
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PEARL: 
 
    TEMPTED BY DARKNESS 
 
      
 
     JEWELS CAFE SERIES 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TABITHA BARRET 
 
  
 
  
   
    @ Copyright 2021 Heather Baker 
 
    All rights reserved.  Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher. 
 
    For copyright and publishing information, contact Tabitha Barret at her website http://www.tabithabarret.com. 
 
    Cover by Josie Cluney 
 
    Edited by Yvonne Graham. 
 
    The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious.  Any similarity to persons real, living, or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. 
 
  
 
  
   
    “Strong women aren’t simply born. We are forged through the challenges of life. With each challenge we grow mentally and emotionally. We move forward with our head held high and a strength that can not be denied. A woman who’s been through the storm and survived. We are warriors.” –“Unknown” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Table of Contents 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Books in the Jewels Café Series 
 
    Sneak Peek at Emerald Book 9 in Jewels Cafe 
 
    Other Books Related to Pearl 
 
    About the Author 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Opening my eyes, I stared up at my bedroom ceiling and smiled.  I was finally home from Hallowed Woods Academy for the summer and sleeping in my own bed. After a long, crappy year, I was determined to make this summer vacation the best one ever, once I made amends for the last-minute decision that kept Benjamin and Carson from coming to the academy.  Neither one of them had complained about waiting until the Fall Semester to transfer, but things had been tense between us over the past few months.  I had three months to put things right and prove to them I wouldn’t let anything come between us again. 
 
    Noah stretched and clawed at my blue comforter.  Sliding across the bed, he curled up into my lap. 
 
    “You can’t still be tired.”  I chuckled when he closed his eyes and pretended to fall asleep. 
 
    I petted his head and took a deep breath.  I felt a lot better after sleeping off the jet lag.  Taking a late flight home after my last final had sounded like a good idea, but in reality, it sucked.  I had gotten in so late that only my father had come to the airport to pick me up.  My mother had tried to stay awake, according to him, but had fallen asleep on the couch just after midnight. 
 
    Hearing my door bang open, I nearly jumped out of my skin.  My roommate Summer was quiet and respectful, unlike my mother, who barged into my room as if she was being chased by an ax-wielding psychopath. 
 
    Noah darted across the room and hid in the closet, startled by my mother’s chaotic entrance. 
 
    “You’re going to be late, dear.  I let you sleep in a little longer because you came in so late.  I don’t need you having dark circles under your eyes today of all days.”  She looked like a video stuck on fast forward as she zoomed around grabbing my clothes. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother.  Nice to see you.”  I crossed my arms stubbornly, waiting for her to realize that she hadn’t seen me since Auggie’s failed wedding. 
 
    She paused to drop the clothes on my bed and shake her head.  “I’m so sorry, darling.  You know how hard it is to juggle too many things in your head.  The priority of actions sometimes gets jumbled.”  She swiftly pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head.  “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Before I could reply, she was already grabbing my hairbrush and attempting to straighten out my knots. 
 
    “Ouch, Mother, please, I’ve been able to brush my hair since I was five.  I can handle this.”  Snatching the brush from her hand, I scrambled out of bed before she came at me with a mascara brush and poked me in the eye.  “Late for what?  I’m on summer vacation, and I have no agenda.  I’m getting breakfast and figuring out the day from there.” 
 
    Her face fell as she turned into a living statue.  She stared at me as if I had just told her that I was quitting school to sell drugs on the street.  “Didn’t you get my message?  Didn’t your father talk to you last night on the way home?” 
 
    I could see the stress lines deepening on her forehead, which was a bad sign.  My stomach twisted when I thought about all the horrible things my mother could potentially expect me to do today. 
 
    “I was half asleep last night.  He could have told me that dinosaurs lived in town, and I wouldn’t have heard him.  It’s possible that he told me.  I didn’t go back to my room after my last test and I didn’t speak with Summer, so I couldn’t have gotten my messages.  I left straight for the airport.”  I prayed that I wasn’t in some kind of trouble. 
 
    She paused as if she wanted to say something but waved away the thought.  “I’ll speak with your father later.  Right now, you need to look presentable and be at the Casters of Silvers Springs Coven in an hour.  You will be meeting with Mr. Henry Milton.  He’s the new Guardian of the Coven now that your father has decided to step back to focus on his business.  Your father had agreed to stay on until Bryce had transitioned into his High Priest duties.  We are both more comfortable having the coven under his guidance, so we are taking scaled-back roles.  I will be more focused on the charitable organizations.” 
 
    The way she said, “taking on scaled-back roles,” gave me the impression that she wasn’t happy about the decision.  I wasn’t sure if my father had made her step back or someone else had made the decision for her. 
 
    “I’m glad that Uncle Bryce has settled in and that father is more focused at work, but I’m confused as to why I’m meeting with this Milton guy.  I still haven’t decided on a coven yet.  I know Uncle Bryce has opened the coven to conjurers and is planning to invite shifters and non-sups to join, but I still don’t know what I want to do yet.”  I felt like I was standing on a rocky cliff, and the ground was about to open under me.  She was planning an ambush. 
 
    Her face softened, which was worse than the stress lines.  “Celeste, this is an excellent opportunity for you.  Mr. Milton is an outsider and needs an intern who can show him around town to help him acclimate.  Bryce was the one who suggested you for the position.  Mr. Milton is allowed to hire his own intern, so you’ll need to interview and make a good impression.  This will look very good on your resume.” 
 
    Feeling the tension in the air, I didn’t think this job had anything to do with my resume. Why would Bryce recommend the girl who spent more time on the other side of the country than in Silver Springs to act as a tour guide? I felt as if they expected me to keep an eye on Mr. Milton, the outsider. 
 
    I glanced back at the black dress pants she had tossed on my bed before my eyes shifted to Noah, who was swishing his tail and watching us with amusement. 
 
    I was trapped. 
 
    I knew it, she knew it, fate knew it. 
 
    If my uncle had suggested me for the position, then I had to try my best.  Sure, I could blow the interview intentionally, but I wasn’t that kind of person.  Guilt would haunt me if I didn’t try my best, which my mother was relying on. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll go to the interview.  Is this a paying intern job?”  Hopefully, I could earn some extortion money along the way. 
 
    Turning her back, she ignored my question to straighten the pants and the deep blue button-down shirt on the bed. 
 
    Hmm.  That was a no. 
 
    “Like I said, it will be a good experience.”  She dashed over to the closet to dig around for the right shoes.  “Oh, I set up driving lessons for you and Noah.  It’s time for both of you to get your permits now that you’re home.  All of your friends are getting their licenses, so it’s time to stop dragging your feet and learn how to drive.” 
 
    Said the woman with her own personal driver.  Interesting how the offer of driving lessons suddenly coincided with my free intern job. 
 
    I wiped the sleep from my eyes and took a deep breath.  Welcome home, Celeste. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Adjusting the strappy sandals that my mother had insisted on because they made my power outfit whimsical enough for a teenager to wear, I waved goodbye to my mother’s latest driver, Silas, and stood with Noah on the sidewalk. 
 
    Neither one of us was happy to be standing in front of the newly dubbed Shining Light Coven of Silver Springs.  There had been a vote to remove “casters” from the name since it was supposed to be a progressive coven.  Plus, they had at least 95% less Shadow Masters among their members.  I really wondered if they were going to put that fact into their marketing brochures. 
 
    They were lucky that the write-in vote of “Bitchen’ Witches” hadn’t won since the tally was so close, though I might have joined on the spot if the name had stuck. 
 
    The last time I had stood in front of this building, the authorities had swooped in to arrest the Shadow Masters hidden within the coven.  Lord Cornish and Lord Westerbrook, now just Mr. Cornish and Mr. Westerbrook after they were stripped of their titles, had already been captured, but the rest of their dark wizards needed to be tossed out on their asses. 
 
    I had hoped to never return after what Cornish and Westerbrook had put Noah and me through, but here I was. 
 
    Noah slid his arm around my back and winked at me.  “You can do this.  It’s just a building.  My old masters are gone, and nothing is keeping us apart anymore.”  He kissed my cheek and nuzzled his nose against my neck. 
 
    I tried to relax, but this wasn’t a social call.  I still had to put on a smile and wow Mr. Milton. 
 
    “Will you wait for me while I’m in the interview?”  I looked up at his handsome face, grateful for his support. 
 
    “Of course.  We can walk around town once you’re done.”  He gave me a quick peck on the lips and led me up the steps.  I tried not to vomit when I reached out to ring the doorbell.  I couldn’t stop thinking about how Cornish had forced Noah to break my heart into a million pieces. 
 
    Noah stepped in front of me and touched my cheeks.  “Don’t think about the terrible things Cornish made me say and do.  None of it was real. You are my world, Celeste. I loved you long before you drank that love spell.  Saying that we weren’t mates was the worst thing I was ever forced to do.  I promise I’ll spend every day proving my love to you.” 
 
    I rubbed his hands to comfort him.  “I know, Noah.  I’m not upset with you.  I promise.  This place just holds too many bad memories for me.  I can’t believe my mother thinks it’s a good idea for me to work here.” 
 
    Running his hand through my hair, he tugged on the ends.  “Maybe it’s time for us to reclaim this town.  We are no longer under their control.  We don’t have to worry about their plots, schemes and lies.  Don’t let them taint the town you grew up in, the town I know you love.  Silver Springs belongs to us now.  We need to live our lives the way we want to.  Today, we claim our independence!” 
 
    He had me laughing with his Independence Day impression and his faux American accent, but he was right.  It was time to reclaim our lives and our town.  It was time to be the people we wanted to be. 
 
    “I love this idea.  Let’s be kids again this summer, not the town hero, or the delinquent or the spy.  We will simply be Celeste and Noah, two people who are in love, having fun.”  I threw my arms around his neck and buried my face in his suit jacket. 
 
    He pulled me tightly against his chest and chuckled.  “Had I known this would earn me a snuggle, I would have said it this morning…in bed.” 
 
    I laughed as I playfully pushed him away.  “I always snuggle with your cat.  It’s my favorite thing to do in the whole world.” 
 
    His face fell a little for some reason, but he quickly flashed me a huge smile.  “Get in there and wow them.  Good luck.”  He patted my shoulder and gently pushed me towards the door. 
 
    Clearing all the negative thoughts from my mind, I boldly walked up to the intimidating wooden door and rang the doorbell. 
 
    A few seconds later, my cousin Augusta opened the door.  “Dude, you’re late.  Mr. Milton won’t hire you if you don’t make a good impression.  He’s really strict, so watch your mouth and don’t get sassy.”  She reached out to fluff my hair and straighten out my collar. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Auggie.”  What was wrong with my family?  Why were they putting so much pressure on me to get a stupid unpaid internship?  I knew my future job prospects were a little wobbly with all the rumors swirling about me embracing the darker side of magic, but this was ridiculous. 
 
    “Stop screwing around, Oyster.  You need to nail this interview.  If you get the job, I’ll take you to lunch.  If you don’t get the job, you need to clean my studio apartment for a week.”  Her dark eyes flashed me a look of warning when I opened my mouth to sass her. 
 
    Geez, she was even more intense than she had been on the day of her fake wedding.  “I don’t see how a lunch compares with cleaning up after Queen Slob for a week, but I’ll see what I can do.  If I get the job, I want chocolate mousse too.”  I wanted to stick my tongue out at her like I used to do when we were kids, but I reminded myself that I was turning eighteen soon, and I was better than that.  Mostly. 
 
    “Fine.”  She huffed as she dramatically pulled me into the vestibule.  “He’s waiting for you, so let’s get you signed in.  He’s in your father’s old office, so you should remember where to go.” 
 
    Noah trailed behind me, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Walking over to her receptionist desk, I signed the logbook and clipped my visitor’s pass to my purse strap.  Waving to Noah, I turned and headed down the long hallway. 
 
    I took a quick breath and settled my nerves before knocking on the door.  When I didn’t hear anyone answer, I knocked again. 
 
    The door flew open, and there stood a frantic-looking man with his green dress shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows.  His paisley tie was askew, and his gray suit pants were wrinkled.  I wondered if he had slept in his office for the last week.  I assumed he was in his mid-forties based on his handsome face, but a streak of gray hair made him appear older. 
 
    “Come.  Sit down.  You’re late.  I would have burned your resume already, but since it was politely suggested by High Priest Deighton that I meet with you, I have only crumpled your resume.”  He quickly rounded his new desk and sat down with his hands folded in front of him.  Glaring at me, his eyes assessed and judged me. 
 
    I didn’t have time to look around the room to see what kind of changes he had made to my father’s office, though I did notice a giant whiteboard in one corner and a cork board with faces pinned to it on the other side of the conference table. 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Milton.  I’m Pearl Celeste Dreger, though I prefer to be called Celeste.”  I reached out to shake his hand, but he left me hanging awkwardly.  I took the seat across from him and smiled.  “I apologize for my tardiness, but I just arrived from school late last night and missed my mother’s message regarding the interview.  While I appreciate the High Priest suggesting me for the position, I’m not really sure what kind of person you’re looking to hire.  I can tell you that I will arrive on time, complete my duties to the best of my abilities and do what I can to acclimate you to the town.” 
 
    His frown deepened as he leaned back into his chair, thumbing through a file from his desk. “I’ve heard a lot of rumors and read several police reports involving you and your associates, both here and at Hallowed Woods and Cliff Haven.  You’ve had an interesting year, Miss Dreger.  Though I don’t truly believe that you earned all the accolades the High Priest bestowed upon you, I’m wondering which ones you really did earn.  Can you help me clarify a few things?” 
 
    Trying not to gulp at his accusation that I was somehow a fraud, I took a breath.  “Of course.  What would you like to know about me?” 
 
    “According to your file, you are a good student, a model citizen of Silver Springs, a debutante involved in charity work, and by all accounts, a pretty girl with a bright future.  I want to know why someone would try to kill you.  Why would they try to expel you from school?  Why would they spy on you?  What makes you so vexing that an entire coven of dark wizards made you their target?”  He looked me up and down as if he couldn’t believe that a teenager was worth the trouble of killing. 
 
    I almost laughed at his naivety.  For someone who was supposed to protect members of the coven, he clearly didn’t understand the complexities of Lord Cornish’s evil mind. 
 
    I sat forward and looked him dead in the eye.  “All the Shadow Masters cared about was obtaining complete control over the coven and its members.  My father once sat where you sit.  Why attack a powerful wizard when you can go after his daughter, the pretty debutante who couldn’t defend herself?  With my parents mourning my loss, the Shadow Masters could freely shift the priorities of the coven, especially since they were blackmailing Uncle Bryce, the one person who knew their true agenda.  When they failed to kill me, they switched tactics and targeted all the children of the coven.  Westerbrook’s mistake was giving in to his pettiness.  He and Cornish couldn’t stand the thought of a teenage girl screwing up their plans.  They underestimated me, Mr. Milton, as most people do.  I didn’t let my fear stop me from doing what was necessary to bring them to justice.”  I leaned back and crossed my arms, feeling like I had set the record straight. 
 
    He tapped the edge of his desk with his fingernail as he contemplated my answer. 
 
    Dropping the file on his desk, he abruptly stood.  “You will arrive on time.  You will complete your duties to the best of your abilities and do what you can to acclimate me to Silver Springs.”  He pulled on his gray suit jacket and walked across the room to stare at the cork board before I could even move.  “Oh, and you will have coffee on my desk when I arrive.  I hear that the café a few streets over has acceptable coffee.  Four sugars and two creams.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, I stared at his back.  Had he really just offered me the position?  After years of listening to people badmouth me and misjudge me, it felt good to speak my mind, but I knew my answer was borderline rude. So much for not being sassy. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything else, I quietly let myself out of his office. 
 
    Slumping against the hallway wall, I tugged at the sleeves of my shirt to cool off my sweaty armpits.  I seriously considered downgrading him to two sugars to see if it made him any less intense. 
 
    I fanned my burning cheeks as I clacked down the hallway towards the reception desk.  I jumped when a door to my left opened and out popped Uncle Bryce. 
 
    “Celeste!”  He pulled me into a quick side hug and glanced down at my outfit with an approving smile.  “How did things go?  I’m sorry that I didn’t get a chance to call you myself and ask you to interview for the position, but things have been so hectic.  How was school?  How were your finals?”  He ran through a series of questions without taking a breath. 
 
    Happy to see him, I smiled.  After everything the Shadow Masters had put him and his family through, I was pleased that things were finally improving for him. 
 
    “The last few months have been crazy at school.  I had my nose in a book every second of every day, trying to catch up, but I think I did okay.  In regards to the internship, I think I got the job.  Mr. Milton doesn’t seem to be a man of many words, though he asked some tough questions.  Is he always like that, or is he just annoyed with me specifically?”  I really hoped that he wasn’t a jerk all the time. 
 
    Bryce’s jaw ticked as he looked towards Milton’s office.  “I hope he didn’t upset you.  He wasn’t keen on the idea of having another family member working here, but since the job is more about earning experience than money, I didn’t see the harm in it.  You’re certainly bright enough to get a summer job anywhere, but I didn’t want you wasting your talents.  I figured you’d prefer to do something a little more interesting, given your tendencies to protect others.  If he gives you any trouble, just let me know.”  He patted my shoulder, though his eyes never left Milton’s door.  He sounded like he wanted to walk down there and yell at Milton. 
 
    “It’s okay.  I appreciate the opportunity.  Thank you.”  I relaxed a little after hearing Bryce’s reasons for suggesting me for the position.  I hadn’t really thought of myself as a protector of others.  I considered myself a survivor of unfortunate circumstances. 
 
    Bryce turned to watch a group of people enter the vestibule.  “Sorry, honey.  I have to greet these visitors.  Is my tie straight?” 
 
    I straightened his tie and chuckled.  “It’s okay.  I know you’re busy.  Don’t forget to eat lunch.”  He was notorious for skipping meals when he was stressed, which drove my aunt crazy. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Can you ask Augusta to grab me a sandwich?”  He smiled appreciatively as he walked over to his guests. 
 
    I smiled politely at the visitors and scurried past them to the reception desk.  Pointing at Auggie, who was writing something in her planner, I winked.  “You’ll have to sucker someone else into cleaning your room.  I got the job.  Now, let’s get lunch so we can grab something for your father.” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged at the thought of cleaning up her own mess. 
 
    “Thanks for being perfect as always, Oyster.”  She rolled her eyes and grabbed her purse.  “Just to be clear, I’m getting extra tomatoes on your sandwich because I know you hate them.” 
 
    Sighing, I nodded.  “Then I’m ordering tuna because I know you hate the smell of it.”  Seeing her nose wrinkle up was worth the extra tomatoes. 
 
    Auggie grabbed her bag and smiled at Noah, who was waiting in the guest chairs.  “Come on, Noah, you can sit in the front seat.  You, I like.” 
 
    Noah made a show of looping his arm in hers and escorting her out the door.  Winking at me, he mouthed, “I’m her favorite.” 
 
    I laughed at how easily he got along with my annoying cousin. 
 
    Looking back over my shoulder, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to work for Milton, but I didn’t have a choice.  Something was going on with the new and improved coven, and Bryce obviously wanted me here.  I didn’t want to disappoint him, so I kissed my quiet summer goodbye.  I really hoped that Benjamin and Carson wouldn’t be mad that our summer plans had imploded.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    After a quick lunch with Augusta, I headed straight to Benjamin’s house to grovel for forgiveness.  The last time we’d spoken, we had talked about all the places we could go on our dates and all the movies we could watch on the couch together.  I hated disappointing him, but hopefully he would understand about my internship opportunity. 
 
    Mrs. Fitzroy’s assistant Nancy greeted me and led me into the house.  “Benjamin is in the basement.  I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”  She gave me a tight smile as she waved towards the basement door. 
 
    I thought it was strange that he was in the basement, but I didn’t question her.  “Thank you, Nancy.” 
 
    Walking down the narrow steps, I recalled how the basement had always been off-limits when we were children.  Benjamin and I used to tell stories about how the basement was haunted.  At one point, we decided that his parents hid all the Easter and Halloween candy down there, which could have been true. 
 
    I expected musty basement smells to assault my nose when I reached the last step, but I found the scents of strawberry and peaches wafting through the air.  Maybe Benjamin had found the secret stash of hard candy that his grandmother gave us whenever she visited. 
 
    Turning the corner, I was surprised to find half of the basement converted into a science lab filled with beakers and Bunsen burners.  It looked like Dr. Frankenstein’s lab, minus the monster. 
 
    Behind the intricate equipment sat Benjamin in a white lab coat and goggles.  He had mentioned working on a potion’s project, but I had no idea he had gone full mad scientist. 
 
    “Hey.”  I slowly approached, so I didn’t scare him, causing him to knock into the glass tubes. 
 
    “Celeste!”  His head flew up to stare at me.  “I’m so glad you’re home.”  He pulled off his goggles and came around the corner of the large table to pull me into a bear hug. 
 
    Being in his arms again made all the stress of the late night flight and my interview melt away.  I didn’t realize how much I missed him until I smelled his musky cologne and felt his lips against my jaw. 
 
    “Hi.”  Breathless, I blushed when he ran his knuckles down my cheek. 
 
    “I’m happy that you’re finally home and in my arms.”  He leaned down to kiss me sweetly. 
 
    Looking up at him, I craned my neck a little more than usual.  “I swear you got taller.  You grew at least an inch or two.” 
 
    He chuckled as he took a step back to show me his tight jeans that no longer reached his ankles.  “Nothing fits anymore, to my mother’s chagrin.  She’s threatened to disown me unless I go clothes shopping.  She refuses to buy me jeans because I hate everything she picks out, so I’m on my own.” 
 
    I laughed.  “I’m sure I can help you with that.  I wouldn’t worry too much since it’s warm enough for shorts now.” 
 
    He shook his head and threw up his hands.  “No, those are even shorter.  Some girl at school laughed and said I was wearing booty shorts on the last day of school.  I’m going to need a total overhaul of my wardrobe.” 
 
    My mouth went dry at the thought of Benjamin wearing tight booty shorts.  “I need to see them for myself.”  My voice came out huskier than ever before, startling me. 
 
    His blue eyes darkened as he pulled me against his chest.  “You can see them anytime you want, Celeste.” 
 
    My throat tightened, and a shiver ran through me.  When had his voice gotten so deep?  Or more interestingly, when had his eyes become so intense?  Even his jaw seemed broader and more chiseled.  Pressed against him, I noticed that his firm chest had become more muscular.  His nerdy lab coat did nothing to dull his new mature body. When had Benjamin Fitzroy changed from the dimpled cutie to the sexy hottie in front of me?  I had always been attracted to Benjamin because he was adorable and funny, but the word sexy had never really applied until now. 
 
    Confused by the tingling sensation flooding my body, I let out a long breath.  It felt like my skin was on fire.  Sure, I’d reacted to kissing Benjamin, Carson and Noah before, but this was different.  Benjamin had the full attention of every cell in my body. 
 
    Stepping away to fan my cheeks for the second time today, I cleared my throat and tore my eyes away from his expectant face.  I wasn’t sure if he was waiting for me to demand that he show off his booty shorts immediately, or if it had been an open invitation, but I sidestepped the issue to examine the lab set up. 
 
    “How’s the experiment going? You mentioned that you were trying to combine spells with potions to enhance their effectiveness, but you didn’t say what you were trying to create.”  I glanced at the shelves lining the wall that held dozens of small plastic bottles. 
 
    Benjamin snapped out of his thoughts to join me at the table.  “I wanted to create a line of sport’s medicine to help ease the aches and pains from sprained ankles and muscle pain, but the project took on a life of its own.  I worked the sports angle but decided to branch out into moisturizing lip balms and nail polish.  Here.”  He handed me a small bottle filled with clear goop. 
 
    I tried not to frown at the jiggling concoction since he had worked so hard to make it, but it looked like gelatin that hadn’t set completely.  Sniffing it, I smiled.  “This explains the peach smell.”  It was fragrant but not overpowering. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and shrugged as if he were embarrassed.  “I know it looks a little weird, but try it.  When you put it on, say the words, “Se transformă în roșu rubiniu.”  He nodded when I hesitated.  “It’s safe, I promise.  Just try it.  You don’t need conjuring motions.  When you rub it on your lips, it will respond to the action.” 
 
    I trusted Benjamin, so I rubbed the cool goop on my lips and said the spell. 
 
    Seeing his face light up, I turned toward the mirror he held up for me. 
 
    My lips, which had light pink lipstick from this morning, were now ruby red and glossy.  I smacked my lips together.  “Wow!  It’s not sticky or gooey.  My lips were a little dry, but now they’re smooth as silk.  Even the dry skin at the edge of my lip is gone.  This stuff is fantastic.” 
 
    Beaming with pride, he took the bottle from my hand and raced over to the shelf.  “I’ve had a lot of time on my hands lately, so I’ve been working nonstop.  My potions teacher told me I could never create a potion infused with a spell, but I did it.  The potion uses basic healing ingredients to make the lip balm, but the infused magic changes the color based on the person’s preference.  People buy the clear balm and make it any color they want.” 
 
    Impressed with his accomplishment, I jumped up and down, clapping.  “That’s amazing.  Of course, the makeup industry won’t like that since they want to sell different colors every month.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “The spell only works once.  After that, the color is permanent. They would need to buy a new balm to create a different color.  It’s more about color choice.  People don’t have to search the entire makeup store for the perfect color anymore.  Remember when your mother spent hours at the store when she needed a specific lipstick color for an event she was hosting?”  He handed me a slip of paper with a list of spells for the different colors.  “I plan to have a website where people can pay for extra colors.  It will even make suggestions based on current trends.” 
 
    I nodded when I remembered how my mother needed the perfect strawberry color to match her evening gown.  I thought I would die of boredom when she made the makeup lady pull out more and more samples to try.  Scanning the list, I was seriously impressed by the assortment of colors. 
 
    “This is genius.  If someone knows their perfect color, they can keep using it instead of having it discontinued after a few months.”  I wasn’t sure how he had accomplished the impossible, but I was proud of him. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it since I’ll need help with the color palletes.  After spending so much time watching you put on your makeup for the pageants, I guess I learned more than I realized, but you have a better eye for colors and more experience in general.  I’m hoping we can work together, in between our fun in the sun dates.”  His hopeful expression made me feel like a villain.  I was about to ruin all his plans. 
 
    Putting my hands behind my back, I rocked on my heels.  “I’m not sure if you noticed my outfit.” 
 
    His eyes slowly roamed across my shirt and pants.  “Of course I did.  I’m not sure why you look like you’re about to storm into a boardroom meeting, but you’ll look gorgeous doing so.” 
 
    Biting the corner of my lip, I sighed.  “I’m interning for the new Guardian of the Coven.  I somehow nailed my bizarre interview, even though I think my boss hates me.” 
 
    His smile crashed and burned as he threw himself into his chair.  “Oh.  Okay.  Well, I’m glad you got the job.  I’m not going to lie, I’m sad, but I know your mother well enough to understand that she probably threw this at you unexpectedly.”  The disappointment in his voice made me feel even worse.  I hated upsetting him. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Benjamin.  We can still hang out at night and on the weekends.  There’s plenty of time to work on your project and have fun.  We have the whole summer.”  I tried to spin things as best I could, but he wasn't buying it based on the sadness in his eyes. 
 
    Letting out a long breath, he nodded.  “It’s okay, Celeste.”  He stood up and turned towards the shelves. 
 
    I waited for him to say something, anything.  When he didn’t speak, I got the hint.  He needed time to process the bad news.  I certainly didn’t blame him since I was upset too. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to do your work.  I’m going to see Carson.” 
 
    Benjamin quickly turned to look at me.  “Umm, we should go together.  He’s at the YWWA planning meeting for the Miss Sunshine Pageant.”  He pulled off his lab coat and ran a hand through his messy hair that hadn’t seen gel in a while. 
 
    “Okay.”  Surprised by his sudden insistence in escorting me to the Young Witches and Wizards Association meeting, I waited for him to search for his wallet under all his scattered notes on the table. 
 
    Following him up the stairs, I had a full view of his surprisingly tight jeans.  He unquestionably needed a new wardrobe, though I wasn’t in any rush to speed up the process. 
 
    Though the summer was off to a crappy start, I hoped that things would improve once I explained the situation to Carson and got past all the bad news.  With any luck, Mr. Milton would fire me after two weeks so that he could hire a real intern, one who wasn’t related to the High Priest of the Coven.  If not, maybe I would let Julian spike Milton’s coffee so he would be too busy searching for his mates to care about my summer job. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Sitting inside Benjamin’s new silver Mazda 3 was a strange experience.  Though he had his license and could drive without a parent, I had never seen him drive alone.  The small space seemed even smaller each time his bright blue eyes roamed my body, and he beamed excitedly at me.  He had warmed up a little since we started driving, but I could still feel the distance between us. 
 
    “Where is Noah?  I would have expected him to be with you.”  He stopped at the stop sign and put on his blinker.  I cringed at the undercurrent in his voice when he mentioned Noah. 
 
    “My mother insisted that he study for his driver’s test, so he’s reading the manual all day.  She scheduled him for his written test next week.  My test is at the end of the month since my mother assumed I would get this job and need more time to study.  I think she wanted time to interrogate Noah since she hasn’t had the chance to question me about my grades yet.”  My mother would have made a great inquisitor for the coven.  Milton should have hired her instead of me.  She’d have their suspect squirming in his chair, begging to confess.  I could even give her a personal recommendation. 
 
    “How were things at school?”  The tension in his voice made me shift uncomfortably in my seat. 
 
    Plastering a smile to my face, I made my voice as sweet as possible.  “I’m happy to report that things were completely boring at Cliff Haven once I got back from the canceled wedding, which helped me stay on track with my tutoring sessions.  I made an impression on my new tutor by working off my butt to catch up.  I can’t believe how far behind I was. I had too many long nights at the library and hours spent with Sadie in the woods practicing. We barely had any time to relax or have fun.” 
 
    Nodding, he murmured positive sounds, though he sounded indifferent. “That’s good.” 
 
    “I really did want you and Carson to transfer to Cliff Haven and Hallowed Woods to be with me, but I knew I wouldn’t have been able to see you guys that much.”  Benjamin always said that he understood the reasons for waiting and that he wasn’t mad, but he couldn’t hide the sadness in his eyes whenever we discussed it. 
 
    “Carson and I agreed that you needed to focus on your conjuring classes, so you didn’t fall behind even more.  I want you to be able to graduate with the rest of your class.  Trust me, I’m happy that you took the extra time and doubled up on your tutoring lessons at the end of the year instead of having to take summer classes.  I can’t say that it was easy being away from you or that there weren’t complications, but I do believe it was for the best.”  He gave me a small smile just before turning into the YWWA parking lot behind the building. 
 
    Fidgeting with the buttons on my shirt, I nodded silently. 
 
    When my mother called Mrs. Fitzroy and Mrs. Rafferty to ask them to hold off on enrolling Benjamin and Carson at Cliff Haven and Hallowed Woods, my heart broke into pieces.  Though I understood my mother’s reasons for holding off the transition, I wanted to fight the decision, even though I knew she was right. 
 
    Their mothers had understood the problem and didn’t want their sons to start so late in the year. In the end, everyone agreed to wait, though I felt guilty for ruining Benjamin’s plan of having us all together at school. 
 
    Benjamin hopped out of the car and opened my door. 
 
    I touched his hand and giggled.  “You don’t have to hold my door open, Benjamin.  You aren’t my driver, and this isn’t the 1950’s.”  I knew his mother had drilled some serious manners into him, but I didn’t want him to treat me like a little girl. 
 
    Grabbing my hand, he spun me around and dropped me into a dip.  “Is it wrong to want to take care of you?  So what if I want to open a door for you or treat you like you’re the most precious person in the world.  Can you blame me?  I found the girl I want to spend my days with.”  He pulled me back up and kissed the tip of my nose. 
 
    Giggling uncontrollably, I pushed my hair behind my ear.  “What if I want to treat you like you’re special?  How about a new rule?  Whoever is driving gets to open the door for the other person.  And whoever is closest to a door holds it open for the other person.  That sounds fair to me.” 
 
    Looking down at me with his new and improved sexy eyes, he frowned slightly.  “Am I special to you, Celeste?” 
 
    The question caught me off guard.  I floundered for a second, trying to rearrange the question in my head so that it made sense.  Why would Benjamin not believe he was special to me? 
 
    I worked through the tightness in my throat and forced my frozen brain to form a response.  “Benjamin Fitzroy, how could you ask me that?  I have loved you in every possible way since we first played in the mud in my backyard.  First, I loved you as my best friend, then as the boy I could never have, and now as the guy who I want to be in my life for a very, very long time.” 
 
    I tried to hold back the tears burning in the corners of my eyes.  What happened to my poor Benjamin? 
 
    He immediately shook his head and looked away.  “I’m sorry, Celeste, I didn’t mean to get so serious all of a sudden.  I know you love me.  It’s just that…well, like I said, things were complicated after you left.  Forget I said anything.” 
 
    Wiping his hands on his jeans, he quickly locked the door and ushered me towards the entrance.  His cheeks were flushed with embarrassment as he muttered something to himself. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask him what was wrong, but he stopped abruptly in front of me.  “When was the last time you spoke with Carson?” 
 
    I paused to count on my fingers.  “Umm, I’m not sure.  Every time I called him, his mother said he was out.  I left messages for him, but I can’t remember the last time we actually spoke.  Maybe a month ago.  He said he was busy with a magical cooking class that was giving him trouble.  I tried sending him letters so he could read them when he wasn’t busy.” 
 
    Worried that I was distracting him from his magic lessons, I tried not to be a bother.  I didn’t want to be the nagging girlfriend who kept him from his homework, just as my mother didn’t want the guys taking up all my study time. 
 
    He nodded slowly.  “Yeah, that’s what I thought.  That’s around the time when Carson stopped talking to me too.  I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but I’ve seen him around town a few times.  He didn’t look well.  I only know that he’s here because I ran into his mother last week.  Just go easy on him when you see him, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.”  I had no idea what Benjamin was trying to tell me, so I braced myself for whatever I might find once I saw Carson. 
 
    Walking inside the Black Hat and Broom Society building that housed the YWWA, I waved to Beatrix Bouvier, the receptionist. 
 
    Mrs. Bouvier smiled at me until her eyes shifted to Benjamin.  “Mr. Fitzroy, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Benjamin and I had been coming here since we were in cotillion together, so her sharp tone surprised me. 
 
    “Hello Mrs. Bouvier.  I’m driving Celeste around today.  We’re here to pick up Carson Rafferty.  He’s in the Miss Sunshine meeting.”  He shoved his hands into his tight pockets and looked down at the gray floor tiles. 
 
    Odd.  I got the distinct impression that Benjamin had not only canceled his membership with the association but had done so on bad terms. 
 
    Mrs. Bouvier frowned but waved us along.  “Make it quick.” 
 
    I was used to being a pariah, but Benjamin was a golden boy in Silver Springs.  Aside from the fact that his parents were respected pillars of the community, Benjamin participated in as many charity events as my mother and was admired for his magical abilities.  He had been handpicked by Dragomir Klein to help establish the New Horizons Coven in Silver Springs.  Based on his reaction to Mrs. Bouvier, he was definitely hiding something from me. 
 
    He walked ahead of me before I could ask him what was going on. 
 
    Entering the smallest of the meeting rooms, I searched the room for Carson, but my eyes settled on my friend Hana Dodson, who was arguing with someone.  I glanced around to find several familiar people arguing, though one voice, in particular, sent a cold shiver through my veins. 
 
    “Just because you are last year’s Winter Solstice Princess, Hana, it doesn’t mean that you get to run things.  I have as much right to voice my opinion as anyone.”  The haughty Romanian accent cut through whatever thought I had before entering the room. 
 
    I turned to locate Anika Klein, but I couldn't find her until she stomped her foot just as she had during the Winter Solstice Pageant meeting when Carson had suggested eliminating the pageant.  Doing a double-take to make sure I was looking at the right person, my eyebrows rose to the middle of my face as my mouth fell open. 
 
    Anika, who dressed like every other socialite teen who allowed her mother to put her in acceptable skirts and dresses like a 1950's sorority girl, was wearing a black skirt that barely covered her panties and a deep V-neck blouse that showed off her cleavage.  She had grown out her short bob and replaced her simple eyeliner and pale pink lipstick with a color pallete worthy of a glam rocker.  Granted, she was always gorgeous, but I would have never expected her to wear something so revealing.  She tended to be more conservative with her style. 
 
    The room fell silent as all eyes turned to me and then Benjamin.  Again, I was used to the cold shoulder, but seeing everyone gawk at Benjamin made me uneasy.  He turned three different shades of red until his ears looked like they were on fire. 
 
    Yup, I had definitely missed a vital piece of information along the way. 
 
    Diverting everyone’s glare back to me, I waved.  “Hi everyone!  For those of you who don’t know me or remember me, I’m Pearl Celeste Dreger.  How is everyone today?”  I stepped in front of Benjamin to prevent him from dying of embarrassment.  I had a lot of practice dealing with hostile witches and wizards over the years, so I barely broke a sweat.  None of them could beat the look of loathing on Tallulah Tallersall’s face back when she believed that my uncle was the enemy of the coven. 
 
    Hana quickly smiled at me and waved.  She stepped forward to greet me, but Anika crossed the space first to step in front of me. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Celeste?  This meeting is for pageant contestants and escorts only.  You are not allowed here.”  Her eyes took in my power outfit as her hand went for her wand.  She looked like she was sizing me up for a fight. 
 
    I was shocked by her attitude since the last time I saw her had been at the Snowflake Ball, where she was smiling and dancing.  I thought we were sort of friends after she helped me trap the curse inside my house. 
 
    “I’m here to pick up Carson.  I had no idea that this was a contestant only meeting.  I thought it was a generic planning meeting.  My apologies for crashing your event.”  My apology was sincere, even if I had a defensive posture while saying it. 
 
    She sneered at me as she took another step closer.  “I’d forgotten how perfectly boring you were.  It’s no wonder that…” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, the door on the other side of the meeting room burst open, and in walked three guys laughing loudly.  Behind them was Carson, who was walking with his head down. 
 
    The guys stopped in their tracks when they saw Anika standing in my face and rushed to her side.  I found it interesting that Carson stayed on the far side of the room. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Anika?”  The tall blonde reached her first.  I recognized him as the jerk who called me names whenever we crossed paths at the YWWA meetings, even though I barely knew him.  Philip, something or other. 
 
    “You remember Celeste Dreger.”  Her eyes never left my face though her arms went out to her sides as if she was waiting for the guys to grab her hands. 
 
    The wild-eyed brunette with the slicked-back hair slowly went to Anika’s side.  He flipped his wand around as if he were twirling a knife.  He quickly looked me up and down and shrugged.  Jonny Byers.  Benjamin used to get into fights with him on and off the Pike field because Jonny loved to cheat. 
 
    Eyeing me, Jonny snickered.  “Oh yeah.  I remember her now.  Nothing special to look at, is she?  Pretty flat-chested.  I expected more.”  He threw his arm around Anika’s shoulder and leaned in to suck on her neck. 
 
    “The way they talked about her, I expected a hottie, not this loser.”  Philip winked at me just before he tilted Anika’s face up to suck on her lip. 
 
    The third guy quietly walked up behind Anika and pulled her back against his chest.  His dark, wavy hair was combed back from his face.  He grabbed her boobs and placed his chin on top of her head, glaring at me the entire time.  I’d never seen him before, but he looked like one of those guys who had something to prove.  
 
    When did Anika get a trio of bad boys? 
 
    I looked to Hana for confirmation that this wasn't some kind of hallucination or alternate reality. 
 
    Hana rolled her eyes.  “I think this meeting is over, Anika.”  She turned to smile at me.  “Please tell me you’re signing up for the pageant, Celeste.  Your mother said she wasn’t sure if you would enter.” 
 
    How had my mother passed on an opportunity to enter me into a pageant?  I had definitely entered an alternate reality.  Maybe she forgot to enter me with all the changes going on at the coven. 
 
    I was about to say that I didn’t have a sponsoring coven when Anika waved her hand.  “It’s too late.  The registration is closed.  She can’t enter.” 
 
    Hana put her hand on her hip.  “Umm, no.  The registration closes tomorrow at noon.  Read the rules one more time, Anika.  Or for the first time.  Just because your father’s coven is making a large donation to the YWWA, doesn’t mean you get to make up all the rules.  This isn’t your pageant, as I’ve been saying all afternoon.  There are fourteen, well fifteen other girls, if Celeste signs up.  The YWWA members all have a say in things.” 
 
    Tamara Hazelton, Miss Sunshine two years prior, slid out of her seat and stood by Hana.  I glanced at her hand to make sure she wasn’t holding a shiv. 
 
    "Hana is right, Anika.  We all have a say in this.  Hana's mother is the committee chair for the event.  If Hana doesn't tell her what's happening here, I will.”  There was no doubt in my mind that Benjamin's lip-gloss had poisoned me or that I had indeed walked into a version of Silver Springs where the humans outnumbered the sups. 
 
    Was Tamara Hazelton seriously taking Hana’s side after all the years of bullying her.  Yes, Tamara had chilled out since her mother had been labeled a Shadow Master and captured alongside Westerbrook and Cornish, but I didn’t realize that she and Hana had made amends. 
 
    Anika’s face scrunched up.  “I doubt Celeste will want to participate anyway.  She’s not pretty enough to win, and she has no association with a coven who would sponsor her.  I don’t know why she would bother.” 
 
    Stunned, I stared at Anika.  What had I done to deserve this kind of hatred? 
 
    Crossing my arms, I shook my head.  “I don’t know what your problem is, but I’ve had enough of this.  I’ve never had an issue with you, but if you say one more word about me…”  I didn’t have a chance to finish my threat before Jonny’s wand hand came up at the same time as Philip’s hands. 
 
    “Lumină puternică!” 
 
    “Doborî!” 
 
    A bright light flashed, blinding me and the rest of the room, based on the shrieks and swearing.  I had no time to use a defensive spell before Philip used his knockdown spell. 
 
    My body crashed to the ground, driving my skull into the linoleum tiles.  My head spun, and I thought I would vomit. 
 
    All around me, shouting erupted as spells flew in every direction.  I could make out Hana and Benjamin’s voices, along with Anika’s guys.  Some of the other bystanders used spells to defend themselves or joined in the attack. 
 
    Me, I was trying to open my eyes without making the room spin. 
 
    More voices rose above the melee, calling for calm. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Benjamin’s voice was next to me as the rest of the noise died down.  “Open your eyes.  Look at me.  You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Wanting to see Benjamin's face, I did as he instructed but immediately regretted it.  Instead of one Benjamin, there were like three and a half Benjamins. 
 
    "Nope.”  I closed my eyes again as he pulled me into a sitting position. 
 
    “Call her mother.”  I wasn't sure whom Benjamin was speaking to, but I wanted my mother for the first time in a long time. “Get the Healer.” 
 
    “NO!  No, Healer.  I’ll be fine.”  I didn’t want any Healer from any coven looking at me.  Yes, I had deep trust issues when it came to the covens.  Despite feeling like my head was three times its normal size, I refused to trust another healer after Cornish. 
 
    “Celeste, you’ll be okay.  Trust me; I’ve been smacked down on the Pike field plenty of times.  Just relax, I’ve got you.  Anika and her guys are gone.  Hana escorted them out of the room.”  I felt his warm hands on my neck and shoulders, checking for injuries. 
 
    I felt better knowing that Benjamin was caring for me and that Hana was protecting me. 
 
    Trying to open my eyes again was a little easier, though I still saw multiple Benjamins.  “When will the room stop spinning?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Do you trust me?  I know a spell that can ease the dizziness.  Hana and I have used it plenty of times.  I’ve even used it on Carson.” 
 
    “I trust you.”  I grabbed onto his sides to keep myself from swaying. 
 
    “Okay.  Just focus on me and hold still.”  He weaved his hands back and forth, muttering the spell under his breath. 
 
    The pain immediately stopped and my vision snapped into focus.  Seeing only one gorgeous Benjamin, I sighed. 
 
    “Oh, thank you!”  I pulled him into my arms and held him.  Over his shoulder, I saw everyone staring at me.  Everyone except Carson, who was still standing at the back of the room.  He never once looked at me. 
 
    “Celeste!  What happened?”  My mother burst into the room, followed by my father, who practically pushed Benjamin out of the way to check on me. 
 
    “I’m okay.  I just got a little scrambled.”  I waited for my father to give his nod of approval to my mother to calm her down. 
 
    “She’ll be okay.  She doesn’t have a concussion.”  My father helped me to my feet and hugged me. 
 
    “Tell me who did this.”  My mother looked like she wanted to hunt down the person responsible and teach them not to screw with Caroline Marjory Dreger’s daughter. 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding.”  I flashed Benjamin a look of warning.  I wanted to know why Anika’s guys had attacked me before I declared war on all of them. 
 
    Her pursed lips told me that she didn’t believe my lie, but she let it go.  She would demand answers once we were home. 
 
    “You should rest.  I’ll take you home.”  She held out her hand, but I refused to move. 
 
    “Benjamin can take me home.  I’m okay.”  I glanced over at Hana, who was guarding the door like a sentry.  Nodding to her, I smiled at my mother.  “Besides, you have to stay here and enter me into the Miss Sunshine Pageant.” 
 
    It was almost worth having my ass handed to me to see the look of bewilderment on my mother’s face. 
 
    She slowly nodded as if she expected me to say that I was joking.  “Of course, dear.  If that’s what you want.  I wasn't sure you would have time with the internship, but if you want to enter, I will fill out the paperwork and search for a sponsor.”  The tiny spark of joy in her eyes made me feel like things were getting back to normal. 
 
    Hana’s face lit up as if she had just won the pageant for a second time.  She gave me a quick thumbs up.  “My mother is hosting a pool party later this week for the contestants and escorts if you’re up for it.” 
 
    I waved to Hana, acknowledging that I’d heard her, though I didn’t reply.  I wasn’t sure how I would feel in the next five minutes once the healing spell weakened. 
 
    Benjamin motioned for us to make our exit before my mother started her inquisition. 
 
    Determined to figure out what the hell had happened in Silver Springs, I followed him out the door.  Chocolate chip cookie dough and mindless TV would have to wait.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Making our way out of the YWWA, I waited to see if Carson would finally talk to me, but he was nowhere in sight.  I had no idea what his problem was, but I had other issues to deal with first. 
 
    The second we were inside Benjamin’s car, I turned on him.  “What the hell just happened, and don’t bother lying to me.  You keep saying that the last few months have been rough, but I have a feeling that it’s a whole lot worse than that.  I assume that whatever is going on must have something to do with Anika’s new bad-girl attitude and her legion of future parolees.  Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t Jonny Byers get suspended for jumping you after a Pike game?” 
 
    Benjamin leaned back into his seat and hung his head.  “Yeah.  They suspended him for having sex in the bleachers during a Pike game and a biology class.  The academy finally expelled him after a mysterious fire broke out in the principal’s office, according to a rumor Carson overheard.” 
 
    I held up my hand.  “Forget about Jonny for a second.  Let’s stick with you for the moment.  Why was everyone giving you the look of death in there?”  I crossed my arms and searched for the patience to let Benjamin find the right words to explain his side of the story. 
 
    He silently reached for my hand, which I gave him.  Squeezing it, he looked up at me.  “I love you, Celeste.  I’m not sure if I’ve said it enough times, but I do.  Just know that.” 
 
    Seeing tears form in his blue eyes, I held my breath.  Whatever he was going through was so much worse than I expected. “I love you too, Benjamin.” 
 
    He nodded and cleared his throat.  “You know how High Priest Klein, Anika’s father, was mentoring me while he started his New Horizons Coven.  After I told you that Cliff Haven Academy had accepted me, I decided to speak to him in person to tell him that I was moving.  I wanted to express my gratitude for everything he’d done for me.  I felt that I owed him an explanation since he had big plans for me to take a seat on his council once I graduated.  It wasn’t an easy decision.  I didn’t want to leave his mentorship, but I want to be with you, Celeste.  I hoped to take a leave of absence or something.” 
 
    My mind spiraled in every direction, filling in the blanks for myself.  “Let me guess.  Things didn’t go well.  I’m assuming you told him before the decision to wait until the Fall Semester changed your plans.” 
 
    A tear rolled down his cheek.  “No, things didn’t go well, and yes, it was before the decision to stay here until fall.  He was furious with me.  He said that he had wasted his time on a lovesick child who didn’t understand the gift he was handing me.” His lower lip quivered as he looked away. 
 
    I put my free hand over my mouth.  “You told him you were changing schools because of me.”  My heart sank at the thought of Mr. Klein berating Benjamin over his decision to follow his heart. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Not at first, but he kept digging and throwing around different accusations.  I finally snapped and told him that I wanted to be close to you.  Of course, that’s not the only reason.  I did my research.  Cliff Haven has an excellent reputation and a top-rated potion’s department.  Not to mention an award-winning Pike team, though my chances of becoming mage were slim because of the things you’ve said about their current mage, Aleksi Ivanov.  Regardless, I was looking forward to branching out beyond Silver Springs.  I wanted to put some space between my family and me to see what freedom was like.” 
 
    “What happened after you told him the truth?”  I held my breath, waiting for him to tell me that Klein had screwed him over. 
 
    He leaned forward and pulled me towards him.  “You know who I am, don’t you, Celeste?  I mean, the kind of person I am inside, right?”  The sorrow and fear on his face took my breath away. 
 
    “Of course I do, Benjamin.  You are a kind, thoughtful, caring person.  You went out of your way to befriend Anika when she was the new girl.  I’m the one who wanted her to fall into a well because I was jealous.”  I’d never heard Benjamin say a bad word about anyone. 
 
    His head nodded uncontrollably as he started to shake.  “Klein accused me of all kinds of crazy things.  First, he said that I was spying on him for the other covens and then claimed that I was learning his secrets so I could start my own coven. The more I tried to explain myself, the wilder his accusations were. By the end, he claimed that I befriended Anika so that I could sleep with her.  I’d never seen him so angry, so cruel.  He swore that he would ruin me and make me pay for my betrayal.  He said that once the world knew what kind of miserable wretch I was, everyone would turn on me, including you.” 
 
    He broke down into sobs in my arms. 
 
    My mind turned black with no specs of light to keep me sane.  I wanted to drive to Klein’s house and call him out in his front yard.  Never had I wanted to duel someone so badly.  I wanted everyone to know how insane Dragomir Klein was. 
 
    “It’s okay, Benjamin.  We’ll straighten things out.”  I numbly offered my support as I plotted how to make Klein suffer.  For the first time in my life, I truly wanted to hurt someone. 
 
    Benjamin sniffled back his tears.  “He had me blacklisted, Celeste.  Every society and association I belonged to canceled my membership.  He called my Pike coach and fed him some lie about how I used illegal spells to win games.  I had offered to help train the new team during the summer in exchange for letting me train alongside them.  Instead, Coach called my mother and threw me off the team.  Things got so bad with the rumors at school that my parents pulled me out to homeschool me.” He put his hand on my cheek.  “I’m afraid of what will happen if Klein calls Cliff Haven.  I feel like he’s waiting to see what I'll do.  He's holding me hostage." 
 
    Suddenly everything clicked into place: the lab in the basement, the cold shoulder treatment, and Anika’s sudden change from Sandra Dee at the beginning of Grease to Sandra Dee at the end of Grease. 
 
    “He told Anika about your plans to weasel your way into her pants.”  It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    He nodded.  “Yeah, that was a surprise.  You saw how she took the news.  She said that she would rather date guys who were upfront with their intentions instead of those who hid them.” 
 
    Huh.  It did make sense in a backward kind of way. 
 
    “So, she picked the worst of the worst to date.  Got it.”  I rubbed the back of my head.  “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” 
 
    He stared down at my hands in his.  “This was my battle, Celeste.  I tried all kinds of things to change the tide of public opinion, but every time I convinced someone that Klein was lying, new rumors spread.  I wanted you to stay focused on school.  I didn’t want you running home to help me or spending our time together talking about this.  You were my only escape.  I wanted you to be happy when we talked and not upset because of what I was going through.  It sounds lame, but I thought I could handle it.  I planned to tell you when you came home.  I figured it would be easier to explain myself if I could hold you in my arms.  I was afraid that you would believe the lies.” 
 
    He broke down again, causing my tears to break free. 
 
    “Benjamin, I would never believe that you were a spy or using Klein in some weird way.  You enjoyed working side by side with him.  I also know that you would never have sex with a girl and dump her, even if we weren't together.  That’s not who you are.  Everyone slightly cheats at Pike, but you would never compromise the game.  I don’t believe Klein’s lies because I know the real you.” I pulled his face up so that I could kiss him. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me so passionately that I had to stop to take a breath. 
 
    “Sorry.”  He released me from his arms and wiped his eyes.  “I’m just so relieved to hear you say that you believe me.” 
 
    “Benjamin, I’ve been where you are.  I’m probably one of the few people in this town who understands exactly what you’re going through.  After everything I’ve dealt with, I know there is a way to fix this.  We just have to beat Klein at his own game.  Give me time, and I promise that we will sort this out.”  I didn’t care if I had to take on his entire stupid coven; I would clear Benjamin’s name. 
 
    Chuckling, he kissed away the tears from my cheek.  “You are the most wonderful person I know.  I’m sorry I kept this from you.  I just couldn’t risk losing you.” 
 
    “You can’t lose me, Benjamin, because you are right here.”  I placed his hand over my heart. “I love you.” I pulled his hand off my chest and kissed his palm. 
 
    “I love you too.”  He gave me a small smile before shifting in his seat to look in the mirror and wipe his face. 
 
    Leaning my head against my seat, I pushed away the urge to sky write all the terrible things I had to say about Anika’s father.  Having dealt with assholes like him, I knew better than to stoop to his level of name-calling and ridiculous lies.  If we were to win this war, we would need a few allies on our side. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    After leaving six messages for Carson and sitting in front of his house with Benjamin for over an hour, hoping he would come home, I gave up trying to contact him.  He was obviously avoiding me.  Stressing over it only made my lingering headache even worse, but I couldn’t fix things until he was ready to talk to me. 
 
    Benjamin dropped me off at home and promised to call once he finished the nail polish spell that made the wearers nails longer based on the kind of spell they used. 
 
    Noah plopped down on my bed and happily relayed his afternoon with my mother.  It was strange hearing someone talk about her as a positive influence.  She had taught him some of the fundamental driving rules and explained the NY laws to him.  They even made lunch and sat on the back porch together. 
 
    Normally, I did everything within my power to avoid being around my mother, but seeing the pure joy on Noah’s face, I wondered if I had taken her meddling for granted. 
 
    “I knew your mother liked to cook when she was dealing with a problem or needed to escape from a rough day, but I had no idea that she would be so excited to show me how to make potato salad with ham and brie sandwiches.  I can’t remember the last time I had so much fun hanging out with an adult.” 
 
    “It sounds like fun.”  I slightly envied how easily my mother had accepted Noah into our family after Cornish’s arrest.  Noah would have been placed in foster care or ended up in the orphanage with no other family to claim him.  When my parents had offered to become Noah’s guardians, he broke down into tears in my mother’s arms.  I was happy for Noah, but it felt like my mother went easier on him than me. 
 
    Stretching my shoulders, I winced when a sharp pain shot up my neck. 
 
    His face fell as he pulled me towards the bed to sit next to him.  “I wish I had been at the meeting, Celeste.  Please tell me the names of the guys who attacked you, and I will make sure that they never look in your direction again.  I still have friends in town who would be more than happy to scare a few boys.”  Noah put his arm around my back and nuzzled my neck. 
 
    I patted his leg.  “I told you, I don’t want to fight them.  Please leave this to me.  I don’t want you associating with anyone from your past unless they were kind grandmothers who baked you cookies.”  I hated the thought of Noah associating with anyone he used to know when he worked for the Shadow Masters.  It was one of the reasons for bringing him to Cliff Haven with me.  He was still getting used to making his own decisions without the influence of his former masters.  Based on his previous experiences, he sometimes faltered when it came to questions about right and wrong. 
 
    He snickered.  “That reminds me.  Your mother was polishing the silver this morning as if she were spit shining her boots.  You know what that means.” 
 
    I groaned as I looked up at the ceiling.  “Grandmother Tavish is coming to dinner.  Wonderful!  With Bryce and Harriet living in town, it means more dinners with grandmother.  I completely forgot about that.” 
 
    “Ugh.  The silver polish makes me sneeze.  Should I start taking my allergy medication more frequently if I will be dining with your family?”  His amused smile made me cringe.  Though he had spied on my family for years, he never had to sit across the table from them and answer uncomfortable questions. 
 
    “Maybe we should skip family dinner this week and every week after that.”  I stood up and walked over to the dresser to finish unpacking. 
 
    Noah followed me to the dresser and stood behind me.  He placed his chin on my shoulder.  “Are you saying that because you’re ashamed of me?  I noticed that we skipped dinner tonight with your parents.  Do you not want me to dine with your family?” 
 
    Turning around, I put my hands on his cheeks.  “No, I’m not ashamed of you. I’m afraid for you.  My family has no concern for anyone else’s feelings, and they tend to ask inappropriate questions.  I’m trying to save you from the insanity.”  I felt terrible for making him feel self-conscious, but he didn’t need questions about his dark past or whether there were any girls he liked.  Not all of my family knew that we were dating and sleeping in the same bed, even though he was always in cat form. 
 
    Grandmother Tavish would probably cut me out of the will if she knew I was dating three guys.  They’d only recently accepted that Great Aunt Charlotte was gay after 30 years of marriage to a man.  Certain members of my family were not open-minded. 
 
    He stepped in front of me and gave me the saddest face ever.  His blonde hair flopped down into his eyes, and he lowered his head to look at me. 
 
    “Celeste, I can’t recall the last time I had a family dinner.  I haven’t had a real family since my mother died.  My former masters relegated me to the basement when I was working.  Worse, they forced me to search for my food.  A home-cooked meal with inappropriate questions sounds wonderful to me.” 
 
    I gulped when I realized I was acting selfishly. 
 
    For the last few months at school, it had been just Sadie, him and me.  None of our parents visited, so Noah had no experience with Sunday dinners or questions about how his day was.  He had missed out on so much while under the control of Cornish.  Even though I was used to doing things on my own at home and school because my parents were always so busy, I didn’t realize that I prevented him from having the experiences I took for granted. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Noah.  I’m constantly trying to get away from my crazy family.  I didn’t consider that you might want to be a part of the craziness.  We can go to as many family dinners as you want.  However, the first question about our love life and I’m out of there.”  I was completely serious, but Noah laughed, thinking that it was a joke.  He would have to learn the hard way that my family took no prisoners when questioning people about their relationships. 
 
    “I can’t wait.”  He kissed my forehead and stepped back to shift into his cat.  Purring, he jumped onto my bed and curled up next to my pillow. 
 
    Seeing him so content, I bit my lip.  I wanted him to experience all the things he had missed.  I just didn’t want him to endure the criticisms and judgment, which often came with those experiences.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    All night long, Anika’s cruel face kept me tossing and turning, unable to calm down.  I fully accepted that Anika and I had never been very close, and we would probably never be friends if she had any feelings for Benjamin, but standing by while her guys attacked me was shocking.  I would have accepted her hatred of Benjamin for supposedly befriending her so he could sleep with her, but taking it out on me was unnecessary.  If anything, she should have tried to warn me about Benjamin and his true intentions. 
 
    I should have ignored her drama and let her do whatever she wanted with the pageant, just like I did at school when the bullies tried to get their way, but seeing Hana looking to me for help, I couldn’t walk away.  The raging pain in my head told me that I couldn’t leave Hana and the other contestants to deal with the new Anika by themselves. 
 
    Maybe Uncle Bryce was right about me being a protector.  I certainly sucked at self-defense, but perhaps I could make sure that the contest was as fair as possible. 
 
    By the time the first rays of morning lit up my room, I had formulated a plan.  After a little chat with Anika, I would keep an eye on her guys to make sure that they all played by the rules.  I wouldn’t conjure the first spell, but I wouldn’t stand idly by if her guys tried to intimidate the other girls.  Winning the pageant wouldn’t be my main objective, though I would give Anika a challenge. 
 
    Handing me my breakfast plate, my mother smiled at me. 
 
    “Darling, you will need to choose your escort for the pageant.  Carson is going with Hana since she wasn’t sure if you would enter.  Noah is ineligible because he isn’t associated with a coven, and you didn’t just save the children of the town.  Benjamin is the only one…”  I cut my mother off before she pinned her hopes on Benjamin. 
 
    “You should know that Klein had him banned from everything.  Benjamin tried to do the right thing and explain that he was leaving New Horizons Coven to transfer schools.  He felt like he wouldn’t be able to carry out the duties Klein expected of him.  It’s still a new coven, so being the ambassador for the younger witches and wizards is hard when you’re halfway across the country at school. He wanted to thank Klein, but Klein turned on him.  It was a bloodbath.  He accused him of all kinds of things.”  I was worried that my mother might believe the rumors, but she’d known the Fitzroys forever. 
 
    Her lips formed a thin line.  “I knew something was wrong.  Mrs. Fitzroy has been avoiding me lately.  I thought I had done something to offend her.  I tried sending her my spiced bundt cake, her favorite, yet I received little more than a quick phone call to thank me.  Oh, that poor family.  They pride themselves on their reputation.  I can’t begin to understand what Benjamin must be going through.  I’d heard a few odd rumors, but I put no stock in them.  Benjamin is above reproach.  Normally, the gossip queens are eager to spew their vile stories to me, but the rumors about Benjamin have been hushed when I walk into the room.  I wonder why they’re all keeping things from me.  Regardless, I won’t stand for this.  We will hold off on your escort issue until I speak with your father.  In the meantime, I’m heading over to the Fitzroy house. I expect to be there a while.  Tell Andrew to prepare dinner for seven.  We will be entertaining the Fitzroys tonight.” 
 
    My mother grabbed a container of cookies and a good bottle of wine from her chiller. 
 
    Relieved that my mother believed that Benjamin was innocent, I felt better knowing that she was in his corner, fighting for the truth. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, Noah and I focused on our driving lessons.  As nervous as I was about learning to drive, I refused to be like my mother and have someone driving me around for the rest of my life. 
 
    The book learning was easy enough, but the practical driving was more challenging.  I wondered how many kids had to learn how to back up a limo.  I questioned the logic in learning how to drive the beast, but according to my mother’s new driver, Silas, if I learned how to drive a big car, it would make driving anything else a breeze.  I was pretty sure he was just saying that because my father didn’t want to offer up his sports car as a training vehicle. 
 
    “Are you ready to drive the car up and down the driveway, Miss Dreger?”  Silas smiled as he looked at me through the open driver’s side window. 
 
    “Are you brave enough not to bolt from the car while I’m driving?”  I couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of rolling through my mother’s azaleas along the front yard. 
 
    “I’m a former Marine, Miss Dreger.  I think my nerves can handle it.”  He chuckled and winked at me.  “Oh, I’m also a former Mage on my academy Pike team.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Ah, so you crave the danger.  No wonder my mother hired you.  I assume you’ve met Grandmother Tavish.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Yes, Miss, I have.”  He shoved his hand into his suit pocket and pulled out a handful of peppermints.  “She says that I’m a good boy.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at his sense of humor.  Most of the previous drivers quit once my grandmother verbally harassed them.  She once threatened to turn one into a slug because he accidentally dropped her handbag. 
 
    “She must really like you.”  I felt a little more at ease, knowing that Silas was a good boy. 
 
    Having suffered many attacks over the years, a driver with good reflexes, solid nerves, and excellent casting skills was probably a prerequisite. 
 
    While I wasn’t great at moving the clunker around, Noah was so much worse.  I tried to be as supportive as possible, but he kept mixing up the brake and the accelerator.  When he nearly went through the fence, Silas decided we’d had enough for the day. 
 
    Noah shrugged as he exited the limo.  “I prefer running around on all four paws anyway.”   
 
    By the time the day of the pool party rolled around, we had all fallen into a nice groove.  I had free time to spend with Benjamin in his lab while Noah learned how to do chores, like laundry and vacuum. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to learn how to do things people consider normal, but I never had the chance.  Does it sound silly that I’m envious of people who know how to use a blender or a washing machine?”  Noah leaned against my bedroom wall as he played with a Rubix cube. 
 
    “No, I don’t think it’s silly.  You should learn how to do anything you find interesting.  There’s an entire world of things for you to explore.  I think that once you master domesticated life, you’ll be able to explore new areas of interest.  You could learn how to fly a plane or build a robot.”  I was happy to see him interested in becoming a more rounded person instead of someone else’s puppet. 
 
    A frown appeared between his eyes.  “No way I’m flying.  I’m not fond of having my feet off a solid object.  Building a robot sounds like fun.  Promise that we can do that someday.” 
 
    “I promise.”  Seeing him curious and open to new possibilities made me realize how closed off he had been in the last few months.  Though he didn’t often talk about Cornish and Westerbrook, I knew that his former life was never far from his thoughts.  Maybe my overbearing, overprotective mother was exactly what he needed at this phase of his life.  He needed to know that there were people in the world who would help him instead of hinder him. 
 
    After breakfast, Noah drove the car up and down the driveway a million times, each time getting more confident in his skills.  Once he finished, we got dressed for the pool party.  Noah had convinced my mother to help him make chocolate chip cookies by himself, even though he wasn’t allowed to attend the party. 
 
    “Don’t they smell amazing?  Make sure you tell Hana that I made them.”  He beamed with pride as he held the Tupperware container to my nose before sealing the lid. 
 
    “Yes, and they look yummy too.  I will pass along any praise I hear.”  I winked at him and turned to grab the giant salad tray my mother had Maria prepare. 
 
    Following Noah to the front door, I couldn’t help but stare at his bathing suit trunks.  I was sad that I wouldn’t get to see him shirtless and glistening in the sun.  He had insisted on wearing them so that he could coordinate with the light blue polka dot bikini my mother had insisted I wear.  I had been shocked by her choice because it didn’t cover me from my shoulders to my ankles, but I wasn’t about to complain.  It was much better than wearing the yellow one-piece with the giant sunshine face hanging in my closet. 
 
    Hearing a car honk outside, I smiled.  Benjamin had agreed to give us a ride to Hana’s so we could spend some time together. 
 
    Walking out the door, I paused when I saw Benjamin leaning against the front of his car.  His eyes locked onto my bathing suit as he stood up and pulled his sunglasses down his nose.  My long white cover-up was hanging open and didn’t cover me as much as I had hoped.  With my hair pulled into a bun, I had no way of hiding my embarrassment from the intensity in his eyes.  For the first time in a long time, I didn’t have to wonder what he was thinking. 
 
    Biting my lip, I wanted to run inside to change into the sunshine bathing suit.  When his eyes met mine, my embarrassment quickly changed into confidence.  He was looking at me as if I was the most important person in the world.  Instead of feeling like the shy girl, constantly trying to hide in the corner, I stood up and embraced the heat racing through me.  I wanted to be worthy of the hot guy staring at me as if I was a goddess. 
 
    He hissed out a long breath when I stopped in front of him.  “Wow.  Celeste, you look…”  His eyes trailed slowly down my body. 
 
    “Like I’m holding a heavy tray of salad.”  I quickly shoved it into his hands to distract him.  It was my turn to take a good look at him without tripping and dropping the salad. 
 
    He took the salad from me, but his eyes never left my body. 
 
    Noah came up next to me and cleared his throat.  “Tell her she looks gorgeous so we can get a move on.”  He smacked Benjamin’s arm and jumped into the backseat. 
 
    Benjamin swallowed.  “You do look gorgeous.  I wish I could go with you.”  Snapping out of his thoughts, he loaded the salad into the trunk. 
 
    When he turned, I let out a giggle.  Getting the full view of his backside in his tight shorts, I nearly swooned.  “You weren’t kidding about the shorts.”  I didn’t mean to laugh, but seeing him in what equated to booty shorts made my stomach somersault.  His backside was perfect for ogling, but the size of his shorts was comical. 
 
    He shot me a look as his embarrassment turned the ends of his ears red.  “I thought you wanted to see them.” 
 
    I got my laughter under control and put my hands behind my back.  “Oh, I do.  I really do, but I don’t want anyone else seeing them.” 
 
    The corner of his lip curled up.  “Once we get something that fits me, I will only wear these around you.” 
 
    I nodded, appreciative that he was willing to keep them just for me. 
 
    He closed the trunk and pulled me against his side to kiss my jaw.  Leaning against my ear, he sighed.  “I’m not sure how your mother let you out of the house wearing this stunning bathing suit, but I am very grateful.” 
 
    His breath against my ear sent shivers through me.  If only he were allowed at the party, I could ogle him in his bathing suit.  Thinking about him in his swim trunks made me smile until I choked on the image of them being too tight.  “Oh, we need to remember to buy you a new bathing suit too.  All I need is for the girls in Silver Springs to see you in trunks small enough that they look like a speedo.”  I snorted again when I imagined how good his backside would look in them. 
 
    Wiping a hand down his face, he sighed.  “Crap.  You’re right.  We’ll add that to the list.” 
 
    Noah leaned into the front seat and honked the horn, making Benjamin and me jump.  “It’s hot in here.  Let’s go.  I don’t need any more talk about Benjamin’s tight knickers!” 
 
    Grumbling to himself, Benjamin walked me over to the passenger side and took my bag so I could slide into the car. 
 
    He stuck his head into the back window to glare at Noah, who smiled and waggled his eyebrows at him. 
 
    Pulling up in front of Hana’s house, the drive felt too short as I waved to Benjamin while balancing the tray of salad. 
 
    Noah stood next to me, scanning the area.  “I’ll be around, keeping an eye on you.”  He kissed my cheek and shifted into his cat form before I could question why he felt compelled to watch over me.  He was mad that he hadn’t been there when Anika's guys attacked me, but his patrolling was overkill.  Anika’s guys would be stupid to try something at Hana’s house in full view of all the parents. 
 
    Walking up the steps of the large country-style home with the wrap-around porch, I went around to the backyard, where I could hear laughing and splashing. 
 
    I’d been to Hana’s a few times over the years before I had left to attend the academy.  Her mom was really nice.  She used to take us to the diner to get milkshakes after playing in the pool on hot summer days.  I’d never seen much of her father, who was a lawyer and human, unlike his conjurer wife.  According to Hana, he was a cool dad but worked way too much. 
 
    “Celeste!”  I heard Hana’s excited voice rise above Kelly Spritzer’s screams when someone shoved her into the deep end.  She ran over to grab the salad from my hands.  “I’m so glad you could make it.  How are you feeling?” 
 
    She was dressed in a frilly two-piece designed to hide her curves.  I always thought she looked pretty, though she did whatever she could to downplay her body. 
 
    “I’ll live to fight another day.”  I shrugged away her concern since my headache had finally stopped.  I glanced at the other girls gathered together in their cliques.  It was sad how they pretended to be friends now only to stab each other in the back later. 
 
    I followed Hana into the screened-in porch and glanced at all the food spread out on the tables, safe from the sun.  She glanced at my bathing suit and smirked wickedly at me.  “How did you manage to escape the house wearing that?  I assume you have a wet suit in your bag to change into once your mother arrives.”  She pretended to peek inside my bag to find my other swimsuit. 
 
    I chuckled at how well she knew my mother.  “Nope, she picked this out herself.” 
 
    Hana looked me dead in the eye.  “Was she drunk when she bought this one?”  She motioned to my body. 
 
    “One can hope.” 
 
    Two of the new girls I didn’t know walked past, snickering when they saw me. 
 
    “That used to bother me.  Now, I don’t care what they think.”  I held my head high, pretending to be above the pettiness. 
 
    Hana blew a raspberry.  “They’re just mad that you joined at the last minute.  Competing against the town hero is no easy feat.”  She paused.  “Or are you the town disappointment this week?”  She chuckled at how some people loved me while others crossed the street to avoid me. 
 
    “I can’t keep up.  I haven’t burned anything to the ground this week, not that I did before, so I can’t say for sure.”  I tapped my chin as I thought back on all the gossip people had wasted on me. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you joined.  I’m sorry to pull you into this, and I’m very sorry that I didn’t see the cheap shot.  I did knock Jonny on his delinquent ass, so I feel good about that.”  She patted my arm.  “This year has been even more stressful than the first year Tamara won the title.  I thought she was the mother of all monsters.  Little did I know that Anika would out bitch her.”  She rolled her eyes as she looked around to make sure Anika wasn’t in earshot. 
 
    “About that.  I heard what happened from Benjamin…” 
 
    She held up her hand to stop me from continuing.  I gulped, thinking that maybe she believed the lies about him.  Quickly looking around, she pulled me into the laundry room off the hallway. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, Celeste.  I don’t believe the crap people are saying about Benjamin either.  He’s always had my back in school and on the Pike field.  He’s not a cheater, a player or a douchebag.  The problem is that Anika’s guys will harass anyone who stands up for Benjamin.  I know that you aren’t necessarily afraid of them, but I don’t need an incident at the party.  As much as I want to clear up the rumors, we have to be careful about it.  I don’t want the people I tell to be threatened by the fearsome threesome.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh at her description of them, but I had learned the hard way not to dismiss their craziness.  “Why are all three of them here anyway?  Which one is escorting Anika?” 
 
    Hana shrugged.  “All I know is that High Priest Klein asked for special permission to have them all here.  He waved his big wand around and got what he wanted.  I have no clue which one is Anika’s escort.” 
 
    Hmm.  I was liking Klein less and less. 
 
    “Okay.  We have to be careful.  I’m relieved that you believe Benjamin’s innocence.”  I leaned against the dryer, angry that any attempts to set the story straight would cause a fight.  I had to be smart about it.  Or I had to challenge all three guys to a duel, shove their faces in the dirt and then scream from the rooftops that Benjamin was a good guy. That might work. 
 
    Frowning, she nodded.  “Anika has become the Wicked Witch of Silver Springs.  I don’t even recognize that shy girl we first met.” 
 
    I snickered.  “Well, she was never really shy, but I know what you mean.” 
 
    Hana laughed.  “Oh, Celeste, I have missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you too.”  Her bright smile reminded me of how much I missed being home. 
 
    I headed for the door when she pulled me to a stop.  “Oh no, you’re not escaping that fast.  I need to know what crawled up Carson’s cute butt before you run off.” 
 
    I hung my head and crossed my arms.  “I was hoping that you might know.  I’m clueless.  He stopped returning my calls a month ago, and he is avoiding me.” 
 
    Huffing, she drummed her fingers on the washer.  “All I know is that you’d better get that boy away from those three assholes.  He’s been spending more time with them than is healthy.  He’s going to land himself in serious trouble if he keeps hanging out with them.” 
 
    I tapped my foot, surprised to hear that Carson hanging out with them yesterday wasn’t a random occurrence. 
 
    “Gotcha.  Thanks for the heads up.”  I turned to leave, but I stopped to look at her over my shoulder.  “Can I ask why Carson is your escort?” 
 
    Hana held her hand up.  “Before you blast me across the room for stealing your man, know that he came to me and asked to be my escort.  I thought he was kidding at first.  When I realized he was serious, I agreed, hoping that I could talk to him.  I wanted to know why he wasn’t escorting you, assuming you entered. In truth, I haven’t been able to grab his attention for more than a second whenever I see him.  I thought maybe you were fighting or that he was hit in the head during a Pike match, so I took mercy on him.  I didn’t want some other girl snatching him up.  I planned to give him back to you once you came home to sort everything out.  I didn’t want one of these eager, starry-eyed little girls groping your guy.”  She tensed up, waiting to see if I would knock her through the window or turn her into an ant. 
 
    My anger quickly dissipated when I heard the fear and anxiety in her voice.  She was actually afraid that I would hurt her. 
 
    “I believe you, Hana.  Thank you for looking out for Carson.  Is he planning to be here today?  I want to corner him so I can get the truth.”  Determination filled every corner of my body.  I would have it out with Carson today. 
 
    She nodded.  “Please don’t set anything on fire.  My mother just had the rugs installed.”  Frowning, she folded her hands together, pleading for me not to lose my temper. 
 
    I winked.  “I promise not to set the rugs on fire.  If I do set something on fire, you know enough water spells to put it out.  It’ll be fine.” 
 
    I turned on my heel.  Carson Rafferty had a lot of explaining to do, and I was going to get my answers if I had to freeze his feet to the grass…not the carpet.  Must leave carpets alone. 
 
    Glancing around the yard for Carson, I headed back into the house to find him.  According to a girl I vaguely remembered as KC, she claimed to have seen Carson near the bathroom. 
 
    I headed past the kitchen, careful to avoid any conversations that would slow me down, and headed towards the bathroom only to come up empty. 
 
    Hearing noises from upstairs, I silently padded up the new light tan carpeted steps to the second floor.  I walked to the end of the hallway and peeked inside Hana’s room, where the door was open a few inches. 
 
    My eyes had trouble understanding what I saw at first.  Devon, the quiet guy with the wavy hair, was leaning against the wall with Anika’s back pressed against the front of him.  One of his hands was moving under her bathing suit bottom, while his other hand was under her top.  Anika’s head was resting against his shoulder, turned toward the far wall.  My heart stopped when I heard her moan. 
 
    I tried to make my legs run away, but motion inside the room made my eyes turn instinctively.  There, standing across the room, was Philip, his eyes glued to Anika. 
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    I closed my eyes and forced myself to leave the room immediately. 
 
    Quickly turning to avoid being scarred for life, I ran into something hard. 
 
    I glanced up into Jonny’s face. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Enjoying the show?  I’ll bet you wish that your wussy ass guys had the balls to please you like that.”  He chuckled darkly as his eyes dropped down to my chest. 
 
    “Who says they don’t?”  I had no idea where my bravado had come from, but I wasn’t about to let Jonny intimidate me. 
 
    He snorted at my question but didn’t reply. 
 
    Brushing past me, he leaned down to sniff my hair. 
 
    Eww.  What was his problem? 
 
    This time, my senses were on high alert in case Jonny did something stupid, which of course he did. 
 
    The second he reached the door, his wand was in his hand, pointed at me.  “Aruncă-o într-un perete!” 
 
    My hands were already up, ready with a boomerang spell.  Unlike a curse, it wouldn’t give the spell any extra kick, but it would reflect the spell back at the caster. 
 
    Jonny flew into the opposite wall, causing a loud bang that could be heard three houses away. 
 
    Thankfully, Hana’s parents hadn’t had the walls repainted. 
 
    Backing up, I kept my hands at the ready when the bedroom door flew open.  The rest of the guys came into the hallway to figure out why their “show” was interrupted. 
 
    Philip reached the hallway first, his hands at the ready. 
 
    “Hang on there, Philip.  I didn’t throw the first spell. Jonny did.  Personally, I have no problem with getting kicked out of the pageant, but I have a feeling Anika will be pissed if we all get disqualified for fighting.  I’ll happily duel you in the middle of the backyard, though I’d prefer right here since I hear voices downstairs in the hallway.”  My eyes dared him to make a move as I glanced at Anika, who was rearranging her sparkly pink bikini top. 
 
    Philip hesitated, though Jonny pointed his wand at me. 
 
    “Wait.”  Anika’s hand shot into the air to stop Jonny, though her voice was soft and calm.  “She’s right.  This isn’t the place.” 
 
    Philip glanced at her questioningly, though he didn’t stand down. 
 
    Jonny snarled at me while he tried to move his shoulder around, which looked dislocated. 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from blowing him a kiss while I slowly backed down the hallway. 
 
    Reaching the stairs, I quickly turned to make my escape, but I slammed right into someone standing on the stairs…Carson.  Of course, I had to find him now. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Carson’s plaid button-down shirt hung open at his sides, showing off his ever-developing abs and a new patch of dark hair on his chest.  If I weren’t so mad at him, I would have pulled him into Hana’s room to make out. 
 
    “We are going to talk right now.”  I grabbed his hand, ignoring his cold eyes, and dragged him down the stairs before he could stop me. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk.”  He tried to pull his arm away, but I spun around to glare at him.  “I know six different spells that will make you walk down these stairs and follow me to where we can talk.  Do you want me to use them?”  I hated being mean to him, but he wasn’t giving me much choice. 
 
    Seeing scary Celeste glaring back at him, he silently nodded and followed me. 
 
    Brushing past Hana’s mother and her friend Mrs. Sullivan, I pulled Carson down the hallway and out the front door.  Once on the porch, I shoved him into the two-seater swing and stood over him so that he couldn’t escape. 
 
    We stared at each other for a long time until his eyes softened slightly. 
 
    “What do you want, Celeste?”  He averted his eyes to stare at the tan siding next to me. 
 
    “I want to know why my boyfriend is avoiding me, giving me the cold shoulder and standing by while I get my ass kicked in by his new best friends.”  I put my hand on my hip, annoyed that we were even having this conversation. 
 
    His eyes flashed to mine.  “Is that what I am to you, because you could have fooled me?”  Instead of anger, I saw pain in his eyes and face. 
 
    Taking a step back, I recoiled from his question.  “Yes, Carson, or at least I thought you were my boyfriend.”  I gaped at him, trying to sort through his question. 
 
    He snickered.  “I always knew I wasn’t good enough for you.” 
 
    I blinked so fast that my eyeballs nearly rolled back into my head. “What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
    He laughed humorlessly.  “Let me see if I remember this correctly.  You said that I was weak and pathetic, which was why you didn’t want me to come to Hallowed Woods.  You didn’t want me embarrassing myself because I wasn’t good enough for such a prestigious school.  You were afraid that people would mock you if they knew you were dating me.  I could go on, but I’m sure you can recall the rest.”  He tried to stand up, but I held up my hand to stop him. 
 
    “Carson, when did I ever say that?  The last conversation we had was about how you exploded your muffin recipe, and your dog raced in to lick it off the walls.  I NEVER said any of those things.  I already told you why it was better to wait to enroll in Hallowed Woods.  When did I supposedly say all of those horrible things?”  Since our last conversation, I ran through every day, trying to remember if I’d suffered a concussion or had done sleep magic where I might have called him and spoken like a crazy person.  I wouldn’t put it past some of the girls at school, especially Marilyn, to do something evil like that. 
 
    “You didn’t say those words. I read them.”  He reached into the back pocket of his black cargo shorts and pulled out a piece of crumpled paper. 
 
    Snatching the paper from him, I quickly scanned the handwritten letter.  My heart stopped when I recognized my handwriting, though the words weren’t mine. 
 
    “Carson Seamus Rafferty, I swear to you on my mother’s life that I didn’t write this letter, and you know how much she means to me.  I have no idea who wrote it, but I will make them suffer for the Hell they put you through.”  I took a breath to calm myself.  “I love you.  I liked you long before I drank that love spell, and I have grown to love you more each day that we’ve been together.  Even if my feelings had changed, which they most certainly haven’t, I would’ve had the guts to tell you myself, not write it in some letter.  How could you honestly believe these vile lies?” 
 
    Carson shook his head.  “Haha.  Very funny.  I can’t believe you came all this way just to mock me.” 
 
    Pushing past me, he ran down the stairs into the front yard. 
 
    I stared at the ridiculous letter in my hand, wanting to crush it, but something told me to keep it, hold onto it and read it over and over again. 
 
    Shaking my head, I blinked a few times.  Those thoughts were not my own. 
 
    I tried to release the letter and drop it onto the porch, but I couldn’t.  I couldn’t open my hand. 
 
    An overwhelming sadness burned down my throat and into my chest.  Tears sprang to my eyes uncontrollably. 
 
    Why was I suddenly an emotional wreck?  I preferred the anger to the sorrow, the misery.  I couldn’t find the right word to describe my feelings except maybe, hopelessness. 
 
    Breathing through the physical pain in my chest, I clenched my teeth. 
 
    Shit.  The letter was cursed. 
 
    “Carson.”  I ground out his name as the pain knocked me to my knees. 
 
    “Celeste?”  I saw him turn his head from the corner of my eye.  He wiped away the tears and smiled at me.  “Oh my gods, Celeste.  I can breathe again.” 
 
    He rushed to my side while I fought against the spell threatening to crush me under the weight of complete and utter torment.  How had Carson survived the curse as long as he did? 
 
    “It’s cursed.  Get Hana!”  My words came out as a screaming sob.  My hands were shaking uncontrollably, making me unable to conjure a counter spell. 
 
    Carson must have somehow gotten used to the debilitating sensation over the last month.  He probably assumed that the pain he felt was the undiluted grief brought on by losing a fated mate.  My poor Carson.  No wonder he had been avoiding me.  He had been in literal Hell since receiving the letter. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Hana rushed up behind me with her cell phone in her hand.  “Benjamin, something’s wrong with Celeste.  Get here now!” 
 
    She tossed her phone on the swing and reached out to touch my back. 
 
    “No!  Don’t touch.  Cursed.  Back up.”  I did what I could to wave her away. 
 
    Carson came around to my other side and knelt as close as he dared.  “Oh darlin’, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t understand.  I felt like I was losing my mind when you broke up with me.  Now, I get it.  None of it was real.  Tell me we’re still together.  Please!  I need to hear the words.”  He clenched his wand tightly as he looked to Hana, unsure of what to do. 
 
    “Still together, Carson.”  My body locked up in agony.  My brain was on fire.  I couldn’t find the words to fight the spell. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Celeste.  My mom is calling your mom and the High Priest of our coven.  She’s keeping everyone inside until he arrives.  Just hang on.”  She looked over me to Carson.  “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Carson raised a shaky hand to his mouth. “She feels like her soul is breaking in half.  That’s how I’ve felt since receiving the letter.  It was powerful enough to make me believe that Celeste didn’t love me anymore and that I couldn’t go on without her, which is true enough.  The pain is unbearable.” 
 
    Hana rubbed her hands together.  “Tell me what to do, Celeste.  I know you can teach me a counter spell.” 
 
    Doubling over, I let out a scream as if my soul was tearing in half.  No words came to mind aside from, “Help me.” 
 
    “I doubt she can hear us.  It took me weeks to be able to get out of bed and stop crying.  My mother was worried sick about me.  She’s going to be pissed when she finds out that someone cursed me.”  I heard the anger in his voice, and I searched for my own anger.  Maybe it would help combat the sorrow.  Anger tended to help focus the mind. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Noah climbed the railing behind the swing.  Carson stopped him from approaching before he got too close.  In the distance, I heard two cars squeal to a stop. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Benjamin was here.  As much as I wanted to feel relieved, it didn’t make a dent in the sheer torment I was drowning in. 
 
    High Priest Ian Foster approached carefully to assess the situation.  Once he got the Cliffs Notes version, he rubbed his hands together.  “Well, come along.  I need all of you to help me. Everyone back up and form a circle around her.  Clear your minds and only think about positive things.  Don’t let in any doubt or fear, it will only slow us down.” 
 
    Hearing Ian’s simple statement sparked a memory buried somewhere in my aching skull.  Happy thoughts.  I’d felt this despair before, though it was so much stronger this time. 
 
    The cursed doll Cornish had sent made me believe I was alone.  He wanted me so devastated that I wouldn’t raise a finger to stop his evil plans.  This spell was so much colder and harsher than what the Shadow Masters had created.  Who in the hell wanted Carson to feel that kind of torment?  Only a soulless monster could make a spell like this. 
 
    I vaguely heard the group working to break the curse.  I held my breath, waiting for any sign of relief. 
 
    “Celeste.  It’s going to be okay.  Hold on.”  Noah kept saying encouraging things as Benjamin’s voice grew louder with his counter curse. 
 
    I had to be ready.  When there was a crack in the ice locking me up, I would be able to fight, and I would fight like hell. 
 
    Focused on the chanting, I felt fissures open up throughout my body, allowing me to loosen up my tight joints.  I moved my jaw around, knowing I would soon need it to speak. 
 
    One by one, each of my rescuers cried out in pain when the spell snapped at them, defending itself.  I knew how terrible that felt, though it was nothing compared to the level of torture I was enduring. 
 
    Slowly, I was able to take a breath without agony. 
 
    Putting my fist against the smooth porch floor, I pushed myself to my feet.  I let go of my anger, my rage.  With a clearer head, I realized it would only make things worse. 
 
    “Hold on, Celeste.”  Noah pleaded with me, just as I had done when the Shadow Masters fought to keep their control over him. 
 
    I filled my head with images of Noah curled up in my lap, Carson tickling me to make me laugh, and Benjamin gazing into my eyes when I arrived home.  They were all the inspiration I needed to kick the ass of the spell trying to destroy me. 
 
    “Curăță singurătatea, tristețea și disperarea din corpul meu.  Îmi curăță mintea.  Umple-l cu dragoste!”  I pushed my hands away from my body, purging the misery trapped inside of me.  Twisting around, I pulled in the positive energy surrounding me.  Finally, I leaned forward to kiss Benjamin, Carson and Noah to fill my heart with their love. 
 
    With my body cleansed and filled with joy for my guys, I quickly used the strongest binding spell I knew, trapping the curse tightly inside the pages. 
 
    Green and purple smoke wafted off the letter once I was finally able to release it from my hand.  Watching it drop harmlessly on the ground, I stepped back on shaky legs. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Benjamin threw his arms around me and hugged me. 
 
    Next to me, Mr. Foster conjured a few spells to ensure that the curse was safely bound.  “Nice work, Miss Dreger.  I see that the rumors are true.  You do have experience with curses.” 
 
    I nodded and thanked him, though my reply was cut short when I heard my mother rushing out of the car with my father and Mr. Milton. 
 
    For the next twenty minutes, everyone hugged me and checked to make sure the curse hadn’t physically damaged me, aside from making me tired and famished.  Milton pulled Carson aside to make sure the curse hadn’t left any negative energy inside him. 
 
    Mr. Milton quickly assessed me and nodded without a word.  He shook hands with Mr. Foster and pulled my mother aside to speak with her.  Just before he left, he nodded to me.  “I’ll see you bright and early Monday morning.” 
 
    Ugh.  I hadn’t even earned a pass on the first non-paid day of my internship. 
 
    My guys huddled around me protectively while Mrs. Dodson and my mother discussed at length what happened.  Mrs. Dodson repeatedly apologized to my family, though I explained multiple times that no one could have known about Carson’s letter. 
 
    “We should get you home.”  My mother waved to me once she calmed down and confirmed that all was right with the world. 
 
    I shook my head.  “I’m not leaving.  I came here to eat, sit in the pool and prove that I am not intimidated by Anika Klein.  I plan to do just that.”  I turned to Mr. Foster.  “Thank you for helping me, Sir.  I truly appreciate it.  I would like you to consider my request to join the Black Dawn Conjurers.  Anyone who can jump headfirst into a fight against a curse without questions is exactly the kind of High Priest I want on my side.”  I held out my hand, still a little shaky and breathless. 
 
    He smiled broadly.  “Miss Dreger, any coven would be grateful to have you.  I accept your request, and I am officially approving your application.  Any girl, err umm, sorry, any woman who could perform a cleansing ritual after being held down by such a terrible curse and ultimately contain said curse, without additional assistance, is someone I want in our coven.”  He quickly looked at my mother.  “I would happily offer Celeste sponsorship in the Miss Sunshine pageant if she doesn’t have a sponsor yet.  I understand that this is the meet and greet party for the girls, according to Mrs. Dodson.” 
 
    My mother’s worried face immediately brightened.  “Mr. Foster, what a generous offer.  Thank you.  We appreciate it.  I can come by tomorrow to fill out any paperwork for the coven transfer and the sponsorship.” 
 
    “Very good.”  He smiled as he bent over to pick up the diffused letter.  “I will deal with this.  I hope you will come by in a few days to let me know how you’re doing.” 
 
    Letting out a breath, I smiled.  “Yes, and I will be sure to drop your name whenever I talk about the incident.”  He deserved the positive PR for saving me. 
 
    He chuckled.  “A good word is always appreciated but not needed.  I will see you around, Miss Dreger.  Feel better.” 
 
    Taking his leave, my father walked with Mr. Foster to his car. 
 
    My mother frowned.  “Are you sure you want to stay?” 
 
    I smirked.  “Definitely.” 
 
    She let out a breath and nodded.  “Go get ‘em, Celeste.”  She patted my arm and headed over to the car.  “Please send my apologies to the ladies for my absence, but I need a drink.” 
 
    For the first time ever, I wished I could join her for that drink. 
 
    Benjamin raised his eyebrow at me.  “You sure about this?”  His concern was etched deeply into his tired face.  The spell had taken a lot out of him too. 
 
    I kissed his cheek and stepped away.  “This attack was personal.  I have my suspicions about who did this, so I need to be around for the gossip.  I’m not about to go home and hide under my covers.” 
 
    He chuckled darkly.  “I would never expect you to, sweetheart.  Call me when you’re ready to leave.”  He kissed my cheek before punching Carson lightly in the shoulder.  “Dude, good to have you back.  Call me later.  We’ll talk.”  He squeezed Carson's shoulder and nodded to him. 
 
    Carson smiled as he pulled me against his side.  “Will do, mate.” 
 
    Benjamin left with a sad wave and headed for his car. 
 
    Not wasting any time, Carson pulled me around to face him and descended upon my mouth, kissing me so passionately I lost all sense of time.  The kiss definitely made up for the lost month. 
 
    Looking deeply into my eyes, he sighed.  “I love you, Celeste.  I was stupid to believe that letter, but when you said that you didn’t want me at school, I doubted myself.  I doubted our love. I should have called you, but it made more sense to believe that I wasn’t good enough for you. I’m sorry.”  Tears formed in the corners of his eyes as his lower lip trembled. 
 
    Placing my hand on his cheek, I ran my thumb over his lip.  “Never doubt my love for you.”  Throwing my arms around him, I hugged him tighter than I’d ever held anyone.  “I loved you from the moment that you used your flashlight spell to distract Tamara from cursing me.”  I kissed him, not stopping until he pulled away to breathe. 
 
    He fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me tightly against him.  He rested his head on my stomach.  “I love you, Celeste.  I’m sorry for not being brave enough to face you, my darlin’.  I could have learned the truth so much sooner.”  He placed small kisses along my stomach, tickling me. 
 
    I went to my knees and kissed him again.  “I’m here now, Carson.  That’s what matters.” 
 
    I held him for a few minutes as Noah watched us with a smile plastered on his face.  “I’m glad the two of you kissed and made up.  Now you can both stop moping around.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes at Noah, I snickered. 
 
    Carson popped to his feet and pulled away from me to mess up Noah’s hair.  “Says the guy who got to be with her for the last few months.” 
 
    Noah shook his head.  “Right, it was a blast.  I was a book holder most of the time while she studied in bed.  Next time, you can sit around for hours, holding her book while she reads.”  He slapped Carson on the back and jumped over the railing. 
 
    Taking my hand, Carson kissed the backs of my knuckles.  “I would gladly hold your books while you read if it meant that we were together.” 
 
    I giggled.  “I’m done with studying for now.  You can hold my hand.” 
 
    Intertwining our fingers, he smiled.  “Good.  Now, shall we start interrogating people?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, let’s.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Carson escorted me around the house to the backyard.  Stunned silence greeted us as everyone stopped backstabbing each other long enough to gawk at me.  Some people looked surprised to see that I was staying at the party, while a few were clearly pissed that I had survived the curse. 
 
    Placing me in a white lawn chair, Carson went to get us lunch, while I smiled and told the concerned parents that I was okay.  I downplayed the letter as much as possible and referred to it as a cursed object. 
 
    Slowly, everyone drifted back to their corners to size up the competition.  I could tell that I had made an impression on the new parents.  They were now plotting to get me disqualified instead of simply putting a zit spell or a measles spell on me. 
 
    The parents who knew me were probably relieved to see me alive, but even more concerned that their girls were going up against someone strong enough to disable a curse.  Too bad the covens hadn’t changed the magical talent section of the pageant into a battle royale duel.  I would surely top the ranking boards if that were the case. 
 
    “I know you like to watch what you eat, but I figured that you needed all the energy you could get, so I got one of everything.”  Carson handed me a towering plate of delicious food. 
 
    Not caring what I ate, I took the plate and shoved in anything that would fit in my mouth.  I often wondered how Sadie could eat so much food until now.  She probably burned a million calories a day between running through the woods and conjuring powerful spells. 
 
    Carson sat so close to me that some of his crumbs landed on my leg.  Happy to have him back, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. 
 
    “Are you going to explain why you were hanging out with Anika’s boy toys?”  I glanced at him, wondering what had possessed him to hang out with the future felons. 
 
    He shrugged.  “I haven’t been lucid for the past month, so I can’t explain my reaction to anything.  Jonny showed up at my locker one day and dragged me to his lunch table with some other guys I’d never spoken with before.  I mostly stared into the black void, so I didn’t hear what they said.  I frequently mumbled about how lost I was without you.  When I did leave the solitude of my house, suddenly those guys were just there.  I remember Philip saying that I was their adopted pet.”  He hesitated for a second as he glanced at Jonny.  “When I did pay attention to them, they were trying to convince me that I could do better than you.  They suggested that I ask Hana to be her escort to make you jealous.  I agreed because Hana was your friend, and I wanted to ask her why you broke up with me, once I summoned the strength to say your name.” 
 
    As I simmered quietly, listening to Carson talk about his dark days, I glared at Anika, who was standing next to her mother. I wasn’t sure if Anika had cursed the letter or if her guys had done it without her knowledge.  Either way, someone would pay for what they did to Carson. 
 
    Anika looked down and averted her eyes abruptly when her mother took a step closer.  They were whispering, but based on her mother’s stern face, Anika was being lectured.  Good. 
 
    Mrs. Klein, a short, thin woman, had the same dark eyes as Anika, but that’s where their similarities ended.  I wondered if she knew what Anika was doing upstairs in Hana’s room.  I doubted that she would approve of the three future parolees, which made me wonder if she knew about the guys at all.  If anything, Anika might have only told her about one of the guys.  Maybe Philip, since he came from society and was a good ass kisser.  There was no way Mrs. Klein knew about Jonny.  Devon, perhaps, since he could probably pretend to be normal around parents. 
 
    Seeing Mrs. Klein reach up to tug sharply on Anika’s hair, I quickly averted my eyes.  Wow.  While my mother was strict, she had never physically hurt me.  Maybe she did know about Jonny. 
 
    The second Carson finished eating, he pulled me into his lap and laid his head against my shoulder.  I caught a few surprised glances from two mothers and a few of the girls who had been staring at Carson, but I didn’t care what anyone thought.  Carson was mine, and I had him back.  I was more than happy to claim him as my boyfriend to anyone who asked, or looked at him or thought about him. 
 
    “I’ve missed holding you.”  Carson ran his nose through my hair and placed a quick kiss under my jaw. 
 
    Playing with his hands, I settled into his lap and stroked his long fingers.  “I’m sorry that it took me so long to realize something was wrong.  I thought that you pulled away so you could work on your cooking class.” 
 
    He looked into my eyes and sighed.  “I wanted to call you every day.  I was afraid that you would forget about me, which was silly.  You don’t know how many nightmares I had about you finding someone else or calling to say that the love spell was a fluke.  The letter amplified all those feelings.”  He ran his hand through my hair as he put his forehead against mine. 
 
    “I would never do that to you, Carson.”  I ran my lips over the soft hair along his jaw. 
 
    “Now that I have you in my arms, I realize how stupid I was for questioning our relationship.”  He gazed deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “The same thing happened to me.  Every time I left Benjamin and you behind, I doubted my appeal and feared that I wasn’t enough for either of you.  When you both said that you wanted to come to school with me, I started to believe in our love.  Of course, that’s when things went downhill.  I’m sorry that you felt like I was pushing you away.”  I brushed his dark hair out of his eyes and kissed his nose.  “I promise to make it up to you.  I’ll take you on a tour of both schools and formally introduce you to Sadie and Summer.  Then I can show you the woods.” 
 
    Hearing the sly way I said, woods, he smiled.  “Are these the infamous woods that Sadie has to patrol for couples who want some privacy?” 
 
    “Yes.”  I had never been interested in the woods as a single woman, but imagining Carson and I in the woods together made me very eager to get back to school. 
 
    Tilting his head, he ran the tip of his nose against my neck.  “I’ll make sure I pack lots of flashlights.” 
 
    I shivered at his touch.  Last year if Carson had done this in the middle of a party, I would have jumped away from him, too embarrassed to enjoy what he was doing. 
 
    Gasping when he nipped my ear, I sank further into his arms.  “I suggest bringing headlamps to free up your hands.”  The words were out of my mouth before I could censor myself.  Feeling his warm hand on my knee scrambled my thoughts. 
 
    “I like the way you think, darlin’.”  His hand slowly circled my back.  “I’m not sure why you’re letting me be this affectionate with you in front of the PTO moms, but I’m grateful for it.  All you have to do is say the word, and I will stop.” 
 
    I shook my head slightly.  “Stopping is the last thing I want you to do.  I’m tired of holding back because I’m afraid of what people will think.  I’d rather deal with the gossip now.  They’ve already seen how powerful I am.  Let them see how happy I am too.” 
 
    He pulled back to study my face.  “Do I make you happy?” 
 
    “Very.  Why do you doubt yourself again?”  I sat back to give him room to process his thoughts. 
 
    He shrugged.  “It’s just that I always felt I was pushing you too much.  I love holding you and touching you in any way that I can, but you always seemed nervous and embarrassed when I showed you too much affection.  Has something changed?  You seem to be enjoying this…”  He motioned to me, sitting in his lap.  “I want to make sure that you’re happy with what I’m doing and not placating me because you feel about the bad curse.” 
 
    Placing my hand on his cheek, I smiled.  “I’m happy, Carson.  I can’t explain it, but I feel like something has changed.  You’ve always pulled me close and touched me before, but you were hesitant.  Now, I don’t feel any hesitation in your kisses or your hands.  I feel like you’ve matured physically, which is sending butterflies through every part of me.  You and Benjamin somehow got hotter in the last few months.  I’m having trouble keeping my lips off you.” I kissed him without blushing, knowing that everyone’s eyes were boring into my back. 
 
    His mouth fell open in surprise before he bent down to kiss my collarbone.  “I’m so excited to hear you say that.  I’m having a tough time pulling my eyes away from your spectacular bathing suit, with you sitting on my lap.  You have no idea how beautiful you are.  Celeste, I thought I would never hold you again.  I can’t stop thinking about how much I need you.”  He suddenly pulled away and took my hand as he bit his lip. “I mean, I didn’t mean…”  He stumbled over his words.  “I didn’t mean to imply that I would take advantage of your new appreciation for my kisses.  I’m not that guy.  I never want to upset you or make you feel uncomfortable.  I will never be upset if you want to take things slower.” 
 
    I put my hand on his chest to calm him, which was a mistake.  I was trying to tell him that I appreciated that he didn’t want to jump me, but I was having trouble controlling my own thoughts while being so close to him. 
 
    “I know, Carson.  I have all these unexpected feelings, and I’m trying to sort them out too.  I know you would never get mad if we slowed down.  That’s why I love you.”  I quickly kissed him and hopped out of his lap before I crossed any lines. 
 
    Needing some air, I went to the drink table for more water.  I wasn’t sure if I was dizzy from Carson’s kisses or from fighting the curse. 
 
    Carson quickly rushed into the house without saying anything to me. 
 
    I waited for him to come out and join me, but he was gone for a long time.  I finally went inside to make sure Jonny hadn’t cornered him. 
 
    Hearing someone in the bathroom, I waited outside until the door opened.  Carson’s eyes flew up to stare at me.  He quickly looked up and down the hallway and pulled me into the bathroom. 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  His face was wet, and his eyes were so wide it looked like he had forgotten how to blink. 
 
    He put his hand over his face while shifting on his feet.  “Can you please cover yourself up and let your hair down?” 
 
    Seeing him distressed, I did as he asked.  “Better?” 
 
    “No.”  He ran to the sink to splash more water on his face.  “Please do me a favor and tell me when you’re about to stand up next time.” 
 
    Confused, I nodded.  “Okay.  I can do that if you tell me why.” 
 
    He hung his dripping face over the sink and looked up at my reflection in the mirror.  “I’m just going to be blunt, Celeste.  When I said you were gorgeous in that bathing suit, I lied.  You are literally sexier than any woman I have ever seen.  It’s wreaking havoc with my thoughts and my body.  I can’t seem to calm down.” 
 
    My eyes dropped down to his shorts, immediately seeing the problem. 
 
    I clamped my hand over my mouth and turned my back to him.  “I’m so sorry, Carson.  Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “No!”  He groaned and splashed more water on his face. 
 
    I cringed when I realized what I had said.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to imply anything.” 
 
    “Please stop.  Now I can’t stop thinking about it.”  He filled the sink and submerged his face into the water. 
 
    I had no idea how to help him. Well, yes, I knew how to help him, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for that yet.  None of the books I’d read had prepared me for this kind of problem.  I seriously needed to expand my catalog of books. 
 
    Running through all my spells, I clapped my hands when I found a solution.  “We need to cool you down.  Jumping into the shower will raise suspicions since you didn’t bring a bathing suit, but I know a spell that will cool your body.  That should help.” 
 
    He nodded.  “As long as you don’t freeze my balls off, I’m willing to try anything.” 
 
    Trying not to snicker, I nodded.  “Okay.  There was a spell that Summer used for her cooking class.  She needed to chill hot cupcakes so that she could make intricate frosting designs using magic.  The spell isn’t designed to freeze dough but it will lower the temperature of the dough.  That should speed things up.” 
 
    He gulped down a few handfuls of water.  “Do it.” 
 
    I took a breath and cleared my mind.  I knew the spell well enough since Summer kept exploding the frosting and the cupcakes. 
 
    “Okay.  Dry yourself off so that I don’t give you pneumonia.”  I shook out my hands and my neck as I ran through the spell. 
 
    Once he was dry enough, he turned to face me and shut his eyes.  “I trust you, darlin’.” 
 
    Staring at his chest, I forced myself not to look any lower.  “I’m going to drop the temperature slowly.  Tell me when you feel better.”  Relaxing my arms, I stood up tall and carefully used my hands to draw the heat away from Carson.  “Eliberați căldura!” 
 
    I was careful not to drop his core temperature too quickly.  After a few tries, I noticed his shoulders relax.  Feeling a warm breeze blowing towards me, I knew the spell was dissipating the heat from his body. 
 
    “It’s working.  Thank the gods!”  He leaned his head back against the door and let out a breath.  A second later, he held up his hand.  “Stop.” 
 
    I immediately dropped my hands, ending the spell.  “Better?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Better.  Make sure you keep that spell in your back pocket.  I think we’re going to need it again.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh at the situation, but I didn’t want to embarrass him even more. 
 
    “I’m going to duck out first so that the rumor mill doesn’t explode.  I don’t need my mother believing that I lost my virginity in Hana’s bathroom.”  I quickly pulled my hair up and unbuttoned my shirt so that I looked exactly the same as before. 
 
    Carson groaned again.  “Please don’t talk about losing your virginity while wearing that outfit.” 
 
    I quickly nodded and rushed out of the bathroom. 
 
    Slapping my hand against my cheek, I finally laughed.  Something had undoubtedly changed since I returned home.  I wasn’t sure what had triggered my sexual awakening, but I knew I would never go back to prudish Celeste.  I liked this level of openness with Carson. 
 
    The old me would have died a mortifying death knowing that Carson had a raging boner, but the new me liked Carson’s reaction to my swimsuit.  Of course, I felt terrible for him having to deal with the aftermath in front of the whole world, but secretly I still liked it. 
 
    Walking into the kitchen, I overheard a few of the moms saying some unkind things about me.  I simply waved at them and turned to head outside. 
 
    On my way out, I heard a few girls talking about a new contestant named Everly Benson, one of Hana’s friends.  She was gorgeous with her olive complexion, startling blue eyes, and thick, dark hair.  I’d seen her around the YWWA before and wondered why she didn’t compete.  She would have wiped the floor with Tamara. 
 
    The girls complained that Everly was the one to beat this year, as long as they murdered Tamara and me in our sleep.  
 
    I was very much in support of Hana winning again, but seeing Everly win her first title would be great. 
 
    Walking out to the screened-in porch, I grabbed another plate of potato salad, which was my vice.  I could eat it all day. 
 
    Glancing up, I saw Hana swimming over to Everly, who was treading water in the deep end.  Hana grabbed onto the side of the pool and hung out to talk with Everly.  This was the exact reason I liked Hana.  While everyone was shooting daggers at Everly, Hana went out of her way to be nice to her. 
 
    “Go on, Celeste.  Do me a favor and keep eating.”  Anika’s snide voice made me turn to face her while I slowly shoved the potato salad into my mouth and chewed it as if it was the best thing ever made, which it was. 
 
    “Jealous that I’m not afraid to eat actual food?”  I hated myself for mocking her, but she was high on my list of possible suspects in Carson’s cursing. 
 
    “I could never be jealous of you.  You have nothing I’m jealous of.”  She flipped her hair over her shoulder and shrugged. 
 
    “Look, I have no idea why you decided to hate me, but this has to stop.  I didn’t do anything to you.”  I put my plate down on the edge of the table, hoping to put an end to this feud. 
 
    Glancing at me from the corner of her eye, she sneered.  “I don’t care enough about you to hate you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Then why did your hounds attack me at the meeting?” 
 
    A sweet smile quickly appeared on her lips.  “Because you are in my way.  You may have everyone fooled into believing that you are smart, powerful, and better than everyone here, but I know that you are a fraud.  You are nothing more than a scared little girl, insecure and broken.  No amount of love or praise will ever change that.”  Winking at me, she sauntered into the backyard. 
 
    Stunned, I stood frozen on the back porch.  No matter how hard I tried, people like Anika Klein would always slip under my skin to hurt me. 
 
    “You’ve been busy today.”  I turned when I heard my second least favorite person.  Granted, Tamara had chilled out since her mother’s arrest, but I was still scarred enough from her bullying that I didn’t want to invite her to a sleepover. 
 
    “I have.”  I kept my reply short. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  It sounded like she was actually concerned about me.  I didn’t believe her concern, but I played along. 
 
    “Still breathing.”  I shoved more potato salad into my mouth so I wouldn’t say anything snide. 
 
    “I’m glad.  I saw what Jonny and Philip did to you yesterday, and I’m sorry that I didn’t throw up my protection spell in time.  I did, however, spray Devon with water, knocking him across the room so he couldn’t gang up on you too.”  She winked at me as if she was trying to be friendly. 
 
    Odd.  I had no idea that Tamara had fought Devon. 
 
    “I guess I should thank you.”  I wiped the corner of my mouth as I tried to figure out her game. 
 
    “I guess I should have been using my water spells for good, not for evil.  I’ve been trying to figure out how to apologize to you for a while now.”  She shyly pulled her long blonde hair behind her ear. 
 
    My mind went blank.  Was Tamara apologizing, or was she waiting for me to lower my guard so that she could kick me, both literally and figuratively? 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond.  Hearing a loud scream outside, I didn’t have time to debate Tamara’s true intentions. 
 
    Turning, I saw giant waves forming in the pool.  They grew so big that they crashed down on everyone.  The people in the shallow end scrambled towards the sides, fighting against the waves.  One girl was knocked into the deep end and went under the water. 
 
    Hana! 
 
    I remembered that Hana and Everly were in the deep end! 
 
    Tamara followed me as I ran into the yard. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rushing out of the house, Carson looked around, trying to figure out how to help. 
 
    Parents fought to pull their kids out of the pool while everyone in the yard tried different spells to calm the water. 
 
    I continued my search for Hana and Everly.  My first instinct was to jump in to find them, but I locked my knees.  Drowning alongside them wouldn’t help. 
 
    Counter spells hit the waves but did nothing to calm them.  If anything, they seemed to make things worse.  The waves were so violent, they were rising over the edges of the pool and crashing onto the bystanders on the lawn. 
 
    A wave three feet taller than me rolled in from my left side.  I had one spell that might work, given the waves’ resistance to the other spells.  “Fă-mă impermeabil!” 
 
    Attempting to make myself invulnerable to the wave, I braced my body as the water crashed over me.  I’d used the spell plenty of times back at school when running between Hallowed Woods and Cliff Haven during the rain and snowstorms.  Instead of attacking the wave spell directly, the spell changed the air around me by creating an invisible umbrella around me. Luckily, the spell washed around me, though it did hit Katie Lynn head-on, knocking her across the yard. 
 
    “Hana and Everly are trapped under the water!”  A number of the parents ran towards the deep end to search for the girls. 
 
    Carson rushed over with Tamara.  “Tell us what to do.  Maybe if we all use the same spell, it will focus our energy on a common goal.” 
 
    I liked his idea, but I had a better one.  “I need you and Tamara to use the pull spell from your Pike training when the time is right. I’m going to try something.” 
 
    Without questioning me, they nodded and pointed their wands at the water. 
 
    If I couldn’t alter the wave spell, I would have to move the waves. 
 
    Cupping my hands as if I were scooping up water, I lifted my arms with enough tension that they shook.  I had to raise a ridiculous amount of water compared to the splashes of milk I usually lifted off my uniform during breakfast.  “Ridicați apa piscinei!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the spell was working at first.  The waves seemed like they were still getting bigger. 
 
    Another wave crashed down on me, but I was able to maintain my spell.  Carson wasn’t so lucky.  He rolled halfway across the yard before slogging through the swampy lawn to stand by my side. 
 
    “Keep going, Celeste. I think whatever you’re doing is working.”  Tamara grabbed my arms to help me lift the contents of the pool. 
 
    Seeing the water rise into the air, a few girls screamed, not understanding my spell.  The waves continued to crash down on us despite the water retaining the shape of the pool.  Tamara did her best to hold her ground, spitting out water every few seconds. 
 
    Exhausted, my arms ached too much to push the water higher, but I had to keep going.  Nearby, I heard a few other people mimic my spell. 
 
    Suddenly, the water rose high enough to see people lying on the bottom of the pool. 
 
    Tamara let go of my arms and joined Carson.  “Trage spre mine!”  Using their spells, they carefully lifted Hana and Everly out of the pool and onto the grass.  
 
    “Someone help them!  They aren’t breathing.”  Grunting in pain, I ended my spell. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw High Priest Klein running towards Carson to help pull Hana across the yard. 
 
    Taking a breath, I got to my feet and pushed through the group of parents huddled around Hana to see if she was okay. 
 
    Carson grabbed me and pulled me back.  “Give Klein space.  Hana needs CPR.” 
 
    I hid my face in Carson’s chest, afraid to look at my friend.  I prayed harder than I’d ever prayed, hoping that she would be okay. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear Everly’s father frantically working to save her. 
 
    I let out a breath when I heard Hana coughing and spitting up water.  Turning, I watched her roll onto her stomach, gasping for air.  “Everly.”  Hana crawled towards her friend to hold her hand. 
 
    Hana shooed away anyone trying to help her.  Her entire focus was on Everly. 
 
    Quickly getting the impression that Hana was more involved with Everly than I’d initially thought, I went to Hana’s side. 
 
    “Hana, let them work on Everly.  You need to get checked out.”  She resisted my hand on her shoulder until she looked up at my optimistic face. 
 
    Hana blankly looked at me.  “Protect her, Celeste.” 
 
    I nodded and motioned for her mother to take Hana over to a chair. 
 
    Hearing the ambulance approaching, I looked to Carson.  Worry was etched into his face.  He pulled up a chair so that I could rest and still fulfill my promise to watch over Everly. 
 
    When I finally heard Everly coughing, I relaxed a bit. 
 
    “Everly, open your eyes!”  Her father pleaded with her to look at him.  She gagged up the water from her lungs, but she wouldn’t open her eyes. 
 
    The ambulance rolled up, and the EMTs ran to the side yard.  They immediately worked on Everly and got her onto a stretcher.  Another ambulance pulled up and eventually took Hana to the hospital to get checked out. 
 
    In the middle of the chaos, my mother, father and Mr. Milton arrived once more. 
 
    Without any immediate threats, they were able to work with the other parents to create a counter spell to stop the waves.  This time, my mother stood by my side, refusing to move an inch.  She kept sending Carson off to get me water and food, even though I could barely lift my arms to drink from a cup. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to continue with this pageant?  We’ve both seen some dastardly tricks during the competitions, but never have I seen anything like this.”  She put her hand on my shoulder and looked down at me with a mix of concern and empathy, letting me know that she wouldn’t be upset if I quit. 
 
    “I’m staying in.”  Though my arms screamed at me to give up and go back to bed for the next year, I refused to leave my friends alone to deal with whoever was trying to sabotage the pageant. 
 
    She patted my arm.  “I told Mrs. Dodson that I would stay to clean up while she’s at the hospital.  You should call Benjamin and go home to rest.” 
 
    I wanted to stay to help her, but rest sounded like a great idea. 
 
    Feeling someone lurking behind me, I looked over my shoulder to see Mr. Milton coming towards me. 
 
    “You say that you lifted the water out of the pool.”  Milton stared at me, his frown deepening with each word as if he couldn’t believe that I had come up with such a bizarre idea. 
 
    “It was the best I could do in a pinch.  With more time, I might have been able to get enough people to fight whatever spell was causing the waves.  I had to improvise.”  I refused to look at him as his eyes bore into my head.  I wondered if he thought I was responsible for creating the curse on the letter and spell on the pool so that I could be the hero.  I hoped that he didn’t believe I was capable of pretending to be a hero for the glory. 
 
    “Hmm.”  Without another word, he turned to my father and walked with him towards the car. 
 
    High Priest Foster had also returned.  He was busy speaking with the other parents in the absence of Hana and Everly’s parents.  He shook a few hands and came over to smile at me. 
 
    “Twice in one day, Miss Dreger.  At this rate, I’ll have to steal you away from Mr. Milton and take you on as my intern.”  He winked at me and reached out to shake my mother’s hand. 
 
    I wanted to laugh at his comment, but I vaguely wondered if his internship would pay. 
 
    Once Benjamin arrived, he and Carson got me buckled into the car.  Just as we were about to take off, Noah’s cat form sprinted across the lawn and hopped through the window into my lap. 
 
    “No cat hair in my car, Noah.”  Benjamin grimaced at the fur swirling around in the air blowers. 
 
    Jumping into the backseat next to Carson, Noah shifted.  “You will never believe all the interesting things I found out today.”  He kissed my cheek and smiled smugly at me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Sitting on my backside for the rest of the weekend, resting and snuggling with Noah, I kept thinking about the information he had found out while spying at the party.  Most of it was petty gossip, but I did find out exactly who hated me and who was nervous I would win.  Oh, and who thought I was sleeping with Carson. 
 
    While Noah hadn’t been close enough to hear Anika’s conversation with her mother, he too felt like Anika was being scolded for something.  He was shocked to hear about what happened in Hana’s room and made me tell him three more times before I finally ignored him.  Benjamin seemed more interested in Carson’s retelling of the bathroom incident.  He insisted on me teaching him the cooldown spell…just in case. 
 
    The most intriguing information Noah provided was the location of Anika, Devon, Philip and Jonny before the pool was enchanted and during the battle to save Hana and Everly. 
 
    Anika had been in the house with her mother, discussing her dress with Katie Bennet’s mom.  Philip and Devon had an eating contest going on in the living room while Jonny was chatting with Mr. Klein on the side of the house shortly after Klein had arrived.  None of them had been close to the pool just before the spell was cast, which made me shift my suspect list. 
 
    After the waves started, all three guys stayed in the house, which Noah thought was strange since Anika was outside with her mother.  According to Noah, none of the guys spoke to Anika after the incident. 
 
    Aside from that, Noah confirmed that Tamara really did seem nicer, while Anika had been nasty to every single girl, including Everly.  They’d fought about something inside the house just after Carson and I had returned to the backyard. 
 
    Noah didn’t have a suspect for the pool incident, but he said that almost all the girls complained about Everly participating this year. They agreed that she would give them a tough fight. 
 
    Aside from being spoiled by Andrew’s cookies, and my mother’s constant checking on me, I did nothing but think.  To Noah’s dismay, we skipped Sunday dinner because I didn’t have the strength to lift a fork. 
 
    By Monday morning, I regretted being the dutiful daughter who hadn’t intentionally botched the interview.  Nervous about my first day, I was up early and ready before anyone else in the house. 
 
    “Remember, be polite and respectful.  Mr. Milton was surprised by all the commotion.  I believe he thought this was a small, sleepy town where nothing exciting ever happened.  How wrong he was.”  My mother snickered to herself as if she were happy to prove to Mr. Milton that being the Guardian of our coven wasn’t an easy job.  I guess he had only gotten the summary of the terrible things the Shadow Masters had done instead of the full-color pictures of their damage. 
 
    Silas dropped Noah and me off in front of Jewel’s Cafe so that I could get Mr. Milton his coffee.  Walking in, we got into line. 
 
    “Good luck studying with my mother alone today, Noah.  I don’t think she’s driven since Reagan was president.  Remember, less is always more with her.  She likes to start with easy questions like, do you prefer chicken salad or tuna, and the next thing you know, she’s interrogating you about whether we’ve had sex.  The simple questions are the bait.  Don’t let her trap you in a conversation about safe sexual practices.  Don’t let her take you shopping.  It will be the death of you.  Oh, and no beauty pageants.  You’d nail the evening gown competition, but you’d have trouble with the bathing suit.”  I laughed when I thought about him in a bikini, though my mind shifted to him wearing swim trunks.  That was a much better image.  Yum. 
 
    Chuckling, he nodded.  “No heels for me.  Unfortunately, she did mention a shopping spree.  I will have to feign a stomach illness to get out of it.  Thank you for the advice, and good luck on your first day.”  Opening the cafe door, he let me walk in first.  “I’m curious about how I should handle the sex question if it comes up.” 
 
    I tripped over my feet and turned to glare at him.  “You’re kidding, right?  We’ve never done more than kiss.  What could you possibly say?”  I blushed at the idea of Noah making up stories about us to my mother. 
 
    “Well, we sleep together every night.”  He winked. 
 
    I felt the color drain from my face.  “Yes, while you’re in your cat form.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “You do rub my tummy.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Maybe you should have the sex talk with her.” 
 
    He pulled me around so fast that I fell against his chest.  Staring down at my lips, he was an inch from my face.  “What if I weren’t in cat form while doing those things?” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat.  Noah had never been so forward before, though I did recall him saying something about wanting to be closer to me.  I thought he’d meant emotionally, not physically. 
 
    “Can I help you?”  Hearing Julian’s voice, I shook myself out of my haze long enough to give him Milton’s very specific coffee order. 
 
    Julian nodded but gave me a strange look before he turned to make Mr. Milton’s coffee. 
 
    Noah walked over to the closest table to sit down. 
 
    I tried not to think about touching Noah as a human the same way I did with his cat.  Not that I would scratch behind his ears, but running my hands through Noah’s hair would definitely feel different than stroking his fur. 
 
    Julian placed the cup on the counter and smiled. 
 
    “No love spells in this one, right?  It’s for my boss.”  I winked at him. 
 
    He held up his hands.  “Nope, just coffee.”  He motioned towards Noah.  “How are things since you’ve come back from school?” 
 
    Frowning at Noah’s pensive face, I shrugged.  “Complicated.” 
 
    He nodded knowingly.  “Love is complicated.  You’re a smart girl.  You’ll figure things out.” 
 
    Handing him my money, I thought about what he said.  Yes, I was book smart, but I was stupid when it came to boys.  I was clearly missing something based on Noah’s reaction. 
 
    Julian smiled as he handed me my change. 
 
    Ignoring Noah, I tapped Milton’s coffee cup.  “Would you be able to have this one ready every morning by 8:00 AM?  I’ll need this one every day for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    He smiled as he wrote a note on something under the counter.  “No problem.  We have a few regular customers, so I’ll add you to my list.  I’m glad you’ve got yourself a job for the summer.  Try to remember to have some fun.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Noah and I left the cafe and walked in silence to the coven.  Before I could say goodbye to Noah, Auggie pulled open the front door and stood in front of us with a bright smile.  My stomach dropped when I realized that her smile was sincere.  What had I done wrong now? 
 
    “Why are you so happy?”  I quickly waved to Noah and walked inside. 
 
    “Because you are now responsible for getting the crazy man his coffee.”  She pointed her phone at me.  “Smile.”  The flash lit up the vestibule, blinding me.  “I’ll have your keycard and ID ready by lunch.  Fill out these papers for human resources and get them back to me by the end of the day.  Now, go and give Mr. Cranky his coffee before he murders anyone.” 
 
    I grabbed the papers and nodded at Auggie, wondering what I had gotten myself into. 
 
    I left her to enter the lion’s den. 
 
    Placing the coffee on Milton’s desk, I spun around, trying to decide where to sit since I had no idea if I would be stuffed into a closet all day, balancing a computer on my lap, or trapped in the office with Mr. Cranky. 
 
    Scanning the room, I looked for any changes he’d made to the office.  Aside from the new green carpet and updated computer, my father’s photos of my mother and me were gone.  Milton had nothing but paperwork and files scattered everywhere.  There wasn’t a single personal object or photo in sight.  Frowning, I recognized the desk of a workaholic. 
 
    Turning towards the cork board, I gasped.  Right in the middle of a sea of familiar faces was my photo.  Great.  Why the hell was I on the cork board of shame? 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why your uncle suggested you for this job.  It will make my life easier if I don’t have to track you down every time you’ve been involved in an incident.  Every morning, you will magically appear for the inquisition."  I looked over my shoulder to see Milton leaning against the doorjamb with his arms crossed.  His arrogant expression told me that he was going to enjoy the interrogation. 
 
    “I’m not part of this coven.  You have no jurisdiction over me.”  Go me for listening to my father complain about his inability to discipline non-coven members involved in fights with registered members. 
 
    He shrugged.  “No, you aren’t, but Mr. Byers is, as well as Mr. Rafferty and the witnesses to the events at the YWWA and the Dodson’s house. Miss Hazelton is also a member, thanks to her grandparents.  I’m very interested in hearing her account of the incidents since you arrived in town.”  He pushed himself off the wall and strolled across the room to point at my photo.  “Honestly, I’m not surprised by your involvement.  Your reputation and your record do not paint a very glamorous picture of you, despite your family’s praise.”  He snapped a piece of paper pinned to the board with his middle finger. 
 
    Squinting at the paper, I recognized the letter written by the Headmaster of Cliff Haven.  Wonderful!  He had the expulsion letter from my school.  At a quick glance, I didn’t see the follow-up letter from Headmaster Kinsley recanting every terrible word he ever said about me, after both of his stepdaughters were found guilty of, well, too many things to list. 
 
    “I didn’t start the fight at the YWWA, and I didn’t defend myself.  Anika has a grudge against me, though I don’t know why.  I knew nothing about the cursed letter until I touched it and the pool incident happened while I was talking to Tamara.  Beyond that, I don’t know anything about the incidents.  I’m happy to tell you my side of things, but I have a feeling that you aren’t interested in hearing the truth.  You’ve already made up your mind about me, just like most people.  I’m not sure why I thought you would be different.  Good day, Mr. Milton.  I quit.  Find someone else to judge based on a letter from a corrupt headmaster.”  I turned on my heel and headed for the door. 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a quitter, Miss Dreger.  If that were the case, you would have never walked through the halls of this coven again.”  Spinning around to face him, I saw him smirking as if he were challenging me to stand my ground and fight. 
 
    What was wrong with this man? 
 
    “No, Mr. Milton, I’m not a quitter, but the rules of the game have never been in my favor.  Maybe I’m tired of defending myself to people who won’t listen.”  I tilted my head and planted my feet on the ground, accepting his challenge. 
 
    A smile lit up his face.  “Very well.  Sit down and tell me everything that happened.  If I believe you, you can assist me in unraveling the mysterious pool spell and the cursed letter.  If you impress me, I might bring Mr. Byers here to see if you can make him squirm under your intense gaze.  You have more of your mother in you than you believe.  I swore for a second that Caroline Dreger was staring me down.  It’s good to know that you inherited her fighting spirit.” 
 
    Taken aback by his statement about my mother, I dropped down into the closest chair.  Did I really possess her ability to make a grown man pee his pants under the scrutiny of her gaze?  Sadie was always better at the power stare than I was.  Maybe she was rubbing off on me again.  Or perhaps I was just tired of being underestimated. 
 
    He took the seat across from me at the conference table as he started his line of questioning.  I was impressed with his directness and how he jumped right into the middle of things.  I explained how Anika’s guys came to her aide and blindsided me with their spells at the YWWA.  He remained indifferent to my story until he dug deeper, where he felt there was more to the story.  I kept to the facts I knew at the time of the fight and didn’t tell him about Benjamin’s confession, even though it would have helped explain Anika’s reasons for hating me.  I let Milton fill in the gaps himself, just as I had to. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you what happened after my head hit the floor.  You’ll need someone else for that part.”  Again, I kept to my knowledge of the incident at the time.  I didn’t want anyone getting in trouble for throwing spells at each other while I was semi-lucid. 
 
    “So, you did nothing to provoke the fight.”  It wasn’t a question, but a statement of his findings.  He seemed surprised that I hadn’t defended myself or used magic during the incident at all.  Based on my previous fights with dark wizards, he had probably assumed that I not only threw the first punch but tried to decimate my opponents with my opening spell. 
 
    “No, unless you count walking into a hostile room without having any idea what was going on.  Given my history with the YWWA members, I should have come in guns blazing, but I was taught to smile until someone punched you in the face.  I may rethink that philosophy.”  I was mad that I had underestimated my opponents, especially since I knew what kind of guys they were, but silly me, I like to believe the best in people until they cursed me. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and chuckled.  “More people should have that philosophy, trust me.  The world would be a better place.  Tell me, what was your mistake during your encounter with Anika’s friends?  I don’t condone violence, mind you, but I understand that our world is dangerous.  Knowing your opponent often dictates who will be victorious and who will end up with a concussion.”  He motioned to my head to illustrate his point. 
 
    “I underestimated the kid who is known to pick fights with people.  Despite what you’ve heard about me, I’m not the person who stands up to bullies unless my life is in danger.  I have a long history of losing fights to people like him.  I’m better at protecting others who are in danger.”  Sure, I was the town hero, but I wasn’t my own hero for some reason.  When it came to protecting myself, I only fought back when I had no other choice. 
 
    Frowning, he looked me up and down.  “That’s a fascinating insight, Miss Dreger.  I can see that you’ve wrestled with this problem before, hence your willingness to accept your failings.  Knowing one’s self is as important as knowing one’s enemy.”  He jumped out of his chair and rushed over to his desk to guzzle half his coffee. 
 
    “I never really thought of it that way.”  I had a lot of failings, which was why I didn’t try to defend myself.  I guess I never thought I was worth protecting.  It was odd how this stranger could see through all my insecurities to show me the truth.  Maybe he was willing to listen to my story. 
 
    “Do you have any suspects for Carson’s break-up letter or the attack at the Dodson house?”  He stared at me intently. 
 
    “Everyone there hated Everly, except for Hana, Carson and me.  It could have been anyone, though I don’t know if she was the only target.  As for the letter, it arrived a month ago without my knowledge.  Breaking the two of us up was a personal attack, so I’m not sure who hates me that much, but I’m starting to form my theory.  It seems like a lot of effort for a prank.”  He gave no indication if he agreed with my thoughts, which was infuriating.  He was more challenging to read than my advanced metaphysics book. 
 
    “I believe you could learn a thing or two here if you pay attention, Miss Dreger.”  He abruptly sat down at his desk and turned to type on his laptop. 
 
    I stood up and looked around the room.  “You never really mentioned what my job here entails.  Do you actually need me to interrogate Jonny, or will I be making photocopies and getting your lunch?” 
 
    Glancing up, he frowned.  “Well, the internship does call for a lot of typing and file organization, but I believe that you should go home to rest for today.  I can see that your hands are still shaking from the effort of lifting the pool water.  I’m afraid you won’t be of much good to me today.  If you can manage to reach the hero pedestal that your uncle and this town has put you on while sprinkling in the deviant behavior your corrupt headmaster alluded to, then you might find yourself working alongside me this summer, instead of running to the sandwich shop for my lunch order.” 
 
    Huh.  I hadn’t expected him to be so honest.  Maybe he was crazy.  Regardless, I like the idea of doing more this summer than filing.  I might actually get some work experience after all. 
 
    Turning to leave, I stopped when he cleared his throat.  “If you are planning to stay in the pageant, as your mother alluded to, you might want to consider taking a yoga class for conjurers at the Black Dawn Coven, now that you’re a member.  It’s designed to increase muscle strength and agility for large spells.  The next time you need to do any heavy lifting, you’ll be prepared.”  He glanced away quickly to continue his typing.  I swore I saw a small smile forming in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    I nodded, grateful for the suggestion.  Maybe he did believe in me. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    With the rest of the day to myself, I waved at Auggie, who was annoyed that I was leaving early.  I reminded her that she was getting paid to be there as I walked out the door. 
 
    Calling Carson and Benjamin, we headed to the store to get Benjamin some clothes that fit. 
 
    “Turn around, let me see those jeans.”  Benjamin stood in front of the dressing room and spun around for me. 
 
    “Jeans are jeans.  Grab some, and let’s go.”  Carson yawned.  He was leaning against the wall next to the dressing room, trying not to fall asleep.  He had spent most of the weekend catching up on the rest that he’d lost while pacing at night, fighting the curse for the month. 
 
    I snickered.  “For your information, there is such a thing as the perfect pair of jeans.  Baggy jeans are crap.  Skinny jeans are crap.  You want a nice pair that hugs your backside and hints at the muscles in your legs.  You want a girl turning her head to see what’s happening in the back when you walk past her.  You also have to pick the right color.  No light blue or that weird dark blue, almost black color.  You want a dark enough blue with some wear, so it looks like you’ve been breaking in the jeans for a few months.  Anything less is a waste of time.”  I motioned for Benjamin to turn around in slow motion. 
 
    Benjamin’s eyes were wide.  “I had no idea how important jeans were to you, Celeste.  I’ll try on every pair until I turn your head.” 
 
    Carson immediately pushed off the wall and ran for the jeans display, no longer looking bored. 
 
    “Oh yes.  I’m surrounded by black or blue dress pants all day, not that I’m looking at the guys at school.  But, the right pair of jeans will definitely catch my attention, as long as I like the guy wearing them.”  I giggled when Benjamin shook his backside at me. 
 
    Carson slid up next to me with a few different pairs of jeans slung over his arm.  Leaning down, he nuzzled my ear.  “I am your canvas, my darlin’.  Dress me so that your eyes will never leave me.” 
 
    Chills spread through me, and I squirmed.  When did Carson’s voice get so freaking husky?  Even his accent was sexier than I remembered. 
 
    Nodding, I quickly discarded the bad jeans and pointed to the ones I thought would look amazing on his long legs. 
 
    Who knew shopping could be fun? 
 
    Once we found the perfect jeans, we moved onto the shirts, which was less of a challenge.  Tight T-shirts all around, with a splash of casual button downs and formal dress shirts for formal events. 
 
    By the time we hit swimwear, I was practically sweating at how hot they both looked. 
 
    The shop girl suddenly became very interested in making sure the swimsuits fit correctly.  I nearly punched her at one point when her hand “accidentally” grazed Benjamin’s chest. 
 
    What was wrong with me?  Since when was I so territorial? 
 
    Shooing her away with the items we wanted to buy, I turned to Benjamin.  “Umm, if you wouldn’t mind, can you keep a few of the tighter jeans and shirts?  You know, just to have in an emergency?”  Crap!  Why was I awkward?  Why couldn’t I simply tell him to keep the booty jeans so I could stare at him when we were alone? 
 
    He nodded.  “Trust me.  I wasn’t planning on getting rid of them.”  He placed a kiss on my neck, sending me into overdrive.  I had to pull away before I used the cool-down spell on myself. 
 
    Carson pulled me into his arms to hug me.  “I’m informing my mother that I will not wear anything she buys me ever again unless you approve of it.”  He winked before leaning down to kiss the same spot as Benjamin, but on the other side of my neck. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Benjamin frowning at me.  Feeling beyond self-conscious, I let go of Carson and headed for the checkout. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Benjamin was jealous or upset that Carson was kissing me in front of him, though he’d never seemed to mind before. 
 
    Leaving the store, we dropped off Carson, who was in the process of cleaning his room after a month of being too depressed to leave to eat or do laundry.  His mother had finally given up and declared it a disaster area.  She refused to let me visit until his room was back to normal, which made Carson commit to the deep cleaning. 
 
    Mrs. Rafferty had asked Mr. Milton to investigate the cursed letter officially.  She was furious when she learned the truth about Carson’s depression and vowed to find out who was responsible.  While she tried to make it up to him by cooking his favorite meals and letting him see his friends whenever he wanted, she made sure that he was disinfecting his room too. 
 
    Following Benjamin to his room, I watched him unpack his new wardrobe.  “My mother will be thrilled to see me wearing clothes that fit.  I expect her to throw a parade in your honor.” 
 
    I chuckled as I sat down on his bed.  “It’s not like I had to convince you to buy anything.  I merely pointed you in the right direction.” 
 
    Closing his closet door, he walked over to his desk to pick up a notebook and a magazine.  “If you have some time, I want to show you the color palletes I’m designing for the nail polish.” 
 
    “Sure.”  I moved over so he could sit next to me. 
 
    Tossing me a teen fashion magazine with specific pages marked, he tilted his notebook towards me and showed me the different colors he wanted to use to match specific clothing designs. 
 
    I flipped through the photos and pointed to colors that popped up time and again.  “Here, this blue is everywhere.  We need to find a lip gloss color that will complement this.”  Smiling up at him, I noticed that his eyes were unfocused and dilated. 
 
    He nodded absently as his hand rose to touch my cheek.  “Good idea.” 
 
    Clearly, he hadn’t heard anything I said. 
 
    Remembering the look he had given me back at the store, I jumped off the bed before he could kiss me.  “Umm.  I need to ask you something.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he blinked away whatever thought was fixated in his mind.  “Sure.”  He moved the notebook and magazine to his end table. 
 
    “Why were you upset with me at the store?  I don’t want any secrets or jealousy between us.  I don’t always understand what I’m doing, so I’d like to know if I’ve crossed some kind of line.”  I fidgeted with the bottom of my gauzy work blouse. 
 
    “What?  I wasn’t upset at the store.”  He stood up to pull me into his arms, but I backed away, afraid that I would get distracted by his hard body. 
 
    “When Carson kissed my neck, you looked upset.  I want to know why.  If there needs to be some kind of rules in place, then I need to know now.”  Blushing up to the top of my hairline, I had trouble forming coherent thoughts.  Was I not supposed to kiss Carson around Benjamin?  Was I not supposed to sit on Benjamin’s lap when Carson was around?  I’d tried to avoid these questions before because I wasn’t ready to deal with the reality of dating, or rather, loving three guys.  I felt like I was back on that rocky cliff, and the ground was about to open up. 
 
    “Please calm down, Celeste.  I’m not mad or upset.  Come here.” Seeing that I was panicked enough to run and hide under my bed, he slowly pulled me into his arms.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think you saw me.  It’s stupid, really.  It’s more about my insecurities, I promise you.  I’m not jealous of Carson or Noah.  They make you happy, and I’m all for that.  I was lost inside my own head.  Nothing more.”  He stroked my hair to calm me down, but I had too many questions bubbling up inside me. 
 
    Pulling away, I held my hand up.  “I’m serious.  I never asked for three different guys to fall in love with me.  I can barely keep my own life from falling apart.  I’m constantly afraid that I will screw things up with all of you.  I’m the girl who follows the rules, so I need to know what rules we have.” 
 
    He lowered his arms and walked over to knock on his closet door.  “I think we need Carson for this talk.”  He performed the knock on the door spell, calling Carson in his room. 
 
    Hearing a string of swears, Carson tugged on his door, releasing a pile of clothing onto his floor.  Seeing the disaster zone, I realized that his mother hadn’t been exaggerating.  I had secretly offered to help him, but I believed he was too embarrassed for me to see the carnage. 
 
    “Mate, I’m in the middle of something here.  What do you want, Benja…”  He paused when he saw me all wild-eyed and nervous.  He kicked a bunch of stuff out of his way and sat on top of a shipping box. “What’s going on?  Are you alright, Celeste?” 
 
    Benjamin sat down in front of the closet.  “Celeste wants to know the rules of our relationship, so she knows what we expect and where the lines are.  She’s afraid of upsetting or disappointing us.”  He spun his hand around, motioning to all of us. 
 
    Nodding, Carson pushed his fingers under his glasses to rub the corners of his eyes.  “I see.  Well, considering that I just got her back, I certainly don’t want her upset.”  Taking a breath, he pointed to the carpet next to Benjamin.  “You should sit, darlin’.  You look like you’re about to run screaming from the room.” 
 
    Wetting my lips, I sat next to Benjamin, though far enough away so that I wasn’t tempted to hold his hand. 
 
    Carson smiled.  “Good.  Now, Benjamin and I’ve had long talks about this since the beginning, though you’ve never seemed ready for this kind of discussion, so we’ve waited until you were ready.” 
 
    Blushing even harder, I suddenly felt like I was the odd woman out of this conversation.  Was I the one about to get a second sex talk? 
 
    “What do you mean you’ve had long talks about this?”  The room tilted slightly as my heart pounded in my chest.  Were they talking about having sex with me? 
 
    Benjamin cleared his throat.  “It’s not as bad as whatever you’re thinking, I promise.  We discussed the possibilities of being jealous.  We imagined our reactions if we saw you kissing or hugging one of us.  Mostly, we thought about how to ease you into things when you were ready.  We didn’t want anything to be awkward or weird.” 
 
    Processing his explanation, I frowned.  “So, you weren’t talking about having sex with me.” 
 
    Both of them immediately turned red and looked away. 
 
    Carson shook his head.  “It wasn’t like that, mostly.  We were respectful.  We’re not players talking shit in the locker room, Celeste.  We love you so much.  We want things to progress when you’re ready while preparing for what’s to come.  Imagine if Benjamin pulled you into a smooch, and the two of you started making out while I was sitting there.  I’m honestly not sure how I would have reacted if Benjamin and I hadn’t talked about it.  We’ve come at this from all kinds of angles.  Now, if I saw you making out with him on the couch, I’d be fine with it.” 
 
    My mind shut down.  “Are you saying that if I threw Benjamin down on the ground and had sex with him in front of you, you’d be okay with that?”  The question was out of my mouth before I even knew what I was saying. 
 
    Shocked, both of them stared at me before silently nodding. 
 
    Sure.  Right.  They’d be okay.  I didn’t believe a word of it.  “Then why were you stuck inside your head in the store when Carson kissed me, Benjamin?” 
 
    Floundering for an answer, he shrugged.  “Because I wanted to kiss the other side of your neck at the same time, but I wasn’t sure you’d be okay with that.  I didn’t want to overwhelm you.” 
 
    My mind shattered.  Standing up, I put my hands up.  “Okay, new rule.  Nobody kisses or hugs me when another guy is around.  That’s my new rule until I can sort this out.” 
 
    I stormed out of the room and headed back home to take a bath.  Let the two of them pretend that they were completely fine with everything.  I needed time to wrap my head around their lies.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Coming out of the bathroom from a nice long soak in the tub, I ran into Noah. 
 
    “Say you’ll go out to dinner with me tonight.  I want to take you out, just the two of us.”  He playfully ran his finger down my cheek. 
 
    “Sure.  Where do you want to go?”  He looked like his normal, carefree self, but his eyes were tight around the edges as if he was stressed about something. 
 
    “I was thinking about O’Malley’s Irish Pub.  We can have an early dinner and take a walk.”  He bopped the end of my nose and walked away before I could reply. 
 
    Walking into my room, I leaned against the door and sighed.  My anxiety wasn’t going away any time soon.  I needed advice. 
 
    Throwing on a T-shirt and shorts, I made my own closet phone call. 
 
    My closet door opened to reveal my best friend, Sadie Goodwin. 
 
    “Sadie, how am I supposed to have sex with three guys?”  I stared despondently at my best friend.  “Well, maybe not sex yet, but other physical stuff?” 
 
    “Well, hello to you too.  Let me answer your question with a question.  How did you not anticipate this problem before?  Oh, right, because your mother would have killed you if you had uttered that question.”  She burst out laughing.  “Welcome to the club, dear.  I’m dealing with the same problem, though I have a lot more privacy than you do.  Can we reflect on the fact that you said the word sex out loud without blushing before we continue?”  She tipped over onto the floor, laughing so hard that she had to wrap her arms around her stomach. 
 
    Without hesitation, I replied, “You’re right.  My mother would murder both the guy and me and make it look like an accident.”  I sighed.  “I know I’m late to the conversation, but thinking about sex wasn’t high on my priority list when I was dealing with life and death situations.  You know what I’m talking about, Miss I’ve Nearly Died on Multiple Occasions.” 
 
    “Fair point.”  She snickered. 
 
    “Between my mother’s social standing, her keen mind and her magical abilities, she could make the world forget that the boy and I ever existed.  Celeste who?”  She would ask the question to anyone dumb enough to inquire about me. 
 
    Sadie snorted.  “Preach.”  She got control over herself and sat up.  “Tell me, what changed?  Which one got hotter all of a sudden?” 
 
    I covered my face with my hands.  “Both of them, though I swear Noah is combing his hair differently and wearing guyliner to enhance his eyes suddenly.  Now Benjamin and Carson are lying and saying that they aren’t jealous of each other, which is crap.  How can they not be jealous?  Oh, and they’re having conversations about having sex with me and how they’ll each react to seeing me with the other guy.  This is all too much to handle.” 
 
    Sadie chuckled.  “Oh, I know what you mean.  Alexsi suddenly looks like a runway model, and Lucas’s jaw is sharp enough to cut glass.  Don’t even get me started on the muscles that appeared overnight on Dominik’s chest and thighs.  I’m in serious trouble too.  They all say that they aren’t jealous of each other, but come on.” 
 
    I laughed when I thought about how handsome her guys were before their transformation into studs.  “I find myself staring at them all the time.  I can’t think straight.  They’re not pressuring me, but I’m starting to pressure myself.  I saw my new nemesis with two of her guys in a compromising position, and I can’t get the image out of my head.  Regardless, how do I pick which one I want first, once I’m ready?  I’m not the girl who can entertain the concept of one for all if you catch my meaning.  I can’t process the concept of getting into the physical stuff until I understand the end game.  You know?” 
 
    She nodded slowly.  “I was planning on eeny, meeny, miny, moe, but that’s just me.  I know you won’t do that.  Aside from drawing straws, I’m not sure.”  Snorting, she shook her head.  “I’m convinced that Alexsi and Lucas have talked about things too, though neither will admit it.  I don’t know if I’m pissed that they left me out of the conversation or flattered that they are trying to work things out between them.  They aren’t exactly friends.” 
 
    I snickered.  “I hear you.  Benjamin and Carson weren’t friends before the love spell, though they joined forces shortly after Benjamin admitted his feelings for me.” 
 
    She flipped her long red hair over her shoulder.  “My situation is a little different.  I have a wolf who believes that I’ve been his mate ever since we were kids and two guys who have dated other girls before.  Benjamin, Carson and Noah are blank slates, so they don’t know what they’re doing either.” 
 
    I nodded.  Carson had dated what’s her face and kissed her, though he hadn’t mentioned doing much more with her. 
 
    “I don’t want to keep riding the brake.  At some point, I have to put my foot on the gas.”  I blew a strand of hair out of my face, annoyed that I felt so out of control. 
 
    She burst out laughing.  “I can tell you’re nervous about your driving test with the car metaphors, but I get it.  I feel the same way.  Just take it one day at a time.  Me, I’m stuck on a slow boil, afraid that I’m going to burn up.  I assume we’ll both figure things out at some point and laugh about all this crap when we look back on it.” 
 
    “I can tell that you’re hungry based on your cooking analogies.”  Sighing, I tried to let go of some of my insecurities.  “I know you’re right. I’m just overwhelmed without a solution.”  Talking to the guys had somehow made things worse. 
 
    “Hmm.  What if we’re coming at this from the wrong angle?  There are different firsts, right?  First kiss, first boob grope, first hand job…maybe we need to explore other firsts.  This way, each guy feels special, but in a different way.”  Sadie raised her eyebrow as her eyes glazed over, imagining how that would work. 
 
    I sat up straight and clapped.  “You’re amazing, Sadie.  See?  I knew you would be better at this.  You can at least admit that you want your guys.  I’m still pushing through my comfort zone.” 
 
    “I am, too, though Aleksi is excellent at convincing me to lower my guard with each kiss.” She flashed me a silly smile, which was so unSadie like.  She had it bad for him.  Not that Lucas and Dominik weren’t equally on her mind, but Aleksi had a certain way about him that made Sadie melt, the same way Carson did to me.  It was so easy to fall into his arms and not think about anything. 
 
    Since I was having trouble keeping a clear head around Carson, I took a second to consider what Sadie had suggested about other firsts.  It might be the exact plan of action I needed. 
 
    Sadie looked over her shoulder and waved to someone. 
 
    A giant black wolf came into view and sat next to her.  I jumped slightly, just as I did whenever Dominik was in wolf form. 
 
    “Sorry, Celeste.  It’s bedtime here.”  She yawned and stretched her neck.  Despite having feelings for Dominik, he was there to watch over her while she slept.  She was still having nightmares after her latest attack. 
 
    “No problem.  I appreciate the chat.  I’ll call you tomorrow to tell you more about my unpaid internship.”  I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Can’t wait.”  She waved before closing the door and breaking the spell. 
 
    Closing my door, I smiled.  This was why our friendship worked so well. We didn’t judge one another or question each other’s sanity about dating three guys at a time.  Instead, we were in this together.  We could talk about anything, no matter how crazy or uncomfortable it might be. 
 
    Grateful for her advice, I thought about what I wanted.  It was time to focus on my relationships and figure out how to be a girlfriend, not just a girl with a crush. 
 
    By dinnertime, I felt more at ease with my decisions.  Was I ready for sex?  No, but I realized that sex wasn’t the next logical step in my relationships.  There were plenty of things between kissing a guy and having sex with him.  I was getting ahead of myself, which was why I was freaking out.  It was okay to put it into park once I arrived at the next destination. 
 
    I had to stop reading the driving manual before bed. 
 
    Putting on a dark blue T-shirt and jean shorts, I got into the limo and waited for Noah. 
 
    Noah opened the door and slid into the car.  Instead of his usual black suit that he wore on most days, he was wearing tan cargo pants, a tight white T-shirt covered by an open green and white plaid short sleeve shirt.  His blonde hair was combed to the side.  Damn it!  There was no doubt in my mind that he was trying to look hotter. 
 
    Wow! 
 
    He grinned as he slid his hand into mine.  “I’m starving.” 
 
    Well, at least he was the same Noah, hungry and happy to hold my hand. 
 
    Pulling into the parking lot of O’Malley’s, Noah escorted me into the air-conditioned pub.  The hostess showed us to a table in the dining room on the opposite side of the bar.  The crowd was cheering at a game on the overhead TVs. 
 
    We sat down and immediately placed our order, knowing what we both wanted. 
 
    Once we were alone, Noah rubbed his hands together and sighed.  “I’m not sure how to say this, Celeste, so I’m going to come right out and say it.  I want to move into my own room, the guest room, to be precise.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.”  Though we lived in separate dorms at school, Noah had spent most of his free time in my room.  First, consoling me when I’d almost been expelled, and then as a study companion.  We would kiss occasionally, but looking back, we were more like platonic roommates than boyfriend and girlfriend. 
 
    “I talked it through with your mother, and she agreed that I should have my own space.  It’s time to live like a human, not a cat.”  He smiled brightly, though I could see that his hands were shaking a little.  I wasn’t sure why he was upset about getting his own room. 
 
    “You should have your privacy.  I’m sorry that I didn’t think to mention it before.  I was being selfish.”  I pulled my hands into my lap, upset that I hadn’t been thinking about his needs.  Maybe he was right.  I had known him for so long as just a cat that I often forgot that he was human too—a human who needed his independence as much as I did. 
 
    His face fell as he leaned in closer.  “No, it’s not like that.  I’d never thought about having my own space before.  My life with the Shadow Masters was all about survival.  Since I’ve been away from my former masters, I’ve slowly learned how to live without someone constantly telling me what to do.  I know it’s an odd analogy, but I’ve read about abused cats and dogs.  Once rescued, it takes them time to adjust to life without all the terrible things they’ve experienced.  They need to feel safe and comfortable and believe that things will get better.  I needed time to heal and feel safe, Celeste.  That’s why I stayed by your side.  You calm me like no other.  We both needed each other in that way.  It’s my fault for staying in my cat form so much.  I’d forgotten how to be a man on two legs.  But, now I realize that you need a man by your side, not a cat.”  He placed his hand on the table, offering it to me. 
 
    Without hesitating, I took his hand and squeezed it.  “I wasn’t sure how to help you, Noah, but I tried to make you feel as safe and loved as I could.” 
 
    He sighed contentedly as he stroked my thumb.  “You gave me what I needed at the time.  Now, I’m finally ready to be a part of your life in a different way.  I will always curl up into your lap when you’re upset, and I may occasionally spy on people when you need protecting, but overall, I want to hold your hand and gaze into your eyes.  I want to be more than just your companion, more than just your boyfriend, Celeste.  I want to be your mate, your lover.”  His green eyes met mine, reflecting a mix of emotions, though desire was the predominant one shining through. 
 
    Swallowing, my mouth went dry.  Oh boy.  I was in even more trouble than I thought.  Having Carson and Benjamin looking like gods was a deadly combination.  Adding Noah to the fire might make me combust. 
 
    I nervously pulled my hand away.  “Okay.”  I looked away, unable to control my emotional spiral.  The room was suddenly too hot, and there was a halo of light around Noah, casting a soft glow that enhanced literally everything about him.  The thought of pulling him across the table to grope him in front of everyone was so strong that I had to wrap my ankles around the chair legs. 
 
    Wiping my forehead, I felt a sheen of sweat. 
 
    Sure, Noah was hot, and I loved kissing him and being close with him, but I, too, had trouble moving to the next stage of our relationship.  I’d certainly thought of him as more than just a friend and imagined doing more with him, but something always held me back.  Maybe I wasn’t just a late bloomer in regards to magic.  I was a late bloomer in my sexual awakening as well.  It would certainly explain why my hormones felt like they were attacking me from every side whenever I was around my guys. 
 
    “Celeste, are you okay?  I’m sorry if I came on too strong.  I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you all this without spooking you.  I can never seem to find the right words.  I’ve tried to be playful and flirty, but I pushed you further away.  I don’t have to move into the spare room.  We can keep things exactly the same.  We can remain, boyfriend and girlfriend, just as we were before.  Nothing has to change.”  Hearing the fear of rejection in his voice made me feel terrible.  Couldn’t he see that I wasn’t rejecting him?  I was doing the exact opposite.  I was trying not to pounce on him in the middle of the restaurant. 
 
    Jumping up, I ran to the bathroom to calm down.  Holy crap.  My hands were shaking so violently that I couldn’t figure out how to perform the cooling down spell. 
 
    I had complete sympathy for Carson as I splashed water on my face. 
 
    Poor Noah probably thought I hated him.  How could I explain that I was entirely unprepared for this new phase of our relationship?  I decided to never complain about Benjamin and Carson discussing their reactions to me kissing someone again.  They somehow managed not to burst into flames or run away like a lunatic whenever I touched one of them. 
 
    Hearing the stall door behind me open, I jumped.  Charlie, one of the owners of the pub, smiled at my reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Celeste, right?  I’ve seen you in here with your guys before.  They’re cute.”  She squirted some soap into her hands and turned on the water. 
 
    “Too cute.”  I gasped. 
 
    Eyeing me, she turned to put the back of her wet hand on my forehead.  “Are you okay?  You look sick.  I can call your parents.  I’m friends with Ian Foster if you need a healer.  He mentioned that you had some trouble this weekend with some sinister spells.” 
 
    “No, thank you.  It’s not food poisoning or a curse.  It’s guy trouble.  Well, less trouble and more confusion.”  I leaned against the green walls and fanned myself. 
 
    Looking into my eyes, she must have seen how dilated they were.  “Let me guess.  You got whammed by a love spell too.  Two of my friends experienced it recently.  Which was it, the ice skates or the romance novel?” 
 
    “Pumpkin Spice Latte.”  I nodded, feeling a little better that she understood my problem. 
 
    “Ah, yeah.  The spiked drinks.  Let’s see.  You’re about 17 or 18.”  She brushed her long red hair over her shoulder and crossed her arms. 
 
    I nodded.  “18 next month.” 
 
    She chuckled.  “Must have been a delayed reaction.  Love spells are tricky things.  That’s why I don’t do magic anymore.  Nothing but trouble, if you ask me, though Dahlia and Gray might disagree with me.  They are thrilled with their guys, now that they’ve settled into a routine.  I can see that you are just starting down the path.  The lust is hitting you hard—poor kid.  I’ve seen what happens to adults who’ve already had sex and previous relationships.  I’m assuming that you’re clueless about this stuff.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I get the mechanics of it, and I’ve read the safe sex pamphlets, but this is unexpected.” 
 
    “Yep.  Teen hormones are a bitch, without a love spell heightening your emotions.  I hate to tell you that it won’t get much easier, but you’ll learn how to live with it.  I guess it’s better than dying a lonely spinster, like me.  Don’t get me wrong, I feel terrible for you, but at least you found the guys who will always love you, no matter what.”  She patted my arm and smiled warmly at me. 
 
    Taking a breath, I smiled.  “Thank you.  I appreciate the pep talk.” 
 
    “Dessert is on the house.  Now, go back and tell that cute guy out there that everything will be okay.”  She turned to open the door. 
 
    “Umm, one thing.  I know you don’t use magic, but does your brother know the cooling spell for baking?  I’ve used it on Carson before. I’m too shaky to use it on myself.”  I hated asking for help, but I was desperate. 
 
    Her mouth fell open a little as she nodded.  “Clever girl.  I would’ve never thought to use a cooling spell.  Come along.”  She grabbed my hand, pulling me out of the bathroom and back behind the bar into the kitchen. 
 
    Her brother James, who I’d met a few times, eyed me cautiously.  “Food poisoning?” 
 
    “Love spell.  Stop asking questions and use the spell for cooling bread and cupcakes.  She’s going to combust.”  Charlie waved at her brother, trying to get him to process her request quickly. 
 
    Accepting Charlie at her word, James wiped his hands on his apron and took his conjuring stance.  I closed my eyes, waiting for relief from the heat building inside of me.  Slowly, I could feel the heat leaving my body, and rational thoughts return.  The second I felt like myself, I raised my hand.  “Stop.  I’m good.” 
 
    James ended the spell and chuckled.  “I wish I’d known to use that when I was teenager or last week.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Both of you.”  I rubbed the sweat off the back of my neck. 
 
    Laughing, James pointed to the biscuits sitting on the counter.  “Wow.  You were on fire.  The heat that came off you burned the biscuits.  Poor kid.  You okay now?” 
 
    “I hope so.  If you’ll excuse me, I have a confused cat shifter to deal with.”  I waved to him as Charlie patted my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll have your food out in a minute.”  James snickered behind me. 
 
    Feeling more in control, I sat down at our table. 
 
    Noah slid his hand into mine.  “Are you okay?  You were gone for a long time.  I was about to go find you.”  He rubbed my thumb with his.  “Please forget about everything I said.  It’s not important.”  He looked so frazzled.  He must have been tugging at his collar and his hair.  Both were askew and sticking up. 
 
    “I’m not mad, Noah.  I promise.  I agree that you should have your own room.  I’m totally cool with that.  I’ll be sad without you sleeping next to me, but you’re right.  You need to progress to the next phase of your life.  That’s not why I left.  It seems that I’m having trouble dealing with the unexpected feelings associated with you declaring that you want to be my mate, or rather, acting on those feelings.”  I pulled my hair off my neck and fanned myself.  “You’re entirely too good at gazing.  Let’s be very clear about that.  It’s not a bad thing.  Sadly, I was unprepared to experience it, at this moment, in public.”  I desperately tried not to remember the gazing. 
 
    He sniffed the air, confused by my erratic behavior, until his eyes grew wide.  “Oh my.  I wasn’t sure I was able to make you react that way.”  He inhaled again.  “Definitely a welcome surprise.  I’d noticed your reaction to Carson and Benjamin, but your scent has never been this strong before.”  He smiled broadly, licking his lips. 
 
    I hung my head in embarrassment.  Great!  Every shifter in the building knew how excited I was. 
 
    “Stop talking about my scent.  I had to ask the owners to use the cooling down spell on me.  I swear to the gods, I will leave you here if you say one more sexual thing.”  I growled low enough so that only his sensitive ears would hear me. 
 
    He immediately sat up straight in his seat and folded his hands in front of him.  “The weather is nice this time of year.” 
 
    I nearly burst out laughing at his change in demeanor. 
 
    Looking down at his tight shirt, I closed my eyes.  “Button up.  Now.”  Once more, I felt sympathy for Carson.  I would never laugh at his pain again. 
 
    Noah quickly complied.  He even ran his hands through his hair so that it looked normal again.  “I’m sorry for overplaying my hand in my desperation to get your attention.  I’ll be more careful in the future, lest we need a fire hose to calm you down.  While I’m pleased that you’re finally looking at me like you want to do more than snuggle in bed, I should have been more careful in choosing the location for this discussion, as well as my attire.  I took a gamble.  Forgive me.” 
 
    “You’re going to kill me.  Stop talking.  All I can think about is you crawling into my bed looking the way you do in that tight T-shirt.” 
 
    Chuckling, he pretended to zip up his lips, though his eyes showed his excitement. 
 
    Thankfully, the food arrived at that moment.  I gulped down a glass of water and shoved food into my mouth.  At least I could deal with the hunger in my stomach while I tried to ignore the other hungers.  Was this how men felt on a daily basis?  Geez. 
 
    I rushed through my meal so fast that I got hiccups.  I was done before Noah could get halfway through his sandwich. 
 
    “I’ll get this to go.”  He gaped at my nearly empty plate. 
 
    He stood up and went in search of the waitress. 
 
    “Talk to Charlie about our to-go dessert.”  I needed comfort food and a lot of it. 
 
    By the time he came back with the doggie bags, I was able to look at him without undressing him with my eyes. 
 
    “I called Benjamin to see if he could pick us up.  I assumed that going for a walk in your current state would be bad.”  He motioned for me to follow him without touching me.  “Celeste, I truly am sorry for my timing.” 
 
    “Thank you for calling Benjamin.  This time I need a cold soak in the tub.”  I doubted we would get very far on our walk before I threw myself at him in the middle of the sidewalk.  I wondered why Noah had activated these feelings and not Benjamin or Carson.  I mean, they certainly stirred up lots of emotions in me, but nothing quite as strong as what Noah made me feel. 
 
    Slowing to a stop in the middle of the parking lot, I groaned.  I was mated to a shifter.  Of course I would feel crazy about him.  Even without the love spell, there was a natural mating bond.  When Noah decided to live his life as a man, something must have changed inside of him.  I wondered if his emotional growth had been delayed because of his past trauma. It must have been hard to fantasize about a woman or sex when all he felt was pain and shame. While his sexual awakening was a positive sign of his growth as a person, his newly acquired sexual desire had set my pants on fire. 
 
    I wondered if Carson had nearly combusted at the pool party because the curse had blocked his existing love and desire for me.  In breaking the spell, all those pent-up feelings had rushed back so fast that he’d nearly drowned in the tidal wave of emotions. 
 
    Slowly walking around the side of the building, I looked up to find Noah backing away from an SUV that had just rolled up.  Confused, I took a closer look at the man getting out of the passenger side. 
 
    Jonny. 
 
    The backdoor opened, and out came Devon and Philip. 
 
    Perfect.  It looked like the duel had come to me. 
 
    Holding up my arms, I stood my ground, waiting to see what they wanted. 
 
    Anika parked the SUV and came around the front of it.  “What an adorable little kitty cat.  Meow.”  She pretended to claw at him before her eyes slid over to me.  “Drop out of the competition, Celeste.” 
 
    Was this a veiled threat?  Or a not so veiled threat?  Eyeing her three future dark wizards, I accepted that this was an actual threat. 
 
    “Why should I?  Because you said so?  The Miss Sunshine pageant is supposed to showcase the charity side of the sponsoring organizations.  It was never supposed to be a beauty competition.  The girl with the most town spirit won through acts of kindness and charitable projects.  You would be at the bottom of the list because you don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself.  When Hana won the Solstice competition, she did fifty community service projects to give back to the town.  I doubt you’re interested in doing that.”  I rolled my eyes at how she thought this was a popularity contest. 
 
    Anika laughed.  “Poor, stupid Celeste.  Nobody cares about town spirit.  I intend on using my platform to show people how wonderful the New Horizons Coven is so we can recruit more members.  If you haven’t figured out the importance of power and status, then you’ve already lost.  This pageant means more to me than it ever could to the small minded girls who are more worried about their dresses than what winning could do for them.” 
 
    At least she wasn’t doing it to land a rich boyfriend, like some of the older girls. 
 
    “Look, I don’t care about your personal agenda.  You can smile all you want, but no one will join a coven of assholes.  I know what happened to Benjamin.  Once everyone knows the truth, they’ll never join a coven willing to blacklist their member for petty reasons.”  I would make it my mission to make sure everyone knew what kind of coven New Horizons was. 
 
    “Benjamin got what he deserved.”  Her smug smile made me want to punch her. 
 
    “What about Carson?  Did he get what he deserved too?”  Closely watching her reaction, I didn’t see any excitement or emotion that would confirm her involvement in the letter. 
 
    “Of course he did.”  Based on how quickly and flatly she replied, I got the impression that she didn’t know what happened to Carson. 
 
    None of the guys reacted to my question either.  Maybe they weren’t responsible. 
 
    Watching Jonny, who was beyond twitchy, I held my breath.  I doubted that he would throw the first spell this time.  It would be too obvious after our previous encounters.  Technically, I was outnumbered.  Noah was a scrappy fighter in cat form and known to bite, which gave me a slight advantage.  If I hit them with a powerful spell, I could knock them down and run like hell. 
 
    Instead, I did something idiotic. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take Anika to turn on all of you and blacklist you too.  Philip, your parents will be pissed if the academy expels you.  Jonny, I doubt a nasty letter to your parole officer would go over well.  And Devon…”  I paused.  I knew nothing about this kid.  “Well, your reputation might actually improve, though you won’t get to have sex with Anika anymore.  Wait.  That might be a good thing.”  Seeing the rage flare in their eyes, I prepared myself for the worst.  Where was cowardly Celeste when I needed her?  She would have run home and hidden under the couch. 
 
    “Bitch.”  Philip took a step forward.  “Doborî!”  His knock-down spell was easy enough to counter with a water spell that tossed him into the SUV.  I smiled.  Tamara was right.  Water spells could be used for good. 
 
    “Fulger!” 
 
    Shit.  Lightning shot out of Jonny’s wand so fast, my mind went blank until I saw it pointed at Noah. 
 
    “Proteja!”  Throwing up a protection spell in front of Noah with less than a second to spare, I spun around and wrapped my arms together.  “Legați-i magia!”  Binding Jonny from doing magic for at least the next ten minutes, I turned around and threw my arms out at Devon, who was winding up for something big based on his foot patterns.  “Împiedica!”  I wasn’t sure what was coming at me, but I hoped my simple blocking spell was good enough against Devon’s spell. 
 
    Noah, safe from the lightning, shifted in one leap and pounced on Anika, who was clapping excitedly. 
 
    “Sparte-i oasele!”  Devon’s spell tore straight through my blocking spell, hitting me harder than expected.  Snap! 
 
    I screamed in pain and fell to my knees, holding my left arm. 
 
    Looking down, I saw a dark bruise forming around my forearm.  “Are you for real?  You broke my arm, you bastard!” 
 
    “Don’t hurt her!” 
 
    Trying to get my bearings, I looked up to see Noah hissing at Jonny from Anika’s shoulder.  His teeth were poised over her throat, ready to bite her neck.  Noah wasn’t messing around. 
 
    “Get him off me!”  Anika swatted at Noah, but he swiped at her hands with his claws. 
 
    Philip and Devon both turned to Anika with their hands up, ready to blast Noah.  “Get off her, or we’ll make you get off her.”  Philip snarled at Noah. 
 
    Jonny was torn since he couldn’t use his magic.  He looked like he wanted to step in and pull Noah off Anika. 
 
    I couldn’t conjure many spells with a broken arm, but there was one thing I could do.  Cradling my bad arm against my chest, I twirled around my good arm faster and faster. 
 
    “Everyone stand down, or my twister spell will throw you across the town line.”  All eyes were on me, debating if I could pull off a tornado spell.  It was more showy than dangerous unless the conjurer put enough emotion into the spell.  With a broken arm and my shifter mate in danger, I definitely had enough emotions to draw from. 
 
    Philip dropped his hands first.  “Wait.  If Noah backs off, we’re all good here.”  I was relieved to see Philip blink first, though I was still worried about Jonny and Devon. 
 
    Jonny looked at Anika, who couldn’t reach for her wand without being bitten.  He looked back at me and nodded, dropping his useless wand. 
 
    Anika whimpered as she looked at Devon. 
 
    Seeing the internal debate in Devon’s eyes, I started my twister spell, calling his bluff. 
 
    “Wait.”  Devon put his arms down.  “Just let her go.” 
 
    Nodding to Noah, I watched him slowly close his lips over his fangs and retract his claws from Anika’s shoulder and back.  He dropped to the parking lot and sprinted to my side. 
 
    I slowed my spell, exhausted from the effort of putting on a good show while in throbbing pain. 
 
    A car screeched to a stop behind me.  Based on the fear in the eyes of my enemies, the cavalry had just shown up.  It was a fair fight now. 
 
    “Celeste!”  Benjamin and Carson came to my side with their hands and wand raised, respectively.  
 
    Without any fear, I walked straight up to Devon, ignoring Philip’s extended hands and Anika’s wand, and slapped him with my good arm.  “If you ever use a dark spell on me again, I will find your greatest weakness and exploit it until you beg for mercy.”  Calling upon my inner Caroline Dreger, I stared him down. 
 
    No one made a move on me.  No one breathed. 
 
    Devon, shocked, nodded while grabbing his face.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Turning my back to them, I walked to Benjamin’s car so that I could cry in private. 
 
    Doors slammed shut, and tires squealed, alerting me to the fact that Anika and her group of cheats were gone.  The car rocked, and in came my guys, asking a thousand questions. 
 
    “Call my mother and take me to the Black Dawn Coven.  I need a healer.”  Leaning my head back on the seat, I let my tears flow freely.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Sitting inside the Black Dawn Coven, I felt oddly at peace.  No one here had screwed me over yet, so that was nice.  It felt like a place where I could make a fresh start if it weren’t for the fact that I had been in an unsanctioned duel and gotten my arm broken. 
 
    My mother tapped her foot in the corner of the room as Healer Osborn examined my arm. 
 
    “It’s a clean break.  Whomever did this got in a lucky shot.  This kind of spell can get messy and shatter the bone.  This was a concentrated hit, which means it will heal nicely.”  He ran his hands over the surface of my skin, chanting his healing spell. 
 
    Warmth cut through the pain, sending immediate relief to my body.  This guy knew what he was doing.  Then again, Cornish, my former healer, had been an evil monster, so he probably hadn’t used any actual healing spells when he treated me. 
 
    “Are you planning to quit now?”  My mother’s question sounded legitimate based on her concern for me, but I knew better.  She was actually asking whether I would give in to a pathetic fear tactic. 
 
    I doubted that Anika intended to break my arm when she showed up to scare me out of the competition, though she hadn’t seemed shocked or upset about it either.  I wasn’t sure how far she had initially planned to take her threat, but now I understood how far her guys would go. 
 
    So much for Jonny being the psycho of the group.  From now on, I would watch the quiet one first. 
 
    Healer Osborn smiled politely.  “There, that should speed along the healing.”  He placed a sling on my arm and turned to my mother.  “I want to see her two more times.  We should be able to get this arm healed completely in about two days.  Here are some herbs to help with painful flare-ups.  Use ice packs if the arm feels warm to the touch.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elder Osborn.”  She stood up to shake his hand. 
 
    Sliding off the table in the stark white examination room, I frowned.  The pain was still there but muted.  At least I could think straight again. 
 
    Osborn waved to me as he left the room.  Leaving the door open a little, I saw High Priest Foster, Mr. Milton and a short blonde woman with black-rimmed glasses and a full sleeve of tattoos standing in the hallway. 
 
    Time for the inquisition. 
 
    My mother pulled open the door and allowed them into the room.  She smiled at Foster but ignored Milton completely.  She didn’t seem to know what to make of the blonde. 
 
    High Priest Foster smiled at me.  “I’m going to have to set up a desk for you if you keep this up, Miss Dreger.”  His warm smile let me know he was teasing me. 
 
    “I just hope I don’t get kicked out of the coven by the end of the week, setting some kind of record.”  Leave it to Anika to get me blacklisted too. 
 
    “Nonsense.  The record for blacklisting is three hours.  A member joined, walked right up to me and punched me in the face.  To this day, I still have no idea why.  We revoked his membership.  For the record, we don’t blacklist people who defend themselves against an attack.  In case you weren’t aware, both Mr. Cooper and Mr. Alexander are members of our coven.  I don’t mind admitting that they are both familiar with our disciplinary board.” 
 
    Frowning, I looked to my mother as if to ask, who? 
 
    Understanding me, she nodded.  “Philip Cooper and Devon Alexander.” 
 
    Okay.  That cleared up a lot of things.  “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    Milton’s eyes assessed me and landed on my arm.  He seemed moodier than usual.  “With Mr. Byers under my jurisdiction, we have the group covered.  Miss Klein is the only one with immunity.” 
 
    I snorted.  “Cut off the head of the Hydra, and more heads will grow back.  She’ll easily find more guys willing to do her dirty work.” 
 
    The blonde’s eyes lit up.  “The Hydra, yes.  That’s what I saw yesterday.  Except it wasn’t exactly like that.  You weren’t cutting off the heads but lulling them, calming them.  It was a very strange vision.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose.  She was a psychic. 
 
    Foster blushed.  “I’m sorry; I meant to introduce my associate, Dahlia Huston. She assists with coven matters concerning missing persons and other important cases.” 
 
    Dahlia smiled.  “Yes, I was dropping off Ian’s dinner, and I got the weirdest vibe.  I somehow knew that the warrior from my Hydra vision yesterday was in the building.  And here you are.”  She pointed excitedly at me.  “I didn’t get much more from the vision aside from the fact that you weren’t afraid.  If anything, you were confident or determined to stand your ground.”  She glanced down at my arm.  “Though, I did see the middle head biting you before you slapped him.  That must have hurt.  Congrats on winning the fight.  Oddly, I think you earned the respect of the three people you were fighting.  Or you scared the crap out of them.  Either way, something changed their opinion of you after the fight.” 
 
    Milton and my mother exchanged a strange look that I couldn’t interpret. 
 
    Foster smiled and clapped his hands together.  “Thank you, Miss Huston, for sharing your vision.  Hopefully, it will give Miss Dreger some insight into the incident.” 
 
    He tried to shoo her out of the room, but she turned around, and grabbed my good arm.  Her expression shifted and darkened into a scowl.  “A darkness I’ve never felt before is spreading through this town.  One will be tempted.  One will bow down.  One will fight for their beliefs.  You can only save one of them.  Kindness will turn the blackest of hearts, Celeste.” 
 
    Blinking, she shook her head as if she didn’t know where she was.  Foster grabbed Dahlia’s shoulders and guided her into the hallway to check on her. 
 
    As far as my first prophecy was concerned, things could have been worse. 
 
    Milton rushed out the door, leaving my mother and me to stare at each other. 
 
    “I guess this means you’re staying in the pageant.”  Her expression was neutral, but I could hear the pride in her voice. 
 
    “Yes.  And I need to enroll in a conjuring fitness class." 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The following day I left Noah to work with my mother on designing a color scheme for the bed and curtains in his new room.  While I wanted to support him, it was important for him to make his own decisions instead of asking what I liked.  I wanted him to feel as if it were his room, not a copy of something I preferred.  It was time for him to figure out who he wanted to be while I learned how to control myself around the new, hotter Noah. 
 
    Showing up for work on time with my new sling, Milton seemed surprised to see me. 
 
    “Are you up for an interview?  High Priest Foster has agreed to a joint investigation of the pool incident due to the mix of coven members involved.  He believes that justice will be served faster with inter-coven coordination.”  He leaned back into his chair, waiting for my answer. 
 
    “Who are we interviewing?”  I placed his coffee on his desk, hoping like hell it was Devon Alexander. 
 
    “Miss Dodson.  She’s willing to speak with us now that Miss Benson is awake at the hospital.  Miss Benson can’t have visitors yet, so Miss Dodson is first on our list.”  His expression was completely blank, as if he told me it would be a sunny day today. 
 
    I smirked.  “You both want me there because I’m friends with her, and you think she’ll tell me the truth instead of censoring herself with the coven top brass.” 
 
    His lip twitched.  “Miss Benson is the reason for the investigation, so we are taking the lead since she’s under our coven.  High Priest Foster is there to support Miss Dodson’s family.  He is personally handling this matter while they search for a temporary Guardian for the Black Dawn Coven.  Their current Guardian is unexpectedly on leave due to pregnancy bed rest.” 
 
    Translation, Foster wanted to keep an eye on things, so the new Guardian of the casters didn’t screw things up.  Got it. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Arriving at Hana’s house an hour later with my ice pack and healing herbs, Milton looked at me from the corner of his eye as he turned off the engine.  “If you’re not feeling up to the task…” 
 
    “I’m not going to let a broken arm keep me from supporting my friend.  Besides, her parents said she wasn’t ready to see anyone when I called her the other day, so I want to make sure she’s okay.”  I shifted in the car seat, hoping I could make it through the interview without a pain flare-up.  I hadn’t slept much, especially without Noah curled up next to me. 
 
    He nodded and motioned to Foster, pulling up on a mint green Vespa of all things. 
 
    Stepping out of the car, I watched Foster pull off his helmet and hand it to a woman with long gray hair and a wolf tattoo on both of her shoulders.  Her T-shirt read, “Lady Black Tattoo.” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up in an hour.”  The woman quickly waved to us and turned around in the street. 
 
    “Car trouble.”  Foster shrugged, ignoring Milton’s raised eyebrow, and walked to the house. 
 
    Once inside, everyone talked politely as we were offered drinks.  I sat down on the couch next to Hana and reached out to take her hands, but she slid closer to me and threw her arms around my shoulders.  Hugging her, I felt a sense of relief, knowing that she was okay. 
 
    Her sad eyes dropped to my arm.  “Let me guess, Anika.” 
 
    “The Three Horsemen of the Apocalypse.  Asshole, Bastard and Devon.  Anika will be the death of me, so she’s the final Horseman.”  I squeezed her tightly, hoping to remind her that she wasn’t alone. 
 
    She snorted.  “I’m guessing Devon broke your arm.  What did you do to him?” 
 
    “I gave him my best Caroline Dreger death stare and slapped him.  I told him that if he ever used a dark spell on me again, I would figure out his greatest weakness and exploit it until he begged for mercy.”  I sort of felt bad for channeling my inner Sadie in addition to my borrowed look of death.  Sort of.  “Then he apologized.” 
 
    Hana pulled back to look at me.  “Badass.  I wish I could have seen the fear in his eyes.  He probably had a mini-stroke on his way home to cry himself to sleep, with one eye open.  You’re the only person I know who would slap someone for using an illegal spell during a fight.  You seriously gave me chills.” 
 
    Milton snorted from the chair across from me before composing himself.  So he did have a sense of humor. 
 
    Foster’s lips twitched, but he tried to hide it under the hand resting on his chin. 
 
    Shrugging, I patted her arm.  “Never mind me, how are you feeling?  Any damage done?”  I looked at her body but didn’t see any injuries. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I was pounded pretty hard by the waves, but I only had bruises.  I was so scared, Celeste.  I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    I held her hand and gave her a small smile.  “You’re okay now.” 
 
    “Yeah, because of you.  Did you really lift all the water from the pool?”  Her eyes were wide as she thought about my daring rescue. 
 
    “I had help.  Tamara and Carson pulled Everly and you out of the pool.”  I wanted her to know about Tamara’s transformation after all the years Tamara bullied her. 
 
    She nodded.  “I heard, but I’m shocked.  Who knew my tormentor would help save my life?” 
 
    “Proof that people can change.”  I knew she would understand that I was talking about Anika’s transformation.  “Do you remember what happened before the waves started?  Did you see anyone using magic or acting strangely?” 
 
    Her mother sat down on the other side to hold her hand while her father stood behind Milton. 
 
    Hana shook her head.  “I keep replaying the day.  Everly was upset about something, but she wouldn’t tell me what was wrong.  I could see tears in her eyes.  When I pressed her for info, she walked away and jumped into the pool.  You know me.  I don’t let things rest until I have answers.  If someone was teasing her, I wanted to call them out right away.  Those girls are stupid jealous, but if you call them out on it, they usually apologize and move on to bother someone else.  You have to stand your ground.”  She chuckled.  “Look who I’m talking to.  You get it.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, I do.  I also know how silly pranks can get out of hand and cause real damage.  That’s why we need to know who created the waves.  You couldn’t see how nasty the waves were.  It took two Guardians and a High Priest to stop it.  Who at the party is capable of that kind of spell, regardless of their intent?  I’m not asking you to point fingers; I’m just asking your opinion based on your experience as a conjurer and a Pike player.” 
 
    I knew Hana would have a theory, but she might be afraid to lay blame on anyone.  She had a keen eye as one of the quiet girls and could size up the competition on and off the field after years of being bullied, which was why we got along. 
 
    She looked down at the carpet.  “Aside from maybe you, I can only call out the adults.  High Priest Klein, Debbie’s father, a professional dueler, or maybe Rachel’s mother, an academy teacher, are the only ones I can think of.  I doubt any of the girls, aside from Everly, is strong enough.  Everly can’t always control her magic, so spells can get out of hand if she puts too much power into them.  When I saw the waves forming, I thought that she might have done a spell while upset, but she said that her wand was at home.”  Frowning, she looked at my arm.  “You might want to add Devon to the list.  Jonny is all power, no pizazz.  He uses simple spells that pack a punch, but nothing like you’ve described.  Breaking someone’s arm requires skill, concentration and power.” 
 
    Glancing at Milton and Foster to see if they had any questions, they nodded, accepting that I was finished. 
 
    They each asked questions about the attack and if she or Everly had any enemies or threats on their lives. 
 
    Hana couldn’t give them much more information since she hadn’t been threatened personally. 
 
    On our way out, Mrs. Dodson hugged me.  “Thank you for being here, Celeste.  Hana was nervous to talk about what happened.  She doesn’t want to get anyone in trouble, but she’s worried about what might happen as the pageant gets closer.  She’s very concerned about Everly.  I think you helped her say what she wanted to say.” 
 
    “Thank you.  My mother wants to stop by later with a casserole or a pie.  I didn’t really hear her clearly.  Please call her if you would like either of them.”  I waved to her as she chuckled. 
 
    Reaching the street, Milton and Foster huddled for a minute, speaking privately. 
 
    When the Vespa arrived, Foster shook my hand.  “Excellent interviewing skills, Miss Dreger.  You put Miss Dodson at ease with small talk and asked for her opinion by phrasing your question so that she felt comfortable.  Good job.” 
 
    Hopping on the back of the Vespa, he sped off. 
 
    “Did you really slap Mr. Alexander after he broke your arm and threatened to exploit his weaknesses, or was that a side note meant to put Miss Dodson at ease?”  Dropping his veil of indifference, he smiled at me. 
 
    “Yes, I really did that.” 
 
    “And he apologized?” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” 
 
    He snorted.  “There’s the delinquent your headmaster spoke of.” 
 
    Heading for the car, I stopped him by holding up my hand.  “Aside from scaring a group of freshman girls who were harassing my friend and punching out a gym wall to escape a dark wizard trying to kidnap me, I’m not much of a delinquent.  I’d hate to disappoint you.” 
 
     He leaned against the car.  “You fought two casters and two conjurers with only a cat on your side.  You didn’t run; you didn’t flinch.  Instead, you disabled the magic of one, knocked down the second and slapped the third while dressing him down for fighting dirty.  I’ve only known one other woman with the sass and skill to be able to do something like that.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I cried when I got into the car.” 
 
    “I’m sure Mr. Alexander did as well.”  He nodded to himself.  “At least I know you’re human, Miss Dreger.”  Ducking into the car, he waited for me to join him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    By the time Sunday rolled around again, my arm had fully healed, though we were no closer to figuring out the pool mystery or the cursed letter problem. 
 
    Carson’s room had been steam cleaned and disinfected, and Noah’s room was just the way he wanted it with an emerald green color scheme and white accents.  He seemed to have based his pallet off the button-down shirt that helped set my pants on fire. 
 
    Benjamin and I had made strides in color pallete choices for the first round of lip-glosses, as well as the colors for his experimental nail polish.  He was still working out the kinks so that the nails didn’t look like claws.  I had decided that we should work remotely through the closet so there wouldn’t be any temptation. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep my hands to myself now that he possessed the perfect pair of jeans, especially once he figured out how to pair them with the form-fitting, sleeveless workout shirts we’d bought.  I would be in serious trouble once he learned that dangerous combination. 
 
    The self-imposed rule of no touching when another boy was around was still in effect, though I hadn’t seen much of them between work, resting my arm and pageant shopping. 
 
    “What are you wearing to dinner?  Please tell me it’s not the dress with the V thing in it.”  Benjamin made a slashing motion across his upper chest, trying to describe the V-neck red dress that I saved for formal dinners with my parents. 
 
    “Nothing that fancy.  Probably my blue polka dot skirt and light blue blouse, the one that grandmother Tavish likes.  Not that I’m sucking up, but the gods forbid I wear something she thinks is ugly.  My mother will never hear the end of it.  Don’t you like the red dress?”  I wondered if it made me look fat or flat-chested. 
 
    “I like it too much.”  He dropped his head down over his notebook so that I couldn’t see his face. 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one worried about certain clothing combinations. 
 
    I wanted to talk about our fight over the private talks, but then I would have to admit my reaction to Noah at O’Malley’s. 
 
    “When you and Carson were talking about, well, whatever you were talking about in private, was Noah involved?”  I wasn’t trying to get Noah in trouble, but I wondered how much he knew about the sex talks. 
 
    Benjamin fidgeted.  “We tried bringing it up to him once, but he didn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Odd.  “Did he say why?” 
 
    Letting out a breath, he shrugged.  “You’ll have to ask him.” 
 
    There was definitely more to the story.  “Okay.” 
 
    “Celeste, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you by forcing you to talk to Carson and me about our relationships.  I just figured that it was better to talk things out together so that Carson didn’t feel left out.  It was better that you heard it from him rather than think I was speaking for him.  I know you have trouble wrapping your head around the concept that Carson and I aren’t jealous of each other, but we’ve had enough time to work things out.  Had you heard our earlier conversations right after the spell hit us, things would have been different.”  He bit his lip as he spoke softly.  He sounded ashamed of something. 
 
    “You both knew about the spell.  You even encouraged me to be with Carson and Noah.  Were you not cool with the love spell finding three guys for me?”  I was dying to know his honest reaction to the love spell after all this time. 
 
    Benjamin snickered.  “I was incredibly jealous, Celeste.  The girl of my dreams found someone who could hold her and kiss her.  My future flashed before my eyes, except it wasn’t my future.  It was Carson’s.  I saw the two of you living happily ever after.  Even Noah was a more acceptable mate because he was a shifter and people tend not to get between true mates.  I was left out in the cold with my burning emotions.  I put on a happy face for your sake, but I was devastated.  Spell or no spell, I didn’t think your parents would approve of you loving a conjurer.  Then, of course, you became a conjurer too.  When that happened, my jealousy increased.  With Carson and Noah firmly in your future, my happy ending with you all to myself vanished.  I regret some of the things I said to Carson in the beginning.” 
 
    “That’s a normal reaction to finding out that the girl you love has someone else.  That’s the reaction I’ve been waiting to play out.  I feel like everything is going to crash down on me.  Someone is going to get hurt in the end.”  I hated feeling like this was a fairytale, and that reality would hit us eventually. 
 
    Benjamin shook his head.  “Hence the reason for our secret talks, as you call them.  Carson and I had a lot of emotions to work through.  It was difficult until we realized that we had a common goal. We both wanted to make you happy.  If that meant us getting past our stupid ego trips, then so be it.  Once we settled that, we started envisioning a future together as allies.  If you’re pissed at me one day, Carson can calm you down.  If you fight with Carson, I can calm you down.  You always have someone to support you.  That led to other conversations…”  He looked away, truly embarrassed this time.  I could practically feel the heat from his red ears through the closet. 
 
    “What kind of conversations?”  Instead of listening to his answer, my mind shifted to Anika with her guys.  This time, I blushed. 
 
    “Conversations about who would be your first.”  My mind ground to a halt.  Shit.  I hadn’t expected that answer.  Yes, I asked myself the same question, but it was weird knowing that they had considered the problem as well. 
 
    “Have you already decided for me?”  Anger flared inside me.  I didn’t like these secret conversations. 
 
    He held up his hands.  “No!  It’s not what you’re thinking.  Damn it.  Why can’t I say what I mean?  Celeste, we were preparing ourselves for the worst in case we weren’t the one you chose. We both know it will be a one in three chance to be your first.  It has been and will always be your choice.  One or both of us will have to deal with that fact.”  Seeing the terror in his eyes, I knew he was telling the truth. 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.  Choosing.  I don’t want to disappoint anyone.  I’m not worth it.”  I didn’t need anyone fighting over me. 
 
    Benjamin’s eyes flashed a look of pure anger.  He slammed the closet door, cutting off the connection. 
 
    Wonderful.  I had pissed him off.  Great job, Celeste. 
 
    I paced around my room, wondering how to fix things.  Technically, I didn’t know what I said to piss him off.  I was only voicing my concerns.  Did I choose based on appearance, kissing prowess, heightened emotional response to them, or years I had known them?  Did I throw a dart at a dartboard? 
 
    Hearing raised voices from downstairs, I rolled my eyes.  Grandmother Tavish had arrived for Sunday dinner. 
 
    I rushed around the room, making myself presentable for dinner with the good china. 
 
    Noah had spent the afternoon helping my mother prepare the turkey and peeling the potatoes, so he was excited to show off his hard work. 
 
    Burning myself on my curling iron, I jumped when someone knocked on the door.  Looking down at my bra and panties, I cringed.  “Who is it?” 
 
    The door opened and in walked Noah, wearing a black dress shirt and pants, without a jacket.  Smiling slyly at me, he chuckled.  “This is one of the many things I miss now that I have my own room.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Shoo, before my mother catches you in here.” 
 
    Ignoring me, he winked.  “You looked like this when we first met.  Well, the first time you met my human form.  Minus your curling iron.” 
 
    Motioning to my clothes on the bed, I sighed.  “If you’re staying, at least be useful.  Help dress me.” 
 
    He crossed the room to pick up my clothes.  Bending down so I could slip my feet into the skirt, he slowly raised it up my legs.  “Hmm.  I think I have this backward.  I’m supposed to be undressing you, not buttoning you up.” 
 
    “Unless you want to be murdered by my mother, I suggest you hurry along.”  Counting the seconds, I pulled the curling iron out of my hair and picked up another section. 
 
    Zipping up my skirt, I jumped when I felt his lips on my lower back.  Holy crap.  I’d never been kissed there before.  Yes, there were plenty of places I hadn’t been kissed, but this was a very intriguing spot. 
 
    When I smelled burning hair, I pulled the curling iron out, taking a few strands with it. 
 
    “You’re killing me.  Hurry up.”  I wanted to tell my mother I was sick so that I could unravel the mystery of the lower back kiss, but it was too late to ditch dinner. 
 
    “Fine.”  He huffed as he stood up to help me into my blouse.  Standing in front of me, he flashed me a wicked grin.  “On second thought, I think I like this view a tiny bit better, though there isn’t a bad part of you.” 
 
    Giving up on my hair, I pulled it up into a bouncy ponytail and finished it off in a bun.  “Screw it.” 
 
    Noah stepped out of my way when I went for my makeup box. 
 
    “You know, you don’t need all that stuff to look gorgeous.  You have the most luscious skin I’ve ever seen.”  I appreciated what he was saying, but being around Grandmother Tavish was an adventure in charm school etiquette. 
 
    Finishing my makeup, I spun around to face him.  “Do you remember all the topics to avoid?” 
 
    “Yes.  Politics, religion, nap time and the war of 1812.”  He nodded as he ticked off each subject. 
 
    “Good.  Don’t let Uncle Rolf bait you into an argument about which seafood is better.  You’ll never win.”  I moved his hair around until it looked perfect and fixed his collar. 
 
    He chuckled.  “I’ve survived the Shadow Masters, Celeste.  I can handle your aunt, the one who drinks too much.” 
 
    I snorted.  “Which one?  You probably mean Harriet, mom’s sister.  She won’t be able to stop gloating about the fact that Bryce is High Priest.” 
 
    Taking his hand, I dragged him into the hallway. 
 
    Spinning me around, he leaned down to place a kiss under my ear to avoid my makeup.  “Breathe.” 
 
    Andrew came out of my parent’s room and rolled his eyes.  “Run.”  He mouthed the word as he passed. 
 
    “See?  Andrew understands.”  I chuckled at Andrew’s perfect timing. 
 
    Walking down the stairs, I greeted Rolf’s wife, Aunt Helena.  “She didn’t make that weird cauliflower mash again, did she?”  She grimaced, waiting for an answer. 
 
    Noah smiled.  “No, ma’am, regular mashed potatoes.  I peeled them myself.  You’ll love them.” 
 
    She patted his arm and blew him a kiss. 
 
    Points for Noah. 
 
    Entering the living room, Grandmother Tavish was bent over, looking for something under the couch.  “I swear I had my purse.  Have you seen my purse?”  She looked to the closest person, who happened to be me. 
 
    “I’m sure my mother has it.”  I elbowed Noah to ask my mother for the purse. 
 
    Noah ran off towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Can I get you anything, Grandmother?”  I smiled politely, waiting to see what I would have to fetch for her. 
 
    “You can help me find my self-respect.  I think your mother locked it away with my vibrator and my driver’s license.  Can you believe that I’m not allowed to watch those movies where the pizza man walks in and finds two people wrestling?  I miss those movies.  Tell your mother that I’m disowning her unless I get my shows back.”  She waved at me to tell my mother that she wanted her porn movies returned. 
 
    Oh gods above, help me. 
 
    Noah rushed in with her purse.  “Here, Grandmother Tavish.  Can I get you anything?”  I stepped on his foot and quickly shook my head when she stuck her head into her vast purse. 
 
    Pulling her hand out of her bag, she smiled at Noah and handed him a mint.  “What a sweetheart.  Thank you.” 
 
    Two points for Noah.  Negative points for me. 
 
    I quickly helped grandmother sit on the couch and gave a quick kiss to Grandfather Tavish, who was smiling to himself.  He was probably having visions of my mother murdering Grandmother Tavish when she finally snapped. 
 
    Escaping to the kitchen, my mother kissed my cheek as I passed.  “Does mother want anything?” 
 
    “Yes, she wants her porn back.”  I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and gulped it down. 
 
    Aunt Harriet laughed.  “She’s still going on about that.  I warned you, Caroline.  It’s the one thing she can’t seem to forget about in that swish cheese brain of hers.” 
 
    Rolf cleared his throat.  “It’s undignified.  Why did she have that channel to begin with?” 
 
    My mother snorted.  “I told you it was an accident.  Besides, it kept her happy.  Wait until you’re too old to chew anything without your teeth in.  You’ll seek out any distraction you can.” 
 
    I stared at my mother, shocked that she was standing up for grandmother’s programs. 
 
    Rolf muttered to himself.  “Undignified.” 
 
    Helena snorted.  “I wouldn’t mind a bit of undignified at the moment.” 
 
    I left the kitchen, mortified by the conversation, but feeling a little better about my life.  I still had years of sex ahead of me, unlike Grandmother Tavish and Aunt Helena. 
 
    Seeing Dori and Auggie standing in the vestibule as I was trying to sneak away, I ran up to them and grabbed their arms.  “Please save me.  Grandmother Tavish accidentally had a porn channel that has now been taken away, and she’s unhappy about it.” 
 
    Dori burst out laughing while Auggie groaned. 
 
    “Pour the wine, and let’s get this party started.”  Dori tossed her jacket at me and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    Auggie snorted.  “I get to babysit Grandmother Tavish tomorrow because my mother has a nail appointment.  Please convince your mother to hook up the porn channel before then, or I will have to bring my own stash.  I’m not listening to her bitch the entire time I’m there.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.”  I laughed at the thought of Auggie and grandmother bonding over the pizza man movies. 
 
    Noah found me as I was trying to jump out the front window.  “Dinner time.  I’ve already had to fill Aunt Harriet’s courage juice glass twice.  Let the games begin.”  He quickly kissed my neck and ran back to the kitchen to help serve dinner. 
 
    I needed my own courage juice. 
 
    Seated between Noah and my father, I watched my mother throw back her third White Zinfandel.  Let the games begin indeed. 
 
    The conversation started pleasantly.  The yams were good.  The mashed potatoes were smooth and creamy.  The turkey was good enough with some gravy.  Then things went downhill. 
 
    “I don’t know why Dori didn’t transfer to a better school now that Bryce can afford it.  Why bring her back here?  She’s pretty enough to go to any school, within reason.”  Rolf pointed his glass of whisky at Bryce as he spoke to my father. 
 
    Dori, sitting next to Noah, looked at me.  “I’m pretty enough to go to college.  Did you hear that?  I’m sure I’ll secure a good husband while I’m there too.  How many cows do you think we should offer as a dowry?”  She rolled her eyes and snorted. 
 
    “I would demand six cows, at least.”  I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Six cows and five hens.”  Noah raised his glass of apple juice. 
 
    Dori high-fived him.  “That’s right!  Dream big.” 
 
    Three points for Noah. 
 
    Auggie laughed.  “What’s your going rate, Oyster?  Your father better have enough for three dowries.”  She winked at Noah. 
 
    It wasn’t a secret between Auggie, Dori and me about my guys.  We just avoided telling the rest of the family, though I assumed Bryce was smart enough to be able to count to three by now since he spent a lot of time at our house. 
 
    I cringed, though no one else seemed to hear her. 
 
    “What’s this now about three dowries?  Who on earth needs that many?”  Of course, it had to be Rolf’s eagle ears that picked up that small tidbit. 
 
    My mother froze mid-chew, nearly choking on her green bean casserole.  Her eyes darted to mine.  “I believe Augusta meant that combined, we would need three dowries, each for our three daughters.” 
 
    Nice save! 
 
    Rolf muttered something and stuffed a roll into his mouth. 
 
    Unfortunately, Aunt Harriet, now on her fourth glass of courage juice, laughed to herself.  “Thank the gods we don’t need dowries anymore, especially since Celeste is pretty enough to catch the eye of three boys.  Can you imagine how much the Fitzroys would ask as a dowry?  Those people are filthy rich, like the kind of rich where their butlers have butlers.”  She continued to laugh at her joke. 
 
    I sank into my chair as multiple sets of eyes stared at my mother and me. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Wait, I thought the British one here, Noby was her guy.  Am I wrong?”  Grandmother Tavish waved at Noah, confused by the conversation. 
 
    Of all the times for her hearing aid to be turned up all the way! 
 
    “It’s Noah, mother, and yes, he is her boyfriend.”  My mother quickly tried to shove the conversation behind her while my father stared at her like a deer in headlights, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “Oh, I thought the Fitzroy boy was her boyfriend.  He’s handsome and well built.  Did he break up with you?  What did you say to him?  Can you get him back?  Not that I don’t like Noby here.”  Aunt Helena looked at me, dazed by the fact that I had been dumped. 
 
    I saw my life flash before my eyes—all seventeen short years of it. 
 
    Rolf waved his hand.  “I was under the impression that the caster was her boyfriend.  You know, the Irish boy.  I’ve seen him around here before.  Was he just a study friend?” 
 
    Yes, my study friend, who I sometimes kissed and stared at as if he were a god. 
 
    Oh, this was just getting worse. 
 
    Suddenly, everyone was deciding which guy they liked more. 
 
    “I don’t know who this Noby fellow is, but I hope he wins.”  Noah winked at me. 
 
    I was so happy that he was enjoying himself while I died a slow death. 
 
    I glared at Auggie, who had her head down.  She knew she was marked for death.  Dori, however, patted Noah’s shoulder.  “Sorry, Noby, but I’m voting for the Irish kid.  You know, the study friend.  I’m sure his parents would accept two pigs and a goat as a dowry.” 
 
    I rubbed my head, wishing that a curse was hidden inside the turkey.  There was nothing like a nice curse to make everyone forget about their problems and come together so they could fight for their lives. 
 
    Noah patted my leg under the table.  “I would happily accept you as you are, no dowry.  Oh well, maybe a TV for my new room, but nothing extravagant.” 
 
    Benjamin was winning as the conversation turned ugly.  “At least the Fitzroy boy is a conjurer.  There’s no harm in her marrying him.”  Rolf was making his decision based on the old ways, which pissed me off. 
 
    Sitting forward, Noah smiled.  “Uncle Rolf, I’m told that you are an expert on the War of 1812.  Is that true?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Noah as he set off the perfect bomb. 
 
    “Why yes, son.  I know a fair amount.”  That’s all it took for Rolf to dominate the conversation until everyone finished their meals at lightning speed and ran for cover. 
 
    Making it to the downstairs bathroom without having to argue with Rolf about his skewed version of the War of 1812, I sighed in relief. 
 
    About to shut the door, Noah slid inside the room at the last second. 
 
    “That was brilliant.”  I smiled at my hero. 
 
    “I was down in the polls, so no need in listening to Rolf extolling the virtues of the Fitzroy boy any longer.”  He waved his hand as if he were brushing away the thought of Benjamin winning my heart. 
 
    Stepping forward, he placed his hands on my hips and pressed me against the door.  He leaned in to inhale the scent of my neck. 
 
    “You make a great wingman.”  I laughed at the thought of him rescuing me. 
 
    “I know.”  He ran his lips over my collarbone and up my neck.  Slowly, he lowered his hands until they were on my butt. 
 
    He paused, waiting to see if I would tell him to remove his hands. 
 
    “Why did you tell Benjamin and Carson that you didn’t want to be part of their secret talks about me?”  Before I accepted the fact that his hands had entered a no-fly zone, I wanted to understand his reasons for disregarding their conversations. 
 
    Sighing, he let go of me and took a step back.  “I wondered when they would mention it to you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?”  I crossed my arms, waiting to hear his side of things. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Celeste, love, you’re my mate.  You are the sun, the moon and the rain on a hot summer’s day.  You’re the one I feared would never come.  Every day of that terrible existence was Hell until I saw you.  You brightened even the darkest moments.  I didn’t care about the moral ambiguity of it all. I only cared about the sad girl who smiled when she saw the cat no one else saw.  I never told Cornish that you could see me.  It was my little secret.”  He stepped forward to place his hand on my cheek. 
 
    “I liked being your secret.”  I smiled when I rubbed the mark he’d left on my pinky during our fake break up, letting me know that I was his and would always be his. 
 
    “When I realized that we were affected by the love spell, I was afraid for you, though secretly elated.  I didn’t see a future together, but I prayed that things would work out, and now they have.  I don’t care that you have Benjamin and Carson in your life.  They can kiss you however you want.  You can sleep with either of them.  None of that matters because I have the only thing I have ever wanted.  You.  I was frustrated because you didn’t see me as more than a companion, but I knew something would change eventually.  I just had to be patient and figure out how to get your attention.  Now that your eyes are on me too, I can handle whatever comes next.” 
 
    Stepping into his chest, I wrapped my arms around his waist and lowered my hands to grab his butt. 
 
    His eyes grew darker as he leaned down to kiss me.  “I would give up the TV to take you as my mate.” 
 
    “Well, I do come with a crazy family.”  I rubbed my nose against his. 
 
    “I’ll even accept your crazy family, as long as I get to keep Dori as my friend.”  I laughed at his negotiating skills. 
 
    “You can have Dori on weekdays.  I’m keeping her on weekends.” 
 
    “Deal.”  He kissed me slowly, deliberately, making my toes curl.  I wondered how long he’d been waiting to try that little move. 
 
    We hid out in our private room for as long as we could until Aunt Harriet banged on the bathroom door. 
 
    At the end of the evening, Noah helped Grandmother Tavish to the car, earning him another candy. 
 
    Just before bedtime, my mother pulled me aside.  “Never let them think that you’re doing something wrong, Celeste.  They will judge you until the day you die, but if you choose to be with those boys, never let anyone make you feel bad about your choice.”  She kissed my head and walked to the stairs. 
 
    “Mother, why are you so accepting of my choice?  You weren’t ready to scream it from the rafters tonight, but I know that you care about Noah, Benjamin and Carson.  Given the strict ways of the covens, how are you so open-minded?”  I didn’t want to ruin a good thing, but I was curious about my mother’s tolerance. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment.  “You’re not the only one who captured the eye of more than one suitor, Celeste.  I was considered a catch back in the day.”  She smiled and fluffed her short gray hair.  “I love your father, but there was another man who hung around with us.  Unfortunately, I let my mother’s opinion and my brother’s conservative views skew my idea of love.  Harriet told me to follow my heart, but instead, I listened to my mother and ended the relationship.  Your father was surprised since he enjoyed the man’s company too, though not in the way you would think.  They were friends, confidants.  I cared for them both very deeply.  I often regret my choice, which really wasn’t my choice.  Don’t get me wrong, I adore your father, but things changed after that.  I don’t want you to go through the same thing.” 
 
    She turned to slowly walk up the stairs. 
 
    My mind suddenly went to an unexpected place.  “Mother.  Was Mr. Milton the other man?  I know he’s younger than you, but was he the man you loved?” 
 
    Turning on the stairs, she paused as her mouth fell open.  “How did you know that?” 
 
    Everything suddenly clicked.  My parents scaling back their time at the coven had nothing to do with Bryce being high priest.  They were either avoiding Milton because of a fight or giving him space to avoid the gossip.  However, they were friendly enough to arrive in the same car during Hana’s party. 
 
    Milton had commented on my mother’s fierce gaze and the fact that he knew only one woman who could scold an enemy in the middle of a fight. He was obviously familiar with my mother’s stern nature, quick mind and fearlessness during a fight.  I wondered if Bryce knew about their relationship.  Then again, if Harriet knew, Bryce knew since Harriet wouldn’t be able to keep a secret even after she died.  Her ghost would come back to spill her secrets. 
 
    “Lucky guess.”  I blushed at the revelation.  “I would tell you to follow your own advice.  If anyone asks why he’s at Sunday dinner, we’ll just argue that the War of 1812 was a pointless war because Great Britain was in the process of repealing the Order-in-Council, one of the main reasons for the start of the war.  It will drive Rolf so crazy that he won’t even notice Milton at the table.  Plus, if you give Grandmother Tavish her programs back, you can just explain that Milton is the pizza boy.  I’m sure she’ll cheer you on.  If she doesn’t, blackmail her into silence by threatening to cut off her programs.” 
 
    My mother stared at me, trying to figure out if I was serious.  Bursting into laughter, she flew down the stairs and hugged me.  “I love you, darling.” 
 
    “I love you too.  And thank you for making Noah feel like he has a home and a family here.”  I hugged her tightly, grateful for her love and support. 
 
    “I’m glad that he’s happy here.  He deserves a good home after what he’s been through.  It’s the least I could do for the man who will someday take care of my daughter.  Besides, one of you needs to know how to cook.  Carson will starve you all.  You need to help him with his spells, dear.  He’s a lovely boy but a terrible wizard.”  She chuckled as she wiped a tear from her eye. 
 
    Laughing, I nodded.  “I know.  I’m sure I can help him at school this year.  I promise to pay attention to my school work if Benjamin and Carson transfer.” 
 
    “I know you will.  I truly was worried about your grades, though I know Benjamin and Carson were very upset about the decision.  Of course, to find out that Carson was cursed just makes me feel worse about the whole thing.  Just promise me not to lose your head in the middle of all this.  Make smart decisions while following your heart.”  She patted my shoulder. 
 
    “I will.  I promise.” 
 
    She kissed my forehead and went upstairs to bed. 
 
    Heading up the stairs, I stopped in the hallway to look at Noah’s door.  His light was off, so he was probably asleep.  He couldn’t stop yawning after doing the dishes. 
 
    Quietly walking down the hallway, I opened the door and slipped inside. 
 
    The room was dark, except for a small night light in the corner.  He didn’t like sleeping in the dark. 
 
    I crept across the carpet and crawled into bed behind him.  Snuggling in, I carefully put my arm around him. 
 
    “Celeste?”  His groggy voice sounded confused. 
 
    “I promise to stay until you fall back to sleep.” 
 
    He made a sound similar to a purr.  “Okay, but I get to spoon you.”  We wiggled around until my back was against his shirtless chest.  “This is perfect.”  He shoved his face into my hair the same way he did as a cat. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    He wiggled against my backside a little.  “Hmm.  Maybe you should leave.  I’m suddenly wide awake and thinking about other things we could do under the covers.” 
 
    Kissing my shoulder, he groaned. 
 
    “It’s late.  Just remember that I came to your bed this time.”  I tried to sit up, but he pulled me back down. 
 
    “I promise to be good.  I don’t want to offend your mother after a wonderful night.  I’ll find a way to fall asleep.  I’ll count deer.”  He snuggled up against me again. 
 
    “Deer?  Why not sheep?”  I’d never heard of counting deer. 
 
    “Because I want to chase the sheep.  I can’t count mice, birds or anything I can chase.  Dogs and other predators give me nightmares, so I need a large animal that can jump, who won’t trigger my hunting instincts.”  He pressed his nose into my neck and sighed. 
 
    “Okay.  Deer it is.”  I liked the idea of snuggling with human Noah.  Even though we spent most of our days together, I felt like I didn’t know him as well as I should.  I was happy that he was finally settling in and letting me see another side of him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The following week, I worked with Milton to review the incident at Hana’s party while researching the curse on the letter.  He suggested that the type of spell and the amount of power needed to cast or conjure it should help us eliminate some suspects. 
 
    In between my research and my filing, I ran errands for Milton, delivering files to different people within the coven.  And, as promised, there was plenty of typing and minor spells needed to lift the boxes of case files he was working on. 
 
    In addition to my problems, there were a few thefts, break-ins and the occasional magical fight I wasn’t involved in.  I had no idea how much went on behind the scenes in our sleepy town.  Grandmother Tavish’s file alone was double the size of mine.  She liked to get drunk on full moons and go out to the woods to commune with nature spirits when she was younger. 
 
    Staring down at the letter written in my handwriting, I flipped through different spell books, searching for the right emotion.  The curse used had been very specific in its purpose.  I wondered who would create a spell designed to break up a couple. 
 
    “Did you try comparing it to jealousy spells?”  Milton, who had been quietly reviewing conversations recorded during a dispute over stolen cupcakes, looked up at me with furrowed brows.  He would shout out random spells or keywords to search whenever the thought came to him. 
 
    “I didn’t feel jealous.  Just blackness, as if I would never know happiness again, though that’s kind of standard based on the previous curse I fought.  It felt like the loneliness spell that Cornish had used, but on steroids.”  Though I’d explained how the curse made me feel a few different ways, I still wasn’t able to fit the exact emotion it evoked. 
 
    “I find it interesting that Mr. Rafferty was the recipient instead of you.  If someone wanted to break you two up, going after the girl would be the more obvious choice.”  He closed his case file to look at me over the conference table where I had set up a laptop and notepad. 
 
    “Why?  Because we’re the weaker sex?”  I couldn’t hold back the sarcasm from my voice.  My mother would have been so pissed to hear me talk to an elder like that, especially if she still had feelings for him.  She hadn’t said anything more about Milton, and she hadn’t visited the coven, so I didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    “No.  Because women are stronger than men when it comes to love.  When a husband dies, a woman will find a way to live her life without him, even though she misses him.  A husband will fall apart without his true love.  He may remarry and try to find happiness again, but it’s much harder, in my experience.  Mr. Rafferty would try to find ways to get you back.  You, however, would eventually learn to live without him.”  He grabbed his pen to write down another note.  “Have you tried a heartbreak spell? It’s not just for couples.  It’s used to create a sense of loss over a lover, friend or family member.” 
 
    Surprised once more by his candor, I had a feeling he was talking about my mother. 
 
    Looking at him objectively, I had no idea what my mother saw in him, though years of bitterness and resentment might have changed him over the years. 
 
    Mourning.  I thought about a spell that would cause someone pain as if they were in mourning, but even that didn’t feel like the right word. 
 
    Frustrated, I stood up.  “What would you like for lunch?” 
 
    He waved his hand at me.  “Give Augusta the lunch orders.  I need you to review the testimony from Everly Benson.  I was able to speak with her last night, now that she is strong enough for visitors.” 
 
    I was relieved to hear that Everly was finally feeling a little better. 
 
    Finding the unlabeled file with a blue sticky note, Milton’s brilliant color-coding system, which I was updating, I paged through Everly’s account of the day.  Everly didn’t mention anything about the fight with Anika that Noah had overheard.  Interesting. 
 
    She also left out any indication of a romance between her and Hana.  Since that didn’t factor into the investigation, I kept my thoughts to myself since I wasn’t 100% sure they were dating.  They could have been flirting or just getting to know each other. 
 
    “Something is missing in this account.  Everly was fighting with Anika at the party.”  I dropped the folder and sighed. 
 
    His eyes snapped up to mine.  “You’re holding out.  What do you know?” 
 
    “Second-hand information from a non-member.  You’ll need to speak with my mother.”  I watched his excited face fall, crashing and burning into a million pieces. 
 
    “Hmm.  I see.”  He drummed his fingers on his desk.  “I assume you’re speaking about her new ward, Noah?” 
 
    “I’m not saying it’s him, but if it is him, know that he refuses to help a coven ever again.”  I looked him dead in the eyes, letting him know that I wouldn’t force Noah to help, even if it hindered the case.  I wouldn’t put Noah through any more trauma at the hands of a coven. 
 
    “Duly noted.”  He leaned back in his chair.  “Have you tried an envy spell?  Sometimes a curse doesn’t work the way you’d expect.  Since you’ve never created one, you don’t understand the ingredients involved.  You’re merely working backward based on the effect, not the cause.  Curses need various emotions to activate, though the darker the emotion, the more powerful the spell.  If hatred is the darkest emotion, it can be twisted to make someone feel great sadness.  Meaning, just because one emotion is the catalyst, it doesn’t mean the cursed victim will feel that darker emotion.  Instead, the victim will feel whatever emotion the creator decides will best represent their own pain.” 
 
    “So I need to figure out why someone would create this spell based on their darkest emotion at that time and figure out why they chose to inflict the specific emotions on Carson.”  I never knew that one emotion could create a different emotion. 
 
    “Yes.”  He turned back to his computer and started typing. 
 
    Staring at the letter, it still didn’t feel like jealousy was the initial emotion.  The creator wanted me to think that Carson was avoiding me.  Never once did Carson call to yell at me for breaking up with him or call me to say that he hated me.  Because Carson had stayed away, I didn’t even know he was angry with me.  The letter only did damage to him, or rather, whoever was holding the letter.  It was meant to keep that person in constant agony as long as they were holding it. 
 
    “Why would you make a curse that breaks the second someone lets go of the cursed object?”  Like Milton, I asked my question without any context. 
 
    He rubbed his chin.  “Excellent question.  As with your letter, the curse tells the person to keep the object close and horde it, like Golem from Lord of the Rings.  It speaks to the victim.  Normally, those kinds of curses are attached to an item of value as a means of punishment.  If there is a dispute over a necklace, for example, one party will give up possession of the necklace just to hurt the victim.  I doubt a falsified letter holds that kind of value.” 
 
    That didn’t feel right either, though it would imply that the creator wanted a temporary spell.  It was possible that Carson was supposed to give me the letter so I would suffer.  But again, as soon as someone figured out what was happening, they would try to take the letter away from me. 
 
    Nothing made sense. 
 
    Turning back to the giant book of curses, I kept digging. 
 
    “You’re good at the boring, dusty research.”  Milton pointed to the book and then up at me. 
 
    “It’s my go-to stress reliever.  I don’t like speaking to people.”  He actually laughed at my non-joke. 
 
    “A key element to being an investigator is the ability to quietly contemplate the line of questioning they want to use.  They don’t mince or waste their words so that they can quickly return to their quiet books and soundless paperwork.”  He chuckled as he turned back to his notes. 
 
    Well, that certainly explained Milton’s odd personality.  Apparently, we worked well together because we both preferred the silence of libraries to crowded rooms. 
 
    Was I previewing my future whenever I looked at Milton?  I certainly hoped not.  I wasn’t the one who willingly chased the bad guys.  That was Sadie’s job description.  Sure, I could punch out a wall or throw down a protection spell, but I was better at the research side of things.  It felt like the right place to be. 
 
    “Could an existing spell or the remnants of one mess with a curse?” 
 
    His eyes flashed to mine.  “What kind of spell was Mr. Rafferty under?” 
 
    Embarrassed, I shrugged.  “A love spell, or rather a spell to identify a person’s perfect mates.  I didn’t create the spell; I just drank the stupid thing without knowing it.  Carson was one of the people affected by it.  It was a while ago, but the spell seems to have some lingering effects.”  Like making me boy crazy. 
 
    He jumped out of his seat to pull a book from the bookshelf behind him.  Finding the correct page, he dropped it on my table.  “Yes, according to multiple sources, an existing spell with opposite underlying emotions can have unforeseen effects on a curse, causing the spell to mutate or weaken.” 
 
    “Based on this, a love spell could alter an anti-love curse, or rather a break up/hatred curse.  Right?”  I needed to understand how this might work. 
 
    “Yes.  An existing positive charge can counteract a negative charge, though if one is stronger than the other is, a different reaction can happen.  It’s difficult to know how a break-up spell would react to a mating spell.  Perhaps that’s why the spell was temporary.  Your mate wasn’t planning to leave you, so without the cursed object reinforcing the curse, it was no match for the mating spell.  Attempting to break a mating spell would cause extreme pain and sadness…” 
 
    “As if your soul were splitting in half.  Fuck.”  I slapped my hand over my mouth when I realized I swore. 
 
    Milton nodded, pretending to ignore my swear.  “Yes, that’s what happens when you try to break mates up.  The mating spell is serious business.  It will fight against anyone stupid enough to ignore their love for their mate.  Clearly, the creator of the curse didn’t know about the mating spell; otherwise, they would have used a different kind of curse that wouldn’t react to it.  I’ve heard people say that love was in the air in Silver Springs, but I had no idea that they were right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I would be careful what you touch or drink in this town; otherwise, you might get whammied.”  I laughed at the thought of Milton drinking a spiked Pumpkin Spiced Latte.  He would be serenading my mother from the front yard. 
 
    Maybe she would enjoy that. 
 
    Regardless, the new revelation didn’t help me narrow my list of suspects. 
 
    Once more, I was left with more questions. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Leaving work for the day, I walked out with Auggie, who was texting some guy she had met online. 
 
    “Is he cute?”  I tried to read her text over her shoulder. 
 
    “Of course he is.  Why else would I be texting him?  Unfortunately, he doesn’t live around here.  I just like to look at his shirtless pics.”  She tapped a quick reply and hit send. 
 
    “How is Gavin doing with Todd?”  I hadn’t seen her fake fiancé since leaving for school. 
 
    “Deliriously happy.  I envy him.  Todd is a total catch.  I was hoping that one of them would be straight enough to include me in their relationship, but no luck.”  She shrugged as she stared at a shirtless guy pic.  She probably didn’t realize that she was admitting she wanted to be a part of a gay relationship to her younger cousin. 
 
    Hearing a honk, I turned my head to see a car parked along the sidewalk as we headed to Auggie’s car. 
 
    I stopped alongside the car when the passenger window opened.  “Hop in, darlin’.”  Carson smiled at me from the driver’s side.  I had yet to see him driving, so I completely forgot that he had a license.  He wasn’t allowed to borrow his mother’s car often. 
 
    Auggie waved at him.  “Hey, Carson.  I’m glad you’re here.  Can you take Oyster home?  I need to get to dinner with some friends.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at Auggie’s priorities. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Waving to Auggie, who was already halfway to her car in the side parking lot, I got into Carson’s car.  “Did Auggie forget to give me a message about you picking me up, or are you trying to surprise me?  She’s horrible at taking messages, so please don’t be mad at me.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Nope, it’s a surprise.  I’m here to take you to dinner.” 
 
    “Great.”  Dressed in a floral sleeveless blouse and pleated skirt, I wasn’t too over or underdressed for dinner, though I was a little confused when I saw that he was wearing light gray cargo pants and a yellow polo shirt, which was a little casual depending on where we went. 
 
    Pulling out onto the street, I settled in and watched the buildings turn into houses as we drove away from the center of town.  “I don’t think there are many restaurants out this way.  The closest would be Anthony’s Pizza.” 
 
    He winked at me when he was able to take his eyes off the road for a second.  “Didn’t I mention that I made us dinner?” 
 
    My smile almost faltered, but I caught myself.  “Oh, okay.”  Crap, had the terror escaped into my reply?  Recalling his adventures in Cooking with Magic 101, I was apprehensive about what we were going to eat.  Thankfully, Anthony’s was within delivery distance. 
 
    “Relax, doll face, I know what you’re thinking, but everything will be fine.”  He pulled into his circular driveway and stopped in front of the blue colonial with its double-peaked roofs. 
 
    Helping me out of the car, he took my hand and kissed the backs of my knuckles.  I giggled at the gesture, even though my stomach was churning at the thought of eating something burnt while keeping a smile plastered on my face. 
 
    Leading me inside, I noticed that his parents weren’t around.  Even Mrs. Rafferty’s assistant Margaret wasn’t home.  The only one who greeted us was Dexter, his husky. 
 
    “Where is everyone?”  Following him into the spacious living room, I petted Dexter, who was very happy to see me. 
 
    “It’s my parent’s anniversary, so they left for Tahoe for a few days.  I have the house to myself.  That’s why my mom was so eager for me to finish cleaning my room.  She didn’t want me breaking my neck by tripping on the clutter without someone to call 911.”  He rolled his eyes at how dramatic his mother could be, though given what I saw on his floor, she was right to worry. 
 
    “And Margaret?”  An excited chill went through me at the thought of being alone with Carson.  Sure, I’d had a few minutes alone with him between his parents coming and going, but we’d never been alone with no one to interrupt us for the night. 
 
    Being alone with Benjamin was different since we valued our time without our parents as kids, though I hadn’t spent any extended time alone with him either.  Even our tent sleepovers could have easily been raided. 
 
    “Since I have my license, I don’t need a babysitter, so mom gave her a few days off.  It’s just me and Dexter in the house.”  His eyes slid down my body as if he were considering all the possibilities that an empty house provided us. 
 
    Suddenly nervous under his gaze, I fidgeted with my skirt by folding down the pleats. 
 
    “Will you be scared at night?  I hate sleeping in an empty house on the rare occasions when Andrew leaves at night when my parents are out.”  I mostly scared myself when I saw a shadow out of the corner of my eye or thought the closet door opened by itself, which I knew for a fact that it did. 
 
    Shrugging, he took my hand and led me to the kitchen.  “I’m not going to lie.  Benjamin is coming over later for a sleepover.  I know it sounds childish, but this house makes a lot of strange noises at night.  My mom considered hiring someone to confirm if the house is haunted.  She swears on stormy nights that she hears a banshee screaming.  Though, my mom is very superstitious.” 
 
    I almost laughed at the thought of Benjamin and Carson chasing a ghost in the middle of the night like a Scooby Doo cartoon. 
 
    “Why did you ask Benjamin?”  Carson had other friends, though he might have accidentally alienated them while cursed. 
 
    He spun around so fast to look at me that I walked right into his chest.  Tipping my chin up, he gazed at me.  “Because I knew you wouldn’t say yes to a sleepover.” 
 
    My mouth fell open at the thought of having a “sleepover” with Carson.  “Oh.”  My response was a little breathier than I would have liked. 
 
    Running his hand from my cheek to my chin, he winked.  “I mean, you’re going to miss out on a lot of fun.  We’re going to have ice cream and play Call of Duty.  We plan to stay up as late as possible.  Whoever falls asleep first has to clean up the mess we make.”  My mind quickly switched from rolling around in bed with Carson to farting contests at 3:00 in the morning and other gross boy stuff. 
 
    “Sounds like a blast.  Sorry I’ll miss it.”  I tried to walk past him, but he caught my arm and leaned down next to my ear.  “I have no problem pushing my sleepover with Benjamin to tomorrow night if you’d prefer to stay.” 
 
    My body had five different reactions to his comment at the same time.  Fear, lust, excitement, terror and longing warred with each other for control. 
 
    Wetting my lips, I shrugged.  “My mother would never let me stay here knowing that your parents were gone.  And don’t say that she wouldn’t find out.  She’s omniscient, as you’re well aware.”  I wasn’t lying about my mother figuring out something as simple as the location of Carson’s parents, but I felt bad for not giving him a straight answer. 
 
    He chuckled.  “I know.”  He dropped his hand and followed me to the counter where two covered trays sat. 
 
    “Dinner, I assume?”  I tried to lighten the mood by showing my excitement for the trays of impending doom.  Never mind having a sleepover tonight.  I would be lucky to escape the bathroom during the evening once the food poisoning hit.  I might have to feed Dexter my dinner since he had an iron stomach. 
 
    “Yes.  I hope you enjoy it.”  He removed the silver covers from the warming trays to reveal homemade potato salad, grilled chicken sandwiches with BBQ sauce, green beans and two salads with vinaigrette. 
 
    “Wow!”  Immediately recognizing the potato salad, I breathed a sigh of relief.  Either my mother had helped with the dinner prep or her new protégé Noah had. 
 
    He wrapped his hands around his stomach and doubled over laughing.  “Oh darlin’, the relief on your face right now is epic.  Did you really think I was going to poison you?”  Wiping the tears out of his eyes, he pulled me into his arms and twirled me around, dipping me at the end.  “I would never subject you to my cooking.  I wanted to do something special tonight so that we could spend time alone.”  Lifting me back to my feet, he kissed my nose.  “And don’t worry about any sleepovers.  I wanted to see you squirm, just a little.  I know we aren’t ready for the temptation of being alone in the house at night.  Aside from your mother murdering us, I want you to be comfortable with the idea.” 
 
    He released me to pull the plates and glasses out of the cabinets. 
 
    I turned bright crimson when I realized he was messing with me.  I thought it was odd that he was trying to seduce me, especially after my meltdown over Benjamin and him discussing our combined love lives without me.  I wanted to smack him, but it was nice to have the teasing Carson back after being ignored by him. 
 
    Kicking off our shoes, we sat on the floor in front of the coffee table with our backs against the couch like little kids. 
 
    “My mother was afraid I would spill something on the rug, so she never let me sit like this.  I plan to stain the hell out of it and blame the dog just to see her face when she comes home.  She’ll never leave me alone again.”  Taking a bite out of his sandwich, his eyebrows flew up.  “Wow.  Who knew the cat could cook like this?  This is a serious sandwich.  He’s so much better at this stuff than me.” 
 
    Biting into the sandwich, I nodded, agreeing with the level of perfection that the sandwich represented.  “We might have to have him cater the pageant dinners from now on.” 
 
    He wiped the corner of his mouth and swallowed hard.  “Definitely.  Those rubber chicken dinners are terrible.  I want to eat this instead.” 
 
    Taking a spoonful of potato salad, I reached over to offer it to him.  “I know you don’t love potato salad, but this is a German version.  You have to try it.” 
 
    Crinkling his nose, he shook his head as if I were giving him gross cough medicine.  “Pass.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a kiss if you try it.”  I knew I had him. 
 
    His mouth automatically fell open, and he leaned in to take the whole spoonful.  Chewing, his frown smoothed out.  “This isn’t bad.  I like the egg and the pickle juice.  You’re right.  I could eat this.” 
 
    Handing back the spoon, he leaned in for his kiss. 
 
    I had no idea what possessed me to do it, but I slowly leaned in, holding his eyes with mine, and sucked on his bottom lip before slowly moving my lips against his.  It was similar to the way Noah had kissed me in the bathroom. 
 
    Carson immediately reacted to my new kind of kiss and wrapped his arms around my back.  Taking off his glasses, he leaned into the kiss.  Breaking the kiss, I pulled back to see that I was straddling his legs. 
 
    He seemed surprised to see me in his lap, as if he had no idea how I had ended up there either. 
 
    Embarrassed, I tried to move, but he held my arm.  “Please don’t run.  All I want to do is be close to you.  Before you broke the curse, I felt cold and empty, like I’d never be warm or whole again.  I still feel that way when I close my eyes at night, remembering the devastating pain.  Seeing you and being near you feels like I’m standing directly in the sunlight that warms every corner of me.  I honestly didn’t know how I would survive without you in my life.  We don’t have to do anything except sit here together.” 
 
    My poor Carson.  Feeling 1/16th, 1/32nd of what he felt was torment enough.  Everyone joked that he was a terrible wizard or that he wasn’t good at so many things, yet he was literally the strongest person I knew.  He had somehow survived without help from anyone else.  Despite the spell telling him I hated him, he never stopped loving me even though it was tearing him apart. 
 
    Leaning against his chest, I cuddled into his arms.  “I would have cracked under the weight of that spell.  I know I would have.  For you to have clung to the smallest amount of hope without losing your mind to the pain, took the kind of fortitude that you only read about in books.  You’re more of a fighter than you realize.  Thank you for not giving up on me, on us.” 
 
    He placed a kiss on my forehead.  “I would never give up on you, Celeste.  You are everything I ever wanted and so much more than I deserve.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Stop thinking like that.  You deserve all the happiness that I can bring you.  You are kind, caring, smart and always find ways to lighten my mood when I’m too serious.  You are the perfect person to help bring me out of my shell.  I should have been there when you needed me most.  I promise never to let so much time pass between us again.  I promise to be a better girlfriend.” 
 
    “And I promise to be a better boyfriend, and a better wizard.  The thought of you facing those assholes alone with a broken arm drives me crazy.  I want to be able to protect you so that you never have to experience that again.”  Rubbing my back, he rested his chin on top of my head. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry.  Professor Stoica will know exactly how to help you.  If he can teach Sadie how not to blow shit up on a daily basis, he should have no trouble helping you cast like the fighter you are.” 
 
    “I hope so.  I love you too much to lose you again.” 
 
    Sitting with him for a long time, I let my mind explore all kinds of possibilities that I wouldn’t have thought about before.  Carson would never hurt me or push me beyond my limits.  He would never condemn me for wanting to take things slow.  He had proven his love under the darkest of circumstances.  I wanted to show him that I trusted him and cared for him more than I could ever express.  It wasn’t about physical proof of my affections for him, but proof of my acceptance of our future together and my bravery in acting upon my feelings for him.  I wanted to share something special with him because it felt right. 
 
    I stood up on shaky legs after sitting at an awkward angle for so long.  Holding out my hand to him, I saw the confusion on his face.  Without a word, he accepted my hand and stood up. 
 
    Pulling him through the living room, I took him upstairs to his spotless room.  I moved the mouse on his laptop and opened his music player to find the perfect slow song. 
 
    Clueless as to what I was doing, he waited patiently for me to join him in the middle of the room.  As the song started, I placed my arms on his back and leaned my head on his chest.  Sighing contentedly, we swayed to the music. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I got upset with Benjamin and you for talking behind my back.  After experiencing full-blown lust in O’Malley’s, I understand why the two of you would want to discuss our relationship.  My hormones have been all over the place, taking me by surprise.  It wasn’t fair of me to make you feel bad for being mature enough to work through the awkward stuff together.  Some other guys wouldn’t have taken the time to figure out how to deal with the results of the love spell.”  Looking up into his eyes, I felt fortunate to have such patient and understanding guys. 
 
    “I would never put Benjamin or Noah through the hell that the curse put me through.  Before, it was more of a courtesy.  They were meant to be in your life, so I was willing to figure out how to deal with them.  Now, I understand the pain of pushing them out of your life if I were to act selfishly and want you for myself.  As far as I’m concerned, they are here to stay in your life, as am I.  Working out some minor details is nothing compared to losing you.”  He bent over to kiss me sweetly. 
 
    “I believe the love spell might have saved you from something worse than what the curse actually did to you.  I’m not sure what the true intention of the curse was, but Milton and I believe that the mating spell altered the curse.”  I held him tightly as he processed the horrible truth. 
 
    Snickering, he shook his head.  “See, your love was protecting me even when you weren’t there.  That’s how special you are.” 
 
    He spun me around and pulled me close again.  Relaxed in my arms, he seemed happy. 
 
    Taking a breath, I focused on what I wanted to do, ignoring the giant freaking moths that were swarming inside my stomach. 
 
    “Carson, I want you to sit down on the bed, please.”  Geez, why was I so formal?  My nerves always forced me into default etiquette mode. 
 
    He moved to the bed, still smiling at me as if I were the center of the universe, which helped tame the moths that had merged into one giant moth. 
 
    “There’s something that I want to do, not because I feel like I have to or because I’m expected to.  I want to do it because I love you and because you were brave enough to believe in me even during your darkest moments.  Admittedly, I don’t know how to do this, so I want you to help me, teach me.” 
 
    Kneeling in front of him, I ran my hand up his leg to the bulge in his pants. 
 
    His eyes darted to my hand as he quickly figured out what I wanted to do.  Stopping me, he gulped.  “Wait.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Stop me only if you don’t want me to do this.  I’ll understand.  Just don’t stop me because you want to decide for me or because you think I’m doing this for the wrong reasons.  I know exactly why I want to do this.”  Looking into his eyes, I let him see my determination and probably a little fear, but mostly determination. 
 
    “I just have one question, Celeste.  Why now?”  Seeing his shoulders tense and his expression guarded, I knew he was worried about my thought process. 
 
    “Sex doesn’t have to be a source of pain or pride because I will choose one person.  There are many different firsts that build up to sex.  It doesn’t have to be the only big event.  We can make each step special and important.  Maybe you’re concerned because we didn’t discuss it or plan for it, but sometimes you just feel when the moment is perfect.  Tonight is perfect.  Holding you close, laughing with you and dancing with you was perfect.”  Holding my breath, I hoped that he felt the same way I did.  If not, I wouldn’t feel rejected.  I would just know that it wasn’t as perfect as I’d thought. 
 
    Relaxing his shoulders, his eyes suddenly burned for me.  He ran his hand down my neck to my collarbone, where his fingertips lightly stroked the area of my chest left unexposed by my blouse.  “I suddenly understand why you pull away or hide from the three of us.  It’s because you’re overwhelmed by the sheer power of the emotions we feel for you.  They can be intense.  Seeing you sitting here with such desire in your eyes for me alone, I feel shaky and lightheaded.  As many times as I imagined what this moment might be like, I realize that my imagination could never fully grasp the reality of you wanting to share this intimate moment with me.  If you’re sure that you want to do this, then so am I.  Just know that you can stop at any time.  I will happily accept what you’re offering to do, so long as I get to do the same for you, with your guidance, of course.  You’re not the only inexperienced one.  I want you to tell me how to please you without any shyness or hesitation.  I want to learn all there is to know about your body.” 
 
    Nodding, I agreed, even though I was afraid that I might pass out when his hands explored my body. 
 
    Quickly stating how far I planned to go, we decided to stay as clothed as possible.  Letting our hands cross all kinds of boundaries, we took each other to heights we had never dreamed were possible. 
 
    Yes, there was a learning curve in understanding each other’s likes and dislikes and there were a few minor hiccups, but I didn’t panic when things didn’t go as I expected.  Carson was patient and joked when we needed to laugh.  In the end, everything was so much better than I could’ve ever imagined because I was with my mate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Kissing Carson one last time, I forced myself out of his arms and out of his bed.  I had to get home before my mother sent my father to find me.  It was seriously close to my curfew, which meant I would be beyond late.  Though, it was completely worth it. 
 
    I rushed down the stairs to grab my shoes.  Carson stopped me in the hallway to kiss my forehead.  “You are the most amazing person I know.”  Gazing into my eyes, he had more confidence than I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Too bad you’re a caster, because you have the hands of a conjurer.”  I blushed when I thought about what his hands had done to me tonight.  Giving him a quick kiss, I pulled away and darted towards the front door.  If I stayed one more second, I would never leave. 
 
    Winking, he leaned against the wall.  “I don’t think I have ever been this happy in my life.” 
 
    “Me either.”  I couldn’t stop smiling.  I was so happy that I wanted to laugh like a lunatic, but I managed to stay in control, barely. 
 
    “If I didn’t say so before, I like your first’s theory.  It does take the sting away, knowing that I might not be the one to have sex with you first.  Thank you for being brave enough to suggest it.”  He blew me a kiss. 
 
    “Sadie suggested it.”  I spoke absently while straightening out my hair and blouse in the hallway mirror.  My mother would know that something had happened because my eyes were too bright and my cheeks were flushed, but I could at least pretend that I had a boring night. 
 
    Carson’s mouth fell open.  “So much for not talking about sex behind anyone’s back.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “She is going through something similar.  Be thankful we work better as a team when facing a problem.”  I raised my eyebrow at him, implying that he should send her a thank you note. 
 
    He chuckled as he ran his hand through his dark hair.  “I will forever be in her debt.”  He laughed for a second before biting his lip.  Seeing his face fall, I started to worry about his mood change.  “Umm, Celeste, I know you won’t like this, but Benjamin and I have an agreement.  If anything progresses with you, we promised not to hide it from the other person.  It’s not bragging.  It’s more about the sharing of information.  He’s going to be here soon, so there’s no way I can hide my happiness.  He’ll know that something happened.” 
 
    Frowning, I let out a breath.  I didn’t want to hide anything from Benjamin, but hearing it from Carson might be worse.  “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    Carson pushed himself off the wall and took my hands in his.  “You don’t have to do that, Celeste.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “You can explain my theory about firsts, but I’d feel better telling him myself.  If this is going to work, we should be open with each other about how we feel and what we’re doing.  If not, jealousy will eventually be a problem.  I don’t want to upset anyone.  The best way of making sure that doesn’t happen is to be open and honest.” 
 
    Running his hand through my hair, he smiled.  “Okay, but I want to be there too.” 
 
    I nodded and squared my shoulders.  It was easy to say that I wanted to tell Benjamin the truth.  It was another to look into his eyes while saying it, especially since he was already upset with me from the other day. 
 
    Heading out the door, I stopped short when I saw Benjamin coming up the steps.  He paused for a second, looking between Carson, me and his watch. 
 
    “I thought you would have left by now.  It’s past your curfew.  I tried to give you guys as much time as possible, but I figured it would be safe by now.”  He held up a pizza box and a plastic bag full of drinks and snacks. 
 
    “It’s my fault.  I lost track of time.”  First, my knees started shaking, then my arms, until I was practically vibrating. 
 
    Carson quickly stepped around me and grabbed the pizza and bag from Benjamin to place them on the coffee table. 
 
    “Oh, okay.”  Benjamin shrugged as if it were no big deal. 
 
    Walking back into the house, I waited for Benjamin to step inside.  The hallway wasn’t the best place for this conversation, but I was short on time. 
 
    “Carson and I were in his room, and things happened…”  Swallowing, I braced for his reaction. 
 
    Carson immediately held his hands up when Benjamin’s eyes flashed to his.  “We didn’t have sex, so don’t punch me.  However, we did do other things.  Celeste wanted to tell you herself since she’s aware of our full disclosure conversation.” 
 
    Seeing Benjamin’s tense shoulders relax, I felt a little more at ease. 
 
    “Oh, okay.”  He smiled at me.  “Breathe, Celeste.  You look like you’re going to pass out.  I’m not mad.  I’m curious about what happened.  I’m not going to start a fight.”  Pulling me into his chest, he hugged me.  “You can tell me anything, honey.” 
 
    I quickly told him about dinner and dancing.  Then I gave him the abridged version of what Carson and I did.” 
 
    Benjamin pulled my chin up so I would look into his eyes.  “Are you happy?”  The playfulness in his tone gave me the courage to nod. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He leaned down to kiss me.  “Good.  I’m glad Carson has more game than I expected.” 
 
    “Hey, screw you.  It was magical, and not even you can dampen my happiness right now.”  Carson gave Benjamin the finger and laughed. 
 
    Benjamin winked at Carson and wound his arm around my back.  “Put the pizza on low in the oven.  I’ll be right back.  If you take her home with that stupid look on your face, her mother will know exactly what you two did.  You’ll be banned from the property for a month.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’ll keep it warm.”  Carson chuckled as he grabbed the pizza box. 
 
    Taking my hand, Benjamin walked me to his car. 
 
    “Why are you willing to face my mother’s wrath tonight when it’s not your fault that I’m late?”  Surprised that he was willing to deal with the inevitable lecture, I wondered why he would do Carson a favor. 
 
    Smiling, he shrugged.  “He’s delirious right now.  Even before you said anything, I knew something had happened between the two of you.  It’s written all over your faces.  I told you, this is a partnership.  Carson and I have each other’s back.  I expect him to do the same for me when I need to be bailed out.  Besides, I doubt he could drive right now.  He’s too drunk on lust.” 
 
    “Oh.  Okay.”  I still had trouble accepting that the two of them were so closely bonded that Benjamin was willing to get into trouble for him. 
 
    Benjamin got into the driver’s seat and turned to face me.  “Celeste, if you feel guilty about something, don’t.  Carson made you happy tonight.  I get it.  There’s nothing wrong with living in the moment.  I was more concerned that he had pressured you, even if you didn’t realize it at the time.  I admit that I kiss you a little longer than I should sometimes or hold you a little too long, but it’s hard to let go of you.  It’s easy to cross a line by accident when you love someone.” 
 
    “I’ve done that too, so I know what you mean.  Trust me.  This was my decision tonight.  I had to convince Carson that I wasn’t trying to prove anything to him.  I felt brave and in control.  I’m happy with what we did.”  Looking away, I shrugged.  “I appreciate you looking out for me as always.” 
 
    “I will always look out for you.”  He patted my leg.  “I’m sorry about slamming the closet door the other day.  I shouldn’t have snapped at you.  When you said that you didn’t want to upset anyone because you weren’t worth the trouble, I got really mad.  You have no idea how special you are to me, to all of us.  I love you, Celeste.  What we feel isn’t high school teen love where we date for two months and break up because someone else caught our attention.  Carson, Noah and I are not going anywhere unless you decide to send us away.  You are the only one for us, which means we will do whatever it takes to make this work.  We want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I feel that way too, but I’m constantly worried that one of you will feel left out.  I don’t want to do that.  I’m still figuring all this stuff out.  I don’t want to offend anyone.”  I picked at my thumbnail, afraid to look at him. 
 
    He sighed.  “Do I wish that things would progress between you and me?  Sure.  I always want to be closer to you, but I’m not rushing you.  Do I fault Carson for having the best night of his life tonight?  Hell no.  One day, I’ll have that same stupid smile on my face, and Carson will be happy for me.  That’s how this will work.  You need to stop doubting your allure, your sex appeal, and your ability to make three men beyond excited that you’ve chosen them.  You’re smart, strong, passionate, brave, gorgeous, and yet so vulnerable at times.  I want to hold you in my arms and protect you from the world, yet you don’t need my protection.  You need me standing by your side as you conquer the world.” 
 
    Tears formed in my eyes.  Hearing him explain how much he loved me was overwhelming.  He wasn’t some guy who pretended to care about me, so he could take what he wanted from me and dump me.  He was my best friend. 
 
    I threw my arms around him and sniffled into his shirt. 
 
    “Damn it.  I can never say the right thing.  I’m sorry.  I was just trying to explain…”  I placed my finger over his lips to stop him. 
 
    “You said it perfectly.”  I kissed him passionately so that there would be no doubt in his mind that I had accepted everything he said as the truth. 
 
    Walking me to my front door, we both cringed when the door opened before I could reach the knob.  My mother’s frown and shrewd eyes told me that I was in deeper trouble than I thought. 
 
    “I’m sorry for being late.  Carson and I lost track of time, and Benjamin and I had a few things to discuss before he dropped me off.”  I waited for her to step out of the way so I could walk inside. 
 
    She turned to look at Benjamin.  “We have the pageant dress narrowed down to three choices.  I would like your opinion, as well as Carson’s.  Please extend the invitation when you see him later.” 
 
    Surprised, Benjamin nodded.  “Yes, ma’am.  Thank you.” 
 
    She wished him a good night and turned to look at me. 
 
    “I’m not upset that you were with Carson or Benjamin, but I was worried that something had happened given your issues with Anika Klein.  Your father has been pacing for an hour.  Please let us know when you’re going to be late.  You’re not a child, Celeste.  You won’t be punished, but I would like to know that you’re safe.”  She gave me a small smile and walked into the living room. 
 
    I had no idea when my mother had become a pod person or one of those Stepford Wives, but I was grateful to have the newer version of her, the one who didn’t call me out for being late because I was giving one of my boyfriends a handjob. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Dori tugged on the back of my dress.  “One more iron strap and you should be good.  Remember, don’t breathe, don’t sneeze, don’t go to the bathroom, and you’ll be fine.  I’m so glad that my hooknose came in just when corsets were needed to strap my boobs into my pageant gowns.  It saved my back and spleen a lot of heartache.”  Hooking the top hook into place, so the zipper didn’t separate on the dress, I let out the breath I was holding. 
 
    My mother rolled her eyes when Dori made a silly face at me. 
 
    “Let me see, dear.  While the white one was elegant, I think the blue one highlights your eyes.  You always look good in blue.”  She tapped her chin as she pulled at the skirt to see how it caught the light. 
 
    “Everyone will be wearing blue, Caroline.  You know that.  White will set her apart from the others.  Do you think you’ll have your period then, Celeste?”  Aunt Harriet fussed with the white dress on the hanger, ignoring the shop owner, who was patiently waiting to see if she should put the white gown back. 
 
    Embarrassed, I looked to Dori.  “Check my period app on my phone to see if we can rule out the white gown for good.” 
 
    Dori tapped away on my phone and sighed.  “According to the lunar calendar, there will be a full moon that night, which will make you look like a corpse bride if you wear the white gown.  I suggest we move onto the sparkling silver dress that will have all eyes hanging on you, guaranteeing a win. No one will even remember that there are other girls in the competition if you wear that stunner.  Everyone loves shiny things.”  She snickered.  “Well, look at that, the period tracker agrees.”  Looking over her shoulder at the owner, she laughed.  “Away with the virginal gown of white, please.  A crimson tide will prevent any virgin sacrifices or weddings from happening that night.” 
 
    I was happy that Dori agreed to come dress shopping to keep me from being bored or murdering my mother and aunt.  She always knew how to make me laugh. 
 
    Stepping past my mother, I walked out of the dressing area to where Benjamin, Carson and Noah were whispering to each other in the main shop. 
 
    The second I stepped out of the dressing area, their eyes were on me.  Normally, I would have shrunk away from their eyes as they admired every curve, every bead, and every sparkle.  Instead, I embraced their eager gazes. 
 
    “I vote yes.  The other two votes don’t matter, unless they agree on the blue one.”  Noah crossed his arms and sat back as if it were a done deal.  “Though, I’m intrigued by the idea of a silver one.” 
 
    Carson tore his eyes away to look at Noah.  “There’s a silver one?”  A smile spread across his face. 
 
    “If the rumors are true, yes.  And it’s shiny.”  He winked at Dori, who thumbs upped him. 
 
    Apparently, they were already plotting together. 
 
    Benjamin, appearing dazed, nodded.  “I’d like to see the silver one, not that the blue doesn’t make you look…”  His eyes quickly flashed to my mother as he caught himself.  “Like the epitome of refinement and class.” 
 
    I laughed at Benjamin’s sucking-up abilities. 
 
    My mother ran her hand over the back of her neck.  “Fine.  Try the silver one.” 
 
    Turning towards Dori, I stopped when the bell above the door rang.  I looked over my shoulder and froze when Mrs. Klein entered the shop. 
 
    “Adina, hello.”  My mother waved to Mrs. Klein, who smiled politely until she saw my guys sitting in the corner. 
 
    “Caroline, I would have thought you put an end to this foolishness.  This won’t reflect well upon you or your family.  It was one thing to excuse this as a schoolgirl crush, but to allow it to continue is an embarrassment.”  She waved at my guys with a look of disgust on her pale, thin face. 
 
    Confused, I looked to Dori, whose expression turned from confusion to excitement. 
 
    “Oh, now this is going to get good real fast.”  She rubbed her hands together as if she were ready to watch a fight. 
 
    My mother lifted her chin and looked down her nose at Mrs. Klein.  “You should carefully consider your next words to me, Adina.  Celeste’s love life is none of your business; however, your daughter attacking mine is very much my business.  Explain to me why your daughter is harassing mine.” 
 
    Mrs. Klein laughed.  “My daughter hasn’t laid a hand on yours. I have no idea what you’re talking about.  I would be more concerned about where that one’s hands have been.”  She pointed and sneered at Benjamin. 
 
    I was about to give Mrs. Klein a piece of my mind when my mother stepped closer to Mrs. Klein. 
 
    “I don’t believe the rumors about Mr. Fitzroy for one second, so don’t try to convince me that he is anything but a good man.  He was certainly good enough to help your daughter and husband get a foothold into the magical societies.  It’s hard to start a new coven in an old town with established covens.  If there were concerns about Mr. Fitzroy’s moral compass, Dragomir would have never groomed him for a seat on the council.  The moment that boy chose to live outside of Dragomir’s shadow, he threw Benjamin out with the trash and pretended that he wasn’t good enough for a daughter he would never love.  You are a pathetic waste of time, Adina.  I knew it the first moment I met you.  I suggest you leave before there’s trouble.”  My mother’s wand hand twitched as she lowered her head to look Mrs. Klein in the eyes. 
 
    Mrs. Klein’s eyes widened, showing off a wilder side that I hadn’t expected.  A cruel laugh bubbled out of her throat.  “You’re not as scary as you think, Caroline.  I never needed your praise nor your approval.  There are plenty of people in this town who would love to see you get what’s coming to you.  Perhaps, I’ll be the one to give it to you.”  She slowly raised her hand as if she were going for her wand in the pocket of her burgundy sundress. 
 
    “You’re outnumbered, idiot.  Leave before a house drops on your ass.”  Aunt Harriet winked and blew her a kiss. 
 
    For once, I was happy that Harriet was so outspoken and crazy enough to call down the thunder. 
 
    Seeing Mrs. Klein’s lip curl up, I worried about her sanity.  It was literally six to one, plus Noah, whose claws were already extended through his fingertips.  It was suicide to start a fight here. 
 
    My mother took another step forward as if she were eager for a duel. 
 
    Mrs. Klein looked over at Benjamin.  “He got what he deserved.  Good luck marrying him, Celeste.  No one in this community will take you seriously again if you marry that disgraceful villain.  Then again, marrying the caster would be even worse for you.  Your only option is to marry the shifter and move far away from Silver Springs.”  She cackled uncontrollably for a second. 
 
    “Leave.”  I knew that voice very well.  That was Mrs. Klein’s last warning.  If she weren’t careful, she would be sent to bed without supper. 
 
    Sighing, Mrs. Klein shrugged.  “I will make sure everyone knows about your little whore if she doesn’t leave town.”  She turned to open the door. 
 
    Unable to stop myself, I laughed.  “I’m confused.  Have you told the entire town about Anika and her three guys?  I mean, if you’re going to call me out, then you’d better include Anika in your announcement to the town.  Based on your beliefs in the old ways, she can’t marry Philip Cooper or Devon Alexander because they’re conjurers, which leaves Jonny Byers.  Considering that he’s actually done the terrible things Benjamin’s been accused of, I doubt that he would be a good choice for a husband.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have dropped that bomb, but I refused to be insulted by the woman who didn’t seem to have a problem with her daughter dating three guys.  I refused to deal with her hypocrisy. 
 
    Her eyes darkened.  “What did you say?”  Her question came out as a hiss.  Raising her wand at me, I swore her eyes turned red.  “If I ever hear another vile lie like that come out of your mouth, I will kill you.” 
 
    Every wand, every hand was pointed at Mrs. Klein, leaving no doubt in my mind that everyone in that room believed Mrs. Klein’s threat. 
 
    My mother walked straight up to Mrs. Klein as if she were going to drag her by the hair into the middle of the street for a duel.  Mrs. Klein laughed as she ducked out the door and jumped into a black SUV parked in front of the store. 
 
    “Well, that was fun.  Let’s try on the silver dress so you can bury Anika Klein on pageant day.”  Smiling, Dori tugged on my arm.  “If only I had three guys to worship the ground I walked on.  I need a better life.”  She slipped her wand into her back pocket and pulled me into the dressing room before anyone could speak. 
 
     My mother paced back and forth as Harriet tried to calm her down. 
 
    “It’s not worth breaking a nail over Adina.  She’s crazy.  We all know that.  That’s why her husband keeps her out of coven business.  Dragomir quickly walks her through the room to prove to all the horny single women that he’s married, and then he chains her up in the basement.  Ignore her, Caroline before you give yourself a migraine.” 
 
    Feeling a little guilty for making things worse, I sighed.  “I’m sorry, Mother.  I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder at me, she shook her head.  “Adina needs to know what her daughter is doing behind her back if she’s going to accuse others for doing the same thing.  No one likes a hypocrite, though you shouldn’t have implied that Anika was having sex with those boys.  Even though Anika has shown you no compassion or friendship, you still shouldn’t make up lies about her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t lying.  I walked in on her and two of her guys at Hana’s party.”  I hated snitching on Anika, but her mother had just threatened to kill me. 
 
    My mother stopped dead in her tracks as Harriet snickered to herself.  “Are you sure you saw what you think you saw?” 
 
    I nodded.  “They weren’t exactly having sex, but one of them was definitely pleasing her while the other watched.  Let’s just say that Devon is useful for something other than breaking people’s arms.” 
 
    Harriet snorted.  “Oh, to be young again.” 
 
    Zipping me up, Dori whined.  “Why aren’t people accusing me of sleeping my way through the town?  I really need to up my dating game.” 
 
    My mother wiped her hand down her face.  “I don’t know who I feel more sorry for, Anika or Adina.  Given how Anika was out in plain sight with her boyfriends, I’m surprised that her mother didn’t know.” 
 
    I thought about her statement for a second.  Maybe her mother didn’t know, but her father probably did since he was chatting with Jonny at the pool party.  I wondered why no one had mentioned to Mrs. Klein that they’d seen Anika with the three future felons.  Milton and Foster had both spoken with Mr. Klein about the fights involving Anika and her guys, so he had to know about the relationships.  It seemed that Mr. Klein was keeping secrets from his wife. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    With my new silver gown being altered at the dress shop, I had one less thing to worry about.  I should have felt excited or relaxed with that crossed off my list, but I had trouble falling asleep. 
 
    Thinking about Mrs. Klein’s hatred of Benjamin and Carson, I wanted to jump out of bed and duel her myself.  The woman was obviously unhinged.  She had threatened to kill me because I spoke the truth about Anika.  I almost believed Harriet’s comment about her being chained in the basement.  Who the hell threatened someone in the middle of a standoff they couldn’t win? 
 
    My stomach grumbled, telling me that I needed cookies and milk to help me process my crazy day. 
 
    Quietly heading into the hallway, I made it to the top step before Noah’s door opened.  He came up behind me and pulled me against his chest.  “Can’t sleep either?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “You?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Kissing my neck, we went down the steps and crossed through the house into the kitchen. 
 
    Noah froze a half-second before I turned the corner, his arm holding me back.  Confused, I turned to look at his cautious expression.  It looked like he was listening to something. 
 
    Hearing a whisper, I pulled away from Noah and stepped into the kitchen.  Throwing my hands over my mouth, I tried not to make a sound. 
 
    Standing in the kitchen were my mother and Mr. Milton, half-dressed.  He was wearing striped boxers, while she was wearing a pink nighty I’d never seen before.  They were feeding each other chocolate strawberries. 
 
    Unable to move fast enough, my mother squealed when she saw me.  “Celeste!” 
 
    Milton fumbled the strawberry container when he realized I was standing there.  “Oh shit!” 
 
    Forcing myself to speak, I put my hands up.  “I just want the cookies.  I don’t need to talk about this.  Just hand me the cookies and the milk, and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Milton’s eyes darted to the cookie jar, which he instantly handed me before grabbing the milk from the fridge. 
 
    “Celeste, I can explain.”  I’d never seen my mother’s face so red. 
 
    “Mother, I’m not upset that you’re out of bed with a gentleman caller. I just want to make sure that you’re being safe and that you’re happy.”  I hoped she would use a similar phrase if she ever caught me doing something embarrassing with my guys.  I wanted her to know that I wasn’t judging her. 
 
    She nodded and bit her lip.  “Thank you, dear.” 
 
    “Mr. Milton, I will see you bright and early tomorrow morning.”  I turned on my heel to see Noah smirking at my mother. 
 
    “Before you believe we were sneaking around, know that we accidentally met in the hallway.  Good evening.”  He pulled me out of the room before my mother could reply. 
 
    We tried so hard not to giggle as we ran for the stairs until we found my father creeping through the dark hallway. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  I turned on the hallway light, scaring the crap out of him.  “You should get in there before they finish all the strawberries.”  I waved to him and sprinted up the stairs. 
 
    Seeing my father’s confused expression was almost worth being scarred for life. 
 
    We made it back to Noah’s room before we broke down into fits of laughter.  We tried to be as quiet as possible, but it was too hard. 
 
    “You said that Milton loved your mom, but I had trouble picturing them together until tonight.  I’ve heard your parents having sex before, but seeing that was epic.”  He grabbed a cookie and crunched into it. 
 
    “He’s so stuffy and serious.  It was weird seeing him smiling and adoring her.  He looked happy.”  I grabbed a cookie of my own. 
 
    “They do make a cute couple when you think about it.  Maybe he will be in a better mood tomorrow morning.”  He waggled his eyebrows and snickered. 
 
    “I hope so.”  I doubted I would get in trouble since I had played off the encounter so nonchalantly. 
 
    Sitting down on the bed next to Noah, I leaned my head against his shoulder.  We sat quietly for a moment, enjoying the silence. 
 
    “I think they will be busy for a while.  We don’t seem to have disturbed them too much.  They went back to the bedroom.”  He held my hand and played with my fingers.  “Did you and Carson enjoy your date last night?  I heard you come in late, so I didn’t want to get you in trouble by keeping you up to chat.  I don’t want to pry, but based on Carson’s comments at the dress shop, I know that something happened on your date.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, Carson and I were intimate last night, though we didn’t have sex.  I wanted to tell you, but my mother was around all day.” 
 
    He snickered.  “I got the impression that Carson was very pleased with the encounter, based on Benjamin's teasing.” 
 
    “We both were.”  I looked up at him through my lashes, embarrassed to say any more. 
 
    “Good.”  He leaned down to kiss my forehead.  Pulling away, he stood up to drink some milk and put the cookie container on his new desk. 
 
    Relieved that he wasn’t upset, I tipped over onto my side and stretched out on the double bed.  “I’m jealous that you have a bigger bed than me.  I have my stupid twin bed with the white bed frame like I’m still five.”  I rolled around, showing off the size of the bed. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything, I looked up through my messy hair to see him staring at me with dark eyes.  “What’s wrong?”  Was he mad that I was complaining about his bed when I should have been excited that he finally had his own bed?  I was being selfish again. 
 
    He slowly shook his head.  “I’ve seen you in your bed a million times, and I’ve enjoyed sleeping in it with you, but seeing you laying in my bed is a very different experience.  I like the thought of you in my bed.  You have no idea how sexy you look with your hair, all wild and tangled, wearing shorts and a tank top.  I’ve never seen anything so enticing in all my life.  I had no idea that a simple location change could make me feel so possessive.  Even hearing a few details of your encounters with Carson didn’t make me feel possessive like this.” 
 
    Wearing only his black gym shorts, he looked like a predator stalking his prey with his muscles strained as if he were about to pounce on me. Seeing a strange kind of hunger in his eyes, I had trouble untangling my thoughts. 
 
    Old Celeste would have apologized for the faux pas and run back to her room, pretending that nothing had happened.  New Celeste, well, she was very interested to see how things would play out.  Maybe it was seeing my mother embrace her unconventional relationship or the fact that she had accepted and defended my guys, but I felt less intimidated by the thought of being intimate with three guys. 
 
    A chill ran through me as he moved closer.  My fight or flight response was edging closer to flight.  I wanted to see if he would chase me. 
 
    Eyeing his door with a playful smirk, I bit my lip. 
 
    “You’ll never make it.”  His voice had an edge to it as if he were straining to control himself. 
 
    Licking my lower lip, I prepared to make a run for the door.  Hearing my heart speed up, he let out a soft growl. 
 
    I made a break for the door, but he twisted and caught me in his arms.  Before I knew what had happened, I was staring up into his wild green eyes as his body pressed me against the bed.  He leaned down to capture my lips, causing me to relax against his body. 
 
    Being with Noah in his room was so different from the time I spent with Carson.  Carson always tried to put me at ease with a joke or a silly face.  We both lacked confidence from time to time, so we checked to make sure that the other person liked what we were doing or asked if they wanted to stop. 
 
    With Noah, there was no hesitation in his kisses or his movements.  There was no fumbling or awkwardness when we touched each other.  It was as if we both knew what the other wanted, what the other craved.  I realized that it wasn’t exactly intuition in knowing what the other wanted. It was more like a seductive dance where we enticed each other, making the other crave what we were offering.  Being a part of such a symbiotic relationship was strange at first, but it felt right.  I assumed the shifter bond was to thank for the insight into what we craved. 
 
    Though our hands and mouths roamed over each other’s skin, no boundaries were crossed.  We took our time exploring every curve, every exposed area.  He even tempted me with the lower back kiss, which I enjoyed very much. 
 
    Panting and dazed, I sat on his upper thighs, kissing him passionately.  I broke the kiss and slowly crawled down his body, eager to try something new. 
 
    He smiled at me, intrigued when I mimicked his predatory gaze and his lithe movements.  Once I reached my objective, I heard him hiss through his teeth.  “Wait.” 
 
    Glancing up at him, my eyes held his questioning gaze. 
 
    When I didn’t reply, he put his hand on my face.  “This isn’t a competition, Celeste.  I didn’t mean to give you the impression that I wanted anything more than to hold you and kiss you tonight.  I don’t expect anything from you just because you were intimate with Carson.  I’m not trying to one-up him or make you feel like you have to do anything more tonight.” 
 
    “Being with you tonight has awakened my possessive side.  I’ve never felt closer to you than I do right now.  I don’t feel pressured at all, just the opposite.  I feel at peace with what I want to do.  I’m not done exploring my mate just yet.”  Holding his gaze, I made sure that he saw the determination in my eyes. 
 
    Letting out a breath, he ran his hand through my hair.  “You are so beautiful, Celeste.  Not because of your face, or your skin or the way the light glimmers in your eyes.  You’re beautiful because you are mine, and you’re not afraid to show me exactly who you are.  You’re a woman who is in love with me, even after all my terrible deeds, all my horrible mistakes.  After everything I put you through, you still want me.  You are a gift.  You are my gift.”  His voice trembled as he sat up to kiss me. 
 
    Gently twisting me, he laid me down on the bed and hovered over me. 
 
    Confused, I tried to hide the sadness in my eyes.  If he wasn’t ready, I would try not to be upset.  I had promised myself that I would wait until they were ready for me. 
 
    Chuckling, he rubbed his nose against mine.  “Don’t fret, my love.  I’m not rejecting you, and I’m not declining the most amazing offer I have ever received.”  He slowly ran his hands up my thighs.  “I want to please my woman first.  Only after you’ve been pleased will I accept your offer, if you are still interested.  I plan to tire you out completely, so I may have to wait to have your amazing mouth on me at a later date.” 
 
    Wetting my lips, I trembled at the thought of what he wanted to do to me.  “Only if you want to.”  It sounded stupid when I said it out loud, but my brain wasn’t connecting with my mouth. 
 
    Smirking wickedly, he crawled down my body and tugged at my shorts.  “No, silly girl, because we both want to.” 
 
    Every coherent thought left my head from that point on.  Down and up no longer existed.  Time stopped only to speed up again.  I should have known that a cat shifter would understand exactly how to please his mate, even without any practical experience, but I was still shocked by his skill level.  It took everything I had to be as quiet as possible as I clung to every available surface to ground myself. 
 
    True to his word, I was so content and sleepy afterward that he carried me to my bed and kissed my forehead before heading back to his room.  Snuggled into my bed, I didn’t worry about Anika or her horsemen.  Instead, I dreamed of a time when I could walk down the street, arm in arm with my guys.  No one would question us because we were all adults, and they could mind their own damned business.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The next few days were strange at work.  Milton was preoccupied with other coven matters, leaving me to review the pool attack and the letter by myself.  I helped him with a few cases involving a stolen dog and a drunken duel, which thankfully did not involve my family.  Both cases were resolved quickly, so I had plenty of time to continue my research. 
 
    I had the impression that Milton was doing everything possible to avoid eye contact with me.  I didn’t care what he did during his private time, but clearly, he was upset that I knew his secret. 
 
    After finishing my lunch one day, I crossed my arms and sat back to look at him.  “So, should I make things easier on you by accepting Ian Foster's half-serious offer of an internship with him so that you no longer have to avoid me?” 
 
    Looking me in the eye for the first time since the incident in the kitchen, he frowned.  “What are you going on about?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow.  “Are we really going to pretend here?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “If you’re referring to the fact that your mother enjoys strawberries, I have nothing to say about that.  I’m not avoiding you, though I would have preferred to keep our evening more private.  Admittedly, I’m grateful for the advice you gave her, which helped clear the air between us.  I never thought our relationship could be repaired.  Apart from that, I have been busy with a side project with Foster.”  He stood up and tossed a file on my table. 
 
    I quickly flipped through the file, surprised to see Benjamin’s name on it.  Sitting up, I scanned the documents.  Both covens had launched an investigation into Klein and his coven.  Since Klein had refused to participate in any investigations involving his daughter, Milton and Foster were forced to review previous claims of wrongdoing by Klein and members of his coven.  Based on their findings, Benjamin wasn’t the only member of the New Horizons Coven blacklisted recently.  Yes, there were plenty of reasons to throw someone out of a coven, but none of the people on the list seemed to know why they were ousted. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”  He was under no obligation to tell me anything, but I wondered why he had kept the inquisition a secret since it was connected to my cases. 
 
    He hesitated for a second.  “Investigating another high priest is unusual and dangerous.  We want to remain impartial and investigate the facts.  We weren’t sure if we would find anything, so we decided it best to keep things quiet.  Your uncle is aware of what we’re doing.  Since he has his own concerns, he has given his consent for us to continue the investigation.  Were you aware that Klein has been speaking with your cousin, Augusta?” 
 
    “No.”  I slammed the file down.  “What does he want with her?” 
 
    He frowned.  “We’re afraid that he was searching for information about our coven or perhaps our investigation.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  I loved my cousin, but she didn’t always think things through before acting.  If a handsome man flirted with her, she might give him too much information just to impress him. 
 
    “If you want, I can speak to her.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Her father has already spoken with her.” 
 
    I laughed.  “You seriously don’t understand my cousin.  If Bryce told her not to cut her hair, she would get a bob.  If he didn’t approve of her boyfriend, she would intentionally get caught after hours with him in her room.  Auggie likes to rebel against her father as punishment for ruining her life.  Granted, all that has been cleared up now that the truth of the Shadow Masters plot has come out, but old habits are hard to break.  I’ll have Noah and Dori make sure that she isn’t doing something stupid.” 
 
    A small smile appeared on his face.  “You really do understand people.  I would appreciate you keeping the investigation out of your conversations with your cousin.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yup.  I’ll tell her that he’s broke and has three other twenty-something girls stashed away in town.  She hates competition.” 
 
    He almost laughed, but he managed to turn it into a cough.  “Very good.” 
 
    Heading out for the night, I was happy to see Benjamin waiting outside the coven for me.  “I thought Carson was picking me up.” 
 
    Benjamin grinned.  “He is helping your mother and Noah babysit Grandmother Tavish.  Harriet was supposed to take her shopping today, but she isn’t feeling well.  Your mother stepped in to help.  Noah recruited Carson because I was with my family at the Black Dawn Coven.” 
 
    There was a lot to unpack in his explanation, so I skipped past the mental image of Noah and Carson trying to keep my mother from killing my grandmother and focused on the Black Dawn Coven part.  “Why were you there?” 
 
    Motioning for me to walk with him, he smiled.  “Your mother has been helping me clear my name.  She’s been researching ways to fight the accusations made by a former coven.  I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t want you to get your hopes up.  As I told you, this is my problem to solve.”  He slid his hand into mine.  “I’ve been writing down all the reasons why the different associations gave for my termination, including my coach’s reasons.  If you can convince a different coven that there was wrongdoing at the original coven, they can fight on your behalf.  Obviously, the original coven won’t take you back.  It’s more about clearing your name.  If the original coven admits fault, then the new coven will reinstate you with the associations that blacklisted you.  It’s a complicated process, but it’s in the works.” 
 
    I smiled to myself.  No wonder Milton had kept his investigation quiet.  Benjamin was the lynchpin in their investigation.  If they cleared Benjamin’s name, Klein would be held accountable for wrongly blacklisting Benjamin.  Since Benjamin was Klein’s protégée, he might be more inclined to tell Milton and Foster what he knew about Klein’s coven if they helped him. 
 
    I squeezed his hand.  “That’s great news.  I hope everything works out.” 
 
    “Me too.  I doubt anything will be resolved before the pageant, so you’ll need to find an escort who is eligible.”  His blue eyes expressed his sadness.  I wished he could stand by my side, but I had to be realistic. 
 
    “I think Hana will let me have Carson back, especially since she might drop out.  Everly is finally home, but Hana’s not sure if she’ll stay in the competition either.”  I hated the thought of Hana backing out, but she had her safety to consider. 
 
    “I know Carson would gladly be your escort.”  He tried to smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    Getting into Benjamin’s car, I stretched my neck.  I’d spent too many hours leaning over my research books. 
 
    “We should probably order dinner.  My mother will probably be gone for a while.  If she doesn’t plan to be home for dinner, Andrew, Candice and Maria will have the evening off.”  I needed something greasy and completely off-limits after dealing with my pageant food regiment. 
 
    He pulled into my driveway and turned off the car.  “Chinese or burgers?” 
 
    “Do you need to ask?”  I chuckled.  “Let’s get the spicy curly fries this time.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    I headed into the house and kicked off my shoes.  Stretching my back, I froze when Benjamin came up behind me to massage my neck. 
 
    Feeling his hands on me, I sighed.  He had strong hands after years of dueling and playing Pike.  Certain spells required a lot of strength and dexterity in the hands and feet. 
 
    I tried not to groan when his hands moved to my lower back, and his lips brushed against my neck. 
 
    “I finally fixed the nail formula.  Now I'm working out how to create the perfect toenail manicure.”  His voice grew deeper.  I had the impression that he wasn’t really interested in talking about his conjuring accomplishments. 
 
    “Hmm.”  I hardly registered what he was saying when he rubbed my neck. 
 
    Feeling more relaxed than I had in days, I leaned against him.  “I needed that.” 
 
    “Say the word, and my hands will be anywhere you want them to be.”  I shivered at the way he purred the words. 
 
    Instead of turning around to kiss him, I ran to my room so I could breathe for a second.  It was getting harder to ignore the magnetic pull drawing me closer to Benjamin. 
 
    He followed me into my room with a hesitant smile.  Closing the door, he looked around my room, the same room he’d been in plenty of times over the years, though this time it felt different.  We were alone, completely alone.  No mother to burst into the room to spy on us.  No Andrew coming in to offer us cookies.  With my shades still down, the room was darker than usual.  My desk lamp struggled to brighten the large room. 
 
    I stood in the middle of the room, waiting.  Waiting for what, I had no idea.  Would he kiss me?  Would we talk about something mindless to fill the silence that stretched between us? 
 
    Why did I always feel so awkward around him? 
 
    He crossed the room slowly as if he didn’t want to startle me. 
 
    Pulling me into his arms, he leaned down to press his warm lips to my neck.  I closed my eyes and bit my lip to ground myself.  Why couldn’t I let go and lose myself with him?  I wanted to, but something always stopped me. 
 
    I carefully pulled out of his arms and went to the edge of the room near the closet. 
 
    “Why do you always do that?  Why do you pull away as if you’re unhappy with my kisses?  I know I’m new at this, but I’m a quick study.  Tell me what you like and what you don’t.  I swear, I will correct whatever I’m bad at doing.  I’ve tried to get advice from Carson, but he can’t figure out what I’m doing wrong.”  His tone was soft, but I could hear the pain in his voice. 
 
    Silly boy.  His kisses were the problem, but not in the way he thought. 
 
    “I’m not the only one who pulls away, Benjamin.  You do it too.”  I slowly walked around the edge of the room, afraid to get too close to him, until we finally settled this weirdness between us.  I didn’t need his warm hands distracting me. 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply but stopped to shake his head.  “You’re right.  I pull back because I don’t want to spook you.  I know that if I make the wrong move, you’ll hate me.  It’s just that I see how comfortable you are with Carson and Noah.  Your hand is always in Carson’s, and you have no problem putting your head on his shoulder when he holds you close.  Hell, I’ve seen him kiss you like he’s going to devour you, yet you stare deeper into his eyes.  Noah makes everything look so simple.  He’s a natural at the physical stuff.  Don’t get me wrong, Celeste, I’m not upset that you’re so open with them, but I want us to be like that too.  What am I doing wrong?  Why can’t we cross this friendship line?”  By the end, his voice was raw and cracking.  How could there be such tension between us after years of longing for each other? 
 
    Still circling him, I shrugged.  “I don’t know, Benjamin, but it’s not your kisses.  You’re an amazing kisser and your hands feel like they’re meant to hold me for the rest of my life, but I’m afraid to lose myself when we’re together.”  I bit my lip as the truth came to the surface.  “I’m afraid to lose control with you because I know I will always want more.  We both agreed to wait until we’re ready, but my rational thoughts don’t always agree with my lips or body when you’re touching me.  I’m afraid of what will happen when I let go.” 
 
    Running a hand through his hair, he chuckled.  “Oh, thank the fucking gods!  I thought you were having second thoughts about being with me.  I thought that I was such a bad kisser or a terrible snuggler that I doubted every move I made.  I kept trying to adjust and readjust until I got it right.  Hell, I even stopped hiding my greedy eyes that want to stare at you for hours.  I thought I was too coy or too much of a gentleman.  I tried to show you how much I wanted you, so there was no misunderstanding.  Why didn’t you just tell me you needed to take things slower?  Here I am thinking that you didn’t want me to be anything more than your best friend.”  He wiped his gorgeous face as relief spread through his rigid body, making his shoulders relax. 
 
    I nearly burst out laughing.  “I have a new best friend, Benjamin.  I love Sadie, but I don’t want to kiss her.  You’re my boyfriend and always will be, but I’m having trouble crossing the line to become your lover. I have no complaints about what you do to me, except for the fact that you’re too good at what you do.”  I felt terrible for making him think he wasn’t good at the physical stuff.  No wonder he had upped his game to the point where I was panting every time he looked at me. 
 
    His eyes darkened when I said lover.  He took a step closer but caught himself when he realized he wasn’t in control. 
 
    Swallowing, he nodded.  “I told you in the spring that I would never push you, Celeste.  I meant that with all my heart.  I want you so comfortable with my hands on your body and my lips on yours that sex feels like the perfect step in our relationship, not a giant leap.  Now that I know you’re mine, I’ll back off a little.”  His eyes held mine as he put his hands into his pockets, proving that he could be patient. 
 
    I almost groaned at the thought of going slower.  Why couldn’t I be brave with him like I was with Carson and Noah? 
 
    The answer came to me so quickly that I felt dizzy when the truth settled into my bones. 
 
    My eyes slowly trailed down his body, looking at him the way he had looked at me in my bikini.  This time, I wasn’t afraid to let my eyes linger on his hard chest or the bulge in his pants.  Though I felt myself blushing, I took my time exploring every inch of him.  He was mine, and I was allowed to look at him, all of him. 
 
    He hissed through his teeth.  “I’ve never seen you so…”  He had to swallow before continuing.  “Interested in me before.  I like it.  I really like it.  I want you to look at me like that whenever we’re alone.” 
 
    A smile spread across my face.  Good.  At least I could visibly show him what I was thinking without touching him. 
 
    “Take off your shirt.  I want to see more of you.”  It was time to push past the friendship line, even if I wasn’t ready to act on my new truth yet. 
 
    He stared directly into my eyes, reaching for the bottom of his shirt.  There was no hesitation, no shyness in his movement.  His hands were steady as he pulled the blue T-shirt up over his abs, his pecs, and his head.  Fisting the shirt in his left hand, he stood motionless for me to gaze at his tanned chest. 
 
    My mind was blank for a moment until excitement filled every corner.  Friends didn’t stand around staring at each other’s bodies in awe of their nakedness. 
 
    My hands moved to the bottom of my flowery blouse. 
 
    Benjamin’s breathing hitched, and a small whimper echoed inside his throat.  “Slowly, otherwise you might kill me with one motion, Celeste.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding what he meant.  We were both desperate for more. 
 
    Sliding my shirt up, I was grateful for my decision to wear my blue lace bra instead of my sports bra. 
 
    I pulled the shirt higher, exposing my body to him.  I wasn’t sure how I would feel being shirtless in front of him, but he made it feel right, feel natural. 
 
    He took his time, letting his eyes move down my face, to my bra and to my stomach.  He didn’t seem like he wanted to miss any curve, any freckle. 
 
    I curled my finger, calling him to come closer. 
 
    Still holding his shirt, he stepped forward.  His hand went to my side while his mouth kissed my shoulder.  “I love how brave you are, Celeste.  I know how hard it is for you to be seen after so many years of hiding from everyone.  Just know that I have always seen you.”  Lightly kissing up my shoulder to my neck, he sighed.  “I see you play with your hair when you’re nervous.  I see you fidget with the edges of your skirt when you want to look at me.  I see your confidence when you decide on the perfect spell to use.  That’s why I was so confused by your reluctance to be close with me.  Your eyes, your mouth, your body told me you were interested in me, yet you stiffened in my arms whenever I made a move.  I started to question everything I knew about you.  I wondered if I had let my feelings for you cloud the reality of you.”  His hands slid around my back, pulling me tightly against his chest. 
 
    Chuckling, I pulled his chin away from my ear to look into his eyes.  “That’s why this transition has been so hard on me.  You see everything.  I can’t hide my leering gaze or my blush that gives away my non-friendship thoughts.  I like that you know everything about me, but it’s hard to sort out my feelings when they get jumbled.” 
 
    He nodded.  “I’m starting to understand that now, which means I can anticipate it going forward.  I’m happy that you are finally able to explain how you feel.  It changes everything, for the better.” 
 
    Inhaling his delicious cologne, I licked my lips.  “I’m sorry that it took me so long.” 
 
    “This is new to all of us, Celeste.”  His eyes dropped to the edge of my bra.  “You’re one to talk about a newly improved body.”  The dark edge to his voice almost made me laugh.  I liked knowing that I affected him as much as he affected me. 
 
    I wiggled my shoulders to tease him.  “Thank the gods for that.” 
 
    Frustrated, he let out a small growl and tightened his arms around me.  “You’re literally going to kill me, Celeste.  Don’t do that again unless you plan on taking off that bra.” 
 
    I slipped out of his arms, causing him to groan.  “Benjamin, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Noah already told Carson and me what happened the other night when you ran into your mother in the kitchen.  He decided to reconsider our offer of joining the secret chat.  I thought he was gloating until I realized that he just wanted to share his joy and awe, the way Carson did after the two of you…” 
 
    I cut him off.  “I’m glad Noah joined the chat, but that’s not what I wanted to say.” 
 
    He stood up straight and nodded.  “Sorry.  Go on.”  His serious face let me know that he was paying attention. 
 
    “I need you to stay on that side of the room.”  I motioned for him to move towards the dresser while I walked towards the bed.  I needed him to be as far away as possible. 
 
    He nodded once he was far enough away. 
 
    “Benjamin, it dawned on me a few minutes ago why all of this was so difficult.  You’re the boy next door, the one I dreamed about for so long.  You had to come to terms with the fact that there were other guys in my life.  So did I.  My fairytale got a whole lot more complicated after the love spell.  I thought it would be you and me, figuring all of this stuff out.  While I’ve felt braver with Carson and Noah, something was holding me back from being close to you.”  I wet my lips and put my hands behind my back.  “Being with them is easier because I know where the temporary boundaries are with them.  You’re different.  Deep down, I’ve always wanted you to be the first guy I slept with.” 
 
    His eyes fluttered, and he looked a little dizzy.  “Are you sure, Celeste?”  His voice was barely above a whisper. 
 
    I nodded.  “That’s why I was afraid to lose myself with you.  There would be no barriers, no stopping point.  It would be you and me.  Since I knew I wasn’t ready yet, I was afraid of being intimate with you.  You’re too much of a temptation.” 
 
    Letting out a long breath, he gazed at me.  “I’d be honored to be your first, Celeste.  That doesn’t mean we have to do anything yet, but I understand your hesitation.  You don’t want to start something you’re not able to finish.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  It was the best analogy I could think of too. 
 
    He put his hand on the dresser to steady himself.  “I’m fine with waiting, Celeste.  Though, I don’t want to go from zero to sixty, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Neither do I, but we’ll have to figure out how to take things medium…”  I couldn’t think of a better word. 
 
    Laughing, he shrugged.  “Maybe we need a code word or a referee.  Noah would happily interrupt us if we gave him a time limit to break us apart.” 
 
    “Yeah, he would enjoy that.”  I laughed at the thought of Noah busting through the door to separate us. 
 
    Crossing the room, Benjamin pulled me into his arms.  “I love you, Celeste.  We’ll figure out how to make this work.  Knowing that you want me makes waiting seem easy.” 
 
    “Sure.  Easy for you.  You’re half-naked in my room, and I’ve just accepted the fact that I want to sleep with you.  I’m about to have a meltdown.”  I playfully nipped at his chest so that he would back up. 
 
    Flashing me the sexiest smile I’d ever seen, he winked at me.  “I love knowing that I can turn you on.  I feel happier than I have in a long time.  You made my day, my year, honey.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes at him, I opened my mouth to say something but froze when a loud sound cut off my thoughts. 
 
    Looking towards my door, I realized someone had entered the house. 
 
    “Crap.  They’re home early.”  I looked around for my shirt in a panic. 
 
    Benjamin swiftly pulled on his shirt and ran for the window.  “Shit.  I have to leave.  Even magic won’t hide my massive boner.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh, but I knew what would happen if my mother found him half-naked in my room. 
 
    He was halfway out the window when he stopped to take one last look at me.  Feeling more confident than I’d ever felt, I did the unthinkable. 
 
    Quickly unhooking my bra, I flashed my breasts at him. 
 
    Benjamin’s mind froze, his eyes locked on my body.  Without warning, he slipped and dropped out of view. 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    I ran to the window to make sure I hadn’t killed him. 
 
    Hanging my head out the window, I saw him give me the thumbs-up before rolling to his feet and sprinting back to his yard.  Thank the gods he knew how to fall the right way from his Pike games. 
 
    Giggling, I used a quick spell to light the scented candle in my room to remove the smell of his cologne, followed by a spell to make my nightshirt appear on my body. 
 
    Benjamin was my first real friend, my crush, my first love, so it made sense that he would be my first sexual partner.  Yes, I was desperate to be with Carson and Noah, but Benjamin was the right person to help me transition into the next phase of being a mate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    After several delays and many conversations about canceling the Miss Sunshine Pageant, we officially kicked off the start of the competition with a meet and greet hosted by the Black Dawn Conjurers.  We mingled with prominent members of the three covens and the town officials, extolling our virtues and lying about how honored we felt to be competing with such a wonderful group of people. 
 
    My mother made sure that I said hello to all the right people and steered me away from the gossips.  We gave Anika and her father one side of the room while we took the other half.  Interestingly, Mrs. Klein was nowhere to be seen.  I wondered if Harriet was right about her being locked in the basement. 
 
    Seeing Hana arrive with Everly, I headed straight for them.  “Don’t I know you?” 
 
    Hana laughed and threw her arms around my neck.  “I vaguely remember you.”  She turned to Everly to introduce me officially. 
 
    “My guardian angel.”  Everly smiled sweetly.  “I’ve been trying to figure out how to thank you for rescuing me.” 
 
    “It was a joint effort.”  I shrugged away her praise. 
 
    “Don’t let her be modest.  She lifted a fucking pool.”  Hana bumped her hip into mine. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “She’s known to exaggerate.” 
 
    We laughed and turned to watch the new girls hustling and shaking everyone’s hand. 
 
    “They are going to tire themselves out if they keep sucking up to everyone.  You have to pace yourself.”  Hana snickered at their eagerness. 
 
    Everly sighed.  “I’m still not sure I’m up for this.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand.  “If you’re afraid of being attacked again, I promise to watch your back.  If you’re not feeling well, then you should rest.  This is just the first round of sucking up.  There will be more opportunities.” 
 
    Letting out a breath, she pulled her long hair behind her ear.  “There’s only one person in this room I’m worried about.”  Her eyes slowly slid to Anika. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, she threatened me too.”  I crossed my arms, giving Anika my death glare when her eyes took in the three of us standing together. 
 
    Everly frowned.  “I’m pretty sure the cursed waves were meant for me after Anika’s failed attempt to intimidate me.” 
 
    “Failed attempt?”  Sounding way too innocent, even to my own ears, Hana snickered. 
 
    Everly stepped closer to me.  “Anika tried using some kind of memory spell.  I think she was trying to make me forget that I wanted to participate in the pageant.  I used a spell I had read about but never tried before.  It didn’t go well.  My power is sometimes unpredictable.  I guess I gave it too much juice, and I knocked Anika clear across the yard into the neighbor’s yard.  No one seemed to notice, so I ran away when I saw that she wasn’t dead.” 
 
    “I should feel bad for Anika, but I don’t.  Don’t worry about your power.  I have a friend with a similar problem.  Call me later so I can help you.  I taught her how to heat a kettle of water without exploding it.”  Poor Sadie and her unpredictable magic.  Maybe I could help Everly too. 
 
    Her face lit up.  “Oh, Celeste, thank you.  I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    Hana laughed.  “Again, Celeste isn’t being modest.  She knows her magic, and she laughs in the face of danger, or rather at the assholes who break her arm.” 
 
    “Technically, I cried, but not until I was in the car.”  Turning back to Everly, I smiled.  “Two questions.  Well, three.  What spell did Anika use?  What spell did you counter with?  And what did Anika say to you before you tossed her on her ass?”  I hadn’t read any of that information in Milton’s reports.  He was going to be pissed when he found out that Everly had omitted details from her account. 
 
    Her cheeks turned crimson as her eyes darted around the room.  “I don’t want to get into trouble, Celeste.” 
 
    Okay, that explained why she had left out part of her story.  She had used a spell that was either dark or not the kind of spell used in a duel.  She was more worried about getting in trouble for casting a dangerous spell. 
 
    “Everly, if we can confirm that Anika tried to kill you in the pool, we’ll make sure she never comes after you again.  You might get into a little trouble, but after all the terrible things Anika has done, I’m more concerned about her hurting everyone here.”  I would do what I could to soften Everly’s punishment, if possible, especially since she was defending herself. 
 
    Fidgeting with her powder blue shirt, she nervously looked at me. “She said that this was her year to win, and she didn’t need me screwing this up for her.  I told her that there was no guarantee that any of us would win.  Stupidly, I told her not to take things so seriously.  That’s what set her off.  She muttered something like, if you aren’t going to take it seriously, then leave.  I was more focused on her wand hand.  Though we don’t study memory spells, I had read a biography about someone who had mastered them.  Most of the spells start the same way, so I figured out what she was planning.  The witch from the biography spoke about counter memory spells, so I gave one a try.  I don’t know if knocking someone on their ass is the best way to counter a memory spell, but it worked.” 
 
    I chuckled with her and nodded.  “I’m glad that you were able to defend yourself.  I’m not sure why Anika thinks everyone will just do what she wants.” 
 
    Hana frowned.  “Didn’t you hear?  Three girls dropped out already.  Well, two had quit before you joined, so five.  Anika is picking off the weak ones.” 
 
    “Sure, but that leaves the fighters.  I would give anything to see her intimidate Tamara.”  Hana high-fived me. 
 
    “Dude, I would sell tickets to that match.”  Hana winked at Everly, who giggled. 
 
    Seeing the two of them gravitate towards each other, giving a small smile or a flirty glance here and there, confirmed that they liked each other. 
 
    “Sorry to take Carson from you, Hana.  Do you have an alternate escort?”  I watched Hana quickly glance at Everly and take a small step away from her. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine.  I told you I was keeping Carson safe.  You two will look amazing out there.  My cousin has already agreed to fill in.  He’s a gamer, so he has no girlfriend or social life.”  She shrugged it off, but I could see that part of her wished that Everly were her escort. 
 
    I thought they would look adorable together. 
 
    High Priest Foster saw us hiding at the edge of the room and graciously invited us to meet a few other coven members.  He introduced us to one of the sponsors for the pageant.  I recalled my mother talking about the man who installed the security system at the coven last year. 
 
    “May I introduce Daire Foxworth.  He has recently joined the Black Dawn Coven.”  He smiled politely, though I could see the tension in his clenched teeth. 
 
    “Miss Dreger.  I know your mother.  Terrifying woman, but very lovely.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”  He shook my hand and looked around to make sure my mother wasn’t standing behind him. 
 
    I chuckled.  “Not the first time a stranger has told me that.  Nice to meet you too.  I assume you’re a conjurer.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yes, and a necromancer.  Wait, aren’t you related to the Tavishes?” 
 
    Nodding, it was my turn to tense up.  I hoped that my grandmother hadn’t offended him.  “Yes, that’s my mother’s side of the family.” 
 
    “Ahh.  They are very good people, your relatives.  Spunky too.  They helped us win a fight against a dark wizard.”  He appeared very proud of himself, though Foster looked like he wanted to strangle Mr. Foxworth. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of them fighting any dark wizards since my cousin’s wedding.”  Confused, I looked to Foster, who was turning green. 
 
    “Oh, well, their reanimated bodies helped us fight.  I raised them from the dead.  Since we were in a cemetery, it seemed logical at the time.  They were extremely helpful and so nice.  They seemed like they had a really good time.  I think they missed dueling, to be honest.”  He laughed at how much fun they all had. 
 
    “I’m glad that they helped you.  My family seems to have a history of fighting the forces of evil.  In ten to twenty years or so, when my grandmother passes, I’m sure she would be delighted to help you battle any future enemies.  I think she misses the ability to knock people down.”  I laughed at the thought of my grandmother fighting evil long after she passed. 
 
    “Good to know.  Thank you, Miss Dreger.  Please tell your mother I said hello, but please don’t mention the part about her being terrifying.”  He shook my hand again as Foster glared at him to leave. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry; she will be thrilled to know that she scared the hell out of you.  It will make her day.”  I waved to Mr. Foxworth as he smiled excitedly. 
 
    Heading for the bathroom, I stretched my neck.  Talking about nothing was so much harder than talking about something, anything of importance.  I was ready for a nap, and I still had another hour to go. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Hearing Benjamin’s voice, I spun around to kiss him.  “You’re early.  I’m not done yet.”  My eyes roamed across his tight T-shirt. 
 
    “I’m making sure you’re okay.  I’ve been worried.  I know your mother is here, and some of the girls are friends with you, so they would help you if things got real, but you would probably have to fight at least half the room by yourself.”  He held my hand as his eyes took in my modest turquoise pencil dress.  “I think this is my new favorite outfit.”  His eyes glazed over while he licked his lips. 
 
    I smacked his arm.  “Not here.  I don’t want to sweat through this dress.  Everyone will think Tamara dropped salad dressing on me again.” 
 
    He shook himself out of his dirty thoughts and sighed.  “Sorry.  Pure thoughts.  Pure thoughts.”  He mumbled his new mantra to himself. 
 
    Chuckling, I was about to shoo him away when I heard footsteps nearby.  Benjamin wasn’t technically banned from the Black Dawn Conjurers, though he wasn’t a member either. 
 
    He took a step back as if he would duck into the coat closet but froze when he saw who was walking towards us. 
 
    Turning, I locked eyes on Mr. Klein. 
 
    “He’s my ride.”  I quickly informed Mr. Klein of Benjamin’s neutral reason for attending the event as a preemptive strike. 
 
    I’d never officially been introduced to him or spoken with him, but he knew who I was based on his warm smile that bordered on creepy. 
 
    He was dressed in a simple black suit, though I could tell it was expensive based on its cut.  He was at least six feet tall and very lean in build.  It looked like a strong wind would knock him over.  His short brown hair did nothing to help his average, dull face. 
 
    “Miss Dreger.  I’m surprised to see that you are still with Benjamin after all the terrible things he’s done.”  His smile morphed into an expression I would expect to see on a Bond villain. 
 
    “Did you know that there are three different types of truth spells, or rather spells and potions?  Five, if you count the ones that cause pain to the person when they try to tell a lie.  I know how to conjure or create six of them.  That means I also know about the one classified as a curse where the person will injure themselves if they lie.”  I smiled politely at him as I dropped that bit of knowledge. 
 
    His smile faltered for a brief second as he tried to determine if I was threatening him.  And if I could do what I was threatening, which I could.  During my days of being bullied, I had spent a lot of alone time in the library plotting my future revenge, until Sadie came along. 
 
    His smile returned, though it was a little less cheery and definitely more creepy.  “I thought the rumors of your bravery were exaggerated, but I see now why Lord Cornish and Lord Westerbrook were afraid of you.  I had thought them to be weak old fools.  Apparently, they were smarter than I gave them credit for.” 
 
    I didn’t move a single muscle. I didn’t flinch even an 1/8th of an inch when he casually spoke the names of my mortal enemies.  Was he trying to scare me or mock me?  Either way, I didn’t react, hopefully proving that I wasn’t intimidated by him. 
 
    “If you see them, please give them my regards.”  I turned around to walk with Benjamin out to the parking lot where I could break something. 
 
    “I know about the investigation.  If you believe I’m going to allow a pathetic boy to destroy everything I have worked to build, you are sorely mistaken.”  Hearing him take a step towards us, my skin tingled.  Now that was a threat. 
 
    Sighing, I turned around to tap my foot.  “All you had to do was let him leave.  You already used him to get what you wanted.  You just didn’t like the fact that he was leaving you before you achieved your power grab.  I looked up your numbers.  While your coven received an influx of members after the Shadow Masters were tossed out of the Casters of Silver Springs, your numbers dipped when they reinvented themselves and talked about including all kinds of supernatural creatures.  See, people want an inclusive coven, not one that pretends to be inclusive while quietly blacklisting anyone who doesn’t bow down to their every whim.” 
 
    Watching Klein’s eyes narrow, I knew that I had hit a nerve. 
 
    Benjamin tugged on my arm.  “Come on, Celeste.  He’s not worth our time.” 
 
    Sneering, Klein pointed at him.  “You are not worth the time and effort I put into you, you stupid child.  Go on, run off to play house with the town whore.  See how long it lasts.  I promise you that when she tires of you, I will not take you back no matter how much you beg.” 
 
    “Good thing this whore will never tire of him.”  Taking my own step closer, I smile sadistically.  “I find it interesting how you resort to calling me a whore when I’m still a virgin.  It makes you look weak when you attack a seventeen-year-old girl’s sexuality instead of accepting the fact that your coven couldn’t hold the interest of a brilliant conjurer who has more integrity and more charm than your entire family.  He isn’t leaving you for me.  He’s leaving you, period.  I just received the benefit of your loss.  Think about that tonight when you’re crying over the fact that Benjamin is too good for you and your stupid coven.”  Walking backward, unwilling to turn my back on him, I grabbed Benjamin’s arm and headed towards the exit. 
 
    Klein’s eyes were on fire, but he appeared calm.  “Only weak men allow women to speak for them, Benjamin.” 
 
    Benjamin laughed.  “She said everything that needed to be said.  She’s one of the strongest, smartest women I know, and I trust her to say exactly what needs to be said.  You are right about your wife making you look weak.  If she ever threatens my girlfriend again, you and I will have words, Dragomir.” 
 
    I fully expected Klein to go for his wand, but he didn’t.  He just stood there looking confused.  Apparently, his wife hadn’t told him about the incident at the dress shop. 
 
    We made our escape without any issues, thankfully.  I half expected Jonny to be standing in the parking lot, waiting for us. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I jumped into Benjamin’s car.  My legs were shaking so badly that I almost tripped getting into my seat. 
 
    Benjamin quickly turned on the car and zoomed out of the parking lot.  We didn’t stop until we were in his driveway. 
 
    Turning off the car, he sat for a moment before letting out a breath.  “Holy shit, Celeste.  Did you really threaten Klein and basically tell him to fuck off, or was I hallucinating?” 
 
    Shocked by my epic speech, I nodded.  “Yup, I did that.  I can’t believe I did that, but I did.” 
 
    A smile broke out across his lips.  “If I didn’t love you before, that speech would have made me scream it from the rooftops.” 
 
    I chuckled, though my hands were still shaking.  “I feel like I need a drink, or a cigarette or ice cream.” 
 
    Glancing over at me, he smiled.  “I’ll get you whatever flavor you want.”  He pulled me into his arms and placed quick kisses all over my face, making me giggle until he finally settled his lips against mine.  He kissed me until I was out of breath. 
 
    I was in so much trouble for threatening a high priest.  Things would have been worse if I had given into my anger and thrown a spell at him.  If there wasn’t a target on my back before, there was now. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll get me in trouble for threatening him?”  I suddenly didn’t feel so brave. 
 
    He shook his head.  “He threatened you first.  Besides, he would have to admit that he called you a whore, which would make him look like an ass.  Coven members don’t like when underage witches are threatened or demeaned, especially when they are part of a pageant.  There will be some kind of retaliation, but I expect it to be aimed at me.” 
 
    Holding his hand, I put my head against his shoulder.  “I will always fight for you.  Don’t let him get inside your head and make you think that I will tire of you.” 
 
    “I know.”  He kissed the top of my head.  “I always had to put on a show around Klein and his members.  They all lived in fear of disrespecting each other.  I should have never bought into the bullshit he was offering me.  It’s only since I’ve left that I understand the reality of things.  He expected me to be like him someday.  Kissing people’s asses and laughing at their stupid jokes.  For him, the coven wasn’t interested in building and nurturing a community, it was about closed-door deals and backroom conversations.  You were right about the coven not being able to hold my interest.  He thought I didn’t know about his business deals and his quid pro quo arrangements.  He was trying to cement himself as a power player inside Silver Springs.  He didn’t care about helping people or protecting them.  He only cared about what the coven members could do for him.  I’m sorry that it took me so long to realize what was really going on.  I should have left a long time ago, but I was afraid to.  Leaving for school was the perfect excuse, or so I had thought.” 
 
    Listening to his description of Klein made him sound more like a mobster than a high priest.  Then again, Westerbrook and Cornish were doing the same thing.  They only cared about obtaining power from the wrong kind of people. 
 
    I thought about Klein’s statement.  He claimed he would never take Benjamin back, even if he begged.  Why would he believe that Benjamin would want to return after being blacklisted?  He sounded like an abusive boyfriend.  No one will ever want you now, so you’ll be back. 
 
    Why would Klein punish Benjamin by cutting off all his allies and associations unless he did want Benjamin back?  Yes, he had taken the time to groom Benjamin for a high-ranking position once he was older, but Benjamin was only seventeen.  Sure, Benjamin was a great guy, but Klein was acting as if he were irreplaceable.  Why did Klein need Benjamin to come back to the coven where only Klein could fix the reputation he had destroyed? 
 
    “Benjamin, why is Klein desperate for you to return?”  Seeing him frown, I watched him process my odd question. 
 
    Shaking his head, he sat forward and grabbed the steering wheel.  “Because I was his centerpiece.  I was his model to show the progressiveness of his coven.  A caster and a young conjurer working together.  The old and the new aligned.  The other covens would never do that.  They are stuck in the old ways, even though they want to change.  By having me at his side, it showed everyone where the future of the coven was headed.  When he blacklisted me, he screwed up.  He inadvertently proved that his coven was no better than the others were.  He should have offered me a different position, but his pride got in the way.  I could have been a liaison to the academy and recruited them.  The coven members must not have liked the image of me being cast out.  Or worse, because my reputation was trashed, it made the other members realize that this new coven wasn’t as strong as it claimed.  Klein screwed himself, and he’s pissed.” 
 
    “I hate that his anger and jealousy caused all of these problems, but I’m happy that you left them.”  I smiled when I thought about the true reasons for Klein’s anger.  Without Benjamin, his coven and his reputation were in jeopardy.  If Benjamin was such a terrible person, it made Klein looked stupid for putting his faith in him. 
 
    “Me too.”  He took my hand and kissed the back of it.  “Joining you at school will have the added benefit of spending more time with you.” 
 
    His eyes trailed down my dress, slowly taking in every inch of it. 
 
    Seeing him let go of his frustration with Klein and allow himself to relax, I leaned forward to kiss him.  “I hope we can spend more time like this at school, far away from Klein and his mania.” 
 
    “Hmm, that would be nice.”  He ran his hand through my hair.  “This really is my new favorite dress.  You must’ve had everyone in that room talking about you.  You look so confident and mature.  It hugs you in all the right places, yet it’s not too revealing.  You look like the perfect mix of refined lady and sexy siren.”  Brushing his lips along my neck, I moaned. 
 
    I put my hand on his leg and slowly pushed it up under the bottom of his shorts. 
 
    Chuckling, he stopped my hand.  “What are you doing?” 
 
    I pouted as I averted my eyes in embarrassment.  Worried that he wasn’t ready to push further past the friend zone, I tried to pull my hand away.  “Sorry.” 
 
    He snickered.  “I’m wearing shorts and a T-shirt, Celeste.  You’re wearing the equivalent of a Christmas present and a birthday present.  Who here is more worthy of being seduced?”  I pondered his question for a moment until he laughed.  “It’s not a trick question, honey.” 
 
    “But I like these shorts.” 
 
    Pulling me into his arms, he kissed my forehead.  “You’re impossible.”  He leaned back to look into my eyes.  “We have about an hour before my parents come home from dinner.  That will give me plenty of time to get you out of this dress and do all the things I’ve been dying to do to you, my sexy badass.  I promised that we wouldn’t have sex, but there are plenty of other things I want to do tonight.” 
 
    Feeling his hand slide up my thigh, I shivered.  “I’ll race you to your room.” 
 
    I jumped out of the car and sprinted towards his garage, knowing his access code.  He was only a few steps behind me by the time I reached his bedroom. 
 
    I was nervous about what he had in mind, but I trusted him, just as he trusted me to defend him to Klein.  We were in this together.  I trusted him with my body, with my heart.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    After three more pageant events, I was regretting my decision to participate.  Everything was annoying me—the catered food, the fake smiles and the repetitious conversations.  I was ready to hang up my heels, but Hana and Everly somehow got me through the worst of it. 
 
    Milton had scaled back my hours at the coven so I could prepare my speeches, attend high teas and still find time to work with Silas on my driving lessons. 
 
    I had successfully parked the limo in an empty parking lot by myself.  Go me! 
 
    A week before the pageant, I was still trying to decide which spell to use in the talent competition.  During prior years, I had been forced to do a physical talent since I couldn’t conjure.  One year, I folded towels into animal shapes, and the following year I carved fruit on stage.  Thank the gods I didn’t have to do something like that again. 
 
    Deciding to take the night off, I went to the diner with Benjamin, Carson and Noah.  We didn’t often hang out together because of everyone’s schedules, so it was a nice treat to laugh and be silly with them. 
 
    “What’s the worst trouble Benjamin and you have ever gotten into?”  Carson leaned back into the booth and popped a fry into his mouth. 
 
    Benjamin laughed.  “There was this one time that our mothers went to some association meeting when we were little and left us with Jenny, my mother’s assistant at the time.” 
 
    I snickered.  “We hated Jenny.  She sucked up to Benjamin’s mother, but she was rude to everyone else.  She never gave us snacks and always told us it was naptime.  We were ten.  She spent more time talking to her boyfriend on the phone than working.” 
 
    Nodding, Benjamin continued.  “Actually, she spent more time trying to get her boyfriend back because he kept cheating and breaking up with her.  Anyway, we somehow got into my mother’s crafting room, which was always locked.” 
 
    Putting his hands over his face, Noah laughed.  “Oh no.  I can see this one coming.” 
 
    I laughed and waved my hand at him.  “It’s so much worse than what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Benjamin laughed.  “Oh yeah.  Sure, we played with her stamp pads and fancy paper, but that was nothing.  Celeste decided that she wanted to make doll clothes out of fancy paper.  Well, multiple sheets of paper and an exacto knife later, Celeste was bleeding all over the glitter paper and I was using fabric swatches to try to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Doubled over, Carson snorted.  “How did you manage to cut yourself?  Using scissors!  Amateurs!” 
 
    “Right?  I wanted to use scissors, but Benjamin said we were old enough to use the knife.”  I rolled my eyes.  “I still have the scar.”  I pointed to the thin white line on my palm. 
 
    Turning red, Benjamin shook his head.  “I didn’t tell you to stab yourself with the knife.  My mother was pissed!  She had to rush Celeste to the hospital because she couldn’t stop the bleeding.  Mrs. Dreger showed up at the ER in a red cocktail dress, plastered.  She had a disagreement with someone and drank too much.  She was crying because Celeste was crying.  It was a mess.  My mother was mortified.  When she asked who had let us into the craft room, we lied and said it was Jenny since she had never even noticed we were gone for like three hours.” 
 
    Noah laughed so hard he started coughing.  “Poor Jenny.  She was probably on the phone complaining to her boyfriend about babysitting you little monsters.” 
 
    “After that, we were supervised every second of every day for like a month.  Andrew mostly watched us and made sure to keep the knives away from Celeste.”  Benjamin chuckled. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Andrew is better at making doll clothing anyway.  He’s also really good with a needle and thread.  He should have been a tailor.” 
 
    Carson and Noah enjoyed our story and made a few more disparaging comments about poor Jenny. 
 
    Feeling a cold presence in the room, I turned to see Anika walking straight towards our table. 
 
    “We need to talk.”  Speaking directly at me, she ignored the rest of the table. 
 
    I found it interesting that she was back to wearing her bright sundresses and modest makeup.  Her mother must have locked away her Goth clothes. 
 
    Standing up, I looked around.  “Should we stand in the middle of the street with our pistols drawn?”  Ignoring her wasn’t working, so I was ready for a direct approach. 
 
    Stone-faced, she turned around and headed outside.  Raising my hand to my guys, I shook my head to stop them from joining me.  If Jonny and the others planned to ambush me, I had an excellent slow-motion spell I could use.  They would move so slowly that I would have enough time to kick each of them in the balls. 
 
    I found Anika standing in the parking lot across the street by herself.  Seeing her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed, I didn’t expect the conversation to go well. 
 
    “Why the hell did you tell my mother about my boyfriends?  She made me break up with them.”  Sneering like she might bite me, I sighed. 
 
    “I admit it wasn’t my finest moment, but I refused to listen to your mother saying nasty things about my guys.  I figured that she should know what her daughter was doing if she believed I was in the wrong for dating three guys.  Besides, you weren’t hiding them.  Everyone knows you’re with them.”  I didn’t feel the need to apologize after her mother threatened me. 
 
    “My mother doesn’t get out much, so she had no idea.”  Her anger seemed to deflate a little, just a little. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t start this war, but I will be damned if I let you and your family walk all over me.  Your mother can cram her crazy opinions about casters and conjurers marrying up her backside, and your father can take a flying leap off a building for destroying Benjamin’s reputation.  As far as your bad boys are concerned, the next time they come after me, I will unleash my tornado spell.  I don’t know why you chose me as your target, but I don’t care.  I’ve never done anything to you.  If you’re actually mad that I’m in the pageant, get over it.  You’re not going to save the reputation of your father’s coven by destroying Benjamin and me.”  I waved my hand at her and turned to walk away. 
 
    “You have no idea what my life is like.  My parents barely tolerate each other.  My father cares more about his coven than his family.  My mother, well, you’ve met her.  My relationship with my guys is the only thing I have for myself.  Now, with her threatening to take them away, I will have nothing but this stupid pageant, a pageant I’m forced to win so I can earn my father’s love.  You’re perfect, Celeste.  You have no idea what it’s like.”  A single tear formed in the corner of her eye. 
 
    Did I believe the tear?  Or did I believe the cruel laughter that escaped her mouth when Devon broke my arm? 
 
    “You know nothing about my life.  All those stories and rumors about me fighting dark wizards are real, along with the pain and fear they inflicted.  Let’s not pretend that you envy me.”  I balled up my fist, refusing to let her tears soften me. 
 
    She shook her head.  “You have loving parents.  Loving men.  Friends who would do anything for you.  What is a little pain when you have those people supporting you?”  Her bleak expression almost broke my heart.  Almost. 
 
    “Jealousy isn’t a good enough reason to attack me.”  I took an aggressive step forward, trying to provoke her.  If this was an act, I wanted to get to the part where she tried to curse me. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but it’s fun.”  There was no humor in her voice, no hint of amusement.  Instead, she sounded cold and emotionally detached. 
 
    I was about to ask what her problem was when an SUV pulled into the driveway at like 100 mph and stopped long enough for Anika to jump in before it drove away. 
 
    “What the hell?”  Looking around for a cursed object or a grenade, I was completely confused. 
 
    “Celeste!  Noah is missing.  He never came back from the bathroom.  We think he left through the back.”  Benjamin’s voice cut through my confusion. 
 
    Damn it!  Why was I so trusting?  Sadie would’ve knocked Anika on her face and popped one of the car tires.  Why was I so bad at fighting only slightly dark wizards? 
 
    Because my conscience wouldn’t allow me to hurt them, unless my life were truly in danger. 
 
    “Anika’s guys must have grabbed him.  Use his soda straw and start a locator spell!”  I threw my hands up in frustration. 
 
    That was it.  I was done being nice.  No more benefit of the doubt.  No more second guessing myself.  The next time I saw Anika Klein, I was freezing her men, putting her in a headlock and tossing her in a closet with spiders.  Really.  Big.  Spiders. 
 
    Jumping into Benjamin’s car, we drove half the night searching for Noah.  First, he was near Jewels Cafe, and then he was down by the ice cream factory, followed by the Candela’s cupcake store.  I’d never realized how big our small town was. 
 
    Rubbing my temples, I stared out into the darkness.  I hoped Noah bit every single one of them.  They all deserved whatever they got from my feisty cat shifter. 
 
    We finally pulled into the parking lot of Vee, the vampire club, where the black SUV was sitting in the lot, empty. 
 
    “I swear to the gods, if Anika lets one single vampire bite Noah, there is nothing I won’t do to hurt her.”  Sweating from clenching my fists so hard, Carson rubbed my shoulders. 
 
    Turning off the car, Benjamin looked around.  “He’ll be okay.  The vampires have rules too.  The Whitaker brothers don’t want any trouble from the shifters, not that Noah belongs to their community, but they won’t know that.  Nor do they want trouble with the witches.  With any luck, someone will realize that Noah’s underage and toss him out, along with Anika.  They might get past the front door with a glamour and a fake ID, but glamours are hard to keep up all night.  I’m more worried about you right now.  You need to calm down.”  He rubbed my knee. 
 
    Carson took my hand.  “I know he’s your shifter mate, but you need to stay in control.  We don’t want to start a war with the vampires.” 
 
    My heart was racing, which would alert the vampires to the fact that I was human enough to be fed upon.  They were right.  I needed to breathe.  “Cornish tried to take Noah away from me once.  I’m not going to let anyone take him from me again.” 
 
    They both nodded, remembering how depressed I had been. If something bad happened and I lost Noah, there would be no consoling me. 
 
    “Let’s find him and get out.”  I followed Benjamin to the front of the club.  I was wearing jean shorts, and a red T-shirt, unlike the women waiting to get into the club.  They were in short, tight dresses that left nothing to the imagination.  Though I was crazed, I internally smiled when I saw that my guys paid no attention to those women. 
 
    Walking right up to the front, Benjamin motioned to the bouncer.  Based on his pale skin, he was a vampire.  He was scary looking and muscular, as a bouncer should be, but I wasn’t about to let him stand in my way. 
 
    “Don’t even try to lie to me.  You don’t look old enough to be here, and none of you are dressed to party.”  The bouncer chuckled as he waved us away. 
 
    “We think our friend is in danger.  We need to find him.”  Benjamin spoke calmly, knowing that he didn’t have to raise his voice for the vamp to hear him. 
 
    “Like I haven’t heard that before.”  He stood up and flexed his muscles to intimidate us. 
 
    Carson’s hand was on my shoulder, trying to steady me, but I wasn’t in the mood to be nice. 
 
    I pulled away and got right into the guy’s sternum as he towered over me.  “I don’t care if it takes magic, money or threats.  I will find my mate.  A witch and her psycho boyfriends took him. If my cat isn’t returned to me within five minutes, I will use a daylight spell and empty the place myself.”  Seething, I shook as I spoke, unable to control my rage.  If someone fed on Noah in that club, I would mess up everyone within a city block. 
 
    Pulling his dark sunglasses down his nose, the bouncer looked into my eyes.  “Shit, you’re serious.  Your shifter mate is really in there, isn’t he?” 
 
    I nodded, barely in control.  “I understand that the Whitaker brothers own this place.  I’ll speak directly to them if needed.” 
 
    He let out a breath and relaxed his shoulders.  “I have a mate too, young one.  If he were in danger, I would tear the place apart.  Let me get Rose.  She’s better equipped to handle this.  Give me two minutes.” 
 
    Not waiting for my response, he ducked into the club. 
 
    Carson pressed his chest against my back.  “Breathe before you set these vamps on fire with just the heat of your rage.  Noah knows how to handle himself.  He’s fast and sneaky.  He’ll be okay.” 
 
    A woman with gorgeous skin stepped out of the club and pointed at me.  “I remember you from the carnival.  Reg says that your shifter is inside.  I assume he’s not here with another girl.”  She gave me a sympathetic smile that helped ease my anger. 
 
    “He’s not here of his free will.  An enemy has him.”  I figured it was best to keep my explanation simple. 
 
    She nodded and turned her head as if she were listening to something.  “Pumpkin, my familiar, is searching for any cat scents.  We get a variety of shifters here, so it might take a minute.”  Seeing how tense I was, she patted my arm.  “I get it.  You want to protect him.” 
 
    “Yes.”  I tried to slow my breathing so I didn’t hyperventilate. 
 
    She suddenly frowned and tapped her chin.  “Umm, I think Pumpkin found him, but he’s extremely drunk.”  Rolling her eyes, she motioned towards the door.  “You guys need to grab him and leave quickly.  We can’t have underage drunk kids in here.” 
 
    Benjamin and Carson nodded, agreeing to work quickly.  Me, I was too busy deciding on the next four spells I would use to neutralize my enemies. 
 
    Rose pulled open the door.  My ears were immediately assaulted by a thumping bass that vibrated through my body.  Thankfully, it was loud enough to impair my thoughts, keeping me from lashing out in anger. 
 
    A flirty-looking vamp came up next to Rose and motioned to us.  “Let me guess, they lost their puppy and can’t find him.” 
 
    Rose smacked his arm.  “Cat shifter, but yeah.  She’s about to go nuclear. I wouldn’t taunt her, Finn.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to taunt me until he saw the fury in my eyes and closed his mouth.  His eyes slid from Carson to Benjamin.  “Benjamin Fitzroy?  Is that you?” 
 
    Benjamin waved at Finn, though he didn’t seem to know the vampire.  “Hey.” 
 
    “Rosie, this kid is awesome.  He’s the conjurer’s mage at the academy.  He’s the best Pike player that school’s had in years.”  He leaned over to high-five Benjamin, while Rose shrugged as if she had no idea what he was talking about.  “Come on, man.  I’ll help you find your guy.  I know what it’s like to have someone grab the person you love.  It makes you do crazy things.  Just keep your cool, and I’m sure you can get him out of here fast.” 
 
    Shaking Finn’s hand, Benjamin smiled.  “I appreciate the help.” 
 
    Rose pointed to the far corner of the dark club beyond the sea of bodies gyrating to the music.  Sighing, Finn frowned.  “Of course, they have to be in that corner.  How many are there?” 
 
    I stepped forward.  “One female, three men and my Noah.  All of them are witches, so you might want to stand back in case things get serious.” 
 
    Rolling his neck, Finn popped his jaw.  “Perfect.  Let’s not start an incident with the covens.  We’re well respected in town.  We don’t need your witches causing trouble.” 
 
    Carson snickered.  “They’re exactly the kind of people who cause trouble, so no guarantees, mate.”  He pulled his wand out of his back pocket, gripping it tightly. 
 
    A low groan escaped from Finn’s lips.  “Great.  Rose, get Dean.” 
 
    Finn made his way through the crowd as we followed him.  Most of the vamps ignored us, though the ones closest to us noticed that we were human and stared at us as if they wanted a snack.  My glare made their eyes snap back to their partners or the dance floor.  Good to know that my death stare could scare a vampire. 
 
    In the back corner were dark booths occupied by more gyrating bodies huddled together.  Ignoring them, I focused on the familiar group of people laughing and kissing. 
 
    Standing at the end of their table, I raised my hands, prepared to wipe the floor with Anika’s face.  “Where is Noah?”  It was less of a question and more of a growl. 
 
    Surprised to see me, Anika laughed and pointed behind me. 
 
    I turned to see Noah laughing and dancing with a tall female vamp.  Her eyes were glued to his neck. 
 
    “Noah!”  I shouted above the bass. 
 
    He saw me and giggled.  “Lovey pooh.  Where have you been?  I’ve missed you.”  Staggering, he had to catch himself before he fell over. 
 
    His dance partner was more than eager to pull him closer to reach his neck. 
 
    I opened my mouth to conjure a fire spell, but Benjamin grabbed Noah's arm and pulled him away from the woman.   
 
    The vamp hissed, unhappy that her meal or plaything, whichever she was in the mood for, was gone. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to pick a fight with us.”  Carson flashed his wand in the vamp’s face and motioned for her to step back. 
 
    Her eyes noticed my battle stance and quickly understood that a duel was about to break out. 
 
    “What did you do to him?”  I snarled at Anika, worried that she’d cursed him. 
 
    She shrugged. “Relax.  He hit the catnip a little too hard.”  She laughed along with her guys. 
 
    “You drugged him?”  I had my spell on the tip of my tongue.  Anika wouldn’t be laughing once I used my vine spell, trapping her in a plant that would dangle her over the crowd of vamps. 
 
    Seeing that I wasn’t backing down, Jonny jumped out of the booth and stepped into my personal space.  “Come at me, Celeste.  One papercut and this entire bar will be on you so fast; you won’t make it out alive.” 
 
    I sneered at his dress shirt and pants.  “Have you forgotten that you can bleed too, Jonny?” 
 
    His smile faded when he saw the resolve in my eyes. 
 
    Philip, Devon and Anika jumped to their feet, with their hands and wands at the ready. 
 
    “Take this outside guys.”  Dean Whitaker’s voice cut through my anger.  He was right.  This was no place to fight, despite my desire to throw Jonny to the vamps like a side of beef. 
 
    I backed up slowly, Benjamin and Carson taking my motion as a sign to retreat. 
 
    My eyes bounced from face to face, looking for any sign that Jonny or Philip would attack. 
 
    Anika had distracted me so that her guys could grab Noah, knowing that it would set me off.  They must have subdued Noah with catnip so that he didn’t fight them.  Then they ran me through town only to find him in the last place any of us should be.  Being arrested in a vamp club was bad enough, but drawing blood in this place would be disastrous for all of us. 
 
    Anika had a reason for this little game, but I just couldn’t figure it out.  This wasn’t a simple game of hide and seek.  The stakes were too high.  She wanted something from me.  But what? 
 
    The second my eyes moved to Devon, Philip made the first move.  Throwing a choking spell at Benjamin, he was surprised when Benjamin easily blocked it.  Even while holding up Noah, Benjamin was prepared for a duel. 
 
    Jonny quickly stepped in front of Anika, casting his spell before I could respond. 
 
    My protection spell was up before he was finished casting, yet I was soaring through the air over the crowd of vamps into the far wall before I knew what was happening.  Unfortunately, the wall didn’t stop me.  My body slammed into the wall and crashed through it.  I landed on my back in the parking lot in a pile of rubble.  My protection spell, which was strong enough to prevent a broken arm, protected me more than it should have, but it wasn’t strong enough to stop the pain from exploding through my body. 
 
    If it weren’t for my protection spell, I probably would have broken my entire back.  Instead, I had a throbbing headache and sprain after sprain throughout my body. 
 
    Carefully getting to my feet, I watched Anika casually walk up to me with a sinister sneer.  Behind her were Jonny, Philip and Devon, though they weren’t smiling.  I had no idea what kind of spell Jonny had used on me, but it was definitely dark magic and probably bordered on a mild curse. 
 
    “Are you going to cry, Celeste?”  Anika lowered her wand as if she didn’t expect me to retaliate. 
 
    My hands were raised and my spell was ready.  Ignoring the concerned shouts coming from all sides of me, I opened my mouth to unleash a spell Anika would never forget.  After all the taunting, the attacks and the lies, I was ready to show Anika Klein exactly who she was dealing with. 
 
    My tongue touched the back of my teeth as I crouched down.  It would be hard to contort my body into the precise movement I needed to conjure the complex spell, but I was angry enough to fight through the pain. 
 
    Staring into her eyes, I expected to see fear, or at the very least, concern.  After everything her guys had done to me, throwing me through a wall was the final straw, the last insult.  Yet, instead of fear, I saw something unusual—excitement.  I was about to hand her horsemen a beat down that would land them in the hospital, and she seemed giddy or gleeful.  What the hell? 
 
    I hesitated.  Why would Anika be happy about getting throat punched?  Was she as crazy as her mother?  After her poor little me routine, it was very possible. 
 
    Seeing her stand there alone without her guys protecting her, holding her wand at her side, she looked more like a woman ready to accept her fate. 
 
    My mind hesitated for a second as the truth came to me so fast I had to take a breath.  This was a test.  She expected me to show the vamps, the shifters and the Whitakers that I was a wrathful, vengeful witch.  They would help Anika spread the story of my descent into darkness.  I would no longer be the hero if I cursed a witch who didn’t cast a single spell, despite making her boyfriend attack me. 
 
    Dropping my hands, I slowly stood up.  “Go home, Anika.  Your game is over, and I won.  I’m not going to fight you. I’m not going to stoop to your level.  Heroes don’t fight dirty, which is exactly what you expect me to do right now.  Leave before I take a photo of you in front of Vee and post it all over social media with the title, Blood Tramp.”  I winked at her and motioned towards her SUV. 
 
    The excitement in her eyes died the second she realized that I wouldn’t attack her.  She actually stomped her foot and pouted, just as she had done whenever Benjamin didn’t give her what she wanted.  I would have laughed if I were in a better mood. 
 
    She raised her wand, but Devon of all people, pushed her arm down and lightly pushed her towards the car. 
 
    “Good night, Celeste.”  Devon waved at me as if we were best friends. 
 
    Huh.  I never expected that. 
 
    With Anika retreating, I took a breath and turned to see Benjamin and Carson smiling broadly at me.  Noah was still laughing like a loon.  He was blowing bubbles with his spit. 
 
    Inside the club, a bunch of vamps clapped at my speech and gave me a-thumbs up, while others complained because I hadn’t knocked Anika’s teeth in. 
 
    Rose rushed over to me.  “Are you okay?  Because they threw you through a wall, sweetie.  I’m not sure if you realized that or not, so I wanted to mention it.  You should probably sit down.”  She pointed towards the curb. 
 
    Standing with his arms crossed, Dean and the other brother, who someone had called Sebastian, looked more concerned about the property damage. 
 
    Finn jogged towards me and gave me a high-five.  “You need to be on the Pike team, Celeste.  Anyone who can go through a wall and still get up to fight should be captain.”  He looked over his shoulder at Benjamin.  “You’ve got a good woman here, Benjamin.  Hold onto this one.” 
 
    Benjamin chuckled and nodded. 
 
    Looking up at Dean, I waved my hand at him.  “Step back, I’ll fix this.  I once had to punch out a gym wall and was forced to clean it up.  I cheated by putting the wall back together, so it was the demolition guy’s problem to remove it. 
 
    Dean’s mouth fell open, but he stepped out of the way. 
 
    Hurrying before my adrenaline wore off, I used all my strength to return the wall to its original state, which was complicated but doable. 
 
    Once every brick was in place, I let out a breath.  I needed to get home before I completely crashed. 
 
    Dean put his hand on my shoulder and smiled.  “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.  It looks like new.  Thank you.”  He stepped back to put his arm around Rose.  “I’m sorry for what you went through tonight.  Those guys must have used a powerful glamour to get in.  Reg will be upset with himself, but it’s tough for us to monitor those kinds of spells.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I know a spell that can cut through almost any glamour.  Call the Shining Light Coven of Silver Springs on Monday and ask for Mr. Milton.  I’ll spell a magnifying glass, so your bouncers can look through it to see the real age and the real face of anyone.” 
 
    Nodding, Dean seemed impressed.  “I appreciate it.” 
 
    I slowly turned towards Benjamin’s car.  Hearing Carson clear his throat, I looked over my shoulder at him. 
 
    “You should know that Celeste is competing in the Miss Sunshine pageant next week.  If you wouldn’t mind passing along a good word to the community, she would appreciate any support you can give her since the girl who stole Noah away is competing against her.  Thank you!” 
 
    Sebastian snickered.  “She’s got my vote.” 
 
    Rose laughed.  “And mine.” 
 
    Sliding into the backseat, I fell into Carson’s lap once he was seated next to me.  In the front seat, Noah babbled random nonsense.  With any luck, the catnip would wear off soon, and I would have my Noah back, though he would have a splitting headache in the morning. 
 
    Carson rubbed my back.  “You did good tonight, darlin’.  People often believe that fighting solves everything in our world, yet knowing when not to fight is the most valuable skill a witch can learn.  Anika tried to draw you into a fight, and you resisted.  You took the high ground.  I’m proud of you, though I’m pissed that you’re hurt.  I wanted to destroy those assholes.” 
 
    Moving my head around to get comfortable, I sighed.  “She was trying to ruin me tonight, which is worse than throwing me through the wall.  She wanted me to hurt her so badly that I would look like the villain.  I would become the girl who destroys her enemies, losing herself in the process.  If I let loose on her tonight, I would have lost the respect of the town, my family and my guys.  You would all try to justify my actions, but deep down, you would know that I hurt a girl who refused to protect herself so that she would look like the victim.  As much as I hate her, I can’t give in to my hate.  I have to be better than that if I want to be a hero.” 
 
    Silence stretched out in the car as they thought about my statement.  Even Noah had quieted down, though he might have fallen asleep. 
 
    I had passed Anika’s test.  No matter what happened from here, I refused to give in to the darkness.  I would not lose myself.  I would not be tempted to embrace my darkest emotions.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    A loud knock on my bedroom door made me jump out of my skin.  Glancing at the clock, I groaned and pulled the sheets over my head.  Why was I being summoned at 5:30 AM? 
 
    Sliding out of bed, it took a little longer than usual to get to my door.  Why did everything hurt? 
 
    Oh, right.  I went through a wall last night. 
 
    Opening the door, I found Andrew looking over his shoulder down the hallway. 
 
    “Celeste, I’m so sorry to wake you this early, but there is a gentleman downstairs asking to see you.  He was adamant that he speak with you immediately.  I thought about waking your parents…”  Seeing him so flustered, I stepped past him into the hallway.  Andrew was pretty unshakable after years of dealing with Grandmother Tavish, so I needed to see for myself why he was so worried. 
 
    Stopping halfway down the staircase, I balled up my fists.  “Apparently, you have fewer brain cells than I gave you credit for, Jonny.  What makes you think you can just show up at my house?” 
 
    Jonny’s eyes widened when he saw me throw up my hands.  If the asshole thought he could come to my house to attack me, I would show him all my non-lethal spells until he cried for his mother. 
 
    “Wait!”  Throwing his wand across the room, he held up his hands.  “Celeste, I need your help.” 
 
    I almost laughed until I saw the tears in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “This is a sick joke.  I agree that you need help, but you certainly don’t need help from me.  Tell me why you’re really here.”  I held my battle stance and kept an eye on his hands in case he had a potion or a cursed object to throw at me. 
 
    Behind me, Andrew had his wand at the ready.  “I’ll get your parents, Miss Dreger.” 
 
    Jonny took a small step forward.  “Please, Celeste.  I’m not here to hurt you.  I’m here to talk.”  He slowly took off his jacket, tossing it near his wand.  He pulled his sleeves and turned out his pockets. 
 
    “You make one move towards me, and I’ll throw you through the closed front door.”  I was done being his punching bag. 
 
    Looking over his shoulder at the heavy wood door, he gulped.  “Understood.” 
 
    I motioned for him to walk towards the living room.  “Take a seat.” 
 
    He walked backward towards the couch and sat down the second his legs hit the edge of the sofa. 
 
    “Andrew, can you please make some coffee?  I have a feeling this will take a while.”  I struggled to walk down the stairs without dropping my arms or crying out in pain, but I made it. 
 
    “Of course, Miss Dreger.”  Andrew followed me down the steps and rushed off to the kitchen once I reached the living room. 
 
    I took a closer look at Jonny, who had deep circles under his eyes.  He was wearing the same dress pants and white-button down from last night, though his shirt was untucked on one side.  His gelled hair was standing up as if he’d been pulling at it.  I wondered if he was still awake from last night. 
 
    “Start talking before I throw you out on your ass.”  I doubted that I looked very intimidating in my ice cream kitty tank top and matching short shorts. 
 
    He hung his head as he rubbed the back of his neck.  “Celeste, I used to be you.  My only friends were the characters in my books.  I was in the reading club, the science club, and the math club, just to name a few.  Hell, I even had my own bully, Chris Chapman.” 
 
    I was a little offended by the comment about the book friends, but I kept listening.  “So what?  You were a nerdy weirdo too.  What does this have to do with needing my help?  I’m not going to write your term paper for your summer school English class.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “My dad was the one who pushed me to do well in school and praised me when I excelled.  He told me to ignore the jerks who came after me because I was a good person.  He said that one day they would get what was coming to them.  After my dad died from a heart attack, my mom completely withdrew, and I lost my entire support system.  Shortly after that, Chapman thought it would be funny to lock the sad, mopey kid in the janitor’s closet overnight.  Without my wand, I couldn’t free myself.  That night, I cried until I couldn’t see straight.  When the tears stopped, this calm came over me just before my anger broke loose.  When they found me the next morning, I wasn’t the same kid anymore.  I embraced my anger, loneliness and pain, turning it on anyone who teased and mocked me.  I made everyone pay for what they did to me.”  Looking up at me with such sorrow and regret in his eyes, I couldn’t help but lower my defensive stance. 
 
    “But you didn’t stop there.  Once you had your revenge, you continued to embrace your rage.”  I didn’t know Byers when we were younger, but I could imagine him giving in to the dark feeling that threatened to overcome me last night. 
 
    He nodded.  “It was easier to be the scary guy that people avoided.  No one was stupid enough to challenge me.”  The wicked smirk on his face quickly faded, leaving nothing but the poor bullied kid who just wanted his father back. 
 
    “Until I came along.”  Chuckling, I sat down in the high back chair across from him. 
 
    He snorted.  “Yup.  You’re the first one in a long time to challenge me.” 
 
    “After facing life and death situations, I don’t find you that scary, Jonny.”  I snickered when I compared him to the truly wicked people I’d faced.  “Okay, so now that you have my attention, tell me why you risked coming to the house of the girl you attacked last night.  Why should I help someone who threw me through a fucking wall?”  Yes, I swore!  I was pissed.  He had some serious mental issues if he believed that I would help him do anything other than drop him off at the closest psych ward. 
 
    Shifting to the edge of the couch, he nervously watched Andrew place two mugs on the coffee table and retreat to the kitchen.  I noticed that Jonny’s hands were shaking. 
 
    He bit his lip and sighed.  “I’ve never been in love before.  Honestly, I always thought I would die a virgin when I was younger.  After my transformation into the supreme asshole you see before you, the strangest thing happened.  Girls thought I was hot.  I never understood why they flocked to me, but I didn’t care.  I treated them like crap, and they liked me even more.  They threw themselves at me, and I took everything they were willing to give me.”  He raised his eyebrow, implying that he had enjoyed whatever the girls had given to him. 
 
    “Eww.  Let’s skip over the sexual conquest part of the story.  I don’t need to know the details.  I’m not your gym locker buddy waiting for the gross parts to high-five you.”  I didn’t want to think about Jonny in a sexual way. 
 
    He lowered his head and swallowed harshly.  “Like I said, I’d never been in love…until now.” 
 
    I blinked a few times when I thought about the possibility of Jonny loving Anika.  Based on how he kissed her and held her, he appreciated certain aspects of her, but he never acted as if he loved her. 
 
    “Does Anika know that you love her?”  I sat back and crossed my arms.  If he thought I would pass love notes to her, he really didn’t understand how the whole mortal enemy thing worked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  She has no idea.  She was very clear from the start that our relationship was just about hanging out and getting off.  No flowers, no candy, no emotions.” 
 
    “That sounds very lonely.”  The statement was out of my mouth before I could sensor it.  I wasn’t trying to make him feel bad, but I couldn’t imagine having that kind of relationship. 
 
    He nodded and let out a breath.  “Yeah, well, I signed up for it.  It started as a protection detail, not a date.” 
 
    Tilting my head, it took a second to realign my thinking.  “Dragomir.  You work for Dragomir.  All three of you work for him, yet none of you belongs to his coven.  You’re all registered with the Black Dawn or Shining Light covens.  That explains why Noah saw you and Dragomir talking at the pool party.  You were there working.” 
 
    “Yes, we do favors for him and handle secret tasks for his coven.”  His dark expression told me that I didn’t want to know about his secret assignments.  “When Dragomir asked us to watch over Anika, I wasn’t interested.  Daddy’s little girl was spoiled and demanding.  Unfortunately, we didn’t have a choice.  When Dragomir tells you to do something, you do it.  It's strange, when he isn’t issuing orders Dragomir is kind and supportive.  I know it sounds twisted, but I admire him.”  He hung his head again and ran his hands through his hair. 
 
    Having lost his father, it made sense that he would look for a surrogate father figure.  According to Benjamin, Dragomir could be charming when he wanted to be. 
 
    “Daddy doesn’t know you’re screwing his daughter, does he?”  I understood his dilemma, though I still didn’t see why I should care. 
 
    He shook his head.  “He would kill me if he knew.  Of course, that’s probably why Anika decided to change the rules on us.  She didn’t like having bodyguards at first and did everything she could to get rid of us.  Then came the day she showed up in the most enticing red dress. Her entire demeanor was different.  I’d never been seduced by anyone before, and I fell for her immediately.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Eeeww.” 
 
    Raising his hand, he chuckled.  “It’s not like that.  She’s caring and compassionate when there’s no one around.  Even Devon, who was horribly abused by his father and hates most people, melted for her.  That’s why he broke your arm when she was in danger.  She’s his whole world, our whole world.” 
 
    He spoke with such passion and heartfelt emotion that his voice cracked at the end.  His eyes showed a different kind of pain, the pain of losing someone he loved. 
 
    I nodded, finally rounding the bend of what he was trying to say.  “You can’t live without her.  I get it.  But why are you here sobbing on my couch?  It is because you think I’ll understand.  I’m in love too so you expect me to feel sympathy for you.” 
 
    Biting his lip, he frowned.  “Celeste, I’m not the one who threw you through the wall last night.”  Though his voice came out as a whisper, the impact of his statement felt more like he was shouting at me. 
 
    My heart dropped as my mind ran through the events of last night.  Was Anika responsible for the dark spell? 
 
    Shaking off my doubt, I laughed.  “I saw you cast the spell, Jonny.  Just because I listened to your sob story doesn’t mean that I’m going to believe your lie just so that I don’t press charges against you.” 
 
    Quickly leaning down, he took my hands in his, startling me.  “Celeste, think back on what happened.  You were distracted by Philip throwing a spell at Benjamin.  The music was loud, and it was impossible to hear anything.  Please.  It is important.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him to stop lying and toss him out of the house, but his pained expression stopped me.  Something told me to trust him. 
 
    Thinking back on last night, I had seen wand movements from the corner of my eye, but it was too loud to hear the spell or the voice of the person who cast it.  All I remembered was seeing Jonny point his wand at me. 
 
    Focusing on Jonny’s face just before the spell hit me, he had seemed more surprised than angry.  He should have been downright gleeful to see me thrown through the air. 
 
    It took me longer than it should have to realize that his wand hand and his body positions were in the wrong places for a powerful spell like that. 
 
    Thinking back, I recalled that Jonny had stepped in front of Anika. 
 
    “Why would you jump in front of Anika to prevent me from seeing her cast the spell?”  I answered my own question the second I asked it.  Because he was in love with her and trying to protect her. 
 
    “Philip saw Anika winding up for a spell, so he distracted you by attacking Benjamin so I could jump in front of her.”  Leaning back, he frowned.  “I don’t care what happens to me.  I can handle the trouble that comes with casting spells like that, but Anika can’t.  Each day, she casts more powerful spells than the last.  I’m worried about her.  She’s headed down a dark path, and I don’t know how to help her.” 
 
    I thought back on all our previous encounters and focused on the angles of everyone's arms and wands.  During the YWWA attack, Philip had his arms around Anika when I was knocked to the ground.  I had been so focused on his hands that I could have missed Anika using her wand. 
 
    Jonny’s lightning spell hadn’t harmed Noah at O’Malley’s, not because I used a great protection spell, but based on his wand motions, Jonny had used a glorified light show spell.  When I bound his magic, he freaked out.  He must have been afraid that Anika would use a dark spell and he wouldn’t be able to take responsibility for it. 
 
    “You have my attention.”  I nodded, waiting for the part where he asked for help. 
 
    “I know I do stupid things, things that I’m starting to regret, but I don’t touch the dark stuff.  It’s one line I won’t cross.  I know I’ve hurt people, but I don’t want to curse anyone.  After seeing what Anika is capable of doing, I’m afraid for her.  She needs to stop before someone dies.  I don’t know what to do.  I’m the last person to lecture someone about playing dirty.  I know she won’t listen to me.”  His wide eyes bored into mine, imploring me to do something. 
 
    Rubbing my forehead, I shook my head.  “Jonny, she won’t listen to me either.  She’s doing everything within her power not to be like me.  I appreciate you coming to me to explain the situation, but I don’t know what I can do.” 
 
    “No, she is doing everything in her power to please her father.  Yet, if I don’t stop her, someone’s going to figure out how dangerous she is.  There’s so much pressure on her to win this fucking pageant that she can’t see straight.”  He got up and started pacing through the living room. 
 
    “So it’s true.  Her father wants her to win so she will be the shining star of his coven.”  I thought back to Anika’s odd confession yesterday.  Maybe her tears had been real.  If she felt that she had to earn her father’s love, she would do whatever it took to win the competition. 
 
    Recalling my theory about Anika trying to ruin me by pushing me to my limits last night, I replaced Anika’s angry face with Dragomir’s, and everything fell into place.  If Dragomir could ruin me, he would get Benjamin back and repair the damage done to his coven.  It made sense based on Anika’s statement about her father caring only about the coven and not her family. 
 
    He chuckled darkly as his eyes met mine.  “You really fucked with Dragomir’s plans.  Asking Benjamin to leave the coven to join you at school ignited a firestorm that you can’t even comprehend.  I’ve never seen Dragomir so angry.  He’s been scrambling to repair the damage the golden boy left behind.  First, Dragomir wanted to scorch the earth, and then he thought about killing you so he could get Benjamin back.  Finally, he decided to put so much pressure on Benjamin that he would be forced to crawl back to him.” 
 
    “I’m the final part of that plan.  If I lose my way, Benjamin will never trust me, never love me.  In theory, he would leave me and go back to Dragomir.  That’s why Anika sent the cursed letter to Carson.  When I didn’t come home to deal with Benjamin’s blacklisting, Carson became the target.  She thought I would return home to sort out my supposed break up.  By all rights, I should have called out Dragomir or Anika for trying to destroy Benjamin and Carson.”  It explained why Anika had gone to such extremes to draw me into a battle.  I hadn’t taken the bait until she attacked Noah. 
 
    “You are the smart one.  Last night, Anika pushed you harder than I’ve pushed anyone.  I saw the fire in your eyes.  You wanted to murder her.  She was right to choose the shifter.  Taking him was your breaking point.  Add in the potential for bodily harm, and you were a bomb waiting to go off.  All of us feared for our lives last night, though we would never walk away from Anika.  We were prepared for your wrath, yet you stopped yourself.  I nearly died when you told Anika to go home.  I didn’t think it was possible to earn my respect with an act of kindness or compassion, but you did it, Celeste.  I was still afraid that your guys would make a move on us, but I realized that they would never betray you like that.”  He crossed his arms and nodded. 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t.” 
 
    He gave me a quick smile that disappeared from his face.  A deep frown filled the void. “Dragomir won’t allow Anika to lose the competition.  You need to understand exactly what I’m saying, Celeste.  It’s brought him the right kind of attention, the attention he needs to take his coven to the next level.  Nothing will stop him.  Do you understand?”  His eyes bore into mine. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was telling me to drop out or to work fast to save Anika.  Either way, with the competition so close, I was almost out of time to stop whatever was coming. 
 
    “I understand.”  I nodded, locking eyes with him, agreeing to the level of danger I was putting myself in. 
 
    He sighed.  “I know you’ll find a way because if you don’t, more of your friends will get hurt.  I’ll do what I can to curb her impulses and keep her busy, but we both know it’s only a matter of time before something bad happens.”  He crossed the room and headed for the door.  Looking back over his shoulder, he winked at me.  “Consider this a truce.  I can’t say that I won’t use magic on you, but I promise not to hurt you.  Anika can’t know of my involvement, or she’ll think I betrayed her.  I can’t lose her, Celeste.  I would make a move against Dragomir before I turned against Anika.  Just so we’re clear, this conversation never happened.” 
 
    He disappeared into the dark vestibule and left the house without a sound. 
 
    Shifting in my chair, I let the truth of everything wash over me.  Once more, my life was in peril.  Sadie would shrug and say that it must be a Thursday.  If I didn’t find a way to stop Dragomir Klein, Anika would cross a line that she could never return from.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Going through the motions of the pre-pageant events, I kept a smile on my face and pretended as if I didn't know the secret that could destroy a coven and a young woman in a single stroke. 
 
    Benjamin, Carson and Noah were aware of my conversation with Jonny, as were my parents, Mr. Milton and Mr. Foster.  Now that they knew Anika and her guys were behind the more devious aspects of the incidents plaguing the pageant and me, all eyes were on them. 
 
    Hana, dressed in a gold 1920's flapper dress, complete with the feather sticking out of the headband, appeared confident during her dance routine from backstage at the talent competition.  She dazzled the audience with her tap dancing skills, along with her magical abilities.  Seven different pairs of tap shoes worked together under Hana's spells, sending the crowd into a frenzy when she took her bow.  It took a lot of concentration and conjuring ability to make the spells part of a normal dance.  Her skill level was up there somewhere around juggling twenty tennis balls and a chainsaw at the same time.  If the tap shoes went rogue, they tended to stomp on the conjurer’s feet. 
 
    "How did I do?"  Out of breath, Hana stared at me with hopeful eyes. 
 
    "Amazing.  You made Jenica cry."  I pointed to a younger girl who had made paper butterflies turn into real butterflies, which wasn't that hard by comparison. 
 
    Hana smirked.  "Sweet." 
 
    She stood next to me while Everly gave her a wink and stepped onto the stage where several musical instruments had been placed.  She planned to play a scaled-down song from Phantom of the Opera by spelling the instruments. 
 
    "Show off."  I chuckled when she began effortlessly controlling a violin.  I winked at Hana to let her know that I was just teasing.  I was seriously impressed with Everly’s wand work. 
 
    Hana snorted.  "That girl could stand on that stage, just smiling, and she would win the hearts of the judges.  The rest of this is overkill."  She smiled as she watched Everly perform.  I could see Hana’s eyes sparkling with affection.  She had it bad for Everly.  "Thank you for working with her this week on her wand control." 
 
    I shrugged.  "It's more about breathing and infusing the spell with less power for someone like her.  It didn't take much to keep her from blowing things up, aside from a washing machine, which was in the other room.  I still don't know how that happened."  I chuckled when I recalled the sound of metal exploding while we were working on her flute solo.  Oddly, her mother hadn't been surprised by the incident.  She was grateful that we weren't hurt. 
 
    "She's so nervous."  Hana clung to my arm as if I were an anchor, holding her back from running to Everly's side to comfort her. 
 
    "I can see why she's special to you."  I casually dropped my hint about her secret crush. 
 
    Hana's eyes flashed to mine.  “Is it that obvious?" 
 
    I shrugged as I put my head on her shoulder.  "To me, it is, but I'm also cheering for you, so I probably see things differently than most." 
 
    Letting out a breath, she smiled.  "I'm sorry I didn't tell you." 
 
    I squeezed her hand.  "I understand why you didn't.  Not everyone here would understand, such as my uncle Rolf who thinks I should marry Benjamin instead of Carson so that I stay within my own magical classification."  I rolled my eyes. 
 
    She frowned.  "I swear, the next time I run into that stuffy old coot, I'm telling him that the War of 1812 was a complete waste of time since Britain didn't put up a real fight because they didn't care enough about the US.  Nautical superiority my ass.  They let us win." 
 
    I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing, so I didn't disturb Everly, who was nailing her performance.  Of course, Hana would understand exactly how to deal with my uncle. 
 
    Everly bowed, and the audience jumped to their feet.  Their applause didn't stop for two full minutes. 
 
    Hana and I let go of each other’s hands and arms, realizing the stranglehold we had on the other, and chuckled our nerves away. 
 
    Watching Everly walk towards us, I gave her the thumbs-up just as I heard another girl burst into tears nearby. 
 
    "That's two down."  I spoke under my breath to Hana, who snickered. 
 
    I shook out my hands and neck.  I was up next.  "Way to raise the bar."  I playfully glared at both Hana and Everly, who threw up their hands as if to say, oh well. 
 
    Hana quickly pulled me to the side to whisper to me.  "We have your back." 
 
    Nodding, I winked at her and walked out onto the stage in a fitted black suit with my hair tied back in a low bun.  It was an odd look for anyone who didn’t know what I was about to do.  No girl in her right mind would pull a gender bender in the middle of a pageant, except for me, the crazy girl who didn't mind losing. 
 
    I took a deep breath and started.  For my talent, I planned to give a dramatic interpretation of Edgar Allen Poe's, "The Raven", complete with sound and lighting effects, ghostly apparitions, and of course, a raven. 
 
    "Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, 
 
    Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,…" 
 
    Dimming the lights overhead, I made the stage appear eerie with shadows reflecting on the white backdrop behind me.  The sound of a clock striking midnight tolled behind me.  The audience didn't know what to make of my intro, but I had them watching my every move. 
 
    A rapping noise sounded behind me, followed by thunder.  Ghostly shadows and eerie laughter moved behind me as I quickly spun to catch them before they disappeared.  I pushed my magical skills to my limits, holding the audience hostage with the dramatic retelling. 
 
    When the enchanted paper raven arrived, which looked very menacing thanks to the spell Benjamin created to make it blink and turn its head, the audience was gasping and holding onto each other. 
 
    By the time I spoke the final, "Nevermore," I was so lost in my performance I had forgotten that I was standing in front of an audience. 
 
    Releasing my hold on the lights, I was temporarily blinded when they turned on at full power.  I felt like I had just woken up.  The audience roared and cheered as I wiped the sweat off my forehead. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief, hoping that my performance was enough to get me into the top five.  We weren't given our scores since they made up the final tally, so I tried not to focus on it. 
 
    Three more performances later, I was finally walking out to the car with my parents. 
 
    "To think, Christina's mother laughed at me when I told her you were doing a dramatic reading.  She told me it was pageant suicide.  I'll bet she's eating her wand right about now, especially since her daughter spelled out her name in fireworks.  Talk about silly tricks to get the judges to remember your name."  She rolled her eyes as she gave me another hug.  "I swear, the lady next to me was clutching her chest, enraptured by your performance.  She jumped out of her seat at the end.  I was afraid that she would run for the door in terror.  Excellent work, darling.  None of the judges will forget you anytime soon." 
 
    I chuckled at my mother's play-by-play of the entire audience's reactions. 
 
    My father smiled as he opened the car door for me.  "Mr. Foster was impressed with your poise and your footwork.  He told me that there are coven meetings for newcomers on Wednesdays if you're interested in attending.  I can go with you if you'd like." 
 
    "It would be nice to meet some of the other Black Dawn members.  Maybe, once the pageant is over."  Sliding into the car, I almost laughed.  As much as my mother was a shrewd socialite, able to hobnob with practically anyone, my father was more laid back in his approach to socializing, but he knew an opportunity when he saw one.  He wanted a backdoor invite to the coven to scope it out, so he could chat with the other coven members about their businesses and personal interests.  Knowing him, he would have at least six new clients if he went to the meeting. 
 
    Settling into the backseat, I waited for Carson and Noah to sit on either side of me on the rear-facing bench of the limo. 
 
    "You were stunning."  Carson nudged my leg.  "I videotaped the entire thing for Benjamin." 
 
    Noah snickered.  "Oh, Benjamin already knows how things went."  He quickly tilted his screen towards me to show off a series of texts to Benjamin about how "cute" I looked in my outfit and how my performance gave him the chills for more than one reason. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and pushed his phone away before my mother's eagle eyes saw what he was texting. 
 
    "So, tell me the bad news.  How did Anika do?  I intentionally skipped her performance and hung out in the bathroom so no one could accuse me of tripping her up with any spells."  I'd heard the other girls talking about her performance, but I tried to tune them out. 
 
    My mother looked out the window.  "She's definitely in it to win.  She was dressed as a fairy and made herself fly across the stage.  The damned wire wings even flapped.  Her dance was compelling, but the spells she used to make those little paper flowers bud and come to life were more impressive." 
 
    I shrugged.  "I was able to do that spell the first week I got my powers." 
 
    She looked at me from the corner of her eye.  "The flowers sang." 
 
    "Oh."  I looked away, knowing that Anika had done enough to bury most of her competition. 
 
    All the way home, I couldn’t stop thinking about Jonny's warning.  If Anika didn't win, there would be hell to pay.  Regardless of who won, I would be a target.  It didn't matter if I came in dead last.  My name would be at the top of the hit list. 
 
    "Where were Anika's guys?"  I wasn't sure if Anika would try to eliminate any contestants from that point on, but if her guys were lurking around, spying on the other girls, I would be more concerned. 
 
    Noah winked at me.  "I followed them from the rafters during the show setup.  They didn't appear to be up to any trouble.  They were more focused on Anika, who was having a meltdown every five seconds.  I've never seen men run so fast to find eyeliner or boob-stuffers in my life.  They were all about her." 
 
    My mother tried to hide a smile when Noah said, "boob-stuffers".  We'd all been there before. 
 
    "If they were too busy taking care of her, then the other contestants were probably safe.  What about once the competition started?"  I didn't see anyone sprain an ankle or lose a prop, so I doubt there was any sabotage. 
 
    Carson cleared his throat.  "I was behind Jonny the entire time while Noah sat behind Devon.  We found out that Devon is allergic to cats."  He winked at me.  "Your parents were behind Philip since they know his parents.  We had them covered the whole time, and they knew it.  At one point Jonny sneezed, and I handed him a tissue, just to remind him that I was watching him."  Beaming with pride, he gave me a silly smile. 
 
    Everly and Hana had kept an eye on Anika all night without anything to report.  Maybe Jonny had been bluffing about Klein making sure Anika won at any cost.  His entire conversation at my house could have been another scare tactic, but my gut told me to believe him. 
 
    "Mother, what are the odds of Mr. Klein bribing the judges?"  If the judges were already in his pocket, he wouldn't need to make threats. 
 
    "Every year, there are rumors and accusations, but rarely is any evidence found of actual bribery.  Your father has investigated many reports over the years.  The judges are all from different covens, different age ranges, different backgrounds.  They try to diversify it.  This year, they even added shifters to the panel as impartial judges who avoid coven gossip."  She shrugged as if bribery wasn't truly an issue. 
 
    I felt a little better knowing that Klein couldn't interfere in that way. 
 
    Turning onto our street, all our phones binged at the same time. 
 
    While everyone was reading the text, a chill ran through me.  I already knew what was wrong.  Benjamin was in danger. 
 
    Silas pulled to a stop a few houses down from us.  Already out of the car, I was running down the street before any kind of plan reached my brain. 
 
    Noah caught up to me first, and together we ran past the fire trucks and police cars to the Fitzroy house.  Looking up, I saw Benjamin’s house engulfed in flames. 
 
    From our yard, Andrew was waving to us with his phone in his hand. 
 
    I ignored every single person who tried to stop me from entering Benjamin’s yard.  Seeing Mr. and Mrs. Fitzroy huddled in the driveway, I noticed the fear in their eyes.  Benjamin wasn't with them. 
 
    Holding back the tears, I closed my eyes.  If he had been in his room, he would have escaped through the window, which meant he was in the basement, working on his project. 
 
    There was no access to the basement from the outside, which meant he had to go through the house.  He was more than capable of conjuring his way out, so the path must have been blocked, or he was injured or unconscious. 
 
    Human and witch firefighters worked to put out the flames with hoses and water spells, but the fire was too hot.  The water was turning to mist before it could do much. 
 
    Staring at the flames, I walked closer to them, shrugging off whoever was trying to stop me.  If an accelerant had started the fire, water or foam was the best way to put it out. If someone used an elemental spell or a fire curse, then water wouldn't put out the blaze. 
 
    I cleared my mind and raised my hands.  I had to work fast to assess the fire. 
 
    "Testează vraja!"  In one of Milton's dusty old books, I had seen a spell that would test the air or an object for the presence of dark magic.  Investigators used them to identify cursed objects. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw purple bursts of light flickering off the ends of the flames.  I was definitely getting better at trusting my gut. 
 
    “The flames were created with dark magic!”  I shouted over the sounds of the spraying water and the truck engines.  I didn’t wait to see if anyone believed me or not. 
 
    Stepping closer to the house, I made a sweeping motion with my arms.  From the same dusty book, I had read about a binding spell that would cause the dark magic to collapse on itself, nullifying the dangerous aspects, in this case, the heat and its ability to burn and destroy.  The conjuring was physically demanding, but I had to do something. 
 
    I extended every part of my body, from my fingers to my toes, as I kicked off my black flats.  “Legați pericolul! Legați energia negativă!”  Breaking down a dark spell sounded easy on paper, but the reality was very different.  While the spell didn’t attack me the way a curse would, it refused to go down easy. 
 
    All around me, I heard the firemen trying to contain the fire, though more people were using spells to fight the blaze.  I didn’t stop to see who was casting nearby, but I was grateful to them in case my spell failed. 
 
    My muscles ached and shook as I slowly fought the spell.  When the smoke stopped billowing over the house, I knew my counter spell was working.  The flames were no longer burning the house, though they were still present. 
 
    Next, I focused on the heat.  If I could take away the heat, the firefighters might be able to get inside to search for Benjamin. 
 
    Inside my mind, I saw Benjamin’s smiling face.  I refused to lose him.  I refused to let the Kleins take him away from me.  I tried not to focus on the phrase, “If you can’t have him, no one will,” otherwise, I could have easily changed my light magic into my own dark magic. 
 
    Breathing controlled breaths, I funneled my positive emotions into the spell.  The joy of having Benjamin in my arms, combined with the feelings he had brought out in me the night we spent alone in his bedroom, helped me crush the spell in on itself, piece by piece. 
 
    “The heat is contained!  She did it!  Let’s get inside.”  From my left, I saw four firefighters rush into the house. 
 
    I used my sense of relief to finish off the dark spell, folding it down onto itself until it blinked away. 
 
    Swaying on my feet, I fell backward into someone’s arms.  Exhausted, I closed my eyes and prayed that Benjamin was safe.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Hello, gorgeous.”  My eyes fluttered open to see Benjamin covered in soot with a sling around his arm. 
 
    My brain acknowledged that there were other people trying to pull Benjamin away, but I had a hard time remembering why I was so relieved to see him.  Blinking, I recalled the fire. 
 
    The fire! 
 
    Sitting up, I threw my arms around his shoulder, though my grasp was weak.  My muscles were completely strained. 
 
    “Benjamin!” 
 
    Kissing my forehead, he looked into my eyes.  “I wanted you to know that I was safe before they took me away.  I know you.  You would have stormed into the hospital to see me for yourself.”  He coughed and gagged a little, though he brushed away whoever was trying to take him from me. 
 
    I quickly realized that I was sitting on the grass in front of my house.  My head had been lying in Noah’s lap. 
 
    “Go to the hospital, Benjamin.”  I was overjoyed to see his face. 
 
    He nodded and got to his feet with someone’s help.  Watching him limp over to a stretcher, I blew him a kiss. 
 
    “You saved him, love.  With the fire contained, the firefighters were able to break down the basement door.  Benjamin was trapped under a support beam, conscious but unable to conjure.”  Noah wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into a seated position on his lap.  He pressed his lips against my neck.  “One of the witch firefighters said that if you hadn’t stopped the flames when you did, the whole house might have collapsed.  Of course, the mortal firefighters think it was a miracle that they were able to put out the flames.” 
 
    “It was a miracle that Benjamin survived the attack.”  I leaned against Noah, unable to support my own weight. 
 
    “Your parents are trying to help salvage what they can of the house.  They said that some of the damage is reversible, though it will take a lot of time to fix.  They are really good people.”  He leaned his head against mine as he pointed to my father speaking with Mr. Fitzroy in our garden. 
 
    Smiling, I stroked his arm.  “Yes, they are.” 
 
    Carson dropped down in front of me with a huge glass of water.  “Per your mother’s instructions.  Drink.  She told Noah and me to send you to bed.  She’ll check on you later.  Right now, she’s going with Mrs. Fitzroy to the hospital to help calm her down.  According to Mr. Fitzroy, he has no idea how the fire started but it blazed up before he could stop it.” 
 
    Grateful for Carson and Noah’s support, I relaxed knowing that my parents were doing what they do best.  For once, I didn’t fight my mother’s orders.  I was more than happy to sleep for the next decade as long as I knew Benjamin was safe. 
 
    The following morning, I sat on the edge of my bed, annoyed that I couldn’t pace.  I had underestimated my adversary at every turn, though, to be fair, I didn’t understand the kind of people I was fighting. 
 
    I didn’t truly comprehend what Dragomir Klein was capable of doing until I saw Benjamin’s house on fire.  His cruelty went beyond anything I had ever faced before.  The Shadow Masters’ attempts to break me had been child’s play compared to what Dragomir had ordered his daughter to do. 
 
    Time and again, I gave my adversaries the benefit of the doubt.  I allowed them to chip away at me as I held my moral ground.  I was afraid to lose myself to my anger and fear, so I held back and let them come at me from all angles.  Realizing that Dragomir would never stop until he got what he wanted, I had to decide on my next move with his persistence in mind. 
 
    He wanted Benjamin back in his coven, or he would destroy Benjamin and anyone who cared about him.  There seemed to be no other path, no other compromise in Dragomir Klein’s mind. 
 
    I finally accepted why he needed Benjamin as the face of the coven.  The witches and wizards who were uninterested in dark magic or the concept of power at any cost, would never tolerate Klein’s true face and true motivations.  Benjamin would be what Klein could never be, a shining example for the community, the kind of person witches and wizards wanted to follow.  With Benjamin leading within the public eye, Klein could quietly court the dark elements that would round out his control.  With Jonny, Devon and Philip, Klein could quietly hide his less savory business practices in the shadows. 
 
    Over the next twelve hours, I enacted my plan and set my trap with Carson and Noah's help.  I was out of time with the final round of the pageant a few hours away, but I refused to give into Klein and give him what he wanted.  Benjamin was mine and there was no way I would allow Dragomir to change that. 
 
    Deep down, I knew that even if Anika won the crown, it wouldn’t be enough to save Klein’s coven.  Anika would poison anything she touched, just as Klein did, leaving him no choice but to come after Benjamin until he won. 
 
    Tonight, I had to stop Dragomir for good. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Staring into the mirror, I smiled when Carson’s hands slid up my back to squeeze my shoulders.  “I did as you asked.  She’s here.” 
 
    I nodded as I turned to see Grandmother Tavish shuffling towards me behind the stage curtains. 
 
    “Oh my, you look lovely, my dear.  I agree with Harriet.  This silver dress is perfect for you.”  She took my hands as she admired the way my dress glittered. 
 
    “Thank you, Grandmother.  Umm, I have a small favor to ask of you.  Do you remember the Miss Sunshine Pageant in 1962?”  I hoped she remembered that far back since she couldn’t remember her room number at the nursing home. 
 
    She smiled brightly.  “I was sixteen, and Ted Lymon was my escort.  He was so handsome.  It was before I met your grandfather.  That night, everything was perfect until Brenda Hoop came in 2nd place.  Well, let me tell you, I’d never seen anything like the fight that broke out that night.” 
 
    I smiled.  I’d heard her tell the story so many times over the years, it felt as if I’d been there.  “Exactly.  And you remember what you did, right?”  I winked at her as I presented her a borrowed wand from my mother’s personal collection and a heart-shaped glass bottle with a cork. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she nodded.  “Of course.”  She carefully took the wand and hid it down the front of her white eyelet dress.  She slid the bottle up her dress sleeve. 
 
    I winked at her.  “Just in case you need it.” 
 
    She winked back at me and nodded.  “Yes, dear.” 
 
    I leaned down close to her ear.  “Mother will have your programs returned to you by tomorrow night.” 
 
    Letting out a squeal of joy, she hugged me.  “You are my favorite, Celeste.  You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Grandmother.”  I kissed her cheek and sent her back towards the stairs so she could sit down. 
 
    Everything was finally in place. 
 
    “Welcome to the final round of the Miss Sunshine Pageant, hosted this year by the Black Dawn Coven.  As you know, the girls have been competing all week in smaller events to showcase their talent, poise and beauty.  They’ve all worked so hard.  Let’s give them a round of applause.”  Mr. Jacobs, who had been MCing the event for the last ten years, smiled and clapped as the contestants walked on stage. 
 
    Holding my breath, I turned to smile and wave at the audience.  It was by far the worst part of the competition.  Aside from it being long and tedious, they dragged out the process by eliminating each group of girls, causing more and more stress to build until everyone wanted to scream. 
 
    Anika was standing tall a few feet away from me in a blue satin gown.  I raised my eyebrow at Dori, who was smiling like a lunatic between Auggie and Aunt Harriet. She gave me a quick thumbs-up when she saw Anika’s blue dress.  She had been right; silver was the perfect choice since no one else was wearing silver. 
 
    Scanning the audience, I found Milton sitting next to my mother, on the opposite side from my father.  The three of them were making goo-goo eyes at each other. 
 
    Along the far wall, I saw Mr. Foster sitting next to his psychic girlfriend, Dahlia.  Interestingly, Mr. Foxworth was on Dahlia’s other side.  Sitting near them were Charlie and her brother James, along with the woman with the Vespa.  It seemed like they were all friends, which explained why Foster had been on the Vespa. 
 
    Even the Whitaker brothers and Rose were sitting in the back.  Finn quickly waved at me when he saw that I’d noticed them. 
 
    Klein and his crazy wife were front and center behind the judges, smiling as if they had already won. 
 
    “Now, let’s hear from the contestants.  Each of them will tell you about the charity they are supporting tonight.  The sponsors of the top five finalists will each donate $5,000 to their contestant’s choice of charity.  Let’s start with Miss Anika Klein.”  Clapping, Mr. Jacobs stepped to the side to let Anika speak. 
 
    Anika spit out several prepared facts that she had probably gotten off a website.  She was neither passionate nor excited about the charity her father’s coven supported.  Seeing Dragomir’s smile falter, I knew that he finally accepted that Anika could never take Benjamin’s place in his master plan.  Benjamin would have spoken so eloquently and passionately that people would have taken out their checkbooks on the spot to support the charity. 
 
    When it was my turn to speak, I took a deep breath.  Why was my dramatic reading easier than speaking as myself?  Because the real Celeste preferred to hide behind the walls she’d created over the years. 
 
    Smiling, I looked to Mr. Foster.  “I want to thank everyone for coming tonight.  It’s great seeing so many different community leaders and advocates for the community coming together to celebrate a great cause.  Many of you might not know that the pageant once highlighted the many ways that the youth community gave back to our small town.  The young women participating ran fundraisers, outreach programs and visited the orphanage to devote their time to helping others.  Over the years, this aspect has diminished.  However, through the generosity of the sponsoring covens and sponsoring businesses, we raise even more money for the charity of our choice.  This year, I am happy to represent a charity close to my heart.  The Alzheimer’s Fund assists our citizens who suffer from cognitive issues, which affect their everyday lives.  It provides aid for long-term care, nursing support and food for those who are homebound.  This support allows our citizens to live comfortably, giving them back their independence and dignity.  I would like to thank High Priest Ian Foster of the Black Dawn Coven for their generous donation to this wonderful cause.  If you are interested in giving to this worthy organization, please see me later tonight or at any time in the coming days.  Thank you.”  I gave a quick wink to my grandmother, who smiled and nodded. 
 
    Klein’s face fell even further after my speech, not that I cared.  I really was interested in helping the charity, regardless of winning or not. 
 
    Listening to the rest of the speeches, I kept my cool while trying not to fidget.  I watched Klein as often as possible, but I didn’t want to look like I was glaring at him. 
 
    Jonny, Devon and Philip were under the watchful eyes of Milton, Carson and Noah, so I didn’t have to split my attention.  By the time the first elimination started, I was wound so tightly I was afraid I would pop my dress seams. 
 
    “Will the following girls please step forward…Jenica Adams, Krissy Dune…”  I held my breath, unsure if the group would stay or go.  They sometimes mixed things up for the sake of drama.  When Everly’s name wasn’t called, I let go of my breath.  The first group was being eliminated. 
 
    After two more rounds of eliminations, I was trying not to dig my fake nails into my palms.  I kept reminding myself to smile and not grimace.  I had to get into the top five.  It was imperative. 
 
    “Celeste Dreger, Tamara Hazelton, Hana Dodson, Anika Klein and Everly Benson you…are…”  I gulped, wanting to close my eyes.  Maybe the judges were looking for something different from what we were expecting, fresh faces or newcomers to the pageant.  My mind raced through a thousand different scenarios in case I was eliminated. 
 
    “…Safe.  You ladies are our top five finalists.  Congratulations!  You have proven to be future leaders of the community based on your charitable efforts, magical skills, speaking skills and recommendations from the other community leaders. You should be proud of yourselves.  Even if you don’t win the crown tonight, we are proud of each of you and know that you will be successful leaders.”  Mr. Jacobs sounded convincing, even though this was a standard speech for the event.  Even so, for the first time, I felt as if I were worthy of the title “Future Community Leader,” given everything this town had thrown at me. 
 
    Smiling and waving to the other girls, even Anika, I tried not to get misty-eyed.  I had to stay focused now that I had achieved my first goal.  Next came the hard part. 
 
    “I would like to invite the sponsoring coven leaders to come up on stage to congratulate the finalists.  You should be proud of your members this evening.”  Mr. Jacobs clapped as he motioned to the three High Priests to come on stage. 
 
    Uncle Bryce was first in line.  Though he was sponsoring Everly and Tamara, he still gave me a wink and kissed my cheek.  “Good luck, Sweetie.  Your Aunt made you a cake.”  I chuckled at his comment since cake was his favorite food, so he was probably more eager than I was to get home to eat it. 
 
    Mr. Foster shook Hana’s hand and wished her luck since he was also sponsoring her.  Stepping in front of me, he said the same thing he’d said to Hana.  “We wish both Miss Dodson and you luck this evening, Miss Dreger.  You are both winners to us.”  He winked at me before moving to the end of the stage to stand with the other coven leaders. 
 
    As Klein slithered up beside me, I could see the tension in his rigid body.  He’d rather eat dirt than shake my hand.  I felt the same way. 
 
    Pressing my hand into Klein’s, I gave my award-winning smile.  “Thank you, Mr. Klein, for all that your coven has done for the community in the few short years since it started.  I’m so proud to stand on the stage with these amazing girls and be part of such a revered tradition.”  I spoke loudly and clearly so that the microphone, strategically sitting in front of me, would pick up my ass-kissing speech. 
 
    Klein attempted to smile at my words but he couldn’t successfully hide his sneer.  “Delightful.” 
 
    Still holding his hand tightly, I kept shaking it.  He finally pulled away from me with a bit of effort.  I put my hands behind my back and smiled sweetly at him. 
 
    Frowning, he looked down at his hands. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m nervous.  My hands are a little sweaty.”  I shrugged innocently. 
 
    He nodded as he turned to join the other coven leaders. 
 
    I cleared my throat.  “High Priest Klein, don’t you have any words of encouragement for me?” 
 
    He spun on his heel, finally able to pin a smile to his face.  “No, Celeste.  I have no words of comfort for you.  You are a blight that I am determined to remove from my life.”  The harshness in his voice didn’t match the semi-pleasant expression on his face. 
 
    Stunned, he looked down at his hands. 
 
    “And how have you tried to remove me from your life?”  I spoke quickly before he could completely process what was happening. 
 
    His eyes snapped to me.  “I tried to intimidate you through organized attacks on you and your friends.” 
 
    “You had Carson cursed, and Noah kidnapped.”  I needed to keep him talking while everyone in the room tried to figure out what the hell was happening. 
 
    “Through my wife’s brilliant efforts, Carson was cursed so he would forget about you, and Noah was captured in an effort to draw you out into an open war with my daughter.  I needed this pathetic town and its drowsy-eyed leaders to see how powerful and dangerous you could be when backed into a corner so that they would lose faith in you.  You’re a selfish, vain temptress who snatched away my only hope for a new life far away from those who remember me in Romania.  I needed a fresh start to dull the memories of my failed attempts to secure enough power to reign over all the covens.”  His eyes were wide, and his shoulders tense as if he were trying not to spill his secrets. 
 
    “Who did I steal from you?”  This was the most important question I could ask. 
 
    “Benjamin Fitzroy.  He was the key to my success, and you stole him from me with your promises of sex.  I did everything I could to taint him and make him so reviled by this town that he had no future prospects and was forced to return to me.  Once he returned to my side, I would blame my daughter for all the rumors and lies about Benjamin.  I would restore his status and make sure he never left my side again.”  Sweat beaded on Klein’s forehead as he tried to seal his lips closed. 
 
    Seeing Milton quickly head towards the stage with his wand drawn, along with Uncle Bryce and Foster, who were edging closer to Klein with their wands and hands extended, I only had a few seconds to finish my interrogation.  
 
    “You tried to kill Benjamin once you realized he would never come back to your coven.”  Shouting my statement, I knew I was out of time. 
 
    “Yes!  Yes!  He refused to return to me because of you.  I couldn’t let you win, you vile little thing.  Better to be burned in the fires than be ruined by a fickle woman with too many lovers.”  Klein quickly looked around, realizing he was surrounded.  He pulled his wand from his suit jacket. 
 
    Anika pulled her wand from her dress, pointing it at Milton as he stepped onto the stage. 
 
    Jonny, Devon and Philip jumped out of their seats, shoving away Carson and Noah in an attempt to get to Anika to protect her.  I raced across the stage and tackled Anika to the ground.  “Get Klein!”  I shouted to Milton as I tried to grab Anika’s wand. 
 
    I didn’t need the villainous three distracting Milton.  He had to work with the coven leaders to secure Klein, who would not surrender without a fight. 
 
    Anika snarled at me.  “I will kill you!” 
 
    “No.  You won’t.  You need to think things through.  You have a choice, Anika.  Your father is not worth the time and effort of pleasing.  He would have used you to get what he wanted.  You said it yourself.  He doesn’t care about you.  Are you prepared to go to jail for him?  Are your men prepared to go to jail for him?  This is your only chance to prove that you are your own person.  Leave him and save yourself, Anika.”  Wrestling with her, I finally pinned her arms to the ground. 
 
    Snarling at me, she looked over my shoulder to her approaching guys.  “I can’t leave my father.  He’ll kill me.” 
 
    “Your men will protect you.  Look at them, Anika.  Jonny, Philip and Devon love you.  They will do anything for you.  Jonny came to me and told me that himself.  He’s afraid he’ll lose you to your parents’s obsession with dark magic.  Don’t ruin what you have with them for a family obsessed with power.”  I slowly released her arms as Jonny slid across the stage to reach Anika’s side.  I made a show of backing away, so I didn’t provoke him. 
 
    Anika stared at Jonny as he put his hands on her face.  “Celeste is right.  We’ll protect you from your father, sweetheart.  Please, I can’t lose you.  I will follow you anywhere, but I’d still like to have my soul intact.  Dark magic will ultimately tear us apart if you choose that path.  Please, if you love me, if you love Philip and Devon, come with us and leave all that…,” He pointed to Klein, who was actively engaged in multiple duels behind me.  “Far, far behind you.  I know exactly the kind of man he is, Anika.  He isn’t worth your time.  Come with us, and I swear I will be the man you need me to be.” 
 
    Blinking, Anika wet her lips.  “I love you, Jonny.”  She held up her arms to Philip and Devon, who were hovering nervously behind Jonny.  “I love all of you.” 
 
    With the fight getting louder and more involved behind me, I waved my hands at them.  “Okay, group hug time over, get off the stage and hide unless you want to face Dragomir’s wand.” 
 
    All four of them saw the danger getting closer as Klein tried to cross the stage to kill me or grab Anika, or both. 
 
    Turning around, I threw up a barrier spell to keep Klein from reaching Anika as she made her escape down the stairs. 
 
    Klein slashed his wand to the left, throwing Bryce through the white curtain and into the backstage wall.  “I will finish you!”  His eyes locked onto me as he threw two spells in rapid succession at my barrier while Milton and Foster pushed themselves up off the ground.  
 
    Milton’s leg was bleeding, and Foster had a nasty gash over his eye that was gushing blood.  Both of them regrouped behind Klein, ready to engage him again. 
 
    Thankfully, my barrier spell was strong enough to hold Klein off while Anika and her guys ran out of the room. 
 
    Hearing a terrifying growl to my right, I watched a large gray wolf with bright blue eyes leap onto the stage, its teeth aimed at Klein’s neck.  Klein threw a spell over his left arm, hitting the wolf’s face.  The wolf whimpered and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “Gray!”  Foster knew the wolf, as did James O’Malley.  James jumped onto the stage to check on the wolf. 
 
    Safe behind my barrier, I turned to see Mrs. Klein losing her mind on my parents and Hana’s mother.  Spell after spell after spell crackled through the air as Mrs. Klein shot rapid-fire curses at them, pinning them down. 
 
    Chaos erupted as people ran and hid or tried to decide which fight to join.  Dori and Auggie stood in front of Grandmother Tavish, protecting her from any stray spells, while Grandmother sat quietly in her chair with a pleasant smile as if nothing was happening. 
 
    Carson and Noah were busy helping the other pageant contestants escape through the side exit far away from Mrs. Klein’s mania.  I finally understood why Dragomir put up with his crazy wife.  The woman knew how to fight dirty. 
 
    Klein turned around to engage Milton and Foster.  The second Klein’s back was to me, I dropped my barrier spell.  While I had been torn over engaging a teen witch who hadn’t completely gone dark yet, I had no reservations about attacking a dark wizard who wanted to kill me. 
 
    Foster had already tried to disarm Klein and knock his wand out of his hand, but Klein had used a protection spell to prevent anyone from taking his wand, which meant I had to do things the hard way. 
 
    Fighting a caster sounded easy since they needed their wand to cast spells, but casters often had the advantage of speed and shorter spells on their side.  Klein was able to rattle off an array of spells in multiple directions within a few seconds.  He didn’t need to contort his body to use a powerful spell, so I had to save my power moves until he was off balance and distracted, which gave me an idea. 
 
    Using my special effects spells from my performance, I quickly lowered the lights and unleashed my shadows to confuse Klein. 
 
    “Aprinde!”  Throwing a fireball at Klein, he quickly swung his wand behind his head to pull the fireball around his body and launch it at Foster. 
 
    Huh.  That was new.  I had no idea that a caster could control a conjuring spell and use it for his own purpose. 
 
    I looked at Milton, who was as shocked as I was.  Okay, so that wasn’t normal. 
 
    Klein knocked Milton off the stage and spun to face me faster than I could comprehend. 
 
    Throwing up my barrier spell, again Klein hit me with spells I’d never heard before.  One spell after another chipped away my barrier.  He really knew how to fight dirty. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m capable of, you fool.”  As if he were reading my mind, he answered my bewildered look. 
 
    Shrugging, I gave him the finger.  “I could say the same thing.”  Throwing my hands to the ground, I froze the entire stage.  “Îngheţa!”  I kicked off my heels and dropped my barrier.  Klein slipped for just a second, but it was enough time for me to finish my spell.  “Apăsați!”  Pushing him over onto the ice, I quickly threw up my arms.  “Entomb în gheață!”  Willing the ice to lengthen and grow, I pulled it from the floor and drew it together around Klein, trapping him inside.  It wouldn’t hold up against a fire spell, but it would give me time to think. 
 
    “Celeste!  We need to hit Dragomir at the same time.  He’s too fast for us individually.”  Milton was motioning to Foster, making sure he agreed. 
 
    Ignoring Milton’s plan, which was a good plan, I walked over to Dragomir, who was using his melting spell on the ice.  I leaned down and punched him in the face.  “I swear to you, if I ever see your face again, you will find out exactly how powerful and dangerous I am when backed into a corner.” 
 
    “Then you’ll never see me coming.”  His cruel smile eased my conscience considerably for what I was about to do next. 
 
    Pulling Carson’s cursed letter out of my bodice, I shoved it into his free hand and forced him to take hold of it.  “Anulați legarea!”  Releasing my binding spell, I quickly pulled my hand away, leaving Klein holding the cursed letter. 
 
    “NO!”  Dragomir’s smile disappeared when he realized what I was doing. 
 
    “I’m doing you a favor.  If Benjamin had been forced to return to your coven, he would have dismantled it from the inside, metaphorically burning you and your coven to the ground, just as you did to him.  I’m just skipping ahead to the part where you go to jail to save some time.  Oh, and you can thank Benjamin for the truth spell, which I warned you I would use on you.”  I wiggled my broken fake nail at him, showing him how I was able to hide the potion.  “He’s the one who figured out how to get it to absorb through the skin instead of ingesting it.  Now, you can take all that hatred, resentment and vengeance trapped inside that cursed letter and shove it up your ass.”  I stood up and waved at him. 
 
    “Legați această scrisoare de mână!  Binding the letter to his hand, it would take a while for someone to peel back all the layers of my binding spell to remove the letter. 
 
    Leaving Milton and Foster to take Dragomir into custody, I headed down the stairs to find the rest of my family dueling Mrs. Klein, who looked like she was having the time of her life kicking the crap out of everyone. 
 
    I walked over to Grandmother Tavish, who smiled up at me.  “It’s time.”  I winked at her. 
 
    Helping her out of her chair, I pointed her towards Mrs. Klein, who was brawling with my mother and swearing like a sailor. 
 
    Grandmother sighed.  “Sometimes, people don’t know how to lose gracefully.  It’s a shame.  Brenda Hoop just didn’t want to accept that I had won the competition.  She screamed for a recount and a do-over.  It was sad.  No one could calm her down.  Do you know that she cursed the entire panel of judges, giving them the measles?  It was uncalled for.”  She shook her head as if she were still disgusted after all these years. 
 
    “Well, we have another Brenda Hoop situation.”  I shrugged as if there were no other choice but to handle the problem. 
 
    “Of course, dear.  Now give me some room to work.”  She shooed me away until I was standing close to the stage. 
 
    Raising my hand, I threw the entire room into darkness.  The only light came from the exit sign in the corner. 
 
    “You will never take me alive!”  Mrs. Klein sounded deranged.  I fully believed her threat until I heard grandmother’s shoes shuffling across the floor. 
 
    “Îndepărtează tot răul și ura din inima ei și dă-mi-o mie!”  The second Grandmother finished casting her spell, I turned the lights back on. 
 
    Mrs. Klein, confused and angry, looked down at the wand pointed at her chest.  Grandmother was pulling a long black and silver strand out of Klein’s chest and guiding it into the glass bottle I’d given her. 
 
    My mother immediately dropped her wand hand to her side and went to stand next to grandmother to help her stand.  The spell was designed to remove all the hatred and evil from a person’s heart so that it could be bottled up.  Technically, dark wizards used the spell to create cursed objects or to curse people by turning them evil.  Grandmother had modified the spell years ago to turn mean girls into compassionate, caring women.  She was careful to destroy all the darkness removed from a person so that no one could use it to harm anyone else. 
 
    Carson and Noah ran up and wrapped their arms around me as we waited for the spell to end. 
 
    When the last drop of evil was out of Mrs. Klein, my mother helped cork the bottle, trapping the evil.  She grabbed the bottle and held onto it. 
 
    “Dorothea, Augusta, please take your grandmother to the car.  She’ll need a nice long nap.”  My mother waved to my cousins, who were stunned into silence. 
 
    “No nap!”  Grandmother pouted as my mother took away her wand. 
 
    “Come along, Grandmother Tavish.  I’ve got some hot guys you can look at on my phone.”  Auggie pulled her along while Dori looked me up and down. 
 
    “See?  Silver for the win!  I don’t give a crap about what the judges might say.  You stopped a dark wizard in that dress without breaking a seam or messing up your hair.  That’s a serious talent.”  She smacked my ass on the way out and laughed.  “You get ‘em girl!” 
 
    I laughed at Dori as Noah pulled up a chair so I could rest. 
 
    My mother and father checked on Mrs. Klein, who was in a daze. 
 
    “Adina, how are you feeling?  Are you okay?”  My father kept his wand pointed at Mrs. Klein while my mother looked into her eyes and snapped her fingers. 
 
    Sighing deeply, Mrs. Klein smiled.  “Caroline, I’ve never felt better in my life.  Thank you.”  She pulled my mother into a hug. 
 
    Surprised, my mother patted her back.  “There, there, dear.”  She quickly pulled away to make sure that Mrs. Klein was sincere. 
 
    Mrs. Klein turned to everyone and thanked them for helping her. 
 
    I was creeped out by the complete change in her but I was hopeful that she wouldn’t turn crazy again. 
 
    Milton swooped in to pull Mrs. Klein away.  She was responsible for creating the cursed letter, which she would be charged for, along with any other crimes Dragomir had asked her to commit.  Milton would be eager to question her while sunshine and rainbows filled her heart.  Though the spell wouldn’t revert and put the evil back into Mrs. Klein, it also wouldn’t prevent evil from filling her heart again. 
 
    Slipping through Milton’s grasp, Mrs. Klein rushed over to me.  “You really do look lovely, Celeste.”  She took my hands and bowed her head to me.  “Thank you for helping Anika.”  Milton got a better hold of Mrs. Klein and walked her towards the exit. 
 
    Foster and Uncle Bryce had Dragomir freed from the ice and in custody.  The letter was still firmly in his grip. 
 
    Dragomir, a sobbing, wretched mess, was unable to walk in a straight line without help.  I refused to feel bad for him. 
 
    Glancing at Foster, I remembered Dahlia’s prophecy.  “One will be tempted.  One will bow down.  One will fight for their beliefs.  You can only save one of them.” 
 
    Saving Anika had been unexpected, especially when she was tempted to travel down the same dark path as her family.  As long as I felt that she could change without her father’s influence, I would try to convince the coven to go easy on her. 
 
    Thankfully, Anika’s love for her guys had conquered her fear of her father, just as Dahlia had said. 
 
    Since Mrs. Klein had bowed to me and thanked me, that left Dragomir to fight for his beliefs.  He really did blame Benjamin and me for all his troubles.  Instead of not being a dark wizard and building a community the right way, it was easier for him to embrace his hatred and believe that his dark way was the only way to succeed in life.  I would make sure that he was punished for everything he did to Benjamin and his family.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Aunt Harriet pushed my cake in front of me and smiled.  “You did good, kid.”  She winked as she handed Uncle Bryce his cake. 
 
    Unbound from my dress, I was happy that the pageant was over and I could relax for the rest of the summer, though I had a feeling Milton would keep me busy with his case against the Kleins, which I was more than happy to help with. 
 
    Kicking my bare feet against the rug, I looked over at Benjamin, who was smiling at me with the most sincere smile I’d ever seen. 
 
    “If the judges don’t give you that crown, I think the town leaders will riot.  You stopped three bad guys in one day.  Now, that’s a talent.”  He blew me a kiss with his good arm. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Yeah, but they did so much damage before that.”  My victory felt hollow knowing that Benjamin had been hurt, and his house was damaged.  Yes, the house was fixable and Benjamin was healing, but I was still mad that my friends had suffered under Dragomir’s cruelty. 
 
    He reached across the table to take my hand.  “Celeste, you can’t be held responsible for the evil that other people do.  You fought this battle on your own terms.  Sure, you could have unleashed your power on Anika and her guys, but I know you.  You would have felt guilty.  Fighting dark wizards is what you know how to do.  I can’t see you giving up on someone who still has a chance to be saved.  You even gave Mrs. Klein the opportunity to prove that she can be good without the influence of her husband.  You did the right thing and you did it your way.  Plus, you saved everyone who the Kleins hurt.”  He raised his sling to prove his point.  “No one could have anticipated how far Dragomir would go for his revenge.  I’m just happy that you’re safe and here with me.” 
 
    I squeezed his hand.  “I’m glad you’re here with me too.” 
 
    Carson dropped down at the dining room table next to me.  “Uncle Bryce stole my cake.”  Pouting, he crossed his arms. 
 
    I slid my cake over to him.  “Here.  I’m not hungry.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed my neck.  “Pretty girls need to eat their celebratory cake.  I’m not going to take that from you.  Besides, you need something to cheer you up.” 
 
    Noah slid into the seat on my other side.  “I’m sure I can think of something to cheer you up.”  Nuzzling my ear, he purred against my neck, which did make me smile. 
 
    Hearing Andrew at the front door, I turned around to see if Benjamin’s parents were joining us. 
 
    “Miss Dreger, there are a few people here to see you.”  Andrew motioned towards the door as he walked through the living room. 
 
    Waving at Dori to zip me back into my dress, I headed to the door once I was bound up again.  Thankfully, my hair was still up since I had no energy to dismantle it.  I grabbed my heels along the way. 
 
    I walked out to the front yard, expecting to find a reporter or someone from the pageant association eager to reschedule the award ceremony.  Instead, I found the judges were standing in front of Hana, Everly and Tamara.  Everyone was still dressed up, though their hair was in various states of deconstruction due to the stiff gel and hair sprays they used.  Off to the side were Mr. and Mrs. Dodson with the other contestant parents. 
 
    Confused, I waved to everyone as I looked to Hana and Everly for an explanation.  Hana shrugged, and Everly smiled awkwardly. 
 
    Opening my mouth to speak, I stopped when a car pulled up and out came Foster with Dahlia.  “Oh good.  We’re right on time.”  He smiled at the judges and nodded. 
 
    My family poured out of the house behind me, as freaking confused as I was. 
 
    Mrs. Kendal, one of the judges, broke formation and approached me.  “We’re sorry to barge in like this unannounced, but we didn’t want to waste any more time.  With the pageant disrupted, the judges were eager to get things back on track once Mr. Klein was in custody and his daughter ejected from the competition for, well, multiple reasons.”  She looked knowingly at the other judges, who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Because she was crazy.”  Dori snorted behind me.  I flailed my arm to quiet her. 
 
    Looking at my mother, she was as stunned as I was to see everyone on her front lawn, though she didn’t miss a beat.  “Well, thank you all for coming.  Would you like to come inside?” 
 
    Mrs. Kendal shook her head.  “Thank you, Caroline, but we don’t want to burden you after such a long day.  We’ll be out of here shortly.  We want to present the crown to the winner of the Miss Sunshine Pageant.” 
 
    Stepping down off the porch, I walked over to stand between Hana and Tamara.  I tried to look enthusiastic, but I was too tired and sore to care. 
 
    Cameras flashed from multiple directions as everyone tried to capture the odd occasion. 
 
    Holding Hana’s hand, I smiled at her.  “I hope you win.”  I mouthed the words to her so no one would think I was ungrateful for the opportunity. 
 
    Hana squeezed my hand.  “At this point, I’ll be happy when I get out of this dress.” 
 
    Chuckling, we turned our attention to Mrs. Kendal. 
 
    “Now, I know there might be some controversy over our decision, but know that we had come to a unanimous decision this morning before the pageant started. Our votes were placed in a sealed envelope in this magic proof box.”  She handed the box to Mr. Neus, another judge, who pulled a key out from his suit pocket.  Opening the box, he showed everyone the date-stamped envelope with the judges’ signatures on it. 
 
    Seeing Mrs. Kendal tear open the envelope, I was suddenly nervous.  I didn’t care about winning, but I was overwhelmed by the judges’ efforts in keeping some sense of normalcy. 
 
    Uncle Bryce stood next to Foster, smiling brightly at everyone as Mrs. Kendal pulled open the ballot paper. 
 
    Turning over the ballot, I heard gasps and squeals.  Not expecting to win, I was slow to focus my exhausted mind on the winner’s name. 
 
    “Congratulations to Miss Celeste Dreger, our new Miss Sunshine.”  Mrs. Kendal applauded with the other judges as my family erupted into cheers. 
 
    Disoriented for a second, I felt Hana and Everly hugging and congratulating me. 
 
    Me?  I won?  I’d never won a pageant during the ten years of competing. 
 
    Looking for confirmation that this was real, my eyes went to Benjamin, Carson and Noah.  They all smiled and nodded at me. 
 
    Tears sprang from my eyes, and I smiled uncontrollably.  I had won. 
 
    Tamara hugged me and patted my arm.  “When I saw you tackle Anika, I was worried about what you would do to her.  The next thing I knew, you were helping her.  After hearing what her family did to you and your friends, I’m proud of you for giving her another chance.  I don’t know if I would have been able to do that if she had hurt me.”  She hugged me again. 
 
    “Thank you.”  I had no other phrase in my head to offer anyone.  I was stuck somewhere between shock and joy.  I would never make fun of another pageant winner’s inability to speak again. 
 
    The judges shook my hand and congratulated me, but it was Mr. Neus, who worked at the bank, who stopped to speak with me. 
 
    “You were right about this pageant meaning more in years past.  The girls did work with the community and give up their free time to help others.  I doubt you are aware, but Dean Whitaker told us about the incident last night at his club.  He was proud of you for not allowing Miss Klein to pull you into a fight.  The Dodsons and the Bensons spoke to us a few weeks ago regarding your genuine concern for their daughters after they were hurt.  Now, hearing how you helped Miss Klein and Mrs. Klein escape from Mr. Klein’s influence, I’d say that we made the right choice, even if we weren’t aware of your accomplishments.  You have always looked out for Silver Springs and its people, Miss Dreger. 
 
    “Silver Springs First National Bank will be offering a special award in next year’s Miss Sunshine Pageant in appreciation of your accomplishments.  The Pearl Celeste Dreger award will highlight the efforts of the contestant who best exemplifies compassion, friendship, and loyalty to the members of this community.”  Shaking my hand again, he patted my shoulder. 
 
    My tears streamed down my face as my words failed me.  Though I had never asked to be recognized for my efforts to keep my friends, family and community safe, I was very grateful that someone had finally accepted that I was trying my best to be a good person. 
 
    Standing with my crown and flowers picked from our garden because the other ones had been hit with a fireball, I wiped my tears and smiled for an official photo in front of our side garden.  Foster slid into one of the photos with me, claiming that he was going to hang it on the wall along with the past winners from the Black Dawn Coven. 
 
    “You did an excellent job, Miss Dreger.  I really do hope that you find a place for yourself in our coven.  I expect to see you as you make your celebratory rounds before you head back to school.”  He patted my shoulder before heading off to shake more hands. 
 
    Once everyone shook my hand once more, they headed to their cars as the sun started to set. 
 
    Excited, though tired, I dipped my head down so that my mother could take my crown and put it in the glass cabinet with her Miss Sunshine crown. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Celeste, even if you feel like this whole thing is silly.  Pageants were never your thing.  I’m sorry that I put you through the drama, but I always knew you were special.  I just wanted others to notice that too.  Of course, you learned how to do that in your own remarkable way.  Your father and I love you very much.”  She kissed my forehead.  “Plus, none of those girls have ever had a special recognition award created in their honor.” 
 
    I snickered.  “Honestly, the award means more to me than anything, but I’ll admit, the crown is kind of cool too.  Thank you for pushing me out into the spotlight, even though I wasn’t always nice about it.  It’s time for me to be more than the bookworm in the corner or the broken one.  I want to be a future leader, and to do that, I have to put myself out there.” 
 
    She smiled brightly, though a little smugly, as she wrapped her arm around my shoulders.  “Come on, let’s take down your hair and get you into your PJs before you drop from exhaustion.  You’ve earned a day off tomorrow.”

  

 
   
    Epilogue  
 
    Benjamin held me close as we watched the sun setting over the trees in my backyard.  “I love the colors at sunset.  They’re always different from the previous day.  It’s like a surprise every night.”  He kissed my temple and sighed happily.  “Please tell me that this is your best birthday ever.” 
 
    “Well, I am the reigning Miss Sunshine, I passed my driving test and I have three amazing guys whom I love.  So yes, I would say that this is the best birthday ever, though I have to admit that I prefer sunrises.”  I glanced over at him with a sly look that I hoped he would understand.  “I would prefer to watch a sunrise with you by my side.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose as he swallowed, clearly understanding my subtle hint. 
 
    With his body healed and his house repaired, we had spent the last few weeks getting comfortable with each other so that we no longer felt awkward or shy when we kissed or touched.  We tried to be as open as possible, though sometimes my nerves still overwhelmed me, like now. 
 
    “We don’t have to rush, Celeste.”  He ran his lips across my cheek, stopping to kiss my ear. 
 
    “My parents are going away tomorrow night with my aunt and uncle for a funeral for one of their old professors.  They won’t be home until Monday night.  That means we have the entire weekend to ourselves.  Andrew has already been bribed with Noah’s homemade brownies and will happily leave for the weekend.”  He leaned back to blink at me a few times.  “Or not…”  I suddenly felt like I was rushing him. 
 
    He started breathing again and pulled me into his arms.  “Nope, this weekend is perfect.  I just didn’t expect them to leave us alone at any point this summer.  It felt like time was against us when we crossed into August.  I’m relieved that we don’t have to wait until we’re at school.  I didn’t want to have to deal with any roommate weirdness.” 
 
    Feeling him trembling slightly, I knew he was as excited and nervous as I was. 
 
    I bit my lip and pulled away to take his hand.  “I’ve been thinking about our conversation, or rather my decision.  I’ve had some time to think about it, especially after spending more time with each of you.  I’m just not sure how to say, or ask…umm.” 
 
    My throat closed up when I tried to tell him that I’d changed my mind about certain aspects of our first time together. 
 
    Benjamin leaned forward to look into my eyes.  Rubbing my back, he rested his other hand on my knee.  “Are you trying to say that you want Carson and Noah there too, for your first time?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I know this sounds strange, but I could use the moral support.  Maybe that’s not the right phrase.” 
 
    Chuckling, he lifted my chin when I tried to look away, afraid that he would be upset.  “I think it’s a great idea.  I want you to be as comfortable and relaxed as possible.  I’ve thought about it myself.  I’ve grown closer to Carson and Noah, and I don’t want them to feel left out.  It’s a big step, and I think we should make it together.” 
 
    Letting out a breath, I was relieved to hear that he was okay with the new plan.  “This doesn’t change the fact that I want you to be the one.  I want Carson and Noah to be there to help calm my nerves.” 
 
    He gave me his lopsided smile and kissed the back of my hand.  “I appreciate that, Celeste, more than you’ll ever know.  I love you, and I want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I love you too, Benjamin.  Thank you for being my best friend and my boyfriend.”  I rested my head against his shoulder and closed my eyes, not wanting to forget the moment. 
 
    The following night, with my parents on a flight out of town and Andrew out somewhere with his boyfriend, I stood in my room wearing Benjamin’s favorite red dress.  Noah had lit candles throughout the room, and Carson had put together the perfect playlist. 
 
    The night was almost like any other, with Carson telling silly jokes to put me at ease and Noah making comments about how sexy I looked.  Benjamin was quiet and contemplative, as if he were in the middle of a Pike match, thinking about his playbook.  I was pretty sure he was letting the moment sink in. 
 
    “I feel like you’re about to tackle me or throw me into a hazard so you can score a goal.”  I reached out my hand to him to break the tension. 
 
    He chuckled.  “Sorry.  I have no idea what my expression looks like right now because I’m so distracted by how gorgeous you look.  I’m sorry if I seem intense.” 
 
    Carson smacked his shoulder.  “You’re only losing your virginity tonight, mate.  No big deal.”  He winked at Benjamin. 
 
    Noah came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist to snuggle up against me.  “No reason to tremble, my love.  We’re all here for you.” 
 
    Of course, Noah would notice that I was jittery. 
 
    Leaning into him, I smiled as I took Carson’s hand.  “This is exactly why I wanted the two of you here.  I’ve thought about this moment for years, though it was just Benjamin and me.  I didn’t want things to feel overwhelming or too serious, so I wanted you both with me.” 
 
    Benjamin shook out his shoulders and took a breath.  “You’re right.  We don’t have to be so serious.”  He walked up to me in his newly broken-in jeans and blue muscle shirt, which I had requested for the night, and put his hands on my cheeks.  Gazing into my eyes, he kissed me sweetly, sending butterflies through my stomach. 
 
    If only the intense heat consumed me, things might have been easier, but I preferred to be in control. I didn't want to use the cooling spell on anyone, like some of my previous nights with them. 
 
    Pulling my dress over my head, I watched Benjamin’s eyes light up.  “I want you Benjamin Fitzroy.”  Finding my courage, I pulled him into a dizzying kiss. 
 
    “I will always want you, Celeste Dreger.”  Leading me over to the bed, we kissed for a while before calling Carson and Noah over. 
 
    Though we had discussed how things would work to make sure that we understood everyone's expectations, the reality of having all my men with me was so much more powerful than I would have ever expected. 
 
    Benjamin took his time kissing and holding me until I was practically begging for relief.  He was gentle and yet passionate enough to calm my nerves completely.  Wrapped in his arms, I felt myself come alive like never before. 
 
    Halfway through the night, we tossed our plan aside as passion swept through each of us. 
 
    Each experience was as unique and different as Benjamin, Carson and Noah were, yet I felt satisfied and content.  I never expected to feel as strongly as I did for the three men who somehow always understood what I needed, even when I wasn’t able to express myself. 
 
    The night was so much more amazing than I could have ever expected.  I was at a loss for words by the time we fell asleep in each other’s arms.  I knew that it would always be the best summer vacation of my life.

  

 
   
    If you liked Pearl you’ll enjoy these other Jewels Cafe books: 
 
    Amber by Mia Harlan 
 
    Amber Deja Brew by Mia Harlan 
 
    Sapphire by Eva Delaney 
 
    Sapphire: Two Scoops of Trouble by Eva Delaney 
 
    Peridot by M Sinclair Author 
 
    Opal by Candice Wondrak 
 
    Topaz by J.E. Cluney 
 
    Topaz Goes Downunder by J.E Cluney 
 
    Ruby by Ann Dentonn 
 
    Amethyst by CY Jones 
 
    Emerald by Jade Waltz 
 
    Onyx by Melissa Adams 
 
    Moonstone by Lucy Felthouse 
 
    Rose by Jewels Arthur 
 
    Rose: Feelin’ Throny by Jewels Arthur 
 
  
 
  
   
    Flip the page to read a preview of Emerald (Jewels Café Series #9) by Jade Waltz 
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    They say good things come in threes.... and for those who wait. 
 
    Emerald used to believe that until her thirty-third birthday, when her life got turned upside down. 
 
    Her pet Godzilla dies, she loses her job and to top it all off, her car breaks down in this weird town called Silver Springs. 
 
    One sip from a pumpkin spice latte at the local cafe, Emerald is surrounded by three gorgeous males -Chryso, Maw, and Vesuv - who state they want to help and won’t take no for an answer. 
 
    Something about them calls to her but Emerald is afraid to explore what - especially when she was having the worst day of her life. 
 
    Will she stick around long enough to figure out what is going on between them? Or will she find a way home and never return to Silver Springs ever again? 
 
    Emerald is a sci-fi alien reverse harem romance and part of the Jewels Cafe series. 
 
    Chapter One: Emerald 
 
      
 
    There was nothing like starting the day with a Viking send-off. 
 
    Tears fell into the toilet bowl as I leaned over to light the matchbox boat. Inside was my favorite—now dead—pleco fish, Godzilla, hanging over sides in all of his glory. 
 
    Flames caught the homemade boat, quickly covering my long lost friend as “Under the Sea” played over my portable Bluetooth speaker. 
 
    “May your algae be endless in whatever aquatic city you conquer next.” 
 
    Whipping the tears away, I pulled the toilet’s lever down and watched my beloved old friend swirl away to his underwater burial. 
 
    “What a way to start the day,” I mumbled, throwing the unused matches onto the bathroom counter. “Now isn’t the time to sit and grovel.” 
 
    Checking my reflection in the mirror, I gave my cheeks a couple slaps to try and balance the redness around my eyes before tying my hair into a tight bun. Satisfied with the results, I grabbed my room key and dashed out the door. The door slammed shut behind me as I rushed down the hallway to the sounds of its automatic locks securing my private suite. 
 
    I slammed my hand on the elevator's downward button and checked my smartwatch. There were a few minutes until the emergency meeting that would decide the fate of the hotel. 
 
    I grunted in frustration. Usually, I would be early to such things, following the belief that had been engraved in me over and over in my life by my grandma and mother. 
 
    ‘Only good things come to those who are always early rather than on time, while on time was more acceptable than being late, and late was better than never. If you ever show up without notice, then you better grovel.’ 
 
    Tapping my foot, I growled at the elevator as it slowly made its way up to the topmost floor—only to pause two levels below. 
 
    “Fuck it. I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    I dashed down the stairway and flung open the side door. 
 
    Nodding to the front desk clerk, I took a few even breaths, then made minor adjustments in the display mirror before speed walking into the meeting room. 
 
    “You are late.” 
 
    Peering up at the clock on the wall, I winced at the confirmation I was indeed five minutes late—twenty minutes later than when I usually arrive. 
 
    “I am sorry. I had some unplanned—” 
 
    “Is this how you manage things?” scuffed an unfamiliar male dressed in a business suit far more luxurious than what was typically worn. 
 
    Dread filled me as I scanned the room and noticed there were no open spots available around the meeting table. This wasn’t a normal quarterly business discussion. A black portfolio folder and pen sat in front of every member around the table. My longtime managers shook their heads in disappointment, and the hotel owners had blank looks on their faces as the unknown businessmen scolded me. 
 
    “No, Mr. Advic,” my General Manager, Stacy replied, narrowing her eyes. “Typically, all of my employees are on time and presentable.” 
 
    Presentable? I glanced down at my dress shirt and slacks. Sure, it wasn’t a suit, but I usually worked in the back of the house as the Executive Housekeeper. I was never required to dress up in an outfit for these meetings. Today was my regular scheduled day off, but obviously, they didn’t give me the memo they were having guests at this meeting and to dress classier. 
 
    Stacy’s jab hurt. What happened to us being friends? Granted, we didn’t do anything outside of work other than having a few drinks as a group here or there, but still. Now, she was throwing me under the bus? I schooled my facial expression and tried to remain calm, not showing the sense of betrayal and worry that coursed through me. 
 
    “Not like it matters anymore,” mused the blonde-haired woman in a tight red dress. “Not after today.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Emerald, you know this hotel has been struggling to make a profit,” Stacy replied. 
 
    “Correct.” I licked my lips. “That was why I was willing to take a major cut to my pay in exchange for living in one of the old suites.” 
 
    “I will be the first to tell you, that is going to end today,” the luxuriously dressed male said. “Starting at midnight, I am now the new owner of this rundown hotel, and the first thing I am going to do is fire most of its staff—which includes you.” He knocked his knuckles on the table. “Then, I am closing its doors and doing a complete update.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “I will, and I can.” 
 
    Clinching my fists, I stared at Stacy and the hotel’s old owners. 
 
    “When were you going to tell me this?” 
 
    They refused to meet my gaze, focusing on the table or the pen in their hands. It was too late for them to regret their actions. They just proved they didn’t really see me as a friend after all and didn’t even respect me as a coworker. I sacrificed my pay to help them stay afloat and was willing to be the on-call manager when problems arose. 
 
    “So, this is how you repay me, huh?” I hissed. When they didn’t reply once again, I turned my focus to the hotel’s new manager. “So there is no way I can stay?” 
 
    “You didn’t have a contract with them, and even if you did, you don’t have one with me, so I can treat you as a guest who refuses to leave,” chuckled the hotel’s new owner. 
 
    “Fine. I will be packed and gone by noon.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Happy fucking birthday to me,” I muttered as I sped along the highway, away from that mess. 
 
    My car was jammed packed with what few of things I had collected over the years as I drove aimlessly along northern New York to the sounds of the local Top 40 radio station. There was nowhere I wanted to go or be. 
 
    The people I thought were my friends obliviously weren’t, and my whole family had moved to Toronto while I was pursuing my hospitality business degree. It was mid-December, and everyone had their holiday help already hired and well established for the final push. My best bet for survival would be to find a cheap place and bunker down until the students returned to school, then try to find a place hiring. 
 
    No matter what I did, it seemed my dreams of managing a sizeable exotic resort hotel came crashing down as soon as I failed to secure the assistant front desk manager position fresh after graduation. That was the very beginning of the chain of how every interview process went until I started to work for that hellhole. 
 
    I may not have my dream job—or any position at the moment—but I wasn’t ready to give up being independent and crawl my way back to my parents. Even though it was more common these days, moving back home to my parents would show everyone how much of a failure I was. I might as well take this time to self-reflect and find myself while looking for a new job and place to stay. 
 
    I sighed, refusing to allow the tears that threatened to fall from the heaviness of how everything was going unplanned once again. 
 
    What happened to the American Dream? 
 
    Get good grades and graduate from a nice college, score an entry-level job to the dream career you wanted, and work up the corporate ladder. Been there, done that. But what did I get in return? Single, no house, fired by my current and only real job, and hardly any possessions in my name. 
 
    Today was my thirty-third birthday for fuck’s sake, and the only thing I had was my paid-off car and being debt-free. I lost my home, job, and my favorite pet pleco fish, Godzilla, all on the same day. 
 
    Everyone always said things came in threes. Well, today’s events better count as three items because I could use some good luck. 
 
    “Like that will happen.” 
 
    As I drove on, I studied the road signs and looked for a random nice-sounding town. Everyone always says to never judge a book by its cover, but every city with a cute and easy to pronounce name had never failed me with their nice cozy hometown feel. I always avoided the towns with the super long-ass names that were hard to pronounce. The one thing I’ve always failed at was pronouncing the guest's names correctly, so there was no way I would settle in a town I couldn’t easily say. 
 
    How could I tell people where I lived if I couldn’t even pronounce it? 
 
    A highway sign for “Silver Springs” and “Scarborough” caught my eye. Silver Springs was the perfect name for a town to stop in for the night. Smiling, I turned off the exit and turned right in the direction of both cities. 
 
    Following the windy mountain ridge road between a thick forest, I scanned the brush for any wildlife. The lack of vehicles on the street was concerning as I tried to spot any distance markers for two towns. 
 
    There were only trees—no houses, no roadside food stands, not even a gas station, even though my gas gauge stated it had a third of a tank left. 
 
    Three songs later, I spotted the turnoff sign for “Scarborough.” Nope, not a friendly named town. But at least that meant I was getting closer to my destination. 
 
    Suddenly, my car vibrated violently, making a loud grinding noise. Cursing, I pulled off to the side of the road, putting my car into park, right in front of the “Silver Springs 5 Miles” sign before turning it off. Growling, I slammed my hands on the steering wheel and glared at the sky. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Click here to read the rest of Emerald!  https://www.amazon.com/Emerald-Jewels-Cafe-Book-9-ebook/dp/B07Y9J6LQ5 
 
  
 
  
   
    Other Pearl Books in the Jewels Café Series 
 
      
 
    Pearl (Jewels Café Book 8) 
 
      
 
    Even a Love Spell Can't Get Me the Guy! 
 
    Pearl "Celeste" Dreger is a witch who can't cast spells, much to her family's embarrassment. She reluctantly leaves her friends at Hallowed Woods Academy and returns home for the Winter Solstice Celebration. All Celeste wants to do is disappear into a good book until she learns that she must help plan the coven's seasonal events with the witches and wizards who have mocked her for years. 
 
    One bad day and a Pumpkin Spice Latte later, everything in Celeste's world is completely turned around. Benjamin, the boy next door who her mother doesn't approve of, breaks her heart. Carson, the handsome jokester, professes his love for her. But, strangest of all, the black cat, that only she can see, reveals a dark secret that puts her in danger. 
 
    Can Celeste prove that she isn't powerless or broken to a town who looks down on her? Can she figure out the identity of the Shadow Masters before they harm anyone else close to her? Will she live up to her namesake and save her hometown? 
 
    Pearl is a standalone YA Paranormal Romance Reverse Harem. It is part of the Jewels Cafe series. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Pearl-Jewels-Cafe-Book-8-ebook/dp/B07Y7KNWP9 
 
      
 
    Pearl (Wedding Bell Blues Book 17) 
 
    What if a love spell revealed your true love, but it turned out the spell was wrong? 
 
    Pearl Celeste Dreger thought she finally had it all. She got her magic, saved the town and found guys worthy of being in her life. Unfortunately, her perfect life has somehow turned into a nightmare. 
 
    Noah, her familiar, disappears without telling her. Fearing that he has kidnapped, Pearl jumps on a plane to return to Silver Springs to find her guy. When she gets home, nothing is as she expects it. 
 
    Landing in the middle of a family wedding, Pearl quickly realizes that the dark wizards who attacked the town and tried to overthrow her coven, are still causing trouble. Pearl will have to find a way to put aside her differences with her spoiled cousin, Augusta, so that she can protect her family. 
 
    With the help of Carson and Benjamin, Pearl must uncover a terrible secret that puts everyone she loves in danger. Can she find Noah and figure out if they are truly meant to be together? Can she uncover the truth about the dark wizards before someone she loves gets hurt? Can she regain her confidence and become the witch she is destined to be? 
 
    YA RH Paranormal Romance. Slow Burn. Witch and Shifter Romance. 
 
    Note that this is a Sequel to Pearl and part of the Jewels Cafe Series 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Pearl-Wedding-Bell-Blues-Jewels-ebook/dp/B0852XMYYN/ 
 
  
 
  
   
    About the Author 
 
    Tabitha Barret is a Multi-Genre Romance author who graduated from Rutgers University with a BA in English.  She married the interesting guy from her Creative Writing class and together had two amazing children.  They live together in a quiet town in New Jersey with their four rambunctious dogs.  To learn more about her other books and to sign up for her newsletter, please visit her website at www.tabithabarret.com. 
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