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        Emotions run amok at Westwood Academy when a healer and an earth witch crash together.

      

      

      

      Jade Montrose was just an average earth witch living her average life until she arrived at Westwood Academy. Everything changes when she and her roommates discover a magical conspiracy involving The Council of Covens. Now it’s up to Jade and her friends to figure out a way to stop it.

      Time for this easygoing earth witch to grow something besides plants—like a spine.

      

      After an injury sends her to the infirmary, Jade finds herself irresistibly drawn to student healer, Arlo Glenn. But why would the smoldering blond wizard be attracted to a curvy earth witch? What she needs is a healthy dose of self-esteem to change her outlook. Is Arlo willing to help with that?

      

      Welcome to Westwood Academy. Forget what you know and let your magic run wild.
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      One year earlier…

      

      “Are you serious?” Leanna Stolbright gritted her teeth as she waited for the headmistress of Westwood Academy to confirm her next assignment.

      How had she sunk so low?

      Talent scouts in the magical world were once revered, and the top schools and covens sought the most gifted. Supernatural families had once hired witches and wizards with her gifts to assess the abilities of their offspring, offering a king’s ransom for their service, especially should their predictions offer favorable outcomes. Appearance was everything to those who could afford it—but that was all in the past.

      Now, Leanna’s job comprised of finding students with magical potential to attend Westwood Academy. Once upon a time, she’d brought great talent in, believing she was truly making a difference.

      Just recently, she’d discovered a water witch living as a normal with the potential to control oceans. Another win, she’d found a direct heir of Constance Fortescue—the last true air witch. Not to mention hunting down a powerful fire witch with the potential to destroy whole cities with just a zap.

      Those were the witches Westwood Academy needed. The kind who would bring prestige, representing the academy as they went off to join their respective covens. Some people did not take kindly to the emphasis Westwood placed on elementals. But Leanna did not agree with them.

      Everyone had a use, a purpose. Oh, she did not believe in the corrupt vision of her boss, Headmistress Armstrong. But she knew better than to challenge her openly. This last lapse in the older woman’s judgment was just one more nail in her professional coffin, as far as Leanna was concerned. The Council of Covens could not ignore the fact the old witch was squandering her talents, wasting them on fools’ errands.

      “Of course, I am quite serious, Stolbright. Why would I be joking about this?”

      Leanna gritted her teeth. She had to keep cool. After all, she did not want to give away her true feelings.

      Not yet.

      “Forgive me, but a pigpen? How is that beneficial to our cause, headmistress?”

      Silence fell in the office as the headmistress ceased perusing the files on her desk. The flames of the several candles on the side table stopped crackling. The fan stopped whirring. Even the clock seemed to stop its incessant ticking in the wake of the headmistress’ displeasure.

      Leanna gulped.

      “Excuse me?” Headmistress Armstrong’s lips formed a hard line as she glared at Leanna.

      “Apologies, I only meant, er, nothing. My apologies,” Stolbright wisely replied.

      She knew better than to use insensitive jargon in front of the ex-professor. Helga Armstrong was nothing if not politically correct. She abhorred even an inkling of judgment when it came to her students. Sure, they called each other names like airheads and treaders, but the staff and faculty did no such thing. Headmistress Armstrong did not tolerate disrespect of any kind.

      “Pigpen is a derogatory term, and I will not have my people using it. Understood?” she said calmly and waited for Stolbright’s nod of assent.

      “Good,” she continued. “Earth witches are vital to our world, Miss Stolbright, as they are to all magic.”

      “But a hand delivered message? Why bother? Her family is magical. They will know what to do when they receive the invitation⁠—”

      “Be that as it may, I gave you an order and expect it to be fulfilled. Deliver the acceptance letter in person, Miss Stolbright. That is all.”

      “Yes, Headmistress.”

      Leanna took the silver envelope bearing the emblem of Westwood Academy and left the headmistress’ office. She took her oath to perform her duties to the best of her ability seriously. Even if she did not agree it was necessary to perform them. If Armstrong wanted her to hand deliver an acceptance letter to some silly little pigpen, then she would do just that.

      The trip to Cape Mystic, New Jersey, a small suburban town right on the Atlantic Ocean, took only minutes, using hidden portals that very few magicals had access to. Leanna arrived on the street where the Montrose family home sat dead center at precisely half past six.

      It was an ordinary colonial with cream-colored siding and a front door painted robin’s egg blue. The wraparound porch held matching rocking chairs, dozens of planters, and a couple of pairs of gardening shoes on a rubber mat. Next to that was a bucket with a couple of muddy hand trowels, pruning shears, and the like.

      Typical.

      The second daughter was the only earth witch in residence, but as with others of this element, Leanna expected the entire family had an affinity for gardening and growing things.

      Completely useless, save for produce stores.

      She sneered at the thought.

      The scents of dinner cooking filtered onto the street and Leanna barely gained control over the frown on her face. This family was abysmal. They were just so very ordinary. Leanna wondered how anyone inside that house could be so important.

      Witches or not, judging from the meatloaf and roasted potato dinner they were about to have, this family had little to no real power. Leanna failed to see what was so special about this family at all.

      More importantly, what could Armstrong possibly want with their youngest daughter?

      Even her name made Leanna roll her eyes.

      Jade Montrose.

      Oh, please.

      But it did not matter what she thought. Stolbright was there on Armstrong’s order, and like it or not, she would hand deliver the acceptance letter. She raised her hand and knocked, waiting impatiently for someone to come. The breeze stirred, and Stolbright sneezed.

      Fantastic.

      Huge ceramic planters dripping evening primrose sat on the porch. The fragrant blossom had medicinal purposes, she knew, but to Leanna, it only brought misery in the shape of an allergic reaction.

      The night blooming blossoms exuded a pollen that simply did not agree with her.

      What was taking so long?

      She needed to leave before the hives started to spread across her skin. Already, her arms itched. She knocked again.

      “Hurry up,” Stolbright muttered.

      “Coming,” someone shouted from inside.

      Leanna rolled her eyes, standing straight when the click of the knob turning sounded loudly. A young woman, maybe twenty, opened the door, her curly hair was a frizzy mess on top of her head and there were streaks of mud on her cheeks.

      “Hello!” the witch announced cheerfully. “Can I help you?”

      Leanna was about to say something rude about doubting the young woman could help anyone—she could not even keep her face clean—but then her senses tingled. It was that same power that told her when someone had excellent untapped potential. She might not know how or what an earth witch could do, but there was no doubt about it.

      The girl’s aura began to tremble and grow, taking on a greenish glow so bright it hurt Leanna’s eyes. She really had to learn to stop questioning Headmistress Armstrong. The old witch was never wrong about anyone. Made her wonder why she even kept Leanna on the payroll.

      “Are you Jade Montrose?” she asked curiously.

      “Yes, that’s me. Should I get my mother?”

      “Unnecessary. This is for you, Miss Montrose,” Leanna said, handing her the thick envelope before she pivoted on her heeled boot and walked away.

      “But what is it?” Jade asked after her.

      Leanna did not pause. She knew better than to explain. Besides, she needed to get away from that house and its poisonous plants, and fast. The earth witch had something special about her after all, and shocking as that was, Leanna had done her duty.

      Envelope delivered.

      She was not required to read the damn thing to the witch. Miss Montrose sure was tenacious, though. She followed Leanna right up to the gate.

      “But wait a second⁠—”

      “No,” Leanna stated, walking away without looking back. She uttered one last thing before she left.

      “Welcome to Westwood Academy, Jade Montrose.”
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      “I’m telling you, Rio, he’s driving me bonkers,” I grumbled.

      It had been days since I had a little unfortunate accident during my Earthquake Anatomy final.

      Fine.

      It was all my fault.

      I kinda sorta maybe created a mini earthquake in the Tellus Coven Amphitheatre.

      As if that wasn’t bad enough, Emma Jacobs, a super obnoxious classmate of mine, pretended to be in dire need of help to get some boy’s attention. In my haste to get to her, I dropped a huge piece of granite on my foot, fracturing the dang thing and forcing me to see one of our student healers.

      “Arlo Glenn is a menace,” I grumbled.

      I scrolled through my tablet, deleting the seven—I counted them again, and, yep, there were 1,2,3,4,5,6,7—alerts I’d gotten today alone about missing my follow-up visit.

      What did the man want from my life?

      It wasn’t like I had nothing else to do.

      “He’s just doing his job,” Rio offered.

      “Yeah, right. He’s practically stalking me!”

      With summer classes having already started, I had little time for anything but work. Lucky me, to have been selected to attend Westwood Academy, one of the premier schools for advanced witchcraft specializing in elemental studies. Plus, it was one of those magical schools with year long offerings insofar as courses and seminars.

      Not everyone did that, and honestly, I hated school, so I was in kind of a rush to finish. My fellow 563W roomies and I decided to tough it out, staying over the summer. We were hoping to find some answers to a slew of increasingly disturbing facts we’d discovered by accident over the past few months.

      To put it simply, we were anything but the average group of witches. Unlike our peers, ours was the only dorm room housing witches from various elemental covens. It was tremulous at first, but I knew we were destined to be besties the first time I set eyes on the lot of us on the bus to the portal in Cape Mystic.

      “Awwww, someone has a crush!”

      My blue-haired bestie was a water witch and a lousy singer, but that did not stop her from teasing me in a sing-song voice. Ever since she got mated to her big, scary, hulking boyfriend, she’d been determined to pair everyone up.

      “A crush? Ha! He wishes,” I grunted.

      I pretended to be repulsed, even though I felt my cheeks grow warm. My derisive grunt wasn’t nearly as impressive as Rio’s mate’s growl, but oh well. That was to be expected. The man was a kraken shifter and a sentinel—one of the deadly warriors contracted to protect Westwood.

      Was it so obvious I had a major crush on Arlo Glenn?

      The wizard was almost finished with school and would soon be an official licensed healer. He’d already finished human med school, and was a licensed Medical Doctor in the normal world, but magical doctors were required to take extra classes and Westwood had one of the best programs in the country, making it not only highly sought after, but super competitive as well.

      So, what did that mean for me?

      Easy peasy.

      I was completely out of my league when it came to the blond-haired hottie.

      And worse, I knew it.

      I looked down at my curvy figure in the simple peasant dress I wore with my gardening apron tied over it—yep, I forgot to hang it up in Greenhouse Twelve, again. I heaved a big sigh. I was a hopeless mess, and unlikely to change. Definitely not the right fit for a rising healer. A wizard like Arlo Glenn would need a certain kind of female on his arm. Someone with something more than I had to offer.

      What a depressing thought.

      “Jade, you are positively green, girl. What is wrong with you?” Rio asked, feeling my forehead with a cool hand.

      “What? Oh, nothing,” I mumbled and placed the kettle on the burner.

      Whenever I was in a sour mood, I brewed a pot of my mother’s special blend. There was nothing a good cuppa tea couldn’t solve. At least, that’s what Mom and Nan both preached, and it was what they’d taught me, my sister, Nessa, and my brother, Abel.

      Tea was everything to a Montrose. In fact, it was our biggest seller at the farmer’s markets where we sold the produce we grew at Montrose Farms, along with homemade baked goods, jams, jellies, organically sourced honey, and our own herbal tea blends.

      I was the only actual earth witch in the family, but the entire Montrose clan had a general affinity for growing things. My magic was just amped up, and a little more in tune with the OG Goddess, Mother Earth, herself.

      “Seriously. Talk to me, Jade,” the water witch insisted.

      I appreciated her. Really, I did. It wasn’t too long ago that Rio was first introduced to the magical world, and I had oodles of respect for the way she handled it all.

      I don’t know what I would have done in her place. Magic was not new to me. I’d been born into a magical family. Had huge family annals with histories of my early ancestors. We boasted six earth witches in my family tree, dating back to the first Witch Crusades in 654 AD.

      My mother and father were a typical class C witch and wizard couple. Nothing too crazy about their powers, though Mom favored gardening. In magic, balance was a must, and many witches and wizards kept gardens on hand to give back to the universe.

      It was from both sides of the family I got my elemental powers. Nessa, my older sister, and Abel, my younger brother, were both average practitioners. Neither had been invited to Westwood to study.

      Feather in my cap?

      Heck yeah.

      It was tough being the middle child—even for witches. Especially with the two of them being tall and willowy, and exceptionally good looking, like Mom. I received Dad’s genes; that meant short and rotund.

      Sigh.

      I was the only Montrose in a hundred years to receive such distinction, and it was a total mystery to most why I had been given this opportunity. Typical middle child crap again. I already established I was not the prettiest, but it should be noted I was also NOT the smartest out of my siblings.

      Plain Jane, er, Jade, that was me. Abel had earned an advanced degree in supernatural environmental engineering from Palmer’s School of Occult Technology when he was just sixteen. Nessa earned her first certification as an award-winning class 6 herb grower—the top commendation a witch could receive when growing ingredients for potions—around the same time Abel earned his degree.

      They were doing amazing things, and here I was, an actual elemental earth witch, and all I’d done was get into school. Oh yeah, I also passed out now and then, and I got stuck under a pile of rocks.

      Fan-freaking-tastic.

      “Nothin’ to talk about. Really, I’m good, Rio. Want some tea?” I asked, offering her a small smile.

      “Oooh, is it that lavender and green tea blend?” she asked, and her eyes sparkled like seawater.

      “Yep,” I replied.

      “Score! Yes, please,” she said, and practically hummed with joy.

      Gosh, Rio was pretty. Tone deaf, but pretty. Her hair had turned bright blue, along with her eyes, when she came into her power. It seemed like every day new threads of aqua showed up as she learned to control her element.

      Maia, our resident air witch, was much the same, only her hair had turned a silvery platinum color along with her increased magical prowess. Tana was a natural redhead, and as the fire witch got better at her craft, her own mop of flame colored waves brightened.

      I was the only one who wouldn’t receive a cool supernatural makeover. Brown was brown, and I’d always had brown hair. My eyes were okay, though. They were a pale amber color that looked great in the sunlight. I didn’t mind them so much. Of course, being five foot nothing and weighing in at a buck seventy-five meant I had other things to worry about. Like the fact my ass was bigger than I’d care to admit, and chub-rub was truly hard on the thighs in summer.

      Oh well.

      Food and playing in dirt were my two favorite things. Not very glamorous, but that was okay. I had no illusions about myself, and I was typically happy as a clam—whatever that meant.

      I mean, were clams all that happy?

      Who knew?

      Maybe Rio would⁠—

      Anyway—where was I?

      The scent of my mother’s lavender tea filled the small kitchen area as I poured the boiling water into the pot to let it steep. Rio clapped her hands excitedly and my magic swirled around me, reacting to her happiness. That was something I was used to.

      I liked being happy.

      Who didn’t?

      As I poured tea into two mismatched mugs, Rio grabbed some cookies out of the tin on the counter and joined me at the small table. I wondered where Magnus was but appreciated the time with her alone. Her mate was kinda big and growly. Polite, for sure, but he made me a little self-conscious, being a tall, muscular shifter, and a sentinel to boot.

      “Mmm, this smells great,” Rio said, and I had to agree.

      “Nobody makes tea blends like Mom.”

      I sniffed the aroma drifting from the cup, closing my eyes to fully indulge in the experience. Tea had medicinal properties, but one of the most overlooked came from the ritual of preparing the tea. Another was the joyful anticipation and mental preparation of that very first sip.

      I was halfway to mine when someone knocked on the door, disrupting my little ritual. The sharp rap rap rap was followed by a very familiar, very pissed off masculine voice on the other side of the portal.

      Double crap.

      “Miss Montrose? I know you’re inside there. You missed another appointment,” the male grumbled and knocked again—louder.

      “Oh my gawd, Jade! You do have a stalker,” Rio whispered, her blue eyes wide with mischief.

      “Are you kidding me? Can you not take a hint?” I yelled, jumping up from my seat.

      I yanked the door open before he could knock again, seriously miffed he’d interrupted teatime. This was my rest and rejuvenation time, for Pete’s sake. I stood there, mouth hanging open. I was just so mad.

      Fine. I admit, I might have been momentarily stunned by the sheer perfection that was Arlo Glenn.

      Holy Goddess.

      He was hot.

      Like super smokin’ red hot kinda hot.

      Blond hair, deliciously mussed, brushed across his forehead. It was almost long enough to cover his emerald eyes. Almost, but not quite.

      Thank the Goddess.

      I mean, I kinda have a thing for the color green—hello, earth witch over here.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded, remembering my outrage at what amounted to him basically stalking me to my dorm room.

      “You missed your last three appointments, Miss Montrose.”

      “So? Judging from your bedside manner at my other appointments, I doubt it mattered to you.”

      “You think this is personal?” he asked, a look of bewilderment crossing his handsome movie star face.

      “Just saying didn’t think you cared,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

      Arlo, the hot boy healer, cleared his throat. He seemed at a loss for words for like half a millisecond.

      Good.

      Gave me time to ogle him.

      Fodder for my spank bank.

      What?

      Girls had those too. As my sister Nessa always says, if you denyin’ then you lyin’. Either that or you don’t know what you’re missing (insert winky face here).

      “Professor Payne does not like incomplete charts, Miss Montrose, and since this is the last class I need to finish before I am a fully licensed healer, I can’t afford to allow you to play around with your health.”

      “Ah, now it makes sense. You’re here for you, not me. Gotcha,” I muttered, ignoring the hurt his words surprisingly caused.

      “Yes. I am here for me, Miss Montrose. But I am also here for you. May I?” Arlo nodded his head, indicating he would like to come inside.

      I exhaled deeply and stepped aside, allowing him entry.

      “We were just about to have some tea. Would you like some?” I offered. Good manners were ingrained in my very soul. There was no way I could ask him in and not ask him to join us. I turned to see Rio was practically gleeful as she watched him take a seat at our tiny table.

      Geez.

      He was big.

      Like BIG big.

      Bigger than I realized, but maybe that was because I was surrounded by the hulking shifter males mated to my best friends most of the time. Even Maia’s boyfriend, who was a mage and not a shifter, was tall and well built.

      Looking at Arlo, he would more than fit the mold. Handsome, long, and lean, but muscular too, judging from his broad shoulders and impressive pecs showing through his tight t-shirt. He was built like a rodeo cowboy.

      Pretty face, athletic body, and smart as a whip—basically, he was everything I wasn’t. Not that I wasn’t bright. I mean, I passed, but I was not all that into my studies. I enjoyed growing things.

      I was good at it.

      Sue me.

      Fact was, Arlo Glenn was my polar opposite. He probably dated girls who looked like waifs. Tiny, pretty, petite things, whose clothes wouldn’t fit on one of my pinkies. I had nothing against skinny girls, it’s just that I would never be one. Kind of limited my prospects, romantically speaking. I waited for him to answer, fully expecting him to turn me down.
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