emotions. Everything I’ve been tamping down since the hospital bubbles to the surface. My eyes fill with tears so quickly that my attempts to blink them back only result in sending them over my cheeks. I double over, my hands clenching into fists as I bring my arms across my chest. Seth crosses the room and takes me into his arms. I try to push away—I don’t deserve comfort, not after what I’ve done—but he’s too strong. I stop trying to choke back the sobs rising up in my throat and let them out, my body collapsing against his. He holds me up, making soothing sounds, but I barely hear him.

“He’s dead. I did it.” I gulp, the words piercing my heart. “It was the spell. I did something and… I killed Zane.”

Abruptly, Seth grabs my shoulders, holding me at arm’s length. His face is drawn, inscrutable, and the intensity burning in his eyes quiets my cries. “He died?”

I nod. “And now every time one of them does magic, they all… collapse. I’m afraid… I’m afraid something bad’s gonna happen to them all.”

Seth’s eyes glaze and he looks through me rather than at me. He runs his hand through his hair again absently. His gaze drops to the floor and his tongue wets his lips. “This changes things. I wasn’t prepared for this development.”

I open my mouth to ask what he means, but he’s already turned, heading for the center of the circle drawn on his floor. He flips open a book and leafs through its pages. I edge closer. “Is there a way to undo it?”

Seth gives no indication he hears me. His fingertips skim the text for a moment before he stands, crossing to a folding chair and grabbing a paper bag from Jodi’s shop. After pulling out a few bunches of herbs and sniffing them, he selects two and adds them to the bowl from earlier. He murmurs under his breath as he works.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket and I pull it out. There’s a text from Owen. I’ve got a bad feeling. Are you okay?

I stuff the phone back into my pants. I should text back, but I can’t bring myself to. But we might need all the psychics back for whatever Seth has planned. “Should I text the others? Tell them to get back here?”

Seth stirs the herb mixture in the bowl with his hand a few times before lifting it so it’s level with his chest. In a swift motion, he stands, turning toward me. “That won’t be necessary.”

My skin prickles. If the psychics were necessary for the spell that caused this problem, why wouldn’t they be just as integral to undo the damage? A wave of unease courses through me. We can undo the damage, can’t we? Otherwise, what spell is Seth preparing?

The corners of his mouth turn up as though he’s heard my unspoken question. Flames erupt from the bowl and I jump back, yelping. The flames of the candles around us leap and dance rhythmically. I choke on the thick smoke emanating from the bowl.

“What’s going on?” I step back, meaning to leave the confines of the circle, but the candle flames are too large, too erratic. I stare at Seth. He’s a witch—I know that—but I also know the limitations of his magic. He’s told me, yes, but I’ve felt the energy within him. The magic filling this room is more than he should be capable of. It swirls around, pressing in on all sides. It’s like he’s channeling it from somewhere, like I was doing with the psychics earlier—except he shouldn’t be capable of that kind of spell work.

I need to get out of the circle of fire. I wait for an opportunity and leap between two candles, but the bottom of my long sweater catches as it passes through. The rote knowledge that I should stop, drop, and roll is overcome by a more primal urge. If the elements are working against me, I must subdue the elements. Magic wells in my chest and fills me to my head, fingertips, and toes. “Flame out.”

Not only the flames on my sweater, but the red-gold firelight of all the candles disappears immediately, leaving behind so many puffs of smoke. Seth’s lip curls. Gone is the kind young man, the friendly distant relative, the mentor I’ve grown to know, replaced by a sneering stranger.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

Blackness encroaches on my peripheral vision. I’m careening toward the floor and I can’t stop it. As the darkness overtakes me, Seth’s green eyes are the last thing I see.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

My eyelids feel glued together. Try as I might to open them, they won’t separate. I need to rub the sleep away.

Ropes cutting into my wrists restrict the movements of my hands. With an almighty effort, I wrench my eyes open, only to close them immediately against the harsh glare of a bonfire several feet in front of me. Now that I’ve seen it, I can’t believe I couldn’t feel the heat on my skin. Warm air caresses my face, my neck, presses against the fabric of my sweater and pants.

I passed out. No, I’ve passed out before, and this was different. Instead of coming from within me, this was done to me. A spell.

Seth.

I open my eyes again. The fire is at least five feet wide at its base, with flames leaping up nearly twice that into the black night sky. I’m lying on my side on the cool night grass, arms and legs bound.

I scan the area for others—the psychics, Seth—but I see no one. I struggle to right myself, jamming my hand and elbow into the cold grass. My head pounds against my skull. Whatever Seth did to knock me unconscious, it was a doozy. And where could he be now? Why knock me out, bring me here, light a fire, and leave? The fire, surrounded in a circle of large white rocks, doesn’t seem to be set to spread to the nearby woods.

Woods. I squint into the darkness on all sides. Trees are visible to my right and beyond the firelight, but I can’t see what’s to my left. I strain my ears. Am I by the river? If so, I can follow it to town. Of course, I can’t do it tied up. The rope around my ankles is intricately tied—twisted and looped back around itself. I can’t even locate the ends. My heart thuds in my chest.

I take in a breath. I’m ignoring the obvious solution—magic. It can’t be much different than lighting a candle. With my mind focused on what I want to happen—the knots to unravel—I try to call up the energy inside me. But nothing happens. I close my eyes, searching for the surge of magic.

A chuckle sounds behind me and I twist. Seth emerges from the darkness, a smile playing about the corners of his mouth. “Try all you like. You’ll not be able to access your magic.”

I pull against the ropes, but that only makes them dig into my flesh. He’s right. The spark within me is there, but muted, like it’s behind translucent glass. I can’t connect with it. “What are you doing to me?”

He shrugs as he positions himself between the fire and me. “A simple channeling spell.” He points at a ring on his pinky finger and my stomach clenches. It’s my ring. “Since your friend died while you attempted the spell earlier, I was fairly certain you’d be reluctant to assist me in finishing the work. I knew I would have to take matters into my own hands. I didn’t want it to come to this, but it has. I need the circle separated from the crystal. They have no right to use the energy trapped within it. It was never meant for them.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. His voice doesn’t even sound like the man I’ve grown to know—it’s rougher, colder. “And what? You think it’s meant for you?”

“Meant for me? In a way, yes, but not the way you think. The magic inside that crystal belongs to me. I was separated from it the night you and Crystal returned from your foray into the past. Yes, I know about that.” A smile curls the edges of his mouth. “It was, after all, my idea.”

His words clang and clash in my mind. “What? You didn’t even come to town until after—”

“On the contrary—I’ve been in this town for more years than I care to count. Suffice it to say, I was here before your parents and their parents and their parents before them.”

I stare at him. There’s no way he’s telling the truth. How can he be that old? He’s barely older than I am. But another thought tugs at my consciousness. I had visions of him before he ever showed up in my life—visions Jodi brushed off as simple foreshadowing of his arrival, that Crystal believed meant they were destined for each other. But what if they were more than that? I attributed my visions to being around Crystal, but that’s not entirely accurate. The visions occurred when I was around the pendant she wore—a shard from the quartz the circle anchored itself to. What if my visions had nothing to do with Crystal at all, but with the pendant? And the visions I’ve had since coming to this reality—the ones I thought meant there was something wrong with the crystal? Stones can channel energy, yes, but they can also store it. There’s no reason a stone would be inherently evil—it would have to be imbued with something dark.

Or someone.

“I never did thank you. Although, truly, I’m not thankful to be in such a pitiable state, it is preferable to what I experienced in your reality. For a brief moment when you rescued the stone from poor Crystal Taylor’s fire, I reconnected with the full extent of my abilities. And while it would have been preferable for Crystal Jamison to release me from the stone with my abilities intact, I’m not entirely sure she possesses the power to have completed the spell, and I’m unsure what would have become of me had she died midway through. So, in a way, I suppose I do owe you a debt of gratitude for intervening. When you redirected the crystal’s magic—my magic—you freed me from my prison.” He holds his arms out, wiggling his fingers. “It is wonderful to have corporeal form again. Still, it is unacceptable to be cut off from my power. Your circle anchoring itself is a complication that needs to be sorted out.”

“That’s been your plan all along, hasn’t it? To kill them—like you’ve been killing other people in town?” I bite the inside of my cheeks, watching his face, wanting to be wrong. But the flicker in his eye is all the confirmation I need. “Why? Why would you kill them? Millie has young kids—”

“I’m simply putting things right—punishing the children of those who betrayed me all those years ago. Alec Crawford? He’s from the line of Joseph Hill, who was instrumental in casting the spell that entrapped me. The delightful Millie? Her ancestors, the Yates family, provided the crystal.” 

I can’t believe what I’m hearing—he’s admitting to murder, right here in front of me. There’s only one reason he’d be doing that: He doesn’t expect I’ll ever be able to tell anyone. I’ve figured him out, and once he’s finished his spell, I’ll outlive my usefulness. I have to get out of here, but I have no idea how. He’s blocked me from my magic, and I can’t see or feel enough to undo the ropes without it.

“And your friend Felix.” He sneers at the name. “Tucker Wolfe was the one who betrayed me to the town elders to begin with. Felix is the last of his line to possess abilities. That he still draws breath is a thorn in my side.”

Felix. The psychics. That’s it. Seth is tapping into my magic, but maybe he’s not touching my psychic side. I’ve moved things with my mind before—maybe I can move the ropes now. It might be a long shot, but if I can catch Seth off guard, it might be my only hope of getting out of here—and of saving my friends.

I need to distract him. “If you want Felix dead so badly, why haven’t you killed him yet?” Hope flashes. Maybe there’s something about Felix that Seth didn’t account for. “After we stopped the spell, why didn’t you just try something else?”

He snorts. “My own abilities are pitifully limited, so I needed help. Crystal Taylor and I have a long history—after all, she possessed my stone back when she ran her own circle. When I had my form again, it was a simple matter of reminding her of our connection. While my connection to magic was woefully limited, my psychic abilities have remained stronger. It took little persuasion to make her do my bidding. She didn’t even know she was doing it. But that changed when the target was Felix. Her consciousness fought back when she realized he was a child.”

I shiver, despite the heat of the fire. When Crystal Taylor died the day after the attack on Felix, I knew there had to be a connection, but I never considered this. She wasn’t just the next victim on a list—she was being punished for failing. 

Seth turns toward the fire. With a wave of his hand, a bunch of herbs to my right lifts off the ground and flies into the flames, which devour them instantly. I’m struck again by the ease with which he’s wielding magic. He shouldn’t be able to do much of what he’s doing. “If your magic’s trapped in the crystal, how are you doing all this?”

He grins over his shoulder. “Do you know the best way to lie? It’s to tell things that are partially true. Abilities can be stored in quartz, it’s true, but they can also be directed into a willing host. My powers have increased with each death. Alec Crawford, Millie, Crystal Taylor—their energy now courses within me.” He shakes his head, sighing. “Unfortunately, this magic is merely a hollow echo of what resides in the crystal. Not nearly enough power to do what needs to be done.”

I take in a breath, calling on my psychic side. I need to keep him distracted. “And what needs to be done?”

“The town needs to be cleansed. It’s spent too many generations under the control of the ordinary and the unbeliever. When I control my magic again, Clearwater will return to its roots as a haven for people with abilities.”

I fight the urge to close my eyes in concentration. I don’t want Seth to suspect I’m up to anything. In my mind’s eye, I call up an image of a knot binding my wrists. I reach forward with my mind, willing the ropes to loosen. “If your goal is to reclaim the town for magic, why are you killing all the people with abilities? If you separate the circle from the crystal, won’t they all die?” I sink my teeth into my lower lip, wanting him to disagree, to share a loophole in the end result I foresee.

He glances back momentarily before returning his attention to the fire. “It’s lamentable, to be sure, but it’s unavoidable, really.”

My breath catches and my stomach clenches. Fox. I have to do something—I can’t just sit here while Seth uses my magic to kill someone I care about. I twist against the ropes, my heartbeat kicking up when I detect more wiggle room than before. It’s working. 

“It is a shame about your friend Crystal. She looks so like my beloved Bess. She was from the Taylor line, too, you know.” He sighs. “Ah, well. It’s a minor problem—especially once I have my abilities back.”

A rope scratches against the inside of my wrist as it slides through the loops confining it. I tense as a burning sensation radiates up my arm. Seth turns, squinting, and I say the first thing that pops to mind to distract him from what I’m doing: “So, what? Crystal is some distant relative of your dead girlfriend and you were going to…? What? Dress Crystal up in old-timey clothes and convince her that her name’s Bess?”

His face hardens and a hard, sharp force connects with the right side of my face, sending me reeling backward. Unable to break my fall with my hands, I land face-first in the cold grass.

“You will not speak of my Bess with such disrespect. As if I could ever be satisfied with such a hollow imitation of my love.”

I roll onto my back, afraid he might notice the knots are looser than they were when he tied them, but the look on his face makes it clear he’s not seeing such details. His features are contorted in a mask of rage. Reflected firelight dances in his eyes, making him look entirely deranged. “I’m sorry,” I say quickly, struggling to push myself back to a sitting position. 

Seth gives no indication he hears me. “Bess was the gentlest soul that has ever walked this earth. In the end, it was that gentleness, that goodness that was her undoing. She sought to keep her younger brother safe from a gang of ordinary who wanted to entrap him in a barn. But it was she who became ensnared when a lantern caught some hay alight.” His eyes squeeze closed. “But she and I will be reunited—and we’ll be together as we were always meant to be.”

So focused am I on the gentle tugging of ropes against ropes, the incremental slackening of my bindings, that I almost miss Seth’s words—and their implications. “You can’t mean what I think you mean. You’re going to bring her back?”

His lip curls. “That’s hardly your concern.” He tips back his head and I follow his gaze. The waning moon is high, almost aligned with the bonfire. “Not long now.”

His words send a wave of nausea through my stomach. If I’m going to get away, I have to do it now. If I can get the knots undone and catch him at the right moment, maybe I can get to the tree line. Abandoned is my earlier idea of following the river to civilization: Hiding in the woods is probably my best option now. But will physical distance be enough to block him from channeling my magic? I have no idea. I don’t know how to break his connection to me, any more than I know how to break the circle’s connection to the crystal without killing them all.

The ropes around my wrist go slack and fall silently to the ground behind me. Seth’s back is to me, his eyes still on the moon. I bring my hands around to the front of my body and my fingers dig into the knots at my ankles. Seth lifts his hands and my stomach clenches as the ember of my magic flickers to life. Whatever he’s doing, he’s starting now. My pointer finger wiggles into the center of a knot and I pull at the rope, slipping the ends over and through each other until it, too, falls. My eyes dart to the trees to my right and I take in a breath. It’s now or never. The power is beginning to well within me, and I don’t know what will happen once he begins the spell properly.

Heart hammering, I push myself to my feet and take off for the woods. I’m maybe twenty yards away. If I can make it, I might be able to hide somewhere. Ten yards. I hazard a glance over my shoulder. Seth still faces the fire. I might actually make it. I pump my arms and gulp in the cold night air. Five yards. I’m almost there—almost free.

Although my path is clear, I stumble, tumbling forward. With my right hand I reach down to break my fall; my left reaches for the tree trunk less than a foot before me. My fingers don’t even skim the bark. My body thuds against the ground and my legs straighten behind me, pulled irresistibly backward. 

“No you don’t.” Seth’s arm stretches toward me, his fingers splayed. My father’s ring glints on his pinky. My body bumps against the ground as an invisible force reels me back toward him. He raises his eyebrows, his expression dripping condescension. “Did you honestly think you could get away so easily?” He closes his fist and my muscles tense and lock, my body going rigid as a board. He smiles, his eyes flicking to the sky. “It seems that, like the moon, my hold on your magic is at its zenith. It’s time to begin.” He crouches to my side, brushing a strand of hair off my forehead. “I do hope you said goodbye to your dear Fox.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Seth begins chanting words I don’t understand in a low, rhythmic tone. 

This is it. Game over. I’ve lost. My eyes fill with tears and I blink to clear them—thankful that my eyes and eyelids still function. The rest of my muscles are still frozen. I can’t even open my mouth to release the sob that builds in my chest.

I didn’t say goodbye to Fox. Why didn’t I? I take a tiny bit of solace in the fact that I probably won’t outlive him by much. Once Seth has his power back, he’ll have no more need for me.

The flicker of magic in my core flares, filling my abdomen. If only I could tap into that energy! To think, just weeks ago, that power scared me so much I wanted to tamp it down, to ignore it. Now I’d give anything to use it.

Tears streak from the corners of my eyes, across my temples, and into my hair. The cold night air freezes the damp trails. I’d shiver, I’m sure, if I could move.

Seth’s voice rises in volume and I stop trying to watch him, allowing my gaze to relax and stare straight up instead. The moon hovers above me and I fix on it. If I’m going to die, I at least want my final moments to be filled with beauty. I try to block out Seth’s chanting, but it fills my ears. Tears well up in my eyes so quickly I don’t bother blinking them away. The moon blurs to a smear of light against blackness.

A shadow crosses my vision, followed by a low grunt. Seth’s rhythmic chant ceases and hands clamp down on my upper arms. I blink rapidly and a face comes into focus.

Owen.

I want to scream, to wrap my arms around him, to smile—but I can’t. He pulls at my arms, trying to help me to my feet, but my muscles are unyielding. I cast my eyes in all directions, trying to see around him. Seth hasn’t pulled Owen away yet, and he hasn’t started chanting again, so there must be someone else here.

Two figures struggle against each other in front of the fire. One silhouette is clearly Seth, but I can’t immediately place the second. It’s not until he straightens to his full height that my heart twists with recognition: Fox.

“Krissa, what’s wrong?” Owen’s fingers dig into my arms. 

I can’t answer with my words, so I try sending an impression telepathically. A slight widening of Owen’s eyes tells me he understands.

Fox lets out a low cry before crumpling to the ground near my feet. Seth straightens, wiping a smear of blood from the corner of his mouth. His lips begin moving in a murmured chant and I send another thought to Owen: Get my ring.

Owen nods and launches himself over my body, straight at Seth. Seth throws him off easily and Owen lands on the ground just inches in front of the bonfire. I wait for him to spring back up to his feet, but he doesn’t. Seth raises his arms toward the moon again, his volume increasing. My father’s ring catches the light and I stare at it. A jolt courses through me and I know this was Owen’s plan—he wants Seth to think he’s won. I reach my mind out to connect with Owen’s and then focus on the one thing that might stop Seth: removing my ring from his finger. Slowly, the ring slips upward, toward Seth’s first knuckle. His chanting reaches a fever pitch and Fox moans. With every fiber of my being, I will the ring to slide off Seth’s finger, but it doesn’t move. Fox’s moan turns into a wail and my skin prickles. If Fox—who used the crystal’s power least of all the circle—is in this much pain, what must be happening to the rest of them?

Fox’s body convulses against my legs. I’m losing him, and there’s nothing I can do about it. The ring still hasn’t cleared Seth’s knuckle. So long as he has it, he controls my magic.

Fox’s movements still and adrenaline washes through my body. I have to get to him. I have to. Abandoning my focus on the ring entirely, I turn my will inward. Seth may have my magic, but he doesn’t have all my abilities. Like using my mind to undo the ropes that bound me earlier, I see in my mind’s eye the result I want: the free and unrestricted motion of my body.

Fox moans and my right pointer finger twitches.

It’s working.

I imagine a pulse of energy shooting from my finger up my arm, coursing through the rest of my body, waking it. My muscles relax and I know it’s working. One glance at Seth shows he is unaware his spell’s effect is dissipating—he’s too focused on the magic he’s wielding now. I wiggle my toes before pulling myself up into a crouch. Owen’s eyes widen but I shake my head. I need the element of surprise. Seth stands a yard away, his face skyward. Fixing my eyes on his ring finger, I launch myself at him, knocking him off center. He stumbles, releasing a surprised holler. I grab around his wrist with one hand and yank my ring off his finger with the other. It slides off the tip as he collides with the ground. I curl my fingers around the ring, relishing its weight in the palm of my hand. The barrier between me and the spark of magic inside evaporates. I don’t wait for Seth to react, rushing instead to Fox. Owen is already crouched at his side, his fingers pressed against Fox’s neck. My blood runs cold as I lock eyes with Owen, terrified of what he will reveal. It seems a geologic age passes before Owen nods, a tight, pained smile almost imperceptibly tugging the corners of his mouth. My pent-up breath rushes past my lips in a relieved sigh. He’s still alive. And he’ll be okay now—Seth can’t complete the spell.

“Help me, Owen.” I hook my arms under Fox’s armpits and tug at him, but his body barely budges. He’s heavier than he looks. I glance back at Seth, but he hasn’t moved from where he landed on the ground.

Owen displaces me, imitates my posture, and hoists Fox to a sitting position. “We should go check on the others,” he says, grunting. “They all dropped on the way here.”

“The others?” Had the rest of the circle come to help, too? I peer through the black night but can’t make out their forms against the ground.

A low chuckle builds behind me, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand at attention. I turn to see Seth, reclining easily on one arm, like he’s relaxing on a day at the beach. He clucks his tongue. “You think you’ve beaten me, but I assure you, you’re already too late. The spell is complete.” He inhales deeply, his chest expanding. “With every moment that passes, the energy from the crystal—my energy—is making it back to me.”

My muscles coil and my jaw clenches. I rush at Seth, wanting to rip the smug expression from his face, but with a wave of his hand he sends me careening to the ground. My hand opens when it slams down, the ring bouncing out into the grass. I groan as I press myself to my hands and knees, skimming my fingers over the blades of grass and twigs in the vicinity, searching in the darkness for the familiar circular shape.

“Zane’s death was an unfortunate loss—one I don’t intend to repeat.”

I stiffen, peering at Seth. “You mean the spell won’t kill them?”

He draws his knees to his chest, resting his arms casually around them. “You misunderstand. They shall all still die. With Zane, I was unprepared. I could have absorbed his abilities before they melted back into nature—as I did with Alec Crawford and Millie and Crystal Taylor.”

Seth doesn’t need to spell out what this means. I’ve already sensed the power within the crystal. That alone is a formidable amount of ability. Add that to the magic contained within the members of the circle and he’ll be too powerful to challenge. Unstoppable.

My fingers brush against metal and I pick up the ring, slipping it onto my finger. Immediately, my muscles lock up again. Has Seth cast the immobilization spell again? He didn’t even move. But unlike last time, my body doesn’t freeze. Instead, it is as though someone else is controlling my movements. Stiffly, my body stands up from the ground, and my arms lift to the sky, like Seth’s had earlier. Out the corner of my eye, I see Owen imitating my posture, his limbs moving with the same jerky quality. Slowly, like an inexpertly controlled puppet, Fox rises to his feet, his head bobbing lifelessly, his chin to his chest, as his arms reach heavenward.

I’m sure Seth is doing this to us, but that idea is shattered when his face twists into a mask of fury. He stands, his mouth moving, but I don’t hear his words. My mind fills with voices murmuring words I don’t understand. They repeat the same phrase over and over, an echo building in my skull with each recitation. There are male and female voices and there’s something familiar about them, but I can’t place what.

Heat radiates from my ring, burning against my skin. Whatever is happening isn’t Seth’s doing—it’s emanating from the ring. I allow my body to relax into it, to let the words in my head wash over me. This ring was my father’s and his before him. It’s been passed down in my family for generations. I imagine the combined power of all those ancestors filling me, coming to assist me in this moment of need. In the past, Levi and his grandfather from my visions joined together to rid their town of a person with evil in his heart. They joined together to overcome Seth. Maybe they’re reaching out across time to help fight against him again.

The kernel of magic in my core flares, filling me with fire and ice, whipping through me like wind and supporting me like the earth beneath my feet. My consciousness rips open, images pouring into my mind, flipping by so quickly I can’t discern more than colors and forms. Fear clouds my head, punctuated by flares of hope, elation, and anger, before giving way to peace, like a tranquil lake winking in the summer sunshine.

My arms drop to my sides, the voices disappearing from my head. Seth’s eyes are wide and wild, panicked. His gaze darts between me and Owen—Fox has dropped back to the ground in a heap. Every cell in my body vibrates, like I’m in tune with every bit of energy in the world. I feel a cool, rough pressure in my left palm and look down. There’s nothing there, but the phantom feeling remains. The crystal. I’m not sure how I know it, but it’s nearby. Crystal Jamison is clutching it. I turn to Owen, who is looking at his left hand in confusion. “Go get it!”

His eyes lock on mine for an instant before he takes off toward the river’s edge, heading upstream along its bank. Seth raises his arm—he’s going to pull him back like he did when I tried to escape. Instinctively, I raise my hand, wanting to knock Seth over, to distract him from the spell he’s casting. Owen stumbles once before Seth falls flat on his back, grunting as the air rushes from his lungs. He pushes against the ground with his elbows but I reach my hand out, pressing him against the earth with an invisible force.

“What did you do?” Seth thrashes futilely against the ground. “Your magic isn’t this strong!”

He’s right, the abilities I’m displaying are beyond me. It feels similar to when I channeled the psychics’ energy earlier during the spell in Seth’s apartment, but it’s more than that. I’m not exactly sure what happened, but I accept the power now. I need it to fight him. 

He struggles again, attempting to curl his body upward to sitting. The pressure of his movements reverberates through the air into my palm, like the movements of a fly transmitted through a spider’s web. 

“You’re still too late.” He grunts, pressing his forearms into the ground beneath him and forcing his torso into the air. The movement echoes through my hand and through my body. “Each moment, I grow stronger. Do you hope to use the crystal’s magic against me? You can’t.” He plants his palms on the ground and manages to sit. The force of his motion knocks me back a step.

“I’ll stop you. I’ll find away.”

He grunts with exertion. “Your ancestors thought the same thing, but, as you can see, they were unsuccessful. What makes you think you’ll be able to accomplish what they could not?” Slowly, laboriously, he drags his legs toward him. My hold on him is weakening—either that, or he’s growing stronger with each passing second. “Unless you plan to kill me.” His upper lip curls and he narrows his eyes. “After all, you’ve killed once already.”

His words are like a physical blow, knocking the breath from my lungs. My tenuous control over him slips and he stands in one swift movement. You’ve killed once already. The truth of the statement stabs my heart. Zane is gone, his fate sealed the moment I started the spell to break the circle’s connection to the crystal. 

But it was never my intent to hurt him—to hurt anyone. It was all Seth, all his desire to regain his power. Rage bubbles through my veins. He’s the one who’s ultimately responsible. How dare he accuse me of murder? If there’s one person who deserves to die as a result of all this, it’s him.

The fire in my body connects to the flames of the bonfire. I focus all the heat, the hate, on Seth, and the fire shoots up like a pillar before twisting down like a snake. Seth’s eyes lock on mine, wide with surprise, as the serpentine figure strikes out toward his body, encircling him.

“Krissa!” Owen’s heavy footfalls draw my attention. He holds the crystal toward me limply, his eyes full of reflected firelight. 

I open my mouth to explain, but when I turn back, the fiery snake disappears in the blink of an eye, leaving emptiness where Seth stood. I scan the vicinity, but there’s no trace of him—his body—anywhere.

“He just disappeared,” Owen murmurs, bumping my arm with the crystal.

The only other time I’ve heard of someone winking out of existence before was at West’s house with the psychics. Felix mentioned it my first day there. “Bilocation.” I shake my head. Of course. Seth wouldn’t chance someone being able to capture him. By bilocating, he could keep his physical self safe from harm while conducting the spell here.

The spell.

I turn, grabbing the crystal from Owen’s hand. Although physically it feels the same as it always has, the energy of it is off—less intense. Still, I can sense a tremendous amount of magic still trapped within it. And I know what I need to do—what I should have done the first time I thought about it. “We have to discharge the energy from the crystal.”

“Wait—what?” Owen closes his hands over mine, covering the crystal. He looks down at Fox who remains in a motionless heap. “What about…? Will what happened to…?”

“Zane…” My throat constricts. “He was using magic when I tried to separate the circle from the crystal. Seth said separation was best because it would cut them off from the magic in it. But of course he wouldn’t want to discharge all the magic—he wanted it back for himself. If we push the magic out of here, it’ll just go back out into nature, where anyone can use it. He won’t be able to absorb it into himself because it won’t be his.”

Owen’s face is tight. “And the circle?”

I squeeze my eyes closed. In truth, I don’t know what will happen to them. I have to believe they’ll be okay—after all, they won’t be cut off from the energy, it’ll just be stored somewhere else. Seth can’t be allowed to absorb all this power—who knows how many more lives he’ll take in the name of “cleansing” the town. I open my eyes, covering Owen’s hands with my free one. “It’s our only shot.”

After a beat, he nods. “What do we do?”

I take in a breath. “I’m not sure if you can help—you’re not a witch. But… can you feel the energy inside the crystal?”

He nods. “I—I think so.”

“Okay. Connect yourself to the energy and push it out—into the world around us.”

“What—that’s it?”

The energy inside the crystal shifts. Seth is still drawing on it. “It’s the best explanation I can give. Just—follow my lead.” I don’t wait for him to respond. Closing my eyes, I focus on the power stored in the stone resting in my hand. I just have to force the energy out.

Jolts of energy shoot through my palm and up my arm. My instinct is to drop the stone, but I resist, squeezing it tighter. Heat radiates off the crystal, searing my skin. I bite my lower lip to keep from crying out. It’s as if the quartz has a mind of its own and is fighting against my efforts to rid it of its energy. Pain spreads through my arm, cresting over my shoulder and filling my chest. My body shakes violently in protest, my grip loosening.

“No!” I squeeze my fist, crying out in pain when Owen crushes his hands over mine. The power of the crystal is trying to overwhelm me, but I can’t let it—I have to push it back. I have to succeed for the circle.

For Fox.

An icy chill builds in my center, flowing outward, combating the heat invading my body. The cold pushes it back, out of my chest, over my shoulder, past my elbow, into my hand. I take a deep breath, calling up all the energy within me, all the power of the raging bonfire, of the rushing river, of the night breeze, of the earth beneath my feet. “Get out!”

A flash like lightning shoots out of the crystal, connecting with the ground beneath it. I scream as the pain of a thousand knives rips through my hand. I lose my grip on the crystal and fly backward; Owen’s hands slips from mine as he is launched in the opposite direction. I land on my back several feet away, the air knocked from my lungs by the impact. I struggle to draw breath, unable even to take in a shallow gulp for what feels like minutes. Finally the dam breaks and cool night air rushes in. I inhale and exhale deeply several times before sitting up. Owen is still flat on his back and I struggle to his side, crawling with the help of only my left hand, my right in too much pain to place weight on. Panic rises with every inch nearer I move.

He groans when I shake his shoulder, opening his eyes and squinting against the firelight. “Did we do it?”

The crystal rests in the center of a scorched patch of earth several feet away. We crawl to it and I pick it up in my left hand. “It’s… it’s just a stone. There’s nothing left in it.” 

A smile breaks across Owen’s face, but my elation is trampled by another thought. “Fox.” I scramble to his side and pull him so he’s flat on his back. My fingers tremble as I reach for his neck, afraid of what I’ll find. What if there’s no pulse? What if he’s— 

Owen places a hand on my shoulder. The gesture gives me the strength I need to touch my fingers to Fox’s skin. Nothing. A sob rises in my chest as I move my fingers to the hollow spot just below his jaw, pressing my fingers more firmly to his flesh. Oh, god, what have I done…

A slow, rhythmic thud pulses beneath my fingertips and another sob claws its way out of my mouth—this one of relief. I bury my face in Fox’s chest, tears overfilling my eyes and dripping onto his shirt.

“He’s alive.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

I stay with Fox while Owen checks on the other members of the circle. I should go with him, I know I should, but I can’t bring myself to leave Fox’s side. Owen’s hurt—his jealousy—flares through me as he leaves us, but I can’t allow myself to dwell on it. My feelings for Fox are real, and although they hurt Owen, they’re not something I can just turn off. Sorting out my feelings toward Owen versus my feelings toward Fox is a problem for another day.

I remain pressed against Fox’s chest until after my tears stop flowing. I come back to myself by degrees—first aware of the night air nipping against my exposed skin, then the fatigue of my muscles, and finally of the searing pain in my right hand. When I investigate my palm, I immediately wish I hadn’t—the skin is shiny with angry red blisters. A small price to pay for Fox’s life.

Fox moans and I pull away, giving him space to move from side to side. After a few seconds, he opens his eyes a slit, curling his body toward a sitting position but stopping before he’s even halfway upright. “Krissa? What happened?”

I can’t suppress a smile as I reach for his face with my left hand. “Later,” I choke, my throat constricting as fresh tears spring to my eyes. I wipe at them with the back of my right hand, wincing. “Can you stand?”

With much effort and assistance, Fox manages to get to his feet. I pull his arm over my shoulders and help him shuffle in the direction he and Owen first arrived from. He’s brimming with questions, but he keeps them to himself, giving me the space to tell him what happened in my own time. I’m struck by the clarity with which I know the things going on in his mind. I’m not even trying to use my psychic side. Maybe I’m still amped up from everything with Seth?

Murmured voices float through the darkness as we follow the bend in the river. My heart swells: Voices mean people. Voices mean the other members of the circle are okay, too.

Slowly, Fox and I make our way to where the others are gathered, in a small clearing just beyond the river’s bend. A wave of irritation washes over me when Owen catches a glimpse of the two of us and my cheeks burn.

Fox stiffens and our shuffling progress halts. “Are you… embarrassed?”

I press my hand to my cheek automatically, even though there’s no way Fox can see my blush. In addition to the fact that the light of the waning moon is unlikely to reveal the color in my cheeks, Fox is much taller than I am and completely unable to see my face from his angle. “How do you know that?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I just… feel it.”

It’s my turn to freeze. If this comment came from Owen, I wouldn’t give it a second thought, but Fox isn’t s psychic. He shouldn’t be able to sense my emotions. 

“Krissa!” Crystal’s voice cuts into my thoughts and I turn to her, glad for the distraction. She hobbles unsteadily toward me, launching herself into my arms when she’s close enough. I return her hug as best I can, trying not to throw off Fox’s balance. She squeezes me tightly before holding me at arm’s length, her eyes burning into mine. A dozen emotions play out over her face and her mouth twitches like she’s trying to come up with the right thing to say. Finally, she settles on, “I should’ve listened to you.”

Anger, irritation, and regret all swirl through me. The urge to punch her face is strong, tempered only by the equally strong urge to pull her in for another hug. Moonlight catches the tears filling her eyes and I sigh. “Let’s go home.”

I end up supporting both Fox and Crystal on the trek back to the riverside park. Owen assists Lexie and Bridget. Griffin trudges slowly behind the rest of us, stubbornly refusing any help.

My teeth are chattering by the time the playground is in sight and I wonder what time it is. My mom and Jodi are probably worried that I’m not home. I have no idea how I’ll explain where I’ve been and what I’ve been doing. Jodi might understand, but what am I going to tell my mom? She seems to be adjusting well to the fact that I have abilities, but how will she react if I tell her the truth? “Sorry I’m late, I was defeating a centuries-old super-magical psychic dude who’s been posing as a harmless employee at Jodi’s shop.” Yeah, that’ll go over well.

The silhouette of Fox’s monster truck stands out in the parking lot beyond the playground, but that’s not what draws my attention. There are people milling about the lot, leaning against other parked cars. Did my mom send out a search party when I didn’t come home? It can’t be that late, can it? But as soon as this thought enters my mind, it’s dispelled by another thought—no, a certainty. Before I can make out their figures, I know who the three figures are: the psychics.

Bria, West, and Felix take off at a run toward us and my heart swells at the sight of them. They’re okay. I’ve been so focused on keeping the circle alive and keeping Seth from reabsorbing all his magic that I haven’t spared a thought for them in too long. They slow as they near us, Bria giving Lexie major side-eye as she passes her to get to me. I smile as she approaches, but Bria doesn’t smile back. Instead, she extends her greeting by punching me hard in the shoulder.

“Hey! Ow!” I take a step back in case she intends to hit me again.

“Bria, what the hell?” Fox asks, shifting so he’s in front of me.

Bria stares at him incredulously. “That’s what you should be asking her.” She peers around Fox, locking her eyes on mine. “What did you do?”

“Whoa, calm down, psycho,” Crystal snaps. “What? Are you pissed we’re all still alive?”

Bria holds a hand up to silence her, eyes still fixed on mine. “Someone tell bitch-face I’m not talking to her. I want to know what you did. Something’s different—I can feel it. So can West and Felix.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t do anything—”

“The chanting,” Owen murmurs. Leaving Lexie and Bridget with Felix and West, he approaches. “After you got your ring back—there was chanting in my head. You heard it too, didn’t you?”

The sense memory of being unable to control the movements of my body makes me roll my shoulders. “Yeah. I heard it. But I didn’t do it. I put my ring on and it just happened.”

Griffin edges up beside his brother. “I think she-psychic’s on to something. I haven’t felt right since I woke up.”

“Maybe because you almost died, genius,” Owen says dryly. 

Griffin arches an eyebrow in his direction but doesn’t respond. Instead, he looks past Owen to West, who sighs.

“He’s got a point,” West calls. “I didn’t really understand till everyone got here. I mean, it’s been a pretty crazy day, what, with being sneak-attacked with knockout gas at Seth’s house and all. But since we woke up in his room, I’ve been feeling… more. Emotions I was pretty sure weren’t mine. At first, I figured they were coming from Bria and Felix—or you, Krissa, or Owen.”

The look on Owen’s face tells me he has no clearer idea what West is getting at than I do.

“And then there’s the fact we’re here,” Felix adds.

Owen takes in a sharp breath and I know I’m missing something. “What?”

“After I dropped you at Seth’s place, I went to Fox’s house to check on him.” His mouth twitches. “You wouldn’t let me help you, and I knew you wanted to make sure he was okay.”

Fox runs a hand through his hair. “He convinced me not to slam the door in his face and then started telling me about the spell you guys were trying. But before he got too far, he started freaking out about how something bad was happening to you—how he could feel it.” He presses his lips together in a tight line.

“We went to Seth’s place, but you weren’t there. I couldn’t figure out where you were. I could sense you, but I couldn’t pinpoint your location.”

“So I called the circle and we did a locater spell,” Fox says quietly. “That’s how we figured out where you were.”

I look back and forth between them. Besides the fact that they worked together to find me, I’m not seeing the significance. “So?”

“Don’t you see?” Owen asks. “I’m psychic, and I couldn’t find you. I needed a witch to help. If all the witches were here, how did the rest of the psychics find us?”

I shake my head. “I don’t… I don’t know.” I survey Felix and West before my gaze lands on Bria.

“It’s like we were drawn here,” Bria says. “We woke up and we just knew we had to come here—to come to you. But not just you, Krissa. It’s like we were drawn to all of you. Or each of you.” She bites her lower lip, shifting from foot to foot as her gaze flicks to Lexie.

“Oh, my…” Lexie presses her hand to her mouth. She blinks rapidly, pressing her lips together. “Bria, stop it—please.” 

Bria squeezes her eyes closed. “I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “I just had to see if I was right.”

“Right about what? What’s happening?” I take a few steps toward Lexie but Bria catches me by the elbow.

“I just shared a memory with Lexie. I shouldn’t be able to do that because she’s not psychic.” Bria rubs her hand over her face. “Don’t you feel it? It’s like… It’s like my abilities are on hyperdrive, but mostly with Lexie. Like I’m—I don’t know. Like I’m linked to her or something.”

Crystal sucks in a breath, pressing a hand to her mouth. “I think I know what’s going on. The chanting you and Owen heard in your heads—is there any chance it was a binding spell?”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Five

 

A binding spell. In a way, it makes perfect sense. Crystal told me about binding spells before the circle anchored to the crystal. She said they’re a way to pool abilities so a person can draw on them. Seth said basically the same thing earlier tonight. The swell of power I felt after the chanting ended? I was drawing on the collective energy of all the witches and all the psychics, as most of them were in no position to be using it themselves. But how could it have happened? And what are we going to do about it?

After a few minutes’ debate, the consensus is to deal with the implications of having bound the circle and the psychics tomorrow, after we’ve all been able to rest. As most of the witches are having trouble standing on their own, it’s the only logical suggestion—even if we figure out how to fix things, it’s unlikely we’ll be able to do anything tonight.

The psychics, being in better shape than the witches, volunteer to take people home. Owen offers to drive me but I refuse in favor of getting a ride with Bria. I don’t need to be a psychic to interpret the look on Fox’s face when Owen suggested I ride with him. Although I have a heightened awareness of the thoughts and emotions of all the witches and psychics, I’m most in tune with Fox and Owen, and I’m not sure why. Is it because of my feelings for both of them? Or is there another reason?

Bria is quiet when she drives to my house, murmuring a goodbye when I get out of the car. I’m so distracted by the night’s events that I’m almost to the porch before I notice the car parked in front of the house: It’s the black Charger with tinted windows I’ve seen around town. I shiver and my heartbeat picks up. There’s a black Honda parked across the street, behind red Mazda. I sigh. Maybe a neighbor is entertaining and the car in front of our house belongs to some party guest. Jodi’s car is in the driveway, but my mom’s isn’t. Where could my mom be at this time of night? Guilt stabs at me: What if she’s out looking for me?

I’ve come to a stop at the base of the stairs. I shake my head before starting up onto the porch. There’s only one way to know what’s going on, and that’s go get into the house. I cross to the front door and pause when my hand touches the knob. I can hear muffled voices inside. What could be going on?

I open the door and cross the threshold. The voices silence immediately. I peer into the living room just as Jodi stands, relief washing over her features. She crosses to me, taking me into her arms. As she hugs me, I glance over her shoulder. Sitting on either end of the couch are Shelly Tanner and David Cole, her alternate-reality husband. I tense. In my timeline, the last time David Cole was here, it was on magic-related business. In her youth, Shelly was also part of Jodi’s circle. I push Jodi from me gently, studying her face. “The chanting—the spell. Was it you?”

Jodi’s expression clouds. “Before we get into that—there’s something we need to talk about.”

I cross my arms over my chest. The last thing I need right now is a lecture. If she wants to have a discussion about what happened tonight, she’ll have to wait until tomorrow. “Look, I’m really tired. Can this wait until morning?” Without waiting for a response, I turn toward the stairs. I don’t make it two steps before she hooks my elbow, spinning me back around.

“No, it can’t wait. There’s something you need to know—”

I yank my arm away. “What? That you bound the witches and the psychics together? Because I already know that. You wouldn’t happen to know how to undo it, would you? Because no one’s really super happy about it.”

Jodi opens her mouth, but it’s not her voice that fills my ears. “It was the only way to save your friends.” The voice is masculine, but doesn’t belong to David Cole—I know that immediately. Besides the fact it doesn’t sound the way I remember his voice sounding, it’s coming from the dining room on my right, not the living room on my left. I turn toward the person who spoke and immediately reach for Jodi to keep from falling over. The man standing in the archway between the hall and dining room is tall, with broad shoulders and sandy brown hair. There is more gray in his hair now, and there are more wrinkles around his eyes than I remember, but he hasn’t changed enough that I don’t recognize him.

“Dad?”

My father nods, his face tightening. In two steps, he’s crossed to me and pulled me roughly into his arms. He even smells the same as I remember—Old Spice with a subtle note of sweetness under the surface. My eyes prickle and I can’t swallow. After a beat, my arms wrap around his back and he releases a shaky breath. 

How long we stand like that, I’m not sure, and before he finally releases me, he kisses the top of my head just like he used to when I was younger. His eyes glisten and his mouth twitches as he studies my face. “Honey, I’ve missed you so much. Not a day went by that I didn’t think about you.” He pauses, swallowing. “And as much as I’ve been looking forward to the day I’d be able to see you again, I’m afraid my being here isn’t good news.”

I glance at Jodi, wondering if she has any idea what he’s talking about. “You’re here. How could that be a bad thing?”

The corners of his mouth droop as he smooths the hair on the sides of my head. “I need you to understand I didn’t leave you and your mother because I wanted to—I left because I had to. And I’m back now because the thing I’ve been preparing for—the thing I’ve been fearing—is beginning. This thing with Seth isn’t over.”

My muscles tense and my skin prickles. “Wait—what do you know about Seth?”

“More than you, I’d wager. And I know that him coming back is just the beginning.” He squeezes my shoulders, pursing his lips. “Others will follow. And we need to be prepared.”
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Chapter One

 

I can’t take in any of this.

I’m on the couch, but I can’t remember how I got here. It’s good that I’m sitting, though, because even with my head in my hands, the world around me seems to tilt and spin.

I must be hallucinating. After everything that happened tonight, it’s the only logical explanation. Then again, it’s not like logic has played a large part in my life for a while now. I could’ve died tonight, along with all my friends. But I stopped Seth from reclaiming the energy locked inside the crystal, and we’re safe now.

At least I thought we were.

Someone settles on the couch beside me and a warm hand rubs my back. “I can’t imagine all you’ve been through tonight.” Jodi’s voice is quiet but firm. “But there’s more you should know, if you’re ready to hear it.”

I’m not ready, not at all, but I know it’s not the answer she’s waiting for. I take in a breath as I sit up straight and unclose my eyes. The living room is empty but for the two of us—but that makes sense. I heard her friends, the members of her old circle, leaving through the front door. But did everyone leave? Was I just imagining…

I turn toward the main hallway and sigh when my eyes land on him. I wasn’t imagining things. He’s really back. My father leans against the wall, his face tight as he studies me. He looks older than I remember, with deeper lines around his eyes and a feathering of gray around his temples, but it’s silly to think he’d look the same. Five years is bound to change anyone. I wonder how different I look to him.

Beyond my father, there’s movement in the dining room. A woman I’ve never seen before casts an appraising glance in my direction. She’s short, only coming to Dad’s shoulder, with dark brown hair and full bangs covering her forehead. Her hazel eyes are hooded, adding another layer of mystery to her already puzzling presence. She pulls a chair from the table and brings it to Dad’s side, brushing his arm lightly with her fingertips. He murmurs a thank you before bringing the chair with him into the living room and positioning it in front of me, but instead of focusing on him, my eyes remain on the woman. Something about her casual touch and my dad’s reaction to it bothers me. Who is she? Why is she here?

Dad settles into his chair, his knees knocking gently into mine. A ghost of a smile flickers across his lips as I turn my attention to him. “I’ve imagined this moment so many times. I always thought I’d know what to say, but now that I’m here… I’m at a loss.”

I’m compelled to comfort him, but no words come. I’m at a loss, too. The last thing I expected tonight is sitting right in front of me. There have been so many times since he left that I would’ve given anything to have him this close, but at this moment, it’s just too much. I spent the evening fighting for my life, for the lives of my friends. I called on everything within me—more even—and in the end, it still wasn’t enough. Seth disappeared before I could stop him. He could show up here at any moment to finish me off if he wanted, all because I didn’t realize who he was, what he was capable of, until it was too late.

“You knew about him.” I’m surprised when the words bubble out of my lips, but Dad doesn’t even blink. “Seth. You said so when I came in. You said you know more about him than I do.”

He nods solemnly. “He’s the reason I left. I knew he’d come back, and I knew that when he did I’d need to be able to protect you.”

Jodi still rubs circles on my back, but suddenly the contact chafes. I shrug off her hand, hot white anger flaring. “But you didn’t. Do you have any idea what I went through tonight? Of course you don’t because you weren’t there.”

His complexion pales and his lips quiver. “I know. We didn’t realize Seth was back until it was nearly too late. We always expected the resurgence of his abilities would let us know he returned, but it seems he didn’t have all his power. But as soon as we realized, we came as fast as we could—”

“Who’s we?” I can’t keep a note of irritation from my voice as my eyes flicker toward the stranger lurking just inside the room. “Who’s that woman, Dad?”

He stretches his arm toward her and she walks to his side. “This is Anya. She’s a psychic—precognitive. She can see the future. And she’s known for years now that Seth would be returning. She’s the one who’s been helping me prepare.”

I study her again. She’s not from Clearwater, that much is obvious both from her bearing and her familiarity with Dad. It shouldn’t surprise me that there are psychics elsewhere in the world, but if she’s not from here, why would she have special insight into Seth? And how exactly is my dad supposed to help? He doesn’t have any abilities—not to my knowledge. “Prepare for what?” I glance at Jodi, but her expression gives nothing away.

Without her own chair to sit in, Anya crouches until she’s at eye level with me. “There is a group known as the Devoted. They formed just after Seth was trapped in the crystal generations ago. Members of Seth’s original circle went into hiding. They expected Seth would find a way out of the crystal within their lifetime, and when he didn’t, they passed his story to their children. To this day, there remains a loyal group awaiting his return.”

My eyebrows pull together as I attempt to process what she’s telling me. “So, what? There’s a cult out there waiting on Seth like he’s some kind of savior?”

She nods. “Over the years, their numbers have dwindled. Some gave up hope he’d return, others were cast out for not manifesting abilities. Some left for other reasons.” Her full lips press into a tight line for an instant before she continues. “But now that Seth is back, that he’s gotten some of his power returned to him, they’ll find him. And they’ll stop at nothing to help him do what he wanted to do before he was trapped—to cleanse Clearwater of all people without abilities. Take over the town.”

“And you’re going to stop them?” I look from Anya to my dad and back again. It took the combined power of ten psychics and witches to stop Seth just hours ago. How are these two supposed to stop him and an army of devoted followers?

“It’s a lot to take in all at once, I know,” Dad says. “And I don’t want to overwhelm you tonight—any more than you already are. But know that we have a plan, one we’re sure will work. For now, just trust me.”

My lips twitch as I bite back the words I want to say. Trust him? There was a time I would have done so no questions asked. But now? He returns after being who-knows-where for five years with this strange woman. He claims he left to protect me, but how does that make any sense? I was in danger tonight and where was he? Not in that clearing by the river, that’s for sure. And as much as part of me wants to press him for more information, to learn what his plan is, exhaustion begins to win out. My questions will have to wait. “I’m going to bed,” I mutter, heaving myself up from the couch.

“I’ll help you to your room,” Jodi says.

It’s no use insisting I don’t need her. In addition to the fact the claim would be an outright lie, I doubt Jodi will leave my side until I’m safely tucked in bed. She eases my arm around her shoulders and helps me shuffle into the hallway and onto the stairs.

We’re halfway up the flight when the front door creaks open. “I checked in town,” my mom’s voice calls. “She’s not at any of her usual hangouts.”

My stomach twists. How long has she been out looking for me? I was gone for hours—I can’t imagine how worried she’s been.

Jodi stills. Making sure I don’t lose my balance, she turns. “She’s fine.”

Mom’s eyes find us and tension drains from her face. “How long has she been home? You said you’d text if she showed up.”

Jodi’s cheeks tinge pink. “I’m sorry. Things’ve been a little crazy here.”

Mom’s lips press into a tight line. “Crazy about sums up how I’ve felt the last few hours. What could possibly be going on here that would keep you from sending a simple—”

Her sentence falls, unfinished, when my father steps into the hallway. For a moment, her mouth hangs open, like she’s forgotten how to talk, but then she’s in motion, crossing to him as she repeats his name again and again. “Ben.”

“Amy,” Dad whispers as he wraps her in his arms. Tears spring to my eyes and I’m glad Jodi still holds me up. The emotion of this moment is making me weaker by the second. How many times have I imagined this? Although she tried her best to hide it from me, after he left, Mom spent many nights crying in her room. It was hard for her, having to raise me without him. And while I know those experiences aren’t exactly the same as this version of my mother had, they have to have been similar. I always dreamed that when my dad came home, we’d skip straight into “happily ever after” territory, picking up where we left off. But with everything that’s happened, with all my dad’s shared in the brief time we’ve spent together, there’s no way I can believe that will happen. There are too many complications.

“Where have you been?” Mom asks, stroking his face. “You’re back. I can’t believe it. What happened? What changed?” She wipes at her eyes. “Ben, I’ve missed you so much.”

Dad smooths her long brown hair. “There’s so much I need to tell you.”

Mom’s eyes stray to the living room and her body tenses. She sees Anya. I’m glad I’m exhausted, glad I can’t sense the thoughts and emotions that must be pinwheeling through Mom’s mind. I’m not even sure I could sort through my own feelings about any of this right now.

I nudge Jodi. “Take me to my room, please.”

She nods, an almost grateful look spasming across her face. “Everything will be okay,” she says as we continue up the stairs. I’m not sure who she’s trying to convince.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Seth’s green eyes glitter with reflected firelight as his lips curl into a smile. “Are you going to kill me, Krissa? After all, you’ve killed once already.”

The words reverberate around me—you’ve killed, you’ve killed, you’ve killed—a thousand voices echoing them until it’s all that fills my head.

The bonfire shoots up into the air like a pillar. The flames scorch my skin, forming angry red blisters. I’m melting. I’m burning. And I can’t stop it. I’m powerless against the heat.

It’s no more than I deserve anyway, after Zane.

My breath catches and I cough as the thick, black smoke slithers into my mouth, suffocating me…

My eyes fly open and I blink against the early morning light filtering in through my bedroom windows. I cough to clear my lungs, but there’s no need. I’m not choking. There is no fire.

I’m safe.

But even as my senses verify it’s true, I can’t believe it. How can I be safe if Seth is still out there? If, as my dad claims, he has a whole group of followers ready to help him take over the town?

I draw in a few slow, deep breaths, trying to calm my still-hammering heart. No, I’m not safe—I won’t be until I know Seth is gone for good. But for now, I’m as safe as I can be, and that will have to be good enough. Dad said he knew more about Seth than I do—he said he had a plan. Maybe he knows how to defeat him once and for all.

My stomach tenses. Dad. I always thought I’d be elated when he finally returned home, but the emotions swirling through me now are hard to decipher. I should have a hundred questions for him—and I do—but my curiosity is tempered by the presence of that woman.

The look on Mom’s face when she saw him last night was exactly what I expected—awe, joy, wonder—but all that evaporated when her eyes landed on Anya.

My poor mother. As if learning about my abilities wasn’t enough for her to deal with—now Dad is back—but not to be with us. He’s here to help deal with a powerful ancestor bent on taking over Clearwater. It’s a lot for me to handle, and I’m part of this.

I’m still tired from last night’s events, but the near-constant hum of the consciousnesses of others is starting to buzz at the edges of my mind. Typically, I block out this kind of interference—something I’ve done almost subconsciously since this particular aspect of my psychic abilities began manifesting five years ago—but I’m still wiped out from the battle with Seth last night. The idea of attempting to build my mental wall threatens to sap what little charge the night’s sleep provided. Instead, I allow the energies in.

Everything is muted: I’m the only one awake in the house. Still, it’s clear immediately that there are more people here than usual. Of course there are. I sense Mom and Jodi in their respective bedrooms, but there’s also someone on the futon in Jodi’s office. My dad. And on the first floor is the unfamiliar but surprisingly sharp presence of Anya, who must be asleep on one of the couches. Her energy is different from that of my parents, more vibrant. More like Jodi’s, owing to her psychic abilities.

She’s beautiful. Anya. And five years is a long time.

I shake my head, attempting to clear it of the invading thoughts. It takes a moment to realize the ideas aren’t mine. My heart lurches when I connect them to my mom. Even her resting mind is full of turmoil this morning.

My body aches when I sit and swing my legs over the edge of the bed. It’s hard to tell whether I’m worse off physically or mentally. I grab the fluffy yellow robe off the back of my desk chair as I stumble to the stairs. It’s not until I’m on the floor below that I manage to pull it on correctly, and I’ve edged open the door to my mom’s room by the time I’ve tied it closed over the oversize tee-shirt nightgown Jodi helped me into last night. Mom’s face isn’t peaceful in sleep: There’s a deep crease between her eyebrows and her lips quiver. I cross to the bed and settle on the mattress beside her.

She shifts a few times, stirring. Her eyelids flutter before opening. A smile touches her lips when her gaze falls on me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I return. “How’d you sleep?”

Her mouth twitches. “I should be asking you that. Jodi and your dad filled me in a little about what happened last night.” She stretches out her hand, fingertips grazing my cheek. “I get the feeling the situation was worse than they let on—and what they described sounded pretty dangerous.”

I catch her hand in mine. “Did you and Dad get a chance to talk?”

Her expression gives away nothing. “A little.”

I need to connect with her about this, to know what she thinks. But I’m hesitant to press too hard. “It’s strange, right? Having him here?”

Mom’s mouth presses into a firm line and she blinks a few times. “It’s not what I expected,” she murmurs. Her cloudy expression clears and she squeezes my fingers. “But I suppose my expectations never included anything supernatural, so I’m adjusting.”

There’s more to her words than she’s letting on. I can sense a lingering disappointment beneath the surface, but I make an effort not to search too deeply with my abilities. She deserves the space to deal with things without me poking around in her thoughts. I already feel guilty enough for picking up on her concern regarding Anya.

Her concern. As if the same one hasn’t crossed my mind. It’s something in the way the two interact with each other. They’re almost too familiar. Is it possible in the last half decade the two have crossed the line separating them from partners seeking to destroy Seth to… something more?

In my reality, my mom never dated after Dad left—never even appeared to have an interest in pursuing a romance with anyone else. And that was when he left without explanation. Although I don’t know for certain what happened in this timeline, I find it even less likely that Mom would have done so here. Not only did this version of my father give her at least a little in the way of reason for his leaving, we’ve also been living under the same roof with Jodi, my dad’s sister. But does that mean Dad’s been as faithful?

Mom shakes her head, her thin lips doing their best imitation of a smile. “Besides, I’m much more concerned about everything you’re mixed up in.”

Just like that, she’s back into mom-mode. I can almost see the shift play out across her features, in her body language. Her own problems can be put aside as she focuses on me. I’ve seen her do it before—tamping down her own anxiety about making ends meet in order to console me over broken friendships and troubles at school. Guilt swoops in my stomach. She shouldn’t have to worry about me. She has a right to spend energy dealing with her own issues. But maybe it’s a coping strategy: When things are too complicated in her own life, she can worry about mine.

A creaks sounds out in the hallway. Mom and I both look through the open door. Dad emerges from the office, sandy hair rumpled, clothed in gray sweatpants and a long sleeve tee shirt in dark blue. He pauses when his eyes lock on us. His body surges forward like he intends to join us, but his feet stay planted firmly on the floorboards. “Good morning,” he calls in a hoarse whisper.

“How did you sleep?” Mom’s tone is casual, but there’s an edge of formality to it.

“Well,” Dad says, but he’s lying. The futon left him with a crick in his neck and his mind was restless. But he won’t tell her that.

They’re like strangers. The realization takes my breath away. In all my fantasies about my father’s return, he slipped seamlessly back into our lives, but it was foolish to think things would be that easy. Emotions not my own press in on the edges of my consciousness and I stand, stepping hastily toward the door. I need to get away from here, to clear my head. I mutter something about needing a shower as I edge past my father and toward the stairs to my room. My parents’ concern shadows me as I ascend, but I do my best to block it out.

My mind continues to fill as I make my way through my room to the bathroom. Space typically helps clear my head, but today the house doesn’t seem big enough. I turn on the water in the shower and strip off my robe and nightgown. My parents will be fine, I try to convince myself as I step into the tub. They just need time to sort through everything. In any case, I can’t obsess over it, not with Seth still out there, with the threat to Clearwater just as real today as it was last night.

My parents’ thoughts have ebbed from my brain, but a new set of emotions surges inside. These are different—sharper, more distinct, and incredibly familiar.

Surprise, incredulity, anger, confusion—all directed at the idea of my father being in town. Except it’s not news to anyone in this house.

But these thoughts don’t belong to people in the house. The more I focus on them, the clearer that fact becomes. Still, it doesn’t make the truth any easier to accept. I’m sensing these things through my psychic abilities, but those are typically tied to being near to someone—unless I’m really trying to connect with someone or something beyond. But this is as effortless as breathing, like I’m somehow linked to…

The binding spell. It’s the only explanation. And as that knowledge clarifies, so do the identities of the people whose thoughts I’m experiencing: Owen Marsh and Fox Holloway. I’m somehow tied to each of them. We realized this last night after Seth disappeared, but my exhaustion has been too complete until now to fully appreciate the effects.

My first almost-boyfriend from an alternate timeline, Owen, and my recently ex-boyfriend from this reality, Fox, have a direct line on my emotions, and I on theirs. I can’t see this ending any way but badly.

Last night, Dad said that the binding spell was the only way to save my friends’ lives, and I understand that. If the powers of the psychics and witches hadn’t been combined, it’s possible Crystal, Lexie, Bridget, Griffin, and Fox would all be dead right now. But the anchoring spell that tied the witches to Seth’s crystal has been severed, the magic discharged back into nature. I hope the link that connects us to each other can be broken easily, but doubt nags at the back of my mind.

Right now, it seems nothing in life is designed to be easy.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Fox and Owen must have been asleep when I first woke up, because their thoughts have plagued me since my shower. “You don’t understand. I feel like I’m going crazy. I don’t know how much longer I can deal with this.”

My aunt Jodi turns from the stove and leans against the adjacent counter, heaving a sigh. A faint stream of mostly transparent steam shoots out the spout of her tea kettle. I wish I could direct the clouds into my head to mute the noise buzzing there. “Don’t you think you’re being the slightest bit overdramatic?”

I blow out a breath, peeling my body off the doorjamb between the kitchen and dining room. Every muscle in my body protests as I cross to the island and prop my palms against it. “I’ve got thoughts that aren’t mine floating around in my head. Under normal circumstances, I think that’s called schizophrenia.”

Jodi rolls her eyes as the kettle releases a shrill whistle. She pulls it off the burner quickly and, with a practiced motion, pours it into the mug she prepared. A sweet, earthy scent fills the air. “The way you’re going on, you’d think you never heard another person’s thoughts before. From what I understand, the link is easier to establish than it would ordinarily be, but it’s not like it’s exactly a new thing for you.”

I don’t bother pointing out that while, yes, as a psychic, I have the ability to sense people’s emotions and sometimes to decipher their thoughts, it typically takes effort to do so, and the people I sense need to be nearby. Jodi’s a witch and no expert in psychic matters. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if you hadn’t linked me to Fox and Owen. I mean, of all the other choices, why them?”

She holds up her hands innocently. “I just cast the spell. There was nothing in it about picking which people got paired up. That happened on its own.” Before I can respond, she slides the steaming mug across the island. I take it without bothering to ask what herbs she threw in. Jodi has a particular talent for blending herb mixes for whatever ails a person. I hope today’s brew will help me stop feeling like I’ve been hit by a train.

Jodi surveys me expectantly until I take my first sip. I wrinkle my nose at the flavor and the corner of her mouth twitches. “Your friends should be here soon, right? I’ll go up and check on your dad, make sure he’s ready to explain everything to them.”

As her footfalls reach the stairs, a knock sounds at the front door and I make my way toward it as quickly as I can. Jodi asked me to text everyone affected by last night’s binding spell and have them meet here to discuss what’s going on. Before my hand even touches the doorknob, I already know who’s outside. I sigh with relief as I swing open the door to reveal Felix Wolfe. His shaggy brown hair is more ruffled than usual, and there are dark bags under his eyes. An uncharacteristic shadow of stubble hugs his chin and upper lip. He grunts a hello before tripping over the threshold.

I close the door and embrace him. In the last few weeks, he and I have grown very close. He’s the only one I told my secret—that Crystal Jamison and I changed something in the past and came back to a present that wasn’t our own. I’ve grown to rely and depend on him, and I’m relieved it’s he who’s arrived first.

Felix leans heavily into my arms. “I am so tired. I don’t think anyone in the history of the world has ever been more tired than I am in this moment.”

I struggle under his weight and press my hands into his chest. “You’re gonna knock me over.”

“Probably.”

Grunting with effort, I haul him into the living room and heft him onto the couch. He lands with a thud and collapses against the cushions. He really does look out of it. “What’s going on? The psychics all seemed fine last night when we headed home.”

He leans his head back, closing his eyes. “Bridget.”

I sit beside him, pressing my lips together. Bridget Burke, a witch in Crystal Jamison’s circle, isn’t someone Felix routinely spends any time with. “What about her?”

He moans. “She’s in my friggen head! No matter what I do, I can’t turn her off.” He opens his eyes, revealing a slightly manic gleam. “Are all girls like this? It’s just emotion after emotion. She’s happy, she’s sad, she’s angry, she’s afraid, she’s worried if her fake boyfriend’s still gonna like her. I don’t think she slept all night. Which means I didn’t sleep all night.”

I pat Felix’s hand, trying to be comforting, but I’m buzzing with too many questions. “You’re linked to Bridget? How did that happen? Who else are you linked with?”

“Who else? No one, thank goodness. There’s barely enough room in my head for me.”

I bite my lower lip. Although I haven’t devoted much time to attempting to guess who’s been linked with whom, I assumed that everyone, like me, had multiple links. “I’m linked with two people.”

Felix opens his eyes, fixing his hazel gaze on me. “Do I even have to ask?”

Another knock sounds at the front door, saving me from having to answer. He already knows anyway. I don’t know whether it’s our proximity or fatigue or the effect of the binding spell—or maybe a mix of them all—but I can sense his understanding clearly. Just as I can sense who’s on the other side of the door.

Crystal Jamison, Lexie Taylor, and Bridget Burke stand on my porch and barely nod a hello before crossing into the house. Although they all move more slowly than usual and their faces are drawn, exhausted, I can’t help being the tiniest bit impressed that they still managed to wear coordinating outfits—jeans and sweaters in orange and red. When I first found myself in this reality just weeks ago, I was expected to follow suit. But a lot has changed since then and the three barely spare an extra glance at my outfit—black pajama pants and a maroon hoodie.

An inkling of embarrassment shivers through me when Bridget clears the wall and enters the living room, followed by a tiny tremble of dread. If that’s how Bridget feels when she sees Felix, what emotions will course through me when Fox and Owen show up?

Before I can close the door, a dark blue Mustang pulls up in front of my house, followed closely by a Bria’s mom’s Camry. As Fox and his brother Griffin and Bria Tate and West Harmon climb out of their respective cars, stairs creak behind me as Jodi and my dad descend. My skin flushes and I look at the floor, not ready to face either Fox or my father at the moment. I’m still not comfortable with him being back, not given the circumstances and his companion. And things were complicated with Fox before the binding spell. He’s not stupid, he knew there was something between me and Owen even before last night, and his being linked to my mind doesn’t make the situation any less complex.

Dad clears his throat as Bria and West enter the house. “Is this everyone?”

Griffin comes in after West, followed closely by Fox. His stormy eyes flicker to meet my own for the briefest of seconds. “Owen’s close.”

My stomach clenches at his words. So overwhelmed by my own apprehensions, I didn’t sense Owen’s nearness, but now I know without a doubt it’s true. But if I didn’t sense it, Fox didn’t pick up on the information from me. Does that mean that in addition to each of them being linked to me, they’re also linked to each other?

Fox passes and I don’t stop him to ask.

“I’ll get Anya,” Dad murmurs as Owen’s Grand Prix pulls to a stop in front of the house across the street.

Jodi slips a hand around my waist, giving me a quick squeeze. “You go sit down. I’ll let him in.”

I’m not sure whether I’m thankful for her offer. Owen is just stepping out of his car and a familiar thrill courses through me at the sight of him—a reaction I’ve been fighting for the last few weeks, both because I was locked into a relationship with Fox and because Owen resented my alternate-self so much he could barely look at me. But now that he remembers...

I shake my head and start for the living room. We still don’t know why Owen is remembering our shared past in the reality I’m from. If it’s something that can start out of nowhere, is it something that could disappear just as easily? In the weeks since I found myself in this alternate timeline, one of the things I’ve longed for most is my Owen, but now that he is, for all intents and purposes, here with me, I’m having difficulty accepting it, difficulty understanding what it means and how to deal with it.

Bria and West now occupy the spaces on the couch beside Felix. Neither of them look quite as tired as Felix does, but it’s obvious they’re not at a hundred percent. The ends of Bria’s usually sleek bob flip out and under at random intervals, and her trademark heavy eye makeup is missing entirely, making her look much younger than seventeen. West’s hair is disheveled less in an artfully crafted way and more in an I-just-rolled-out-of-bed way, and his deep-set blue eyes are still filmed with sleep.

I scan the room. Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget fill the remaining couch. Griffin, predictably, has claimed the armchair, his long, slender limbs sprawling to take up as much of the available space as possible. Fox’s tall frame is bent awkwardly as he sits on an ottoman. I quickly realize there’s really no place for me to sit. I could perch on the ledge by the fireplace, but that would put me awfully close to Fox, and I’m not sure how either of us would like that at the moment.

Chair legs scrape against the wood floor and I turn to see my dad dragging dining room chairs across the hall. He smiles as he settles one behind me. As I sit, the low murmur of Owen’s voice as he greets Jodi familiarly reaches my ears. She sounds somewhat taken aback when she responds—as she should be. It wouldn’t surprise me if Owen and Jodi haven’t spoken in years—in this reality.

I glance up only briefly when Owen enters the room. When his eyes flicker from me to Fox before going to the floor, I take it as confirmation that all three of us are linked.

He takes the chair my dad set up closest to Felix’s couch instead of the one closest to me and I release a relieved sigh. It’s going to be hard enough focusing without him near enough to touch.

Jodi places a hand on the back of my chair. “Thank you all for coming. I can tell by looking at you that it’s taken quite an effort to get here.”

“Sorry, Jodi, but can we just cut to the chase here?” Griffin’s tone is quieter than usual, but he retains his usual grace. “Let’s skip the pleasantries and get right to the part where you guys explain exactly what the hell is going on with the spell you cast on us last night.” His lip curls as his eyes flicker to West. “And, yeah, I am a dick, so deal with it.”

West’s cheeks tinge pink but he doesn’t look away from Griffin. I make a note in my head—Griffin and West must be linked.

“Griffin,” Jodi begins through clenched teeth, but she quickly quiets as my dad clears his throat.

“By now, I’m assuming you all know that, last night, a man named Seth tried to kill the witches who were anchored to a crystal containing his powers.” Dad settles on the chair beside me, but his eyes are on the others in the room. “He was using Kristyl to cast his spell, since his magic was locked in the stone, but she fought him. Even then, even if she had somehow been able to stop him, doing so wouldn’t have saved your lives. According to Anya, there was only one way to do that.”

“Who the hell is Anya?” Griffin asks, throwing up his hands. “In fact, who the hell are you?”

“Krissa’s dad,” Fox and Owen murmur in unison.

A ripple of intrigue shivers through the witches and psychics, but my eyes are on my father as he scrutinizes Fox and Owen in turn. 

Anya, who has been sitting in a chair in the hallway behind Dad, stands and steps forward. “It’s not an ideal solution, I understand.” She places her hand briefly on my dad’s shoulder as she slides past him, into the living room. “Once I realized what happened and what would happen if Seth were to break your tie to his magic, I knew there was only one way to get you all safely through. Binding the witches with the psychics gave the witches enough protection to survive. The anchoring spell you performed became a kind of symbiotic relationship because the energy you were anchored to wasn’t from nature, it was from Seth’s essence. When Seth attempted to break it, he turned that relationship to a parasitic one that could have killed you all.”

Griffin snorts, his gaze flickering to me. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t have to—I can sense his thought clearly enough. It’s Zane Ross’s face that flashes through his mind. The binding spell didn’t happen soon enough to save him.

“Is there a way to undo it?” Lexie asks, the words bursting forth like she’s been waiting for the opportunity to release them. She squares her shoulders when eyes flicker to her, and she tosses her fiery red hair over her right shoulder. The self-assured motion is belied by the nervous energy radiating off her. “I mean—thanks and all that. We appreciate that you saved us last night. But it’s beyond awkward having Bria in my head all the time.”

“It’s no picnic for me either, princess,” Bria snaps, narrowing her uncharacteristically un-lined eyes.

“Hey, hey,” Anya says, holding up her hands to cut off whatever Lexie is about to retort. “I understand how disconcerting this must be for all of you—especially the witches, since you’re not used to sensing thoughts or emotions from other people. The spell allows you to tap into the abilities of others—primarily the person you’re linked to, but to all members of the group. If it were just witches bound, you’d all be able to draw from a collective pool of magic. Since there are psychics involved, their abilities are now in the mix, too. I assure you, once you all get used to being bound, the flow of thoughts and emotions won’t be nearly so overwhelming.” She makes a point to look each of us in the eyes as she speaks, as if she’s trying to both reassure us and apologize at the same time. She turns to Lexie. But to answer your question, yes. Binding spells are typically pretty easy to undo. However, it might be in your best interest to stay bound together. What happened last night? It was just the beginning. If you think Seth will just give up because you screwed up his plans, you’re wrong.”

Lexie crosses her arms over her chest. “I’ll take my chances.”

I fight rolling my eyes. In my reality, Lexie and Bria were best friends. I actually liked that version of Lexie. This one is too hostile, too mean-girl, too much like the kind of person her alternate self despised. “Why is staying bound in our best interest? It’s not like the witches are still in danger from the anchoring spell, right?” I can’t help glancing toward Fox. There was a moment last night when I was convinced he’d been killed. I don’t know if I could go through that again.

Two twinges of emotions surge through me at the thought—a mix of affection and hope from Fox, and one of annoyance and jealousy from Owen. Heat creeps up my cheeks and I avoid eye contact with either of them.

Anya’s eyebrows pull together for the briefest of moments before she responds. “In his time, Seth spent a considerable amount of effort collecting and honing energy. As I’m sure you’ve all realized, there are limits to what you can do on your own. One solution is to work together with others, feed off their abilities to complete a task. This is like when a whole circle of witches casts the same spell, or when psychics link together to accomplish a goal. But Seth… He doesn’t want to depend on others. He’ll work with them to get what he needs—if he has to—but he’d much rather be entirely self-sufficient, entirely powerful. Instead of simply practicing or learning ways to connect more automatically with the magic around him, Seth turned himself into a kind of storage device. He did countless spells to pull magic into himself and store it there. That’s one reason there was so much power in the crystal you anchored to. And since that magic is gone now, dispersed back into nature, Seth will be looking for ways to acquire more.”

“So,” Bridget begins tentatively, fidgeting under the gazes directed her way. In all the time I’ve spent with her, I still don’t have a good read on who she really is. Although she typically dresses in a way strategically designed to catch the attention of any guy—curve-hugging clothes revealing ample cleavage—besides recently when she used magic on a classmate, I’ve never known her to have a boyfriend. And while she’s self-assured when flirting or at Crystal’s side when they’re strutting through the halls of Clearwater High, in this moment she’s almost shy. “If Seth wants to build up his magic again, won’t he just do what he did before?”

“Eventually, yes,” Anya says. “But it’s a slow process. Seth will want to use faster methods right now.”

It takes less than an instant for me to understand what she means. “Like when he killed the founding family members,” I murmur. Seth admitted to causing a string of accidents resulting in the deaths of three people—Millie, Jodi’s friend who owned a coffee shop on Main Street; Alec Crawford, our classmate Dana’s father; and Crystal Taylor-Cole, Lexie and Crystal’s aunt and the principal of the high school. He was also behind a fire at Felix’s house, but the psychics were able to fend off the attack and save him. “Seth said he took on the energy of the people he killed.”

“Like Zane?” Griffin’s voice is low, but it still carries through the room. “Oh, wait. That wasn’t Seth’s handiwork, was it?”

My breath catches and my eyes begin to burn. He’s doing this on purpose. Doesn’t he understand how awful I feel about what happened to his friend, how guilty? I can’t imagine he can’t see it on my face, sense it through the binding spell.

Anya leans forward in her chair, ignoring Griffin’s comment. “It’s not outside the realm of possibility that Seth will continue to steal the powers of others, and it’s entirely possible he would want to start with all of you since, in his mind, you’re responsible for him losing the magic he already had. But he can’t do that so long as you’re bound. Your energies and abilities are too interconnected, and there’s no way he can cast a spell powerful enough to take it—not even with help.”

“So… we’re stuck like this?” Lexie asks.

“For the time being, yes.” Anya offers the smallest of apologetic smiles. “It might be worth it to talk to the person you’re linked to, maybe talk a little about how you’re going to deal with being connected.”

I do a quick count in my head. Lexie and Bria are linked. Griffin is linked to West, and Felix is to Bridget. Then there’s me, Owen, and Fox. That leaves... “Crystal, who are you linked to?”

Crystal jumps slightly, like a student caught daydreaming by the teacher. “I, um...” She shrugs, pink rising in her cheeks. “I mean—now that we’re all in the same room, I keep getting, like, flashes of emotions, but not from anyone in particular. I just feel... strange. Kind of... off.”

Anya scans the room. “There are an even number of you. Typically, in binding spells in groups of mixed abilities, a witch is linked to a psychic. And no one’s ever left out.”

“I have two,” I offer. “Maybe since I’m both—psychic and witch—I got one of each. Owen and Fox.”

Anya’s brow furrows. “That... complicates matters somewhat.”

“You’re telling me,” Fox murmurs, his eyes on Owen.

“No, I mean—” Anya shakes her head, taking in a breath. “One thing at a time. It’s impossible for one of you to have no link. There has to be someone.”

Bria’s nose wrinkles. “But there aren’t any other psychics.”

“That you know of,” Dad murmurs. “Crystal’s a witch, and if she hadn’t been linked with a psychic last night, she’d be dead.”

“Like Zane.” Griffin’s eyes burn into me as he says it.

I do my best to tamp down the new swell of guilt, but I can’t fight it anymore. I thought I was helping the circle by breaking the anchoring spell, but Seth had no interest in helping them. All he wanted was for the circle to be separated from his magic so he could reclaim it all. And while it’s true that if Zane hadn’t grown so dependent on the crystal’s magic, if he hadn’t used it at every opportunity, he might still be alive, it’s also true that had I recognized Seth for what and who he really is sooner, Zane would almost certainly not have died.

The meager walls around my mind I’ve been able to build crumble, and in an instant I’m assailed by the thoughts and emotions of all the witches and psychics—sadness, anger, resentment, concern. Everything swirls through my brain, making it hard to process anything.

The air in the room suddenly seems thin. I stand and head into the hallway, ignoring the concerned thoughts of Fox and Owen, ignoring my father when he calls after me. Without grabbing so much as a jacket, I open the front door and step out onto the porch.

It’s too much. I want to shut it all out, but I can’t. Even here on the porch, with the breeze nipping at my exposed skin, I can still detect a constant thrum of energy and emotions coming from the house. I press my hands against the wooden railing and bend forward, fighting the urge to retch, to scream, to do anything to empty out even the tiniest piece of me. It wouldn’t do any good, anyway. It’s my head that’s overflowing, and I can’t empty that.

A small bird flutters down onto the ground. If only I were as free to come and go. But now, even if I were to leave, I wouldn’t be alone—not really. I can feel them all—not just Fox and Owen: the dim glow of the consciousnesses of all the psychics and witches follows me even out here. 

The bird freezes in its foraging and cocks its head before spreading its wings and launching itself into the air. I envy it. My eyes follow its progress as it streaks through the sky. I only realize that it took flight for a reason when a board behind me creaks.

His hands are on me before I can turn. His hot breath is stale with the barest hint of alcohol remaining from a binge last night. It’s the clarity with which I know this fact that startles me more than his presence on my front porch, more than his grip, more than the heat radiating off his body. I can read him as easily as I can read the psychics and witches in the house.

“What the hell’s happening to me?” mutters Tucker Ingram, his bloodshot eyes wide. “Why are there voices in my head?”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Someone pulls Tucker away, throwing him violently to the porch.

“Krissa, are you okay?” Owen’s is the first face I see, but Fox is pressing in close, too. Each of them has a hand on my arm and instinctively I take a step back.

“I’m fine,” I murmur, although I’m not entirely sure it’s the truth.

“Do you know this boy?” Anya stands in the doorway, her eyebrows drawn together. My father is behind her.

I push past the guys, avoiding watching as Tucker scrambles to his feet. He brushes a lock of his shaggy brown hair off his forehead, his blue-gray eyes wild, like those of a cornered animal. Although he wears his trademark leather jacket, all traces of his bad-boy veneer are absent from his posture. “He goes to school with us.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Owen spits, closing the distance between him and Tucker. I grab his arm as he passes, pressing a thought to him. I know exactly what’s going through his mind—it’s the same thing that goes through mine any time I’m near Tucker: The night outside the bookstore when Tucker tried to attack me. He had been drinking and when he saw me on the sidewalk outside, he pressed me into the store’s wall, pushed his body in close. I could spell the alcohol on his breath. But that was a different timeline, a different Tucker. I push this reminder into Owen’s head.

Tucker sways slightly, squinting against the harsh winter sunlight. “My head’s been buzzing since I woke up. Full of… I don’t even know. And I’m feeling all twisted up and worried and… I don’t know why. But I felt like I had to get in my car, so I did. And I ended up here.”

I glance at Anya, sure she’ll be just as confused as I am, but she exchanges a loaded glance with my dad before sighing. She holds a hand toward Tucker and my dad steps back into the hall, clearing the way. “I think you’d better come in here. Clearly there are some things you need to know.”

My stomach lurches as Tucker steps over the threshold. I know he’s not the exact same person he was in my old reality, but I still don’t like the idea of any version of Tucker Ingram being in my house. A warm hand presses the small of my back, urging me forward, but by the time I turn, its owner, Fox, has already removed it. He’s not my boyfriend anymore; he’s trying to remember that.

I’m the last into the house and I take my time closing the door. I don’t need to be in the room to hear Anya’s explanation, as I’ve already figured it out for myself: Tucker’s the missing psychic. It’s the only thing that makes any sense. The buzzing in his head has probably been thoughts from the witches and other psychics, although since he’s linked to Crystal, it’s likely she’s the one he’s sensed most. And if he’s feeling “twisted up,” it’s only a reflection of how the rest of us are dealing with the events of the last twenty-four hours.

The binding spell must have activated a latent ability in Tucker. If he’d been experiencing psychic flashes before, there’s no way he’d be this freaked out now. I should feel bad for him: He’s kind of being thrown into the deep end of the pool with everything he’s stepping into. But I have too much to deal with on my own at the moment.

I’m not ready to head back in, not ready for Griffin’s accusing stare or the thick tension between Owen and Fox. Not ready to watch Anya brush a hand against my father’s arm or give another too-familiar touch.

I dart past the living room, past the stairs, and to the sitting room at the back of the house. I just need a few more minutes to clear my head, then I’ll go back in, listen to whatever plan Dad and Anya have for dealing with Seth. I sit on the couch, my back against the arm, and pull my knees to my chest. Just a few minutes.

I sense his presence before he speaks. Before the binding spell, I would have been able to recognize his energy, but now his consciousness is like a beacon. In the past, sharing thoughts took concentration and effort, but I have a feeling if I opened myself to him now, the process would be as simple and natural as breathing. 

I keep my head down, hoping he’ll get my hint, but Owen crosses the room and sits beside me. “It’s getting harder for me to keep things straight,” he murmurs, his blue eyes devoid of the rage they held only a few moments ago. “At first, it was like… remembering the original version of a movie and the remake. There were similarities and differences, but I could keep track of what happened in which version. I could figure out which actually happened to me—you know, here—and which happened with you. But now…” He blows out a breath. “It’s like… things are slipping away. The memory of walking out of the bookstore and seeing him with you, it’s so fresh. I can’t remember him any other way.”

I lift my head, studying his profile. His jaw is clenched, his clear eyes narrowed like he’s trying to see through the wall into the living room, trying to watch Tucker.

He has the same look on his face that he had the night we first kissed. The intensity is both frightening and, somehow, incredibly sexy. Like he wouldn’t hesitate to legitimately harm Tucker if he saw him as a threat. Like he’d do anything to make sure I’m safe. I don’t know if anyone but Owen has ever made me feel this way. In my reality, I spent years as a target. When I first began manifesting psychic abilities, I didn’t know how to control them and I used them to my advantage, hurting a friend. After she shunned me, the rest of the school followed suit and I spent five years accepting whatever insults or abuse they hurled my way. But from the moment I entered Clearwater High, Owen has looked after me. He’s done everything he could to keep me safe—socially, emotionally, physically.

Since I found myself in this reality, I’ve been doing my best to put my history with Owen behind me. I was with Fox and this Owen hadn’t experienced the things I had in the other timeline. But now, all that has changed. Owen does remember. This Owen is my Owen.

Isn’t this what I’ve wanted since the moment I found myself here? A place where Jodi is safe, my mom is alive, and Owen is mine? Can things really be this simple?

He turns, intensity evaporating, replaced with confusion. Wonder. My defenses are down and my thoughts are reaching him. He reaches forward tentatively, hesitating for a beat before feathering his fingers down the side of my face. I shiver under the desire in his gaze. I want him to kiss me, and I want that kiss to erase all the complications swirling around us—the psychics and witches being bound, Tucker being in the next room, my father’s return, Fox.

I sense his presence a split second before he clears his throat, a split second before Owen’s lips meet mine. The two of us lean away from each other quickly, but it doesn’t matter. Even if our intent hadn’t been obvious, I’m sure Fox can sense the emotions between us. Although he’s a witch, it’s obvious from the impressions I’ve been receiving from him that he’s picking up on some of what’s going on in my head—and probably Owen’s, too.

Fox stands awkwardly in the archway, rubbing the back of his neck with his hand. “They, um... They want you in there.”

I wish I couldn’t read him so easily. He’s doing his best to cover it up, but Fox is no psychic, and he can’t block his feelings. Confusion. Betrayal. Anger. Sadness. I want to explain, but what can I say?

The truth.

I’m not sure whether the idea comes from me or Owen, but I push it away immediately. After Crystal and I did the spell that ended up changing the past, changing our present, she insisted we keep the truth to ourselves. I agreed and did my best to move forward, living the life I found myself in. Fox was a big part of that life. If he feels betrayed now, how much worse will it be if I tell him I’ve been lying for weeks? That the girl he was with for three years is gone?

As much as I wish things were simple right now, that Owen and I could pick up the relationship we began before the circle ever got its hands on the crystal, the fact is that things are far too complex at the moment. Maybe things wouldn’t be so difficult if I didn’t care about Fox, but the fact is I do. And while I’m not entirely sure what that caring means, I know I don’t want to cause him more pain than is necessary. Making him deal with Owen and me as a couple while the three of us are linked, while he can sense our emotions, isn’t fair to him.

Owen gets to his feet first, giving Fox a wide berth as he crosses into the hallway. Fox’s head doesn’t move, but his eyes follow Owen’s progress until they no longer can. When his gaze snaps back to me, I press my lips together. I should say something right now to explain what he just walked in on, but my scrambling brain can’t come up with a truth vague enough or a lie plausible enough. Instead, I stand and start out of the room.

At first I think he’ll just let me pass, but Fox hooks my elbow gently with his hand before I make it to the hallway. “I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but... I know there’s something. I can sense it, but I don’t understand it.” His eyes lock on mine. “If the three of us are gonna be bound together, eventually you’re gonna have to tell me.” He exhales through his nose. “I mean, I know we’re not together anymore, so you don’t really owe me an explanation. But after three years… Krissa, I just… I need to know.”

I nod, even though I have no idea how I’d begin to explain.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

With my help, Dad and Anya do their best to explain the state of things to a bewildered Tucker. I do my best to empathize with him—after all, it’s understandable to be overwhelmed by the idea of psychics and witches and binding spells and a guy from the past bent on taking over the town. Still, my patience wanes after the third or fourth time he whines about his hangover.

Once Dad is satisfied that Tucker is sufficiently caught up to speed, he announces we’re all free to go.

No one moves.

“Is that it?” Griffin asks, sounding incredulous. “You get us here, tell us we’re bound to each other—which we already knew, by the way—and tell us there’s some crazy powerful dude who wants to kill us, and that’s it? Now we’re just supposed to go home and what? Wait for this guy to come at us again?”

“There’s no reason to believe he’ll come after you any time soon,” Dad says, using the same placating voice he would use when I’d wake up from a nightmare. “Kristyl was able to stop him last night—something I’m sure he didn’t think was possible. There’s no way he’ll try again before he’s sure he’s stronger.”

“Well, I’m reassured,” Griffin mutters sarcastically.

West sighs heavily, leaning forward and propping his elbows on his thighs. “As much as I hate to admit it, he’s got a point. If we’re stronger than Seth is right now, shouldn’t we be doing something to stop him before he gets the upper hand?”

Dad and Anya exchange a glance. I catch Jodi’s eye but her face remains neutral: If she knows anything, she won’t give it away.

“We have a plan in the works,” Dad says. “It’s not quite ready to put into action, but when it is, you’ll know the details.”

A rumble of unease flows through the circle, but I’d know what they were all thinking even if we weren’t connected. “Why can’t you tell us now?” 

Dad purses his lips, affecting the look he used to give when I’d ask for the truth about Santa or the Easter Bunny. “Honestly, for the moment, it’s best as few people know as possible. As I’m sure you can appreciate, the more people in on a secret, the harder it is to keep it secret for long.”

“So you don’t trust us?” Felix asks slowly.

Dad opens his mouth, but Anya places a hand lightly on his forearm. “Remember, Seth isn’t just a witch, he’s also psychic,” she says. “It’s not a matter of trusting you, it’s a matter of keeping you safe from him for as long as possible.”

Before anyone can respond, a knock sounds at the front door. Jodi, who has been sitting in the chair Anya placed in the hall since Tucker’s arrival, stands and disappears toward the sound. Although I can’t hear the words spoken, I recognize the cadence of the voices that join hers moments later—David Cole and Shelly Tanner, members of Jodi’s old circle who helped her cast the binding spell last night.

Dad stands, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. “Okay, I think that’s all for today. I suggest you all spend some time doing what Anya suggested and talking with the person you’re linked to.”

Griffin snorts as Dad and Anya join Jodi in the hall. “Yeah, us kids’ll just sit tight and wait for the grown-ups to figure everything out,” he grumbles darkly, standing. “Let’s get out of here, little brother.”

“Wait,” West says. “We’re supposed to talk about how to handle being linked to each other.”

Griffin points a finger at him. “That’s easy: Stay outta my head, psychic. Fox, let’s go.”

Although I sense distinct hesitation in Fox, he does as his brother says. As much as he wants to stay and talk to me about what he walked in on earlier, he’s also afraid to hear what I might say. He keeps his eyes trained forward as he follows Griffin out.

Tucker is the next to leave, muttering something about needing time to process—although I get the distinct impression as he passes that his processing will rely heavily on whatever alcohol he has left over from last night.

I sense Felix’s reluctance mingled with determination as he approaches Bridget. Lexie and Bria eye each other coolly, both still deciding whether they want to talk.

Owen wants to discuss what almost happened earlier. More accurately, I feel he’d like to pick up where we left off. There’s a part of me that wants to do that, too. The night of our first kiss, when he was leaving the house, Owen told me not to change my mind and I promised I wouldn’t. Even now, I’m not sure that I have, but I can’t deny that other things have changed. As much as I know he doesn’t want to hear it, I don’t think we can simply pick up where we left off in the other timeline.

A split second before he stands, I do, crossing to Crystal who is staring blankly at the coffee table before her. “Thirsty? Let me make you some tea.”

She fixes her eyes on me before nodding and standing. As we enter the hallway, so do the adults, who have spent the last few minutes on the porch. Jodi nods as we pass each other and leads her group into the dining room. By the time Crystal and I make it to the kitchen, it’s clear Jodi’s cast some sort of spell because although I can see Dad’s mouth moving as he sits, no sound reaches my ears. Whatever they’re discussing, it’s clear they don’t want the rest of us to overhear. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m starting to feel the same irritation as Griffin. What could be so important as to require the help of Jodi’s circle but not the combined power of the witches and the psychics I’m connected to?

As I fill the tea kettle, I try to shake off the concern. Anya is right, after all. Seth is a psychic. Maybe she and Dad figure he would assume my friends and I would have knowledge of the plan, but not anticipate Jodi’s circle might. I set the kettle on the burner before turning to the cupboards and scanning the bags of loose tea Jodi stores there. I find one good for energy and clarity and pull it down before turning to Crystal. She seems out of it. I know we’re all tired this morning after last night’s events, but this is different somehow. She’s distant. Could this be about being linked to Tucker? The two were in a relationship until recently, when Crystal dumped him—rather publicly—because she had a crush on Seth. It must be awkward to learn not only is he a psychic, but he’s her psychic. 

A pang sears through me as a memory floats to the surface of my mind. It didn’t surprise me when I found out that in this timeline Crystal and Tucker were together because I already knew she had a thing for bad boys. In our reality, she and Zane had hooked up from time to time. I release a breath. As much as I don’t want to talk about him, to dredge up the guilt that stabs me when he comes to mind, I don’t know whether the two had the same history in this reality. I might be the only person she has to talk about this with.

“How are you doing?” I ask, my voice low.

She blinks a few times before responding. “I’ve been better.”

I wait for her to continue, but she doesn’t. My instinct is to press forward with my abilities—amplified by the binding spell, it shouldn’t take much effort to figure out what’s happening in her head. But a psychic intrusion now, since we’re all constantly intruding on one another, feels wrong. None of us needs an added layer of invasion right now. “If you need to talk about him—about Zane—you can talk to me. You know that right?”

Her eyes narrow and she can’t conceal the red flame of anger that flares within her, but a moment later she shakes her head, the anger dissipating.

She blames me. Of course she does. How could she not? I was stupid to mention his name.

The kettle whistles and I busy myself making her a cup of tea. My fingers tremble as I add leaves to the infuser and tiny bits of herbs flutter to the counter. Just another mess I’ve made.

I leave the mug on the counter, my eyes down as I turn toward her. “It should steep for a few minutes,” I murmur. “I’ll leave you to… Crystal, I’m so sorry.” I look at her as I say the last words before stepping toward the hall.

She catches my arm, her touch light. “Thank you.”

Even though I technically still have company, I don’t make my way back into the living room. Instead, I ascend the stairs toward my room. I appreciate Crystal’s words, but they do nothing to absolve me of the shame billowing and swirling within me. I don’t know if anything can.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Voices wake me Monday morning. The room is brighter than it should be and I squint at the time on my phone. Nine fifteen.

What little remnants of sleep were clinging to me evaporate. I’m late for school—like, really late. Why didn’t anyone wake me?

I sit up and my head spins, leaving me lightheaded through several breaths. My body still aches in places, but overall I feel much better than I did yesterday. Still, I’m not entirely recovered from the events of Saturday night. Maybe that’s the explanation for the unscheduled day off.

A day off. If it’s Monday, Jodi and my mom should be at work already. If that’s the case, whose voices woke me? I shudder at the mental image of my dad and Anya sitting around the table, sipping coffee as she brushes her fingers over his forearm. I don’t know if I could stomach walking downstairs to see such a spectacle. If that’s what I’ve been left to deal with, I’d rather go into school late.

Tentatively, I reach forward with my abilities. I sense Dad and Anya, but also Jodi and three others that are bright and vaguely familiar. The members of Jodi’s old circle. David and Shelly were here yesterday because they live in town. The only other member I know of is a guy named Ryan Alcott who—at least in my other reality—lived in Ohio. That he’s here means something big must be up.

I get dressed as quickly as I can before heading downstairs. It’s not possible they’re planning to make a move on Seth right now, is it? There’s no way Jodi’s circle of four is as powerful as mine. Besides, they have to realize there’s no way I’d sit something like this out. 

Before I reach the first floor, I hear the creak of floorboards under footfalls and a gentle swell of voices. The group is on the move. I don’t see them in the hall at the bottom of the stairs, so they must be emerging from the sitting room at the back of the house. I quicken my descent as much as I dare, not wanting to slip and end up as a heap on the floor, but before I make it all the way down, Jodi appears, steaming mug of tea in hand. The footsteps and voices move farther away; everyone must be headed to the greenhouse.

Jodi presses the mug into my hands when I reach her, blocking my way into the hall. Instead, she nods toward the dining room table. “Let’s sit.”

I hesitate, my eyes dropping to the teacup. I really want to know what’s going on in the greenhouse, but the fact that Jodi is here to head me off suggests the others might clam up if I appear there. Or maybe they’re all done talking about whatever the plan is and moving into the greenhouse for spell supplies, in which case maybe Jodi’s here to fill me in on the details. Deciding my best course of action is to go with my aunt, I nod and follow her into the dining room.

“Drink your tea,” Jodi admonishes as I sit. “I made a whole bag of it and put it in the cupboard. You should drink a cup every day.”

“Okay,” I agree, despite her lack of detail on why I should drink it. I trust her enough to do it just because she’s asking. Even though I’m burning with questions, I pause to take a few sips. “What’s going on? Should I call everyone?”

The corner of Jodi’s mouth quirks upward, but the motion doesn’t resemble a smile. “We won’t need your circle’s help today. My friends and I can handle this.” Her eyes dip to my mug and I hastily slurp some more, knowing she won’t continue until I have. “We’re going to cast a protective spell around the town line. That way, no one with abilities will be able to get in. It’ll keep you all safe until the time is right.”

I nod, coughing a little as I struggle to swallow the current mouthful. “So we know for sure Seth isn’t in Clearwater?”

Jodi presses her lips together. “Yes. We’ve done several spells and Anya’s used her abilities, too. Although we haven’t pinpointed exactly where he is, we know where he isn’t. And to make sure he doesn’t come into town before you’re ready for him, we’re going to cast a barrier spell. No one with abilities can cross it—in either direction.”

I consider this. “So—wait. You mean we’ll be stuck here?”

She nods. “Yes. You’ll be stuck here. Why? Did you have some hot out-of-town plans or something?”

“Well, no, but… Seth isn’t in town. When we’re ready to take him on, how are we supposed to get to him? Will you guys just undo the spell or something?”

Before Jodi can answer, the voices from the greenhouse grow louder, more distinct. They’re moving into the main house. Shelly Tanner emerges first, followed by David Cole and Ryan Alcott. Anya and my dad bring up the rear.

“We’ve got everything on the list, Jodi,” Shelly says. She gives me a nod of acknowledgment as she approaches. “I think we’re about ready. Ben’s already put the coordinates into our phones, so we know where to go.”

“Good. Then I think we’re all set.” Jodi turns to my dad. “What do you think, big brother? Want to drive with me?”

Dad smiles. “Of course. I figure we can take Ryan. Anya’s going to drop off Shelly and David.”

Jodi turns to me. “What do you think? You up for a trip to the town line?”

I down the last of my tea, surprised at the invitation. The idea of seeing Jodi work a spell is appealing. I’ve only ever seen her use magic for simple things like lighting candles.

I follow the adults out of the house. When they split up to go to their respective cars—Anya, Shelly, and David to the Challenger, and Ryan, Jodi, Dad, and me to Jodi’s Focus—Anya makes sure each witch has a paper bag and a long black taper candle.

When Dad walks purposefully to the drivers side and tugs at the handle, Jodi clears her throat. “Excuse me?”

He holds up his hands innocently. “Sorry. Figured I’d be the one driving. Wasn’t sure your little feet could reach the pedals.”

She elbows him in the ribs, nudging him out of the way with her hip. “It’s my car, jerk. Budge over to the passenger side before I banish you to the backseat.”

My heart fills at the sight of them like this. My memories of Jodi from before Dad went away are fuzzy at best, and I don’t recall ever seeing them interact like this, like siblings. Still, as Jodi claims her rightful place, I can’t help noticing her smile isn’t quite as carefree as it should be in the moment. There’s a hint of sadness, of apprehension behind it.

The atmosphere in the car is tense. I suppose Jodi and Ryan are just preparing for the spell they have to do. Or is it more than that? I try to reach out with my psychic abilities, but the result isn’t good: Even though Jodi and Ryan are close by, my mind is drawn immediately to Fox, Owen, and the rest of the circle. I would have to wade through all of their thoughts and emotions—or systematically tune each of them out—to get a useful read on Jodi or Ryan. I want to ask questions—how will they cast the spell, what are they using to cast it—but, given the heavy atmosphere, I have a feeling my questions won’t be welcomed. I don’t want them to regret inviting me along, so I bite my tongue and stare out the window as Dad drives.

About fifteen minutes pass before we drop off Ryan. He consults the GPS on his phone before heading into a wooded thicket at the side of the road.

“Let me guess,” I say as Dad starts driving again, “the four of you are going to be at the four corners of Clearwater—north, south, east, and west.”

Jodi glances at me over her shoulder. “Clever girl. Yeah, with each of us at the town line at the cardinal direction points, it should give the spell enough juice to work.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Should?”

Dad reaches over and pats Jodi on the knee. “It’ll work. Everything will be fine—you’ll see.”

We follow the main road out of town. Jodi pulls onto the shoulder just past the sign announcing we’re leaving Clearwater. When we get out of the car, she checks her phone.

“Shelly’s in place. David and Ryan are nearly there. Won’t be long now.”

There’s a nervousness at the edge of Jodi’s voice and she worries the folded edge of her paper bag. Is she really that worried the spell won’t work? Perhaps because she and her circle are out of practice at magic? But that didn’t stop them from being able to bind my friends and me the other night.

“Krissa, you’re going to be all right,” Jodi says abruptly, turning and taking hold of my shoulders. “Trust your dad. He and Anya know a lot more about Seth than you do.”

“Okay,” I say slowly. 

“I’m serious. And don’t try to do something crazy on your own.” She sighs, brushing her hand over my hair. “While I get that it’ll be hard, given some of the people in your circle and whatever complications are happening because of the binding, you have to do your best to rein in your friends, too. You’re going to need each other to beat Seth.”

I nod hesitantly. There’s an almost manic glint in Jodi’s eye, one I don’t like at all. Why is she telling me all this right now? Why can’t she just tell me after the spell is over?

Her phone trills and she gives a little start before checking it. “Everyone’s in place. I should get ready.” She grips her paper bag and candle tightly. Taking in a deep breath, she pulls me into a fierce hug.

I hug her back because I know she needs me to, but it’s the last thing I want to do right now—I want to shake her, to make her tell me why she’s acting so weird. “Jodi, you’re scaring me.”

“Don’t be scared,” she murmurs, but her voice trembles. When she releases me, she wipes beneath her eyes.

Dad steps between us and pulls Jodi into a hug. They whisper things I can’t decipher to each other before separating, both sniffing. The unease surges in my veins, a thread of panic weaving around my insides. Whatever is about to happen isn’t good.

Taking my hand, Dad tugs me several yards up the road, back toward the way we came. I struggle against him, but his grip is too strong. When we stop, I turn to watch Jodi, whose eyes are on her phone. She takes in a deep breath a releases it through her nose before pocketing the device and shifting the supplies in her hands. Opening the paper bag, she peers inside, inhaling the scent of the herbs. She holds the candle in her right hand and when her phone trills again, she closes her eyes and the wick flickers to life.

I survey the scene as Jodi’s lips begin to move, forming words that don’t reach my ears. Her face is relaxed, beautiful. I’ve known for a while that she has magic, but this is the first time she’s ever looked powerful to me—like she really can use the elements around her to affect change on her environment. There’s so much more within her than teas and homeopathic remedies. How have I never noticed before? Once the spell is over, I’ll have to tell her…

Realization dawns on me and I dart toward her. I don’t get more than a few steps before my dad’s arms close around my middle.

“You have to stay here, where it’s safe,” he murmurs in my ear.

I struggle against his arms. “But—Jodi. She’s outside the town line. Once she does the spell—”

“She won’t be able to get back in,” Dad finishes. “It’s the only way. She and her circle are going into hiding. If someone wants to break their spell, all they’d have to do is kill its casters.”

Dad’s grip is like iron around my waist, but I continue to fight. “Then isn’t she safer in here? Seth’s out there, remember? If she’s in here, he can’t get her.”

“But who’s to say someone inside Clearwater wouldn’t have reason to break the spell? They’re safer in the big wide world than tiny little Clearwater. There are more places to hide—and they won’t all be together.”

I don’t know what to say. All I know is I don’t want Jodi to leave me. In the short time she’s been part of my life, she’s become like a second mother to me. I can’t imagine living without her. With my dad back, I felt like maybe, finally, I’d get to have an unbroken family—but in less than two full days, someone’s taken it from me again. Tears prickle my eyes as Jodi places the bag of herbs on the ground. With her free hand, she pulls something from her front pocket. In a flash, she’s flipped open the knife and brought it up to the hand still holding the candle. Her face tightens as she pulls the knife across her palm. Thick, red blood drips onto the bag, then she squats and touches the candle flame to the paper. She continues to chant as it catches fire. As it burns, a shimmer of translucent light shoots upward and outward—a wall surrounding the entire town. I can see the whole thing for several seconds before it dissolves. But even though I can’t see it anymore, I know it’s still there. I can sense it.

Jodi’s eyes are wet when she turns them on me. She mouths I love you before turning on her heel and heading for her car. She doesn’t look back as she gets in and drives away.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Through a sheen of tears, I watch Jodi’s car until it turns right a half mile up the road. She’s gone—just like that. How long before I’ll see her again? And what if I don’t? While Dad seems convinced she’s safer in the world beyond the protective spell she just helped cast, I can’t share his optimism. What happens if Seth finds her?

I wipe the tears from my eyes with the sleeves of my jacket as I spin on my heel and start up the road that leads back to town. My phone is already in my hand by the time Dad catches up with me.

“Anya will be here to pick us up in a couple of minutes. We should just wait for her here.”

Ignoring him, I continue my trajectory as I type a text to Bria and Felix. Surely between the two of them one can come get me.

Dad sighs. “Look, I get that you’re upset right now, but when you calm down, I know you’ll see that this is for the best. Jodi understands that, too—that’s why she and her circle were willing to do this.”

I hit send and pick up my pace as I wait for a response. I don’t look at my dad—I can’t look at him right now. I’m too angry. He’s just sent away one of the most important people in my life—how can he think I want to be around him? He’s the last person I want to talk to.

I sense his agitation flaring as he works to keep up. “Honey, slow down. Let’s talk about this.”

My phone buzzes and I glance at the message. It’s from Felix. Class is over in a minute. I’ll cut out and come get you. Send me your location.

He’s at school—of course he is. I tamp down a twinge of guilt. It’s not like it’s the first time he’s cut class to help me out. As I send the information about where I am, Dad slows, disappearing from my peripheral vision.

“Kristyl, stop right now and talk to me. You’re acting like a child. Kristyl.”

His accusation stings so badly I can’t help but stop. I spin, facing him for the first time in minutes. “I’m not acting like a child. You’re pissed because you expect me to act like a child. But guess what, Dad? I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m not going to stop because you tell me to or talk because you want me to. I can’t talk about this right now—and I sure as hell don’t want to ride in a car with Anya. Felix is coming to get me.” Without waiting for a reaction, I turn again, continuing up the road.

“Kristyl, stop—”

“It’s Krissa,” I call over my shoulder. “A lot changes in five years.”

To my relief, he doesn’t follow. By the time Felix pulls up beside me, Dad’s consciousness is just a pale glimmer in the back of my awareness.

Felix doesn’t ask what’s wrong, for which I’m thankful. I don’t want to put anything into words. Instead, I push the memory of what happened at the town line into his mind and allow him time to process it.

He doesn’t speak until we’re set up at a table in a bagel shop off Main Street. “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but maybe your dad has the right idea here.”

I stare past Felix, my eyes fixed on the happy cartoon poppy seed bagel painted on the far wall. It wears a cowboy hat and twirls a lasso. “How do you figure?”

He takes a long sip from his paper coffee cup. “He said to break the spell, all a person would have to do is kill Jodi and her circle, right? And we already know Seth has no problem killing people. I’m sure it won’t take him long to figure out what happened, and he is psychic, so finding Jodi inside Clearwater would probably be a snap. But trying to pinpoint four people who could be anywhere in the world? That’s like finding a needle in a haystack. In a million haystacks.”

My gaze shifts to a smiling cheese bagel drawn swinging on a swing. “But I need her here.”

“She’s not the Seth expert. Like it or not, that appears to be Anya.”

My lip curls at the sound of her name. “I don’t trust that woman.”

“Do you trust your dad?”

I don’t answer, but Felix doesn’t seem to expect me to. He starts on his bagel—garlic with roasted red pepper cream cheese. I pick at mine. Although I haven’t eaten yet today, I’m not hungry. His food is half gone and he’s gotten himself a refill on his coffee before he speaks again. “So, do you want to talk about your… other issue?”

“How is it having Bridget in your head?” I ask, deflecting.

The corner of his mouth twitches. “It’s not so bad today. I’m able to block her out better, so that’s good.”

We chat as he finishes his bagel. I even manage to take a few bites of my own. Just talking with Felix is enough to make me feel better, but I can’t shake a sadness in my core. I try reminding myself Jodi’s absence is just temporary, but it doesn’t make it any easier to accept.

Felix offers to provide a day full of distraction if I need it, but after we’re finished at the bagel shop, I decide I’d like to go home. Curling up in bed sounds like the best medicine right now.

On our way down Main Street, I notice an older woman outside Hannah’s Herbs. She has her hands cupped on the glass like she’s attempting to peer inside. I wonder why she doesn’t just go in, but the answer comes to me a split second later: The shop is closed. Devin, the store’s one employee besides me, can rarely work mornings. Jodi takes almost every open shift. With Jodi gone, there’s no one to open the store.

“Pull over,” I say, pointing toward the shop. I can sense Felix’s hesitation, but he does as I request. Before he’s even cut the ignition, I have the passenger door open. I jog toward the woman, vaguely aware of the sound of Felix following. “Can I help you?” I ask, hitching my practiced customer-service smile on my face. 

I could’ve just passed by. I know that. It’s not as if I can actually provide this woman any assistance. I don’t have keys for the doors on me, and the register won’t have any money in it to make change. Maybe it’s just that the shop makes me feel close to Jodi, and I want as much of that feeling as I can get right now.

The woman turns. She’s older, probably in her late fifties, and slender with long gray hair pulled back into a braid. She offers a familiar smile, but there’s something clipped about it. Probably she’s irritated we’re having this conversation on the sidewalk instead of in the store. I don’t recognize her, but I get the sense I should. She’s probably a semi-regular customer. “I was hoping to pick something up. My son-in-law is a long-haul trucker who just got in a few hours ago after a rather exhausting shift. He’s feeling a little under the weather and I wanted to pick up something to help.”

A wave of guilt sweeps me. “I’m so sorry. We might be open later today, if that helps.” I don’t know if it’s true, but it’s possible Devin will be by in the afternoon.

She cocks her head to the side. “Any particular reason you’re not open now? Jodi usually gives notice if the store’s hours are going to change.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I can’t very well tell her the real reason Jodi’s not here.

“Family emergency,” Felix says. “Very last minute. Jodi sends her apologies.”

The woman turns her shrewd gray eyes on Felix for a moment before turning back to me. “Well, I hope everything works out. Thank you for stopping, Kristyl. I’ll try back again later.”

I smile and wave as she starts across the street. When Felix and I are safely in his car, he asks, “Do you know her or something?”

I shrug. “I guess.” There is something familiar about her, but I can’t place it. The idea nags at me until Felix drops me off at home, and then the sadness over Jodi being gone crashes over me again.

As I walk toward the wraparound porch, the memory of my first day here overwhelms me. Although it was only weeks ago, so much has happened between then and now that it feels like a lifetime. When I’d needed her, Jodi took me in, even though I hadn’t seen her in five years. She quickly changed from estranged relative to guardian to friend, becoming almost like an older sister to me. And when my reality shifted, Jodi alone remained constant. I understand Felix’s point about her being harder to locate and therefore safer in the wide world, but the selfish part of me wants her here.

My fingers curl around the doorknob and when I push it open and step into the house, the scraps of composure I’ve been holding onto disintegrate. Everything about this place reminds me of her—from the funky coat hooks created from flattened forks and spoons to the candles adorning every flat surface to the faintly earthy scent that’s ever-present thanks to the greenhouse at the end of the hall.

Tears prickle my eyes and I wipe at them, desperate to hold it together. I have my mom and dad back. In another life, my parents being safe, whole, and with me would have satisfied two of my deepest desires. But now it’s not enough. Just thinking about Jodi off who-knows-where, probably staying at some low-rent motel with thread-bare blankets, worn carpeting, and mystery odors, makes guilt clench my stomach. She left to protect me—to keep me safe.

I blink hard and wipe my eyes one last time. I won’t cry. Jodi doesn’t need my tears. What she needs is for Seth to be gone so she can come back home. The problem is, I don’t know how to defeat him. As much as I want to rage at Dad for letting Jodi leave, I know now I won’t. I’ll apologize for my behavior and await further instructions because that’s what I can do to help my aunt. But my resolve does nothing to relieve my sadness as I climb the stairs toward my room.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Things are difficult at school the next day. Although when I’m at home, I don’t find it too difficult to keep my mind clear, proximity to the other circle members wears down my defenses quickly. In addition to dealing with an almost constant flow of errant thoughts and emotions from Owen and Fox, I also catch flashes from any witch or psychic who happens to be in the class at the time. And then there’s the issue of Zane.

Although, according to Felix, everyone learned of his death yesterday, the topic is still on the tongues of most students. Now that the shock of his passing has worn off, people have moved on to debating what caused it. By third hour, I’ve overheard everything from motorcycle crash to drug overdose, but no matter how wild the speculation gets, it doesn’t come close to approaching the truth. Not that I’m in any hurry to correct any misconceptions. This is definitely a case where fact is stranger than fiction.

Paying attention in class isn’t even an option. I fake my way through assignments by working a spell I’ve seen Crystal do before, using magic to fill in answers I know. It’s not automatic as much as a shortcut, taking the information already in my head and transferring it onto the paper without me having to write it out by hand. It works okay in English for the rough draft of an essay, but as I don’t know half the answers in second hour science, a portion of the worksheet is full of gibberish. When I hand it in, I hope this is the kind of assignment the teacher checks for completeness rather than correctness. 

When I get to Spanish, I’m surprised to find Tucker already seated in a desk right by where West, Felix, and I sit. Tucker is perpetually tardy, so to see him in class early is beyond strange. He lifts his chin familiarly as I start up the aisle. I take in a breath and tamp down the swell of unease rising in my stomach. I don’t like the idea of being alone with him until Felix and West arrive—but what could he possibly do to me in the classroom? Besides, it’s like I told Owen: I can’t hold my reality’s Tucker’s actions against this Tucker. They’re not the same person.

Still, my stomach churns as I take my seat. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt, but when I look at him I still see the eyes of the guy who pinned me to the brick wall outside the bookstore. Maybe I always will.

Felix and West arrive less than a minute later and I’m able to breathe more easily. Neither of them seem surprised or bothered by Tucker’s presence.

We have a substitute today, and once she takes attendance she assigns some practice exercises from the book and promptly sits behind the teacher’s desk, pulling an e-reader out of her purse. While a handful of the more serious students immediately pull out their textbooks and get to work, the majority of the class erupts into conversation.

I open my notebook to a fresh page but don’t get any further. If the teacher were here, I’d make an effort, but the substitute’s attitude is contagious and I just don’t care.

Tucker taps Felix on the shoulder. “So, uh, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask.”

Felix turns in his desk, catching my eye as he does so. “What’s that?”

Tucker shifts, looking the slightest bit uncomfortable. The expression is alien on his usually devil-may-care features. “It’s about the whole, you know, psychic thing.” He presses his lips together, glancing at the girl to his left to be sure she’s not paying attention. “What can we… do? I mean, none of this is new to you, right? How did you guys figure out how to control your abilities? After what happened yesterday, I’m thinking it might be… beneficial… to know what I’m doing.”

From his spot behind me, West turns in his desk and leans across the aisle. “We’d all meet up and practice together. We even had kind of a teacher for a while. But it turns out he’s a maniac bent on taking over the town, so, you know, we’re kind of on our own now.” He offers a wry smile.

“But, what? You don’t do that anymore?” Tucker asks.

“Well, it’s been a crazy few days,” Felix says.

“I’ll say.” Tucker runs a hand through his dark brown hair, disheveling it more than it already is. “Tell me I’m not the only one who’s completely freaked out by having someone else’s thoughts randomly pop up in my head.”

Felix rubs his temples. “It’s… a little exhausting, yeah. Bridget’s mind races at a mile a minute.”

West shrugs. “Griffin’s a dick. News flash.”

Eyes flicker to me and I realize they’re waiting for my assessment. “Yeah, it’s rough.” Tucker nods encouragingly, waiting for me to go on, but I have no interest in sharing specifics with him. Instead, I grab my backpack and fish out my Spanish book.

“I wonder if it’s as bad for them as it is for us,” Felix says. “Or are we getting the crap end of this deal because we’re psychic?”

I open my textbook at random. “I don’t know if it’s as crazy for them, but I know Fox is sensing things from me—and Owen.”

“Yeah, how’s that going?” asks Tucker, even though I directed my comment at Felix. “I mean, you and Fox just broke up, right?”

I bite the inside of my cheek, my gaze not quite meeting his. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

He holds his hands up. “Sorry. Just I figured we’ve got that in common. You and Fox used to date. Crystal and I used to…”

“Make out in stairwells,” I mutter, turning forward in my desk.

“To be fair, that’s not all we did,” Tucker says, a hard edge to his voice.

I roll my eyes. “Please, spare me the details.”

“I could do with some details,” West says.

“What’s your deal, Barnette?” Tucker asks. “In case you forgot, she broke things off with me, so if you’re pissed about that, you’re angry at the wrong person.”

I take in a breath, tamping down a swell of guilt. I’m being cold toward Tucker—I know I am—but I can’t help it. No matter how much I try to convince myself he’s not the same person he was in my timeline, he makes my skin crawl. I exhale noisily and turn to face him. “I’m sorry. I’m just having a hard time with all this.”

“Join the club,” he grumbles.

He’s still upset with me, and he has reason to be. I should offer an olive branch. This has to be difficult on him, and me behaving like this isn’t helping. Whether I like it or not, Tucker is part of this circle. I should treat him that way. “Maybe I could give you some tips on how to block Crystal’s thoughts from your head.”

He considers this before shrugging. “It’s okay. It’s not, like, a constant thing or anything. Just every once in a while. I mean, enough to freak me out when it happens, but not too much to be overly annoying.”

“Really?” Unless I’m consciously blocking out Fox and Owen, their thoughts and emotions mingle constantly with my own.

“Maybe it’s because you’re new at this,” Felix offers. “Maybe that’s saving you from hearing too much from her.”

Tucker grins. “In that case, maybe I don’t want any training.”

I turn back to my assignment and the guys continue chatting. Their conversation moves away from psychic-related things and I tune them out. I could do the assignment-completing spell like I’ve done in other classes, but I do it the old fashion way as an excuse to keep to myself. 

Halfway through the hour, the PA crackles to life. “Teachers, please excuse this interruption.” The sub halfheartedly shushes the class in the pause that follows. “Please send the following students to the auditorium immediately: Kristyl Barnette, Bridget Burke, West Harmon, Fox Holloway, Tucker Ingram...”

I don’t have to listen to the rest of the list to know who else will be called. West, Tucker, and I stand, exchanging glances as the gazes of our classmates flicker in our direction. Felix stands before his name is even called. 

In the hall, I try to fall into step beside Felix and West, but Tucker hooks the crook of my arm with his hand. When I spin to face him, I do my best to press away the memory of the night outside the bookstore. I’m safe here. It’s the middle of the day and we’re at school. Still, it’s only with effort that I don’t call out for Felix and West.

“Hey, I may be new to this whole psychic thing, but I’m not an idiot,” Tucker says, his voice low. “You lied to me in there. You’re pissed at me for something.”

His eyes narrow as he studies me. His hand remains on my arm, but he doesn’t apply pressure. Still, it’s everything I can do to keep the memory of the night he attacked me at bay. How can I explain it to him without mentioning the other timeline?

A beat passes before he releases me, taking a step back. “Look, I’m a big boy. If you don’t like me, have some balls and own it. Don’t lie to spare my feelings. I didn’t ask to be pulled into this whole psychic thing. At least you could have the decency to be honest with me.”

I hold my breath, not sure how to respond, but Tucker doesn’t seem to expect me to. He shakes his head and follows Felix and West down the hall.

I close my eyes, rubbing my forehead. Honesty. How long has it been since I’ve been able to be honest with people? The secrets I’ve kept stretch far beyond the weeks it’s been since the timeline shifted. I’ve been lying for years, ever since my abilities started to manifest.

I jog to catch up with the guys. When I fall into step beside Felix, he raises an eyebrow.

“Who could be calling us all out of class?” he asks. “Your dad?”

“I have no idea. Shelly—Miss Tanner—left town yesterday with Jodi. Does anyone else at the school know about us?”

“I guess we’re about to find out,” West mutters. When we arrive, he holds the auditorium door open.

Felix makes a sweeping motion with his hand. “Ladies first.”

I blow out a breath before entering. The house lights are up just enough to ensure we don’t trip on our way down the aisle. The only other illumination comes from the stage: Five people sit at a long table, lit harshly from overhead. I assume they’re teachers until I get closer: While four of them look older—the slender woman in her late fifties from outside the shop yesterday; three men in their thirties or forties, all with dark, graying hair and two in button-down work shirts—it’s the fifth figure that draws my eye: She’s a girl my age. Dana Crawford. My step falters. While I don’t know her well, when my alternate-self first arrived in Clearwater five years ago, the two were close. But, from what I can tell from old diary entries, once my alternate-self got caught up in the circle, Dana was cast aside. After Seth killed her father, I tried to connect with her, but Crystal, Bridget, and Lexie destroyed my good intentions by causing a fire and allowing her to think I was behind it.

What could this odd group of individuals have called us down for?

Felix sucks in a breath. It doesn’t take much to pick up on the source of his surprise—the binding spell and our proximity means his mind is an open book. The man sitting nearest Dana, the only one in a suit, is Felix’s dad.

Felix’s mind spins so fast I only catch a few details—his parents divorced years ago and his father has had little contact since he started dating a woman with two kids right around Felix’s age.

I reach back and take his hand, squeezing it as I pull him forward.

“Take a seat in the front row,” says the older woman.

More of the circle has arrived. Fox is here now, and his alarm quickly eclipses Felix’s in my mind.

“Gram?”

The woman inclines her head. “Come down here and sit down, Fox.” Although her voice isn’t loud, it carries effortlessly across the auditorium.

Within a minute, the witches and psychics are all seated in the auditorium’s front row. A nervous energy buzzes through everyone. We all want to know the same thing: What’s going on here?

The older woman, Fox’s grandmother, presses her hands into the table as she stands. Although she doesn’t so much as clear her throat, the silence in the auditorium is absolute. “My name is Ruby Riddell, and I am the acting leader of Clearwater’s elder council.

Riddell. That name is familiar, but I’m not sure why. Has Fox mentioned his grandmother’s name before? Has he mentioned the elder council? I lean forward just enough to catch his eye, but he only shrugs.

“To my left are Carson Burke, Isaac Taylor, and Lou Wolfe. And I’m certain you all know Dana.”

Dana sits taller in her chair, squaring her shoulders. Her demeanor is nothing like I expect. Typically dressed in too-high heels and too-short skirts and rolling her eyes during class, this mature, serious version of Dana is definitely atypical. A ripple in the consciousness of the others tells me I’m not alone in noticing this.

“We should be nine strong,” Ruby continues. “One person is resting, but three more took steps to block themselves from becoming members. Some kind of spell, no doubt.”

Unease travels through the circle. She’s just confirmed what we’ve all wondered—assumed—since sitting down. These people know about us, about what we are. My eyes flicker to Dana. Has she known all along? No, she can’t have. When the witches were anchored to the crystal, Bridget used a spell to make Dana’s boyfriend fall in love with her instead, and Dana was baffled by the change. Their knowledge must be new.

“You’re all from founding families,” Lexie says.

Her father nods. “Which means who else should be up here?”

“Miss Tanner,” Lexie says without hesitation. “And Krissa’s dad—or Jodi.”

“Or my mom,” I add. Although she isn’t from Clearwater herself, Mom’s roots can be traced here. I suppose it’s possible that Dad and Anya knew about this council—whatever it is—and maybe had Jodi’s circle cast a spell to keep any of the four of them from being affected. But they cast no such spell on me. “That doesn’t make sense,” I say, forgetting the people on stage can’t read my mind. “Why am I down here and not up there with you? If my parents and Jodi didn’t take the spots for the Barnettes and the Whitakers, then why haven’t I?”

The five on stage exchange glances and I feel more than a little self-conscious. The question doesn’t seem ridiculous. It can’t be an age thing—Dana’s my age. Since her father’s dead, she’s taking the spot for that bloodline.

“Are you aware that you’re the first child born from both the Barnette and Whitaker lines since Seth himself?” Ruby asks, although her tone implies she doesn’t expect a response. “Yes, we all know about Seth,” she adds, answering our collective unvoiced question. “Since he’s returned, we’ve been granted the knowledge we need to keep him from harming anyone here. Kristyl, do you really think it’s a coincidence this is the generation he was finally able to return? The original council put in safeguards against someone like Seth being called to the new council.”

“Wait—Krissa’s not like him,” West says. My heart swells at his immediate defense. “In case you didn’t know, she’s the one who managed to keep him from getting all his power back.”

“And not to keep it for herself, like he would’ve,” Bria adds. “She wants to stop him as much as you guys. We all do.”

“We don’t need your help,” Dana says, her voice sharp. Ruby’s eyes flick to her, and she straightens her back before continuing. “We wouldn’t even be talking to you except we were afraid if we didn’t, you guys would do something to screw up our plan. We already know about the barrier spell around the town. We figured if we didn’t talk to you, tell you we’ve got this handled, you’d try to do something yourself.”

I don’t know whether it’s the sentiment behind what Dana says or the fact that she’s not only brand new to this entire situation but also our age, but her words chafe. “I think we’re more capable than you’re giving us credit for.”

“Oh, I think we have a good sense what you’re capable of,” Felix’s dad says, leaning forward. “From what I understand, you were one of the two who used the retrieval spell to get your hands on Seth’s crystal. It was safe where it was, but you couldn’t leave well enough alone—you and your circle just had to have it.”

I press my lips together. He’s right. “You don’t understand—we didn’t know about Seth, we just knew we needed the power inside the crystal—”

“So you didn’t have all the information yet you took action anyway?” Ruby asks, cutting me off. She surveys me with shrewd eyes. “And what about now? If you could make that choice again knowing the repercussions, would you still do it?”

I open my mouth to respond, but no words come out. When I agreed to help the witches cast the spell to go back in time and save the crystal, it was because I needed its power to heal Jodi. She’d been afflicted with a curse that would have surely killed her. In a timeline where my mother was already dead and my father was still missing, Jodi’s death would have left me an orphan. Is that a fate I would accept for myself if it meant Seth would remain in a place where he couldn’t hurt anyone? I’m honestly not sure.

When I don’t answer, Ruby shakes her head sadly. “Your poor decisions are what have brought us to this point. From here on out, I think it would be wise for you to allow us to handle things.”

Unease seeps through our ranks and we shift in our seats uncomfortably, almost as if we were many parts of one whole. We all have the same question, but Fox is the one to voice it.

“Gram… What exactly is your plan?”

Although the council members don’t so much as glance at one another, I sense they’re communicating. After a beat, Ruby’s gaze softens as she looks at her grandson. “Our plan is the same as that of the first council: We’re going to trap Seth’s essence in a new, suitable crystal. His energy will be neutralized and Clearwater will be safe once more.”

I wait, but she doesn’t go on. “What? That’s it?”

“How can you guys even do magic?” Felix asks. The question has been bubbling in his mind, so I don’t begrudge him for asking. “I mean—do you even have abilities?” His eyes linger on his father.

“The spell has given us enough to do what we need,” Ruby answers.

“Or it would’ve,” Felix’s dad mutters. “If we had all the members we were supposed to.”

Ruby waves away his concern. “We’ll have plenty of power at the next full moon. We’ll undo the binding spell connecting the children. That will simplify matters.”

My surprised is shared by the others in the circle. While we don’t glance at one another, a ripple of worry unsettles us.

A grim smile curls Ruby’s lips. “Yes, we know about your binding spell. I appreciate it had to be done in order to save lives, but it’s no longer necessary. All it’s accomplishing now is making more work for us. After we break that spell, we’ll lock Seth away and safeguard this town against magic again.”

I allow the plan to sink in. It could work. A similar plan kept Seth locked away for generations. Maybe Dad and Anya won’t have to do anything after all. Is it possible they don’t know about the existence of the elder council? I reject that idea as soon as it crosses my mind. If Dad didn’t know about the council, he wouldn’t have had the foresight to ensure he, Jodi, Mom, and Shelly Tanner weren’t affected by it. But if he knows about it, and likely its plan, why do he and Anya feel they need to take down Seth themselves?

“How are you going to safeguard Clearwater against magic?” I ask. It’s the only part of the plan that isn’t immediately obvious.

“Only by doing what was done before,” Ruby says. “Our ancestors knew the power of our abilities, but also the peril. Generations ago, Seth and his circle were drunk on their own strength, and it caused death then and it’s caused death now. There comes a point at which the benefits of these abilities is outweighed by the dangers. We’ve once again reached that point.”

“So, what?” asks Lexie. “You’re just going to get rid of everyone’s abilities?”

“It’s a crude way of putting it,” Ruby says, “but, yes. All the magic and psychic abilities that you have—that anyone in Clearwater has—will be dispersed back into nature. Once the spell is cast, you’ll have no memory of ever having them. It’s for the best.”

The bell dismissing third hour sounds and the council stands. Ruby squares her shoulders. “As you can see, we have the matter well in hand. Do not attempt to interfere or intervene. This council has been called with a specific purpose, and we’ve been given the tools necessary to do what needs to be done. You all should go to your next class.” Not allowing for further discussion, the council files off the stage.

Once they’re gone, I stand, ready to head out of the auditorium, but the rest of the witches and psychics circle me.

“What are we gonna do?” asks Lexie.

“We can’t just let them take away our abilities,” Bria says.

“What’s your dad’s plan?” asks West.

I hold my hands up, staving off any further questions or comments. “Guys, I have no idea. My dad must know about the council, otherwise he couldn’t have kept himself from being part of it. But…” I shake my head. “At this point, you guys know as much about his plan as I do.”

Lexie sucks her teeth. “That’s not very reassuring.”

As the group disperses, I can’t help partially agreeing with Lexie. I wish I knew more about Dad’s plan. Still, doubt tugs at the back of my mind. Something Fox’s grandma said keeps replaying in my head. It is my fault Seth has returned, yet I’m not sure I’d do anything differently if given the chance. My choices have led us to this moment. Everything seemed like a good idea at the time—helping the circle retrieve the crystal from the past to save Jodi’s life, using its energy to return Crystal and me to our own time, trusting Seth when he offered to help break the circle’s anchoring spell. But not one of those things ended well.

Dad said he’s been gone for the last five years so he could prepare to defeat Seth. What if his plans are as misguided as mine have been? Maybe it would be best to leave everything in the hands of the council. If I have no more abilities, maybe I won’t be able to cause any more damage.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

When the final bell of the day sounds, a loud sigh of relief escapes my lips. Bridget and Crystal both raise an eyebrow, but I ignore them. How can this day not have been as exhausting for them as it’s been for me? All I want is to put distance between myself and… everything. But for now I’ll settle for distance from the bustle of school.

I keep my head down as I maneuver through the hall to my locker. I have to get home and explain to my dad what happened today, what the elder council said. I still can’t quite wrap my mind around everything.

I spin the dial on my locker and open it. Not bothering to sort through what I’ll need for homework, I stuff my whole backpack inside and slam the door.

“My thought exactly.” Felix’s voice is so close behind me I jump, clutching my chest as I turn. “Who’s got time for homework when the world’s going to hell around you?” He offers a tight-lipped smile. “I wouldn’t even come anymore except my mom has no idea about any of this craziness, and I’d just as soon not tell her.”

I sigh, leaning against my locker, ignoring the dig of the lock in my back. “My parents do know all about everything and they still made me come.”

He pulls his phone from his back pocket. “Speaking of your parents, I got a text from your dad today.”

“What?” I pull the phone from his hand and read the message he’s pulled up on the screen. It’s an invitation—more a demand, really—for the psychics to be at my house at four thirty this afternoon.

“I’m not sure how he got all our numbers,” Felix says, removing the phone from my grasp. “I don’t know if I’m impressed or creeped out. He also sent me a personal request.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“He asked if I would bring you home. I said yeah, but I’ll expect a tip.” He winks before starting down the hall. I’m at his side before he continues. “Besides the drama with Jodi leaving, how’s that going? Having him back, I mean?”

I’m surprised it’s taken this long for him to ask, but I suppose we’ve had plenty to talk about besides my feelings regarding my dad’s return. “Weird.”

He nods thoughtfully as we head down the stairs and toward the parking lot. He’s got more to ask, but he’s waiting until we won’t be overheard. It’s not until we’re in his car and on the road that he continues. “Was the situation the same with him? You know—before?”

I wonder if this thought’s been buzzing in his head since he found out my dad was in town. Felix is one of three people who know about the alternate timeline, my reality. Crystal Jamison knows because she went back in time with me; indeed, it was her actions that set the alternate path in motion. Owen knows because somehow—maybe due to his psychic abilities—he started remembering bits of his life from before things changed. But Felix knows because I chose to tell him, to trust him.

“It was similar. Here, apparently when my dad left he told my mom to move me to Clearwater to live with Jodi. That didn’t happen for me. I only moved here after…” Even though my mom is perfectly fine in this timeline, it’s still hard to talk about before, when she died in a car accident. I swallow. “But, yeah, besides that the timing of him leaving is the same.”

He nods thoughtfully. “How did he react to the whole council thing?”

I shrug. “I haven’t told him.” Unlike Felix, I don’t have my dad’s phone number. Besides, how could I really express everything that happened in a text?

“I bet he’s gonna like it about as much as we do.”

I shift. I’ve been thinking about what the elder council said since third hour. It’s been hard not to: In every class, during lunch, it’s all the witches and psychics have been able to talk about—how we have to stop the council, how we can’t let them take our abilities. I’ve nodded along emphatically so often I feel something like a bobble-head dog on a dashboard. Still, I’m not sure I agree. I haven’t felt comfortable sharing my feelings with anyone, but I trust Felix. “Would it really be such a bad thing?”

Felix’s eyes flicker from the road. “For the elder council to take away our abilities and mess with our memories so we don’t remember ever having them? Yes. I’d say that’d be bad.”

“I don’t know. I just keep thinking about everything that’s gone wrong. If I hadn’t helped the circle go back in time to get the crystal, Seth never would’ve gotten out. He never would’ve killed all those people. We wouldn’t be in this mess now.”

Felix’s jaw jumps and his mouth twitches like he’s too full of words to know what to say first. He takes in a breath and releases it slowly. “I see where you’re coming from. But there’s no denying that these abilities are part of who we are. So are our memories. Without those, will we even remember we’re friends? Have you thought about that? Before this whole psychic thing, you and I weren’t really on speaking terms. Bria was a loner.” He pulls to a red light and locks his eyes on me. “And what about Owen? If he forgets he’s psychic, does that mean he’ll forget everything he knows about your reality, too?”

I point out the windshield. “Light’s green.” I chew on my lower lip as Felix continues down the road. I hadn’t considered how changing our memories would affect our relationships with each other. “Maybe it would be best if Owen forgot. Right now, having those memories is only hurting him. It’s like he doesn’t see how things aren’t the same as they were before, and every time I push him away, I see this… betrayal in his eyes.”

Felix turns down my street. “Which begs the question—why are you pushing him away?”

It’s the thing I’ve wondered myself a hundred times. “Things are just too complicated right now. How do I explain things to Fox? So far as he’s concerned, the two of us have been happily together for three years. Since the binding spell, he can already sense the connection between Owen and me, and that’s already confusing enough.”

“Have you considered just telling him?” He pulls the car in front of the house and parks it, cutting the ignition.

I tug on my seatbelt, playing for time. It’s a straightforward enough question: Why haven’t I told Fox? There are no simple answers. What if he doesn’t believe me? He might think I’m just trying to spare his feelings. Or, if he does believe me, what’s to keep him from telling others? If Griffin finds out about my hand in releasing Seth, it’ll give him one more reason to blame me for Zane’s death. Or what if he feels betrayed because I didn’t tell him sooner? Under Felix’s gaze, I resort to the default answer, the one I settle for when the other possibilities start to overwhelm me. “I think the fewer people who know, the better. Crystal and I agreed when we came back that we had to keep it a secret. You and Owen aren’t even supposed to know.”

His lips press together and I know he understand my words for what they are: an excuse. But he releases a breath and unbuckles his seatbelt and I know I’m safe—for now. We climb out of his car and I lead the way to the front door.

“Kristyl, is that you?” Dad calls as I enter. I bristle. He knows I go by Krissa now, yet he refuses to call me that.

“Yeah, Dad. I’m here with Felix.”

He sits on the couch in the living room, an atlas open on his lap. Anya sits beside him and automatically I gauge the distance between them. Is she sitting closer than necessary? Are their bodies brushing in any spots? I hate the idea of the two of them alone in this house all day. If either of them notice my appraisal, they ignore it. “How was school? As normal as possible?”

I take a seat on the adjacent couch and Felix settles beside me. “About that. Do you know anything about the elder council?”

Dad and Anya exchange glances. “We had a feeling they’d make an appearance sooner rather than later. Did they tell you what they’re planning?”

Felix and I take turns explaining. Neither Dad nor Anya seem surprised by anything we say.

“It’s what we figured,” Anya says when we’re done. “It’s what the original elder council did. If they were at their full strength, and if your circle wasn’t bound, I doubt they would’ve taken the time to explain anything to you—they just would’ve done it.”

“But you’re not going to let them do it, right?” Felix asks. “You’ve got a plan to stop Seth—one that won’t take our abilities and make us forget?”

“We do,” Dad says quickly.

“At least we’re pretty sure if we’re the ones to get rid of Seth the council’s spell won’t enact,” Anya adds.

“Pretty sure?” Felix’s eyebrows hitch upward.

The corners of Anya’s mouth twitch. “This is some pretty intense magic we’re dealing with—spells generations old. Pretty sure is about as certain as we can get.”

“It’s fine,” I say, and I mean it. So long as Seth is out of the picture, it doesn’t matter what the collateral damage might be. “So, what’s the plan? When do we make a move? Today? Is that why you want the psychics to come over?”

Dad holds his hand up. “Slow down. Yes, we need the psychics to gather some information today, but we’re not ready to strike yet.”

“Then when?” Felix asks. “I’ll be honest—I’m still not a hundred percent after this weekend. But I figure in a few days, we’ll probably all be ready to go up against Seth—”

“Whoa—wait.” Dad’s face tightens. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but when the time comes, it won’t be the circle who goes up against him—not directly.”

“What does that mean?”

A muscle in Dad’s jaw jumps. “The time will come for you all to know the plan, but for right now, just be satisfied in knowing that Seth won’t succeed. We’ll make sure of it.”

It’s clear from Dad’s tone that he’s given away all he will for the time being, but Felix is still bubbling with questions. He links his thoughts to mine. Does that mean they expect us to just sit around? Do they think they can take care of everything by themselves? Your dad doesn’t even have abilities, does he?

I search every memory of my father and all the sensations I’ve gathered from him since his return. No, no abilities. And it sounds like they will need our help, just not right now.

Felix exhales noisily but doesn’t continue our mental conversation. He’s irritated we don’t know more, and while part of me can’t blame him, I can’t help thinking it might be for the best. Perhaps the less of a hand I have in things, the better the outcome will be for everyone.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

By four thirty, all of the psychics have arrived.

Dad waits until the last arrival—Tucker—flops in the vacant spot beside Owen before launching into an explanation of why he’s called us here. “If we can, we’d like to get a lock on Seth’s location. We know he’s not in Clearwater anymore, but we don’t know if he’s found his way to the Devoted yet.”

Owen shifts in his seat. He’s uncomfortable, and I can feel as he fights the urge to shove Tucker away. He needs to remember the same thing I do: This isn’t the same person from the other reality. “But why do you need the psychics? Shouldn’t you have the witches do a locater spell?”

“Jodi’s circle tried before they left town. Seth must’ve done a spell to shield his location. But it’s possible you can get a sense of him despite that.” Dad glances at Anya, who nods in agreement.

Tucker leans back, running his hand through his tousled dark brown hair. “Yeah, sure. Let’s use our mind powers to find the evil magic dude. Sounds legit.”

Anya sighs. “Look, I know this sounds crazy, and I’m sorry you got pulled into it, but like it or not, you’re part of this.”

Tucker holds up his hands innocently. “I’m just not sure what you expect me to be able to do. Before Sunday, I didn’t even know psychics and witches were real. Now I’ve got my ex’s thoughts buzzing around in my head. Maybe I should go—you know, leave this to the professionals.”

I press my lips together. As appealing as the idea to let him walk out the door is, I know better. “We’re stronger together—especially now that we’re bound. If we can pool our abilities, we’re more likely to be able to sense Seth.”

“Krissa’s right.” Anya offers me the tiniest of nods, and I can’t help appreciating the fact she used my nickname. “Now, if you’ll allow me, I can guide you all through the process of searching for him.”

My friends’ eyes flicker in my direction, but I give no indication whether we should follow her or not. My feelings about Anya are too mixed up. I don’t want to like her, don’t want to trust her, but I know it has more to do with her relationship with my father than her as a person.

After a beat, Bria looks back at Anya. “Lead the way.” She closes her eyes. One by one, the others follow suit. Tucker, of course, is last, a shock of surprise thrumming through him when he realizes he’s supposed to be doing something. I roll my shoulders, trying to bury my unease at being able to sense him so clearly. After a few calming breaths, I reach out, connecting purposefully to the psychics’ energies. I’m immediately overcome by the collective power made available to me. This is beyond what I felt last time I linked with the psychics—more like the surge of energy that swelled in me when I went up against Seth. It’s the binding spell. It links us on a deeper level than was possible before.

Last of all, I connect with Anya. The addition of her energy is nothing compared to what the six of us share, but her purpose is merely to guide. She sends instructions to us mentally—think about Seth.

I do as she directs, dredging up every detail I can about him. The specific shade of his brown hair, the friendly gap between his front teeth, the particular green of his eyes, the cadence of his voice. But I’ll need more to sense him, with who knows how much distance between us. His energy is what I need to locate, the unique glow of his mind, his abilities. Not the one I got to know when he was Seth White, distant relative and employee at Jodi’s shop, but the one he revealed this weekend, as Seth Whitacre, the last psychic witch born of the Barnette and Whitaker lines. He’s like me, and I cling to that similarity—the magnet that will draw me to him.

Anya guides us beyond Clearwater’s borders. But he’s not too far away. He can’t be. The pull of the town is too strong. It’s his haven—or it will be, once he’s regained his former power. He’ll be the king of a new kingdom, and that kingdom will bring in a new era, one where abilities are revered, feared. Where he’ll be worshiped and those without powers will bow down and beg for his mercy. He will crush any rebellion, and no one will ever stand against him. Once he’s able to absorb the circle’s powers, he’ll be unstoppable.

East. East. He’s to the east. Somewhere safe, full of open arms. He’s been welcomed, the prodigal finally returned. The people he’s with will do anything to help him. They will give their lives. They’ll kill, if they have to. They have waited for generations for this second coming, and now that it’s here, they will stop at nothing to restore Seth to his rightful place as their leader, as the leader of all. He’s found his Devoted.

A new energy washes over me and I realize our mistake too late. We’ve been found. Unfamiliar consciousnesses rip through my mind, delving deep for information—anything I’ve learned, any plans we have to rise against Seth.

I have to pull back, but I can’t. The psychics at the other end of my mind’s tether hold my thoughts captive. I draw on more power from the circle I’m bound to, blocking my thoughts and pushing the invaders from my head. It takes an almighty effort, but I’m eventually able to pull away, shielding my own location as I draw my abilities back through the intervening space, back into my own body inside my house.

Hands grip my upper arms and a voice reaches my ears as if from a great distance. Dad’s voice. Dad’s hands. He shakes me until I manage to open my eyes. “Kristyl. Kristyl, what’s happening?”

I reach forward, gripping my father’s shoulders. He’s the only thing keeping me upright. I take in a deep breath before attempting to speak. “He’s nearby. A small community to the east. Someone... Psychics realized what I was doing. They tried to break into my head.”

He curses. “Anya knew the Devoted would be looking for him. We just hoped it’d take longer for them to find him.”

I regain control of my body and manage to sit. Only then do I see the state of the other psychics. Bria is curled forward over the arm of the love seat. Owen, Felix, and Tucker are all slumped over on the couch, and West’s head is tipped backward, exposing his neck, and his arms are limp at his sides. Anya’s eyelids flutter weakly. “What happened to them?” I ask.

I try to stand, but my movements are uncoordinated. Dad holds me down. “They’re fine,” he says. “Give them a minute to come around. I have a feeling the binding spell siphoned off a bit more energy than any of you were expecting. You must’ve had to fight pretty hard to get away from whoever was on the other end.”

Since Dad won’t let me stand, I turn my attention to Bria. The steady rise and fall of her chest assures me she’s alive, and when I jostle her shoulder, she grunts and her eyelids flutter. Across the room, Owen begins to rouse. Through our link, I check on him. He’s not fully awake yet, but he’s climbing toward consciousness. In just a few moments, I’ll be back to sensing his thoughts and emotions.

It’s only then that it strikes me: I don’t sense Fox. While it’s true that distance weakens the link somewhat, it doesn’t sever it. When we’re apart, he’s still in the background of my mind. But now, nothing. With effort, I focus on him—a faint glimmer at the edge of my awareness. I press a hand to my face. “It happened to the witches, too. I must’ve tapped into their energy. I didn’t even mean to.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s the point of a binding spell, after all—pooling abilities for members to use.” Dad curses again. “I should’ve thought of that. I should’ve had them all here, too—just to keep an eye on them while you were searching.”

I only half pay attention to him, following the links connecting me to the other witches, making sure everyone is okay. What if someone was driving? What if someone’s hurt? What if someone else is—

Zane’s face flashes in my mind before I can block it. Guilt twists my stomach. His death wasn’t my fault, it was Seth’s. But no matter how many times I try to convince myself of that, the fact is it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t done what Seth said, if I’d figured out who he really was earlier, Zane would still be alive...

By degrees, the energies of all the members of the circle flare in my awareness. Everyone’s fine. Confused, but fine. I shift and pull my phone from my back pocket.

I type out a quick text to the witches explaining what happened and apologizing. By the time I hit send, the psychics are regaining consciousness. Tucker’s the first to speak.

“I vote we not do that again.”

West rubs his forehead. “I’m with Tucker on this.”

I nod. “I know. I’m sorry. How much of that did you all sense?”

“Everything, I think,” Bria says. “Do you think they got anything from us?”

“I hope not.”

“What’s there to get, really?” Felix asks. “Seth already knows where we are. He already knows who we are—except Tucker. It’s not like we’ve really got a plan.”

“Except what the elder council wants to do,” Owen says. “And there’s the fact that Krissa’s dad is back, and that Anya’s here with him.”

Felix shrugs. “Yeah, but we don’t—”

What exactly we don’t have is cut off when a blinding surge of energy courses through all six of us. Panic flares and I try to block myself from the attack. But this is nothing like the earlier intrusion. Whatever’s happening is coming from somewhere close, someone linked. It’s an assault from within our own circle.

Dad’s voice calls to me, but I can’t make out his words. My vision darkens around the periphery as the glow of my psychic ability wanes. Whoever is doing this is going to take all I have to give. I reach down deep and tap into another glimmer of power—my magic and not my psychic abilities. As I focus on this source, more energy fills me from all that surrounds—the wind outside, the earth beneath the house, the running water in the river. The drain on my psychic abilities wanes as I draw on the power of nature.

Time loses meaning. Whether the siphoning happens for seconds or hours, I can’t tell. When it ends, I’m conscious—but barely—and my breaths come in deep gasps. Dad’s ashen face comes into focus. “Can you hear me? What happened? Are you okay?”

I wonder how many times he’s repeated those questions. I attempt to open my mouth several times before succeeding. “It wasn’t Seth. It was someone inside the circle. But I don’t know why.”

“Griffin.” West’s breathy voice is barely louder than a whisper. He’s pale, with a sheen of sweat glazing his forehead. “He was pulling into his driveway when you used our energy before, and he missed. Hit a tree. Dented his car.”

Dad’s eyes are wide. “So he used magic to fix it?”

“And apparently more than he had on his own.” I use Dad’s distraction to force myself to standing. I’m shaky but fairly confident I won’t fall. I’m in better shape than any of the psychics, and I have a feeling my witch side is to thank. “West, can you tell where Griffin is?”

He closes his eyes, taking in a deep breath. “His house.”

“Good.” I start toward the front door.

Dad grabs me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

I press his fingers from around my wrist. “I have to go talk to him. He can’t do that again.”

He shakes his head. “Do you really think that’s the best idea? You look like you’re about to pass out.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say, willing myself to believe the words. I raise my chin toward the psychics, all of whom look like they’re in the throes of some serious illness. “You watch over these guys. I have a feeling they’re not going to recover quite as quickly. I’ll be back soon.”

Without allowing him to respond, I head for the front door, grabbing Felix’s car keys as I go.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Griffin’s Mustang is parked in the Holloways’ driveway and I can’t help inspecting it as I pass. There doesn’t appear to be any damage to it, but is it my imagination, or does it look shinier than the last time I saw it?

I try the doorknob without bothering to knock. Not only was my alternate self no stranger to this house, but I don’t want to give Griffin the chance to slam the door in my face. It’s unlocked and I let myself in.

The living room is empty and looking much more like I remember it from my own reality: dirty laundry on the floor, gaming controllers in front of the TV. I can’t help wondering if my alternate self tidied up or if Fox was just more conscientious about picking up because he knew I wouldn’t approve of the mess.

I head for the hallway past the living room, the one that leads to the bedrooms. Fox’s door is open and I avoid looking in as I continue to Griffin’s room. My fingers hesitate on the doorknob. Perhaps I should knock this time. It is, after all, his private space. But as soon as the thought fills my mind, the sensory memory of what he did to me—to everyone—causes it to evaporate. Griffin’s privacy be damned. He certainly didn’t show any concern for the rest of us earlier.

I push open the door, allowing it to bang against the adjacent wall. Griffin jumps, simultaneously turning in his desk chair and closing the screen on his laptop. “The hell, Fox—”

His question dies as his gaze land on me. Something flashes in his eyes—Guilt? Fear?—but before I can identify it, it’s replaced with an icy stare. “Oh. Can I help you?”

I widen my stance, crossing my arms over my chest. “You know why I’m here.”

He rolls his eyes, spinning his chair back to face his computer. “Ah. I see how it’s gonna be. You suck on everyone’s abilities and it’s just fine, but if someone else does it—”

I’m across his room in two strides. Grabbing his shoulder, I turn him to face me. “What I did and what you did were two very different things—let’s just start there. I didn’t mean to draw on everyone’s power—”

“And that makes it okay? Well, then, I didn’t mean to do it, either. Whoops.”

I fight the urge to smack his smug face. “My dad asked the psychics to try to locate Seth. I got attacked, and I was trying to block it—to keep us all safe.”

“Not so safe when I smashed my car.”

“It was an accident. This being bound thing is new to me, too, you know.”

He heaves a sigh. “I won’t do it again—is that what you want to hear? Unless I’m in mortal peril, I won’t draw on anyone else’s energy.” He holds up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

I snort. “Yeah, I believe that.”

“What the hell are you so pissed about, anyway? You’re fine. It’s not like I hurt you. I just used some of your powers.”

“I’m only okay because I’m part witch. I was able to draw on energy from outside myself. The psychics are weak, and it’s probably going to take hours for them to recover. Their power is all internal. You’re not siphoning energy through them, like you are the witches. You’re draining them like batteries.”

“Let’s add that to the list of reasons I’m glad I’m not a psychic. Are we done here?” Without waiting for a reply, he turns back toward his desk.

“No, we’re not. I’m not leaving until I’m sure you’re not gonna try anything like that again.” I grab his shoulder and attempt to spin him again, but he resists. He grabs my hand, squeezing it until I release him. Without thinking, I reach out with my abilities, forcing him to face me without having to touch him.

His eyes blaze when they lock on mine and he stands, his body inches away from mine. He’s not as tall as his younger brother, but his height is still impressive compared to mine. “Is this really how you want this to go down? You’re not with Fox anymore, so I don’t have to pretend to like you.”

An invisible force wraps itself around me like a blanket, holding me in place. I want to back away, to shrink under the intensity of his gaze, but I’m frozen.

“And no matter how much your daddy or those little psychics try to convince me otherwise, I know if it wasn’t for you, Zane would still be alive.” His eyes narrow. “You know it, too. I can see your guilt. There’s no use trying to hide it.” He latches onto my abilities, drawing them to him. I try to resist, but I’m too weak. “The way I see it, lately you’ve been causing more harm than any of the rest of us. Maybe you shouldn’t have power anymore.”

My knees turn to jelly, much too wobbly to support my weight, yet I don’t fall. Griffin’s hold on me is too strong. I stand, helpless, as he claims my abilities as his own. Unlike last time, I can’t change the source from which he draws. He’s not siphoning my magic, but my psychic power.

A glimmer asserts itself at the edge of my consciousness. Something’s changed. My vision darkens; all I can see now are Griffin’s eyes, which flick away from mine momentarily. His hold on me ebbs for an instant and I crumple to the floor like a marionette whose strings have been cut.

“Griffin, what are you doing?”

The voice is familiar. I should know it. I long to roll so I can see what’s happening above me, but my body refuses to cooperate.

“Mind your own business, little brother.”

Fox. Of course it’s Fox. He’s the glimmer I sensed. His strong hands find my shoulders, my face. I try to open my eyes, but the lids are so heavy.

“This isn’t like being anchored to the crystal. You can’t just take more magic whenever you want. Now you’re tied to people, Griffin. People who saved your stupid life.”

“Back off, Fox. This isn’t about you. It’s between me and Krissa. Grow a pair already, why don’t you? She doesn’t want you anymore. Stop trying to be her knight.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Fox murmurs. His voice is farther away now. He’s standing. “Just leave her alone.”

“Or what?”

There’s a buildup—a charge like electricity. I barely register it before it explodes out. It’s not directed at me, rather Fox and Griffin are focusing their magic on each other. There are several thumps followed by a crash. I still can’t open my eyes, can’t see what’s happening, but their use of magic thrums through the edge of my awareness.

Something impacts my side—something firm, but soft. The mattress? Just how much damage are these two causing? They grunt with effort as the noise in the room reaches a fever pitch.

“What the hell is going on in here?”

A new voice cuts above the din and a split second later, the room rings with silence. With effort, my eyelids flutter open. Everything is in shambles, with paper, pillows, clothes, and other debris scattered everywhere. Fox and Griffin are flushed, their hair wild. Fox is bleeding from the nose and Griffin has a gash above his left eyebrow.

A man stands in the doorway, eyes wide and furious. Stormy gray eyes. Fox’s eyes. His hair is a shade of brown just darker than Griffin’s and lighter than Fox’s. This man has to be their father.

Griffin and Fox exchange glances, each prompting the other with his eyes to speak. Finally, Fox takes in a deep breath. “Dad, let me explain. This might be hard for you to understand, but—”

“But you’re destroying my house with magic. Yeah, I got it.”

Fox’s jaw drops.

Griffin’s mouth opens and closes twice before he manages to speak. “You… You know about magic?”

“Don’t be stupid,” he snaps. “Your mother didn’t keep secrets from me. I knew the day each of you were born there was a chance you’d be witches like her. Like your mom. She gave it all up, though—after the fire at Crystal Taylor’s house. Said Crystal got obsessed and it was scary. She never wanted to be like that. But I guess you and your friends couldn’t leave well enough alone. And now you’ve put the whole town in danger.”

I press myself into a sitting position, gears turning in my mind. Fox’s mom was part of Crystal Taylor’s circle? Ruby’s last name is Riddell—I knew there was a reason it sounded familiar. Sarah Riddell must have been their mother. “You’re part of the elder council, aren’t you? The one who couldn’t be at the school this morning.”

Mr. Holloway’s eyes flick to me for the first time. His gaze sweeps over me—paternal instinct, no doubt, causing him to check if I’m all right. “I would’ve been there except I wasn’t feeling well. Having a spell take you over and make you drive a semi for thirty straight hours will do that to you, I suppose.” His eyes narrow as they settle back on his sons. “For the moment, I can’t change what you are, but I’m gonna tell you the same thing I told your mom: There’s no magic in this house. If you can’t live with that, leave.” He stares at them a moment longer, daring them to argue. “Your mom learned a long time ago that magic can bring out the worst in people. I won’t have it bring out the worst in my sons.” He spares a final glance in my direction before pivoting and disappearing down the hall.

The three of us stare at each other for a long minute before I struggle to my feet. The air in the room is oppressive; I want to go home.

But mostly, I don’t want to have to reflect on how Mr. Holloway might be right.

I’m halfway down the hall when Fox catches up with me. He doesn’t have to say anything or even touch me—I know it’s him. Our link through the binding spell pulses, the band of energy tying us together tugging at me.

“He won’t do it again—I’ll make sure of it.” Fox’s voice is low, nearly a whisper. But a promise isn’t why he stopped me. I’d be able to tell that even without the link. When I turn, he nods toward his bedroom door. “Can we talk a minute?”

Wordlessly, I follow him. As I settle on the edge of his mattress, he closes the door. He studies me for a long moment before releasing a breath and running a hand through his dark hair. “I know this isn’t the best time to bring this up, but I’m beginning to think there never will be.”

I press my lips together. I can’t pretend I haven’t been waiting for this. I pat the empty space beside me. “You want to talk about Owen.”

He stiffens at the name. “When I first noticed you together, I promised myself I’d stay out of it. I mean, I get where we are right now. We’re broken up. But with this binding spell… I can’t ignore it. There’s this… connection between you two. At first I thought it was just the spell, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

I rub my palms against my thighs. How am I supposed to explain? I know what Felix would say: Just tell him about the alternate timeline. But that explanation only leads to more questions, and each answer will lead to one conclusion—I’m responsible for the mess we’re in now. If it weren’t for me, Zane would still be alive. Griffin already blames me. Hell, I blame myself. But I don’t know if I could handle Fox holding me responsible. I don’t know how I’d react if I saw in his eyes the hatred I see in Griffin’s. Instead, I lie.

“You know he and I have a history,” I begin carefully. I don’t know all the details of the life my alternate self lived, but I’ve been able to piece together bits from an old journal and from what Felix has told me. I can only hope it’s enough. “He hated me for a long time for what I did to him—and he had every right to. But in the last couple of weeks, we’ve spent more time together. We were working on a project in health and… I was able to convince him how sorry I was. He finally forgave me. At first it was just so we could work together, but then, when his psychic abilities started manifesting… things changed.”

He snorts softly. “I’ll say.”

“I’m sorry, Fox. I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but…” I squeeze my eyes closed, walling myself off from him as best as I can. “I don’t want to lie to you.” And it’s true—even if I’m doing it. “If it makes you feel any better, none of this is easy for me.”

“I’m sure it isn’t.”

He’s not nearly as good at blocking himself off as I am and I sense the undercurrent beneath his words: It must be hard for me to start this new relationship with Owen when I’m literally connected to my ex. Of course, it’s not what I mean at all. But is it fair to tell him the truth, that I’ve grown to care for him more than I ever thought possible? Or would that just hurt him more?

I could comfort him, tell him just how twisted up my emotions are, that they would be regardless of the binding spell. But I can’t. What if me saying that gives him a false hope, makes him a promise I can’t keep? There will be a time to sort out how I feel for Owen and Fox, but now isn’t it. If recent events are any indication, I shouldn’t be allowed to make any decisions at all.

I give his hand a quick squeeze and stand. When I get to the door, I glance at him, but he’s staring at the floor. I don’t like leaving him this way, but it’s for the best. I don’t want to hurt him any more than I already have.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Wednesday morning, I dress in the same outfit I wore to Jodi’s friend Millie’s funeral. It feels like the last few months have been nothing but a string of funerals—my mom’s and Shelly Tanner’s in my old reality, then Millie’s and Crystal Taylor’s in this one. Now I’m going to Zane’s. Will there ever be a time when my life isn’t plagued by death?

I do my best to ignore the worried look in my mom’s eyes as we eat breakfast in silence, but her emotions are harder to tune out. She’s scared for my safety—my life. When she first learned about my abilities, she took it as well as could be expected—better, even. Before he left, Dad mentioned to her that there was something special about me, so when the truth finally came out, she accepted it—and me—without hesitation. But now I’m facing a level of danger she hadn’t anticipated. The fact that Zane—a boy my age—is dead because of magic is giving her nightmares.

After Mom leaves for work, I’m too full of nervous energy to sit still. I pace the hallway from the front door to the greenhouse until Bria texts to let me know she’s arrived. Owen, West, and Felix share the back seat, allowing me the spot up front. I’m thankful for their thoughtfulness. I’m already feeling as though I can’t breathe.

The parking lot to the funeral home isn’t as full as it was at Crystal Taylor’s funeral, but Bria still has to park a decent distance away from the door. I recognize several faces from school, but there are others—adults—who are completely unfamiliar. Are these Zane’s family members? My hand freezes on the handle. I don’t know if I can do this. When I first read the details, I decided without really thinking that I would come, pay my respects. But now that I’m here, a wave of guilt sweeps through me. I shouldn’t have come. If it wasn’t for me, Zane would still be alive…

My door opens and Owen crouches down, locking his eyes on mine. He must’ve gotten out of the car when I wasn’t paying attention. In fact, the whole car is empty now but for me.

He takes my hands in his, squeezing them gently. “It’s not your fault,” he says quietly. “It’s not any of our faults. Zane used the crystal’s magic more than the rest of the circle—that’s what killed him. If he hadn’t, he would’ve lived along with the rest of the witches.”

I take in a shaky breath, blinking away the prickling sensation gathering in my eyes. Unable to form words, I nod, allowing Owen to pull me to my feet.

He doesn’t release my hand as we shuffle toward the front door. Felix raises an eyebrow, but I ignore him. Maybe I shouldn’t be holding Owen’s hand—maybe it’s sending the wrong message. But right now, I need the support.

But as soon as we enter the building, I wish I’d had the strength to walk alone. I’m not sure if it’s the intensity of the emotions pressing in on all sides, or if I’m just getting better at tuning out the thoughts and feelings of those I’m bound to, but I didn’t realize Fox was in the parlor’s main hallway until I clasped eyes on him. Unfortunately, he sees me at the same moment and his gaze drifts to my hand. I’d release Owen now, except I’m afraid it’ll make me look guilty, and I have nothing to be guilty about. Owen is a friend who’s trying to comfort me.

At least, I’m trying to convince myself that’s all he’s being.

“We should probably go sit down,” Felix suggests. “I think things are going to get started soon.”

We find a row toward the back with five chairs together. Once we’re seated, I release Owen’s hand, offering him a smile of thanks before turning my attention to the front of the room. The casket is still open, but I can’t see inside from my angle. I’m glad for that. We could’ve come earlier, to the viewing, but I know for sure I wouldn’t have been able to handle that. If I’m honest, I won’t miss Zane—I hardly knew him, and what I did know I didn’t like. Still, it isn’t fair that he’s gone. Death shouldn’t be a consequence of using magic.

A slide show plays on repeat at the front of the room. As much as I try to ignore the images, my eyes are drawn to them. Pictures of the Zane I knew are interspersed with ones of him as a boy: bright-eyed on Christmas morning, sitting on the lap of a man who must be his father, smiling while encircled in the arms of his mother. I always thought of Zane one way—a bad boy interested in magic only for what it could do for him. To see him as a son only makes his death more tragic and my own guilt more profound.

The officiant—the same man in the same suit who presided over Crystal Taylor’s funeral—moves to the front of the room and a hush falls over the crowd. There’s shuffling in the row behind me as people take their seats.

The man starts talking about Zane—about his life, his family, the things he enjoyed. I try to listen, but it all sounds generic. Perhaps everything he’s saying about Zane is true—I wouldn’t really know. It’s not until he mentions the circumstances of Zane’s death that my ears perk and my skin tingles.

“Zane was taken from this life too soon and without warning. An aneurysm—something he may have had in his brain for years—cut short his days. A reminder that we should all live each day to the fullest…”

“Aneurysm. Convenient explanation.”

I shiver as warm air tickles my ear. I know the voice and my stomach clenches. Griffin. I haven’t seen him since leaving his house after his fight with Fox, and I didn’t notice him when I came in. But it’s clear he noticed me.

“It’s a nice story,” he continues, his voice low. “Too bad that’s not what killed him. He’d’ve been luckier. You weren’t linked to the crystal—you didn’t feel what it was like to use magic after you tried to break our connection to it. It was excruciating. You realize that, right? When Zane died, he was in excruciating pain.”

“Enough, Griffin,” Felix hisses. “If you need someone to bother, try me. She couldn’t’ve done that spell without me.”

“You couldn’t have done the spell at all, psychic,” Griffin mutters. “She’s the witch. She’s the one who did it.”

I stand, pushing past Owen toward the aisle. I’m not going to sit here and listen to Griffin. Why does he keep wanting to torture me? He already knows I feel guilty about what happened. Isn’t that enough?

Several bodies shift in their seats, ready to follow me, but with a shake of my head, Felix, Owen, and Bria all settle. I scan the room for Fox—he’s several rows ahead of where I was sitting, on the other side of the aisle. He didn’t even see me get up.

It was foolish of me to come. What was even my motivation? Certainly not to comfort his family—I don’t know them. And if I wanted to comfort his friends, I’d be here with the witches, not the psychics. I came because I felt like I had to, like I was supposed to. I came because the idea of not coming made me feel even guiltier.

I walk out of the room and continue down the hall. There are only a handful of people here—some merely chatting, a couple in tears. I make my way past them, to the end of the hall, and sit on a padded bench. I’ll stay out here until the service is over, then I’ll ask Bria to take me home. It’s what’s best.

Owen’s consciousness presses into mine, wanting to make sure I’m okay. I push him back. I don’t want to talk—telepathically or otherwise. I’m still not back to full power on my psychic side—I can tell because it takes more effort than it should to block Owen. I access my magic to strengthen my wall. Actually, I should thank Griffin for tapping into the circle’s power the other day—without his intrusion, I might not have figured out how to bridge my two kinds of abilities, using one to fortify the other. The process isn’t automatic, though, so I have to concentrate to make it work.

At the end of the hall, a girl emerges from the room where Zane’s service is occurring. She has long, dark hair and a heart-shaped face. She’s vaguely familiar—probably someone I’ve seen around school. She walks to a window and looks out for a moment before continuing down the hall. At first, I think she’ll step outside, but when her eyes sweep past me, her face flickers with recognition. The corners of her mouth upturn briefly as she changes trajectory.

Straight toward me.

“Hey,” she greets as she approaches. “Kristyl, right?”

“Yeah.” I bite the inside of my cheek. Although she looks familiar, I have no idea what her name is.

She offers a small smile. “We were in math together last year. I sat in the back.”

I nod as if recognition is dawning on me. I can’t very well tell her that I have no memory of last year’s math class, so it’s easier to play along. “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry—I forgot your name.”

Her smile broadens. “Sasha.” She hitches a thumb toward the door at the end of the hall. “Pretty intense in there, huh? I mean, I can’t believe it. He was our age.”

“Pretty intense,” I agree.

She bites her lower lip. “I’m sorry—I forgot. You and Zane kind of ran in the same circle, right? He was just my lab partner freshman year.”

“You’re fine. I just… I don’t really like funerals.”

“You and me both.” She glances toward the door. “Hey, you wanna go for a walk? I mean, it’s not exactly warm out there, but my skin’s kind of itching in here, you know?”

I weigh my options. She’s right—it’s not warm out. But walking around a bit sounds better than sitting here, waiting for the service to be over. “Sure. Let’s go.”

She smiles so wide she flashes straight, white teeth. “Excellent.”

I follow her outside. A wind I didn’t notice earlier assaults me as soon as I exit the building and I pull my coat more tightly around my body. Sasha leads the way toward the street, seemingly unaffected by the cold.

“What do you think? A walk around the block?”

“Maybe just up the street and back,” I suggest. “I don’t know if I can make it all the way around the block with this wind.”

“Fair enough.”

We walk in silence. I’m glad she doesn’t feel the need to make small talk—or worse, bring up memories from the class she thinks we shared. This quiet companionship is exactly what I need right now—no well-meaning friends trying to peer into my thoughts, no one-time boyfriend wanting to pick up our relationship where it left off before I messed with the timeline. 

About three quarters of the way down the block, Sasha starts looking left and right. I follow her gaze. “What’s up?”

She stops, turning to face me. “Nothing. I just figure we’ve probably gone far enough.”

I squint. “Far enough? For what?”

In response, she pulls her hand out of her pocket, bringing it to her mouth and blowing some kind of powder directly into my face. I have no time to react. As darkness encroaches on my vision, the last thing I feel are her arms snaking around my back, and the last thing I see are her cold blue eyes.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

When my eyelids flutter open, I’m in a room I don’t recognize. It’s a basement—that much is clear from the poured concrete floor to the single fluorescent light above my head. The only other thing I know is that the basement must be in Clearwater, as Jodi’s spell would make it impossible for me to cross the town line.

What did Sasha do to me? What was in that powder?

But I don’t have to know the specifics of the latter question to be able to formulate an answer to the former: She cast a spell on me to knock me out and bring me here. But why?

She’s a witch, she must be. But if that’s the case—if she’s a witch and she lives in Clearwater—then why doesn’t the circle know about her? And why didn’t she get caught up in the binding spell?

Unless she’s not from here. She could have easily lied about being in school with me. She was vague on purpose—just enough detail for me to believe without question.

How could I have been so stupid? And, more importantly, what does she want with me?

I shift in the metal chair I’m sitting in, but I can’t move far: My arms and legs are bound. A determined smile curls my lips. I’ve been in this type of situation before. I should be able to use my abilities to loosen—

But before I even try, I know something’s wrong. My powers are muted, inaccessible. The feeling isn’t dissimilar to when Seth was drawing on my magic to harness the power within the crystal. On a low wooden table several feet in front of me sits a metal bowl filled with herbs and surrounded by three deep indigo taper candles. Another spell—one designed, no doubt, to keep me from using my abilities. But it can’t block everything, can it? Can it be powerful enough to sever the link forged by the binding? Although I can’t sense Fox or Owen, I can only hope the answer is no. I close my eyes, concentrating, hoping I can send them some kind of message—something to help them find me.

The stairs to my right creak as someone descends. I don’t open my eyes, instead keeping my focus on the task at hand.

“So,” Sasha begins slowly. Her footfalls draw closer to my location. “This is the great Kristyl Barnette. I’m gonna come right out and say it: I’m underwhelmed. How could a girl like you beat Seth? Frankly, I was expecting… more.”

My eyes snap open. “What do you know about Seth?”

The corner of her lip curls into a smile. “More than you, I imagine. I know it was foretold he’d rise again, and that he’d reward those who remained faithful to him. My people have waited a long time for him to return to us—full of his former glory. Imagine our surprise when you stopped him from regaining his full strength. But it’s no matter—mark my words, he’ll get his power back. And you’ll regret ever crossing him.”

My head spins. She’s talking about him like he’s some kind of savior. Anya told us about the Devoted, but until now the idea hasn’t really sunk in. There really are people out there who have been waiting for him to come back. “What do you want with me?”

Her smile returns, but it gives me no peace. Something about it is twisted, perverse. As her lips begin moving, chanting words in a language I don’t recognize, I know something bad is coming before it happens.

A searing pain shoots up my arms. My skin is on fire—it has to be. But when I look down, there is no flame. Still a scream rips from my mouth as the pain continues, affecting every inch of flesh between my fingertips and shoulders. I’m melting or my blood is boiling—those are the only things that could be causing this much agony.

My vision blackens around the edges and my consciousness dips. Just before I pass out, the pain recedes. It doesn’t disappear entirely, but it dials back enough to pull me from the brink of a blackout.

“What’s your plan?” Sasha asks, her voice a growl. “There’s a shield up around the town. Is that it—you’re just going to hide? Is that your goal?”

Her words echo through my head and I try to focus on them. What is the goal of the spell Jodi cast? Keeping us safe, yes, but is there more? Even if I wanted to tell Sasha, the fact is I don’t know. Dad is keeping me in the dark about everything.

In an instant, the pain is back, this time in my legs too. My head tips backward as another scream tears itself from my throat. I’m going to die. There’s no doubt in my mind. It is impossible for a person to experience this degree of suffering and survive. It is as if my very bones are on fire, like I’m combusting from the inside.

The searing heat ebbs again and Sasha’s face swims in front of my eyes. “Tell me about the spell! Why would your aunt want to trap you in town? Unless…” She squints, studying me. My mind reels. Has she asked me a question? Does she expect me to say something? I scramble for words—anything to keep her from hurting me again—but before I can move my lips, her hand darts forward, gripping my forehead. As she murmurs a new incantation, a stream of memories play out before my eyes like images from a movie. Jodi at the town line. The candle. The bag. The knife.

Sasha pulls her hand away, falling silent. “Blood,” she says after a beat. “Of course.”

Spinning on her heel, she walks to the low table. Her back is to me, obscuring whatever action she’s performing. Is she casting another spell of some kind? And if so, what could its purpose be? If she’s looking for a new method of torture, she doesn’t need to. Although she’s not actively reciting the words that make my insides burn, an ache remains, as if I’m smoldering from the inside out. Were I unbound, I don’t think I’d even try to move for fear my arms and legs would crumble like embers in a fire.

When she turns, she holds no candle, herb, or talisman. In her hand is a knife, one that looks like it would be useful in gutting a large animal. My heart begins to thunder in my ears. Now that she has whatever information she wanted, is she going to kill me? I can’t take my eyes off the silver blade. I’m transfixed by the way the fluorescent light glints off it.

“The same blood runs in your veins as hers.” Sasha steps closer, now just a few feet in front of me. She slashes forward and I ready myself for the coming blow—straight in my heart, most likely. No, she’ll probably go for my stomach to prolong my suffering.

But when the blade makes contact, it’s with my upper arm—more a slice than a stab. I almost don’t notice it compared to the throbbing ache already in my limbs, but the blood is warm and wet as it trickles down my arm. Sasha reaches forward with her other hand. For the first time, I notice it’s not empty. She presses a small glass jar just below my cut, forcing the dark liquid to flow into it. When she’s collected enough, she pulls it away and turns back to the table.

A door overhead opens and closes and floorboards creak as someone enters. My heart leaps. Could it be Fox or Owen? Have they found me?

“Sasha?”

My stomach sinks. The male voice is unfamiliar. So, Sasha isn’t working alone. Just how many people has Seth planted in Clearwater?

“Are you downstairs?” The male voice is closer now, clearer.

An almost guilty expression flickers across Sasha’s face, replaced immediately by a hard mask of defiance. Knife still in hand, she moves to the bottom of the stairs as her companion descends. I can only see flashes of movement in my periphery as the guy appears.

“The hell, Sasha,” he hisses as they jostle. “Is that a knife? What are you thinking?”

“She’s fine, Elliot,” Sasha insists. “No lasting damage.”

Elliot finally manages to push past her. In two strides, he’s in front of me, crouching to inspect my injuries. He’s young—maybe Griffin’s age—and intense. His sharp blue eyes scan me, lingering on the cut on my arm. Blowing out a breath, he stands. “Of all the stupid things to do. Are you kidding me right now? We have strict orders to keep a low profile. Dammit, Sasha!”

“I don’t know why you’re so upset. No one saw me take her. Our cover’s still intact.”

Elliot’s eyes go wide as he gestures toward me. “She’s seen both our faces.”

Sasha shrugs. “It’s not like I was planning on letting her go.”

Elliot’s fingers curl into a fist, but he doesn’t swing, even though he looks like he’d like to do nothing better. “Do you think they’re not going to come looking for her? What then? They’re probably on the way right now.”

“No.” She points to the low table. “She can’t use her abilities. I’m not stupid.”

He snorts. “All evidence to the contrary. Seth specifically told us not to hurt her. He needs her alive—at least for now.”

“I didn’t hurt her. I just wanted to find out what she knows. I figure if we could give Seth the plan, we’d be able to move forward faster—”

“Sasha. Do you want to make him mad?” He runs a hand over his brown buzz cut. “We can fix this. Damage control. I bet I can remove the memories from her head, but there’s no way I can explain away the physical damage. How long has she been gone?”

She shrugs. “A few hours?”

“Dammit. Sasha. There’s no way she hasn’t been missed.”

“And I’m telling you there’s no way they can find her.”

But even as she speaks, I sense she’s not right. It’s not that the effects of her spell are waning—I still have no control over any of my abilities. But there’s something deeper that tells me I’m not alone. Elliot and Sasha continue to bicker, but their words fade to white noise as I focus on the vague pulse of energy building in the back of my mind.

Elliot suddenly falls silent, straightening. A split second later, a crash of splintering wood sounds overhead.

Someone’s here. Someone’s come for me.

“We have to get out of here,” Elliot whispers, grabbing Sasha by the wrist.

She struggles against him. “I’m not afraid of them.”

“This isn’t about fear, it’s about staying on mission.” He pulls her toward the stairs. After a moment, she relents.

But it’s too late. Footfalls have crossed the house and now head down to our level. Elliot releases Sasha, who grins, gripping the knife more firmly in her hand.

“Krissa!” Owen’s voice is both panicked and relieved. But he’s not the only one who’s arrived. The second person launches himself at Sasha, aiming for the knife in her hand. Fox.

Elliot charges Owen and the two quickly move out of my sight line. Fox manages to pin Sasha to the wall in front of me. He bangs her arm into the concrete until she drops the blade, which clatters to the floor. She catches my eye. Far from looking upset or distressed at the turn of events, her eyes flash with pleasure a split second before the boiling pain returns, this time encompassing my whole body. The blackness overtakes my vision almost immediately and I long for unconsciousness.

Whether moments or days pass before the sensation fades, I can’t tell. As I struggle to lift my head and open my eyes, a choked animal sound reaches my ears. It’s not until Owen’s and Fox’s voices, repeating my name, break through that I understand where the other sound is coming from: Me. The inhuman moans of agony are mine. When I manage to get control of myself, Owen and Fox exchange relieved glances.

With Sasha’s knife in hand, Fox stands and moves behind me to unbind my hands. Once I’m free, Owen pulls me to him with fierce protectiveness, feathering kisses over my forehead and cheeks. His embrace, though gentle, sets off constellations of pain throughout my body. Every nerve is raw as if exposed directly to the elements. I whimper and Owen pulls back, alarmed. Fox, his gaze fixed on his task, edges between us to cut the cords binding my legs. I can’t get a read on him—though whether due to the spell Sasha cast or the torture I endured, I can’t tell. Still, I’m thankful for it. I don’t want to deal with how Fox is feeling at the moment—or Owen, for that matter. I long for the painlessness of oblivion.

I cry out when Owen scoops me out of the chair. I know he needs to—he needs to get me out of this place—but the pain is almost as bad as what Sasha was doing to me. Before Owen makes it to the top of the stairs, I dip beneath the surface of consciousness into the dark space between waking and dreams.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Hands jostle me and my eyelids flutter.

“What happened?” Dad’s voice is urgent.

There’s a soft metallic click and then pinpricks of pain as a seatbelt slips across my body. I try to open my eyes, my mouth, but I can’t muster the energy for either.

“We found her in a house on the outskirts of town.” Fox. His voice is low, quiet, and nearby. “For sale sign in the front. The two that were holding her were squatting. We tried to catch them—figured we could bring them to you—but then Krissa started screaming and we had to let them go. I thought they were killing her.”

An arm loops under my knees as another pushes between my back and the car seat I lean against. I moan as white-hot flashes of heat flare through my body, but the arms don’t relent. “I’m sorry, honey,” Dad murmurs as he pulls me to his chest. “I have to get you inside.”

“I sent Bria a text,” Owen says, his voice floating from behind Dad as he begins making careful steps. “She’ll be here soon.”

Bria. She can heal people—I’ve seen her do it before. Can she do anything to help me? Besides the cut on my arm, I don’t think my other injuries are physical. Still, I’m stronger already—I must be. As Dad moves at a painstakingly slow pace across the lawn, up the porch stairs, into the house, I’m able to remain awake.

It takes forever, but eventually Dad lays me on a bed—my bed. For the first time since arriving home, I’m able to open my eyes. Light streams through the banks of windows lining my room, but not the strong light of midday. Just how long have I been gone? What time is it now?

Dad kneels beside me, his eyes scrutinizing my body. His fingers extend toward the gash on my arm but don’t brush the skin. “Are you cut anywhere else?”

I shake my head—at least I think I do. There’s something important here I should tell him. The girl said something when she sliced me. “She took my blood.” My voice is barely a whisper and I’m afraid Dad won’t hear it.

His eyebrows draw together and he curses under his breath. “The blood lock. They found out about it.”

“A condition of the lock is that blood must be given freely.” Anya’s voice is nearby. “I’m guessing Krissa didn’t give it over willingly. They shouldn’t be able to use it.”

I pull my gaze from my dad. Owen and Fox stand several paces behind him, their faces unreadable. At the foot of the bed stands Anya, surveying me. After a beat, her attention flicks to Owen and Fox, her eyes narrowing.

“You two had contact with her captors?” she asks. “Physical contact? You touched them?”

The two shift uncomfortably for a moment before Fox nods.

Anya lifts a hand, beckoning to them. “Let me take a look at you. If they transferred something to you—blood, hair—we might be able to use it.”

“Use it?” Fox echoes.

Anya moves to the stairs. “I’ll explain. Come on.”

After a beat, Fox and Owen move to follow her, but before they’re out of the room, I call out. “Wait.” My voice is quiet, weak, but everyone stills. “Can I talk… I need to talk with Owen for a minute.”

Anya’s mouth twitches as her eyes flick to my dad. “I’ll send him back after—”

“No.” My voice is louder this time. “Just a minute.”

Dad and Anya exchange glances again, and I’m sure they’re going to tell me no, but Dad sighs. “Just a minute.”

“And don’t touch him,” Anya adds quickly.

Fox flinches at her words, or maybe I just imagine it.

Owen waits until everyone has descended the stairs, their footsteps thudding dully in the distance, before moving back toward by bed. On his way, he grabs my desk chair, settling it a few feet from me and sitting. His expression is closed, inscrutable.

Silence spreads between us. I’m the one with something to say, the one who asked him to hang back, but the words don’t come—at least not as readily as I’d like them to. Something needs to be said now, but I’m not happy we need to have this conversation at all. I thought we were on the same page about this. “You shouldn’t’ve kissed me.”

Owen closes his eyes for a beat, exhaling noisily. “You don’t understand.”

“You’re having a hard time keeping your memories from this reality and mine straight.” It’s only fair to acknowledge how difficult this must be on him. “But you know we’re not together here like we were before—”

“That’s not it,” Owen says. “At least, that’s not all of it. I held it together as best I could when Fox and I were looking for you. Neither one of us could sense you alone, but together… I tried not to, but I could feel how he feels for you. And the whole time I kept thinking about how what’s between us is gonna be impossible for him to understand, let alone deal with. I promised myself I’d do better to make things easy on him so long as we’re bound.”

I nod enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking. But if that’s what you wanted to do—”

“I failed miserably, I know,” he says. “When I saw you, what they were doing to you… I couldn’t help it. I didn’t care that Fox was there—”

“But you have to.”

His face hardens. “No, I don’t. We’ve already lost so much. I care about you, and I don’t want us to lose any more time together. If I’ve learned anything in the last couple weeks it’s that things change quickly—too quickly—and I don’t want to waste a minute.”

I sigh. “And I’ve learned that it pays to be cautious. There are consequences when you run into something too quickly—”

“What consequence could there possibly be to us being together? We’re supposed to be together.”

“We were.” It’s the thing that’s swirled in my mind since Owen first started remembering our shared history from the other reality. As much as I’d love to forget about the past this version of myself lived, I can’t pretend it hasn’t happened. “Maybe we will be again. But right now, there are too many other things going on.”

“I already told you I get it. We’re linked to Fox right now, and I get how that complicates things—”

“You think that’s all that makes this difficult? Have you forgotten about Seth? About the elder council? There are just too many things happening—”

“That’s crap. That’s an excuse.”

“It’s completely valid. I’m sorry if you don’t agree, but there are more important things going on right now than what’s going on between the two of us.”

He leans back in the chair, running a hand through his hair. “That’s where we disagree. I don’t think there’s anything more important than us.”

I open my mouth to respond but am distracted when footsteps sound on the stairs. Without another word, Owen stands, moves the chair back to its spot, and starts out of the room. Moments after he disappears, Bria takes his place, her face pale and tight with worry.

Bria doesn’t talk as she works on me and I allow myself to drift as her small, warm hands do their work. With each passing minute, my body relaxes as the pain ebbs from another area. It’s not until she’s done that I wonder how much the healing has taken out of her. When she healed Dana Crawford’s broken leg, she was almost too weak to move.

When she removes her hands from me for the last time, I sit, studying her. “How are you?”

The corner of her mouth quirks upward. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

I take stock of how I’m feeling. All the tenderness is gone and the cut is mended. She’s definitely done more work on me than she did on Dana, yet she doesn’t look exhausted like she did before. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have no idea she’d just spent so much energy. “How are you not completely wiped out?”

She settles on the mattress by my feet. “Lexie.”

Panic flares. Has she been drawing energy from Lexie without her consent? I don’t want another issue like we had with Griffin.

Bria holds a hand out, sensing my concern. “It’s okay—she knows. I called her on my way over here, and I’ve been checking on her through the link the whole time. It’s pretty amazing, actually.” Jealousy flickers over her features, but it disappears before it can take root. “I just kept thinking about how I’d need to stop because the energy would run out, but it never did. Is that what it’s like all the time for witches?”

“Once you’re connected with the natural energy around you, the possibilities can be endless. But keeping up the connection can be hard. Even making the connection is difficult when someone’s just learning.” I flex my arms experimentally, relieved when shocks of pain don’t sear through my body. “I’m grateful Lexie was willing to help.”

Bria makes a noncommittal noise in the back of her throat. I attempt to push forward with my abilities enough to sense what she’s feeling, but although my physical injuries have been mended, whatever spell Sasha cast is having lingering effects.

“How’s that going, by the way?” I try to keep my tone light. “You being linked with Lexie, I mean.” I bite my lower lip. I don’t know anything about Bria and Lexie’s history in this reality. In my own, they were best friends, but now it seems that the two go out of their ways to hurt one another. I want to ask, but I’m not sure how much my alternate self already knew.

Bria stares across the room, her lips pursed. She’s quiet for so long I’m beginning to think she won’t answer when she finally sighs. “We used to be friends.” She turns her heavily-lined eyes on me. “Did you know that? Maybe not. I think by the time you moved here, Crystal already had her hooks in her. I’ve tried to block it out for so long…” She shakes her head. “I didn’t understand, you know, at the time. Lexie and Crystal were never really close. Lexie always thought Crystal was kind of stuck up. Then, out of nowhere, Lexie started spending more and more time with her. I called her on it one day. Crystal was always more popular than we were—but we didn’t care about that. At least, I thought we didn’t. So I accused her of being a follower, of just trying to get people to like her… That was the last time she talked to me like I was a person. After that, I was just her target.” A humorless smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “Well, you know that. But I get it now. Lexie found out she was a witch. And then Crystal did what she does best—she manipulated her so she wouldn’t be friends with me anymore because I’m not one.” She snorts softly. “How is it that I’m actually starting to feel a little bad for Lexie?”

“Because you’re a good person?” I offer.

“Or a sucker. It’s just I keep catching these glimpses of what’s going on in Lexie’s head and… she’s more like the friend I remember than the person who’s gone out of her way to torment me for the last five years. But she hasn’t apologized for any of it. I feel bad for still holding it all against her, but why should I?”

I’m not sure if she’s actually looking for an answer, so I keep my mouth shut. Besides, I’m not sure what kind of advice I’d give her. I remember the Lexie from my reality and I’d give anything to have her back, but ultimately the choice is hers alone to make. Maybe Bria shouldn’t forgive her until Lexie admits she’s done something wrong. Perhaps that’s the first step in getting back the girl she once was.

I’m about to say this to Bria when a creak on the stairs draws my attention. My mom’s head appears and she offers a tentative smile. “Can I come up?”

“Of course,” I say.

“Yeah, I’m all done here,” Bria adds. She stands and heads toward the stairs as my mom crests them. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” I call as she leaves the room.

Mom eyes me warily as she crosses to the bed. “Your dad said you had a rough day,” she says as she perches on the edge of my mattress.

“Yeah,” I agree. Did he not tell her what really happened? I suppose he can’t have told her much as he doesn’t have much information himself. Even if Owen told him everything he knows, there are still missing pieces.

She studies me before shaking her head. “I know you and your dad aren’t telling me everything, and I’m trying to be okay with it, but it’s hard. I’m trying to look at it logically—this whole situation with psychics and magic and evil wizards trying to take over the town is so beyond anything I know or understand, but I can’t help feeling like…” She purses her lips, closing her eyes for a moment. “It feels like your dad’s come back and suddenly there’s no room for me in your life.”

I open my mouth but she’s already got her hand up to silence my words.

“I know that’s not the way it is. I just feel…” She forces a smile and scoots closer to me. “Owen. He seems like a nice boy.” Confusion must be evident on my face because Mom offers another smile, this one more natural. “He was downstairs talking to your dad when I got here. He said he was waiting for Bria so she could take him home.”

“Oh.” It’s all I can think to say.

“So…” Mom begins slowly, “are you and he…?”

I bite back a groan. The last thing I want to do is discuss my disastrously tangled relationship issues with anyone, especially my mom. But before I tell her I don’t want to talk about it, I catch the look on her face. It’s guarded but hopeful. She’s looking for something—anything—to share with me. Something to keep us connected. “He is nice,” I begin carefully. “I’m glad he and I are friends again.”

Mom raises an eyebrow. “Friends, huh? I may not be psychic, but I think I’ve got good enough intuition to know he wasn’t here strictly out of friendship.”

Heat creeps into my cheeks. “Things are… complicated.”

“Because he likes you?”

I blow out a breath and nod.

“And, let me guess—Fox hasn’t given up on the idea of you two getting back together.”

I nod again.

“And where do you fit in?”

“What do you mean?”

She holds out her hands as if it should be obvious. “Which one do you like?”

I sigh. If only it were that easy. How would I sound to her if I told her the truth, that I have feelings for both of them? So far as she knows, I was with Fox for the past three years. What would she think if I told her how much I care for Owen? How could she understand? “I don’t think it’s fair for me to focus on guys right now—not with everything else that’s going on. I have to keep the town safe. I need to get rid of Seth so Jodi can come home.  And if I do choose one of them, where does that leave the other? I’m connected to both of them right now.” I shake my head. “There are more important things to worry about right now, anyway. It’ll all be easier once Seth is gone, once the circle’s unbound. I’ll figure out the guy situation then.”

Mom’s gaze softens and she reaches out to rub my leg. “Unfortunately, that might not be an option. Honey, relationships are always complex.” Her eyes stray toward the stairs momentarily. “I know I can’t give you any advice about keeping the town safe or getting rid of Seth, but I can give you some advice on this. If you care for Fox or Owen—or both of them—it’s only fair to come clean. Don’t worry about disappointing someone or hurting their feelings. It’ll be far worse if you ignore it. If you put off telling the truth about your feelings for too long, you run the risk of losing both of them.”

She squeezes my leg before standing. “I know you’ve had a rough day, so I’ll leave you alone. I’ll bring up some dinner later, if you’re hungry.”

I nod vaguely as she starts for the stairs. Is she right? Is it best to deal with the Owen and Fox situation now? I shift and lie back on my pillow. Even if she is, that doesn’t help me. I’m not entirely sure who I want to be with. As much as I agree with Owen, that we’re meant to be and that his remembering a life he never lived is evidence of that, the thought of where that leaves Fox makes my stomach clench. Much of the time I was with Fox, I was looking for a way out of the relationship. Still, even when I decided to break up with him, I held off, seeing too much potential in the two of us together. Shouldn’t that count for something?

The fact is, as much as I’d like to follow Mom’s advice, I’m not sure what decision to make.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

I’m startled from a dreamless sleep by the buzz of the alarm on my phone. The room is still semi-dark as I grope for my bedside table and a glance at the device’s illuminated screen confirms it’s my usual morning wakeup time.

“I don’t remember setting this,” I mutter as I tap the screen to stop the noise.

“That’s because I did.”

“Dad!” I clutch my chest as I turn toward the sound of his voice. He’s sitting in the chair by my desk, a steaming mug cupped in his hands. “What are you doing here?”

“I have something for you.” He stands and crosses to my mattress, settling down on the edge.

“And you just had to give it to me at six thirty in the morning?” I grumble, yanking on my blanket and leaning back onto my pillow. “Give it to me later.”

Dad tugs the blanket down gently—so gently, in fact, I wonder if I’ve imagined it. “I want you to have it before you go to school.”

I raise an eyebrow. He can’t be serious. He knows what I went through yesterday. After Mom left, he came upstairs to ask me about the ordeal. He filled me in on the trauma Bria found as she worked on me. And while, yes, my body feels much improved—just tender in spots when I move—that doesn’t mean I’m up for a day of pretending to care about editing papers for clear transition words or substituting in values for x. Still, one look at his face is enough to tell me he is serious. “Dad,” I whine.

Ignoring me, he holds out a bracelet woven of hemp. “We were able to pull some hairs from your captors off Fox and Owen last night, and Anya helped Fox create a protective charm.” His eyes dip to my wrist and I hold it out obediently. “According to Anya, this should be enough to keep you safe from another attack from either of them. It’s lucky we found the hair, really. There’s a weaker version of the charm she could’ve—and would’ve—done just off the essence they left behind, but the DNA gives the spell extra potency.”

He finishes tying the bracelet in place and I rub it against my skin. “So, you were able to make these for all of us?”

He shakes his head. “There was just enough for this one.”

Guilt surges in my core and I pull at the knot with my fingers. “Then I can’t take it.” There are eleven of us in the circle. Any one could be a target. What makes me more important than the rest of them?

Dad covers my hand with his, staying my progress. “You can. And you will. Whether you want to believe it or not, you’re the most important member of your circle. And I’m not just saying that because you’re my daughter. Seth sought you out when he first came back. I think he saw a connection between the two of you—both from the Barnette and Whitaker lines, both with the qualities of a psychic and a witch. And you’re the one who kept him from regaining his full power, which makes you the enemy so far as the Devoted are concerned.”

Everything he says makes sense, still I can’t help feeling selfish. For the moment, I can’t come up with a compelling reason to give the charm to another person in particular, so I press my lips together and nod. “You know, the guy said they were under orders not to mess with us,” I offer, but it sounds weak even to me.

“And we’ve already seen how well his companion is at following directions.” Dad stands and starts for the stairs. Before he descends, he turns, sighing. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they won’t try anything again. But in the event they do, it’s best if you stick close to your friends. That charm will offer them a degree of safety so long as you’re by them. The strength of their hair plus the binding spell should extend some protection to them.”

As he starts down the stairs I can’t help admiring that his parental sneakiness is still intact after five years of disuse: Not once did he try to convince me to go to school, but by bringing up my friends he’s managed to do just that. With a groan, I push off my covers and climb out of bed.

 

***

Although the entire circle already knows about what happened to me last night, I still face an onslaught of questions and concerned looks at school. 

First hour, Lexie grills me. “What kind of magic was she using?”

Abandoning the pretense of working on the English assignment, I sigh. “I don’t know—bad magic?”

She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean,” she insists, even though I don’t. “What kind of power did she have? The spells she was using—were they ones we could do? Could you figure out how she was doing them?”

West’s eyebrows contract. “Wait—are you saying you want to be able to torture someone?”

Lexie casts him a withering look. “Of course I don’t want to torture someone. But you never know when a spell’s going to come in handy, and I’m trying to learn everything I can. I figure we all should be with everything that’s going on.”

As if to stress her point, the classroom door opens and Dana Crawford enters the room. She hands a tardy pass to the teacher before weaving through the aisles toward her seat in the back. Her gaze strays in our direction as she passes. I can’t help the uneasy feeling that settles in my stomach. I know it’s not Dana’s fault she’s been called to the council so I shouldn’t hold it against her, but she makes me nervous. I can’t shake the idea that she watches us in school, listening to our conversations so she can report back anything she learns to the rest of the council.

Lexie must share my apprehension because she drops the subject.

Bria checks in with me during hall passing time to make sure I’m still feeling all right. It’s not until I allow her an unhindered scan of my body with her abilities that she takes my word and allows me to go to my next class.

Throughout the day, both Owen and Fox give me a wide berth, like neither know exactly what to say. I can’t blame them and, honestly, I’m a little more than relieved. I don’t know what to say to them, either. Guilt surges each time I catch a glimpse of one of them. As much as Fox tries to hide and bury his sense of betrayal, it stabs me at intervals all day, especially when we’re near. Owen is better at walling off his emotions, but I can tell by his posture and the way he avoids eye contact that he’s still hurt from our conversation last night.

I’m grateful when the school day is over. On Dad’s orders, Felix takes me to Hannah’s Herbs. As he drives, he leads the conversation, explaining all the ways his mom is not adjusting well to seeing his father around town. His words are so distracting, it takes me a while to notice he’s scanning me, the same way Bria did earlier.

“What are you doing?” I ask, doing my best to block his intrusion.

His eyes flick from the road and he offers an apologetic half smile. “Sorry. Bria made me promise I’d check on you.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “She’s checked on me a billion times today,” I grumble, staring out the window. We’re on Main Street now, almost to the shop.

“She’s worried about you.”

“Clearly.”

He presses his lips together. “She didn’t want me to tell you this, but I’m going to anyway: Whatever was done to you last night, it wasn’t physical. Bria’s never dealt with anything like it before and she wanted to make sure there aren’t any lingering effects from the spell.”

Some of the tension in my shoulders drains. “She could’ve just told me that.”

Felix pulls into a parking space in front of the shop. “She didn’t want to worry you.”

“Tell her I’m fine.”

He raises a dubious eyebrow.

“Really,” I insist. “If I have any relapse or anything, she’ll be the first person I tell.”

“Here’s hoping there’s nothing to report.”

Felix bids me farewell and I head into the store. Dad assigns me inventory and the task of helping any customers who come in. He has some work to do in back—ordering and payroll and some other administrative duties. He learned how to do these things back when he was my age, when it was a foregone conclusion he, not Jodi, would remain in Clearwater and take over the shop, but it appears the refamiliarization curve is steep. I would offer to help, except I don’t know how to do any of those tasks any better than he does. The me from this reality would, of course, and I don’t want to fabricate a reason why I don’t.

I busy myself with the inventory Dad assigned, stopping to help the handful of customers who come in. Mrs. Jenkins, a regular customer who has the habit of retelling the same anecdote three or four times in a single visit, asks about Jodi as she’s checking out. “I was in the other day and she wasn’t here either. Is she sick?”

I bite my lower lip, not sure what to say. I don’t have a lie prepared, which is silly, really. Of course people would notice Jodi’s not here. “She’s... on vacation.” It’s the first excuse that comes to mind. “Well-deserved, of course. You know Jodi—she never takes a day off. So, my mom and I finally convinced her to get away.”

The bells above the front door tinkle as someone else enters.

“How lovely,” Mrs. Jenkins says. “Where did she go?”

Damn it. Why does this lady have to be so nosy? “She went to, ah...”

“A cruise, isn’t it?” The voice that comes to my aid is familiar, but it takes a glance in his direction to place why.

Elliot.

I freeze, my blood running cold. What could he be doing here? Isn’t he the one who said Seth gave orders not to bother me or the other members of the circle? Has Seth given new orders? Instinctively, my left hand covers the bracelet on my right wrist. This charm is supposed to protect me, but how?

I should run to the back room, or at least call for my dad, but I don’t want to alarm Mrs. Jenkins. What if Elliot decides to take her hostage? I don’t think I could forgive myself if he hurt this kind old lady because of me.

“Well, I hope she enjoys her time away,” Mrs. Jenkins says, startling me. She’s oblivious to the thick tension in the air. “I’ll see you again soon.” She offers a smile and a little wave as she heads for the front door.

As soon as Mrs. Jenkins passes him, Elliot holds up a hand. “I’m just here to talk. There’s no need to call for your dad.”

The bells tinkle as Mrs. Jenkins exits. My eyes dart back to the store room. “How did you—”

“I’m a psychic.” He offers a half smile. “I’m not surprised you didn’t notice. Sasha’s spell had your abilities all messed up.”

Now that he’s told me, I’m shocked I didn’t sense his energy as soon as he walked in. The effects of Sasha’s spell have mostly subsided and I can detect a distinct brightness in Elliot’s life force. So, he’s a psychic. That makes him less of a threat than if he were a witch. At least he can’t cast a spell on me. Besides, even if he tried, I’m supposed to be protected. “What do you want to talk about?”

He rubs the back of his neck as he takes a couple more steps toward me. I fight the urge to back away. “I wanted to apologize for Sasha. She’s a little… zealous. Over-eager to prove herself to Seth. Even if it means disobeying him, apparently. I came here to tell you that Seth doesn’t want to hurt you—or anyone else in your circle, for that matter.”

I can’t contain a snort. “Less than a week ago, he was ready to kill the witches to get access to the magic in the crystal. He probably would’ve killed me, too. So you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

“You’re right. When your witch friends were anchored to his crystal, he would have killed them to have it to himself.”

I’m taken aback. I expected him to disagree with me, to explain away Seth’s murderous intents.

“But you have to see things from his point of view,” Elliot continues. “It was his magic. Those witches had no right to it. Even you wanted them separated from it.”

“Because I sensed darkness in it.” The energy in the crystal wasn’t pure. After residing with Seth for so many generations, it had been tainted by his essence, and that contamination infected the witches the more they tapped into the power.

Elliot shakes his head. “It was power you sensed, not darkness. You’ve just never experienced true power, that’s all. If you had, you’d understand why Seth wanted to take it back at all costs.”

Is this honestly what he believes? I know the difference between power and darkness. When I interacted with the energy in the crystal, it overwhelmed me with the desire to control, to dominate. It was completely different from when I had the full abilities of the witches and psychics at my disposal when the binding spell took effect. When that happened, my mind was clear—I just knew I possessed everything I needed to do what had to be done. That is power. It didn’t seek to bend my will to its. Besides, how could Elliot know what I sensed, anyway? “He can’t have it now. I discharged all the energy back into nature. So what does he want?”

“For you to join him—you and your entire circle. Your abilities are the strongest of any generation since his own. That’s why he’s returned.”

“No, it’s not.” Seth returned because Crystal Jamison was obsessed with finding the crystal that her aunt used in her youth, and because I took a chance and helped her, hoping to save Jodi from a curse that most certainly would have killed her. He returned because I inadvertently released him from the stone when trying to get Crystal and me back to our own time. But I don’t say any of this to Elliot. How much of this has Seth shared? It occurs to me for the first time that Seth might know Crystal and I altered the timeline. There was a piece of his soul in the shard of quartz Crystal wore as a pendant, which is why I saw flashes of his eyes when I touched it. When she and I rescued the stone from the house fire, is it possible Seth’s consciousness was aware of the change? If he does know, will he expose our secret? And what will happen if he does?

“Seth had to wait until someone with the power to release him came along. Others have tried, you know. Only you were able to do it. And he’s thankful.” Elliot darts forward. Only the counter separates us now. “He wants to reward you—to reward you all.”

I press my palms against the counter and lean forward. “Tell him no thank you.”

A smile tugs at the corner of Elliot’s lips. “You don’t even know what he’s offering.”

“I know whatever it is, I want no part of it.”

“How can you say that?”

“Maybe because I know him—or at least enough about him. If he’s offering me something, it’s only because he wants something from me. I made the mistake of trusting him once and someone ended up dead.”

“Someone you didn’t even like.” 

The quiet certainty of Elliot’s words takes my breath away. How can he know that? Is it something Seth told him, or is he using his abilities on me right now?

“So what if I didn’t like him?” Even if he’s only guessing, there’s no sense in lying. “He didn’t deserve to die.”

“And no one else has to die. If you accept Seth’s offer.”

The bells above the front door chime as Anya enters the store. “Hey, Krissa. Is your dad—”

The rest of her question dies as her eyes settle on Elliot. At first, I assume she just doesn’t want to mention whatever she was going to say in front of a stranger, but she doesn’t look like someone who’s seeing a stranger. She looks like someone who’s seen a ghost.

And Elliot’s face has the same expression.

“Anya?” His voice is hoarse, barely more than a whisper. “It can’t… Anya? Is that you?”

She moves slowly, as if through water. “It’s me.”

He shakes his head. “You look the same. Just like I remember.”

Her mouth twitches. “I can only see hints of the boy you were. You’ve grown into a handsome young man, Elliot.”

My eyes go back and forth between them. They seem to know each other. But how? I want to ask, but it feels wrong to intrude on this moment.

“How is this possible?” Elliot asks. “You were dead. They found you—”

“No,” she says firmly, finally seeming to shake free of her shock. “That’s what they wanted you to believe. A convenient lie to keep people from searching for loved ones. I left.”

He takes a step backward, mouth opening and closing like a fish. “I… I can’t…”

What he can’t do he can’t even voice. Without another word, Elliot rushes from the store, being sure to give Anya a wide berth as he passes.

The door is not even closed when I cross to Anya. “What just happened?”

She wipes a shaky hand down her face. Her complexion is blanched. “I knew him. A long time ago.”

“Yeah, I gathered that. How? He’s one of Seth’s agents. And then there was the girl…” I tilt my head to the side, studying Anya’s face—the shape, the way her hair falls, the shade of her eyes. So similar…

“The girl. Was her name Sasha?”

I nod. “How did you know?”

She squeezes her eyes closed for a beat. “If Elliot’s here, it makes sense that she would be, too. They were forever forcing the two of them together.” Her lips quirk up in a humorless smile. “The great hope for the future. The strongest witch and psychic in generations. Harbingers of a new era.”

She’s lost in her own thoughts now, but I have questions I want answered. “Anya. How do you know Sasha and Elliot?”

Her eyes fix on my face and widen slightly, like she’s surprised to find me still standing there. “She was so sweet. Used to bring me wildflowers all summer.”

“Anya,” I snap, impatient.

“She’s my sister,” she whispers. “And Elliot spent so much time at my house he was like a brother. And I haven’t seen either of them in thirteen years. Not since the day I walked away from the Devoted.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

My mind reels from Anya’s admission. She was part of the Devoted? And she didn’t think that was important for the rest of us to know? “Does my dad know?”

She sighs, her shoulders sagging. “Yes, of course he does.”

I wait for her to go on, but she’s distracted. Her mind is spinning at a million miles a second—far too fast for me to keep up with the pinwheel of emotions. She’s trying to process, attempting to rectify the memory of her sister with the image of a torturer. I should give her some space to work through things, but I’m too angry. I’m not getting the full story here. I’m being treated like a child who can’t handle all the facts, and I’m sick of it. I’m not a little kid—I’ve faced more than either she or my dad is giving me credit for. “So, what? You didn’t think that bit of information was important enough to share?”

“We figured if you knew, you wouldn’t trust me.”

I snort. “It’s too late for that.”

“What’s going on out here?” Dad’s voice is tentative, like he’s not sure what he’s stepped in to.

“Oh, Ben!” Anya rushes past me, straight into my father’s arms. He folds her close to him, rubbing slow circles between her shoulder blades. I chafe at the intimate, familiar way he holds her. Doesn’t he realize I’m standing right here? How can he not have an inkling how unsettled their closeness makes me?

“What is it?” he asks, tone low with concern.

“Sasha,” she whispers. “She’s here—in Clearwater.”

“Apparently her little sister’s studied up on torture since she’s been gone,” I call, louder than is strictly necessary. “Does Mom know about Anya’s past?” I’m positive I already know the answer to this one: Dad’s already keeping so much about everything that’s going on from her, I can’t imagine he’d have told her about Anya’s link to the Devoted. But that’s not my purpose in invoking her name. In this moment, I simply want to remind my dad of his wife, the one who stayed true to him for five years while he was away. Can the same be said for him?

Dad and Anya separate and he crosses to me. “The more your mom knows, the more danger she’s in.”

“Is that why you didn’t tell me? Because, I don’t know if you noticed, but I seem to be in danger no matter what.”

Dad strokes my upper arm. “Honey, do you think I don’t know that? Do you think it doesn’t kill me that I couldn’t protect you from what happened yesterday?”

His tenderness does nothing to curb my mood. “Maybe if you’d told me about Anya’s past, about Sasha and Elliot, I wouldn’t’ve been fooled yesterday—have you thought about that?”

“It hasn’t left my mind since I saw Elliot in here,” murmurs Anya, even though I wasn’t talking to her. “Krissa, I don’t know if you can forgive me—”

“Yeah, me either,” I grumble. 

Dad gives me a sharp look but I ignore him. If he can choose to keep secrets, choose to comfort a woman who’s not his wife, I can choose not to care if he’s disappointed in my behavior.

“Sometimes I think you’re under the impression I’m still twelve, but guess what? I’m not. You say when you left it was to keep me safe, but you need to understand I’ve gone through things since you’ve been gone, and I’ve managed to get through them without your help. If you think you’re protecting me by keeping me in the dark about what your plans are, you’re wrong. If the last twenty-four hours have shown you anything, it’s that I’m in danger no matter what. Let me help. It’s time you start seeing me for the person I am, not the one you remember.” The words that have been building inside me for the last several days tumble out in a rush. Just as Dad needs to see me for who I am now, I need to see him for the same. He’s not the man I remember, not exactly, and I don’t know what’s changed because he won’t tell me. He’s trying to preserve our father-daughter relationship, but it’s not working because that’s not what we are right now. We’re partners in a struggle to save this town from Seth and his plans. We can’t continue to pretend otherwise.

Dad opens his mouth to respond, and before the words are even out I sense what he’ll say: He has a plan, I need to trust him, it’s better this way. But before he can speak, Anya cuts him off.

“You’re right. In fact, that’s the reason I stopped by to begin with. I need your help—the circle’s help.” Her eyes flicker to my dad as he shifts uncomfortably. “I’ve been trying to do something on my own, but time really is of the essence. If we want our plan to work, I’ll need assistance. Do you think you can get your friends to meet at your house after school?”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Depends. Are you going to tell us what we’re helping you with and why?”

Dad sucks in a breath. “Now, young lady—”

Anya talks over him. “Yes. I think it’s time you know everything.”

 

***

A few hours later, the whole circle is gathered in the living room at Jodi’s house. We’ve met here so often lately, we’re starting to carve out our preferred spots: West, Bria, and Felix share the couch nearest the hallway while Lexie, Crystal, and Bridget claim the adjacent one; Tucker sits in the armchair; Owen, Fox, Dad, Anya, and I sit on transplanted dining room chairs spread around the room.

Griffin is the last to arrive. When I first send him a text about the meeting, he complained about having to leave work early, saying if he lost his job it would be on my head. I’m not entirely sure, but I think I may have earned some good will when I suggested he tap into some of West’s psychic abilities to convince his boss it was his own idea to let Griffin go before his shift ended. Now he shoots Tucker a dirty look for having claimed the armchair as he settles on the remaining dining room chair to Anya’s right.

The idle chatter in the room dissipates and all eyes shift to Anya. She promised to tell us the plan for defeating Seth and the wait is making me antsy. She left the shop soon after agreeing to do it, so I wasn’t able to press her for details. I could’ve asked my dad, but his energy toward me has been tense and guarded and I doubt he’d have given anything away.

Even Dad’s eyes flicker to Anya. His jaw is clenched and his lips pursed: If it were up to him, we wouldn’t be getting this information. Affection for Anya swells in me, but I tamp it down immediately. She’s simply doing what they both should have from the beginning: Telling us the truth.

Anya draws back her shoulders and takes in a breath. “Thank you all for coming. I’ve been trying to accomplish something since I first arrived in Clearwater, but I’m not having much luck. The full moon is Thursday. I realize I can’t keep trying this alone.”

Felix leans forward from his spot on the couch. “And what exactly are you wanting us to help you do?”

I’m thankful he’s the one to ask the questions, not me. It’s good to know I’m not the only one eager to know what’s going on.

Anya lifts a small silk pouch from her lap. She tugs the black fabric open and pulls out something brown and about the size of her ring finger—a piece of plant root. “I need you to help me find this. It’s called Althea root, and it’s a key element of the spell we’ll need to cast to defeat Seth.” 

I squint at it. The name of the root is familiar. I’m positive I’ve seen it before—but if I have, it means Dad and Anya have too. “I’m pretty sure we sell that at the shop.”

Anya shakes her head. “That won’t work. Unfortunately, it needs to be dug up at just the right time under just the right conditions, and it needs to be used almost immediately, or the spell won’t work.”

Griffin rolls his eyes. “What’s this spell for anyway? According to Krissa’s text, you two were finally going to tell us what you’ve got in mind for taking down Seth. So far, I’m not seeing why I had to cut out of work early.”

Anya glances at Dad. “I think a demonstration would be best.”

Bria and I exchange glances. How can she demonstrate magic? She’s not a witch. Besides, she just said she needs our assistance finding an important ingredient in performing the spell.

To my surprise, my dad stands, holding a hand out. “Krissa, could you help me?”

It’s the most he’s said to me since we were at the shop. Bria raises her eyebrows encouragingly and I stand, crossing to him. “What do you need?”

He holds both palms out to me. “Your hands, please.”

After a beat, I slip both my palms against his. He curls his fingers around the backs of my hands and offers a small smile. “Do you trust me?”

Nervousness radiates off him and a pang of guilt stabs me. He’s honestly afraid I’ll say no. I squeeze his hands gently and nod.

He lets out a breath before closing his eyes and murmuring something. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it sounded like a spell. But why would my dad be trying to cast a spell? He’s not a witch, not like Jodi and me. For whatever reason, being a member of the Barnette line didn’t imbue him with a natural ability, just like being a Whitaker didn’t make my mom a psychic.

My palms tingle and warm against his and a thrum of curiosity and discomfort courses through the link of the binding spell. Everyone else is just as confused as I am. A nervous laugh bubbles in my throat, but before it can escape, a measure of power leaves me. It’s similar to how it felt when Griffin was drawing on the circle’s energy, but not quite the same. This is finite and comes just from me, from my magical side.

Dad releases me and opens his eyes. His lips twitch. “Thank you.”

“What just happened?” Fox asks. “What’d you do to her?”

The accusatory edge to his voice isn’t lost on Dad, who raises an eyebrow. “Nothing that’ll harm her. I just needed her help for a demonstration. You can sit down now, hon.”

I do as he suggests, mostly because I feel awkward standing in front of everyone else. By the time I’ve retaken my seat, Dad holds a pillar candle in his hand. Bria catches my eye, but I have no idea what his plan is. Unless… But no. Dad’s not a witch. Still, the way he’s holding the candle… If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was planning to light it with magic.

A flame flickers to life, eliciting a collective gasp from the room.

Did I do that? Was just thinking about lighting the candle enough to make it happen?

Dad holds out his free hand, closing it into a fist. The flame vanishes, leaving behind a wisp of smoke. I definitely didn’t do that. But does that mean he did?

He sets the candle back on its shelf before cupping his hands together. His lips move as he murmurs something and Anya grabs a bowl off a nearby end table, the shimmery silver one Jodi usually keeps stocked with candies but that has run empty in her absence. She holds it beneath his hands and he opens them, allowing a stream of water to run into it.

“What the hell?” Lexie breathes. Her eyes flick to mine. “I thought your dad wasn’t a witch.”

I shake my head, almost too baffled to respond. “He’s… He’s not. At least I thought he wasn’t.”

Dad wipes his damp hands on the seat of his jeans before sitting down. “It’s true—I’m not. I can’t access magic on my own the way a witch can. But nearly anyone can direct energy if given a source.”

A conversation I had with Jodi on my first day at Hannah’s Herbs bubbles to the forefront of my mind. “Like the people who buy things from the shop. Most of them aren’t witches, but they can still use the energy of the things they buy. Like if someone felt like he needed protection, he could start carrying around smoky quartz, and that energy could have the same kind of effect as a protection spell would.”

“That’s right. Almost all people have the ability to manipulate magic. They can borrow the powers of herbs or stones. They might not be able to cast a spell, but they can direct the energy.” He leans forward, pressing his forearms into his knees. “For the past five years, I’ve been training to hold magic inside myself and manipulate it. If I have a source to draw from—like a stone charged with power or like I did with Krissa a moment ago—I can cast spells.”

“Well, that’s great for you,” says Felix, whose eyebrows are drawn together. “But I don’t see what that has to do with us, or with Seth.”

“It’s not a talent many non-witches have,” Anya says. “Many don’t believe it’s even possible for ordinary people to manipulate magic in any significant way.”

“And by ‘many people,’ you mean Seth, don’t you?” Fox asks.

She nods. “It’s one of many reasons why he thinks ordinary people are worthless. He thinks there’s no way they can experience our abilities, so there’s no way they can understand us. And that lack of understanding leads to fear and danger.”

“But I’m still not seeing why this is important,” Felix says.

“This is how we’ll beat him,” Dad says. “He’ll expect an attack from all of you. Even though you’re stronger now that you’re bound than you would be individually, he knows it’s nearly impossible for one of you to wield all the energy to defeat him—there are too many egos at play, and, for some of you, not enough trust.”

“But Krissa was able to beat him before,” Owen points out. “When he was trying to absorb all the energy in the crystal—she stopped him with the combined power of the psychics and the witches.”

There’s a note of pride in his voice and I can’t help the surge of pleasure it brings. Still, he’s not entirely accurate. “The witches were all unconscious at the time, and the psychics were just waking up from whatever spell Seth used to knock them out. No one knew I was drawing on their energy, so no one tried to stop me.”

“Exactly.” Dad nods. “Seth is strong. You’ve already seen that. And it’s likely now that he’s with the Devoted he’s only gotten stronger. Remember, these people will do anything to help Seth—including giving over their abilities to help him succeed. We can’t know for sure, but we have to be prepared for the possibility that he’s drawing power from the Devoted—using them like batteries for extra strength. So to stop him, we need the element of surprise, yes, but we also need a single vessel for all your abilities. It’s the only possible way to combat someone with access to that much power.”

“That’s what the herb’s for.” Everything is starting to take shape in my mind. “For a spell that’ll let you draw energy from all of us at once.”

Anya nods. “A vessel spell. It’ll let Ben access all your energy at the same time, siphoning it off much more quickly than he could do otherwise.”

“Wait—siphon off our energy?” Griffin’s voice is incredulous. “Like hell.”

“It’s not permanent,” Dad says. “One way or another, your abilities will return to you.”

Griffin clenches his jaw but says no more. Although he and I aren’t linked directly, I still feel a tremor of his thoughts and emotions through the bond. He doesn’t like the idea of anyone taking his magic, but he also doesn’t like the idea of being locked in Clearwater for the rest of his life, just waiting for Seth to mobilize against us. For once, I completely agree with him.

Anya holds out the root she showed us before. “I’ll pass this around. Everyone, just take a moment and hold it. Try to feel the energy of the plant.”

She hands it to Dad who gives it to West. His brow furrows. He’s psychic, so spellwork isn’t exactly in his wheelhouse. Still, dutifully, he closes his eyes and exhales, focusing on the plant for a few moments before passing it on.

Bria’s and Felix’s reactions are much the same as West’s. Felix gives me side-eye as he passes it to me. I sense he’s not sure what this exercise is supposed to accomplish. If I’m honest, I’m not entirely sure either. Still, I take the root and focus on it, calling to mind all the properties I remember from my time spent studying the different herbs at the shop. Althea root can calm anger, bring protection, and enhance psychic powers. It has medicinal uses, too, for things like coughs and sore throats. Still, somehow, even knowing these things doesn’t help me understand the piece of the plant in my hands any better.

I hand the root to Crystal, whose lip curls slightly. Although she’s had a fair amount of experience casting spells, I doubt she’s ever spent any time considering the energy in a given element. She rolls it between her fingers for a few moments before passing it along to Bridget.

I expect Bridget’s reaction to be much the same as Crystal’s, but one she has the herb in her hand, her face goes thoughtful. She curls her fingers loosely around the root before closing her eyes. After a moment, she shivers, and the sensation thrums through the cord that binds us all together. “I can feel it,” she says, fixing her gaze on Anya. The corners of her mouth quirk up in a smile. “I mean, I think I can. There’s a certain… glow to it.”

Felix catches my eye, his brow wrinkling, but I’m more interested in Anya’s reaction.

“That’s good,” she murmurs. “It’s possible you have a talent for spell writing. Have you ever tried before?”

Bridget shakes her head. “No. I probably wouldn’t be any good at that. You should’ve seen how long it took me to figure out how to do just basic spells.”

“Learning to use magic and being able to combine elements to make magic are two different things,” Anya says.

Bridget shakes her head again, but when she gives the Althea to Lexie, she can’t quite hide a smile.

Once we’ve all had a chance to hold the herb, Anya directs us in how to perform a dowsing spell. It’s similar in many ways to the locater spell I helped the witches perform in my old reality when they were searching for the whereabouts of the crystal containing Seth—although we didn’t know that at the time. I try to catch Crystal’s eye as Anya flattens a map of the town on the coffee table in the center of the room, but she doesn’t notice. Maybe the memory isn’t etched as clearly for her as it is for me—after all, she and the witches tried multiple times to find that stone before I came along. I stretch my psychic abilities out and brush against her consciousness but pull back immediately. Her mind is a swirling, jumbled mix. I can tell without delving into what she’s thinking. Embarrassment floods me. Like it’s not bad enough she’s linked with Tucker, here I am trying to invade her mind just to see if she’s thinking the same thing I am. Of course she’s got a lot going on in her head—how could she not?

Anya leads us all in the dowsing spell, and I’m once again surprised by her understanding of magic. She’s a psychic, but it seems she has more than a general knowledge of witchcraft. 

I link my energy with Owen’s and Fox’s as the circle begins whispering the incantation Anya leads us in. I do my best to recall the energy of the herb, relying heavily on the strong impression pushed forward by Bridget. It’s clear she noticed many more nuances and subtleties than I did.

In a flash, the map before us bursts into flames, leaving behind only a small scrap. Bria squeals and Griffin and West both snort with laughter before catching each other’s eyes and shifting uncomfortably. Dad is at the coffee table in an instant, inspecting the scrap.

“I know where this is—it’s a patch of woods off Old Orr Road. We should get going.”

“What? Now?” Tucker sounds positively alarmed. I can’t say I blame him. Dread flutters in my stomach. What if the herb is ready? Does that mean we’ll be casting this vessel spell tonight? Making a move on Seth before the day is over? It’s too soon—we’re not prepared.

“We don’t all have to go, Ben,” Anya says, her fingers brushing his forearm. “If it’s ready, we can call and have them meet us, and if it’s not, I should be able to get a sense of how much longer it’ll be.”

“If it’s not ready, we should also set up some protective spells around the area,” Dad adds.

“I’d like to come,” Bridget says, standing. When eyes flicker toward her, she presses her lips together. “If that’s okay.”

Anya smiles warmly, nodding. “I think that’s a good idea. You might pick up on something I can’t.”

Bridget flushes with pleasure as she crosses to Anya’s side.

Dad surveys the room as the rest of us stand. “I suppose everyone else can head home. Krissa.” He beckons me.

I rankle at being summoned like a dog. “I’d rather stay here.”

He crosses his arms over his chest, exhaling through his nose. “I don’t want you to be alone.”

“I’ll be fine.” I hold up the wrist with the protective charm. “Remember?”

He purses his lips. His earlier hesitation about whether I trust him is gone, replaced by irritation that I won’t comply with his requests. I can’t summon an ounce of regret for my actions. If he doesn’t want me to be alone, he should stay here. Why does he have to go with Anya? Can’t she read a map? He opens his mouth to mount an argument, but Lexie cuts him off.

“Crystal and I can stay here. I mean, we’re Bridget’s ride. Her mom would probably think it was weird if we weren’t the ones to drop her off.”

Dad’s eyes flick to Lexie. For a second I’m sure he’s going to come up with some reason why her suggestion won’t work, but then he blows a breath out his nostrils. “Sure. That sounds good.”

Crystal sucks her teeth, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’d rather go home. I still have that history homework to finish and who knows how long this is going to take.”

Lexie arches an eyebrow. “Since when do you care about history homework?”

Dad’s face goes stern. “Krissa, if your friends aren’t going to stay—”

“I’ve got the history book up in my room.” Not that I intend to work on the assignment—I was just too lazy to put it back in my locker after school. “Crystal can do it here.”

Lexie claps her hands. “Great. It’s settled. Crystal, why don’t you get set up in the dining room. Krissa and I will go get the book.” Without waiting for a response, she tugs on my arm as she starts for the stairs.

I allow her to tow me along, even though her behavior strikes me as strange. Although we were good friends in my reality, in this timeline, she and I aren’t exactly close. Still, it’s clear she wants to get me alone for some reason, and I’m curious what it might be. I could exploit our connection through the binding spell, but I don’t want to. If she has something to confide, it’ll mean more if she has to say it out loud.

Lexie doesn’t speak until we’re safely in my bedroom. Voices downstairs fade and the front door thumps dully as it closes. We’re alone in the house now but for Crystal.

“Can I ask you something?” she finally says, following as I cross to my desk. I threw my backpack beneath it when I got home.

“I figured you were going to.” I unzip the pack and shove a couple folders and a notebook out of the way to reveal the history book.

Lexie shifts her weight from foot to foot as I pull out the text and turn to face her. “Does Crystal seem… off to you?”

Warning bells sound in my head. Has Lexie noticed the differences in Crystal since she and I got dropped into this timeline? In our reality, she and Crystal weren’t close, despite the fact they’re cousins. Here they’ve been part of the same circle for years. While the two versions of Crystal don’t seem too dissimilar to me, maybe Lexie has noticed things I haven’t. “Off? Since when?”

“Since the binding spell.”

I release a relieved breath. This I can deal with. “I haven’t really noticed, but, if I’m honest, things have been a little intense for me—you know, Dad being back, being linked to Fox, Jodi leaving.”

She nods understandingly. “It’s just… I don’t know. She’s really distant. And it’s not just with me—Bridget sees it too. I’m worried about her.”

What I told Lexie is true—I’ve had too much going on to give much thought to how everyone else is adjusting to the binding spell and everything with Seth. But now that she mentions it, Crystal probably is having a hard time with it all. Not only is she linked to Tucker, who she publicly dumped, the reason she broke up with him was because she had a crush on someone else. Seth. Who turned out to be a bad guy who tried to kill her. So, yeah, I can see how it might take her some time to process. “How can I help?”

She bites her lower lip. “Do you think you could, like, read her or something? With your psychic side? I mean, I know you’re not linked to her, but I already asked Tucker and he was no help and I figured since you’ve got more experience with your abilities…”

I’m surprised. She must be worried if she reached out to Tucker. Still, I just avoided reading Crystal, determined not to intrude on however she’s dealing with things. But the concern radiating off Lexie, the unease etched on her face, is enough to make me reconsider my stance. I won’t be scanning Crystal for a silly personal reason, I’ll be checking on her mental state at the request of her cousin. It feels like a more legitimate use of my abilities, and I’m more comfortable with the idea. “Sure. Let’s get down there and I’ll see if I pick up on anything.”

Relief spreads across Lexie’s features. “Thanks.”

When we make it back downstairs, Crystal grumbles a thanks for the book before starting on the assignment. As she reads over the questions, I push forward with my abilities. Crystal’s not psychic, so I don’t bother being subtle. Her mind is full of the usual clutter—thoughts about the work at hand, mild irritation at not getting her way about going home, curiosity about how long it’ll be before Bridget returns. Below the surface, things are harder to decipher, but everything still feels like Crystal.

“Lexie, how about we get those herbs you wanted from the greenhouse?”

She gives me a blank stare, but before she can ask what I’m talking about, I glance at the back of Crystal’s head.

“Yes,” Crystal says dryly. “Please go anywhere but here. You two are creeping me out.” She turns, pointing the eraser end of her pencil as she surveys us with narrowed eyes. “And don’t think for a second I’m letting either of you copy.”

As Crystal turns back to the table, I lead Lexie down the hall to the greenhouse. Once she closes the door behind us, I shrug. “She seems fine. She’s probably just overwhelmed by everything that’s happening.”

Lexie’s eyebrows draw together. “Are you sure?”

I walk further into the room, toward the long wooden table Jodi uses when she bundles herbs and mixes teas. I grab two green plastic watering cans and take them to the sink in the corner of the room. “It’s not an exact science or anything. But she feels like herself.” I turn on the faucet and fill one can. As I move the second under the flow to replace it, I hold the first out to her. “Here, make yourself useful. Jodi’ll be pissed if all her plants are dead when she gets back.”

At first I’m sure Lexie will tell me off, but after a beat she takes it and begins watering a nearby line of hanging baskets. Once my can is filled, I join her.

Some of the herbs are starting to get overgrown, so after I’ve emptied my container, instead of refilling it, I grab the pruning shears and start trimming. I set handfuls of stalks in clumps on the work table as I go. It’s comforting working out here, like I’m close to Jodi despite her absence. 

I’m so intent on my work I almost don’t notice when Lexie leaves the room. I continue trimming and grouping herbs until things look manageable again. I need to hang these to dry otherwise my work will have been for nothing. There’s usually a ball of twine on the table, but it’s not there now. It’s not in any of the boxes underneath so I search between planters. When that search turns up nothing, I open the large plastic chest in the far corner of the room. A fresh roll of twine sits atop a stack of dusty cardboard boxes. I grab it, but instead of closing the lid on the chest, I hesitate. Something in here makes my skin tingle and the hairs on my arms stand on end. I’m digging through the boxes before I’ve even made the conscious decision to search. The first two turn up nothing but empty planters, gardening gloves, and trowels, but I know I’ve found what I’m looking for when I open the third: Inside the box is a book bound in brown leather that’s cracked with age. It’s heavy in my hands. I open it carefully, knowing before I do what I’ll find: This book is too similar to the one Crystal possesses to not be the same thing. It’s the Barnette family grimoire—a collection of spells and musings from the witches in my ancestry. I turn toward the back of the book and am not disappointed: Jodi’s handwriting adorns these pages—mostly recipes for teas and explanations of their uses, but occasionally there are anecdotes about customers at the shop. I’m just settling down against the wall to read through Jodi’s entries when my phone buzzes in my back pocket.

The text is from my dad. Monday.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Instead of hitting snooze two or three times when my alarm goes off Friday morning, I wake and dress quickly before settling at my desk to read the grimoire.

I stayed up until after one in the morning reading it. At first, I just read Jodi’s entries. Some date back to when she first started practicing magic with her circle in high school. She recounts successes and failures—mostly failures—the group had while attempting spells from Crystal Taylor’s family’s grimoire. She reflects on her conflicted thoughts on the matter of sharing this book with the others, her main fear being Crystal would insist she be the one to look after it. It’s strange seeing Jodi’s thoughts from when she was my age, but it’s also comforting, like part of her is still here with me.

After reading through her entries several times, I ventured back to earlier pages. Some are so faded and worn I can barely make them out, and others are stained by spills of dark-colored liquids or illegible due to the spidery handwriting, but still others are clear. Before I finally went to bed—only because Mom called up to say my light was keeping her awake—I found spells for everything from “inviting the affections of a gentleman (or lady)” to ones involving flatulence—relieving it and causing it in others.

I glance at the time on my phone before carefully easing open the book. I still have at least half an hour before breakfast. I flip through a few pages I read last night until I find a new one: “A Spell for the Confinement of a Living Thing.” Like many of the other entries, this one is accompanied by a brief description of what led to the creation of the spell. Apparently this particular ancestor had a goat that kept wandering off and getting into mischief. She had tried every nonmagical means she could think of to contain the goat, but it always managed to get free. Finally, she adapted a spell from one a man named Thatcher Harrison taught her. Her modification would allow certain living things—herself, her chickens, her husband and children—to pass, but that would keep the goat contained. I read through the spell, which seems straightforward enough. When this is all over and things are back to normal, maybe I can finally convince my parents to let me get a dog. I always wanted one when I was younger, but they both had childhood sob stories about their own dogs running away never to be seen again. If I could master this spell, though, that argument would be a moot point.

I smile at the idea, starting to weigh the pros and cons of different breeds, but before I can follow the line of thinking too far, something in the air changes. The mood of the house shifts from peaceful to heavy and filled with dread in the span of a second.

Something’s wrong.

I open the desk drawer and tuck the grimoire inside before descending the stairs. Is it Seth? Has he done something—found a way inside Clearwater? Or maybe he’s using Sasha and Elliot to stir up trouble.

It’s not until I’m nearly to the first floor that I hear hushed voices—Mom’s and Dad’s.

“I thought you said outside Clearwater was the safest place for them to be?” Mom’s voice is sharp and it’s coming from the living room. I hold my breath as I tiptoe closer.

“And I still think it is,” Dad says, his tone soothing. “For all we know, this was a legitimate accident.”

Mom snorts. “She doesn’t seem to think so. And neither do I.” She sighs. “You’re holding me at arm’s length here, and I’m trying to be understanding, but this is your sister we’re talking about.”

Jodi. Forgetting my initial plan to eavesdrop, I round the corner. Mom and Dad are both still in their pajamas, and Mom’s phone is clutched in her hand. “What about Jodi?”

Two sets of eyes clasp on me. Dad’s jaw clenches, but Mom’s face softens. She reaches for me and I cross to her. “I got a text this morning.”

“From Jodi?”

She nods. “Well, she didn’t come out and say it, but it’s clear. She’s not using her old phone for obvious reasons. This is the first time your dad or I have heard from her since she left, and I’m afraid the news isn’t good.”

Panic flares. “Is she okay?”

“Yes,” Mom says firmly. “But it looks like her friend David Cole was in an accident a couple days ago. A serious one. Now, he’ll live, apparently, but it was touch-and-go for a while.”

I allow her words to sink in. “And you think it was Seth? The Devoted?”

Mom presses her lips into a tight line. She’s fighting whether or not to tell me more. The overwhelming sense I get from my dad is that he wants her to keep it to herself, but he knows better than to say that in front of me. After a beat, she releases a breath. “That’s what she’s worried about.”

Dad lets out an exasperated sigh. “For all we know, it was just an accident. Jodi and her friends already cast protective spells around themselves, but I suggested they do a cloaking spell, too—just as a precaution. And change locations often, of course.”

“What? That’s it?” It doesn’t seem like nearly enough. If the Devoted know where Jodi is, she’s in danger. Maybe Seth’s getting impatient and he wants to get into town. Maybe he’s getting antsy because the full moon’s less than a week away and he knows what the elder council’s plan is. If he wants it badly enough, all he has to do is kill Jodi and her circle and the spell they cast will be broken. “You should tell her to come home. If she’s here, we can protect her.”

“She can take care of herself,” Dad insists softly, like he’s trying to believe it too. “In any case, you can’t waste all your time worrying—not when we’ve got so many things going on here. Anya and Bridget agree the root will be ready on Monday. This will all be over soon, and then Jodi will come back and everything will be all right.” He places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “You’ll see.”

It’s clear he wants to end the conversation here. I want to press on, but where would it get me? In a way, I can see where he’s coming from. If I focus my energy on what I can control—performing the vessel spell, taking on Seth—I’ll be able to bring my aunt home in a matter of days. I should trust her enough to believe she can keep herself safe until then.

 

***

It’s nearly impossible to concentrate in school. West tries to get me to open up during first hour, but I keep telling him I don’t want to talk about it.

It’s partly true. I don’t want to discuss my fears that Jodi might not make it back to Clearwater. I also don’t want to speculate what will happen after we’re able to perform the vessel spell. As much as I want to stop Seth, I can’t help remembering the last time he and I faced off. It took everything inside me—more even—to keep him from hurting the people I care about. What if even the combined energy of the psychics and witches isn’t enough to overcome him this time? If Dad’s suspicion is accurate, Seth could be drawing energy from an unknown number of his followers. How can we possibly stand a chance? 

At the end of first hour, I bid West goodbye and head into the hallway. I take a long while at my locker, staring blankly at the shelf. Owen is in my next class. He already knows there’s something on my mind today—he and Fox both—but has had the decency so far not to press too much to find out what. Since our talk the night of the funeral, Owen’s been making an effort to keep boundaries between our minds, for which I’m grateful. But sometimes proximity breaks down those defenses, and I’m afraid that being so close to him in science class will allow him access to my thoughts. Knowing Owen, he’ll want to comfort me about Jodi, reassure me that things will be fine. But he can’t possibly know that. I don’t want to be placated, I want my aunt to be home and safe.

The warning bell sounds and I slam my locker closed. I can’t go to class. I can’t pretend to pay attention, can’t block out Owen’s consciousness all hour. I start down the hall and up stairs to the third floor. There are fewer classes up here and the bathroom is therefore visited less frequently. I reach out with my abilities at the door and am pleased to find the room beyond is empty. As I enter, I wish, not for the first time, that I had the years of magical experience my alternate-self had. Maybe then I’d know how to cast a spell to keep people away. But maybe a simpler spell will work. If I can lock the door, it’ll keep other people out. It’s not as if teachers routinely check the bathrooms, and the custodians don’t typically come in until school is over. I close my eyes, ready to attempt the spell, when the door opens.

Dana Crawford stops short, eyes wide with surprise. I saw her last hour, of course—she came in late, as usual. Not that I typically go out of my way to interact with her, but since the whole elder council thing, I don’t think we’ve even made eye contact. “What are you doing here?” Before I have a chance to answer, she adds, “Don’t say using the bathroom, because I can tell that’s not it.” She taps her head meaningfully as she closes the door behind her. “Something’s up with you today.”

The tardy bell rings and I hesitate. I can’t stay here now that Dana’s shown up, can I? Especially not if she’s planning to do exactly what I am. I could leave and find another place to hide, but now that class has started, there’s a bigger risk that a hall monitor or a teacher on prep might see me.

Before I can commit to a decision, I pick up on a sensation from Dana. She doesn’t want me to leave. The fact surprises me. The last time I tried to be nice to her—right after her father died—it ended terribly when Crystal, Lexie, and Bridget lit the lunch table we sat at on fire. She’s barely looked at me since. Still, it’s obvious she wants me here now—as clear as if she were to say it aloud.

I press my palm against the door beside the lock and focus on manipulating the tumblers. After a few seconds, there’s a soft metallic click. I offer a smile. “Now no one’ll bother us.”

The corner of her mouth quirks upward. “Neat trick. Is that a spell or a psychic thing?” Her eyes dip, but only briefly. I wonder if the other council members have told her to keep her distance from us, or whether she’s been doing it out of a sense of self-preservation. “You’re both, right? Like him. Seth. And you’re from the same family lines, too, right? His parents were a Whitaker and a Barnette, like yours.”

“Um, yeah.” I bite my lower lip, uncomfortable. It’s strange having someone just come out and ask me about Seth, especially when that someone is Dana. In my mind, she exists in a world separate from all things magical. Of course, that’s no longer the case. “Just how much do you know about… everything?”

She sighs, shaking her head. “Too much and not enough all at the same time.” She walks further into the room and leans against one of the white sinks. “And it’s not like I can talk to anyone about it, you know? I mean, there’s the other members of the council, but they’re all so much older and… They’re not really the chatting type. Your ex-boyfriend’s grandma’s probably the nicest—and the one who could help most. Did you know she’s psychic? And not just because of the spell—she’s been psychic her whole life. Even had a little business for years, I guess.”

A dim memory floats to the surface of my mind. Jodi once mentioned the mother of one of her circle members was psychic. Of course that had been Fox’s mom and grandma. I suppose when people from different bloodlines with different abilities have children, one kind of ability tends to win out over the other. It must be that way even among siblings, since Anya is a psychic and her sister Sasha is most definitely a witch.

Dana crosses her arms over her chest. “But she refuses to help me. All these emotions and sometimes even thoughts are swirling around my head all the time. I can’t block them out. It’s impossible to concentrate. But when I asked her to help me deal, she said there’s no point since I won’t have these abilities long anyway. I am counting down the seconds until Thursday.”

I tense. Thursday. The full moon. The day the elder council plans to break the binding spell on the circle, trap Seth again, and disperse all abilities back into nature. “So, you think it’s a good idea, then? Getting rid of everyone’s abilities?”

“All they do is cause me grief. I’m honestly looking forward to them going away.” She rubs the back of her neck, the corners of her mouth downturning. “And it’ll be good to know the person responsible for killing my dad is gone. Not that I’ll know it for long. But maybe it’s better that way. Since I found out it wasn’t an accident, that Seth killed him and made it look like an accident, I can’t get it out of my head that maybe there was something I could’ve done to stop it, you know?”

The familiar rush of guilt courses through my veins. Another unintended consequence of my actions. Is there something I could’ve done to stop it? Perhaps if I’d recognized Seth for who, for what, he was sooner, I could’ve stopped him before he took Dana’s father from her.

Dana’s eyebrows pull together. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I say too quickly.

She snorts. “Even without this whole psychic thing, I’d know that was a lie.”

I grope for a plausible excuse. I have to give her something. After a beat, my mind hits on something—close enough to the truth to pass for it. “I just wish I’d stopped him when I had the chance. The night I found out who he really was, I could’ve stopped him—I was so close. But it just wasn’t enough. But if I’d been able to, this never would’ve happened to you.” I study her, gauging whether she’s believing me. There’s only the barest hint of doubt on her face. I press on, changing the subject. “You said Fox’s grandma won’t help you get a handle on your abilities. How about I give it a try?”

Her eyebrows draw together and her eyes narrow. “Why?”

This question is easy to answer. “Because I’ve been there. I didn’t understand what was happening to me at first, and I didn’t have anyone I could turn to. But you do. And even if you’ll only be psychic for the next few days, they’ll be easier to go through if you can tune out some of the chatter. Besides—what else are we supposed to do all period?”

A smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. “Okay. I’d appreciate it.”

I don’t regret making the offer, but I’m not sure where or how to start with training like this. During the training sessions I had with West, Felix, and Bria, we were working more on stretching our abilities—and each of us had at least a basic understanding of how they worked. Dana is brand new to this. I think back to the ways I used to control my powers before I understood what they were. “Pain can work,” I offer. “Back when I was first learning, sometimes I’d dig my nails into my palms. The sensation would help me stay in my own head.”

She wrinkles her nose. “Anything less masochistic?”

I can’t help smiling. “Clearing your mind can help, but it’s hard to do—especially when there’s so much noise. Sometimes I visualize a wall or a shield around me. That’s actually been really helpful since the binding spell. If I don’t keep that up, I’ll have Owen’s and Fox’s thoughts and feelings bouncing around inside me. More, if the circle’s nearby.”

Her lip curls. “I kind of get the same thing with the council. Not so much all their thoughts, but…” She shakes her head. “It’s weird. It’s like we all know the same things. Not, like, everything, but all the stuff having to do with Seth and the real history of the town. We don’t have to talk about it. We just know.”

“It’s gotta be an effect of the spell. It makes sense—you don’t have to waste time catching people up to speed.”

“I guess,” she agrees. “So, can you help me practice the wall thing?”

I bite my lower lip. “I’m not sure how…”

“Just tell me how you do it, and I’ll try. I can pick up on some of your emotions and things, so long as you’re not trying to block them off.” She offers a half smile. “I’d be able to pick out the psychics even if I didn’t already know who you were. You’re the only ones in the school who have any control over what I sense and can’t sense.”

I take a few minutes to explain how I build the mental wall to keep out the sensations I’d otherwise pick up. At first, I’m not sure if I’m making much sense. I’ve never tried to explain it to anyone before. But as I keep going, Dana nods like she’s understanding. When she says she’s ready to try, I drop the veil I keep in place almost unconsciously. She nods to let me know it’s worked before closing her eyes to build her mental image.

If Dad’s plan works and he’s able to take down Seth without the elder council, does that mean Dana’s abilities will remain? Or will they disappear because Seth isn’t a threat anymore? If she had the choice, would she want to keep them? Or is she counting down the days until her mind is once again her own, unburdened by the desire to take Seth out of play and the thoughts and feelings of others?

Something in the air shifts as Dana’s consciousness brushes against mine. Confusion and tension fill the space between us, but I’m not sure why. Her eyes flutter open and her gaze darts around the room.

“What is it?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “It’s nothing.”

She’s lying, that much is evident from the look on her face. I press forward with my abilities to get a sense of what’s bothering her, but she holds a shield up, blocking my attempt. Although I’m sure I could break through her defenses if I tried, I don’t. “Dana, whatever it is, you can tell me.”

Her lips twitch. Something happened and it’s clear she’s not sure whether or not to tell me what.

Before she has the chance, the bell to end the period sounds. She darts past me to the door, pulling on the handle. When it doesn’t budge, she stiffens, turning back to me. “Could you unlock it, please? I, um… I really can’t miss third hour again.”

I hesitate. Should I let her go without finding out what’s wrong? I don’t want to, but if the look on her face is any indication, she’s not interested in sharing. I shouldn’t press her. If she gets to the point that she wants to share, I want her to be able to trust me. “Okay.”

A second later, the lock clicks and Dana has the door open. As she disappears into the empty hallway, my stomach twists. I recognize her look. It’s the same kind of fear that would fill me in the early days after my abilities started to manifest, when I didn’t understand what was happening. It’s a lot to handle. I can only hope it’s not too much for her.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

I go to the rest of the day’s classes, but my mind is in a haze the whole time. Owen asks where I was during science but doesn’t press when I just shake my head.

After school, Dad takes me to the shop. I beg off helping out, claiming I have too much homework. In fact, I have been assigned homework, and I am falling behind in my classes, but I have no ambition to actually do any of it. Instead, I prop open a few books and poise a notebook on my lap, prepared to appear busy at a moment’s notice should Dad walk into the stock room.

I spend an hour staring blankly at my Spanish book before deciding it’s time for a break. I know he doesn’t like me being alone for any reason, but I figure I might be able to convince Dad to let me walk to the coffee shop by myself, especially if I offer to pick up something for him, too. I plan the arguments in my head—I’ll be on Main Street in the middle of the afternoon, I’ve got the protective charm to keep me safe. Dad’s at the front of the store dusting the crystals on the shelf as I approach, but before I can speak, the bells above the door tinkle as a customer enters.

At first, I pay no attention to the older woman as she heads straight for my dad. We get people in all the time who would rather have an employee direct them to what they want than search for it themselves. But as she approaches, I catch a glimpse of her face and I know exactly who she is.

Without so much as a greeting, she starts in on my dad. “I knew you had to have a reason for casting the charm to keep the council spell from affecting you, but this is beyond anything I could’ve imagined.”

His eyes go wide as he looks at her. “Ruby. I have no idea—”

Fox’s grandma holds up a hand to silence him. “Our purpose is to keep Clearwater safe, and that’s what we’ll do. If you wanted to help, you could’ve just allowed the spell to activate you, to provide you with the power and knowledge you’d need to rid the world of Seth again. It’s been done before, by people much smarter and stronger than you. What makes you think you can do a better job than our ancestors did? What makes you think this plan of yours will even work?”

I gape. How does she know about the plan?

Dad’s face hardens and he crosses his arms over his chest. “If our ancestors did such a great job, then why did they think it’d be necessary to lay in the council spell as a back up plan? If their way was so perfect, then why is Seth back?”

Ruby turns her cool gray eyes on me for the first time since entering the shop. Her lips purse and her eyes narrow before she turns her attention back to Dad. “This isn’t your business, Ben. You need to let us do our work without your interference. Have you taken a moment to consider what could happen if you fail? If you take on the combined power of your daughter’s circle, Seth could very well take it from you. If he does that, he’ll be too powerful for the council to overcome.”

Dad shakes his head, his mouth hanging open. “How do you know…”

I take in a sharp breath. Dana. She must have picked up some information from me earlier today. And if an effect of the council spell is that they all know the same things about Seth, it’s possible whatever glimpse of our plan she caught was passed on to the others.

Dad turns to me, disappointment heavy in his eyes. “Krissa?”

“I can explain,” I say quickly, although I’m not entirely sure it’s true. “Dana and I were talking today, and I was trying to help her and she must have…”

“Frankly, I’m surprised you’ve been able to keep it to yourselves for this long,” Ruby says, her attention back on Dad. “You really think it wise to trust the future of this town—of the world—to a bunch of teenagers? Goodness knows they make more than their fair share of mistakes.”

I shiver. Even though her eyes don’t leave my dad, I can’t help feeling the words are directed at me. Her tone is icy and Fox’s face flashes in my mind, an image pushed from Ruby’s consciousness. Is this about the two of us breaking up? Is she upset because her grandson is hurt? Or is there something more?

Dad straightens, drawing back his shoulders. “Ruby, I think we can both agree that bringing down Seth and protecting the town are the most important things right now, but you need to appreciate the fact that the council spell is affecting the way you see the situation.”

“On the contrary—it’s the spell that allows me to see things more clearly than you can. Take my advice, Ben: Leave this matter to the council. We’re this town’s best hope.” She pivots on her heel and starts toward the front door. Dad spares a glance in my direction as he brushes past me on his way toward the back room. His high emotions make his intent easy to read: He’s going to call Anya, warn her to increase protection efforts surrounding the herb.

The bells tinkle again as Ruby pushes open the front door, but she doesn’t step out onto the sidewalk. Her eyes clasp on me, narrowing. “I know. Everything. After all the pain you’ve caused, I find it hard to believe you disagree with our plan to rid this town of abilities. We wouldn’t be in this mess without your powers. I’d think the idea of forgetting all of this would be comforting to you.”

My stomach drops and my blood runs cold. How much did Dana see? I want to ask, but no matter the answer, it won’t ease my discomfort. The elder council knows I’m responsible for Seth’s return. The blame, the judgment, is clear in Ruby’s eyes.

“I think the best course of action is for you to stop taking matters into your own hands. Haven’t your actions proven decisions are best left to others?” Without waiting for a response, Ruby exits the store, the door closing behind her with a gentle thud.

Her words take the breath out of me. I feel like I’ve been sucker-punched. It takes several attempts before I manage to gulp down some air. That everything happening is a result of my actions is not news to me, but to hear it so plainly from someone else somehow puts it into a different light. Is she right? Should my previous decisions be enough to keep me from taking further action now? It seems like every time I attempt to make a situation better—helping the circle find the crystal to save Jodi, using the stone’s energy to bring us back to the present even though I didn’t know what spell Crystal was attempting to cast, trying to separate the circle from the stone’s power—it turned out worse.

But this plan isn’t mine, it’s my dad’s. I’m just going along with it. But is his desire to take matters into his own hands as misguided as my own? What if what he thinks is the best course of action is really something that will bring more unexpected consequences? The elder council in Seth’s day managed to trap him for generations. Who are we to think we can do better than they did? Maybe the town is better off without the influence of magic or psychics. And maybe the world is better off without me possessing either kind of ability.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Dad doesn’t say anything about the elder council finding out about our plan to take on Seth ourselves, but his disappointment radiates off him. I know as soon as I wake up Saturday morning that I can’t spend the whole day with him or I’ll burst from the pent-up tension between us. I don’t want to be the one to bring it up, don’t want for him to point out one more mistake I’ve made. And part of me is afraid if he asks what all they’ve learned I might tell him—I might tell him everything. It’s bad enough the council knows as much as it does. I don’t want my Dad to look at me the way Ruby did.

I text Felix as Dad drives us to the shop and he and I make plans to hang out in the afternoon. I count the hours until he arrives. Dad gives me busy work around the store—dusting, inventory, restocking. I’m thankful for it because I can do it without thinking. I focus on the task before me and fill my mind with numbers and plans instead of memories of Ruby’s words or worry about the coming days.

The bell above the door tinkles around noon and I peer around the shelf expectantly. Since the incident with Dana, I’ve been keeping a stronger wall up for fear of anyone else gleaning information from my mind. But the wall works both ways, so I don’t know who’s walking in until I look. Disappointment floods me when it’s Anya, not Felix, who enters.

I’m surprised to see her. She’s been spending most of her time in the woods by the Althea, even though there’s nothing her presence can do to make it mature any faster. If I’m honest, it’s been nice not having her buzz around all the time. It seems that wherever my dad is, she is also. It chafes because I know my parents aren’t getting as much time together as my mom would like. She hasn’t said anything about it, but it’s not difficult to sense. Her husband is back, but not really. The five years have changed him, possibly more than they’ve changed her, and for now she doesn’t fit neatly into his life. And having Anya around all the time doesn’t help matters.

Anya waves and smiles as she passes and I do my best to smile back. I’m sure it looks more like a grimace. It’s not that I dislike her, not really. But no matter how integral she is to the plan to get rid of Seth, I can’t see her as more than the woman who took my dad away.

When she locates Dad in the stock room, they begin a low conversation. Part of me wonders what’s going on, but I don’t edge closer in an attempt to find out. What if they’re not talking about the plan? What if it’s a personal conversation? Do I really want to hear something like that?

Bells tinkle again and this time it is Felix who enters. I call a goodbye to Dad, who pokes his head out of the stock room long enough to acknowledge me as I grab the coat I stashed behind the register and head out the door.

“Thanks,” I say as Felix and I start down the sidewalk.

“You can thank me by explaining what’s with the tension between you and your dad.”

I sigh. I’m not surprised he picked up on that—he is psychic after all. But I’d hoped he’d give me some time to ease into the situation on my own. Instead of answering, I survey the street. Now that the weather has the distinct edge of winter, there are fewer people milling about. Those who are walking around move with purpose, clutching their coats tightly when a gust of wind blows by.

“I’m hungry,” I say, ignoring his request. “Do you want to grab something at the coffee shop or get some real food?” 

For a moment, I’m afraid Felix won’t drop it, but he blows out a breath. “Let’s get some pizza.”

We make our way down to the restaurant in silence. A group of six spills onto the sidewalk when we’re still several feet away. I force a smile. “That’s gotta be a good sign, right? Hopefully there won’t be too long a wait.”

I’m feeling good about our choice. Once we’re sitting in the warm restaurant, noshing on gooey, delicious pizza, maybe we can forget about the ongoing drama our lives have become.

Felix darts forward to grab the door, but before he can, it swings open and another patron exits. Her energy assails my senses and my whole body tenses. Her looks are unfamiliar—she’s the kind of person who ordinarily gets overlooked, with mousy brown hair and thin, plain features—but I know that’s not who she really is. Although my abilities were muffled by the spell she was casting that night, her essence is forever burned into my subconscious. I know it’s her.

Sasha’s mouth curls into a smile when her eyes land on me, and she drops the glamor disguising her. Now she looks just as I remember—rich, wavy dark brown hair, heart-shaped face, and a haughty expression. So similar to her sister and yet so different. My hands ball into fists and my brain whizzes with possible escape scenarios. Sensing my apprehension, Felix stops and takes a step back, closer to me. His consciousness brushes against mine, and I allow him in just enough to glean the source of my discomfort. His eyes narrow and Sasha’s smile broadens.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Felix growls.

She tilts her head, her hair swishing over her shoulder. “Isn’t it obvious?” Her eyes slide to the restaurant’s door. “A girl’s gotta eat.”

“You’ve got some nerve, showing your face in town after what you did to Krissa. If it wasn’t for your sister, I’d give you a taste of your own medicine right here.” Felix’s body is coiled like a snake ready to strike. For someone who’s usually so easygoing, this abrupt change is disconcerting.

Sasha’s confident facade cracks slightly. Her smile drops and her eyes narrow. “My sister is dead,” she says, her voice low.

Did Elliot not tell her about seeing Anya in the shop? It seems cruel to keep something like that from a person. If Sasha knew the truth about Anya, is it possible she might turn from her blind devotion to Seth? “No, she’s definitely alive,” I say firmly. “She’s alive and she’s trying to make the world safer for everyone. She’s seen a future with Seth and it’s not good. Maybe if you just listen to her—”

“She’s dead to me,” Sasha snarls. “She betrayed our family when she left. When they told me she was dead, it was the truth. The sister I knew is gone.”

Even with the shield up around my abilities, Sasha’s raw emotion reaches me. So she does know about her sister’s presence in Clearwater. It’s dredged up a swirl of emotions she’s worked hard to bury in the years since they last saw each other. But then she draws back her shoulders, submerging the feelings once more. She scans me, her gaze lingering on my right wrist. Although my coat covers the bracelet there, I can tell she senses it.

“Are you really so weak you need a protection charm to keep you safe from me?” She takes a step forward, invading my personal space.

Fast as lightning, Felix shoves the palm of his hand into Sasha’s shoulder, pushing her away from me. A couple in their forties eyes us warily as they edge by. I tug on Felix’s sleeve. This isn’t the place for a confrontation.

Sasha surveys Felix appreciatively before turning back to me. “Just how many boyfriends do you have?” Before I can answer, she cocks her head. “Well, whatever the number, I’m pretty sure there’ll be one less shortly.”

Panic surges and it takes all my will power not to grab Sasha by the coat and pull her toward me. “If you hurt any of my friends—”

“It’s not me,” she says, hands held up innocently. “But I think you should know I saw one of your boys in there with some brunette. The youngest member of your elder council, if I’m not mistaken. They were having a pretty serious discussion in there, and he was not very happy with the things she was saying about you.” A satisfied smirk spreads across her face and she pushes past me as she heads down the sidewalk.

I dart for the restaurant door, but Felix hooks my elbow with his hand. “Whoa—what’s wrong?”

I shake off his grip. I haven’t told him about Dana and the council. The shame of my mistake is still too strong. But if there’s one person who’s proven he can be trusted with the truth, it’s Felix, so I push the information about the Dana situation into his mind as I pull open the door and step in. The truth is, I don’t know what all she sensed when she saw my thoughts. But I have the sinking feeling she picked up on more than just our plans related to Seth.

After a quick scan, I spot Fox and Dana at a booth toward the middle of the dining area. The hostess smiles warmly, but I ignore her, starting for them instead. Fox sits on the far side of the table, his face clearly visible. His expression is a mixture of confusion, hurt, and disbelief. What could Dana be telling him?

But I already know the answer. The truth. When Ruby spoke to me yesterday, I assumed her comments were based on general impressions, but there’s no way generalities could make Fox’s eyes so dark and stormy. Somehow, Dana must know the truth about my presence in this reality and now she’s appointed herself bearer of the news.

Fox’s demeanor changes and he stills like a rabbit sensing danger. When his gaze locks on me, anger floods his features and he stands so abruptly he bumps his table, making water slosh over the rim of the glass in front of Dana.

I cross to him, but he holds out his arm to keep me back. “I don’t want to talk to you,” he snaps.

I grip his forearm, forcing him to slow. “But we need to.” Ignoring the alarmed looks from nearby patrons, I tug Fox toward the front door. Felix watches as we pass but doesn’t follow. I don’t release Fox’s arm until we’re standing in the doorway of what used to be a flower shop. Now its windows are covered with newspaper and there’s a sign tacked up with a number to call for information about leasing the space. I take in a slow breath and release it. “Fox…”

He crosses his arms over his chest, eyebrows raised expectantly.

I know I have to say something, but my brain refuses to form a coherent thought. “Let me explain,” I say, although I have no idea how.

His eyes narrow. “I think Dana explained things pretty well. I just have one question: Were you ever going to tell me? Were you ever going to let me in on the fact that you’re not the girl I’ve been with for the last three years?”

I squeeze my eyes shut, sinking my upper teeth into my lower lip. After all my lies, he deserves this truth, even if it won’t be a comfort. “No.”

He releases a soft tut and attempts to push past me but I block his way.

“It was Crystal’s call to keep it all a secret,” I insist. Even though it’s true, the excuse sounds hollow. “The night we brought the crystal back, I was so confused. Nothing was the way I left it. My whole world was completely different. Pretending like I was the person you thought I was seemed like the best thing to do. But I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Well, mission unaccomplished. How could you keep something like this from me? I loved you—well, I loved her. And even if you didn’t feel the same way after you took over her life, you should’ve told me. I deserved at least that. But instead, you chose to lie, to pretend everything was fine.” He throws up his hands. “No wonder you were so eager to break up. No wonder you’ve suddenly got all these feelings for Owen. You never loved me—never even cared.”

“That’s not true.” I swallow, debating whether to share the next piece with him. But if he already knows where I come from, a little more understanding can’t hurt. “The other you, from my reality—he had his flaws. But at his core, he was a good person. And you—you’re a better version of him.” I reach for his hand a squeeze his fingers. “I didn’t expect to, but I’ve really grown to care about you.”

He yanks his hand away. “You can’t care about a person and lie to his face at the same time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get out of here. There’s nothing you can say right now to make this better, so stop trying.”

Fox pushes past me and I don’t block him. By the time I emerge from the doorway, his long legs have taken him halfway down the block. I turn back toward the restaurant just in time to see the self-satisfied smirk on Dana’s face as she passes. She picks up speed, waving her hand. “Fox, wait up!”

Felix’s hand cups my shoulder. “You wanna talk about it?”

I don’t answer, but Felix doesn’t seem to expect me to. He leads the way to the coffee shop formerly owned by one of Jodi’s friends. Like Dana’s father, Millie was killed by Seth. Another casualty of my actions.

Tears prickle my eyes and Felix guides me to a high-top table before standing in line. When he returns, he sets a lidded paper cup in front of me. I wrap my hands around it for warmth but don’t bring it to my lips.

“She told him?” Although his tone indicates a question, Felix already knows the answer. “Why would she do that?”

I shrug. “She’s dealing with a lot right now. Maybe she thought he deserved to know the truth. I mean, if she’d known the truth about all this stuff, maybe her dad would still be alive.”

He shakes his head. “Bull.” He covers my hand with one of his. “She couldn’t’ve done anything to stop Seth, just like you couldn’t. I know you feel like everything we’re going through is your fault, but it’s not. You’re not a bad person. If you were, you wouldn’t be sitting here trying to make excuses for the girl who just went out of her way to hurt you.”

I offer a small half smile. I’m grateful for Felix’s friendship. He always knows what to say and his very presence is soothing. We sit in silence for several minutes. Felix sips his drink at intervals, but his free hand remains on mine, the touch reassuring.

The door opens, letting in a gust of cold air along with the patron. I’m content to ignore him, focusing instead on calming down and figuring out a way to make things right with Fox, until the newcomer stalks right up to my table and I recognize him.

“Owen?” My hands twitch against my coffee cup, but neither Felix nor I pull away, even when Owen’s blue eyes fix on them.

“I thought you were at the shop all day today,” he says, his voice measured.

I nod. “Just on my lunch break.”

He scans the table but doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to. There’s no food in front of us. “Felix, you mind if I talk to Krissa for a couple minutes? Alone?”

His tone is pleasant, but I detect an edge beneath the surface. Felix flicks his gaze to me for verification before nodding and standing. “Sure, man.” Taking his cup with him, he heads out onto the sidewalk.

Owen wastes no time claiming the vacated chair. “What’s going on?”

I blow out a breath. I’m sure the upset is still fresh on my face, but I’m in no mood to explain. Not only do I have no interest in telling him how Dana gathered secrets from my mind when I wasn’t paying attention, I know bringing up Fox will just upset him. “I don’t really feel like talking about it.”

He closes his eyes momentarily, exhaling. “That’s too bad, because we need to talk.” He runs a hand through his hair, taking a breath to calm himself. “I sensed Fox was upset today, and that it had to do with you. I figured you finally talked to him. I thought you’d be upset, that you could use some support afterward, so I came to give that to you, to be that for you. I’ve been trying to give you your space, even though it’s killing me. So imagine my surprise when I walk in on this.”

I gape. What is he talking about?

“So, what?” he continues, agitation rising in his voice. “You’re with Felix now? Or are you just trying to jerk him around like you’re doing with me and Fox?”

“What?” His accusation is so insane I can’t even form a coherent response.

“Don’t give me that,” he grumbles. “I walk in and you two are holding hands. It doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together.”

I glance down at my hands, still cupped around my drink. “Felix and I are friends—just friends. The last day has been kind of rough and I needed someone to talk to.”

“And you couldn’t talk to me?” A thread of hurt weaves its way into his words. “There was a time—not too long ago—that we shared our secrets with each other. I thought we still had that connection. But when you need someone to talk to, you call him? You and Felix barely know each other.”

I shake my head. “You’re thinking of before,” I say firmly. “But since things changed, Felix has been a good friend to me. And I’m not going to let you make me feel guilty when my friend tries to comfort me. If it were Bria in here with her hand on mine, would you be this upset?” I pause, although I don’t actually expect an answer. “I remember sharing my secrets with you, but whether you like it or not, you’re not acting like that person right now. You’re too focused on trying to make everything like it was before I messed up the timeline. But we have so many other things to worry about right now. I was afraid if I called you, you’d read more into it than I meant.”

He presses his lips into a tight line, exhaling through his nose. His hands slide across the table and lightly cover mine. “You’re right. I’m sorry about that. Maybe I’ve been too focused on getting us back to where we were before—but you’ve got to understand how crazy this whole experience has been for me. I don’t know why I can remember the life I had in the other timeline, but all I can think is it’s so we can be together—because we’re meant to be together. Otherwise, what’s the point?” He offers a smile. “But I get where you’re coming from, too. And I’m sorry if I haven’t been the friend you’ve needed me to be. Let me start making that up to you. If you need me to be the friend you can share everything with, that’s what I’ll be. No hidden agenda. You already know how I feel—and after Seth is gone and the circle is unbound, we can talk about that. But I promise I won’t bring it up again.”

This is the Owen I’ve missed—the open, honest one. The one I could share my secrets with. I release my cup and set my hands palm-up on the table. Owen rests his atop mine and smiles again. If he’s serious about wanting to listen, wanting to support me, maybe I can share with him what’s happening. I explain where I was during second hour yesterday and what I was doing, all the way up to what happened just before Felix and I walked into the coffee house. Owen tries to keep his face neutral as I speak, but by the end, there’s a brightness in his eyes that wasn’t there before.

“Maybe it’s for the best that Fox knows the truth,” he begins tentatively. “I mean—he’s been wondering about the connection he senses between us. Knowing has to clear that up for him.”

I understand what he’s saying, but it’s not the way I see things. “He’s hurt because I kept it from him. He feels… betrayed. And in a way I can’t blame him.”

“You did what you thought was right,” Owen insists. “Don’t you think dropping the truth on him as soon as everything happened would have hurt worse? Like, ‘Sorry, Fox. I know you think we’ve been dating for years, but as far as I’m concerned, we’re virtually strangers. Oh, and by the way I like someone else’? I think that would’ve been the bigger betrayal.” He rubs his thumbs along the sides of my hands. “You’ll see—it’s best for him to know. It’ll help him to accept…you know, when things start happening.”

I press my lips together. Just minutes ago, Owen assured me he’d stop pressing for our relationship to go back to where it was in the other reality, but here he is, pushing the topic again. He thinks I don’t understand how difficult things are for him now—what, with a different set of memories than almost everyone else. It’s hard to cope, but it’s possible. In fact, dealing with different realities is easier than handling my dad’s return, Jodi’s departure, and the prospect of taking down Seth.

Before I can respond, the door opens and Felix enters, his eyes wide. “You guys have to come with me—right now. Something happened at Jodi’s shop.” His gaze locks on mine. “It’s your dad.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Wind whips through my hair as I step onto the sidewalk. Felix takes off at a jog and Owen and I follow behind.

“I was just walking, you know,” Felix calls over his shoulder as he crosses the street. “But I had this feeling that something was wrong, so I turned the corner and walked to this vacant house, and there, between the arbor vitae, was Dana.”

The chill of the air is nothing compared to the ice that spikes through my veins. “Is she okay?”

“Mostly. It was Sasha. She figured out Dana knew more than she should and she attacked her to get the information.” He reaches the shop but pauses, his hand on the door. “I brought her back here, but when I came in… Krissa, your dad is unconscious—a spell I think. And Anya… She’s gone.”

I elbow Felix out of the way and pull open the door. Dad is sprawled on the floor in front of the cash register, his limbs splayed. The gentle rise and fall of his chest is all that assures me he’s alive.

I didn’t even say goodbye to him when I left. Yes, the two of us haven’t been happy with each other, but it was stupid of me to leave like that. I would think after suffering through the loss of my mom in the other reality that I’d’ve learned not to take my parents for granted—no matter what.

Dana sits beside my dad, bruises blooming on her left cheek and chin. The space below her nose is pink and she clutches a bloody tissue in her hand. She scoots aside as I approach my father.

“The council—we didn’t realize Seth had people in the town. If I’d known, I could’ve protected myself,” she begins defensively. “This is why it’s dangerous for your dad and the circle to be keeping things—”

I silence her with a glare before turning my full attention to Dad. Sasha probably used the same dust on him she used on me. I have no idea how to counteract its effects.

Felix’s phone beeps and he crouches beside me. “That was Bria. She and Lexie are on their way. They’ll get Dana fixed up.”

“We need Bridget,” I say quickly.

Felix’s eyebrows draw together. “She’s not a healer.”

“No, but she understands herbs better than any of us. She might be able to figure out something to use to wake up my dad.”

Felix nods and types out another text.

I stand, suddenly too full of nervous energy to keep still. I pace from where dad lay to the shop’s front door and back three times before Owen catches me by the arm. “Krissa,” he whispers, pulling me into a brief hug. “He’ll be fine. And you probably don’t want to hear this, but he’s not who’s most important at the moment.”

I nod. He’s right, of course. “Why would Sasha take Anya?”

“She hates her,” Felix offers, crossing to join us. “She feels like Anya betrayed the Devoted when she left.”

“But she’s known Anya’s in town for days. Why now?” As if drawn by a magnet, my eyes travel to Dana, who still sits on the floor. “What did you tell her?”

Dana’s face hardens in defiance. “She said she’d kill me.”

I stalk toward her, suppressing the urge to add another bruise to the constellation blooming on her face. “I just want to know what she knows.”

She doesn’t quite meet my eyes. “She knows your dad and Anya have a spell they plan to use to defeat Seth.”

My fingers tremble. This is all my fault. If I’d been more careful with Dana, she wouldn’t have picked up on the plan and none of this would be happening. “Does she know what spell?”

Dana shakes her head. “Just that you’re close to being able to do it.”

I rub my hands over my face. “This is bad. If Sasha finds out what spell we’re doing, she’ll tell Seth and the whole plan’ll be ruined. We have to find her.”

Owen and Felix exchange glances. “Find her?” Owen asks. “How?”

“A locater spell.” I point at Felix. “Can you run down to the gas station and get a map?”

He nods and takes off at a jog.

“What can I do?” Owen asks.

I go through the spell in my head. When I used it with the witches to locate the crystal, we used a shard of the bigger piece. When we did the dowsing spell for the Althea plant, we used a piece of the root. “We need an object related to the thing we want to find. We need something of Anya’s.”

Owen’s eyebrows hitch upward. “Like what?”

I scan the vicinity, calling to mind all the times I’ve seen Anya in the shop—where she’s been, what she’s touched. “Something connected directly to her. It would probably be better if we could find something with her DNA on it, but maybe something she just touched can work. Search the room for something with her energy.”

He nods and the two of us start off in different directions. While he walks through the front of the store, I head to the back room. Maybe she left something here earlier when she was talking to Dad. I pace the room slowly, reaching out with my abilities for anything that feels like Anya. What if we can’t find anything here? I suppose we could run back to the house. She has to have a hairbrush laying around somewhere. But even as the thought crosses my mind I dismiss it. Time is of the essence. There’s no doubt in my mind Anya will do her best to keep our plan a secret, but my interactions with Sasha tell me she’s not above hurting someone if it means helping Seth’s cause. After her earlier comment about Anya being dead to her, there’s little doubt in my mind that Sasha won’t hesitate to do to Anya what she did to me.

Something on the low table in front of the couch I usually sit on to do my homework makes my palm tingle. After going over the surface inch by inch, I locate the source of the residual energy—a ballpoint pen. Anya must have touched it at some point. The vibrations are weak, and as I pick it up, I hope it’s enough.

As I enter the main part of the store, the front door opens and Bria, Lexie, and Bridget spill in, followed by Felix, who flips over the open sign.

“Did you find anything?” asks Owen.

I hold up the pen.

Lexie surveys the scene. “Okay, what the hell is going on here?”

I raise my chin at Felix, who hands the folded map over before explaining the situation. Bria goes to work immediately on Dana’s injuries while Bridget inspects my dad. I spread the map out on the floor and ask Lexie to bring candles to surround it.

“How much of your energy is Bria using?” I ask as Lexie sets out the candles.

Her eyes scrunch for a moment. “She’s not.”

“Dana’s not hurt too badly,” Bria calls. “If I need to draw anything from you, it won’t be much.”

“Good,” I say, motioning for Lexie to sit on the floor. “I need your help finding Anya.”

Bridget, who’s left Dad’s side to inspect the bundles of herbs in the decorative aluminum planters on a nearby table, turns. “Do you need me too?”

I shake my head. “Take care of my dad. If we need more magic, I can draw from Fox.”

Felix catches my eye, but I ignore him. If I plan to tap into Fox’s abilities, I really should contact him, but I know I’m the last person he wants to hear from today. With any luck, Lexie and I will be able to perform the spell without additional assistance.

Lexie lights the candle and I hold the pen over the map. I nod and the two of us begin repeating, “Find Anya.” I focus my power through the talisman, willing Anya’s energy to lead us to her. But as we cycle through the words again and again, nothing happens. The map doesn’t catch fire, and there’s no other indication where she could be.

Lexie stops repeating the spell first. “You don’t think this means she’s…”

I shake my head. I refuse to even entertain the notion Anya is dead. “Her energy isn’t strong enough in this thing. Maybe she just picked it up for a second. Owen—did you find anything?”

He shakes his head.

“Maybe Sasha’s doing some kind of blocking spell,” Felix offers. “That’s what she did when she took you, right?”

I curse. I should’ve thought about that.

“If you can’t find Anya, maybe you could find Sasha,” Bria offers.

“The spell will probably extend to her,” I say. “It’d be the smart thing to do since we know she’s the one who took Anya.”

“She has a partner, right?” she presses. “Maybe this is the same as when she took you—maybe she did it without his help. It’s a long shot, but there’s a chance he’s not with her but he might know where she is.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Lexie says, sounding appropriately impressed.

“Except we don’t have anything of Elliot’s here to use as a talisman.” I curse. Every minute that passes is one more minute Sasha has to attempt to break her sister. I rub at my right wrist. If only we’d been able to make protective charms for all of us…

“The protection charm.” I stand and cross to the register counter, leaning over it and grabbing the red-handled scissors from the pen cup. I cut the bracelet from my wrist and return to my spot on the floor by the map. Lexie eyes me suspiciously. “This charm has some of Elliot’s hair in it.”

“Hair’s good—like, really good,” she says, nodding. “I remember reading that in the Taylor grimoire. But it has its limitations.”

I bite my lower lip. “Limitations?”

“It’s a one-shot deal. If the locater spell doesn’t work the first time, there’s no do-over. The spell uses up the person’s essence.”

I square my shoulders. “Let’s hope it works the first time then.”

She nods and we start the incantation again. The map catches fire almost immediately, leaving behind just a scrap—enough to show us where Elliot is. I snatch it and stand up, heading for the door.

“Whoa, wait—shouldn’t we call for reinforcements or something?” Felix asks, following.

Bridget and Bria eye me, waiting for instructions.

“You two, stay here with Dana and my dad. Lexie, Felix, Owen—come with me. And if anyone else can meet us, great, but we have to move. Who knows what Sasha’s already done.”

“I’ll drive,” Owen says, leading the way out the door.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

As Owen drives toward Elliot’s location, Felix and Lexie text the psychics and witches to let them know what’s happening.

“I’ve heard from Griffin and Fox,” Lexie reports. “Crystal hasn’t messaged back yet.”

“Tucker’s on his way,” Felix adds. “No word from West.”

My tension ratchets up as we near the location. When we arrive, my first thought is that something must have gone wrong. In the fading daylight, all I see is an empty field. Surely Elliot’s not here—or if he was, he must have just been passing through when we did the spell. If he’s moved on, there’s no way we’ll be able to find him.

Lexie’s arm stretches forward from the back seat, her finger pointing toward the edge of the field next to the tree line. “There.”

I scan the area for a second before realizing what she’s talking about: A tiny camper at the edge of the woods. “That’s gotta be it. Good eye.” I pull open the door before Owen cuts the ignition and start across the field.

Felix is at my side in seconds. “Do you think this is the best idea—just tromping up there like this? He’ll be able to see us if he looks out the window.”

“Not if we do this,” Lexie says as she and Owen catch up. She slashes her arm in a downward motion, causing the air around us to shimmer like heat rising off the pavement in the summer. “It’s a glamor,” she says, answering Felix and Owen’s unasked question. “I made it so if he looks out the window he won’t see us.”

Felix’s eyebrows hitch upward. “Are you saying you just made us invisible?”

Lexie tuts like it’s a ridiculous question, but as we continue walking, her face goes thoughtful. “I guess I did.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Owen asks when we’re halfway through the field.

I bite my lower lip. I don’t really have one. Beyond confronting him and demanding he tell us where Sasha’s taken Anya, I haven’t given much thought to how this will play out. Of the two, Elliot seems to be the more levelheaded. He didn’t agree with Sasha’s decision to abduct me, even came to apologize for her actions. If I tell him she’s done it again, isn’t it possible he’ll just tell us where she is?

When I don’t answer, Owen sighs. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

Light is visible around the edges of the blinds in the camper, but there’s been no movement since we began our approach. Lexie’s glamor must be holding. The door is around back and we slow as we near it. When I reach for the handle, Owen catches my eye and holds up a finger. I wait as he does a three count before pulling open the door.

Surprise flickers across Elliot’s features as he looks in our direction. He’s sitting at a tiny table on the camper’s right side. His eyebrows scrunch and his head tilts to the side.

“You can drop the glamor any time now,” he says, squinting into the darkness.

Lexie hastily waves her hand in an upward motion and the shimmering dissipates from the air.

I step into the camper despite the protesting thoughts coming from Felix and Owen. I’ve already felt out the cabin and Elliot is definitely alone. “We need to know where Sasha is.”

“Is that so?” His eyes dart past me, taking in my companions. “And why would I tell you where she is?”

“Because she’s kidnapped someone again,” I say. “I thought your boss gave you strict orders to leave us alone?”

Something like anger flashes over Elliot’s face, but he masters it quickly. “Why would she do that?”

I’m not sure if the question is rhetorical. “Are you gonna tell us where she is or not?”

He runs a hand through his hair. “I can only think of one place she might…” He pauses, standing. “Wait—who’d she take?”

It’s my turn to be surprised. “What does it matter?”

But a smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. “She didn’t take someone in your circle, did she?”

“Who cares who she took?” Lexie calls impatiently. “Krissa said you told her you weren’t allowed to lay a hand on—”

“Anyone in the circle,” Elliot finishes for her. “And I don’t think she did.”

I hesitate. Could I sustain a lie? Elliot is a psychic and could easily attempt to verify the information. Or he could simply call Sasha to find out if I’m telling the truth. But maybe the truth is exactly what I need to give him. He was so shocked when he realized Anya was alive I don’t think he’d like the idea of Sasha torturing her. According to Anya, before she left the Devoted she was something of a sister figure to him. I can only hope it’s enough to make him give us the information. “She took Anya,” I say quietly. “And from what Sasha said about her today, I wouldn’t be surprised if she really, really hurts her.”

A muscle in Elliot’s jaw jumps. “She certainly has the capacity for it.”

I wait for him to go on, but he doesn’t. “I’m afraid she might kill her,” I press. “Earlier today she said as far as she’s concerned, Anya’s already dead.”

He nods. “I know. That’s what she said when I told her she was here. She had no interest in going to see her, which tells me if she’s taken her, something must’ve changed.” His lips curl. “She knows something, doesn’t she? Something important. And Sasha’s trying to find out what it is.”

“By torturing her. Are you really gonna let that happen?”

Elliot shakes his head. “I think you’ve got the wrong idea about the kind of person I am. Was I pissed at Sasha for what she did to you? Yes—but because she was completely disregarding our orders. Because I’m loyal to Seth. He’s finally come back to set the world to the way it’s supposed to be, and I’ll do whatever he asks to help him accomplish his goals. If he says not to lay a finger on you or your circle, I’ll do it. But he didn’t say anything about Anya. And if she knows something that could keep Seth from regaining his full power, then I support Sasha in doing whatever she needs to do. And you.” He edges past me, eyes fixing on Owen. “Did you honestly think that was going to work? I can feel you trying to rattle around in my head. Don’t you realize I’ve been honing my abilities for years? Your month or so of practice is nothing compared to that.”

Owen’s jaw clenches and he steps up into the camper. The floor shifts under his added weight. “Can’t blame a guy for trying, can you?”

“Blame? No. But maybe you’d like a demonstration of how to properly dig into—”

Owen’s fist collides with Elliot’s jaw so fast I almost miss it. But when his body collapses backward, I manage to jump out of the way. His head thuds dully against the floor. He’s out cold.

“Dude,” Felix says, stepping up into the camper. “That was totally awesome.”

“And unnecessary,” mutters Lexie from her spot by the door.

“I figured this was the only way to get his defenses down enough to find out where Anya is,” Owen explains.

His words cut through the shock still coursing through my body. He’s right. There’s no way we would’ve been able to read Elliot’s thoughts with him conscious. But maybe now he won’t be able to put up as much of a fight. Owen, Felix, and I stand in an elongated triangle around Elliot and connect our energies together. His mind is a churning sea of emotion. At first, it’s difficult to wade through the waves of pride, sadness, hope, and apprehension, but the three of us manage. I’ve never probed someone’s mind for specific knowledge—general impressions, yes, but this is different. Felix and Owen work together to lead the way, and I offer myself as strength and support.

An image flashes through my mind so quickly I can’t make it out. Whatever we just stumbled upon is important. I focus in on seeing it more clearly. A cabin—dilapidated. The window beside the door is shattered. The wood paneling is gray with age and moss clings to the roof. This is it. I’m not sure how I know, but it couldn’t be clearer. But where is it? I allow myself to sense the space we’re inhabiting, the energy surrounding us.

My eyes snap open. Felix and Owen stare back at me.

“Let’s go,” Owen says, heading for the door.

Night is falling in earnest now, and Lexie turns on the flashlight app on her phone to light our way as we run through the field toward the car. As we near it, Griffin’s Mustang pulls up behind Owen’s Grand Prix and Griffin, Fox, and Tucker emerge.

“What’s going on?” Fox calls.

“We know where Anya’s being held,” Owen responds, circling his car and pulling open the driver’s side door. “Follow me.”

 

***

After the third time Lexie stumbles over a protruding root, Felix takes her by the arm to keep her upright. The hike through the woods is difficult and it’s only with effort that we don’t sound like a rampaging herd of buffalo. Griffin even casts a spell around us to muffle the noise to give us the best chance at the element of surprise.

As we move, I reach out with my abilities in an attempt to sense Anya, but so far I haven’t been able to make a connection. I can, however, feel a quiver of energy I’m sure is the result of the concealment spell Sasha is casting to obscure their location. It’s nearly imperceptible, and I’m sure I’d gloss right over it if I weren’t already sure they were in this area.

“I see a light,” whispers Tucker, who’s surprisingly good at leading us through the underbrush by little more than the light of the waxing moon. He pauses a moment to turn off his phone’s flashlight app, being careful to keep his fingertip over the bright light until it cuts out.

I peer though the tree branches, comparing the shape of the building before us with the one I saw in the vision. Although we’re approaching it from the side, there’s no doubting it’s the same place.

And then the screaming starts.

High and visceral, it’s a sound I recall well from my alone time with Sasha. I do my best to block out the flood of sense memories threatening to assail me.

Owen grips my arm and presses a thought into my mind. You don’t have to go in. We can handle this.

I shake my head, swallowing hard. I’m fine.

It’s a lie and he knows it, but he nods anyway.

Sobs intermix with the screams and bile rises in my throat. We have to move now. We have the element of surprise on our side, plus there are seven of us and only one of Sasha. She’s already proven she can hold her own in a fight, but there’s no way she can take on all of us at once. I tap Tucker’s shoulder and point at the front of the house. Nodding, he starts off in that direction.

The screams continue, twisting my heart and making my stomach churn. Still, part of me can’t help thinking this is a good sign: If Sasha’s still torturing Anya, it must be because Anya hasn’t given up the information about the plan yet.

I hope.

Tucker slows as he approaches the door, reaching tentatively for the handle. Felix waves him off. Holding his arms out in front of him, palms parallel to the walls, he links to the rest of us and sends a pulse of pure energy at the door, which flies off its hinges and lands flat on the floor of the cabin.

Sasha jumps and Anya’s screams subside into whimpers. Felix and Tucker are first into the house, but before they take more than a few steps, they drop to the ground. Fox, who is barely a step behind them, ducks as if expecting to be hit by something, but a split second later he slumps to the floor as well.

I grab Griffin by the neck of his coat and pull him back as he attempts to cross the threshold. “She’s booby-trapped this place with spells.”

It’s the only thing that makes sense, and the smile curling Sasha’s lips tells me my guess is dead on. She turns back to her sister and the screaming resumes. Anya’s body goes rigid and I’m flooded with sense memory of internal burning. I’m sure Sasha’s doing the same spell on her sister now.

Lexie grabs my wrist, her nails digging into my flesh. The pain is enough to bring me back to the moment, to our problem. “We can try a shield charm,” she says. “With you, me, and Griffin together, we can make one big enough for the four of us. It should keep us safe from whatever spells she’s got waiting in there.”

I nod and allow her to take the lead in the spell. To avoid watching Sasha work on Anya, I turn to Owen, who looks pale but resolved.

By degrees, the air around us seems to thicken. Even the sound of Anya’s voice is muffled slightly. When Lexie nods, Griffin leads the way into the cabin. Immediately, a tremble resounds through our shield, but Griffin remains on his feet. Lexie, Owen, and I hastily cross the threshold.

Griffin is a foot behind Sasha when she whirls around, striking out at him with a knife. He jumps back and the shield charm flickers as Lexie lets out a surprised yelp. Does the shield protect us from just magic? Or will it deflect physical attacks as well? I wish I’d thought to ask.

Anya slumps in her chair, blood streaking down her face and staining the front of her shirt. What kind of monster is Sasha that she could do this to her own sister? Anger bubbles in my stomach and I launch myself at Sasha, catching her around the middle and knocking her over. Pain slices through my upper arm but I grit my teeth and ignore it as I attempt to right myself and pin Sasha to the floor.

Griffin and Lexie are at my side in a second, but before we can restrain Sasha’s arms, a pulse of energy knocks the three of us backward. My head bangs hard against the rotting floorboards and stars pop in my vision. I prop myself up on my elbows in time to see Sasha approach Owen, who is removing the ropes binding Anya. Sasha raises the knife and my body shakes with a surge of adrenaline. 

“No!” My scream reverberates through the air as a swell of power leaves my body. Sasha screeches, dropping the knife as her arm swings down toward Owen’s back. The blunt edge glances against his shoulder before it clatters to the floor. Sasha grips her right hand with her left, examining the blisters blossoming there. I take advantage of her momentary distraction and summon another pulse of energy—this one the same kind of wave Felix used to knock down the door. Sasha’s body sails through the air and collides with the wall before crumpling to the ground.

My limbs are heavy and wooden and I struggle to my feet. Anya’s eyes flutter open as Owen finishes untying her. Griffin kneels beside his brother while Lexie splits her time between Felix and Tucker.

Anya’s lips move, but no sound comes out. I hold out a hand as I approach her. “Don’t try to talk.”

Ignoring me, she clears her throat and tries again. “I don’t think she got anything from me,” she says, her voice barely carrying to my ears.

“What’s important is that you’re okay.” I say it because it seems like the right thing to say in a situation like this, but I can’t deny the swell of relief in my chest. “When we get you back to town, Bria can get you healed up.”

She glances over her shoulder at her sister’s crumpled form. “We have to do something about her.” She leans forward, wincing. “If we leave her, she’ll just come after us as soon as she regains consciousness.”

Owen offers his hands to help her stand. “So, what do we do?”

“Kill her?” Griffin calls. “Because, beyond that, I don’t see this chick giving up. She just tortured her own sister, for crying out loud.”

Anya closes her eyes, swaying on the spot as she gets her feet under her.

I gape. “You can’t be serious.”

“Of course not,” Anya murmurs. “But we can subdue her. I don’t have the energy right now to do it myself, but there’s a way to put her into a kind of psychically-induced coma.”

Owen nods. “Show me. I’ll do it.”

As the two of them begin their work, I move to check on the others. Griffin’s jaw is set, his face tight. He brushes a lock of hair off Fox’s forehead. It’s odd—I know the two are brothers, but I’ve never really seen it before this moment. All of Griffin’s prickish bravado is gone as he focuses on his little brother. A tenderness I wouldn’t have thought him capable of radiates off him in waves, and I feel like an intruder on the moment.

“Any idea what kind of spell did this?” I ask, kneeling on Fox’s other side.

“No.” Griffin lifts his gaze to mine, and for the first time since Zane died, there is no malice in his eyes. “You have any psychic tricks that could help?”

In truth, I have no idea, but I try nonetheless. I reach forward into Fox’s mind, digging deep for the light of his consciousness. It’s like everything in his head is enveloped in a thick, choking smoke. My guess is as the smoke from the spell clears, he’ll awaken, but there’s no telling how long that will take, and there’s no way Owen, Lexie, Griffin, and I can get three unconscious people plus Anya through the woods. I latch on to Fox’s consciousness and tug it gently toward the surface. He resists at first, and I’m not sure if it’s because he doesn’t understand what’s happening or if he’s refusing to follow because I’m leading, but after a few tries, he gives in. It’s harder to find my way out of the thick smoke than it was to get in, but slowly, carefully, I manage, and when I open my eyes, Fox’s stormy gaze greets me. His mouth twitches and although I’m sure he wants to say something, I stand before he has the opportunity and move to repeat the process with Felix and Tucker.

By the time the two of them are awake, Owen has successfully managed to subdue Sasha. Griffin joins Owen in helping Anya out of the cabin, but once we’re outside, we don’t immediately start back into the woods.

“What if she wakes up?” Lexie asks. “I wish there was a way to lock her in or something.”

Something from Jodi’s grimoire bubbles to the forefront of my mind. “A confinement spell.”

Anya’s eyes hitch upward but she nods. “That would work.”

I quickly explain the purpose and mechanics to the others.  It takes a couple tries, but after we cast it, Felix tests it to make sure it works. When an invisible force won’t allow Sasha’s arm past the threshold, he confirms our success.

“We should probably do the same to Elliot,” Felix says as Tucker begins leading us back through the forest.

Anya stumbles over a root and manages to stay upright only because of Owen and Griffin’s assistance. “We really need to get her back to Bria,” Owen murmurs.

By the time we make it back to the cars, it’s decided that the witches and psychics will split up. The psychics will take Anya back to the shop while the witches will return to the camper to subdue and trap Elliot. Being both, I’m elected to have the honor of putting Elliot in the coma. As our two groups separate and Griffin drives toward Elliot’s field, Owen shares through our link how to put Elliot out.

When Griffin parks the car, I reach my abilities toward the camper to determine whether or not Elliot has awoken since our previous encounter. When I sense no active consciousness, we start through the field without bothering to cast a cloak charm around us.

The four of us slow as we approach the camper. Griffin reaches for the handle and does a three count before pulling it open.

Except Elliot isn’t where we left him. A quick scan with both my eyes and abilities is enough to confirm he isn’t in the camper at all.

“Let’s do another locater spell,” I say. “He’s gotta be in town somewhere.”

“We can’t use the protective charm again,” Lexie says. “We used up the hair’s essence to find this place to begin with.”

“He was staying here,” Fox says. “There has to be something of his around here.”

We spend the next fifteen minutes scouring the tiny space, but none of us come up with so much as a hair.

“He sanitized it before he left,” I murmur. “Of course he did. He couldn’t take the chance of us finding him again.”

“So, what?” Griffin asks. “Does that mean we’ve got no way to track him down?”

I nod. “That’s exactly what it means.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

On the way back to Griffin’s car, my phone buzzes with a text from Felix. Bridget managed to reverse the spell that knocked my dad out and the whole group was headed back to my house to work on Anya’s injuries. When I request Griffin drop me there instead of the shop, I expect him to grumble about it, but he just nods. I’m not sure if he’s spent from the events of the last few hours, still grateful I was able to help Fox, or whether his hostility toward me is finally fading, but right now I’ll take it.

In the front passenger seat, Fox is doing his best to block his thoughts and I get the feeling his attitude toward me isn’t nearly so positive as his brother’s. I need to talk with him, to explain if I can. I hate the idea of him being hurt. That was the reason for keeping the truth from him to begin with.

When Griffin pulls up in front of my house, Lexie unclasps her seatbelt.

“Where are you going?” Griffin asks.

“Bria’s my ride,” she says, opening the door.

“I can take you home.”

Lexie pauses long enough to shrug before climbing out of the car. A week ago, she would’ve jumped at the chance to avoid Bria, but a lot can change in a week. I can’t help wondering if being linked to Bria is bringing back memories of the time the two of them were friends. Was Lexie more like the person I remember from my timeline when they were close? If so, is it possible remembering that side of her could bring those characteristics out? Is there a chance this girl can become more like the person I knew?

Griffin cuts the ignition. “I think I’ll pop in and check on Anya.” He exits the car, leaving Fox and me alone.

I should get out. This is my stop, after all. But can I pass up this opportunity to talk with Fox? He makes no move to follow his brother, which I take as a positive sign. At the very least, he’s not going out of his way to avoid being alone with me.

But what can I say that I didn’t try to say earlier? Will he be any more willing to listen to the same reasons I told him before? Would it make things better or worse if I told him I planned to break up with him, but that he’d changed my mind? I’d been willing to give him a chance—give us a chance. And despite everything that’s happened since, I don’t want to lose him.

But I’m too chicken to tell him that.

I push the button to release my seatbelt and pull on the handle to open the door, but before I can get out of the car Fox speaks. His voice is so low at first I’m sure I’m imagining things.

“You and Lexie were never close.”

I pause, the door open and my feet on the pavement. “What?”

“You were just thinking about her.” His voice is still barely above a whisper. “The other her. You’re not really blocking yourself right now.”

This is it—my chance. He’s actually giving me an in. Before I can wuss out, I get out of the back seat and circle around to the driver’s side. Griffin will be pissed if he sees me sitting here, but I’m willing to risk it. I close the door and turn to Fox, but he’s not facing me, he’s staring out the windshield. I take in a breath. “I miss her. My Lexie. She was one of my first friends when I got to Clearwater.”

“And Owen.” It’s not a question.

“Yes,” I confirm. There’s no point in denying it. “He was nice to me on my first day at school. I bumped into Crystal and she spilled her coffee down the front of my clothes. Owen lent me his sweatshirt to cover the stain.”

A muscle in Fox’s jaw jumps. “Quite the meet-cute.”

I don’t respond, but he doesn’t seem to expect me to. I try to think of something else to say. I could tell him about the way I met the alternate him, but that story wouldn’t paint him in the best light. How do I explain that I was drawn to him during our first encounter, but only because of the attraction charm he’d cast on himself? But that’s not all there was to him. He stopped using the charm after I called him on it, claiming he wanted to be the kind of person I could trust. And when Jodi was cursed, dying, he was the only person I confided that fact to.

“I guess,” Fox begins, breaking the silence. “I guess I just wonder why you told him and not me.”

I bite my lower lip. Just how much information did Dana get from me? “Felix?”

He looks at me for the first time, his eyes dark and stormy. “You told Felix?”

Damn. “Yes,” I admit. There’s no point in trying to backpedal now. “He’s psychic, and when the two of us were talking about the past, he realized I didn’t remember what he was talking about. Not, like, I just couldn’t recall—he could tell I hadn’t experienced the same things he had. And when he found out, honestly, I was a little relieved. I needed someone to talk to about everything—and you know as well as I do that Crystal and I weren’t on the best terms.” I take in a breath and release it slowly. “But you weren’t talking about Felix. You meant Owen.”

He nods, turning to stare out the windshield once more.

“I didn’t tell Owen.”

Fox snorts.

“No, really,” I press. “Messing with time isn’t really my proudest achievement. Besides, that’s the kind of talk that gets people sent to counseling—or worse. I didn’t tell Owen, and I didn’t plan to—just like I didn’t plan to tell you. But the day Millie died, something happened. Owen and I were both at the coffee shop, and after the paramedics took her away, he took me home. And there was a moment… For just a second, it was like we were replaying a scene from my reality. After that, Owen just started remembering, all on his own. Maybe it’s the psychic thing—maybe that moment that echoed a moment we shared in another time was enough to spark those memories. Or maybe…” I stop short, not sure what alternative there could be.

“Maybe he remembers so the two of you can be together,” Fox says, his tone hollow. “Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

My heart clenches at the pain in his voice. I reach out and place my hand on his forearm. He flinches but doesn’t pull away. “I’m sorry,” I murmur. “Can’t you see—this is why I didn’t want to tell you. I never meant for you to get hurt.”

His lips press together in a firm line. “Well, it looks like even you can’t get everything you want.” Before I can respond, he raises his chin toward the house. “Griffin’s coming; you’d better get out of his seat.”

I do as he says. What else can I do? I move toward the house but make it no further than the sidewalk. Griffin gives me side-eye as he passes but says nothing. It’s colder now than it was when we were in the field and my teeth chatter as the wind cuts through my coat, but I remain rooted in place until Griffin’s car disappears in the distance.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

I want to crawl out of my skin all day Sunday. So many things need to be done but I can’t do any of them. I feel helpless and irritated.

Even after Bria’s best efforts, Anya is weak. I make a few different tea blends, going so far as to consult the grimoire for combinations I haven’t thought of. Still, none of them has a perceptible impact on how Anya looks or feels.

I’m in contact with the circle throughout the day, trying to formulate any plan to locate Elliot. Owen suggests we scour the abandoned house Sasha kept me at for traces of his DNA, but a search performed by him and Bria turns up nothing. Lexie and Crystal comb through the Taylor grimoire for a spell to help but come up empty.

Bridget, along with Fox and Felix, spend much of the day with the Althea, but there’s nothing they can do to speed up its maturation. We have to wait until sunset tomorrow to charge and dig up the plant.

To distract me, Mom suggests we pop popcorn and watch movies, but I find it impossible to relax in the living room knowing that Dad is with Anya in the sitting room, trying to nurse her back to health. In fact, I have no idea how Mom’s handling it so well. It’s like she’s oblivious to the fact that her husband is totally engrossed in the care of another woman. I, on the other hand, can think of little else. Any time I try to shift my thoughts to another topic, my head fills with concern about Thursday’s full moon. What if something goes wrong with our plan and we can’t stop Seth on our own? If that’s the case, I’ll wake up Friday morning without abilities and without memory of ever having them. What else will I forget? Will I cease remembering my reality, the life I lived? Will I take on the memories of my alternate self? Will Owen forget that life, too? Will I still be friends with any of the psychics? If it wasn’t for our abilities, none of us would associate with each other in this reality. Will Fox and I still be together? If it wasn’t for magic—the circle anchoring itself to the crystal—he and I never would have broken up. And what happens if we are able to stop Seth on our own and the council remains active long enough to remove our powers anyway? Will anything we’re going through now even be worth it?

Sleep is fitful at best, and when I do dream, I find myself wandering through the streets of Clearwater, but no one else is there. The entire town is empty but for me.

When my alarm goes off on Monday morning, I’m far from rested, but I’m eager to start the day. We’re supposed to pick the Althea at sunset. After that, the elements for the spell need to charge for a full day, which means we’ll be making our move on Seth tomorrow evening. Dad still hasn’t gone into much detail about what that phase of the plan involves, but I assume he’ll fill us in tonight or tomorrow.

I’m tired of sitting around waiting, and I’m glad we’re finally doing something.

Still, a voice in the back of my mind wonders, yet again, if we should be doing anything at all.

I tamp down the idea. Of course we should be doing something. My circle contains the most powerful witches and psychics born in Clearwater in generations. Unlike the elder council, we don’t need help from the moon to be at full strength. It’s best for us to handle things.

At least that’s what I keep telling myself.

There’s a nervous energy at school among the members of the circle. In first hour, West keeps tapping his pencil against the desk. Lexie casts him dirty looks for the first half of the hour before the pencil finally snaps in half in West’s hand. He offers an apologetic glance at Lexie, but less than five minutes later, he’s drumming his fingers on the desktop. I cover his hand with mine each time he starts, afraid of what Lexie might break next if the noise irritates her.

Despite my preoccupation keeping West from possible bodily harm, my attention keeps being pulled behind me. Before class started, I saw Dana and Fox chatting by his locker. All period, her eyes prickle the back of my neck. When I glance at her, she doesn’t bother hiding the fact she’s staring. There’s a hard edge to her gaze, almost a challenge. It’s as if she’s daring me to react to her move on Fox.

I do my best to ignore her. It’s as if she’s forgotten all about her encounter with Sasha and the help she received from the circle. Part of me—the mean part—wishes we would’ve just left her all bruised and injured, but I tamp down those desires. She’s grieving. If it makes her feel better to believe she’s ruining my life, fine. I understand the pain of losing a parent. If this is what she needs to do to deal with it, so be it.

Although things are far from resolved between Fox and me, I feel better about the situation since we talked. 

During second hour, Owen and I speculate telepathically about what exactly will happen when we go up against Seth. Dad said he’ll be the one to actually face him, but we imagine the different scenarios that might bring him to that point. Clearly, Dad can’t just show up at Seth’s hideout and take him on. Still, by the end of the hour, the best idea we’ve come up with is Dad getting himself captured by Seth—for some reason—while the circle is nearby enough for him to enact the vessel spell.

By the time the bell rings to release us to third hour, I’m convinced someone has cast a spell to make time pass at half speed. I’m not sure how I’m going to make it through the rest of the school day, let alone until sunset to dig up the Althea.

At my locker, I trade out my science book for my Spanish text. When I slam the door closed, I jump, clutching my chest. Tucker leans against the locker beside mine, clearly waiting for me. My head is so preoccupied with tonight’s agenda that I didn’t notice his energy encroaching on my own.

“Didn’t mean to scare you.” Tucker manages to sound vaguely apologetic, but it’s clear I’m not the only one who’s distracted.

I take in a breath, reminding myself, as usual, that this Tucker isn’t the same one I used to know. “What’s up?” I ask, hitching on a smile I hope doesn’t look too forced. “Or are you just here to walk me to Spanish?”

The corner of his mouth quirks up in a humorless half smile. “I think we both know I’m not that kind of guy.” He blows out a breath. “Something weird just happened.”

I arch an eyebrow. Since when am I Tucker’s confidante? Still, whether I like it or not, he’s part of my circle. “Yeah? What’s that?”

His mouth works like he’s trying to decide how to word what he wants to say. “It’s Crystal.”

I hold in a groan. Is this why he wants to talk to me? He figures since we both have binding spell-related drama with our exes we’ve got some kind of bond? In what I hope is a kind voice, I ask, “What about her?”

He looks both ways down the hall, like he’s making sure we’re not being overheard. “I just saw her, so I figured I’d say hi. It’s weird enough that sometimes I hear her thoughts, so why make things between us more awkward, right? So, I say hey and she looks at me with this total confusion in her eyes. Then she kind of shakes her head and says, “Oh, hi, Thatcher.” He raises both eyebrows and holds up his hands. “Who the hell is Thatcher?”

The name pings in my mind as being slightly familiar. Is Thatcher a person Crystal has mentioned before? And even if he is, why would Crystal confuse Tucker for him? It’s not as if she and Tucker are mere acquaintances. While once she and I turned up in this timeline her relationship with him didn’t last very long, it’s not as if he was a stranger beforehand. In fact, with her penchant for bad boys, her hallway hookups with Tucker seemed to make her pretty happy. “I have no idea,” I tell him. “I guess she’s just distracted—like the rest of us.”

The explanation does nothing to mollify Tucker, whose expression only sours. “How can she be so distracted she forgets my name?”

The warning bell sounds overhead and I start toward Spanish class. Tucker falls into step beside me. “I have no idea. Have you tried, you know, feeling her out through your link? Checked to see if something weird’s going on?”

He shrugs. “I think I’m still not very good at this whole psychic thing. Half the time I can’t get a read on her at all. Sometimes it feels like I can sense everyone else in the circle but her.”

We walk into Mrs. Ortiz’s classroom and make it to our desks just as the tardy bell rings. The teacher loses no time starting in on our lesson, so I don’t get a chance to respond to Tucker, but his words echo through my head for the duration of class. If Crystal were the psychic in their relationship, I might chalk up his situation to her building a wall around her thoughts. But Crystal’s a witch. In my experience, witches just aren’t able to block themselves off completely. Even when Fox is making an effort to keep his thoughts and feelings to himself, I can still sense him.

It has to be a product of Tucker’s inexperience. Lexie asked me to check Crystal out just days ago and I didn’t detect anything off about her. Like I said to Tucker, she’s probably just distracted. At this point, I think we all are.

 

***

I manage to make it through the school day. Bridget and Crystal are absent from sixth hour. I’m not surprised Bridget is gone—she’s been spending much of her free time with Anya and the Althea. She really seems to have connected with Anya’s prediction that she might have a natural talent for spell writing and seems eager to prove the impressions she received from the root weren’t just a fluke. What surprises me is Crystal’s absence. To my knowledge, she hasn’t spent much time tending to the plant. Probably she’s just as antsy as the rest of us and looking for an excuse to not have to sit in school.

Devin is tending the shop today, so Dad is at home when Felix and I arrive. As time elapses before sunset, more people show up at the house—West, Owen, Tucker, Bria, and Lexie. The girls arrive together because—as Lexie is quick to point out—Crystal, her usual ride, is already at the site.

Although Anya made a point to tell us we didn’t all have to be present to harvest the Althea, that we could draw on those absent through the binding spell link, I’m disappointed that Fox doesn’t show up. He was distant but polite in our one shared class. I know he needs time to process the truth. I just hope that once he does, the two of us can find a way to be friends.

About forty-five minutes before sunset, we split up into two cars and head out to Old Orr Road. Dad parks beside Crystal’s bright green Spark and by the time he, Owen, Felix, and I have climbed out, Bria has parked next to us. Dad wastes no time leading the way into the woods beside the road. At first I’m sure he’s just walking in at random, but as I near the tree line, I see the beginnings of a trail—created, no doubt, by the frequent comings and goings of Anya and Bridget.

“I thought this place was supposed to be secret,” Tucker says from behind me. “Don’t you think someone’s going to notice four cars parked on the side of the road?”

Dad glances over his shoulder. “What cars?”

I turn and catch Tucker’s eye before looking back at the side of the road. What cars, indeed. The place we just left appears entirely empty.

Dad chuckles. “Anya had Bridget cast a cloaking spell the first time she came out here because, you’re right, Tucker, having cars parked out there could’ve given away the location of the Althea.”

We fall into silence after that, our progress punctuated only by the sounds of leaves crunching and twigs snapping underfoot, along with the occasional curse from Lexie when tree limbs catch her hair or she stumbles over a tree root. After a near fall, Felix moves beside her, taking her arm to guide her through. Her grumbling becomes almost nonexistent after that.

Several minutes elapse and there’s still no sign of Anya, Crystal, or Bridget. “Not to sound like a little kid or anything,” Bria calls from the back of our pack, her breathing labored, “but are we there yet?”

“We will be soon,” Dad replies, although I’m not sure how he can be so certain. Every tree we pass looks just like the ones that came before it. One thing is for sure: If we don’t get there soon, we’re going to miss the sunset window. The sun is already so low on the horizon we might need flashlights soon.

An acrid smell fills my nostrils and I cover my nose. What could that be? Sometimes people on the edges of town burn their garbage, but I didn’t think we were close enough to anyone’s property for a smell to be this strong.

Then I see the smoke.

I stop, spinning on my heel. Tucker, who’s just a pace behind knocks into me. “Tucker, Felix—check on Crystal and Bridget.”

The two stare at me, matching looks of confusion on their faces. Instead of explaining, I press into their minds the fear that’s come upon me: There’s a fire somewhere nearby.

Felix screws up his face in concentration. “I can’t get a read on her. I mean—she’s there, just…” He shakes his head. “It’s like she’s blank.”

I turn to Tucker. “And Crystal?”

His eyes are wide, worried. “I’m not sure. I can’t… I can’t find her.”

Panic flares. I don’t know what’s happening, but if there’s a fire, we’d better get to its source as soon as possible.

Dad cuts through the underbrush faster than before. Several yards ahead of him, flames lick at the trunk of a tree. “Anya!” he yells. “Crystal! Bridget!”

Smoke thickens as we continue, and the crackle of wood burning reaches my ears.

“Who’s gonna set fire to the middle of the woods?” Tucker calls as he jogs to keep up.

He’s right. No one would go out of their way to burn this spot in the woods—not without cause. “Dad, do you think Elliot—”

“Let’s not worry about who right now, hon,” he calls over his shoulder. “Let’s find everyone first.”

Ahead, I catch a fresh wave of flame leaping out from behind thick tree trunks. I have the urge to grab my phone, call the fire department. But what will I tell them? How would they even get to our location before the fire spread?

A hand slips into mine, tugging me to a stop. “Lexie, what are you—”

“We’re witches, Krissa. Let’s use our heads here. We can put out the fire.”

I take in a breath, coughing when I inhale more smoke than air. She’s right. As the psychics surge forward to continue their search, I join my magic with Lexie’s.

Lighting a candle is an elementary spell—probably the first learned by any of us. Extinguishing a single flame is just as easy. But what we’re facing now isn’t a single tongue of fire. A quick sweep with my abilities reveals the scope of this fire is several yards in diameter and growing by the second. If Crystal, Bridget, and Anya aren’t in its path already, it’s only a matter of time before they are.

I have no idea how to cast the spell to stop the spread of the fire, but I don’t need to know. Lexie takes lead of the spell, directing our collective magic to separate the air from the flames, depriving them of fuel. She’s never done this before, I realize, but Griffin has. An unexpected fire started while he was working on an engine at the garage. Through the binding link, Lexie has tapped into his knowledge of that spell. The fire he dealt with wasn’t nearly so large, but the process is the same.

“I found Anya and Bridget!” Owen’s voice cuts through the clearing air as the last flames die down.

“Crystal’s over here!” Bria calls.

Lexie and I head off toward Bria, who’s closest to our location. Lexie nearly pushes me out of the way to kneel beside her cousin. “Is she okay?”

Bria nods. “I’ve checked her over. She’s unconscious, but I can’t detect any damage.”

I can’t help marveling at the certainty with which Bria announces this. With all we’ve been through in the last week, it certainly is good to have a healer in our circle. If she says Crystal’s fine, I believe her.

“Do you think you should go check on Bridget an Anya?” I ask.

She nods. “Sure.”

Lexie brushes the hair off Crystal’s face. It’s as tender as I’ve ever seen her behave toward her cousin. While the two are closer in this reality than my own, Crystal and Lexie often seem more like rivals than friends. “Wake up, Crystal. Wake up.”

I kneel on Crystal’s other side. I’m not sure how she got knocked out, but whatever was used did a number on her. It’s not unlike the effect of the booby traps Sasha set around the cabin she held Anya in. Crystal’s consciousness is difficult to locate—hidden under layers of shadow. It’s only with effort I’m able to pull her waking self to the surface.

Crystal’s eyelids flutter for nearly a minute before she manages to open them. Her eyes are unfocused. “What happened?”

“We were hoping you could tell us that,” I say. “Do you know where you are?”

“The woods.” She tries to push herself into a sitting position, but she doesn’t quite make it. Instead, she props herself on her elbow. “We were waiting for the rest of you to come so we could dig up the Althea.”

“That’s right. Do you remember what happened after that?”

“There was a fire,” Lexie prompts.

Crystal’s brow knits. “Fire?”

Footsteps approach from behind me. “Yes.” Dad’s voice is heavy. “And whoever set it knew exactly what they were doing. All the Althea is gone.”

“It had to be Elliot, right?” Felix asks, following close behind him. “I know Anya said she didn’t tell Sasha anything, but maybe she was able to pick up on something and pass the information to Elliot before we got there.”

“The important thing isn’t how he found out,” Dad says, his voice heavy. “It’s what we do now. We needed this herb. Without it, we can’t do the vessel spell. Come Thursday, the elder council is going to unbind your circle, making your abilities vulnerable. And then they’re going to attempt to lock Seth away again.”

Something in the way Dad words his statement doesn’t sit well with me. Felix notices, too. “Wait—they’re going to attempt?” he asks. “You make it sound like they’re not going to succeed.”

Dad sighs, leaning back against a tree trunk. “They’re not,” he says flatly. “Anya’s known for years now. That’s why she sought me out. A failsafe. The council trapped Seth once—there’s no way he won’t be prepared for them to attempt to trap him the same way again. He’ll have set up defenses to guard against it.” He runs his hand through his hair. “Once you’re able to wake Anya and Bridget, we should all get back to the house. You might want to have the rest of the circle join us. It’s time we tell you everything.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Less than an hour later, the entire circle sits around the living room of my house. Griffin gives up his claim on the arm chair to allow Anya to sit in it. Mom starts to make her way upstairs to be out of our way, but Dad catches her by the hand and invites her to sit in on the conversation. I’m not sure whether this development is a good or a bad thing.

As Mom and Dad settle in chairs pulled across from the dining room, the question on the tip of everyone’s tongue is the same: What now?

“There has to be a plan B, right?” Griffin asks without preamble. 

Dad exhales through his nose. “Honestly, I’m not sure what our next step is.”

I turn to Anya. At least whoever set fire to the Althea didn’t seem interested in causing harm to her, Bridget, or Crystal—all three were well outside the burn zone. Whoever. As if we don’t know who did it. Unless Sasha managed to fight her way out of the coma and break the confinement spell, Elliot is the only possibility. “You had visions of the future. Was there ever one where we beat Seth using a different spell?”

She shakes her head. “My visions were always the same—Ben going up against Seth. But there’s something about seeing events that are yet to come that I learned a long time ago: My visions don’t always contain all the information. It’s possible there’s something else that’s supposed to happen that I just don’t know about yet. It might not make sense until after everything’s over.”

“So, what exactly was the whole plan?” Felix asks. “Ben is supposed to take on Seth, but how’s he supposed to even get that far?”

Dad shifts in his seat. “That’s one of the parts Anya doesn’t see clearly. But what we were thinking is once we had the vessel spell ready, the psychics would locate Seth’s position and I would go to him to ask him to spare Krissa. I’ll promise she’ll never try to take him on if he’ll just let her leave Clearwater and live her own life. I might even ask if he can protect her from the council’s dispersal spell.”

A tremor of unease travels through the circle. West’s eyebrows pull together. “Have you been working on that for the last five years? Because it’s pretty lame.”

“I just need an excuse to get close to him,” Dad insists.

“And you really think that’ll work?” Lexie asks. “Because I’m fairly certain he’ll guess something’s fishy if you just show up out of nowhere wanting to chat.”

“Well, it doesn’t really matter that his plan’s crap now, does it?” Tucker asks. “In case you guys forgot, the key ingredient just went up in smoke. No offense to your fortune-telling abilities, Anya, but it looks like you got this one wrong. We’re not going to be able to pull off this vessel spell thing.”

“Actually…”

Bridget’s voice is small, but at once she commands the attention of the room.

“What?” I press.

She purses her lips like she regrets having spoken up. But after a beat she takes in a breath and squares her shoulders. “It might still be possible to do the spell. The reason we needed the Althea root was because of its specific energy. That’s why you need any element in a spell. The energy has to be right to bring about the effect you want. I spent a lot of time with that plant the last few days, and I could feel that energy. It was almost ready to pick before the fire and I could sense the power in it. It might be possible to figure out a different combination of herbs with the same qualities.”

Felix cocks his head. “You really think you can do that?” He’s not questioning her abilities; instead, he sounds genuinely impressed.

The corners of Bridget’s mouth twitch. “It might be possible. Emphasis on might.”

“We can work with might,” Dad says.

Anya smiles. “Maybe this is the way it was supposed to happen all along.”

“You can head back to the greenhouse now, if you want,” I offer. “And if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know. I mean, I can’t feel the energy in the herbs like you can, but if there are specific qualities you’re looking for, I can probably point you in the right direction.”

Bridget nods, standing. “Okay. I’ll get started.”

“While she’s doing that,” Griffin says, leaning forward in his dining room chair, “I say we come up with a new plan to replace the weak-ass one Ben’s thinking will get him in front of Seth.” He glances at my dad. “No offense.”

An amused expression flickers over Dad’s face. “None taken.”

“Now,” Griffin continues, “I didn’t know this Seth guy, but thanks to being bound to you psychics, I feel like I’ve got an idea about the kind of person he is. Going and asking him to do something for you isn’t going to appeal to him. He’s going to want something in return.”

When I first met Seth, when he was pretending to be my long-lost relative, he appeared very much to be the kind of person who would go out of his way to help someone, but it was all an act designed to earn my trust. Griffin’s assessment of what Seth is really like is much closer to reality. Seth keeps people around because they’re useful, and when they cease being so, he no longer needs them. I lean forward, pressing my forearms into my thighs, and nod at Griffin. “What do you have in mind?

 

***

At just before eight o’clock the next morning, Owen steers his Grand Prix into the parking lot of the riverside park. So many things have happened along the banks of this river—the spell that took Crystal and me back in time, stopping Seth from reabsorbing his energy from the quartz he’d been trapped in. Last night when we discussed a place for a meeting, this one seemed the best fit.

“I don’t like this,” Owen grumbles as he pulls into a space. The place is deserted and the sun is only now cresting the treetops, giving the area a haunting, deserted look.

“Then why’d you volunteer to come?” Griffin mutters from the back seat.

Owen doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t have to: I know the reason. He’s here because I am. He wants to be on site in case our plan goes sideways. Originally I’d wanted Fox here, too. The three of us are linked by the binding spell and despite the complications in our relationships, I’d feel stronger with him here. But when I suggested it, he turned me down flat. Griffin eagerly took his place. He’s frustrated by yesterday’s setback and I’m pretty sure he’s looking for an excuse to punch someone. Felix also volunteered, but I insisted Lexie come instead. She’s proven herself a capable witch who’s good at thinking on her feet. And while I doubt we’ll be in any danger at this morning’s meeting, it’s best to be prepared.

Nervous anticipation builds in the car as the digital clock on the dashboard counts off the minutes. Seven fifty-eight. Seven fifty-nine. At eight o’clock, Lexie huffs. “What if he didn’t get the message?”

“He did,” I insist, even though I have no proof. This weekend we weren’t able to come up with any way to find Elliot, but last night we realized we didn’t necessarily have to. He’s a psychic, which means he should be able to pick up on a message directed at him.

We hope.

By four past eight, the anticipation has given way to irritation and doubt. If Elliot doesn’t show up, we’re back to Dad’s plan for getting to Seth—and that idea isn’t without its peril. If the psychics attempt to locate Seth again, we’ll open ourselves up to the same kind of attack we experienced before. There are safeguards we can put up, but none of them would be foolproof. No, things will only work if Elliot shows up.

An aging Honda Civic idles into the parking lot and slides into a spot three down from ours. I can’t suppress the bubble of excitement that wells in me. He got the message. He’s here.

I’ve got the passenger side door open before Owen cuts the ignition. By the time I make it to the driver’s side of the car, the others have joined me and Elliot is standing on the pavement. He eyes us warily, making no move to come to the other side of his car.

“That’s a lot of backup for a girl who just wants to talk,” he calls.

“Can you blame her?” Owen responds.

I put my hand on his arm. The last thing we want is a confrontation. “I have a proposition for you to take to Seth.”

Elliot raises an eyebrow. “Take to him? Are you telling me you lifted the barrier spell around the town?”

“I know you’ve got ways to contact him,” I say, ignoring his question. “In light of recent events, I’ve reconsidered his offer to join him.”

Elliot folds his arms on the hood of his car. “Recent events?”

I have to give it to him—his tone sounds sincere. If I didn’t know better, I might have an inkling of doubt about his involvement in last night’s fire. “Look, the fact of the matter is the circle’s been talking and none of us is interested in having our abilities dispersed by the elder council.” I gauge his reaction. His expression doesn’t change, but I didn’t really expect this news to be a revelation. He probably already knows what happened in Clearwater the first time Seth was trapped. There would be no reason to think that wouldn’t be the course of action planned if Seth ever returned. “We thought we had a way to stop it, but we don’t.”

He cocks his head and I sense the thing I’ve been waiting for: the gentle caress of his psychic abilities against my consciousness. He’s trying to find out if I’m being honest with him. Anya worked with the four of us last night to help us appear to be just that. I can only hope her lessons have stuck. “If I remember correctly, last time we talked about this, you weren’t even interested in hearing what Seth had to offer you.”

I take in a breath. “And I’m still not. You said he wants me—wants us—to join him. I’m willing to agree, but I have conditions.”

Elliot snorts. “Conditions?”

“Yes,” I say, an edge to my tone. “No one in Clearwater gets hurt.”

“You’re crazy if you think Seth’s giving up Clearwater,” he says, shaking his head.

“I’m not asking him to. He wants this town, I’m fine with that. But he has to give people the option to leave. And if they don’t want to, he can’t lay a finger on them.” We talked long and hard last night about what my conditions for coming to Seth’s side should be. There was no way Elliot—or Seth—would believe me if I simply said I wanted to join up. The conditions needed to be firm and real—things that are actually important to me—even if they’re things Seth won’t readily agree to. I figure the worst case scenario is I’ll insist Elliot get a face-to-face meeting with Seth for me. Anything will work so long as it gets me in front of him.

“That might be a hard sell,” Elliot says. “I don’t think you understand how Seth feels about the ordinary. They did terrible things to him and to people he cared about in his day.”

“I understand that.” Seth told me what happened to the girl he loved—Bess Taylor, Lexie and Crystal’s distant relative. She died in a fire caused by some of the ordinary people in town. “But these people aren’t those people. He can’t punish them for things they haven’t done.” I pause, waiting for Elliot to contradict me, to defend any actions Seth might want to take, but he doesn’t. “My other condition is that we lead together.”

Elliot’s lips twitch as he processes this second request. “What makes you think—”

“Those are my conditions,” I say, cutting him off. “Does Seth want us with him or not? Because unless he has a contingency plan, come Thursday night, we won’t have our abilities anymore and neither will he. But if we’re with him, we’ll be strong enough to stop the council.”

“He wants you to join him—don’t get me wrong. But I’m not sure he’ll go for your terms.”

“So set up a meeting,” Griffin says easily. His tone is overconfident, verging on rude, but for once I don’t find it grating. Its use is calculated, meant to make Elliot uncomfortable and pressure him into action. For the first time, I’m glad he’s here with me.

“And how are you going to meet?” asks Elliot. “No one with abilities can enter or leave this town.”

I’m prepared for this—something else we discussed last night. “Set the meeting for Thursday. Jodi worked a back door into the spell and I can get out during the full moon.”

“Thursday? That’s cutting it a bit close, don’t you think?” As Elliot speaks, I sense another intrusion on my mind. I’m sure he wants to know if there’s anything I’m hiding, any deception I have planned.

“Hey, I didn’t design the spell,” I say. In my head, I work through the training Anya gave last night, again hoping it’s enough to keep Elliot from delving too deeply. In truth, there is no moon-related back door, but there is a way out—for me. It turns out when Jodi added her blood to the spell, it wasn’t because it was a necessary part; instead, the blood allows me, a close relative, to make adjustments to the barrier. A blood lock. It’s why Sasha cut me when she held me captive. According to Anya, there are different types of locks, and some can be influenced by lunar cycles—so even if Sasha told Elliot about what Jodi did, my lie is still plausible.

Elliot exhales heavily. “I’ll set it up.”

I nod. “If there are any problems, drop word at the shop. If not, we’ll assume everything’s set. All we need is a location.”

His lips quirk up in a humorless smile. “To be clear, I’m doing this because I know it’s what Seth would want. But I haven’t seen or heard from Sasha since Saturday night. Who knows what you guys did to her. I don’t trust you, so if it’s all the same, I won’t be giving you the location until the last possible minute.”

Lexie pulls her phone from her back pocket and taps a couple buttons on the screen. Elliot’s eyes go wide as it rings.

“Consider this an act of good faith,” I say as the call connects.

“Do it,” Lexie says, and I fight back a smile as her surge of pleasure at sounding like a secret agent.

Unease radiates off Elliot as we wait for news on the other end of the line. Seconds tick by before a muffled voice sounds and Lexie nods, holding the phone out to Elliot. “It’s for you.”

He circles his car cautiously and crosses the distance to Lexie. He takes the phone and brings it to his ear. “Hello?” After a beat, a female voice responds and relief washes over Elliot’s features. “Sasha. Are you okay? Where are you?”

“She’s safe and she’ll be dropped off at the diner in town,” I assure him as Lexie reaches for her phone. “My people are even giving her some money for a good breakfast.”

Owen crosses his arms over his chest. “Don’t underestimate what we’re doing here. She kidnapped and tortured two of us, attacked another, and knocked out someone else. As far as I’m concerned, we should leave her where she is. But if we’re going to do this, we have to start with trust.”

Elliot reluctantly hands the phone back to Lexie. “Fine. I’ll set up the meeting and tell you where to find Seth.” His eyes meet mine. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I say, ignoring the swell of guilt rising within me. Our act of good faith has earned me his trust. It’s too bad I plan to shatter it in a matter of days.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

With everything as it now stands and the deadline for making a move against Seth imminent, my parents have given up on their insistence I go to school. After the morning’s meeting with Elliot, my house becomes a refuge for anyone who needs a place to lie low until the school day ends.

Bridget has been in the greenhouse all morning and when I make it home, I go straight there to see if I can be of any assistance. Felix and Lexie follow me.

Bridget’s appearance startles me so much I pause in the doorway, causing Felix and Lexie to bump into me. For the first time since I’ve known her, Bridget doesn’t look like she stepped out of an ad for designer clothes: She wears a simple tee-shirt and jeans and her hair is pulled back into a hasty pony tail. If she has on any makeup at all, it’s minimal enough to be unnoticeable.  She glances up only long enough to nod a hello before turning her attention back to the plant in front of her.

Lexie gives me a gentle shove and I continue into the greenhouse. Instead of the gentle tranquility I usually associate with the room, today the energy within borders on frantic. Bridget is clearly stressed, and I can’t blame her. She may have a talent for sensing the attributes of herbs, but that doesn’t mean she’ll be successful in finding the right blend to replicate the Althea root. And at this point, she is the backup plan. If she can’t figure this out, it won’t matter that we know where Seth is, we won’t be able to do the spell that will allow us to defeat him.

“Can I help you with anything?” I ask. “Maybe I could try to narrow your search.”

She presses her lips together. “I’m not sure. I’m looking for certain… vibrations, I guess you’d call them. Not really something I can put into words.” She glances at Felix. “Would you mind if I borrowed some of your psychic-ness to try to make her feel what I need?”

He shrugs. “Go ahead, use me. It’s what you girls always do.” He raises an eyebrow at Lexie and offers a half smile. She rolls her eyes, but the corners of her mouth twitch.

Bridget reaches her hands out and I take them, following suit when she closes her eyes. At first the impressions she sends me are vague and unfocused, but they soon clarify. I understand what she means by vibrations: The different energies she’s searching for blend together much like a musical chord. Each quality contributes a different part to the whole.

When she releases my hands, her expression is sheepish. “Did that help?”

I nod. “I think so. I guess we’re about to find out.”

I’m not sure the best way to go about helping, so I begin by passing my hands over different plants, attempting to glean their vibrational energies. But just like when I held the Althea root the day Anya passed it around, I don’t really sense anything. After several minutes of fruitless searching, I join Felix and Lexie who have set up two metal folding chairs in a corner and are murmuring back and forth to each other.

“How’s it going?” asks Felix.

I shake my head. “If I could put a name to the different characteristics she’s looking for, I might be able to come up with some options. But I can’t feel the plants the way she does.” I study the two of them. In my reality, Bria once hinted that the two of them had unspoken feelings for each other, but this is the first time I’ve seen them interact with each other in this timeline. “What are you guys talking about?”

They exchange guilty glances. After a beat, Felix sighs. “Speculating what happens if we can’t do the vessel spell.”

I can’t help glancing at Bridget, who plucks leaves off two different plants and rubs them together. “We can’t think like that.”

“Well, I can’t not think like that,” Lexie mutters. “The way I see it, best case scenario is I lose my abilities—part of who I am. Worst case? I lose my home—my town—to some resurrected madman and I don’t have my abilities.”

I’d be lying if I said these same thoughts haven’t been running through my head, but I refuse to indulge them. “Anya’s had visions about us enacting this spell. I have to believe that means we’ll find a way to do it. Bridget’s got a special understanding of herbs. She’ll be able to figure this out.”

“It’s too bad we don’t have a recipe book,” Felix says.

I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t follow. We already know what things go into the spell. Unless you want to make a cake?”

He shakes his head. “Just stay with me for a minute. My mom’s got this one cookbook that has a list in the back of ingredient alternatives. Like, you’re in the middle of making a cake and you realize you’re out of eggs—this list gives you something you can use instead and get the same result. I was just thinking this’d be so much easier if we had a list like that.”

I press my lips together. “We might.” While I haven’t read through all of the pages in the Barnette grimoire, I know I’ve seen at least one spell with alternate elements listed. Maybe we can find an alternative to Althea root somewhere. “I have something to show you guys up in my room.”

An air of curiosity travels with us upstairs. The old book is still in my desk drawer and I take it to the bed, motioning for Felix and Lexie to sit down with me.

Lexie’s blue eyes go wide as she surveys the tome. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes. And before you think I’ve been holding out on you, know I just found it in the greenhouse the other day.” Actually, I have no idea if my alternate self knew about this grimoire, but it hardly matters at the moment.

Felix squints. “I’m guessing this is some kind of witch thing.”

“It’s a spell book,” Lexie explains quickly. “Wow. I wonder what kinds of things are in there.” She feathers her fingers lightly over the leather.

I cover her hand. “I promise I’ll give you ample time to explore it after we solve our current problem.”

The dreamy expression on her face dissipates and she gives a sharp nod. “Alternatives to the Althea. Right.”

“I figure you’ve got more experience with grimoires than I do. I don’t know if there’s some kind of organization to it I’m not seeing or what.” I push the book toward her. “Felix, maybe you can help me put a name to the vibrations Bridget shared. If I know what the qualities are called, I might be able to figure out possible herbs for her to check.”

Felix holds his hands out, palms up, as Lexie spins the book and opens the cover. I cover Felix’s hands with mine and close my eyes.

Once we link our energies, I share the impressions Bridget passed along to me. The two of us sort through them one by one, comparing them to memories of experiences and emotions to check for anything that resonates. 

I’m not sure how much time passes before Lexie speaks, but when she does, I’m fairly confident Felix and I have managed to put names to Bridget’s vibrations. We haven’t gotten through everything, but it’s enough to get started with.

“So far, I’ve got nothing,” Lexie says, rubbing her eyes. “I’ve skimmed through most of this and the only entries I’ve seen about Althea are when they’re included in spells—nothing about alternatives. And then there’s this entry that mentions something about when Thatcher Harrison and his wife left town. Whoever wrote it gave them a gift of Althea root to take with them. But, like I said, not exactly helpful.”

“Thatcher,” I murmur. That’s the name Crystal called Tucker the other day. I slide the book away from Lexie and flip through the pages following the entry. There aren’t many more before Jodi’s handwriting begins.

“What is it?” Felix asks.

I shake my head. “Nothing, I’m sure. It’s just… I heard that name recently is all.” A thought starts to form in the back of my mind, but it’s too nebulous to grasp yet. I stand and cross to my desk to grab a pencil and notebook. “I’m going to head down and give Bridget some herb options to consider. While I’m gone, Felix, do you think you could try to identify the other vibrations with Lexie?”

He shrugs, glancing at her. “If she’s up for it.”

Lexie squares her shoulders, a smile playing about the corners of her mouth. “Is that a challenge?”

I don’t stick around for the rest of their conversation, but as I descend the stairs, it’s not lost on me that the energy between them is distinctly flirty.

Maybe there’s not so much difference between the Lexie from my reality and this one after all.

In the greenhouse, I make a list for Bridget which she immediately takes to assess. She crosses off a few straightaway and has to ask about a few others. She blushes when she admits she never paid much attention to the names of herbs before now. I show her the ones that are growing in the greenhouse, but there are a few Jodi doesn’t have here.

“I could run and pick some up from the shop. I’m pretty sure we’ve got the rest there,” I offer.

Bridget nods. “That would be good. I’ll work through what I’ve got here until you get back.”

Mom is in the kitchen when I pass. After finally being let in on all the details of what’s happening, I think she needed a day off work to process. She pulls a head of lettuce and an onion from the refrigerator and puts them on the counter beside a tray already loaded with deli meat. It must be around lunchtime.

“Hey, can I borrow the car?” I ask, leaning against the doorjamb. 

She glances at me, her eyebrows drawn together. “For what?”

“I’ve got to run to the shop to pick up some things for Bridget.”

She presses her lips together. “Okay. But take some of your friends with you.”

I roll my eyes. “Let me guess: One of Dad’s stipulations.”

She shakes her head. “No. Mine.” She offers a forced smile. “Come on, humor me.”

My poor mom. I can’t imagine how difficult all of this is for her to process. I nod. “Sure, Mom. I’ll take someone.”

“Okay.” Her smile this time is more natural. “And when you get back, lunch will be all set.”

I step back into the hall and almost bump into someone. Tucker steadies my shoulders with his hands, and for the first time his touch doesn’t make me flinch.

“Sorry,” he says quickly. “I just wanted to see about getting something to drink.”

“No worries. My mom’ll help you.” I slide past him and head down the hall, but before I make it two steps, I turn back. “Hey, Tucker?”

He raises an eyebrow.

“You’re not related to anyone with the last name Harrison, are you?”

His brow furrows and I’m sure he’s going to tell me I’m crazy, so I’m surprised when he responds. “My mom’s mom was a Harrison. How’d you know?”

I shake my head. “It’s nothing. Just… Nothing.”

He squints. “Well, okay then.”

As I turn and head toward the living room to find someone to come with me to the shop, a swell of guilt rises. I do my best to shake off the feeling. I don’t really know anything. It could just be a coincidence. Maybe Crystal had come across Thatcher’s name in her family’s grimoire. She knows quite a bit about the town’s history, so maybe she had Tucker and Thatcher connected in her head. In fact, I’m sure that’s what happened.

What other explanation could there be?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

It’s late Wednesday evening when Bridget announces she may have a new version of the spell worked out. She hasn’t left my house since yesterday. I think she caught a few hours of sleep on the couch in my room last night, but I can’t be sure. She’s been working like a woman possessed, like the fate of the world is in her hands.

In a way, I suppose it is.

The eleven of us, plus Anya, crowd in the greenhouse. We’ve moved all the tables against the walls, but there’s still not much room for us.

“So, are you pretty sure this is gonna work?” Lexie asks as we gather in a circle around the metal bowl Bridget has set in the center of the room.

Bridget sighs, passing her hand over the bowl. “No. But this combination of herbs seems to have the same energy as the Althea root.”

“And what if you’re wrong?” Bria asks tentatively.

“Let’s hope I’m not.”

We organize ourselves in the order Anya tells us—each of us beside the person to whom we’re linked. My skin tingles as Fox and Owen take their places on my left and right. Fox’s behavior toward me is still polite but distant. Although I know he hasn’t been in school the last two days, he hasn’t been over here either. Things still aren’t okay between us. And then there’s Owen. He has been at the house, volunteered to go to the shop with me yesterday. He’s been the same pleasant friend I remember from my reality.

Almost.

He’s doing his best to hide it—and if we weren’t linked, it’s possible he’d be doing it successfully. But every now and then, I sense from him an edge of disappointment. Maybe I should take some time to talk with him about the prospect of us, but I just can’t right now. I’m too focused on too many other things—things bigger than the two of us. I can’t help feeling it would be selfish to spend even a few minutes thinking about anything but getting the vessel spell to work, especially now that we have less than a day before the elder council will try—and fail, according to Anya—to rid the world once more of Seth and disperse our abilities into nature.

Felix raises an eyebrow at me. I’m not sure if my agitation is clear on my face or if he’s reading me. I allow the tension to drain from my shoulders as I press a thought in his direction: I’m okay.

He doesn’t look convinced but turns his attention to Bridget, who places a plain ring adorned with a single ruby into the bowl—a talisman Dad will carry to activate the spell when the time comes. “The elements are charged. Anya’s taken me through the spell, so I’ll lead.”

Nods of ascent travel around the circle and Bridget closes her eyes. When she connects with my energy, it’s seamless. We really have gotten better at joining together, at trusting each other. Although I’m fairly certain this is the first time Bridget has led a spell—especially one so important—there’s barely a flicker of hesitation from the circle about allowing her to guide our energy.

Almost everyone else closes their eyes, too, but I keep mine open. I want to watch.

Bridget begins murmuring the incantation under her breath. There’s no need for the rest of us to copy—she speaks for us all. Magic surges forward, through me, passing through the link to Bridget. I strengthen the connection between Owen and me, keeping track of how much of his psychic energy is being accessed, making sure it’s not too much.

Flames leap up from the bowl, rising several feet in the air before dropping, leaving behind a potent, earthy smoke and a pale blue shimmer emanating from the bowl.

It’s working. It has to be. If it’s not, then why is the talisman glowing?

We’re actually going to do this.

Excitement mingles with dread in the pit of my stomach. This fight we’ve been talking about, planning for, it’s finally beginning. According to Anya, we’ll be successful—but what if she’s wrong? What if she’s only seen part of the story?

I press those thoughts from my mind. We have to succeed. If we don’t, who knows what will become of Clearwater and the people who live here.

The magic surging through me rises. I check to make sure Owen’s still okay. His psychic abilities are ebbing, but not in a dangerous way. I’d redirect some of the magic toward him, but I sense the spell is nearly complete.

Bridget raises her hands above her head, releasing the last swell of magic toward the talisman. Moments later, her hold on the rest of us ceases. Beside me Owen is pale, but otherwise he looks strong. The same is the case for the other psychics.

“Did it work?” Griffin asks. He takes a step toward the center of the circle but doesn’t move further, waiting instead for Bridget to approach the talisman.

She reaches into the bowl and pulls out the ring. She closes her eyes as it rests in her palm. After a beat, she sets it back in the bowl. “Dammit.”

“No.” I rush forward, picking up the stone for myself. “It didn’t work?”

She shakes her head. “It was close. Can you feel it? It’s getting weaker with every second. I got something wrong. It’s not holding the spell.”

Griffin throws up his hands. “Well, fabulous. What’s next?” He stalks toward Anya. “Are you trying to tell me that in all the years you’ve been planning this takedown, you never came up with plan B?” Without waiting for a response, he spins on his heel, addressing the rest of us. “Why do we even need this spell? We’re the ones who have the power. Why don’t we just use it. We can just pick one of us to funnel all our powers to, and that person can take on Seth. Seems easy to me.”

“Except it’s not that easy.” Dad stands in the greenhouse doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “I’ve already told you—it’s too dangerous to just trust that you’ll all give someone unlimited access to your abilities. Too big a risk someone won’t give up total control. Holding back anything—even to protect yourself—could mean the difference between success and failure. Not to mention the danger it puts the psychics in. The vessel spell protects them because it can’t drain more than what they have to offer. And then there’s the power itself. If you think you’ve wielded true power before, you’re wrong. You have no idea what it’ll be like to have the abilities of eleven people inside you.”

Griffin sneers. “Then let Krissa do it.” He makes it sound like it’s the least appealing idea in the world. “Haven’t we already established she’s used all of our energy before during her first Seth face-off?”

“Except it wasn’t,” Dad says. “All the witches’ magic, sure, since you were all unconscious. But all she got was a boost from the psychics since they were awake. And even that took quite a bit out of them.” He strides into the room until he’s mere feet in front of Griffin, his face hard. “I have been training for this for five years. I’ve been learning how to deal with an influx of powers like this. Like it or not, I’m the only one equipped to harness the full abilities of your circle. So, no, there is no plan B.” He turns to Bridget, his expression softening. “You said the spell was close. Can you fix it?”

To my surprise, Bridget nods. “I can sense exactly what went wrong. I was off on the amounts. We just need a bit more of one of the herbs and it should do it.”

“That’s great,” Fox says. “Mix it up. We’ll do the spell again and—”

“It’s not that easy.” Bridget stands, wiping her palms on her jeans. “I can mix up the elements right now, sure—we’ve got them. But everything needs to charge at least overnight. We can’t do the spell again until tomorrow at the earliest.”

Owen edges forward. “But tomorrow’s the full moon. The elder council—”

“You think I don’t know that? Look, I’m open to suggestions, but I’m telling you what I know about this spell. There’s no way we’ll be ready to do it again before tomorrow.”

“And what happens if it doesn’t work tomorrow?” Felix’s tone is gentle, not accusatory.

Bridget doesn’t answer. She doesn’t have to. If the spell doesn’t work tomorrow, it’ll be too late—the elder council will unbind our circle and disperse our abilities back into nature. We won’t have another chance to try this. And, again, if Anya’s right, the council won’t succeed in defeating Seth. Where will that leave us?

“Maybe we can get the council to delay the spell,” West suggests. “Griffin, aren’t your grandma and your dad on the council? Maybe they’ll listen to you. If you can convince even one of them—”

Griffin shakes his head. “You don’t understand. Whatever spell turned them into the elder council changed them. I mean, in a lot of ways they’re the same, but when it’s anything about magic or Seth, it’s like they’re brainwashed. It’s their plan and only their plan.”

“We still have to try,” I insist. “If we can make them push back the unbinding just one more month—”

“I have to agree with Griffin,” Fox says, his voice low. “I’ve talked with Dana a little—asked her if they have a backup plan in case something goes wrong. She totally dismissed it, like it wasn’t even a possibility. I think as far as the council’s concerned, they can’t fail. And I doubt they’ll even begin to entertain the idea of waiting another month.”

I close my eyes, taking in a breath. “I guess we’ll just have to hope the spell works tomorrow.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

“I am going to lose my mind if I have to stay cooped up in here much longer,” I announce late Thursday morning as I flop down on the red chaise lounge in the sitting room. I’ve spent the last hour trying—and failing—to lose myself in the movie West brought over to watch, but my mind keeps wandering to the greenhouse where Bridget is keeping vigil over the newest incarnation of the vessel spell. I spent some time in there with her earlier, but she complained I was breathing too loud and moving too much.

Felix and Lexie look up from their spots on the overstuffed couch. Lexie has her tablet on her lap and the two of them had their eyes on the screen, but I don’t bother asking what they were doing. I doubt it would distract me anyway.

“Why don’t you take off?” Felix asks. “Your dad doesn’t have you shackled here, does he?”

“No,” I admit. Just leaving is the obvious answer, of course, but it’s easier said than done. Where would I go? I can’t very well just wander aimlessly around town. Besides, if I go alone, it’s likely I’ll just end up taking my concerns along with me. “You guys wanna go somewhere?”

“No can do,” Lexie says. “My mom works downtown, and she’s constantly popping in and out of places. Too big a risk she’d see me and lose it because I’m not at school.”

I flash a grin at Felix. “How about you?”

He nods toward Lexie. “Solidarity.”

I stick out my tongue. “Neither of you are helping.”

“I’ll head out if you want some company.” Owen is leaning against the doorjamb between the sitting room and the hall.

“Sure.” I spring off the chaise lounge and cross to him. I know things between us aren’t the way he wants them, but they’re the way I need them to be right now. I need my friend Owen right now, and I appreciate that’s who he’s trying to be.

I poke my head in to the dining room on my way to the front door to tell my mom and dad I’m going out. Dad agrees to let me go only when I assure him I won’t be alone and that Owen and I will be back in plenty of time for the vessel spell.

When we get into the car, Owen flips on the radio and pulls away from the curb. I don’t ask where we’re going. It doesn’t really matter, so long as it takes my mind off the full moon and Seth and the council. Otherwise I’m not sure how I’m going to make it through the afternoon.

I recognize our destination as soon as Owen pulls into the parking lot. It’s the diner two blocks from Jodi’s shop, the same one he and I once met at to discuss a vision he’d had before he knew he was psychic.

The sign by the door invites us to seat ourselves and Owen leads the way to a booth in the corner. I take the far side and survey the patrons. A family of four sits in a booth along the far wall. The daughter, with her tightly-wound auburn curls, can’t be older than three, and the baby is still in a car seat. The parents alternately chat with one another and play with the girl or reach out to stroke the baby’s face. An older man in a camouflage baseball cap sits two booths from them, reading a newspaper while sipping from his coffee mug. In the middle of the restaurant, a group of women in their sixties have pushed together three square tables to accommodate their number. Between bites of their meals, they talk and laugh.

What will happen to these people if the spell doesn’t work tonight? The barrier around the town will keep its inhabitants safe from Seth in the short term, but how long will it take before he finds a way through? If the council manages to wipe my memories of magic, how hard will it be for Seth to get a hold of a sample of my blood? With that, he can grant himself access to Clearwater. Or, there’s always the alternative: tracking down and killing the spell’s casters. And once he’s here, what will his next steps be? Will he be kind, using his psychic abilities to persuade everyone to move away? Or will he continue exacting revenge on the descendants of those he perceive wronged him in his day?

I shake my head in an attempt to dispel the thoughts. It won’t do any good to dwell on what ifs.

“It’s crazy to think how different things’ll be tomorrow,” Owen says. “One way or another.”

I offer a humorless smile. “Really? What happens tomorrow?” I ask sarcastically.

Owen sighs. “I know—it’s the last thing you want to talk about.”

Our waitress bustles over. She’s of a stocky build with thin dark hair pulled back into a bun. Her smile is broad and genuine when she greets us and asks us what we’d like to drink. After we place our beverage orders, I stare blankly at the menu before me. I should eat, chat with Owen about something lighthearted and silly, but now that I’m out of the house, I realize the house wasn’t the problem: My mind is still too full of worry about Seth.

I catch a glimpse of our waitress coming back with our drinks and pick the first thing off the menu that looks remotely appealing. When she leaves again to put our food orders in, Owen is watching me intently.

Heat rises in my cheeks. “What?”

“Just thinking how different being out like this would feel if this were happening tomorrow. You know, after he’s gone.” He offers a brief half smile. 

I cling to his optimism. I want to believe that this time tomorrow things will be somewhat back to normal, that we won’t have a threat against us and the town looming over our heads. “Let’s plan to be here again tomorrow to find out.”

He quirks an eyebrow. “It’s a date.”

While I’m sure he meant it as a harmless statement, there’s a slight rise in his voice that gives him away. Although I’m not trying to read him, something in the wall he keeps around his thoughts and emotions cracks. When he left my house the night of our first kiss, I promised I wouldn’t change my mind about him, about us. But so much else has changed, so many things neither of us could have anticipated that night. Will it really be so simple to just pick up where we left off? Can anything really be that easy?

I reach across the table, laying my hand, palm up, in the center. Relief washes over Owen’s features as he places his hand on mine.

I sense a tremor through the link forged by the binding spell. For a split second, I assume it’s coming from Owen—but then the door to the diner opens.

Fox.

I haven’t seen him since last night when he left the house after the spell failed. My fingers twitch against Owen’s, but I don’t pull away. Although he doesn’t turn, Owen stiffens when he senses Fox’s presence. His jaw tightens but he says nothing.

Fox’s gaze sweeps around the dining room, but he’s not looking for us. His eyes go to the door, to the person entering.

Dana Crawford straightens her hair as she walks through the door. She crosses quickly to Fox’s side and points at a table just past the group of older women. When they sit, it’s not across from each other but on adjacent sides. Dana shrugs out of her coat before reaching over and helping Fox out of his.

Owen pulls his hand from mine, leaving my skin cold in its absence. “I don’t get you,” he murmurs.

I tear my eyes from the scene unfolding before me just as Fox, seemingly oblivious to our presence, reaches forward to tuck a lock of hair behind Dana’s ear. “What do you mean?”

He huffs. “You know exactly what I mean. Why do you care that Fox is here with Dana?”

I cross my arms over my chest, not liking the accusation in his voice. “You should care, too. She’s part of the elder council. What if she’s trying to get information out of him? The council knows we have a plan, and clearly today is the last day we could act on it.”

Shaking his head, Owen snorts. “It doesn’t take a binding spell to know that’s not what’s bothering you. I know things were crazy when you first got plopped in this reality. I’ve tried to be understanding and let you sort things out, but the fact of the matter is Fox was never your boyfriend. He was hers. And now he knows you’re not her, so there’s no reason to concern yourself with hurting him. He’s moved on—clearly.”

Dana’s laugh tinkles through the diner and I fight to keep my eyes trained on Owen. Is he right? Are Fox and Dana together now? Maybe it makes sense. After all, Dana is the one who told Fox the truth about me. That probably earned his trust. And it can only be a good thing that he isn’t holding out hope that I’ll spontaneously return to being the girl he loved.

I take in a breath and release it slowly before extending my hand across the table again. “It’s good he’s moving on. Despite whether you think I should or not, I do care about him—as a friend.” I smile, studying Owen’s face. “Which is different than the way I care about you.”

The tension drains from his features and he reaches for my hand. “That’s good to hear.”

Our waitress returns then with our meals. It gets tricky eating with one hand, but somehow, Owen and I both manage.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

“Pacing isn’t going to help,” Bria grumbles as I make my way back across the hallway from the dining room.

I don’t pause until I reach the couch she’s seated on. “Maybe not. But it makes me feel better—like I’m actually doing something.”

“Well, it’s making me crazy, so stop.”

Owen pats the empty spot beside him on the other couch and I collapse into it. When he threads his fingers through mine, Bria’s eyebrow quirks up, but I ignore it.

Bridget said the elements would be ready for us to cast the vessel spell at six o’clock. It’s now quarter to seven. I’m not the only one who’s feeling anxious: The energy throughout the whole house is laden with it. Dad and Anya are in the greenhouse with Bridget, barring anyone else from entering until everything is ready. In addition to Bria, Owen, and me, Lexie and Felix are also in the living room. Tucker sits at the dining room table, systematically devouring the chocolate chip cookies my mom baked this afternoon. If he continues at this rate, he’ll have them all gone within half an hour, but that would probably suit my mom just fine: She’s a stress baker. She’s in the kitchen now, probably working on a cake or pie. Griffin, West, Crystal, and Fox are in the sitting room.

“If things aren’t ready soon, it won’t matter if the spell works or not because the council will disperse our abilities before we get a chance to cast it,” I say. We all assume the council won’t begin its work until the moon is at its apex, but there’s no way of knowing for sure.

Owen squeezes my hand. “It’s going to be fine. You’ll see.”

I offer a weak smile. As much as I want to believe him, I can’t help expecting the worst. That’s why I took some time to myself when we got back from the diner. I pulled out the journal my alternate self kept and wrote an entry I hope I’ll never have to read. I did my best to explain everything about psychics and witches, about my connection to Owen and my friendship with Felix, and about why I might not remember any of these things. I put it in the center of my desk and even put a sticky note on top to remind myself to read the entry.

But if the council really does remove our memories of our abilities, will a crazy-sounding journal entry really make a difference?

I sit until I can take it no longer, but no sooner do I take to my feet to pace some more than Dad’s voice floats down the hall. “It’s time.”

The others spring up quickly. Wordlessly, we start for the greenhouse. Owen walks a half step behind me, his touch feather-light on the small of my back. When we pass the sitting room, Fox barely glances at us as he waits with the others to fall in line behind our group. His non-reaction is actually a positive thing: At the very least, he doesn’t seem hurt. Still, I can’t quite suppress a wave of something like disappointment that he doesn’t appear to care.

When we file into the greenhouse, we take up the same spots we were in last night. As Bridget joins us and links her energy with ours, I cross my fingers that this time the spell will be successful. I tamp down any lingering doubts and fill my mind with positivity. This will work. It has to.

Bridget takes up the chant to begin the spell. The energy surging through the circle is similar to last night, but there’s an edge to it that wasn’t present before. Something’s different tonight, and I choose to believe it’s because this time everything will work.

Flames shoot out of the bowl, just like last night, and leave behind a pungent smoke. But unless I’m imagining things, the blue color emanating from the ring is brighter, richer this time.

When she’s done with the incantation, Bridget loses no time crossing to the center of the circle to retrieve the talisman. Her fingers curl around it and for several seconds, her face is blank, unreadable. Then, slowly, a smile breaks as she scans the circle.

“It worked.”

These are the words we’ve all been waiting for. Without needing to discuss anything, we all spring into action. Everyone heads toward the front door, picking up their coats before heading outside to the twelve-passenger van Anya convinced a local church to let us borrow.

When I get to the kitchen, I veer in. My mom is in full-on baking mode, complete with apron and a smear of flour on her cheek. Her face tightens when she sees me and she blinks rapidly.

I hitch a smile on my face that exudes more confidence than I feel. “Making a victory cake?”

Her mouth twitches. “Oh, honey, I hope so.”

I dart forward and hug her tight. “We’ll be fine, Mom. You’ll see. This is why Dad’s been gone—it’s all been leading up to this moment.” I say these things as much to reassure her as myself. I want her to believe them because if she does, I will.

She kisses my forehead. “Then while you’re gone I’ll work on that cake. And I’ll look forward to the day when my biggest concerns for you are curfew and wardrobe choices.”

I take a step away, and this time my smile is genuine. “Deal.”

When I turn to make my way to the front door, I’m surprised to see my dad standing by the refrigerator. As I step toward the dining room, my parents meet in the middle of the kitchen, and in an instant are wrapped in each other’s arms. I feel weird watching, but I can’t look away. Since Dad’s first night here, I haven’t seen them embrace like this. There have been too many distractions—not least of which is Anya. But in this moment I sense that Mom is willing to look past their years apart and, if not pick up where they left off, at least try to start again.

Before they separate, Dad leans in and presses a tender kiss to her lips. Joy and sadness mingle as the two part and when Dad’s eyes land on me, they’re bright with unshed tears.

By the time we make it to the van, everyone is already seated. I take the spot up front next to Dad and he puts the engine in gear and starts for the town line.

The drive passes in tense silence. After all the waiting, the time is finally here. Suddenly I feel entirely unprepared, but I suppose my part is the easiest. Dad is the one who has the hardest job of the night: He’s the one who will actually take on Seth.

When Dad pulls to a stop at the town line, he glances at me. “Ready?”

I nod. What else am I supposed to do? Still, he waits for me to open the door and get out before he makes a move. The rest of the circle spills out the sliding door after me.

“The spell seems simple enough, based on the instructions Jodi left,” Dad says as we approach the barrier. “Do you need me to walk you through it again?”

“No.” He’s nervous, I can tell. And he has reason to be. Once we cross this line, there’s no turning back. We’re going to see this plan through to the end. And he’s the one with the most dangerous part. Not for the first time, I wish it could be me. Dad says he’s been learning to use magic and psychic abilities for the last five years, but he’s never experienced anything like the combined power of the circle. What if he can’t handle it?

Dad nods once. “You should get started.”

“Griffin, have you got the knife?” My stomach dips at the word. In my mind, of course, I’ve realized that by the very nature of a blood lock, blood will be an element of the spell that will take us across the town line. But as Griffin steps toward me, I find myself wishing there was any other way to do this.

After touching each of his pants- and jacket pockets twice, Griffin frowns. “Um.”

“Are you serious?” West snaps. “You had one job, Griffin.”

Griffin gives him the finger and pulls the device from his front pocket. “Relax. Just trying to lighten the mood.” He offers a half smile as he flips open the blade and hands the knife to me.

Taking it from him, I turn toward the barrier. I’m not sure that it’s strictly necessary, but it feels right. “I freely give this blood and allow these people to pass.” I feel more than a little silly addressing what appears to be thin air, but I want to make my intention as clear as possible. Gritting my teeth, I press the blade into the flesh of my palm and drag it. My breath catches as the cool metal slices through my skin.

I turn back to the circle, holding up my fist. A fat drop of crimson blood clings to my hand. “Okay, guys. Let’s get this done. I don’t want to bleed any more than I have to.”

Felix is the first to step forward. He locks his eyes on mine as he holds his open palm beneath the drop about to fall. “This isn’t gross at all.” His lip curls as it falls onto his skin. We both gasp as it disappears, like a raindrop soaked up by parched earth. “Is that it?”

I glance at my dad for verification and when he nods, so do I. “All right, then. Next.”

One by one, each member comes to me to receive a sample of my blood. The only one who puts up any resistance is Lexie.

“I don’t know if I’ve ever told you guys this,” she says as Bria and Felix press her toward me, “but I have this thing with blood. It makes me kind of… vomit.”

“Close your eyes,” Bria grumbles. “It’ll be over before you know it.”

Lexie closes her eyes but cringes as Bria forces her hand out toward me. It takes Bria and Felix’s combined effort to unfurl her fingers. As she flails, two drops of blood fall to the ground.

“Lexie, come on. This could be over already.” Although my hand doesn’t hurt anymore, I’m looking forward to the moment Bria can heal the wound.

When the next drop falls, it lands on Lexie’s upturned palm. She lets out a little squeak as it dissolves into her hand. “Is it over?”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, now let’s get going. The elder council could be starting their spell to unbind us right now, for all we know.”

“That was so traumatic,” Lexie mutters as we all head back to the van.

“Let’s all hope that’s the most traumatic thing that happens tonight,” Dad says as he climbs behind the wheel.

I can’t help silently seconding his sentiment as the van crosses over the town line. I try to take comfort in the fact that Anya has seen visions of what’s about to happen. She must be confident that Dad will be strong enough to beat Seth, because otherwise, what have the last five years been worth? Still, even Anya admits that her visions don’t always reveal everything. What if she’s wrong about this?

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

The van eases toward a boxy building that looms like a sleeping dragon on the horizon. Even in the darkness, I can tell it’s seen better days—graffiti adorns much of the brick front and many of the glass panes are broken. The only hint that it’s not abandoned comes in the form of light winking out from behind tarps tacked up in the windows.

“This is the guy’s bat-cave?” West asks, sounding somewhat disappointed. “So not what I was expecting.”

“See that river behind the warehouse?” Dad asks. “It’s the same one that runs through town. Probably why he chose this place—for the connection to Clearwater.”

I watch him, waiting for the order to go ahead, but it doesn’t come. “You ready, Dad?”

He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “For my part, yes. But in all the time I spent planning this, I never imagined you’d be here. I left for five years to keep you safe, not to have you in the middle of this.”

I return pressure in his fingers. “Oh, Dad. I don’t know if there’s a force on earth that could keep me out of the middle of this.”

He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it. “You should go.”

Before I open the door, I turn to Lexie. “Do the glamor.”

“Of course,” she says from her spot on the bench seat behind me. She slashes her arm downward and my father disappears behind a wall of shimmering air. Somehow, him being invisible makes it easier for me to step out of the van.

Once we’re all out, I walk with purpose toward the front door of the factory. Two men in their early thirties perk up as we approach. “I’m here to see Seth,” I say, proud that there’s no tremor in my voice.

The two exchange glances before the one on the left grumbles, “You’re late.”

Griffin edges to the front of the group. “Didn’t realize we were punching a clock. Now, you gonna let us in or not?”

The man on the right opens the door, allowing us to pass. “He’s ready for you.”

Although his words chill me, I suppress a shiver. Coming here under the pretense of wanting to join Seth is a calculated risk, but a risk nonetheless. What if he decided the conditions I gave were too unacceptable and plans to simply take our energy from us? The binding spell provides protection against that, sure, but if Seth is siphoning power from his followers or exploiting the full moon for more energy, there’s no reason he couldn’t break it and help himself to our abilities.

This suddenly seems like a horrible idea.

Owen grabs my hand and presses a thought into my mind. Better put up your defenses now. We want Seth to believe you’re sincere.

Translucent sheets of plastic hung several yards from the door we entered form a kind of antechamber separating us from the main part of the building. When I hesitate, Griffin pushes past me and separates two sheets, revealing the area beyond.

The space is open and empty, dominated by large support pillars set at intervals. The low-hanging lights overhead cast a yellow glow on our surroundings.

And then, there he is. Seth looks almost the same as he did last time I saw him, except he’s let his hair grow out. There’s no way he didn’t employ magic—it’s much longer than it could be otherwise, brushing against his shoulders. As hard as it is to see him and not recall our last interaction, somewhere in the back of my mind, I also remember him as the friend, the distant relative who worked at Jodi’s shop and wanted to help me. I focus on these thoughts, just in case one of the dozen or so Devoted around the room is scanning my intentions.

Seth grins broadly, opening his arms wide as if to embrace us all. “Welcome. I’m glad you’ve come.”

I swallow. “I assume Elliot filled you in on why we’re here.”

His eyes go skyward for an instant. “Full moon’s tonight. Should give the elder council more than enough of a boost to break your binding spell.”

I nod. “And you should also know that they have the same plan as the council from your day—to rid Clearwater of all abilities. They think they’re too dangerous.”

“And you don’t?”

I glance at Griffin, who’s still beside me. “I know we don’t want to be without our abilities. We were hoping you could help us with that.”

“Of course. Come, sit. We have much to discuss.”

With a flick of his wrists, a long table accompanied by high-backed wooden chairs appears before him. He sits at the chair at the head of the table, nodding for us to join him.

I take in a breath, trying not to allow in a wave of panic that threatens. A conjuring spell like that isn’t an easy task. He’s much stronger than last time we met. I can only hope that the combined power of the circle is stronger.

Slowly, the eleven of us take seats around the table.

“Elliot told me about your… conditions.” A smile plays about the corners of Seth’s mouth as he says the last word. “Tell me, what makes you think you’re in any position to make demands?”

I’ve prepared for this question. “We want to keep our abilities, sure, but we’re not like you. We still have attachments—people we love who don’t have abilities. We want to make sure they’re safe.”

He raises a shrewd eyebrow. “And as for you wanting to lead alongside me?”

I fix my haughtiest look on my face. I’m ready for this question, too. “That’s my birthright. I’m a psychic witch from the Whitaker and Barnette lines, just like you. The strongest in generations, just like you. And, let’s face it, I know more about the world today than you do. I can be an asset.”

His brow furrows as he scrutinizes me. I square my shoulders and hold his gaze, refusing to show weakness. After what feels like minutes, a smile breaks across his face, revealing the friendly gap between his front teeth. “You sound… well-practiced. It’s too bad I don’t believe you.”

My jaw drops. This isn’t what we expected at all. I’ve been going through the mental exercises Anya taught me to keep the truth concealed from him, and I haven’t sensed him breaking down my defenses. I’m still formulating a response when Crystal stands. I’m too surprised by her sudden motion to come up with anything to say.

Seth, too, stands and crosses to Crystal. “Soon, everything we hoped for will be realized.”

A wave of confusion washes through the circle.

“Her father is somewhere nearby,” Crystal says, her voice lower than usual. “Check the second floor. He planned to be somewhere out of the way.”

“Crystal,” Lexie hisses. “What are you doing?”

“It’s not her,” Tucker murmurs. “Can’t you guys feel it? She’s not Crystal anymore.”

“He plans to trap you again with a stone he carries,” Crystal continues.

Seth smiles. “He’ll not succeed.” He lifts his chin and a half dozen men and women take off, presumably to search for my father. As soon as they’re gone, Seth’s hands cup the sides of Crystal’s face and in an instant, the two are kissing like lovers reunited.

Which, I realize by degrees, they are.

“Bess.” I murmur. Seth told me once of the girl he loved, who died. Bess. Last time Seth and I were together, he mentioned that Crystal looked a lot like her distant relative. He talked about being reunited with her, but it’s not until this moment that I understand what he intended. No wonder Crystal’s been acting strange, why Tucker’s had trouble connecting with her. Somehow, Seth has done something to Crystal, implanted Bess’s consciousness into her mind, perhaps. When I mentioned to Elliot our plan against Seth had been thwarted, it was genuine surprise I saw on his face. He wasn’t behind the fire that burned the Althea, it was Bess.

We have to get out of here. Seth knows we’re not here to join him, so it’s only a matter of time before he does with us whatever he plans. Stealing our power, at the very least. I stand, as does the rest of the circle, but we all hesitate. We can’t leave Crystal here.

That moment of hesitation is all it takes. The remaining Devoted in the room close in around us.

We have to fight. If we can, we have to rescue Crystal, and we certainly have to find my dad. But we have to get out first.

The Devoted strike first. One sends an energy pulse, knocking over West, Fox, Bridget, and Bria. I want to run straight to them to make sure they’re all right, but instead I send out a pulse of my own. The twenty-something blonde woman I aim for deflects it, causing a nearby chair to upend. Before I can mount a second attack, Lexie launches herself bodily at the woman, and the two collapse to the floor.

Griffin fires off spells at a nearby man while Felix and Owen face off against two guys trying to leave the room.

As I rush to check on West, Fox, Bridget, and Bria, I keep my eye on Seth and Crystal who survey the chaotic scene with pleasure but make no move to leave. They’re both waiting for something.

I reach for Bridget, who’s closest. She’s dazed but not unconscious. I shake her shoulder and her eyes focus on me, but only briefly.

How are we supposed to get out of here now?

I sense the attacker approaching behind me too late and am unable to turn before an arm snakes around my neck. I jab my elbows backward, and even though they smash into the torso of my captor, the arm stays firm. No matter how hard I struggle, I can’t break free.

I was in a similar situation once before, in my own reality, with Tucker outside the bookstore. I was able to knock him backward with a concentrated blast of energy from my core. I replicate that shockwave now and manage to break the choke hold. In the split second I’m released, I round on the forty-something man and send another blast of energy straight toward his chest. He falls backward, his head slamming against the concrete floor. I rush back to Bridget, scanning the vicinity for more threats. Crystal whispers something in Seth’s ear and he nods, a smile curling his lips. I don’t hear what he says, but when he raises his chin, it’s as if I’ve been lassoed around the middle. An invisible force draws me irresistibly back. I’m not the only one affected. Every member of the circle, except Crystal, is being dragged toward a nearby pillar. Seth snaps his fingers and ropes close around my wrists, tethering me to the post. On instinct, I attempt to get out, both by twisting my arms and by using my abilities, but these aren’t ordinary ropes. Seth must have somehow spelled them against the use of magic.

As I’m fastened into place, there’s a commotion on the far side of the room. My stomach drops as I watch my father being hauled into the room by three Devoted. He fights as best he can, but it’s no use. Slowly, they drag him toward where Seth and Crystal stand.

She nods. “He’s the only other one.”

Seth cocks his head as he studies my father. “He’s the one they planned to have trap me in another stone? But he’s powerless.” He turns to Crystal. “Are you sure there are no others?”

Her eyelids flutter and her mouth twitches. “I… There are no others. He was going to cast the spell… or get the stone to the others…”

I glance at Griffin, who is locked up beside me, but his expression is just as confused as my own. Crystal knows the plan. Why can’t Bess explain it?

She’s fighting it. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Whatever spell Seth enacted on Crystal, it hasn’t fully taken hold. Crystal’s still in there somewhere, and she’s fighting.

“We didn’t tell her,” my dad says quickly. He’s smart enough to put together something’s wrong. “We knew there was someone close to us giving away important information about our plan, so we kept things from them. I’m the only one who knows everything.”

Seth eyes him from head to toe. “Then I’ll know it all presently. You’ll not provide much challenge.”

I feel it happening before I hear the words come from my father’s mouth. The vessel spell. It’s like having my energy channeled by other members of the circle, but it’s also nothing like that. The power inside me pours out, heading in a steady stream for my father. Seth looks around wildly, not sure what’s happening and completely unable to stop it.

My magic disappears first, followed by my psychic abilities. Just before the last of it passes from me, I latch onto the magic in the ropes that hold me, sending that power to my father as well. When everything is gone, there’s an emptiness in my core. My abilities make me who I am; without them, there’s a hole in my being. But the separation will be worth it.

I watch my father expectantly, waiting for him to take advantage of Seth’s confusion. But Dad stands stock still, eyes wide, body rigid.

Something’s wrong. I was afraid of this. He’s prepared holding in and using abilities for the past five years, but it’s never been anything of this magnitude. It’s too much for him.

With a groan, Dad collapses in a heap. 

In an instant, my abilities flood back to me, causing pinpricks of light to burst across my vision. The magic I siphoned from the spelled ropes races back toward them but I hold it back for an instant—just long enough to use my abilities to sever the knots that bind me.

I know it without having to be told. Anya didn’t see everything, she didn’t know Dad wouldn’t be able to handle all the power. He just had to convince everyone that one person wielding all the abilities is the only way, so no one would fight it. It’s on me now. I’ll have to hope my energy combined with that of the circle is enough to overcome Seth. And that I can trap him in a crystal once more before I do any permanent damage to my friends.

They sense my plan without my needing to relay it, and their collective energy surges into my body. I’ve felt this limitless only once before, back when I was holding the piece of quartz that contained all Seth’s powers. But this time, instead of clouding my mind with thoughts of desire, my purpose clarifies. My senses are all heightened, and I know the Devoted are descending on me without having to look. With a thought, I knock them back. I push Crystal away from Seth, keeping her at a safe distance, but making sure not to hurt her. I raise my right hand, imagining the stone my father carries finding its way there, and in an instant it’s enclosed in my fist.

Seth is recovering from his surprise. His eyes narrow at the quartz in my hand. “You cannot do it,” he murmurs. “You do not possess the power.”

“I guess we’re about to find out.”

Without warning, an invisible force pushes me backward. I pinwheel, trying both to keep hold of the stone and keep my balance. Seth stalks toward me but I stay his progress. With all this power inside me, any task is as simple as thinking. But I know I can’t keep this up indefinitely. The longer I use these abilities, the bigger the chance of me harming someone—especially one of the psychics, since their supply of power is limited. I focus my mind on my goal: trapping Seth—his soul, his abilities—in this stone. The quartz heats in my hand as Seth doubles over.

“No! Not again!” He straightens and a flicker twinges through my hand. He’s fighting back. It’s not enough to stave off the inevitable, but perhaps to slow the process. I’m hesitant to draw more energy than I already am from the circle.

Another twinge courses through me, this one stronger. This isn’t Seth—it’s something different.

Through a gap between tarps covering the windows, the moon peeks out from behind the clouds.

The council. They’ve begun the unbinding ceremony.

Seth’s energy is being drawn into the crystal, but it’s not enough, not yet. His soul will be the last thing to go, and if I can’t get that, there’s nothing to stop him from continuing to do exactly what he’s been doing. I have to finish this.

Another jolt. Something within me snaps. The power I can access diminishes. One person has been severed from the link.

There’s not enough time.

Praying the consequences won’t be too severe, I draw more energy from those still bound together. If I can finish this before the spell is broken, we’ll have won. Seth won’t be able to hurt anyone, not any more.

Another link snaps. My control over the spell wavers. In my peripheral vision, I see the Devoted pushing themselves to their feet.

Another link is gone, and another.

The crystal slips from my grip, gliding across the room and into Seth’s outstretched hand. I’ve lost track of how many people have been separated from the link. It doesn’t matter anyway. We’ve lost.

“I believe this belongs to me,” Seth murmurs. The crystal glows milky white as he reabsorbs his lost abilities. Hands grab me roughly under the armpits and drag me back toward the pole I was tied to. As the Devoted affix knots around my wrists once more, Seth tosses the crystal up into the air where it hovers ominously. It begins glowing red and I close my eyes a split second before it explodes, raining down tiny shards of quartz over the factory floor. “Now, I believe it’s time to end this. You don’t want to join me. I had hoped you would, but it’s clear you’re too stubborn. You’re a liability.”

He crosses the room, eyes locked on me. “I think it’s fitting you should be first,” he says quietly. “I can’t promise this won’t hurt. But if it’s a consolation, the pain will not last long.”

I swallow. “Because I’ll be dead.”

“I’m sorry it’s come to this.”

This is it. This is how I’ll die. Seth will siphon off my abilities, and when they’re gone, he’ll kill me. And after he’s done the same with my friends, he’ll return to Clearwater, he’ll take it over. From there, who knows? Will he give the ordinary people a chance to leave, or will he simply kill them as well?

It’s little consolation that my mom probably won’t have to live without me for long.

Once again, the energy inside me surges, but not at my command. It’s being pulled from me. Seth will absorb my power, adding it to his own. And if he’s strong now, once he’s got the circle’s abilities, he’ll be unstoppable.

Seth’s face screws up in concentration. He presses his hands to my head. His features twist into a mask of fury. What’s happening? Why is he so mad? Is my power not what he thought it would be? Did he think he could get more from me? Because it’s nearly all left me now…

Seth stands, turning. It’s only then I realize what’s angering him. He’s not the one who took my power. My father stands in the center of the room, the ruby in his ring glowing brightly.

Without warning, Dad sends a jolt like electricity straight at Seth.

The vessel spell is working.

Seth sends a wave of energy at Dad, knocking him off his feet. The electricity arcs and breaks as Dad falls onto his back.

Every fiber in my being aches to help him, but I’m completely drained, completely ordinary. All I can do is watch. And hope.

Dad works to push himself to his feet as Seth approaches, holding his hand out, palm up. A red light hovers a few inches above his hand, growing in intensity and size with each step he takes. A split second before he launches it, I realize what it is: a fireball. I shout at my father, but just as the ball starts in his direction, he leaps impossibly high, landing ten feet away from the crater the red flame leaves behind.

Two nearby members of the Devoted make a move toward Dad, but he immobilizes them before they take more than two steps. Seth sends a shock of purple light in Dad’s direction, but Dad pushes off the ground and flies at Seth, landing a punch square on his jaw. Even from where I’m standing, I can hear the crack of bones breaking. Seth holds his face for a moment, but when he removes his hands, there’s no trace of blood. Instead, one of his Devoted grabs his jaw and moans. It’s his siphoning spell—it must be. He’s stealing health and leaving his injuries for his followers.

Seth sends a blast of ice, but Dad deflects it, sending one particularly large icicle back in Seth’s direction. It impales Seth’s side but disappears with a wave of his hand. In the same instant, the twenty-something blonde Lexie fought earlier drops to the floor.

Dad and Seth continue trading spells and deflections. While Dad manages to shield himself from most injuries, his body slowly begins erupting in bruises and bloody cuts. Seth, on the other hand, heals from each hurt at the cost of one of the Devoted. I have no idea how long Dad can keep this up. Now that the crystal is gone, I don’t know that he even has a plan to stop Seth. It’s possible all he’s doing now is distracting Seth, hoping somehow the rest of us will be able to get out.

But we have no abilities, no way to get through the ropes holding us. And if the council has already broken the binding spell, how long will it be before it disperses our combined abilities into nature, leaving Dad completely defenseless.

Despite the fact that Seth is drawing energy from others, he appears to be tiring. His spells are not as accurate as they once were. Dad stops throwing spells at all, opting instead to merely deflect. When Seth sends another red fireball in Dad’s direction, Dad sends it off to his right, straight at Crystal, who is just able to avoid it. Dad takes advantage of Seth’s momentary break in concentration to send a shock of blue electricity straight toward his core. As Seth twitches and shouts, the twenty-something woman convulses on the ground. Seconds later, a guy with graying hair falls beside her, also twitching. When they finally go still, I assume they’ve passed out, but there’s something about the angle of their limbs, about the way their eyes are unclosed and glassy.

“He’s killing them,” Owen murmurs.

He’s right. Seth is drawing too much energy from them, sacrificing their lives to keep his own life force intact.

For the time being, he can’t be killed. But with the crystal broken, what other option do we have?

Bolstered by the energy from the now-dead Devoted, Seth neutralizes the electricity Dad sends his way. He raises his arm and brings it down, as if slashing a whip through the air. Dad hollers in pain, bringing his hand to his head. Blood gushes between his fingers. Unlike Seth, Dad’s cut doesn’t heal. Blood streams down his forehead, into his eyes. I don’t know how much more of this he can take.

“Crystal!” I call.

She stands, staring wide-eyed at the fight. She doesn’t flinch. It’s like she didn’t hear me at all.

“Bess!” I try.

That does it. She jumps, eyes swinging to us. I take the opportunity.

“Crystal, if you’re still in there, I need your help. Can you do that? Can you fight just a little longer?”

Her eyelids flutter but she doesn’t respond.

“Come on, Crystal. Think of all we’ve been through together. Think of everything I’ve done to help you. Now I need you to return the favor.”

Another flutter of the eyelids. She takes one jerky step forward, then another.

“Crystal, get over here!” Lexie snaps. “I know we’re not exactly best friends all the time, but I’m your cousin. If you don’t get over here and help, he’s going to kill me, Crystal!”

Crystal’s body comes to a complete stop. She stands still as a statue for a beat before shaking her head. When she opens her eyes, I know it worked—Lexie got through to her.

“What’s going on?” she asks, surveying our captive state.

“Later,” I insist. “First, you’ve got to untie us.”

She nods, stooping to my side. “These are really tight.”

“There’s a knife,” Griffin says, “in my front pocket.”

She crosses to him and, after a few moments of effort, eases it out. She flips it open and points the blade toward his hands, but Griffin shakes his head.

“Krissa first.”

I’m surprised by his insistence, but I don’t say no. Crystal’s back at my side in an instant, working the knife against my ropes. Dad throws another fireball in Seth’s direction, but Seth evades it. Moments later, Dad goes flying across the room, slamming into a wall.

The ropes binding me slacken and I pull free. “Okay, now you can get started on the others.”

But the knife clatters to the ground. Crystal’s eyelids flutter again and when she opens them, I know it’s Bess who’s looking back at me. On instinct, I punch her and push her to the ground. Given the opportunity, I know she’d just tie me up again. I grab the knife and survey the room. All of the Devoted I see are on the floor. Has Seth used the energy of all of them? How many are there outside the walls of this factory? Anya never gave a specific number—and even if she had, her information is more than a decade old. Are there people all around this town falling dead? And what about Sasha and Elliot?

Seth draws nearer to my father, who’s struggling to push himself off the floor. He raises his hand, preparing to deliver another blow. The final blow. I’m certain of it. And I’m also certain of what I need to do.

Before I can second-guess myself, I run flat out toward Seth. A golden glow gathers in his palm. He’s going to incinerate my father, right in front of me. The man I’ve missed for the last five years, the one who’s only just come back into my life, Seth is going to kill him.

But not if I stop him first.

I clutch the knife in my hand so tightly it hurts. Just a few yards from Seth, a scream rips itself from my throat. I launch myself at his back, the blade aimed at the spot where his heart should be.

Warmth gushes over my hand and I crumple with Seth to the ground. His breath comes in gurgling gasps as he attempts to roll over, to look at his attacker.

His green eyes are open and vulnerable—like the guy who arrived at Jodi’s shop, looking for family. He’s surprised. A trickle of blood drips from the corner of his mouth. “You…”

What about me is unclear. Seth doesn’t finish his thought. His gurgling breaths cease and his eyes glass over.

And as I look at his lifeless body, a sick sense of satisfaction wells inside me.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

I stare at my hand the whole drive home. The clouds have mostly passed, leaving the full moon to shine high in the sky, casting more than enough light to illuminate the remains of Seth’s blood, caked in the creases of my skin.

I killed him.

Any time I thought those words in relation to Zane, I’d feel sick. I’d remember the spell, my good intentions, I’d try to convince myself that if only he hadn’t used the crystal so much, if only Lexie hadn’t attempted to use her magic against me in the hospital, maybe he would have made it through. I’d try to convince myself it hadn’t really been my fault.

There’s no denying it this time. I stabbed a knife through Seth’s back. I pierced his heart. I watched as the light faded from his eyes.

And yet I can’t dredge up an atom of guilt or regret.

I’m glad the binding spell has been broken. It’s far easier to wall off my thoughts and feelings this way. Not that I think anyone wants to know what’s going through my head right now. Not like we don’t have bigger issues.

Since untying me, Crystal hasn’t resurfaced again. When Bess saw what happened to Seth, she flew at me, attempting to gouge my eyes out, to scratch me, bite me. I fought her off until Dad ended the vessel spell, allowing me use of my abilities again. I managed to knock her unconscious, and we’ve kept her that way since.

When we pass the town line back into Clearwater, I’m almost surprised that it looks exactly the same as when we left it. How can it be the same when everything has changed?

Lexie and Bridget sit in the front bench seat, Crystal between them. Lexie holds Crystal’s head in her lap. “Anya will know what to do.” She’s said this at intervals the whole drive. I hope she’s right. I have no idea what Seth did to her to make her think she’s someone else, and I’m surprised the spell outlasted its caster.

If Anya doesn’t know how to fix it, maybe Jodi will.

My heart jumps in my chest. Jodi. She can come home now. And when she returns, things can get back to normal.

I can’t help snorting at the thought. Normal. What is that anymore?

Dad has barely cut the van’s ignition when the front door of Jodi’s house opens, revealing my mom and Anya. I wonder if they’ve been staring out the window since we left.

Fox carries Crystal into the house as my dad explains what’s happening to Mom and Anya. I watch Anya’s face for anything—some flicker of understanding or certainty. What I see is not comforting.

“Why would she be becoming Bess Taylor?” Anya asks. “That’s never been something the Devoted mentioned happening.”

“I think this is something he started before the night of the binding spell,” I explain. “He wanted to bring Bess back. He said Crystal looked a lot like her. Maybe… Maybe once he met her he thought he could have Bess back. But now that he’s gone, shouldn’t his spell be broken?”

Anya presses her lips together. “Yes and no. If what you’re saying is true, this consciousness has been living inside Crystal for weeks. It’s taken root on its own. It was a spell that put Bess in there, but that’s not what’s holding her. Whatever sliver of her that’s in here is putting up a fight to stay.”

“But you can fix it, right?” There’s a degree of pleading in Lexie’s voice.

Anya stares at Crystal, who is sprawled on the couch. “I’m not sure. I’ll need some time.”

Lexie gapes at Anya like she’s lost her mind. “And what? We’re just supposed to sit around here and wait?”

Fox shakes his head. “No. Someone has to go check on the council. They broke the binding spell, but we still have our abilities. I’m not about to wait around to see if they just haven’t gotten to that part yet.”

He has a point. Dad and Anya were unclear about what would happen to the council once Seth was defeated without them. Do they realize yet that he’s dead? Do they still have their powers, or has the spell that created them deactivated since the threat is gone?

“I’ll go,” says Felix. His dad is a member of the council. Even though their relationship is strained, it’s in Felix’s nature to care.

Griffin crosses to his brother. “Me, too.”

Lexie and Bridget exchange glances. Both of their fathers are council members, but they each have a reason to stay behind. After a beat, Lexie sighs. “You should stay. If Anya needs help creating a spell, you’re the best one for it.”

Bridget squeezes Lexie’s hand. “I’ll do everything I can.”

Lexie nods. “I’ll text with news on your dad.”

The four of them leave and Anya and Bridget head straight for the greenhouse. Tucker gravitates toward Crystal, sweeping strands of hair off her face at intervals. Bria and West sit on the adjacent couch, their expressions tired but vigilant. Although Crystal has remained unconscious thus far, they’re prepared to put her back under in case she manages to wake up.

Dad’s voice drifts in from the kitchen. He’s talking to Mom, no doubt filling her in on the night’s events. My eyes stray to my red-stained hands. I don’t want to see her face once she finds out what I’ve done. It’s not that I’m ashamed—on the contrary, I’m not sorry for what happened tonight. I don’t regret it. I did what had to be done and saved my father’s life, my life, and the lives of my friends. And while I know on some level Mom will understand that, she’ll also be horrified, worried about how the event will affect me. I can’t deal with her concern right now.

I exit the living room and pad toward the stairs. Out the corner of my eye, I notice Owen shift as though he means to follow me, but he stops short. Even though we’re not linked anymore, he’s still psychic and can probably sense I want to be alone.

Once in my room, I head straight for the bathroom. Turning on only the hot tap, I plunge my hands under the streaming water, watching as flakes of dried blood merge with the flow and create a pink wash that rushes into the sink.

Seth is gone. Jodi can come home. Indeed, she may already be on the way. The circle is no longer bound. It’s entirely possible the elder council won’t disperse our abilities. All these things should make me happy or, at the very least, relieved. Instead, I’m numb. I killed a man tonight—the evidence is washing down the drain. I should feel something, but I don’t.

I come back downstairs only when Owen tells me I’m needed for the spell that could help Crystal. The front door opens as we reach the first floor and Lexie and Griffin enter the house. 

Dad emerges from the living room, eyes wide and expectant. “Well?”

“They’re at the library,” Lexie reports. “They were unconscious when we got there, but Felix is waking them up. After they finished the unbinding spell, Sasha and Elliot showed up and knocked them out so they couldn’t do anything else.”

Dad glances back into the living room. I don’t have to be able to see in to know he’s looking at Anya. “And Sasha and Elliot?”

“Alive,” Griffin says, not hiding a curl to his lip. “Weak and unconscious, but alive.”

Anya appears in the doorway, her face awash in relief and something like concern. “It’s possible the barrier around the town protected them somehow.” She shakes hear head as if clearing an unpleasant thought. “Well, we should probably—”

“That’s not all,” Lexie says quickly. “Felix was able to wake Dana before we left. She’s like she was before—no abilities—but… She remembers everything—about Seth and the council and magic. How’s that possible?”

Dad and Anya exchange glances. “We’ll worry about that later,” Dad says. “First, let’s help Crystal.” He scans the living room before turning back to Lexie and Griffin, squinting. “Where’s Fox?”

“Still at the library,” Lexie says. “Your text didn’t say you needed all the witches, so he decided to stay. You know—make sure his dad and grandma are all right.”

Lexie’s eyes flick in my direction for only a split second, but it’s long enough for me to glean his real reason for staying behind: Dana. She told him a truth I was unwilling to share, and now the two have a connection. It’s clear Lexie’s of the opinion this development should bother me, but I can’t dredge up any emotion whatsoever about it.

“It should be fine without him,” Anya says, beckoning for us to follow her into the living room.

Crystal is laid out in the center of the room, where the coffee table usually is. White candles surround her, along with a ring of dried herbs. Tucker, West, Bria, and Bridget stand around her.

“It’s an exorcism,” Anya murmurs, answering my unvoiced question. “We’re trying to remove an unwanted spirit from inside her.” 

Lexie catches my eye, her expression dubious. Tucker, who stands near Crystal’s head, nods understandingly. “That was my reaction.”

Anya sweeps her hand, inviting us to fill in around Crystal’s body. I end up by her feet, with Owen and Griffin on either side. Lexie joins Tucker by Crystal’s head.

“An exorcism spell is actually pretty straightforward,” Anya says, standing by Crystal’s side. “It can get a little scary, depending on what you’re trying to exorcise, but the spell itself isn’t too difficult to cast. Since you’re not linked anymore, I’m afraid the psychics won’t be much help.”

“Then why are they here?” Lexie asks.

“Moral support,” Bria says, a half smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

Lexie nods. While the two are no longer connected by the binding spell, I have a sense the last two weeks have changed them. Maybe they’ll never be as close as they were in my reality, or even like they were here, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they remain friends.

“And, you know,” West adds, “holding her down with our abilities.”

Anya gives a quick overview of the spell. She’s right—it does sound straightforward. When she’s done explaining, she invites us to begin when we’re ready.

I take in a deep breath, prepared to take the lead, but Lexie starts the incantation before I can. I allow her to do it. Crystal is her cousin, after all.

We repeat the words several times through, but nothing happens. A thread of panic weaves its way around my thoughts. What if we’re not strong enough anymore? What if Dad’s fight against Seth somehow diminished our powers permanently?

Then Crystal’s eyes open.

Only it’s not Crystal behind the gaze. Bess stares out wildly, body thrashing against the barrier the psychics hold in place as she tries to sit up. “What are you doing?” she spits. “Release me! You’ll pay for what you’ve done!”

Lexie’s voice rises as she continues the incantation. Anya steps into the circle at Crystal’s side, between Bridget and West, and sprinkles a mixture of herbs over her torso. Crystal’s body twitches more violently, but she still can’t break through the force field the psychics use to keep her in place.

Anya nods at Tucker, who kneels at Crystal’s head. He uncorks a small bottle of oil to his right and pours it over his hands. Once both are completely covered, he presses them to either side of her face. She screams, eyes wide, convulsing. My voice quavers. I’m worried she’s having a seizure and every fiber of my being wants us to stop, but Lexie’s voice continues the chant with barely a pause.

A vapor-like shimmer rises inches above Crystal’s body. “Drop your shield!” Anya yells. “Let it pass!”

The psychics must do as she says because the body-shaped glimmer continues to rise, first six inches, then a foot, then two feet. It floats above our heads. A moment before hitting the ceiling, it disperses like smoke in the wind.

On the floor, Crystal is completely still. After a nod from Anya, Tucker removes his hands from Crystal’s face. He brushes a few strands of hair out of her eyes and whispers her name.

Lexie moves from her spot at Crystal’s head and displaces Anya at her cousin’s side. “Wake up,” she murmurs, taking her hand. “Be okay, Crystal. Wake up.”

“Is there something we can do?” I ask Anya, thinking of how I’ve led people to consciousness before.

She shakes her head. “Now we wait.”

Neither Lexie nor Tucker move from their positions. After receiving a text from his brother, Griffin leaves to pick up Fox and Felix from the library. When they return, Crystal’s condition hasn’t changed.

The night wears on, but no one leaves. Mom circulates at intervals, offering snacks and hot cocoa. She’s as much at a loss as the rest of us.

I’m dozing against Owen’s shoulder when Lexie’s voice startles me. “I think she’s waking up!”

My eyes snap open and I’m next to Lexie in an instant. Crystal’s head moves slowly from side to side before her eyelids peel open. She squints as she surveys her surroundings. “Why am I on the floor?”

Lexie chokes back a sob as she squeezes her cousin’s hand to her chest. “Is it you in there? Are you back?”

Crystal scrunches her face. “Who else would I be? What’s going on?” Her eyes fix on Tucker and her confusion deepens. “I get the feeling I’m missing something.” She uses her free hand to help press herself into a sitting position.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I ask.

Her brow furrows. “I’m not sure. Everything’s jumbled. Maybe… Aunt Crystal’s funeral? I think?”

Lexie and I exchange glances. “That was weeks ago,” Lexie says.

“No, that can’t be right,” Crystal murmurs. “It was…” Her voice trails and her eyes dart back and forth, giving her an almost panicked look. “Wait—something’s wrong.”

Tucker blows out a breath. “I’ll say.”

She shakes her head. “No, no, no—this isn’t right.”

Lexie places her hands on Crystal’s shoulders. “It’s okay. We’ll explain everything. You missed a couple exciting weeks.”

She pushes Lexie off her and stands. “You can start by explaining what happened to my abilities.”

I stand, too. “You’re probably feeling weaker now that the binding spell is broken. I know I am.”

“I’m not feeling weaker,” she snarls. “I can’t feel anything at all. My magic is gone.”

That can’t be right. It’s probably just a result of everything she’s been through today—for the last few weeks. Still, to verify, I reach out with my psychic abilities to take stock of her energy. What I sense is alarming. She’s right, she’s not just weaker. The glow of her consciousness is muted, like my mother’s or my father’s or that of any other ordinary person.

I don’t know how to explain it, but Crystal is no longer a witch.
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