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Writing a book can be a lonely experience.  As an author, I sit in front of my computer and try to explain the world I see inside my head.  It’s an amazing journey, but without someone the share it with, it can be terrifying. Will readers like it?  Will they hate it?  It’s a unique experience, one that I am grateful for. Writing Pearl and Pearl 2 with the other amazing authors in the Jewels Cafe Series has made it less lonely, and for that, I thank them.

This series started out with a simple concept—a love spell gone wrong. One spiked pumpkin latte changed not only Pearl’s life, but mine too.  I had no idea that one seasonal drink would catapult Pearl to such heights.  My dearest Celeste, the quiet bookworm from Hallowed Woods Academy, took one sip of her latte and never looked back.  No matter what challenges she faced, she overcame them with grace, strength and determination.  I’m so proud of my little underdog.

This is not the last we will see of Celeste, but sadly, the Jewels Cafe saga is at an end.  Thankfully, there are other adventures to be had with these wonderful authors, but it’s time to say goodbye to Silver Springs…at least for now.  Who knew I would be sitting here crying my heart out over Celeste?

I hope you have enjoyed watching Celeste grow up from book to book. I know I have enjoyed writing for her.  She still has adventures left in her, but sadly, she will be moving on from Silver Springs.

So, as I dry my tears and remind myself that this isn’t really goodbye, but instead goodbye for now, I present to you, Pearl: Wedding Bell Blues.




Chapter 1

Running  through  the  airport,  all  I  could  think  about  was

Noah.  I kept replaying what Sadie had told me about her encounter in the woods back at Hallowed Woods Academy.  Noah and a dark figure  were  talking  about  how  powerful  I  had  become.    Sadie couldn’t see who Noah was speaking with, but it had been a man, a man Noah had called Master.  Now, Noah was missing.

After  a  six-hour  flight  with  nothing  better  to  do  than  worry

about Noah, it felt good to burn off my nervous energy by sprinting through the gate towards the pickup area.  I had left in such a rush that  I  hadn’t  spoken  with  my  parents.    I  hoped  they  had  received the three messages I’d left along the way, but they were bad about checking  their  messages  while  traveling,  especially  since  I  wasn’t scheduled to return home for Spring Break.

I  ran  through  the  terminal  doors  and  scanned  the  jammed-up

pickup  area.    Looking  for  my  parent’s  limo  or  even  my  father’s periwinkle  sports  car,  my  heart  felt  like  it  would  burst  from  my chest.

With one more glance around, I gave up and dropped my bag

on the ground.   My parents hadn’t  gotten my  messages and I was now stuck half an hour away from home.

Pulling  my  tangled  hair  from  my  face,  I  tapped  my  heel

against  the  pavement.    How  was  I  going  to  get  home  to  Silver Springs?

I  considered  hailing  one  of  the  yellow  cabs  circling  the  area

for passengers, but I felt weird about getting into a taxi by myself. Tears sprang up in the corners of my eyes.  Had I made a mistake in  coming  home?    Was  I  overreacting?    Was  Noah  perfectly  safe back in the dorms because I had missed his note?  My gut told me something  was  wrong,  even  if  my  brain  mocked  me  for  being dramatic.

Noah  wasn’t  just  a  cute  boy  or  a  crush.    He  wasn’t  just  a

boyfriend.  Noah was my mate.  Even though I was still sorting out what  it  meant  to  be  mated  to  a  shifter  at  sixteen  years  old,  I couldn’t deny that we shared a special bond.  If something bad had happened to him, I wasn’t exactly sure how it would affect me, but I knew I would feel the repercussions of it for the rest of my life.

My biggest fear was that Noah’s Master had kidnapped him in

an attempt to take control of him again.  The problem was figuring out  where  they  were.    I  wasn’t  sure  if  they  would  return  home, where  everyone  was  on  high  alert  for  the  shadow  coven  that  had attacked the Ice Carnival, or if they had fled somewhere else.

After  the  attack,  my  parents  and  the  casting  and  conjuring

covens  searched  for  Lord  Westerbrook,  Mrs.  Hazelton,  the  Black Dog and anyone else who might have been part of the secret dark wizard group.  As far as I knew, none of them had been found.

I took a breath and focused my thoughts on Noah’s handsome

smile,  his  kind  eyes  and  his  warm  heart.    I  knew  that  if  I  were  in trouble, Noah would come looking for me.

Thinking of him calmed me long enough to remember that the

Broomstick  Express  cab  service  back  home  could  be  summoned with the right spell.  I grabbed my bag and headed away from the crowds of people jumping into limos and cabs so that I could move without bumping into anyone.

I wracked my brain and pieced together the summoning spell. 

I’d never used it myself, but I’d seen Carson and Benjamin call for the drivers plenty of times.

“Cheamă  un  șofer  să  mă  ducă  acasă!    Airport,  Terminal  1,

Pearl  Dreger.”    I  slowly  spread  my  arms  apart  and  curled  my fingers into fists.   Dragging both  my fists together,  I pulled on  an imaginary  line,  which  would  hopefully  bring  a  driver  to  me.    I wasn’t sure if I was too far away from town for the spell to work, but I crossed my fingers.

Checking  my  watch,  I  wondered  how  long  it  might  take  a

driver  to  show  up.    Since  it  was  normally  a  40-minute  drive,  I leaned  against  the  wall  and  settled  in  to  wait.    Luckily,  I  had remembered  to  bring  my  coat  since  it  was  still  chilly  for  early spring.

I debated if I should find a door where I could use the Knock on the Door Spell to call for help in case the cab didn’t show up.  I hated asking Benjamin or Carson for a ride, but I couldn’t wait for my parents to listen to their messages two months from now.

My heart stopped when I spotted a tall blonde in a black suit

walking  towards  a  cab.    I  picked  up  my  bag  and  dodged  through the crowd.  By the time I caught up with the guy, he was already in the  cab  and  driving  away.    I  had  no  way  to  know  if  it  was  Noah, but it made me more frantic to find him.

Hearing a strange zipping noise, I turned to watch a cab cut off

two  people  as  it  sped  up  the  terminal  ramp  and  almost  hit  an  old woman crossing the road.  No one else seemed to notice the unruly cab coming straight towards me.

The  cab  stopped  directly  in  front  of  me  and  the  driver-side

door flew open.  “Miss Dreger!  Hop in.  We heard you loud and clear.  We’ve got you covered!”

Recognizing  the  lanky,  dark-haired  driver  from  town,  I

breathed out a sigh of relief and hopped into the cab.  “Thank you so much!  I wasn’t sure if anyone would come for me.”  I tried not to get misty eyed, but I couldn’t help but feel thankful that I was no longer stranded.

“Oh, please.  As soon as we heard your summoning spell, we all jumped at  the  chance  to  drive  you.    I  have  to  say,  you’re  kind  of  a  legend  in  the community.  I’m Reggie.  Don’t worry; I’ll get you home safe.”  He tipped his  head  to  me  before  stepping  on  the  gas  so  hard  that  I  fell  back  into  the worn leather seat.  I didn’t even have time to put on my seatbelt.

“Nice to meet you, Reggie.”  I tried to pry myself off the seat to look at him in the rear view mirror, but we were driving down the ramp towards the highway so fast it felt like we were going warp speed.  “Do you always drive this fast?”

He  chuckled.    “Well,  with  the  traffic  in  town,  we  don’t  always  get  the chance to open these babies up.”  He patted the steering wheel and winked at me.

“Well, if I ever need to get somewhere in a hurry, I will definitely call you  again.”    I  wasn’t  sure  how  fast  we  were  going,  but  no  one  else  on  the highway honked as we blew past them, so I assumed there was a charm or a glamor on the cab, hiding it from the humans.

The  drive  home  usually  felt  like  an  eternity  when  I  drove  with  my mother,  but  this  time  it  felt  like  10  minutes  had  passed  before  we  were pulling into my empty driveway.

When the car finally stopped, I was released from the seat so fast I had to catch myself on the glass separating the front seat from the back.  I quickly straightened myself and grabbed my bag so that I could get my feet on solid ground.

Jumping out of the car, I went around to the driver side and practically threw the cash at Reggie so that I could get into the house.

“Thank you, Reggie!  You’re a life saver!”  I waved as I dashed up the long driveway to the Victorian house that I missed more than I realized.

“Anytime,  Miss  Dreger!”    Reggie  zoomed  down  the  driveway  and blindly  pulled  out  onto  the  street.    He  was  gone  by  the  time  I  reached  the steps.

Unlocking  the  house,  I  stepped  into  the  dark  paneled  vestibule  and froze.    Being  in  the  house  brought  back  all  the  memories  I  tried  to  leave behind  when  I  left  for  Hallowed  Woods,  or  rather,  Cliff  Haven. Remembering  the  curse  that  could  have  killed  me,  Andrew  and  Candice, made me want to bulldoze the house and never think about it again, but this was my family’s house that went back many generations.  My mother would never let me knock it down.

I shook myself out of my dreary thoughts and ran up to my room to drop off my bag.  “Andrew!”  When I didn’t hear his response, I knew my parents were on an extended vacation somewhere warm.

Grabbing the emergency chocolate chip cookies from the pantry, I left a note on the fridge just in case they came home.  My note read, “I’m home.  I tried calling.  We need to talk.  Going to Benjamin’s.  Celeste.”

I  ventured  out  into  the  garden  and  stopped  when  I  saw  my  favorite bench,  the  bench  where  Noah  liked  to  curl  up  in  my  lap  while  I  read.    I cringed when I remembered how everyone thought I was crazy for seeing a cat that no one else could see.  I was still furious at the Shadow Masters for sending Noah to spy on my family and me.  If I ever met Noah’s Master, I would give him a smack down that his future great grandchildren would feel.

Glancing  up  at  Benjamin’s  house  next  door,  I  realized  that  I  hadn’t actually told Benjamin or Carson that I was coming home.  In my mind, I had multiple  conversations  with  them  about  how  crazy  I  was  for  leaving  school and what our plan to find Noah would entail, but I had never actually called them.

I  smacked  my  forehead  and  headed  over  to  the  Fitzroy  house  to  see  if Benjamin was home from school yet.  I remembered him telling me that the Silver  Springs  academies  didn’t  start  their  Spring  Break  until  tomorrow,  so they were still running on a normal schedule.

I stepped onto the porch and awkwardly stood there until Mrs. Fitzroy’s assistant,  Nancy,  answered  the  door.    “Celeste!    Hello.    I  didn’t  know  you were home.  Benjamin is still at school and won’t be home until tonight.  I’ll tell him you stopped by.”

I nodded.  “Thank you.  I appreciate it.  Umm.  Do you happen to know where my parents are?  Have they gone away somewhere?  I don’t always get updates  from  them  when  I’m  at  school.”    I  felt  stupid  for  asking  my neighbor’s assistant the whereabouts of my parents, but it was worth a shot.

Nancy frowned.  “I’m sorry, dear.  I don’t know.  I just came back from traveling myself.  Mrs. Fitzroy or Benjamin might know.”

“Thank you.”  I hopped down off the porch and slowly headed back to my  house.    So  much  for  charging  in,  guns  a  blazing.    At  this  rate,  Noah would find me before I found my parents.

Entering the garden, I dropped down on the bench and peered under the azalea bushes.  I could practically see Noah’s cat form prowling around the fountain and brushing up against the tulips.

Unfortunately,  Noah  and  I  didn’t  get  the  chance  to  have  much  fun  at school.    I  had  dealt  with  so  much  drama  that  Noah  didn’t  get  the  school experience he was hoping for.  I felt bad for dragging him into my chaos, but I was grateful for his support.

I picked a red dahlia from the flowerbed next to me, and pulled apart the petals as I thought about the locator spell Sadie and I had done before I left. The spell had failed miserably, which didn’t ease my mind.  As powerful as Sadie and I were supposed to be, we couldn’t find him anywhere on the map.

Drumming  my  fingers  on  the  metal  armrest,  I  decided  that  I  needed  a real plan.  I would start my search with Lord Cornish, who was Noah’s new guardian.    At  least  I  could  notify  him  that  there  was  a  potential  problem.    I groaned when I realized that I should have contacted Cornish first, but in my panic, I had only thought about coming home.  If Cornish didn’t know where Noah was, I would search the town to see if there were any sightings of his black cat.

“Celeste!”    I  turned  to  see  my  mother’s  limo  pulling  up  the  driveway. The back window was down and my mother was waving to me.

I ran to the driveway, relieved to see her.  “Mother!”

Waiting  for  the  limo  to  stop,  I  stood  on  the  grass  and  waited  for  my mother to pull at least seventeen shopping bags and boxes from the backseat.

“Celeste, dear.  Here, help me with these.  You have no idea what I’ve been  dealing  with  for  the  last  two…”    My  mother  sprinted  past  me, mumbling the last part of her sentence in a hushed tone.

I was about to follow her to the house, when I saw movement inside the car.  “Pearl, dear.  Can you grab my purse?”

My joints locked up when I heard my grandmother’s voice calling from somewhere inside the car.  No wonder my mother was shopping as if her life depended on it.  Grandmother Tavish was here for a visit.

“Hello, Grandmother.”  I reached in to fetch her purse when a withered hand smacked my knuckles.

“Where are your manners?  Help me out of the car before you take the baggage.    Of  course,  my  ungrateful  daughter  has  left  me  alone  to  fend  for myself.    I  hope  you  don’t  treat  your  mother  the  way  she  treats  me.” Grandmother Tavish shimmied across the long backseat towards me.

Taking a calming breath, I reached in to fish her out of the car while my mother’s driver ran for the house, pretending that he had no idea anyone was still in the car.

“Here, Grandmother, let’s get your feet on the ground.”  I tried to swing her legs out of the car only to be slapped again.

“I’m old, not broken.  I can do it myself.”  She continued to maneuver herself  to  the  edge  of  the  seat,  while  I  stood  helplessly  waiting  for  her  to figure out how to exit gracefully.

When she finally had her feet on the ground, I steadied her and grabbed her  purse,  which  was  the  size  of  a  bowling  ball.    No  one  knew  what  she carried in there, but it weighed at least twenty pounds.

I followed her to the house as I searched for any signs my mother would reappear  and  take  up  her  post  by  Grandmother’s  side.    Ten  seconds  passed without seeing my mother’s gray hair appear from the doorway, which meant I had been forsaken.

Ten  minutes  and  three  more  hand  smacks  for  trying  to  rush  her, Grandmother Tavish was finally in the house and headed for the living room. Mercifully,  my  mother  met  me  in  the  hallway  and  gave  me  a  quick  kiss  on the cheek.

“With  everything  going  on,  I  hope  I  didn’t  miss  a  message  from  you, Celeste.  You have no idea how much work goes into planning a wedding.” Exasperated, she threw her hands in the air and bent over to sort through her bags.

I paused to look at her.  “Wedding.  What wedding?”

Dumbfounded,  my  mother  stood  up  to  stare  at  me.    “Your  cousin Augusta is getting married.  I told you about it a few months ago.  I assume that’s  why  you’re  home  early,  though  she  didn’t  actually  invite  you  to  the wedding.    She  gave  the  pitiful  excuse  that  she  didn’t  want  to  bother  you  at school.”

I  stared  at  her  for  a  second  as  I  processed  that  my  nineteen-year-old cousin  was  getting  married.    “Either  I  forgot  or  I  didn’t  hear  you  when  you told me, but I didn’t know about the wedding.”

She frowned and looked at me from head to toe.  “If you aren’t home for the  wedding,  why  are  you  here?    Please  don’t  tell  me  that  Cliff  Haven changed their mind about the expulsion.”  Her face grew pale and her features were so tightly pinched that her lips completely disappeared.

“No, Mother.  I’m still enrolled in school and the matter has been dealt with.  There’s something else going on.”  She waited for an explanation but the door suddenly burst open and in walked every living family member that I knew and a few that I didn’t know.

“Can you believe the traffic?”

“What do you think Caroline will have for lunch?  I’m starving.  I hope it’s not her God awful soup recipe.”

“Where’s the bathroom in this house again?”

“Oh, I forgot my hairbrush.  Caroline, where is the closest drug store? This  town  has  one,  right?”    Great  Aunt  Charlotte  rushed  up  to  my  mother, expecting an immediate answer.

I squeezed myself against the wall to escape the luggage, shopping bags and  the  people  carrying  them  as  they  pushed  through  the  vestibule  into  the parlor, the living room and the staircase leading to the second floor.

Shocked,  I  glanced  at  my  mother,  who  looked  so  weary  I  thought  she would drop from the thought of entertaining all these people.

“Caroline!  I could use your help!  I can’t find the vinegar.”  I watched my  mother’s  eyes  roll  back  into  her  head  when  her  sister  Harriet’s  voice called out from the kitchen.

She  grabbed  my  arm  and  closed  her  eyes  for  a  second  as  if  she  was sending  up  a  prayer  for  someone  to  take  her  away  from  here  or  strike  her dead  on  the  spot.    Opening  her  eyes,  she  pulled  me  closer.    “Andrew  has decided  to  take  his  vacation  this  week,  leaving  me  to  deal  with  this  circus alone.    I  need  you  to  find  every  bottle  of  whisky,  every  bottle  of  rum  and confiscate any flasks you see until this nightmare is over.  I don’t want any of them drinking while they’re here.  All I need is a drunken duel breaking out in the middle of the living room.  If you have ever loved me, please help me, Celeste.”

Startled by my mother’s blunt request, I had no choice but to nod.  I had never  seen  Caroline  Marjorie  Dreger  so  terrified  of  anything  in  her  life. “Okay.”

“Coming,  Harriet!”    She  took  one  last  pleading  look  at  me  before  she ran for the kitchen.

Waiting  a  second  for  my  head  to  stop  spinning,  I  tried  to  remember where  the  liquor  cabinets  were  in  the  parlor,  living  room  and  kitchen.    It suddenly dawned on me how many places in the house had alcohol.  Seeing my  mother  frantically  speaking  with  three  different  people  in  the  kitchen, while  making  a  temporary  ashtray  for  her  brother,  Rolf  and  handing  Aunt Harriet the vinegar, I began to understand why adults needed so much alcohol easily accessible to them.

I  ran  around  pulling  bottles  from  every  place  I  could  find  and  hiding them  in  the  closet  under  the  staircase,  in  hampers  and  under  the  sofas,  all while dodging questions no one with any self-esteem wanted to answer.

“Pearl, you’ve gotten so tall since the last time I saw you.  You know, boys  don’t  like  tall  girls.    You  shouldn’t  wear  heels.    Do  you  have  a boyfriend?”  Great Aunt Paulina shuffled behind me on my quest to make the house as dry as possible.

“Yes,  I  have  a  boyfriend,  Auntie  Paulina.”    I  could  only  imagine  her reaction to hearing that I had three boyfriends.  I wondered if her pacemaker would keep her from dying of shock.

“Pearl, is it true that kids your age take photos of everything they eat and post it on the interweb?  Who would be interested in that?  Besides, you don’t eat  enough.    Do  you  take  photos  of  empty  plates?”    Great  Aunt  Charlotte’s life partner, Valya, pinched my waist despite my efforts to avoid her hands.

“Valya, I eat plenty of food and I have never taken a photo of my plate unless  a  birthday  cake  was  sitting  on  top  of  it.”    I  managed  to  lose  her  as  I ducked into the study.

Tommy,  my  delinquent  third  cousin,  had  already  located  my  father’s private bar by the time I entered the room.

“Hey, Pearl.    I remember  the  first time  I  had  a drink.    It was  at  one of these miserable events.  I think it was a christening.  Anyway, I got so drunk that I passed out on the back porch and nearly froze to death in a snowstorm. Want  some?”    He  reached  out  to  hand  me  a  glass  filled  to  the  top  with  a caramel colored liquid.

I took the glass and smiled.  “I would love some.  In fact, this bottle’s mine.    You  need  to  get  your  own.”    I  hip  checked  him  out  of  the  way  and snatched the bottle of scotch.

“That’s not fair.”  He pouted and reached for the bottle.

Glancing down at his pants pocket, I raised my eyebrow.  “I won’t tell my mother you stole the engraved letter opener and you won’t talk about the scotch.”  I stared him down to make sure he believed me.

He tilted his head and contemplated if I was serious or not.  I must have been a better liar than I thought because he stepped out of my way and let me pass.  I left the study and headed for my mother in the kitchen, after dumping my glass in the downstairs bathroom and tucking the bottle behind the towels in the closet.

Pulling  my  mother  away  from  her  conversation  with  Aunt  Helena, Rolf’s  wife,  I  gave  her  a  quick  rundown  of  all  my  hiding  places.    She  gave me a nod and turned around to cut up some carrots.

I leaned close to her so no one else would hear me.  “You might want to do a retrieval spell on Father’s letter opener before Tommy leaves the house.”

She  quickly  glanced  up  at  the  ceiling  and  mumbled  something  to herself.  “Good girl, Celeste.  As long as everything is secure, I suggest you make your escape until dinnertime.  I would ask you to help, but Harriet has already  mentioned  your  issues  at  Cliff  Haven.    I  will  do  my  best  to  prevent them  from  gossiping  about  you,  but  you  know  Rolf  loves  to  exaggerate  the merits of his own children, while embellishing the failures of everyone else’s offspring.”

As  if  my  issues  at  school  hadn’t  been  bad  enough,  most  of  my  spell caster family wasn’t aware that my magic had come in yet and that I was a conjurer,  something  that  the  majority  of  them  would  be  shocked  to  learn. Being  the  pathetic  one  without  magic  was  preferable  to  them  rather  than having a conjurer in the family.  I wondered if I should just pack my bags and head back to the airport now so that I could save myself the embarrassment. Aunt  Harriet  wasn’t  known  to  keep  secrets  or  be  very  open  minded,  so  I could imagine her condemnation setting off the rest of my relatives.

Making  my  escape  out  the  backdoor,  I  breathed  in  the  fresh  air  on  the patio.

“Well,  if  it  isn’t  little  Oyster.    How  have  you  been  cousin?”    Augusta, the bride to be, flashed me the fakest smile I had ever seen in my life.  Next to her was her fiancé Gavin, who gave me a shy wave.

“Hi,  Auggie.    Congrats  on  your  upcoming  nuptials.    So,  where  is  the wedding  going  to  be?    I  hear  the  Trotting  Mare  has  a  nice  banquet  hall,  as does  the  Young  Witches  and  Wizards  Association.    You  remember  the debutant balls and pageants you attended there.”  I clenched my teeth to keep from saying something snide to my older cousin, the one who had dug a deep pit at the beach and tried to bury me alive when I was three.

“Please,  those  places  are  dumps.    I’m  having  my  ceremony  here  in  the garden  and  the  reception  will  be  on  the  back  lawn.    The  tents,  tables  and chairs are arriving tomorrow.  You know how to set up chairs and set place settings, right?  I mean, I’ll need extra servers for all the people coming.  Half the  town  is  invited.    I  told  your  mother  not  to  invite  you,  but  now  that  I’m thinking  about  it,  you  would  look  adorable  in  a  vest  and  tie  serving  shrimp cocktails.”    The  entire  time  she  spoke,  all  I  could  think  about  was  her relentless pursuit to act more important than anyone else under the age of 40 in our family.

I could rattle off each of her accomplishments from the time she won the spelling bee in 2nd                                            th grade, to the debate she won in 7 grade, all the way up to winning  Little  Miss  Sunshine  two  years  in  a  row  and  Little  Miss  Silver Springs.  Thankfully, she and her family had moved away the year she went to high school, so I only had to see her for big occasions.

Holding  back  my  temper,  I  licked  my  top  lip  and  counted  backwards from  twenty.    “Honestly,  I  don’t  think  I’ll  be  home  that  much  while  I’m  in town.  I didn’t come home for your wedding. In fact, I’d forgotten about it, or I  didn’t  know  about  it.    Either  way,  I  came  home  to  spend  time  with  my boyfriend.  I’ll be too busy to cater anything.”

I watched her perfectly crafted façade crack and fall into the worst case of  bitch  face  I’d  ever  seen.    I  felt  slightly  bad  for  telling  her  the  truth,  or rather, telling her the truth with great delight, but Augusta wasn’t the kind of person who paid attention to anyone other than herself, unless someone else was  getting  the  attention  in  the  room.    After  years  of  following  her  around, trying to win her approval because I thought she was somehow cool, I wanted her to know exactly what I thought of her.

Her wicked glare would have made me laugh if I was anything like her. Instead, it made me feel bad that we didn’t have a good relationship.

I should have been nervous and taken my cue to run when I saw her face reset  back  to  the  factory  settings  and  she  regained  her  confidence  with  a broad smile, but I was often a slow learner when it came to my family.

“That’s okay.  I don’t want you burning down the tents.  Isn’t that why they  kicked  you  out  of  school?    You  know,  I  thought  you  were  a  harmless little  squirt,  especially  after  being  powerless  for  so  long.    Who  knew  you’d grow up to be such a troublemaker.  Then again, you are a conjurer now, so I should  have  assumed  you  would  go  on  a  spell  bender  and  terrorize  the school.  I’m glad you won’t be able to attend my wedding.”  She flipped her long black hair over her shoulder and batted her mascara-caked eyelashes at me.  She grabbed Gavin’s arm and forced him to follow her to the backyard to decide where to put the tent.

“That’s not what happened.”  Yes, I spoke too softly for her to hear me, but I needed to say it aloud.  What had happened at school wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with my family.  They’d never had their lives threatened, nor  had  their  entire  future  been  in  question  over  something  they  didn’t  do. They wouldn’t understand, nor would they care.

Taking my mother’s advice, I rounded the back corner of the house and ran through the garden.  I didn’t stop until I reached the street.  I needed to get back on track and figure out where Noah was, which meant that I needed help.




Chapter 2

Pulling up in front of Carson’s house on the far end of town, I thanked Reggie,  who  was  even  more  excited  to  make  my  acquaintance  the  second time around, and ran up the long winding driveway of the Rafferty estate to ring the doorbell.

Checking my watch, I wasn’t sure if Carson was home from school yet, but I gave it a shot.

The door opened and Mrs. Rafferty smiled at me.  “Celeste!  Oh darlin’, how have you been?”

Hearing  her  Irish  accent  made  me  feel  happy  to  be  home  after  my stressful  morning.    “I’ve  been  okay.    Is  Carson  home?”    I  wasn’t  sure  if Carson  had  told  his  mother  about  my  problems  at  school,  but  based  on  her warm smile, I didn’t think she knew.

“Carson will be headed straight to the Pike field.  I’m on my way there now  if  you  need  a  ride.”    She  opened  the  door  so  that  I  could  step  into  the brightly painted vestibule.

“I would really appreciate it.  Thank you.”

Driving through town, I took a second to appreciate the fact that I was back  home  and  away  from  the  drama  of  school.    I  thought  starting  a  new school would give me the chance to reinvent myself.  Unfortunately, I hadn’t expected  things  to  stay  exactly  the  same.    Once  more,  I  had  been  in  the middle of a controversy and put in harm’s way.  I didn’t know why I thought anything would change but I had tried to be optimistic for once.

“Celeste,  I  wanted  to  say  thank  you  for  saving  Carson  at  the  Ice Carnival.    I  didn’t  get  the  chance  to  mention  it  before  you  left  for  school. You looked so overwhelmed that night and you were so happy at the Winter Solstice Ball that I didn’t want to make a fuss.”  She seemed embarrassed that she hadn’t thanked me before now.

“I did what I had to do.”  My response was automatic and practiced.  I didn’t want people knowing the truth about what happened.  In reality, I had gotten  lucky  in  my  duel  against  a  dark  wizard  and  it  made  me  feel  like  a fraud.    If  Carson  and  Benjamin  hadn’t  been  under  Westerbrook’s  spell,  I wondered if my powers would have manifested.

“You did a brave thing, young lady.  The casters and conjurers in town don’t  often  agree  on  much,  but  we  all  agree  that  you  are  a  hero.”    Her pleasant smile did nothing to reassure me, even after my more recent battles at school.  I still felt like I hadn’t earned the praise of the town.

I  smiled  at  her  and  tried  to  seem  appreciative  of  her  kind  words,  even though it made me feel worse.  As smart and powerful as I was supposed to be, I had likely missed a number of signs that the Shadow Masters were still lurking nearby, if that’s who Noah was speaking with.

I thought about the conversation with Sadie that had sent me scrambling for a flight two nights ago.

“Yes,  she  has  grown  more  powerful,  which  is  a  surprise.    The  broken one  has  certainly  caused  a  lot  of  trouble.    Don’t  worry,  Noah,  it  will  all  be over soon.  It’s time for you to return to your original duties.”  Sadie couldn’t identify who was talking with Noah in the woods, but Noah didn’t argue with him or resist leaving the school.

After every kiss Noah had given me, and every “I love you” spoken, I wondered  if  he  actually  loved  me  or  if  he  had  been  lying  the  entire  time. Even under the influence of a love spell, I had to worry that his love for me wasn’t real. My only hope was that someone had hypnotized Noah and taken him against his will, which sounded terrible in my head.  Admittedly, it was easier  to  fight  a  true  enemy  than  fight  someone  had  who  was  pretending  to love me.

Pulling into the Pike field where Carson’s team played, I thanked Mrs. Rafferty and headed for the locker rooms to find Carson.

I sprinted towards the small concrete building covered in blue and gold banners  and  looked  around  for  a  familiar  face.    Seeing  a  few  people  I recognized, I smiled and waved, careful not to engage in a conversation until I found Carson.

When a tall player with dark hair that hung into his eyes, or rather hung over his sport glasses, stepped into view, my heart raced.

“Carson!”    I  ran  towards  him  and  waited  for  him  to  acknowledge  me before throwing myself into his surprised embrace.

“Celeste!    Darlin’,  what  are  you  doing  home?    You  said  you  were staying at school during the break to catch up on your tutoring sessions.”  He adjusted his sport goggles, pretending that his glasses were tricking him into believing  that  I  was  there.    He  smiled  brightly  and  pulled  me  against  his chest.

Feeling  safe  in  his  arms,  I  sighed  and  held  him  a  little  longer  to  push away my dread.

“Well, let’s just say that my tutoring sessions are over.  I’ll explain later, but right now, I have a bigger problem.  Noah left school with someone we couldn’t  identify  and  he  didn’t  leave  any  notes  or  messages.    Based  on something Sadie overheard, I think he’s in trouble.  Actually, I hope he’s in trouble,  which  won’t  make  any  sense  to  you  right  now.”    I  felt  my  body shaking as the words tumbled out of me.

He  realized  that  I  wasn’t  in  control  of  my  emotions  and  put  his  arms around me.  “It’s okay, Celeste.  I’m sure we can sort this out.  Lord Cornish is Noah’s guardian, so we’ll go see him.  I know that you aren’t officially part of  the  Casters  of  Silver  Springs  anymore,  so  I  can  help  you  get  an appointment.  I’m sure we can sort all this out.”

“Thank  you.    I  was  hoping  that  you  would  come  with  me  to  see Cornish.    I  felt  silly  walking  into  his  office  like  a  stalker,  asking  if  my boyfriend was home.”  I let out a long breath.  Now that I had a plan, I felt a little steadier and more focused.

He  chuckled.    “I  don’t  think  Cornish  will  think  badly  of  you  for worrying about Noah.”  He pulled a strand of hair off my forehead and patted it back into place.  “This Pike event is a short scrimmage match, so it will be over quickly.  After that, we can head over to the coven.  Cornish has evening office hours, so he should be there tonight.”

I nodded and patted the white number 8 on his gold and blue uniform. Looking  around  at  his  teammates  trying  to  psych  themselves  up  for  the match, I stepped out of his arms.  “You should put on your game face and get ready.”

Laughing, he pretended to sneer and growl to prove that he was ready.

I  giggled  at  his  silliness  and  relaxed  a  little.    Glancing  over  at  the visiting team’s locker room, my face fell when I recognized the specific black and  purple  pattern  on  the  conjuring  team’s  uniforms.    My  stomach  sank  to my feet when I found the familiar face standing in the circle of the chanting conjurer’s team.  Benjamin.

“You could have mentioned that you were playing Benjamin’s team.”  I numbly  pointed  at  the  group  of  people  yelling  and  throwing  their  arms  into the air.

Frowning, Carson shrugged.  “Yes, about that.  This is a Silver Springs scrimmage  match.    However,  since  you’re  here,  if  you  could  go  kiss Benjamin and flirt with him during the match, I would genuinely appreciate it.  The odds are stacked against us and we’re not expected to win this one.  If you could distract Benjamin, it would be grand.”

I smacked his arm and scowled.  “I won’t help you cheat.”

He snickered and leaned down to pull me into a kiss that made me forget I  was  standing  in  a  crowd  of  people.    Dizzy,  I  wet  my  lips  and  sighed. “You’ve never kissed me like that before.”

Rubbing his nose against mine, he smiled.  “I didn’t have the chance to do that before.  Besides, I’ve been planning that kiss for months.  It’s not my fault Benjamin just happened to see me do it.”

My  eyes  went  wide  and  my  throat  felt  dry.    I  slowly  glanced  over  my shoulder to see Benjamin staring at me with his mouth open in shock.

“Benjamin!”    I  yelled  and  took  a  step  towards  him,  but  his  teammates gathered  around  him  and  pulled  him  towards  the  field  as  they  hooted  and hollered.

Carson  winked.    “Be  mad  at  me  after  we  win.”    He  quickly  kissed  my cheek and ran off to join his teammates.

Furious, I threw my hands up.  I couldn’t believe Carson used me to hurt Benjamin.

I left the locker room area and headed outside to the bleachers to sit on the conjurer’s side.  I hoped Benjamin would understand that it was my way of apologizing to him, while showing my annoyance for Carson’s trick.

A  cheer  rose  up  from  the  caster’s  bleachers  when  their  team  took  their starting places, while the conjurer’s crowd around me booed.

Settling  in,  I  watched  the  conjurers  take  their  positions  on  the  field. Benjamin was too focused to look at me, though Carson’s amused eyes were on me the whole time that he waited for the whistle to blow.

The  whistle  blew  and  the  game  started  with  a  blitz  from  the  conjurer side  as  Benjamin  ran  straight  at  the  caster’s  Mage,  leapt  over  her  and slammed  right  into  Carson,  knocking  him  down.    I  suddenly  realized  that both men I cared very much about were going to spend the entire time trying to kill each other.

Biting my nails, I cringed every time one of them threw the other into a hazard  or  knocked  them  into  another  player.    Normally,  the  violence  of  the sport  wasn’t  too  overwhelming  for  me,  but  my  stomach  was  in  knots watching this game.

I ignored the scoreboard and focused on Carson and Benjamin the entire time, waiting for the game to end.

Twice, Carson took a nasty hit into a hazard and cut his arm and hand.  I wanted to run down to the sidelines to bandage him up, but I stayed glued to my seat.  The last thing I wanted to do was mother him and piss Benjamin off even more.

Halfway  through  the  game,  Benjamin  leapt  from  obstacle  to  obstacle, thanks to the spells from his Spotters who were moving him down the field, and he threw the crown at the red pike.  Scoring would have put his team in the  lead,  but  Carson  cast  a  blocking  spell  and  stopped  Benjamin  mid  leap, sending him crashing to the ground.

A fight broke out on the field as the conjurers threw illegal spells at the casters, who cast their own spells in retaliation.  Despite Carson’s legal move, the conjurers focused their spells on him, forcing the casters to gather around him.    Using  protection  spells,  they  kept  Carson  relatively  safe  until  the  refs could  stop  both  teams  from  fighting.    Warnings  were  issued  to  multiple players and a few were almost ejected from the game.

The entire conjuring crowd stood up and booed the second Benjamin hit the ground, but quickly changed to cheering and chants when the fight broke out.    Personally,  I  kept  my  eyes  on  Benjamin  to  make  sure  he  was  okay.    I counted to ten before Benjamin was able to open his eyes and move his legs.

Benjamin’s coach and the trainer ran out to the field to check on him. Benjamin  slowly  sat  up  and  looked  around  as  if  he  didn’t  know  where  he was.

The coach called a time out and I jumped out of my seat to rush across the  field  towards  the  triage  bench.    Benjamin  limped  off  the  field  with  the help of his coach.

Barging  through  the  conjuring  team’s  sideline,  three  different  trainers and assistants turned to yell at me to leave the field, but immediately stopped when they saw my face. They all let me pass without another word.  I wasn’t sure if my “hero” status had earned me a pass onto the field or if they knew I was dating Benjamin.  Maybe it was my stern “screw you, I’m going to see my  injured  boyfriend”  face  that  had  granted  me  access  to  the  field. Regardless of the reason, I wasn’t about to let anyone get in my way.

I  reached  Benjamin,  who  was  sitting  on  the  bench  being  examined  by the  medic  as  his  coach  hovered  over  them.    Benjamin  shook  his  head  and looked up at me as if he didn’t recognize me.

“Benjamin, are you okay?”  I gave the trainer room to work on him, but I  was  close  enough  that  Benjamin  could  reach  out  his  hand  to  me,  if  he wanted to.

The trainer shone a light in Benjamin’s eyes, and shook his head.  “No concussion.  That’s good.  He took a good hit, but I think he just got the wind knocked out of him.  I don’t feel any broken bones.”  He stood and nodded to the coach.  “I would suggest sitting him out for a play or two, but he should be able to rejoin the game when he’s ready.”

The trainer turned and noticed me for the first time.  He took a breath to say  something  but  closed  his  mouth  and  waved  as  if  to  say,  “Fine,  you  can stay.”

“Rest  up,  Benjamin.    When  you’re  ready,  we’ll  put  you  back  in  the game.”    The  coach  patted  Benjamin’s  shoulder  reassuringly.    He  stood  up straight and extended his hand to me.  “Pleased to meet you, Miss Dreger.  I promise that he’ll be fine.”

I shook the coach’s hand, surprised that he knew who I was.  I wondered if Benjamin had a picture of me in his locker or something.

“Nice to meet you too, Coach Daniels.”  Thankfully, his name came to me when I remembered Benjamin complaining about the coach making him run sprinting drills as a punishment for being late a few weeks ago.

I stepped in front of Benjamin, and looked into his eyes to see if he was lucid.

He  squinted  up  at  me.    “Are  you  really  here  or  are  you  conjuring  an astral projection spell?”  He really sounded unsure if I was real or not.

I leaned down and pressed my lips to his.  “You tell me if I’m real.”

His face lit up as he stood to hug me.  “Celeste!”  He buried his face in my hair and squeezed me against his chest.

“Are you in pain?”  I pulled away so that I didn’t accidently hurt him.

“I’m better now that you’re here.”  His goofy smile let me know that he wasn’t hurt too badly.

I smiled and picked a clump of grass out of his collar.  “I’m sorry about before.    Carson  was  using  me  to  distract  you.    I  yelled  at  him,  just  so  you know.”

“I’m  not  mad,  Celeste.    I  knew  Carson  would  be  a  dick  and  do something to distract me before the game.  I thought he cast an illusion spell or did a glamour to make one of the girls look like you.  I didn’t think you were actually here.  I was upset because seeing a fake you made me miss the real you even more.”  He threw off his fingerless gloves and took my hands in his.

Surprised that he thought Carson was pranking him, I chuckled.  “So it’s okay if Carson kisses the real me but not a fake me?”

He laughed.  “Carson and I have been messing with each other all week, trying to get inside each other’s heads before the game.  We had agreed that using our affections for you was out of bounds.  Never did I think he would bring you home just to screw with me.”

My  smile  faded  when  I  realized  Benjamin  thought  I  was  home  to  visit Carson.  “I came home because I have a problem that we can discuss later. Just know that I wasn’t playing favorites.  I went to your house first and then Carson’s.  I didn’t even know you were playing today.”

He  ran  his  hand  through  my  hair  and  cupped  my  cheek.    “I  don’t  care why you’re here, I’m just happy to be close to you.”  He leaned in and kissed me, which sent a round of oohs throughout the nearby crowd.

Benjamin laughed and waved to the crowd, acknowledging that he had indeed kissed a girl in the middle of a match.

Embarrassed,  I  pulled  away  from  him  and  blushed.    “I  didn’t  mean  to distract you from the game; I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

He  stepped  closer  and  looked  down  at  me  with  such  tenderness  in  his eyes.  “You can distract me all you want.  It’s just a game, Celeste.”

Hearing the starting whistle blow, I glanced over my shoulder to see the team  lining  up  for  the  next  play.    “I’ll  go  slink  back  to  my  seat  now  and pretend that I don’t notice everyone staring at me.”

He  looked  me  up  and  down  and  shrugged.    “The  Mage’s  girlfriend doesn’t  have  to  slink  anywhere.    Neither  does  the  town  hero.    Sit  your  cute butt here and I’ll come get you when the game is over.  Besides, I’m about to kick  the  crap  out  of  Carson,  so  you  might  want  to  wait  here  to  kiss  his bruises.”

My blush intensified when he called me cute.  I wanted to tell Benjamin to go easy on Carson, but that wasn’t how Pike was played.

Pressing my long blue skirt against the backs of my legs, I sat down on the  injury  bench  and  watched  Benjamin  try  to  score,  while  simultaneously hitting Carson with a blocking spell, which was both impressive and scary.

By the end of the game, I was a nervous wreck.  Carson and Benjamin had  played  their  hearts  out  and  battled  alongside  their  teammates  for  what would have been an exciting game, if I hadn’t been watching it through my fingers  as  I  covered  my  eyes.    In  the  end,  the  conjurers  won,  but  only  by  2 points.    It  was  enough  for  the  caster  team  to  save  face  and  still  feel  good about themselves since they were the underdogs.

Benjamin’s teammates scooped him up and carried him around the field for a victory lap, while Carson quickly ran over to greet his parents.  Carson’s dad gave him a high five and his mother fussed over a bruise under his eye.

Once  the  celebrating  quieted  down,  Carson  and  Benjamin  made  their way  over  to  me.    I  assessed  them  from  head  to  toe,  to  see  what  kind  of damage they had done to each other.

Carson  had  accrued  additional  injuries  with  a  cut  over  his  eye,  bloody knees and a grass burn on his arm.  Benjamin didn’t look much better with a cut on his chin and blood stains on the purple sections of his uniform along his side.

I  crossed  my  arms  and  glared  at  them.    Carson  had  the  good  sense  to avert  his  eyes  and  look  contrite,  understanding  that  I  was  mad  at  him  for tricking Benjamin and beating the crap out of him.

Benjamin  gave  me  a  small  smile  and  shrugged.    “What?    This  is  how you play the game.  We’re not supposed to go easy on each other.  Judge me all you want, but Carson’s team lost fair and square.”

I  raised  my  eyebrow.    “Really?”    Tapping  my  fingers,  I  replayed  the game in my head.  “I counted a least seven different illegal plays that the refs didn’t call.”

Benjamin opened his mouth to argue, but finally nodded.  “That sounds about right.”

Carson  smacked  Benjamin’s  arm.    “Seven.    I  only  saw  three  illegal moves.”

Laughing, Benjamin tapped Carson’s sport glasses.  “Either you need a stronger prescription or we’re getting better at hiding our illegal spells.”  His smug smile pissed Carson off and the two of them playfully swatted at each other as they tried to put each other in a headlock.

While  I  enjoyed  seeing  them  playing,  I  had  to  put  a  damper  on  their post-game bonding.

“Noah is missing and Carson is taking me to the coven to look for him.” My  arms  fell  limply  to  my  sides  as  my  fear  welled  up  inside  my  stomach. Between my jetlag, my family invading my house, and seeing the boys try to kill each other, I couldn’t ignore my anxiety anymore and I broke down into a sob.

Benjamin let Carson go from his partial chokehold and stepped forward to take my hand.  “If Noah’s in trouble, I want to help.”

I looked to Carson, who nodded his approval of Benjamin coming with us.    Even  though  I  used  to  be  part  of  the  Casters  of  Silver  Springs,  once  I became  a  conjurer,  I  had  to  renounce  my  allegiance  and  cancel  my membership.  Even though casters and conjurers were supposed to get along, old  grudges  and  prejudices  were  hard  to  forget  and  bury.    Benjamin  and  I weren’t  welcome  inside  the  coven  without  an  escort  and  good  reason  for being there.

“Let’s  get  showered  and  changed  so  we  can  go.”    Carson  tapped Benjamin’s shoulder padding and motioned towards the locker rooms.

I held up my hands.  “Wait.  That will take forever.  As much as I want to support you and your Pike teams, I only sat through the match because I need Carson to get me an appointment to see Cornish.  I’ve had a really long flight and weird afternoon, so I don’t want to waste more time.  I just need to see if Noah is in town.  I’m freaking out and I’m barely holding it together.”

They looked sympathetically at me and nodded.

“Sure, Celeste.  We can go now.  I’ll grab my things.”  Carson patted my arm reassuringly.

Benjamin pulled off his gloves and looked towards his teammates near the locker rooms.  “I can have my friends hold onto my stuff until later.  If you want to leave now, we can go.”

Closing my eyes, all I could see was Noah’s handsome face smirking at me  in  my  bedroom  when  he  first  revealed  that  he  was  a  shifter.    An overwhelming urge to make sure he was safe came over me until I couldn’t think straight.  Something told me we had to leave immediately.

“Curatat, dus si ras!”  I raised my arms, letting my wrists go limp and waved  up  and  down  and  then  side  to  side.    Before  me,  the  blood  and  grass stains  disappeared  from  Carson  and  Benjamin’s  skin.    The  sweat  and  grime from the game melted away leaving them both looking refreshed and clean. “Găsiți-le  hainele  și  îmbrăcați-le!”    Pointing  my  arms  towards  the  locker room, I used a dragging motion followed by a hand pop to find Benjamin and Carson’s clothes and get them redressed.  Carson’s sport goggles flew off his face  and  were  replaced  by  his  wire-rimmed  glasses.    “There.    Now  you’re both showered and dressed.  Go grab your stuff and I’ll summon a ride.”

I  could  see  the  shock  and  confusion  on  their  faces  at  the  spells  I  had done  to  make  them  look  presentable,  but  I  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to  apologize for  my  abruptness.    They  looked  like  they  wanted  to  say  something,  but  I walked away to conjure our ride to the coven.

With my patience nearly gone and exhaustion setting in, all I wanted to do  was  put  my  arms  around  Noah  and  laugh  off  the  incident  as  one  big misunderstanding.  After that, I would apologize to everyone for acting crazy.




Chapter 3

Carson got out of the cab and stepped onto the sidewalk in front of one of  the  oldest  buildings  in  Silver  Springs.    It  looked  like  an  old  courthouse building  with  a  red  brick  face  and  spire  on  the  roof.    The  interior  had  been renovated  over  the  years,  but  the  exterior  didn’t  look  much  different  than  it had when it was first build.

I  got  out  of  the  cab  and  stared  up  at  the  windows,  hoping  I  would  see Noah.  Carson stood next to me and rubbed my back.  “It’s going to be okay, Celeste.  I’m sure Noah is fine.  He probably just forgot to tell you where he was going.  Trust me; guys don’t always think things through when they’re in a rush.  I once forgot to tell my mother I was sleeping over at a friend’s house because I was so excited to get an invitation.  I completely forgot to ask if it was  okay.    My  mother  had  the  police  and  the  coven  searching  for  me  all night.  You don’t want to know how much trouble I was in when I got home the next day.”  He wrapped his arm around my shoulder as we walked up the steps to the white double doors and rang the bell.

“Thank  you  for  helping  me.”    I  looked  back  over  my  shoulder  at Benjamin, who was leaning his head out the window of the cab, watching us.

Carson pulled out his wand and used the coven’s unlocking spell to open the door.  “Deltaplan!”  His password “hang glider” turned the locks inside the door and they opened by themselves.  Waiting to enter the building, my nerves began to fray.  I felt nauseous like I might vomit.  What if he wasn’t here?

He  ushered  me  into  the  large  vestibule.    Looking  at  the  familiar  dark mahogany  walls,  I  should  have  felt  a  kinship  to  my  old  coven,  but  oddly,  I didn’t feel anything.  After too many years of being looked down on by my peers, I had never felt at home here.

The coven secretary Mrs. Howard came out of her office on the left and motioned for us to come in.  “Mr. Rafferty, please come in.  Lord Cornish is ready to see you.  Hello again, Miss Dreger.”

I smiled at the secretary despite the cold way she said my name.  I had never  been  disavowed  from  an  institution  before,  so  I  was  surprised  by  the icy reception.  I had never said a mean thing to her, yet she acted as if I had slashed her tires.

We  walked  across  the  white  marble  floor  and  followed  her  down  the hallway to Cornish’s office.  I couldn’t help but stare at Lord Westerbrook’s old office as we passed.  I noticed that his plaque on the door was gone.  My mother hadn’t said much about the coven member’s reaction to having a dark wizard among their higher ranks, but I assumed they were embarrassed by it. After  the  Ice  Carnival,  I’d  overheard  a  few  conversations  about  an  inquiry, but no one had told me if there were any arrests.

Mrs.  Howard  knocked  on  the  office  door  and  opened  it  for  us.    She smiled politely and motioned for us to enter the room.

Lord Cornish stood up from his large oak desk.  “Miss Dreger.  I didn’t know  you  were  coming.    Mr.  Rafferty  only  mentioned  that  he  needed  to speak with me about an important matter.”

Looking  to  Carson,  I  didn’t  realize  that  he  hadn’t  mentioned  I  was coming,  though  I  should  have  assumed  he  would  be  vague  in  case  Cornish decided to treat me with hostility, the way Mrs. Howard had done.

“Yes,  sir.    I  came  to  speak  with  you  about  Noah.    He’s  missing.” Skipping the pleasantries, I jumped right into my problem.

Cornish  nodded  and  held  out  his  hand,  implying  that  I  should  take  a seat.    “Mr.  Rafferty,  please  wait  in  the  hallway  while  Miss  Dreger  and  I speak.”

I  heard  Carson  gulp  as  I  stepped  into  the  room.    I  nodded  to  Carson, letting him know that it was okay.  Carson tipped his to head me, wishing me luck.

I  crossed  the  large  room  filled  with  bookcases  and  medical  journals  to take a seat in front him.

“Miss Dreger, while it’s always nice to see you, you could have called.” He smiled as he leaned back in his leather chair and folded his hands.

Fidgeting  with  my  skirt,  I  looked  down  at  the  papers  on  his  desk  to avoid  his  amused  gaze.    “I’m  sorry,  sir.    When  I  found  out  Noah  had  left school  grounds  without  saying  goodbye,  I  panicked.    I  was  hoping  that  he would come here.”

He nodded slowly and tapped his lower lip.  “I understand.  People are impulsive and they fear the worst.  I’m sure you were very upset when you found out that Noah was gone.  Perhaps you should speak with him and sort this out.”

Time  stood  still  when  I  heard  Noah  was  nearby.    My  breath  left  my lungs and I almost fell out of my chair.  I should have felt relieved or happy that Noah was okay, but based on Cornish’s calm demeanor, I started to fear Noah had willingly left the school.

I watched Cornish pick up a phone and call Mrs. Howard to bring Noah into the office.

Counting  the  seconds  until  I  heard  the  door  open,  I  jumped  out  of  my chair when I heard footsteps outside the door.

The  door  opened  and  in  walked  Noah  with  his  dark  suit  and  perfectly brushed blonde hair.

“I’ll  leave  the  two  of  you  to  speak.    Miss  Dreger,  always  a  pleasure.” Cornish ducked out of the room, though I didn’t look at him because my eyes were glued to Noah’s face.  I wanted to reach out and pull him into a hug, but the way he was standing implied he wasn’t happy to see me.

When the door closed, Noah looked at me with a blank expression that worried me.  “Celeste, I didn’t think you’d come.”

Confused  by  his  statement,  I  tilted  my  head.    “I  thought  you’d  been kidnapped.”

He frowned and shook his head.  “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you I was leaving, but you shouldn’t have come all this way.  I was planning to contact you this evening.”

Putting my hands on my hips, I opened and closed my mouth, trying to say  something  that  wasn’t  completely  snide.    “Why  were  you  planning  to wait so long?  You could’ve told me that you needed to come back home or written me a note.  Hell, you could have spelled out a message using cereal on the table.  Why would you wait until tonight to contact me?”

He shifted awkwardly and put his hands in his pockets.  “I needed time to think and honestly, I thought it would be better to talk to you once I’d left. I thought it would be easier.”

“Easier?”    A  cold  chill  coursed  through  my  entire  body  as  if  I  was standing outside in the snow.  “What do you mean by that?”

He swallowed and looked at the ground.  “Celeste, I thought it was best to leave considering all the things you’ve been dealing with at school.  You were  almost  expelled  and  there  were  rumors  of  you  being  a  dark  wizard. You’ve  been  through  a  lot  of  difficulties,  so  I  thought  that  was  the  reason why  you  were  so  distant  with  me.    I  tried  to  support  you  and  be  patient, hoping  you  would  snap  out  of  it.    Now,  I’ve  come  to  the  realization  the problem had nothing to do with any of that.  The problem is that you don’t love me, Celeste.  You never have.”

Blinking, I tried to remember how to breathe.  “What?  That’s not true. I’d  never  been  in  a  relationship  before  I  ingested  that  love  spell,  so  I  don’t really know how to be a girlfriend.  I’ve definitely made mistakes, but it’s not because I don’t care about you.  It’s just all so new to me.”

Noah bit the inside of his lip.  “You don’t need to come up with all these lame excuses.  I just wish that you would be honest with me and honest with yourself.    There’s  nothing  between  us  and  there  never  has  been.    I  was friendly  with  you  in  cat  form  so  that  I  could  get  information  out  of  you.    I admit that I mistook my concern for your safety to be something more than it was.  I think it’s time for us to separate.”

My ears started ringing and my head felt hollow.  Noah was breaking up with me.  The room grew darker and there were black dots forming in front of  my  eyes.    How  was  it  possible  that  the  boy  who  I  was  supposed  to  be mated to wasn’t actually in love with me?

I held up my hand.  “No, this is all a misunderstanding.  I can be better, I can stop studying so damned much and focus on having a life and having fun with you.  This doesn’t have to end.”

Sighing, Noah backed up a few steps.  “See, this is why I wanted to wait until there was some distance between us.  You can’t admit to yourself that you don’t have feelings for me.”

I  tried  to  swallow,  but  my  throat  tightened  up  and  I  started  coughing. “What  about  the  love  spell?    The  spell  uncovered  hidden  feelings  between people.    I  saw  the  orange  glow  between  us.    I  know  that  I  felt  something change  between  us  that  night  in  my  bedroom.    We  are  connected  in  a  way that  I’ve  never  felt  before.    I  know  in  my  heart  that  we’re  mated,  even  if  I don’t always talk about how I feel.”

Noah  shook  his  head.    “If  that  were  the  case,  you  would  have  never fallen for Carson or Benjamin.  You would have been mine and mine alone.”

Running my hand over my mouth, I tried to figure out how to explain to him  how  out  of  my  mind  I’d  been  since  he  left.    It  wasn’t  just  worry  or concern; it felt like a part of me was missing.

“I’m  not  good  at  expressing  my  romantic  feelings.    If  I  didn’t  tell  you how important you were to me, I’m sorry.  Noah, I know what I feel for you is real because it feels like my heart is literally tearing apart.”  I put my hands over  my  chest  as  tears  spilled  down  my  cheeks.    “I’m  sorry  for  being  a terrible girlfriend, but please, we can work this out.”

He stared at the ceiling for a long time before shaking his head.  “Love spells  are  unpredictable  on  teenagers  and  sometimes  they  don’t  work  right because  certain  people  lack  the  maturity  needed  to  commit  their  lives  to someone else.  Being someone’s mate isn’t a small thing.  It means that your lives  are  so  deeply  intertwined  that  all  you  want  to  do  is  take  care  of  the person and love them.  You don’t seem to understand that, which means we can’t possibly be mates.”

The numbness in my chest spread through my legs and arms until I felt like I couldn’t stand.  “I think you’re wrong.  I think you’re angry and upset about the things that happened since returning to school.  If you just give me some  time,  we  can  talk  about  this.    I  know  I  can  put  everything  I  feel  into words.”  If only I could express the pain and anguish I felt at the thought of Noah walking away from me, I could prove my love for him.

“Words  are  meaningless,  Celeste.    You’ve  yet  to  prove  that  you  love me.  That’s how I know we aren’t mates.”  He reached out and gripped my hands tightly.  “Go home, Celeste.”

Tears streamed from my eyes until I couldn’t see. I had such a hard time forming words in my head that I couldn’t tell him not to leave me.

He left the room, but I couldn’t turn my head to watch him walk away. It felt like every molecule in my body was screaming at him to stay.

My knees felt so weak I couldn’t walk out of the room, despite feeling betrayed and humiliated.  I wanted to run home and throw the blankets over my  head  for  the  next  thousand  years,  but  I  couldn’t  make  my  stupid  legs move.

“Celeste.”    I  barely  heard  Carson  over  the  sobs  that  erupted  from  my mouth.  “Let’s get you out of here.”

I must have nodded or somehow agreed because he put his arms around me  and  guided  me  into  the  hallway  and  out  of  the  building.    I  was  so distraught that I didn’t see Benjamin, but heard him next to me.

“Let’s get her into the car.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know, but it can’t be good.  We need to get her home.”

My body moved in a direction, but my mind couldn’t process anything. All I could hear was Noah telling me to go home.

Time passed and I felt my body pulled out of the car.

“Garden.”  I managed to form one word, one single word that explained everything.  I needed to sit in the garden and mourn the loss of him.  Would I never  see  his  green  eyes  again?    Would  I  never  feel  his  soft  fur  brush  up against my cheek?  What was I supposed to do without Noah?

“Celeste.    Come  on  darlin’,  you  need  to  speak  to  us.    I  get  that something terrible happened, but you need to breathe and you need to speak. Tell  us  what’s  going  on.”    Carson’s  hand  was  on  my  shoulder,  giving  me  a little shake.  I wanted to look up at him, but I still couldn’t move.  The shock was too much to bear.

Benjamin knelt down in front of me and ducked down until his face was in my field of vision.  “Okay, one question at a time.  Is Noah alive?  Nod for yes or shake for no.  Hell, I’ll take a sob for no.”

Tensing up my neck muscles, I managed to nod slightly.

Benjamin blew out a breath.  “Good.  Is he hurt?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head.

“Maybe  we  should  get  her  inside  and  get  her  some  tea.”    Carson  sat down next to me on the bench and wiped my tears with his sleeves.

“She wants to be here, so let her sit.”  Benjamin stretched his shoulders, which meant he was taking a second to think.  “Okay, Noah is alive and he’s not  hurt,  so  why  would  she  be  catatonic  if  he  was  safe?”    He  scrubbed  his chin and looked up at me.

Carson shrugged.  “I don’t know, but these look like the tears of a girl who’s had her heart broken.  Noah would never leave her, so there’s no need for tears.”

I let out a wail that sent them clamoring to help me.

Carson  wrapped  his  arms  around  me  and  rocked  me,  while  Benjamin held my hands.

“Celeste, I promise.  It’s going to be okay.  Sweetie, you need to calm down.”

“Okay, so I think we’ve determined that he broke up with her.”  Carson spoke softly, but hearing him say it again, made me double over in pain.

“I  say  we  kick  the  shit  out  of  him.”    Benjamin  let  go  of  my  hands  to pace rapidly around the garden.

“Maybe the bloke got scared or maybe they had a disagreement that was misinterpreted.  I think we need to go there and talk to him.”  Carson rubbed my cheeks to calm me.

“What  the  hell?    Why  are  my  hands  bleeding?”    Benjamin  showed  his hands to Carson, who examined them for cuts.

Grabbing my left hand, Carson lifted it towards Benjamin.  “You’re not bleeding, she is.”

Benjamin  untucked  his  lucky  Pike  T-shirt  and  bent  down  to  clean  my wound.  “Did you do this to yourself, Celeste?”

I couldn’t remember hurting myself, so I shook my head.

“We need to clean the wound.”  Carson pulled his wand out of his back pocket.

“I  got  it.”    Benjamin  waved  him  off  and  closed  his  eyes.    “Curățați această  rană!”    He  moved  his  hand  over  my  finger  in  a  circle  until  all  the blood disappeared.  “Let me see if I can make it heal faster.”

Carson leaned over my hand.  “Can you do that?”

Benjamin  shrugged.    “I  can  try.”    He  moved  his  hands  in  an  intricate pattern  over  what  appeared  to  be  a  puncture  wound  on  my  pinky.    “Lasă procesul de vindecare să crească și să închidă această rană.”

It  suddenly  dawned  on  me  how  wonderful  Carson  and  Benjamin  were being.  They were there for me, trying to figure out how to calm me and find a solution to my problem.  My heart ached a little less and I almost smiled.  I was scaring the heck out of them, so I told myself to breathe and figure out how  to  thank  them  for  supporting  me.    I  didn’t  want  them  believing  I  was cold or distant with them.  I couldn’t stand the thought of losing them too.

I  sniffled  back  the  tears  to  watch  the  space  between  Benjamin’s  hands brighten into a blue glow.  It wasn’t until that moment that I felt any pain in my finger.  As the glow intensified, my finger got warmer and warmer.

“Stop, it hurts!”  I jerked my hand up and tried to rub away the pain.

Carson  fussed  over  my  hand,  but  Benjamin’s  eyes  snapped  up  to  mine and he grabbed my hand again.

I tried to breathe through the pain but it felt like my finger was on fire.  I grabbed Carson’s hand and squeezed it as I tried not to scream.

“Let me see your finger again.”  Benjamin pulled my hand closer to his face to stare at the hole.  “The bleeding stopped, but the hole didn’t get any smaller, in fact, it’s resisting the spell.  I had to do a term paper on shifters and  it  talked  about  how  some  shifters  mark  their  mate  so  that  others  will know they belong with someone so other males back off.”

Carson grabbed my hand and adjusted his glasses.  “This mark is new.  I held her hands earlier and touched her fingertips.  It’s a weird flirting thing I do, but I would have notice a deep impression in her finger for sure.  Celeste, did Noah touch your hands at all tonight?”

Wiping  my  face  and  taking  a  deep  breath,  I  tried  to  work  through  the pain that was lessening.  “He held my hands just before he left.  Actually, he squeezed them.  I felt a little pain, but honestly I was pretty out of it.”

Benjamin’s face lit up.  “Don’t you see, Celeste?  He marked you as his mate.  There is no reason to do that unless he loves you.  Marking someone is a  big  deal.    It’s  often  done  during  ceremonies  or  during  intimate  moments. You definitely don’t do that when you’re breaking up with someone.”

I blinked the tears out of my eyes and focused on the hole in my finger. I poked at it and pressed it, but it never changed shape or disappeared when I pinched the skin together.  It was as if it was spelled to stay exactly the same shape.

Slowly  wrapping  my  head  around  the  fact  that  Noah  had  dug  his  claw into  my  hand  just  before  he  left  me,  I  ran  through  the  entire  conversation again, trying to look for hidden meanings in anything he said.  I squeezed my eyes shut and held up my hands to keep the guys from distracting me.

In the beginning, Noah said he didn’t think I would come.  He didn’t say he  wished  I  hadn’t  come  or  that  he  was  upset  about  seeing  me.    He  didn’t think I would come, which was stupid since I would search the entire world to  find  him.    Hell,  the  first  thing  I  did  when  I  got  to  town  was  search  for Benjamin  and  Carson,  which  I  would  have  done  even  if  Noah  hadn’t  been missing.

Looking down at the mark, I ran through everything he said.  During the conversation,  there  were  two  times  where  his  voice  hadn’t  sounded indifferent or angry.  Instead, he had almost emphasized his words.  He said, “Being  someone’s  mate  isn’t  a  small  thing.    It  means  that  your  lives  are  so deeply intertwined that all you want to do is take care of the person and love them,”  and  “Words  are  meaningless.”  His  tone  had  softened  during  those moments.    What  if  he  had  marked  me  because  he  wasn’t  allowed  to  speak freely?  Maybe it was the only way for him to tell me the truth.

The last thing he said was, “Go home, Celeste.”  He should have told me to go back to school since he was supposedly upset that I had traveled all this way  to  find  him.    Yet,  he  wanted  me  home  for  a  reason.    The  conversation Sadie had overheard suddenly started to make sense.  Noah was supposed to go back to his original duties, which meant he was returning home to spy on my family.

Thinking back on Cornish’s reaction to me showing up at his office, he hadn’t  been  surprised.    Instead,  he  had  been  amused.    The  jerk  had  fully expected me to show up.  I wasn’t sure if Cornish was Noah’s Master, but he definitely  knew  what  was  going  on.    Someone  wanted  me  back  in  town  for some reason.

Looking  up  at  the  house,  I  saw  my  Aunt  Harriet  pacing  in  the  parlor. The  wedding.    All  my  family  members  where  here  in  one  house,  the  very house  the  Shadow  Masters  had  been  spying  on  and  the  house  they  had cursed.  The curse was supposed to kill me and send my parents spiraling into a  depression  that  would  distract  them  from  learning  the  Shadow  Master’s plans.  The Ice Carnival incident was supposed to force the Casters of Silver Springs  to  allow  the  Shadow  Masters  to  take  over  the  coven.    Even  though Westerbrook  and  his  lackeys  were  gone,  it  seemed  that  someone  was  still eager to overthrow the coven.

If Noah was supposed to go back to spying on my family, it meant the Shadow Masters were afraid they were still a threat to them.

I scrubbed the tears from my face and sat up.  “Ascunde-mi cuvintele și păstrează ochii nerăbdători!”    I  pretended  there  was  a  ball  in  my  hand  as  I created  a  sphere  around  it.    I  didn’t  want  anyone  outside  my  sphere overhearing my conversation or seeing what I was about to do, so I conjured a concealing spell for the three of us.

Benjamin, understanding what I was doing, moved away so that I could stand.  Carson raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Balling  up  my  fists,  I  let  out  a  scream  to  release  all  the  emotional turmoil  building  up  inside  of  me.    Someone  was  using  my  boyfriend  to distract  me.    When  I  found  out  who  was  behind  all  of  this,  I  would  bring  a world of hurt down on them.

I looked to Carson and Benjamin, who thought I was losing my mind. “It’s a lie.  All of this is a lie.  Noah was never free.  I couldn’t understand why he never spoke about his Master or the Shadow Masters.  He acted as if it  was  painful  to  talk  about,  but  it  might  have  actually  caused  him  physical pain  if  he  was  still  in  their  service.    I  was  so  stupid.    He  must  have  been spying  on  me  the  entire  time.”    I  shook  my  head  as  I  thought  about  all  the information he must have given to them.

“Wait.  Was he lying about loving you?  I’m confused.”  Carson held up his hand as he stood.

“No.  This mark is his way of telling me he loves me.  Tonight, he said that I’d never proven my love to him, yet I was the one who wanted him at school with me.  Things were wobbly between us at school, but I was always affectionate with him.”  Pointing to my hand, I frowned.  “He was me telling that  he  had  never  proven  himself  to  me  because  he  couldn’t.    He  was  still bound to them.  Maybe he lied to his Master about not actually loving me. That’s why he waited until after the big break up to mark me.  This way, his Master wouldn’t see the mark.”

“Most  witches  would  recognize  that  mark,  so  it  makes  sense  that  he didn’t  mark  you  if  he  wasn’t  free.”    Benjamin  nodded  slowly  as  he considered  my  theory.    “Honestly,  I’m  surprised  that  he  hadn’t  marked  you before.  I might have been wary about the guy or even a little jealous, but I never  questioned  whether  he  cared  about  you.    The  look  in  his  eyes  said everything.”

Running  his  hand  through  his  shaggy  hair  to  pull  it  out  of  his  eyes, Carson nodded.  “I remember how he would curl up in his cat form and sit in your  lap  anytime  we  talked  through  the  closet.    He  looked  so  contented.    I always thought it was his way of being possessive of you, but he never glared or  hissed  at  me.    Instead,  he  just  looked  to  be  at  peace.    Never  in  a  million years did I think he would ever break up with you.”

Grateful for their perspective, I pulled my hair off my neck to cool down and focused on every last detail I could think of.  “His Master commented on me being powerful.  They never expected me to be a threat to them.  I was supposed to die from the curse set in the house.  I guess kicking their asses changed  their  plans.    They  must  have  sent  Noah  to  Cliff  Haven  to  keep  an eye on me for some reason.”

“They  could  have  attacked  you  at  school.    Why  would  they  bother bringing  you  home  to  screw  with  you?”    Benjamin  crossed  his  arms  and rubbed his chin as he tested my train of thought.

I laughed harshly.  “There were too many players on the field as it was. They’ve  had  to  get  in  line  to  attack  me.”    I  stopped  when  I  thought  about everything that had happened at school.  Noah would have told them all the threats I faced in the last few months.  “If anything, maybe they wanted me away from Sadie.  The two of us together are definitely stronger.”

Carson  slowly  processed  what  I  was  saying.    “If  Noah  still  works  for them, why not make him hurt you?  Regardless of how he feels for you, they could have made him do almost anything.”

I shook my head.  “I ruined their plans for the town.  Would you send someone to harm your enemy if you were a dark wizard, or would you want to do it yourself?”

He pursed his lips and nodded.  “I see your point.”

Benjamin threw his hands up.  “Okay, so Noah has been watching you. He knows how skilled you are.  He could have been reporting back the kinds of spells you’ve learned so that they could find a weakness.”

I lowered my head and let out a breath.  “Noah is my weakness.”

Carson stepped closer and raised my chin with his finger.  “I hope he’s not your only weakness.”  The passionate look in his eyes made me shiver.

I bit my lip and put my hand on his cheek.  “No, he’s not, which is why this is the perfect opportunity to enact their plan.  They’re distracting me with Noah to throw me off balance, but they need to keep me off balance.  What better way to do that than bring me home?  I have more to lose here.”

Benjamin smiled and stepped forward to put his hand on my shoulder. “That’s  my  girl.    You’ve  always  been  able  to  see  the  bigger  picture.    Now that you know why they want you here, what are you planning to do?”

I motioned towards the house.  “First, I need to get myself invited to this wedding  so  that  I  can  keep  an  eye  on  everyone.    Then,  I  intend  on  keeping the two of you even closer.  I won’t let anyone I care about get hurt.”

Carson  winked  at  me  as  Benjamin  looked  up  at  the  house.    “Do  you really plan on protecting your cousin Tommy?”

I  made  a  face  as  I  stared  up  at  the  window.    “Okay,  well  maybe  I’ll make a priority list and pare down my protection detail from there.”  I held out my hands to them.  “Are you with me?”

They each took a hand and nodded.  “We’re with you.”

“Good.  We figure out what the Shadow Masters want.  Then, we stop them  by  exposing  them  to  the  world.    After  that,  I’m  turning  anyone  who stands between me and Noah into a toad.”




Chapter 4

Feeling  better  about  my  situation  with  Noah  now  that  I  had  a  plan,  I lowered my silence spell.  I jumped when I heard shouting coming from the front of the house.  Wiping my eyes, I ran towards the commotion.  Carson and Benjamin followed me.

“You treat me like a child!”  Rounding the corner of the house, I saw my grandmother  standing  in  the  driveway,  twirling  her  wand,  which  was supposed  to  be  hidden  from  her  unless  she  was  supervised.    She  made  a lassoing motion and cast a spell.  “Armata gnome!”

My  mother  ran  down  the  front  steps  with  her  wand  out.    “Mother,  be reasonable!  You need to take your pills!”

Half of my family poured out of the house to watch the fight, which was a typical occurrence when everyone gathered for the Harvest Moon Festival and the Spring Equinox.

Curious about what kind of spell Grandmother had cast, I looked around to see what would happen.  A strange noise answered my question.  Turning towards the street, I watched at least 30 different lawn gnomes from various houses around the neighborhood run up the driveway.

Grandma  continued  to  make  circular  motions  with  her  wand  until  the gnomes ran at my mother’s legs.

“Mother,  this  is  childish.    If  you  want  to  be  treated  like  an  adult,  stop using gnomes to fight your battles.”  My mother made a zigzag motion with her wand, “Îngheţa!”  The gnomes immediately turned to ice and froze.

Carson snickered.  “She created a gnome army.  Brilliant.  Can I bring her home to fight my cousin Sylvester?  The wanker owes me money.”

Benjamin  stiffly  shook  his  head  at  Carson  and  frowned.    “She  got  into the Peach Schnapps again.  We need to get her wand away and find a better hiding place for it before she does any real damage.”

Rubbing the back of his head, Carson sighed.  “My grandfather loves his blackberry brandy, so I get it.”

Undeterred  by  my  mother’s  freezing  spell,  Grandmother  zipped  her wand  around  through  the  air  so  fast  I  couldn’t  tell  what  she  was  doing. “Bulgari de zapada!”

A  white  ball  flew  directly  at  my  mother’s  face  before  she  blocked  it. Unfortunately,  Grandma  had  a  fast  wand  and  three  more  balls  flew  at  my mother before she could stop them.  When they smashed against my mother’s gray linen suit pants, I realized they were snowballs.

“Oh god, she’s resorted to throwing snowballs.  You know what comes next, Benjamin.  We need to get in there and help.”

By  the  time  Benjamin  and  I  stepped  forward,  Harriet  and  Rolf  were rolling up their sleeves to join my mother.  “Mother, this needs to end.  It’s time to take your nap.”  Harriet sounded tired, as if she had done this more than once already today.

“Yes, Mother.  Please come in the house.  If you don’t want to nap, we can  watch  your  programs.    The  Bachelor  reruns  are  on.”    Rolf,  who  always sucked up to grandmother for fear she would kick him out of the will, tried to sound reasonable.

Grandmother, spry for a 72 year old, made the most complicated wand motions I’d ever seen and created lumps of snow that plopped down all over the front yard.

Dodging left and right, we all tried to avoid the freezing, wet goop that splattered all around us.

Carson yelled when the snow hit his neck and slid down the back of his shirt.

Benjamin  threw  up  his  hands  and  used  a  Pike  spell  to  block  a  wad  of snow about to hit him.

I  would  have  laughed  at  the  absurdity  of  the  situation  if  I  weren’t actively dodging the snow.

My mother used a counter spell to stop the falling snow long enough to regroup.

“Surround her and use blocking and disarming spells only.”  My mother tried to rally her siblings, coordinating their efforts.

Following  her  commands,  Harriet  and  Rolf  blocked  Grandmother’s attempts  to  splash  them  with  water,  and  in  return,  she  hit  them  with  rubber ducks.

“Where did she  learn how to  make rubber ducks?”   Benjamin sounded impressed by her supposed skills.

“Benjamin,  she’s  drunk  and  she’s  slurring.    She  didn’t  mean  to  say ducks.”  I sighed when I remembered one of the more interesting spells she used when she wanted to get even with my mother or Harriet for being overly controlling.

It took a second for Benjamin to realize what I was saying, but Carson caught on quickly and fell over laughing.

Watching  my  mother  and  her  siblings  working  together  for  once  was nice, even if their attempts were misguided.  I stepped back and waited a few more minutes, allowing Grandmother to have her fun just so I could see Rolf slip and slide on a patch of ice that formed under his feet.

“The three of you can’t stop me!  No one can!”  Grandmother cackled and threw spell after spell as the three of them closed in on her.

“Mother!  That is enough.  Grown women should not be acting in such a manner.    If  you  stop  this  ridiculous  display  immediately,  I  will  give  you chocolate pudding before dinnertime.”  Exasperated by the amount of effort it was taking to put one senior citizen down for a nap, she caved.

Seeing my mother’s resolve about to crack, I motioned to Benjamin and took a step forward.  Bending at the waist, I scooped up all the air around me and pulled my arms towards my chest.  “Aruncă echilibrul și dezarmează!” The  spell  did  its  job  as  grandmother  became  disoriented  from  my  dizziness spell.

With her defenses lowered, Benjamin used his favorite Pike spell, which of course was illegal.  “Vino la mine!”  He called Grandmother’s wand to him and grabbed it from the air as it flew towards him.

Realizing her wand was missing, Grandmother pouted and put her hands on her hips.  She glared at my mother.  “I don’t want to take a nap.”

Mother, Harriet and Rolf all ran towards Grandmother to stop her from waddling down the driveway towards freedom.

“Mother,  if  you  don’t  stop,  there  will  be  no  pudding.”    Harriet’s  tired voice  made  the  threat  sound  more  like  she  was  being  punished  instead  of Grandmother.

Finally admitting defeat, Grandmother blew a raspberry at my mother. “You never did know how to have fun, Caroline.”

I tried not to laugh at her observation as my mother shot me a stern look.

Heading  back  into  the  house,  the  rest  of  the  family  consoled Grandmother and told her it would be okay while patting Harriet on the back and telling her the same thing.

Mother wiped her short gray hair off her forehead and sighed.  Benjamin held out grandmother’s wand to her, which she graciously accepted.

“Thank  you,  Benjamin,  Carson.    Celeste,  I  could  have  used  your  help sooner.  Next time, please jump in a little faster when Grandmother has her wand.    As  you  know,  she  was  the  National  Champion  of  the  Unique  Spell Caster  competition  for  six  years  running  in  her  youth.    The  woman  knows how to cast with the best of them.  Sadly, the Schnapps impairs her decision making abilities.”  She let out a breath and straightened her gray blazer.

Carson  shrugged.    “I  don’t  know.    I  think  she  had  a  little  fun  today. Maybe that’s all she really wanted.”

My  mother  pinned  Carson  with  her  raised  eyebrow  of  death.    “Fun. That adorable silver haired granny once made anatomically correct snowmen and  marched  them  down  Main  Street  because  she  wanted  to  have  a  bit  of fun.  My mother’s sense of humor combined with her casting ability make for a dangerous combination.  I was getting phone calls for a week from people complaining  that  their  children  were  asking  too  many  questions  about  the snowmen.  It’s best if she takes her pills and watches her programs.”

I  bit  back  my  laughter;  otherwise,  the  look  of  death  would  have  been pointed at me.  I didn’t want to lose my pudding after the day I’d had.

Carson smiled sheepishly and nodded.  “Of course, Mrs. Dreger.  Next time, we’ll jump in sooner.”

Mother  spun  on  her  heel  and  squared  her  shoulders  as  if  she  were headed back into battle.

Benjamin  let  out  a  whistle  and  shook  his  head.    “She’s  more  tightly wound than the last time your grandmother was here.”

“Last  time,  my  mother  wasn’t  hosting  a  wedding.    Remind  me  to elope.”  I couldn’t imagine putting my mother through another wedding.

 

≈

 

With the sun setting, I said goodbye to Carson and Benjamin and headed into the house.  I was grateful for the momentary distraction from my Noah troubles.  I felt better after a good laugh, though I needed to be careful that I kept  up  the  brokenhearted  teen  act.  The  Shadow  Masters  were  definitely watching  so  I  couldn’t  let  on  that  Noah  and  I  were  very  much  together.    I worried what they might do to Noah if they found out he was lying to them or failing in his spy duties.

Being dumped by a boy would give my family more ammunition against me, but it had to be done.

I  took  off  my  shoes  in  the  foyer  and  looked  up  to  find  Aunt  Harriet headed  straight  for  me.    My  red  puffy  eyes  would  be  a  quick  indicator  that something  was  wrong.  I  added  a  sniffle  and  shaky  hand  to  complete  the heartbroken girlfriend act.

“Pearl,  I  couldn’t  help  but  notice  you  were  upset  before  the  brouhaha. What happened?”  She held her wine glass away from her to give me a side hug and wipe my red cheeks.

I shrugged and sniffled.  “It’s nothing.”

“Is  it  boy  trouble?    It  looks  like  boy  trouble.    Come,  sit  down.”    She guided  me  towards  the  living  room  where  Grandfather  was  napping  in  the high  back  chair.    She  sat  me  down  on  the  overstuffed  red  couch,  next  to Gavin.

Augusta  looked  up  from  her  bridal  magazine  and  snickered.    “What happened?  Did you get a B on a test?”

Harriet  shushed  her  and  sat  on  the  other  side  of  me.    “Oh  honey,  I’ve had my heart broken so many times.  I promise things will get better.”

I  nodded  and  gave  her  my  wide  brown-eyed  look  of  sadness.    “I  hope so.  I really cared about him.”

Gavin shifted in his seat to look at me.  “You shouldn’t care about a guy who broke your heart.  He’s not worth it.  You deserve better, kiddo.”

Surprised by the kindness of a person I had barely said two words to in the year that I knew him, I smiled at him.  “Thank you.”

Augusta  threw  her  magazine  down  on  the  coffee  table  and  crossed  her arms.  “You of all people, Oyster, have no business dating anyone.  You have no  idea  what  you’re  doing  and  you’re  only  setting  yourself  up  for  failure. You’re the kind of person who will ultimately marry the first guy you sleep with and resign yourself to a life of misery.”

Oddly, this wasn’t the first time my cousin had said that to me, so I took it  in  stride.    “I  don’t  know  if  I  will  ever  get  married.    They  say  love  fades over time and you’re left with nothing more than a friendship.  I can have that without  having  to  worry  about  splitting  my  assets  with  someone  if  we divorce.”

I  didn’t  actually  believe  what  I’d  said,  though  life  with  Noah,  Carson and  Benjamin  was  complicated  enough  that  I  didn’t  want  to  think  about marriage yet.  I just wanted to piss off Augusta.  I gave Gavin a lot of credit for  asking  Augusta  to  marry  him,  though  for  the  life  of  me,  I  couldn’t understand why they were together.  He seemed quiet and nice, while she was spoiled and demanding.

Harriet predictably jumped in to defend Augusta.  “Now, now.  Let’s not talk about divorce.  We want happy thoughts for the bride and groom.”

“You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I’m just upset.”  I pretended to be apologetic, but I flashed Augusta a quick smirk.

Harriet patted my hands and took a sip of her wine.  “You’ll survive this darling.  Just give it time.  Once you get back to school, you’ll find someone new.  You’ll change your mind about marriage someday.”

Hearing  my  Uncle  Bryce  swearing  on  the  staircase,  Harriet  rolled  her eyes and excused herself to check on her husband.

In  the  corner,  Grandpa  Tavish  snorted  and  shifted  in  his  chair.    He mumbled something about bumblebees and fell back to sleep.  I smiled and shook my head at him.  I stood up to leave, but Augusta cleared her throat.

“Did he break up with you because you let your power go to your head? Boys don’t like showoffs or delinquents.  Did you scare him off?”  Her smug smile  was  always  a  permanent  fixture  on  her  face,  but  it  bothered  me  more than usual.

Her  words  struck  a  nerve,  but  not  because  of  my  breakup  with  Noah. The kids at school had accused me of showing off.  I had embraced my new power  and  performed  harder  spells  than  I  should  have.    I  told  myself  that  I wasn’t showing off, but really, I was.  After years of beating myself up and letting everyone’s opinion of me destroy my self-esteem, I needed to prove to myself  that  I  wasn’t  the  broken  little  girl  they  saw.    Unfortunately,  it  made me  a  target  for  those  who  feared  power  and  those  who  craved  powerful people.

Looking up at Augusta, I lost my temper for a second and decided that I was fed up with her snide remarks.

“Împiedică  Augusta  să  vorbească  cu  mine!”    I  flattened  my  hand, pressed my thumb against my palm and made a slashing motion as I said the spell.  I grinned and put my finger to my lips, making a shushing motion.  “I don’t know why you enjoy taking all your insecurities and hatred out on me, but  I’m  done  listening  to  you.    I  just  had  my  heart  broken  and  instead  of acting  like  a  good  cousin,  you  kick  me  when  I’m  down  in  typical  Auggie style.  Well, guess what.  I do have my power and I’m very good at using it. Until you learn how to act like I’m your cousin instead of your punching bag, you don’t get to speak to me.”  My spell wouldn’t prevent her from speaking to others, but she couldn’t say anything to me.

Pissed, she jumped off the couch and jabbed her finger at me.  Silently yelling,  she  threw  her  hand  around  her  throat  and  glared  at  me  when  she realized the spell had worked.

Gavin  reached  for  his  wand,  but  paused  when  he  didn’t  know  how  to reverse the spell.

“Sorry, Gavin.  This is between my cousin and me.  I’ll release her once she figures out how not to be cruel to me.”  I threw my hands in the air and stepped around the table to leave.

Auggie grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop.  Seeing the rage in her eyes, I shrugged.  I wasn’t going to release her.

“Augusta,  there’s  a  phone  call  for  you.    Something  about  a  skiing accident.  You need to come and take this call.”  My mother ducked her head into the living room and motioned for her to take the phone.

Augusta  glared  at  me  and  whipped  around  to  take  the  call.    Curious,  I moved towards the kitchen doorway to listen to the conversation.

Gavin  tapped  my  shoulder  with  his  wand.    “You’re  really  not  going  to release her, are you?”  His expression was a mix of amusement and concern.

I  shook  my  head.    “She  needs  to  learn  that  I’m  not  five  and  she  can’t make me run crying from the room anymore.”

He gave me a small smile.  “You’ve definitely grown up, Pearl.  Good for you.”

Surprised by his comment, I nodded.

“What!  What do you mean you can’t get here?  I’m getting married in two days.  I need you here!”  Auggie was yelling at someone and stomping her  foot.    “So?    It’s  a  dress.    There’s  plenty  of  room  under  the  dress  for  a cast!”

Leaning against the doorway, I drummed my fingers against my leg.  It sounded as if there was a last minute opening in Auggie’s bridal party.

She  slammed  the  phone  down  and  yelled  in  frustration.    The  entire house fell silent so they could eavesdrop.

“Darling,  what’s  wrong?    What  happened  to  Maryanne?”    Harriet rubbed her shoulder and took another sip of wine.

“She’s not coming.  How can I get married without my maid of honor? This  is  going  to  throw  off  everything.    I  have  her  dress  and  I  can’t  get  a refund  because  it’s  altered.    I’m  out  of  money  and  short  a  maid  of  honor. Maryanne  was  helping  me  with  the  planning.    I’m  screwed.”    Actual  tears formed  in  the  corners  of  her  eyes  as  she  looked  around  helplessly  for  a solution.

Picturing Maryanne from a photo taken of Auggie and her swimming at the  beach,  I  saw  my  multi-faceted  opportunity  unfold  before  me.    Aunt Harriet consoled Auggie and quickly ran through her options.

“I could do it.  I’m sure I could help you with your planning.”  Smiling a sincere smile with my puffy eyes and messy hair, all eyes turned towards me.

Auggie’s face turned bright red and her face puckered until I thought she would pop a blood vessel.  She opened her mouth to protest, but she couldn’t reply to me.

Harriet  threw  her  arms  up  and  nodded.    “Oh  honey,  that’s  so  sweet  of you.”  She looked me up and down, calculating my measurements.  “I think she  would  fit  perfectly  into  the  dress.    How  nice  would  it  be  to  have  your cousin standing by your side, Augusta?”

“Mother, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”  Auggie finally figured out that she needed to voice her concerns to someone else so that she could speak.

My mother gave me a puzzled look.  She was well aware of my feelings towards my cousin, so I could practically hear her listing all the real reasons for  offering  my  help,  including  tricking  Auggie  into  getting  a  facial  with honey  and  pouring  ants  on  her  or  kidnapping  her  and  tossing  her  into  the trunk of the limo.

I gave my mother a pointed look as if to say, “Back me up”.

My  mother  slowly  nodded  and  plastered  a  smile  on  her  face.    “What  a wonderful idea.  I think Celeste is the perfect person for the role.”

To her credit, my mother sold the lie with her award winning smile and confidence.

Everyone within listening range slowly nodded and looked to each other to agree to the idea.

Auggie, however, still needed convincing from her mother.  The two of them  walked  off  into  a  corner  and  argued  for  a  minute,  until  Aunt  Harriet finally put on her stern face, winning the disagreement.

Auggie finally sighed and threw her hands up in defeat.

With  step  one  complete  –  getting  myself  not  only  invited  to  the wedding, but being firmly anchored to all the associated events – I now had a way of staying in the middle of the action to keep an eye on things.

Turning,  I  headed  back  through  the  living  room  and  saw  Grandfather Tavish waking up.  I smiled and leaned over to give him a kiss on his cheek.

“Hello,  Grandfather.”    I  patted  his  hand  and  helped  him  sit  up  in  the chair.

He looked up at me and tilted his head.  “Did you know that I fought in the  Shifter  Wars?    The  biggest,  baddest  bear  shifter  extended  his  claws  and slashed at my midsection.”  He made a slashing motion at my stomach, which I was prepared for, so I jumped to avoid his hand.  “He nearly cut me in half, but I outsmarted him.  Walnuts.  He was a sucker for walnuts, so I distracted him.    I  jumped  on  the  brute’s  back  and  led  him  around  with  my  sack  of walnuts.    He  helped  me  break  through  the  defensive  line  of  the  panthers. There we were behind enemy lines…”

I  nodded  politely  as  I  listened  to  his  story.    Grandfather  Tavish  wasn’t old  enough  to  have  fought  in  the  shifter  wars  and  his  mind  wasn’t  always present.  I liked to listen to his tales because it seemed to bring him joy, even though I wasn’t sure if he knew who he was speaking with.

“That’s a great story.”  I kissed his forehead and turned to leave.

He  grabbed  my  hand  and  pulled  me  close.    “Beware  lest  you  lose  the substance by grasping at the shadows.”

I did a double take when I saw the intense look in his eyes.  It was as if he was trying to tell me something important, though sometimes he seemed more lucid than other times.

Carefully  pulling  my  hand  away,  I  nodded  as  if  I  understood  what  he said.    Putting  a  pillow  behind  his  head,  I  patted  his  hand.    “Thank  you, Grandfather.”

Deciding to forgo dinner, I laid down to get some rest after an incredibly long  and  horrible  day.    Laying  down  on  my  bed,  I  stared  up  at  the  blank ceiling to calm my mind.  I felt stupid for believing Noah was free this entire time.    Why  hadn’t  I  questioned  him  harder  and  forced  him  to  tell  me  the identity of his Master?  Why didn’t I see the truth that was right in front of me?    Noah  claimed  he  didn’t  like  talking  about  his  Master  or  his  past,  so  I didn’t press him for answers.  I wanted to honor his wishes and give him time to heal.  I had always assumed he would confide in me, when he was ready.  I truly believed that he was free from the Shadow Masters.

Sighing, I wondered how many other things I had missed while locked inside my selfish little world.  If I hadn’t been so trapped inside my own head all this time, I might have figured out the truth and saved Noah for real.

I closed my eyes and let my mind wander.  One way or another, I had to learn what the Shadow Masters were planning so that I could save Noah.




Chapter 5

Slowly opening my eyes, I realized that Noah wasn’t curled up next to me,  as  he  usually  was.    I  stared  up  at  the  ceiling  as  I  thought  about  his  fur brushing  against  my  cheek.    He  usually  slept  in  the  shifter  dorm  at  school during the week, but he was allowed in my room on the weekends and when I was napping.  I felt like I had wasted so much time with him and taken him for granted.  Instead of snuggling with him in his cat form, I could have been kissing him in human form.

Gulping, I realized I had wasted time being apart from both Carson and Benjamin while at school.  I was so overwhelmed by the idea of going from zero boyfriends to three that I had wanted to take things super slow.  Now, I wasn’t  sure  if  I  would  ever  get  Noah  back  and  I  would  eventually  have  to return to school without Carson and Benjamin.

I suddenly felt very lonely as the reality of everything crashed down on me.  Pitying myself for all of five seconds, I wiped away the tears forming in my  eyes  and  shook  my  head.    I  needed  to  stay  focused  on  my  plan  and  not wallow.  Once I saved Noah, I would figure out how to prioritize life with my guys.

Sitting  up,  I  twirled  my  hands  around  and  summoned  my  spell  books from every corner of the room, including my notebook that cataloged all the useful spells I had found over the years.  I was excited to have an arsenal of spells at my disposal after being helpless for so long.

I flipped through my notebook and scanned the appendix of the grimoire I was building.  There had to be a spell that could help me.

Skipping  over  the  spells  to  make  popcorn  and  remove  acne,  I  went through  a  list  of  protection  spells.    Since  I  wasn’t  sure  who  or  what  I  was protecting Noah from, I bookmarked a few for later.

I sighed and tapped the notebook with my pen.  If witches and wizards couldn’t see him, it meant that I couldn’t see him now that I had my magic.  I didn’t have a spell for making someone visible, but I might be able to use a locator spell to see where Noah was.  If he had left the coven, it might give me a clue as to what he was doing.

I grabbed my school backpack and unbuckled Noah’s old blue cat collar from the top loop of the bag.  I gripped it tightly and thought about the new red collar that I had given him as a Solstice present.  I had wanted to throw away his old collar, but Noah insisted that I keep it since he didn’t have a gift to  give  me.    I  held  the  collar  in  my  palm.    “Arată-mi  locația  lui  Noe!” Asking  for  Noah’s  location,  I  watched  as  a  blue  light  gathered  around  the collar and lifted it into the air.  It hoovered for a minute as if it was trying to figure out where he was.  It finally dropped back down into my palm.

“Seriously?  You can’t find him either?”  I stared at the fur as the light disappeared.

Letting out a long sigh, I threw myself down on the floor.  I finally had my power and it was failing me!

I  shouldn’t  have  been  too  surprised  since  my  locator  spell  with  Sadie had failed as well, but we had assumed that he was too far away for the spell we were using to work.  He was in the same town as me, so it should have worked.    It  could  only  mean  that  the  Shadow  Masters  had  some  kind  of cloaking spell on him.

I  thought  about  what  kind  of  cloaking  spell  they  might  use  on  him.    I thumbed through a book I had “borrowed” from my father’s library after the curse had been placed in the house.  It was less of a spell book and more of a history book about dark wizards, but it talked about the kinds of spells they’d used over the centuries.

Scanning a page on how they used familiars to carry out their orders, it mentioned how the familiars were often bound to them through special oaths or  under  the  influence  of  powerful  spells  that  took  away  their  choices.  I hadn’t considered the possibility that he might be magically bound to them. Shifters  were  allowed  to  choose  their  masters  and  were  allowed  to  leave  if there was some kind of abuse, but dark wizards didn’t play by the rules.

Slamming  the  book  closed,  I  realized  how  out  of  my  league  I  was. Instead  of  making  sure  that  Noah  was  truly  free,  I  had  arrogantly  believed that sending Westerbrook scrambling for the hills would fix everything.

I focused on Noah’s kind smile and bright eyes.  I loved the way he said my  name  with  his  British  accent  and  how  he  looked  at  me  as  if  I  was important.

Why?  Why would the Shadow Masters bring him back to town?  The family wedding was only a theory, but it was the only thing that made sense. I  wasn’t  aware  of  anything  else  going  on  with  the  coven,  so  there  was  no reason for Noah to spy on anyone else.  I had to assume that all of this was related to my family.

A knock at my door made me jump.  I thought it might be Noah until I heard my mother call for me.

“Come  in.”    I  quickly  twirled  my  hand  and  sent  all  my  books  back  to their corners.

My mother whisked into the room with a plastic dress bag, muttering to herself about finding a wedding cake at the last minute.

“The bridesmaid dresses are here, though I don’t think you want to look at them until later.”  Her look of disapproval made my heart sink.  Not only did I hate the idea of being in Auggie’s wedding, but I also hated the idea of being in a hideous bridesmaid dress.

“I trust your judgement.”  I frowned and flopped on the bed.

My mother turned to me and pursed her lips.  “Now, what is this about someone  breaking  up  with  you?    Benjamin  and  Carson  seemed  fine yesterday, so I have to assume something happened with Noah, which makes no sense.  The two of you are mates, not that the rest of the family needs to know  about  that  now.”    She  waved  her  hand  as  if  it  wasn’t  anyone  else’s business.  “What happened is nothing more than a tiff.  It will pass once you both calm down.”

I  hesitated  as  I  looked  around  the  room.    I  had  no  way  of  knowing  if Noah  was  in  the  house.    Familiars  were  notorious  for  sneaking  around undetected and hiding in small spaces, even when they weren’t cloaked by a dark wizard.

I quickly cast my silence spell and took a breath.  “He was never free, Mother.    He  was  forced  to  lie  this  entire  time.    His  Master  forced  him  to break up with me.  Everything is really screwed up and I don’t know how to fix it.”

Her expression softened as she sat on the edge of my bed.  “Well, that explains  why  you  came  home  early.    I’m  so  sorry,  Celeste.    I  feared  that Noah  would  have  trouble  adjusting  to  life  at  the  academy,  but  I  never  had reason to believe that he hadn’t been released from his Master.  Whoever is controlling  him  is  very  smart  and  very  devious.    You  need  to  be  careful.    I would tell you to go back to school and let your father handle this matter, but I know better than to believe that you would leave.  Your mate is in danger and you feel compelled to help.”  She nodded knowingly and patted my leg.

I stood up and paced.  “Westerbrook said that he wasn’t Noah’s Master, but I stupidly assumed all the Shadow Masters would run and hide after the Ice  Carnival  disaster.    I  should  have  known  there  was  a  problem.    I’m  mad that I ignored the signs.”

Mother  shook  her  head.    “This  is  all  new  to  you,  Celeste.    You  were wrapped up in the excitement of being in a relationship.  You wouldn’t have known  what  to  look  for,  so  don’t  beat  yourself  up  over  this.    You  need  to move  beyond  your  sorrow  and  figure  out  how  best  to  help  Noah,  without tangling  with  his  Master.    Whoever  is  controlling  him  is  talented  and dangerous.  I don’t want you getting hurt.”

I  spun  around  and  threw  up  my  hands.    “You  do  remember  that  they tried to kill me, twice and that was before I knew about Noah.  What do you think they’ll do to me this time?  Should I expect them to give me milk and cookies and tuck me into bed?”

Looking contrite, she folded her hands in her lap.  “You’re right.  Last time  they  targeted  you  to  distract  your  father  and  me  from  learning  their identities.    Now  that  you’ve  exposed  some  of  their  members  and  fallen  in love with their spy, their attacks will be personal.  I wish I could give you a piece  of  advice  that  would  solve  all  your  troubles,  but  dealing  with  dark wizards isn’t something most people have to deal with.  All I can say is that you  are  a  smart,  talented  witch  who  finally  understands  her  true  potential. These things will serve you well now and as you grow up.”  She stood and pulled me into a tight hug.  “Please be careful.  We will do everything we can to protect you.  Know that you have the full support of this family, as crazy as they are.”

A lump formed in my throat at the thought of my family supporting me. “Thank you.  I needed to hear that.”

She smiled and bumped my chin with her finger.  “Noah is a smart boy who cares greatly for you.  Trust me when I say that he will do what he can to warn you of danger.  Be alert and vigilant.”

Gulping, I reluctantly showed her my pinky.

Her face grew red and her lips puckered.  “Did he do this before or after breaking up with you?”

“During  the  breakup.    He  did  it  just  before  he  left  the  room,  though  I didn’t notice it at first.  I think he did it to prove that he was lying about not caring  about  me.”    Seeing  how  angry  she  was,  I  almost  regretted  showing her.  Noah would be in a lot of trouble if my mother ever saw him again.

She  slowly  nodded.    “You’re  too  young  to  be  marked,  but  if  he  did  it because  he  was  unable  to  speak  the  truth,  I  won’t  murder  him.    A  shifter marking someone is a big step in a relationship.  It usually happens once the couple  is  older.    Given  the  circumstances,  I  will  forgive  him  for  this,  but  I will still want a word with him.”

I was suddenly more worried about Noah dealing with my mother than a dark wizard.

“Please don’t be mad.  It was the only way I knew he had been forced to lie to me.”  I hoped to lessen the side eye my mother would give Noah for the next few years.

She stiffly nodded.  “Very well, but he’s still in trouble.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She  crossed  the  room  and  opened  the  door  as  she  spared  a  concerned glance at the bridesmaid dress.

Hearing the doorbell ring, she immediately slammed my bedroom door and twirled around to face me.  “That must be Lord Ainsworth.  I didn’t think he would come.”

Confused  as  to  why  she  would  be  upset  that  the  High  Priest  of  the Coven was at our house, I shrugged.  “Why not?”

She  clenched  her  fists  and  took  a  breath.    “You  recall  how  Harriet’s husband Bryce had a falling out with the coven some years ago, right?  Well, it’s  coven  tradition  to  have  a  High  Priest  preside  over  a  wedding.    Since Harriet  and  Bryce  no  longer  belong  to  a  coven  and  your  father  and  I  are hosting the wedding, protocol dictates that our High Priest should be the one to  perform  the  ceremony.    Ainsworth  hates  Bryce,  yet  if  I  go  against tradition, your father and I could lose the favor of the coven.  Basically, we are  in  a  tough  spot.    I  need  you  to  get  dressed  and  come  with  me  to  speak with Ainsworth.”

Seeing  my  mother  so  frazzled  and  panicked,  I  immediately  nodded. “Sure, but why me?  Why not another caster?  I’m not even part of the coven anymore.”

Her face lit up when she looked to me.  “Because you are the town hero, Celeste.    They  owe  you  a  debt  for  saving  everyone.”    Her  face  fell  into  a sneer  that  almost  made  me  laugh.    “Besides,  laying  on  some  guilt  about having  dark  wizards  right  under  his  nose  might  deflate  some  of  his pompousness.”

Understanding  her  plan,  I  dashed  to  my  dresser  to  pull  out  a  purple pleated  skirt  and  a  light  purple  blouse.    My  mother’s  ability  to  turn  any situation in her favor never ceased to amaze me.  If my charm and guilt failed to change Ainsworth’s mind, I had no doubt that my mother’s back up plan, whatever it might be, would win the final battle.
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Heading  into  the  study,  I  saw  Lord  Ainsworth  standing  awkwardly  by the window.  I wondered what he would have thought about Grandmother’s magic tantrum in the front yard.

“Caroline.”    Ainsworth  smiled  as  he  turned  to  extend  his  hand.    He appeared surprised to see me, but nodded.  “Pearl, a pleasure as always.”

“Henry.  Thank you for coming.  Please sit.”  Mother sat in her comfy high back red chair, while Ainsworth and I sat in the smaller red plush chairs.

“I  admit  that  I  was  surprised  when  I  received  your  invitation.    While  I wish Augusta and her fiancé all the best, you must understand my reluctance to preside over Bryce’s daughter’s wedding.  He is a disgraced member of the coven so there is a conflict here.”  He immediately jumped into the heart of the  problem,  foregoing  any  of  the  normal  chitchat  about  the  weather  and other boring topics.

Sitting forward in her chair, Mother looked him right in the eye.  “Yes, well  given  the  situation,  you  know  that  I  was  obligated  to  invite  you,  but more  than  that,  I  was  hoping  that  bygones  could  be  bygones  after  all  these years.    Bryce  has  changed  so  much.    He’s  reformed  and  sober.    Having admitted  his  mistakes,  he  has  strived  to  live  an  honest  life  with  his  family. As  much  as  his  mistakes  pained  me,  I  forgave  him  long  ago.    Besides,  this isn’t about him, it’s about his daughter.  She’s such a lovely girl with a bright future.  I wouldn’t want to put a stain on her new life with her new husband.”

Ever  the  negotiator,  Mother  started  by  tugging  on  his  heartstrings  by focusing on Auggie’s bright and shiny new life.  What kind of monster would ruin the wedding day of a blushing bride?

Seeing Ainsworth shift in his chair, I waited to hear how he would reply.

He  tilted  his  head  back  and  forth.    “I  fully  understand  that  this  is Augusta’s day and I would never wish any ill will upon her and her husband, but  presiding  over  the  event  wouldn’t  look  good  for  me.    The  other  coven members would certainly condemn me for breaking tradition and offering my services to a disavowed member of the coven.”

I tapped my fingers against my crossed legs, and held back a smile.  The spark  of  excitement  in  my  mother’s  eyes  told  me  that  she  had  prepared  for such an answer.

She leaned back in her chair and sighed.  “Yes, the rebuke of the coven members is a serious concern, though this wouldn’t be the first time the rules were bent.  I recall a similar situation with Mildred Pruce.  Though she was disavowed  for  cavorting  with  the  husband  of  a  high  ranking  coven  member and  blackmailing  him  into  obtaining  a  job  at  the  coven,  you  still  performed her daughter’s wedding.”

He grimaced and quickly looked away.  Damn, my mother was good.

Rubbing  the  back  of  his  neck,  he  frowned.    “Unfortunately,  the  two incidents  are  not  equal  in  severity.    Bryce  stole  money  from  us,  Caroline. That’s certainly worse than an adulterer abusing her power.”

My  mother  hung  her  head  and  rubbed  her  chin.    “Very  true.    I  don’t dispute that.  However, I do hope you understand my position here.  It’s my responsibility as Augusta’s Godmother to help her in any way I can.  I can’t disappoint her and I wouldn’t want to lose face in front of the coven.  There will be a backlash regardless if you perform the ceremony either way.  I was hoping to lessen the wrath of those who believe in the customs our coven is founded on.  We need a High Priest.  Besides, showing some good will to the new  couple  will  go  a  long  way  in  showing  the  coven  that  we  are  trying  to move beyond the terrible actions of Lord Westerbrook and his associates.  So many  have  lost  faith  in  the  coven  and  they  fear  you  can  no  longer  protect them.  Something positive, like a wedding, would go a long way to show the members that the unforgiveable actions of a few will not destroy the future of the many.”

I sat back in my chair when my mother dropped the mic on Ainsworth. I tried to hide my smug smile, as he fidgeted in his chair.

Clearing  my  throat,  I  did  my  best  to  create  a  look  of  hopefulness.    “It would mean the world to Augusta if you bestowed this honor on her and her husband.  I’m her maid of honor, so I know how much she is looking forward to her big day.  I’ve never seen her so happy.  And my mother is right, this town could use something happy to talk about instead of focusing on all the negativity.    Every  day,  people  thank  me  for  saving  the  town  and  call  me  a hero.  Personally, I just want to move past it all and forget it.”

Ainsworth  cringed  with  each  sentence  I  spoke  until  he  was  practically sliding out of his chair.  He looked to my mother as his mind searched for a way out of our trap.

He  finally  threw  his  hands  up.    “Fine.    Yes,  I  believe  that  a  positive event will go a long way in mending the sins of the past.  I would advise you to  keep  Bryce  out  of  the  spotlight  as  much  as  possible.    He  is  a  reasonable man, so he will understand the complications this will present.  I will discuss this with the Coven Heads and explain the situation.  I accept your invitation to preside over Augusta’s wedding.”

My mother popped out of her chair and threw her hand towards him.  “I truly appreciate this, Henry.”  The smile on her face was one muscle twitch away from being a smug smirk, but she held her proud smile.

Ainsworth shook her hand quickly and ran from the house.

Holding  up  her  hand,  my  mother  gave  me  an  unexpected  high  five. “Good girl, Celeste.”

She whisked out of the room, calling for Harriet.

I let out a laugh and fell back into the chair.  After seeing my mother in action,  I  really  believed  what  she  said  about  protecting  me  as  much  as  she was able to.  Caroline Dreger was a fierce negotiator, godmother and mother.




Chapter 6

Trying  not  to  breathe,  I  sucked  in  my  stomach,  my  chest  and  anything else that made me completely uncomfortable as the seamstress tried to force me into Maryanne’s dress.  My mother’s eagle eyes were checking the stress points of the dress to make sure that I didn’t pop the seams.

“I  think  you’ll  have  to  skip  breakfast  for  the  next  two  days,  but  you should be fine.”  She slowly nodded her head as she put her pageant wisdom to use.  She caught herself and smiled.  “Not that there’s anything wrong with your  weight,  it’s  just  that  Maryanne,  god  love  her,  isn’t  as  busty  or  have much  going  on  in  the  hip  department.    You  look  beautiful,  my  dear.”    She elbowed Carson in the ribs.

He  jumped  and  immediately  gave  me  a  thumbs  up.    “Splendid  as always, love.  You look amazing.”

I would have called him a big fat liar if I could expand my lungs enough to eke out the words.

Next time, I’d asked to see the dress before offering myself for another round  of  debutant  dress  up.    My  gown  was  fuchsia,  strapless  and  had  more sequins on it than a disco ball.  I could blind oncoming traffic, if I could walk far  enough  in  this  full  length,  skintight  nightmare.    I  would  have  thought Auggie was pranking me, but she had pulled out three similar dresses for the other girls.

Looking  over  at  Dorothea,  Augusta’s  younger  sister  who  was  closer  to my age, I felt a little better knowing I wasn’t alone in this mess.  Thankfully, Dori had finished her final class and flown in this morning.  She always acted as the buffer between Auggie and me when things got really bad.  I watched her  slowly  coming  to  terms  with  the  hideousness  of  the  dress.    Her  face started with fake enthusiasm, morphed into sheer shock and was well on its way to stark terror.

Auggie fussed with Dori’s dress, admiring the way it flattered her petite shoulders.

Dori  looked  over  at  me  before  her  eyes  darted  towards  the  exit.    I interpreted  her  look  to  mean,  “Let’s  make  a  break  for  the  door”.    I  thought about it for a second, but I was sure that I would trip and die if I stepped off the dressing platform.

Once  I  was  finally  strapped  into  the  dress  and  the  seamstress’  fingers were  no  longer  digging  into  my  back,  I  found  that  I  had  about  an  inch  of breathing room.  My body responded by defaulting to debutant mode.  I stood up completely straight and inhaled with my stomach muscles.  My face must have  been  on  autopilot  as  well,  because  my  mother’s  face  suddenly brightened  the  way  it  did  when  I  finally  found  the  perfect  smile  for  the judges.

I saw Carson snicker, so I beckoned him closer with my finger.

He  cleared  his  throat  and  put  on  a  serious  face.    Hopping  up  on  the platform, he stood in front of me.

Smiling, I ran my finger down his cheek.  “One more sarcastic smile or snicker and I won’t dance with you at the reception.”

He  folded  his  hands  in  front  of  his  chest  and  stood  up  straight.    “I promise  to  behave;  it’s  just  that  I’m  picturing  you  trying  to  use  the  ladies’ room  in  that  dress.    I’ve  been  partnered  with  enough  girls  since  cotillion  to know  what  a  horror  it  is.”    He  leaned  closer.    “I’ve  even  had  to  help  a  few girls  out  in  a  pinch  and  hold  their  dresses  because  they  refused  to  ask  their competitors for help for fear they’d leave them stranded in the stall.  I’m just picturing  doing  the  same  for  you.”    He  winked  at  me  and  stepped  off  the platform.

Trying not to laugh because I would have broken a rib, I glared at him even though an uncontrollable blush spread across my face.

Auggie turned to the two other girls in the bridal party and played with their hair to see if they should wear it up or down.  Out of the spotlight, Dori turned to me and held out her hand.  “How have you been, cuz?”

“I  would  shrug,  but  I  can’t.    Things  have  been  better.”    I  tried  not  to think about Noah, but he was never far from my mind.

She  frowned.    “Please  tell  me  you  didn’t  actually  burn  down  the school.”

“Actually,  a  box  came  to  life  and  tried  to  bite  everyone,  but  that’s  a different story.  Aside from that, there were some singed trees and shrubbery, but  the  school  never  caught  fire.    Let’s  just  say  that  your  mom  blew  things out  of  proportion  and  the  headmaster  of  the  school  is  in  way  more  trouble than me.”  I liked that Dori never listened to the gossip her mother liked to spread and preferred to get to the truth herself.

“Wow!  Here I thought you led a quiet little life behind your books.  I had  no  idea  your  days  were  so  full  of  adventure.    I’m  glad  to  hear  you’re finally experiencing life as a witch.  As you remember, the first time I got my magic, I was at grandmother’s house and I turned her yappy little dog into a potted plant.  Being a witch isn’t easy.”  She squeezed my hand and smiled.

I  cringed  when  I  remembered  the  poodle  turning  into  a  barking  fern. “Her dog was so mean.”

“Yeah, it was.  She should have left it as a plant.”  She shook her head as if she lamented turning the plant back into a dog.

Auggie  finally  turned  to  me  and  looked  me  up  and  down.    Since  she couldn’t speak to me, she raised her eyebrow and tapped her foot.

“I  know  you  want  to  thank  me  for  sacrificing  my  spring  break  to  help you  on  the  most  exciting  day  of  your  life.”    I  flashed  her  the  biggest  smile possible.  Seeing her fuming, I pointed to the girls.  “They should wear their hair up.  It will help accentuate their cheekbones.  You, however, should keep your hair down.  You’ve always had pretty hair.  With some curls and glitter, it will cascade down your shoulders when you take off your veil.”

Her frown smoothed out and she turned to look in the mirror to run her fingers  through  her  hair.    “Mother,  do  you  think  I  should  keep  my  hair down?”

Harriet ran to her side and chatted with her about her hair.

Dori winked at me, knowing what it took for me to be nice to Auggie.

Once  I  had  been  unleashed  from  the  dress,  Carson  walked  around  the boutique with me as I looked at the earrings for sale on the counter.

“For the record, you would look cute in anything.  Personally, I like the idea of you wearing my Pike jersey.”  He ran his thumb over the inside of my wrist, sending chills through me.

“As long as I don’t have to wear it during one of Benjamin’s games, I would  happily  wear  it  whenever  you  want.”    I  smiled  at  the  thought  of wearing something of his.

He  wet  his  lips  as  a  blush  spread  across  his  face.    “Actually,  I  was picturing you wearing just my jersey.”

My mouth popped open when I realized what he was saying.  “Carson!” I gasped in mock horror.  “Is that what boys think about?”

He stood up and crossed his arms. “No one else had better think of you in just a team jersey.  I would have to duel them for your honor.”

I laughed.  “So it’s okay for you to think about it.”

“Yes.”  He unabashedly nodded.  “What?  You’ve never thought about me wearing something scandalous?”

I snickered.  “Like a tutu?”

His face fell.  “You have no imagination, love.”  He huffed and leaned his elbows against the case to stare at the tiaras.

Searching  for  the  courage  to  flirt  with  him,  I  leaned  over  and  spoke softly.    “Well,  I  may  have  thought  about  you  practicing  on  the  field  in  just your gym shorts with no shirt.”

He slowly turned his head and smirked.  “Now that’s better.  I do look hotter without a shirt than Benjamin does.”

I  shook  my  head.    “I  would  never  compare  the  two  of  you,  but  I  have seen  Benjamin  without  a  shirt  and  he’d  definitely  give  you  some competition.”

He scrunched up his face and quickly looked around the shop.  Grabbing my hand, he stealthily pulled me behind a dressing room curtain.

“What are you doing?”  I couldn’t believe I was in a dressing room with him.

Pulling  up  his  cardigan,  my  eyes  were  instantly  drawn  to  his  stomach and  chest.    I  knew  Pike  was  a  rigorous  sport  between  all  the  running, throwing and casting, but I had no idea that Carson had built up some serious muscles on his lean frame.

“Showing off.”  He grinned as he pushed his glasses up his nose.

My hand reached out to touch his stomach before I realized what I was doing and forced myself to stop.

“Be honest, how did you get the muscles?  At the charity game, you told me you were terrible at Pike.  I noticed that you improved because you can finally  see  with  your  glasses,  but  there’s  no  way  those  came  with  the  extra practice sessions.”  I pointed to the defined muscles along his stomach.

Grinning,  he  shrugged  innocently.    “Well,  I  want  to  look  good  for  my girlfriend, so I might have started working out at the gym.”

Surprised,  I  put  my  hand  on  his  cheek.    “You  don’t  have  to  do  that.    I like you the way you are.”

He  smiled  shyly.    “I  appreciate  that,  but  like  you  said,  Benjamin  isn’t hard  on  the  eyes  without  a  shirt,  so  I  need  a  wee  bit  of  an  advantage. Besides, I saw the way your eyes lit up when you saw my chest.  I want you to enjoy what you see.  You spend time doing your hair, makeup and pick out the right outfit to look nice.  Why shouldn’t I do a few sit ups and pushups for you to enjoy?”

My  eyes  widened.    “You’ve  done  pushups  too.”    I  squeezed  his  bicep and giggled at his firm arm muscle.

He  chuckled.    “See?    Well  worth  the  time  in  the  gym.”    His  eyes darkened,  sending  shockwaves  through  me.    He  leaned  over  and  kissed  me the way he had at the Pike game, except this time Benjamin wasn’t watching.

Feeling  lightheaded,  I  gazed  up  at  him.    “Wow.”    A  warmth  spread through  my  entire  body  and  I  felt  giddy.    Wetting  my  lips,  I  stared  into  his eyes.  “You know that I like you, Benjamin and Noah for different reasons, right?  I don’t think of it as a competition to see who can do more for me.”

He took my hands and leaned his forehead against mine.  “I will never understand  what  you  see  in  me,  but  I  will  be  forever  grateful  for  it.    I  care about you, Celeste.  I can’t imagine not having you in my life.  If you tell me that you like me for me, then I’m even luckier.”

“I  feel  like  the  lucky  one.    I  have  three  amazing  guys  in  my  life  who understand how hard it is to be me.”  I put my arms around him and pulled him into a hug.

Sighing,  he  leaned  into  my  neck.    “I’m  happy  to  have  a  girl  who understands what it’s like to be me too.”  He kissed the end of my nose and quickly pulled down his shirt when my mother called for me.
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Leaving  the  store,  my  mother  and  Harriet  chatted  about  the  wedding, while I decided to make amends with Auggie.  If she felt half as much love and  affection  for  Gavin  as  I  felt  for  my  guys,  she  deserved  to  have  a  nice wedding.    Plus,  she  was  already  stressed  out  about  her  best  friend  not coming.  I figured that I could handle a few days of her sass.

I pulled her to a stop on the sidewalk.  “Anulați ce s-a făcut!  There, I undid the spell.  You can go back to saying whatever terrible things you want to me, or you can change tactics and let me help you pull off this wedding.”  I stood up straight and gave her my stern face hoping that she didn’t laugh at me as she always did.

She  stared  at  me  for  a  long  moment  before  reaching  out  and  extended her hand to me.  “I hate your stupid smile and the thought of seeing it in all my wedding photos makes me want to punch you, but I do need the help.”

I shrugged, expecting much worse.  “For the record, if you had made me a server at your wedding, I would have spelled all your food to taste like pea soup, which you hate.  Just remember that.”  I dropped her hand and walked ahead of her toward the diner.

Dori  caught  up  with  me  and  laughed.    “I’m  not  going  to  lie.    It  would have been worth it to see you suffer as a server, knowing that all of Augusta’s food would taste like pea soup.”

I  laughed  and  smacked  her  shoulder.    “Why  can’t  the  two  of  you  get along?  I get that she doesn’t like me, but the two of you should have made amends by now.  I mean, it has been years since you accidentally melted all her toys before you could control your magic.  She should have forgiven you by now.”

Dori snickered.  “Oh, she forgave me for that, but stealing her boyfriend when she was a junior and I was a freshman is a different story.”

I  smacked  my  lips  together  when  I  remembered  hearing  something about  that  from  my  mother.    “Oh  yeah.    Didn’t  he  take  you  to  the  Junior Prom instead of her?”

She  slowly  shook  her  head  and  smirked.    “Yup.    She  was  so  pissed. Then  again,  she  told  my  first  boyfriend  that  I  had  my  nose  done  and  then proceeded to show him the photos.  I was mortified.  As far as I’m concerned, we were even after the prom incident, but she never completely forgave me.”

Chuckling, I said a small prayer of thanks for being an only child.

Sitting down to eat in the Silver Springs Diner, I looked over my menu and  tried  to  decide  between  the  Cobb  salad  and  the  cheeseburger.    I  was dying for the burger, but I remembered how tight the dress was.

“I know what you’re thinking.”  Carson tapped the salad page.  “You go ahead and get the salad and you can steal some of my fries when you’re mom isn’t looking.”

Flashing him a huge smile, I closed my menu and placed it on the table. “Thank you.”

He leaned closer.  “Don’t worry; my mother knows a spell that will keep any dress from busting a seam.  She loves cheesecake, but she constantly has to  go  to  those  dreadful  magical  association  banquets.    She  uses  the  spell  so she can look good and still have dessert.  I’ll have her teach it to me and you can find a way to modify it for conjuring.”  He winked at me and placed his hand on top of mine under the table.

“Perfect.”  I shifted in my chair and realized that the dress had squeezed me a little too much.  “I’ll be back.”

Carson nodded as I excused myself and headed for the bathroom.

Walking  down  the  side  of  the  room,  I  turned  down  the  long  hallway towards  the  bathroom.    I  put  my  hand  on  the  doorknob,  but  paused  when  I heard raised voices.

“What  do  you  want  from  me?    This  is  the  only  way  I  can  give  my daughter a somewhat decent wedding.  You have no idea how hard this has been on us over the years.”  Aunt Harriet’s exasperated tone made me realize that the wedding taking place at my house wasn’t being done for the sake of family; it was because she couldn’t find another place to have it.

“Well,  your  husband  should  have  considered  that  before  he  stole  from us.”    A  chill  went  through  me  when  I  recognized  Lady  Tallersall’s condescending voice.

“Look  here,  Tallulah,  I’ve  spent  the  last  five  years  trying  to  make amends for Bryce’s mistake but all of you have taken this too far.  We had to move  to  three  different  states  to  get  away  from  your  influence.    My  family has suffered enough.  It’s time to move on.”  I would have expected my aunt to sound angry, but she sounded as if she was pleading with Tallersall.

“Harriet,  if  I  had  known  that  you’d  found  solace  three  states  away,  I would  have  immediately  made  a  phone  call  to  ensure  that  everyone  there shamed you as well.  In fact, that’s exactly what I will do once I return to my office.  I suggest you leave Silver Springs immediately so that you get home to pack your things.  I will warn you.  I do not care how many long distance phone  calls  I  have  to  make  to  ensure  that  you  never  find  peace.    I  promise that  you  will  never  find  a  moment’s  rest.”    Her  cold  voice  made  her  threat sound even more ominous.

I  had  no  idea  that  the  Historian  of  the  Casters  of  Silver  Springs  had enough influence to make trouble for my aunt, but it sounded like Tallersall’s only mission in life was to ruin my aunt.

“Please, Tallulah.  Leave us be!”  Harriet hit something in the bathroom, causing a loud bang as she tried to stop Tallersall.

The  door  swung  open  and  I  was  standing  face  to  face  with  Tallersall. She  was  surprised  to  see  me  and  was  at  a  loss  for  words.    Behind  her,  my aunt was wiping away the tears in the corners of her eyes.

I  stared  down  Tallersall  and  smiled.    “Hello,  Lady  Tallersall.    I  was curious to know the results of your search for other Shadow Masters within the coven.  My mother didn’t mention any arrests or further inquiries.  In fact, I  don’t  remember  hearing  Carson  mention  anyone  losing  their  jobs  at  the coven.  I’m sure someone knew what Lord Westerbrook was doing since he was the Treasurer and Voice of the Coven.  It’s almost as if the whole matter simply  went  away.    Personally,  I  would  love  to  know  what  measures  were taken to prevent a dark wizard from infiltrating the coven again.”

Her  shock  faded  into  dread  until  she  pursed  her  lips  and  squared  her shoulders.  “Since you are no longer part of the coven, it is not your concern. Regardless, we have taken measures to ensure the safety of our members.”

My  smile  widened.    “Trust  me  when  I  say  that  rumors  spread  like wildfire  when  doubt  is  already  present.    All  it  took  was  a  few  children complaining about witches hexing them and causing them pain for the Salem Witch Trials to take place.  Imagine what would happen if the children who were under the control of the Shadow Masters at the Ice Carnival started to feel ill or claimed to remember who spelled them.  Something like that could destroy  the  very  coven  that  harbored  the  dark  wizards  responsible  for  their pain  and  suffering.”    Seeing  the  look  of  terror  in  her  eyes  was  worth  the trouble I would be in once Harriet told my mother what I had said.

Tallersall tried to speak a few times before Harriet stepped in.

“She’s  young  and  doesn’t  understand.    She’s  upset  about  the  lack  of evidence  and  scared  that  someone  will  come  after  her  again.    She  doesn’t mean anything by it, Tallulah.”  She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the bathroom.    “I’ll  speak  with  Pearl.    Please,  don’t  let  the  child’s  anger  upset you.”

I raised my eyebrow at my aunt as she flashed me a look of warning.

Lady Tallersall nodded to my aunt and glared at me before heading out of the bathroom.

“Aunt Harriet...”  I tried to explain myself, but she cut me off.

“I  understand  that  you  are  upset  by  what  you  heard,  but  this  isn’t  your concern.  Trust me.  You don’t want to tangle with that woman.  You aren’t part of her coven anymore, but she still has more influence than you know.  I appreciate  that  you  want  to  help  me,  sweetie,  but  it  will  only  make  matters worse.”  She rubbed my arms to calm me down.

I bit my lip when I realized how much she feared Tallersall.  “I’m sorry, Aunt Harriet.  I have my own reasons to hate the coven, but I shouldn’t have made it seem like I was fighting on your behalf.  I won’t say anything else to Tallersall.  I don’t want you getting in trouble.”  I felt terrible for my aunt. She  was  being  bullied  by  the  coven  that  she  once  belonged  to,  which  made me feel closer to her than ever before, but I couldn’t tell her that.

“Thank you, honey.  I know things have been difficult for you lately and you  want  to  act  out.    Sometimes  it’s  best  to  keep  quiet  and  let  things  blow over.”  She tried to sound convincing, but I could tell that she wanted to fight Tallersall.

I  nodded  and  let  her  think  that  I  would  play  nice.    She  didn’t  need  to know  that  I  planned  to  expose  whatever  was  going  on  inside  my  former coven and get my mate back.




Chapter 7

Fuming,  I  tried  to  get  through  the  rest  of  lunch  without  breaking  my water glass or bending my fork, though it was a close call.  Carson realized something  was  wrong,  but  I  quickly  shook  my  head,  implying  that  I  would tell him later.

The  entire  time  I  sat  at  lunch,  all  I  could  think  about  was  punching Tallersall in her stupid face.  I was not a violent person by nature, but it took every ounce of restraint not to storm back over to the coven to tell each and every one of them exactly how I felt about them.

Who  did  they  think  they  were?    True,  my  uncle  had  made  a  mistake, though  I  wasn’t  clear  on  all  the  details  since  it  had  happened  when  I  was younger,  but  intentionally  making  my  aunt  and  uncle’s  lives  miserable  was extreme.

They were the idiots who had let dark wizards invade their group.  They had ignored the warning signs about Noah being controlled by a dark wizard. Maybe  if  they  had  worried  about  their  own  business  and  stopped  harassing my family, they would have noticed all the problems right in front of them.

“I  don’t  know  how  she  is  going  to  keep  that  dress  up  if  she  has  no breasts.”    I  was  pulled  from  my  misery  by  Grandmother,  who  was commenting on how loose Dori’s dress had been.

My  mother  pressed  her  lips  together  and  Harriet’s  shoulder’s  sagged. Dori hung her head as a blush streaked across her cheeks.

Tired  of  hearing  one  more  person  negatively  comment  about  Harriet’s side of the family, I slammed my fork down, rattling the table.

“Once  the  final  alterations  are  done,  I  think  Dori  will  look  beautiful, Grandmother.  And if there is still an issue, she can borrow my old silicone boobs to help her out.  No one will notice.  In the end, Dori will outshine all of  us,  with  the  right  hair  and  makeup.”    The  words  were  out  of  my  mouth before I could stop them.

The entire table fell silent as they stared at me.  Yes, I had just admitted to  needing  fake  boobs  during  my  pageant  days  because  I  had  been  as  flat chested  as  a  boy  at  thirteen;  and  yes,  I  had  just  talked  back  to  my grandmother.

The  mix  of  horror  and  bemusement  across  the  table  made  me  feel  bad for snapping at her, but I was tired of everyone in the family looking down on each other.

My  mother’s  shrewd  eyes  glared  at  Grandma,  daring  her  to  say something else snide.  She then turned and winked at me before turning her attention back to her giant salad.

Not taking the hint, Grandmother blew a raspberry.  “Honey, if it wasn’t for fake boobs, I would have never won your grandfather.”

Valya  clapped  her  hands  and  burst  out  laughing,  while  Harriet  had  to bite her lip to keep from smiling.

Dori  smiled  at  me  and  bowed  her  head  graciously.    “Thank  you, Celeste.  It’s good to know that I have options.  Now, about this spectacular hair and makeup concept you mentioned.  I’ll need as many tips as you can give me, Miss Runner Up.  I want to be like one of those women you see on the  cover  of  the  bridal  magazines.    I  want  to  be  all  airbrushed  and  glossy. Can you manage that?”

Trying  not  to  fall  out  of  my  chair  from  laughter,  I  nodded.    “I  have enough  gloss  for  everyone  in  this  restaurant.    Don’t  worry;  no  one  will recognize you when we’re done.”

“Awesome!”  Laughing, she crunched on a croton.

Carson  slid  his  hand  around  my  back  and  gave  my  side  a  squeeze. Winking  at  me,  he  tossed  a  giant  fry  into  his  mouth.    “Brilliant  work, darling.”

Grateful for the embarrassing distraction, I let my anger simmer until we got home.  I quickly pulled Carson up the stairs and into my room before we were dragged into more wedding drama.

Slamming  the  door,  I  turned  to  look  at  Carson.    “I  almost  cursed Tallersall at the diner.  She has been harassing my family for years.  They’ve been  run  out  of  multiple  towns  because  she  has  a  vendetta  against  them.    I threatened  her,  which  I’m  sure  will  come  back  to  bite  me,  but  honestly,  I don’t care.  Someone needs to stand up to her.  I’m tired of being afraid of the stupid coven.  They are too self-important for their own good.”

Carson’s eyebrows flew up as he pushed his glasses up his nose.  “Is that what happened?  I thought Augusta said something mean.  Geez, had I known it was that serious, I would have come to back you up.  What is wrong with these people?  Tallersall is pompous and self-righteous, but I had no idea she was crazy.”

“Oh, trust me, she’s crazy.  I did threaten to bring her down ala Salem Witch  Trial  style,  but  I’m  not  going  to.    I  don’t  want  to  be  like  her.    I  just want them to leave us alone.”

He crossed the room and stood in front of me.  Brushing his thumb over my cheek, he looked down at me.  “Celeste, you are a fighter and a protector, not a bully.  You stand up for what you believe in, even if it might get you into trouble.  Your family is lucky to have you.”

He leaned down and kissed me.  Wrapping his arms around my back, he put his forehead against mine and stared into my eyes.

Swaying  with  him,  my  mind  turned  to  Noah.    I  used  my  silence  spell and frowned.

“Do you think she has anything to do with Noah?  I mean, just because he  has  a  master  controlling  him  doesn’t  mean  that  others  aren’t  aware  of what’s  happening.”    The  thought  of  Tallersall  helping  Noah’s  Master  or actively refusing to help Noah brought all my rage back up to the surface.

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Right now, Noah is the only person who can tell us the truth and he’s not allowed to do so.”

Stepping  away  from  Carson,  I  ran  to  my  desk  to  search  through  my books.  “You’re right.  There has to be a truth spell or some kind of spell that can break the hold over a familiar.”

Carson  rushed  across  the  room  and  pulled  me  around  to  face  him. “Celeste,  stop.    Messing  with  the  master/familiar  bond  is  tricky.    I  don’t know  a  lot  about  these  things,  but  I  do  know  it  can  be  dangerous  to  try  to mess with a bond between two people.”

Clenching my teeth, I frowned.  “There has to be something I can do.  I hate feeling helpless.”

He pulled me against his chest into a hug and kissed the top of my head. “I  know,  but  think  about  how  you  feel  right  now  in  my  arms.    Imagine  if someone  stepped  between  us  and  tried  to  pull  us  apart.    How  would  you feel?  It’s the same way you feel when Noah’s not with you.  That’s just the emotional  reaction  to  being  pulled  away  from  someone.    I  would  expect someone trying to pull apart a magical bond would feel much worse.”

I let out a breath and put my arms around him.  “I get it.  I need to know more  about  the  magical  aspect  before  I  bulldoze  my  way  into  a  solution. You’re right.  I need patience.”

He rubbed his nose against mine.  “I know it’s hard to wait, but I think it’s for the best.”

I  sighed  and  leaned  my  head  against  his  heart.    Closing  my  eyes,  I breathed in his cologne.  I felt safe in Carson’s arms.  I had no idea how to save Noah, but being close to Carson reminded me that I wasn’t alone in any of this.

“I’m sorry that we haven’t been able to relax and have fun.  This is not how I pictured coming home to you and Benjamin.  I feel bad that my focus has been on Noah.  I really do appreciate you being here for me.”  I buried my head in his chest and relaxed into his arms.

Feeling his arms tighten around me and hearing him sigh contentedly; I allowed  myself  a  moment  to  acknowledge  that  I  was  happy  to  be  with Carson.

He  rubbed  his  lips  over  my  forehead.    “I  want  to  get  Noah  back  too, Celeste.    I’m  worried  about  him.    I  can’t  imagine  being  controlled  by someone  else.”    He  lifted  my  chin  so  that  I  would  look  at  him.    “Getting Noah  back  is  our  primary  mission.    Once  he’s  back,  then  we  can  relax  and have fun.  I admit that being away from you has been really tough, but I’m not going anywhere, darlin’.  I would wait forever to have you back with me. Even  though  things  have  been  tense  since  you  arrived,  I’m  still  glad  that you’re here.”

I stood up on my tiptoes to kiss him.  “Thank you.  I really didn’t have much fun at school, so in a way, I’m glad you weren’t there.  I didn’t feel like myself.  I would have made you miserable.”

Pushing his hand into my hair, he nodded.  “Seeing the bags under your eyes when we did talk killed me.  I wanted to be there to cheer you up, but sometimes  we  need  to  ride  out  the  bad  times  so  that  we  learn  something about ourselves.”

I patted his chest and pulled away to sit on the bed.  “You don’t know how many times I wanted to call you or Benjamin to tell you how bad I was feeling  but  I  didn’t  want  either  of  you  to  get  upset.    There  wasn’t  anything you  could  have  done.    Besides,  you  would  have  just  worried  about  me. You’re  right,  though.    I  did  learn  a  few  things  about  myself.    It  was  a  hard lesson, but at least I know what I want.  I am a protector and a fighter, just like you said.  It took a beat down to realize that about myself.”

Sitting next to me, he smiled.  “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for you to accept the truth about yourself, love.  After all the years of being bullied,  I  knew  there  would  come  a  point  where  you  rose  up  and  stopped taking everyone’s crap.  I’m just glad that I’m here to witness it.”  He kissed the backs of my knuckles and held my hand.

I  squeezed  his  hand  and  hung  my  head.    “There  were  people  who accused me of being a dark wizard or at least heading down a dark path after my  fight  with  Westerbrook.    The  spells  I  used  were  questionable  in  nature, according to some of my teachers and students at Cliff Haven.  They warned me not to use that kind of magic or it would take a toll on me.”  I looked up at him through my lashes.  “I started to question myself.  Did I use dark magic? Was I trying to hurt Westerbrook?  Feeling all that power welling up inside of  me  was  scary,  but  at  the  same  time,  I  was  more  afraid  of  what  would happen  to  you,  Benjamin  and  Noah.    I  wasn’t  sure  if  I  had  crossed  the  line and ventured into the world of dark magic, which terrified me.”

Carson  grabbed  my  shoulders  and  lightly  shook  me.    “Celeste,  if  you were  a  dark  wizard,  you  would  have  waged  war  against  the  caster  coven when we showed up on their doorstep yesterday.  Dark wizards care nothing about others.  They only act in their own self-interest.  They want power and will do  anything  to get  it.   That’s  not  who  you are.    If you  were  truly dark, you would have torn the building apart to find Noah’s Master.  Instead, you cried  for  the  loss  of  him  and  went  home.    Granted,  you  were  angry,  but instead  of  seeking  revenge,  you  formulated  a  plan  to  protect  your  family. That’s not the act of a dark wizard.  That’s the act of a hero, my love.”

His  faith  in  me  made  me  smile.    “Thank  you,  Carson.    Thank  you  for believing in me.”

“Always.”  He kissed me and ran his tongue along my lower lip, making me giggle.

I  turned  away,  embarrassed.    “I’m  sorry.    I’m  terrible  at  this.    I  want more  than  anything  to  be  the  kind  of  girlfriend  who  can  grab  her  boyfriend and make out without feeling awkward or self-conscious.  Everything is still new  and  exciting  so  I  get  flustered.    Kissing  you  is  amazing,  but  I  just  get overwhelmed by how happy I feel and I forget what I’m doing.  I’m sorry.”

He pulled my face towards him and unleashed a huge smile.  “There is nothing wrong with giggling when I kiss you.  I think it’s amazing that I can touch you and make you happy.  I want to make you blush and squirm when something  feels  nice.    That  means  I’m  doing  something  right.    Besides,  I think  it’s  cute  when  you  get  flustered.”    He  leaned  back  and  looked  around the room.  “If I’m being honest, I get nervous too.  I don’t always know what to  do.    I  never  want  to  make  you  feel  uncomfortable  or  make  you  do something you’re not ready for.  Right now, I’m okay with holding you and kissing you.”

I shyly looked up at him.  “I like when you hold me close.  I just want to make  sure  you’re  okay  with  what  we’re  doing  and  that  you  don’t  want… more.”

His eyes went wide and he adjusted his glasses.  “Darlin, I will always want to be close to you and sometimes I might seem like I want…more, but that’s just because you are beautiful, smart and affectionate and I’m excited to be with you.  Know that I will never ask you to do something you’re not ready for.  We’re in this together, Celeste.  We’re a team.”

I relaxed and let out a breath.  “Yes.  We’re a team.”

He suddenly shifted and looked up at me with a wicked glint in his eye. “Now, about these fake boobs you mentioned at lunch.  I’m beyond curious about  them.    Over  the  years,  I’ve  definitely  noticed  that  the  cleavage  in  the pageant  dresses  didn’t  exactly  match  the  cleavage  in  the  girls’  every  day clothing.  I’ve heard rumors of bra stuffing, but I thought it was bunk.  You have to let me in on the secret, love.”

Laughing,  I  jumped  off  the  bed  and  rummaged  through  my  closet. Finding the box, I opened it and quickly tossed them to him.

He recoiled, but caught the tan, silicone bust enhancers.  Making a face, he carefully held them out in front of him.  “Ugh.  I didn’t know they would feel so weird.  I thought they would be made of fabric or something.”

Walking over, I crossed my arms.  “There are different kinds, but these are  supposed  to  seem  more  real  when  you  have  them  on.    Plus,  you  don’t want a wad of tissue falling out of the dress.  They’re weird but comfortable. They definitely helped me over the years.”

He glanced up at my body and winked.  “Well, you definitely don’t need these anymore.”

I  laughed  and  pulled  them  out  of  his  hands.    “Regardless,  I  think  I’ll hang onto them.”

Spinning around, I froze when I heard my mother knocking at the door. I quickly dropped the enhancers and kicked them under my bed.

“Celeste, I need to speak with you.”  She entered the room and stopped when she saw Carson.  “Oh, Carson.  I didn’t know you were still here.”

Carson  stood  up  and  put  his  hands  behind  his  back.    “We  were  just talking.”

She  nodded  absently  and  looked  back  to  me.    I  was  surprised  that  she didn’t  seem  more  concerned  about  Carson  being  in  my  room,  but  she  had been pretty understanding when it came to my guys.

“Since Augusta’s bridesmaids showed up along with two friends for the rehearsal dinner and Dori is staying here, Cousin Michael, his wife and two children need a place to stay.”  She glanced around my room as if she were calculating the square footage.

I put my hand on my hip.  “So basically, I’m going to lose my room.”

Frowning,  she  nodded.    “I’m  afraid  so,  dear.    With  Cousin  Michael’s bad back and his snoring, it’s best if he and his family are sequestered.  I’ll have to put you somewhere else.”

Tapping my chin, I pointed towards the backyard.  “I can set up a tent like I used to do.  We have the fire pit, so as long as I don’t put the tent too close to the fire, I should be able to survive a day or two in there.”

Slowly  nodding,  she  pursed  her  lips.    “That  could  work,  though  I’m concerned about you being out there alone.  Normally, I would never agree to such  a  thing,  but  I  would  feel  better  if  Benjamin  stayed  with  you.”    She quickly  glanced  at  Carson.    “No  offense  to  you  Carson,  but  my  family doesn’t  know  about  your  affections  for  Celeste.    Some  of  them  are  very judgmental, so I apologize.  They know Benjamin, so it’s easier to say that he and Celeste are close.  As it is, I will catch some serious side-eye from your grandmother for letting you tent with a boy.”

Carson  waved  his  hand.    “It’s  fine,  Mrs.  Dreger.    When  it  comes  to Celeste’s safety, I would pick Benjamin too.  He knows more spells than I do and without my glasses, it’s harder for me to cast straight.  No offense taken."

She smiled at him as if the matter were settled.  Before I could state my opinion, she turned and rushed out of the room.

I looked to Carson.  “Don’t sell yourself short.  You’ve definitely won Most Improved Caster since you got your glasses.”

Embarrassed by my praise, he looked down at the ground and shrugged. “That’s all because of you, darlin’.  You’re the one who saw my potential.”

“No, I’m the one who realized you had poor eyesight and an Irish accent that  was  not  compatible  with  Romanian  spells.    The  rest  was  all  you.”    I quickly kissed his cheek and patted his arm.

“Either way, I appreciate it.”  He grinned and sat down on the bed.

Sighing, I looked around the room and frowned.  “I guess I need to pack my stuff for a few days.  Once Cousin Michael and his family take over my room,  I  don’t  want  to  venture  back  in  here.    While  I  like  kids,  his  are  holy terrors that will set traps in my room for fun.  I don’t want to set off a spell and end up with purple skin.

He snickered.  “I don’t know.  I think you could pull off purple skin.

 

Slapping his arm, I quickly ran around gathering my things.  I needed to vacate my room as fast as I could before I ended up with gum or slime in my hair.




Chapter 8

Benjamin  held  out  his  hand  to  me  and  pulled  me  from  the  back  of  the limo while I tried to adjust my skirt.  He offered me his arm and escorted me into  the  restaurant  that  had  been  booked  for  the  rehearsal  dinner.    Seated across  from  Augusta  and  Gavin  and  next  to  my  Grandmother,  I  held Benjamin’s  hand  for  support.    I  was  sitting  in  the  kill  zone  and  my  closest ally, aside from Benjamin, was Dori sitting six seats away.  My mother and father  were  at  the  far  end  of  the  twenty-person  table,  along  with  Gavin’s parents  and  younger  sister.    Thankfully,  most  of  our  extended  family  had stayed behind with Uncle Rolf and Aunt Helena to oversee the reception tent and table setup.

Gavin’s  parents,  the  Addington’s  stood  up  and  extended  their  wine glasses to everyone, once we settled into our seats.  “Thank you to everyone for joining us in celebrating the union between our son Gavin and his bride to be Augusta Deighton.  We wish them many happy years together.”

Everyone  clinked  their  glasses  together,  though  I  noticed  the  general lack  of  enthusiasm  at  the  table.    I  wasn’t  sure  if  people  disapproved  of  the marriage  or  there  was  tension  between  Gavin’s  family  and  Augusta’s,  but something was definitely off.  Even Benjamin gave me a questioning look.

Shifting  uncomfortably  in  my  chair,  I  stared  at  the  short  pre-set  menu, trying  to  decide  if  I  wanted  the  pasta  marinara  or  the  chicken  francese. Remembering how tight my dress was, I eyed the salad list and ignored my grumbling stomach.

Benjamin  pressed  his  black  tie  against  his  dark  blue  shirt  and  leaned over to me.  “Don’t you dare skip dinner because you are trying to fit into the dress.  Carson told me about the fitting and I refuse to have you passing out on me because you’re hungry.”

I  frowned  and  tapped  his  stomach.    “You’re  lucky  that  men’s  shirts leave room to spare and jackets hide all kinds of imperfections.  Not that you have any.”

He  looked  down  at  his  stomach  and  shrugged.    “I  never  really  thought about that before, but you’re right.  I’m sorry you can’t wear something more comfortable.”

I  pointed  at  the  menu.    “How  about  you  order  the  chicken  or  the  steak and I will order the salad.  We can split them so that both of us can maintain our girlish figures.”

He  snickered  and  nodded.    “Fine.    I’m  in  training,  so  I  shouldn’t  be eating a lot anyway.  We’ll both go easy on dinner.”

Placing my menu down, I smiled at him.

I  looked  around  the  table  and  saw  the  three  bridesmaids,  all  of  whom had names that started with the letter K, fussing over Augusta, though I didn’t know which one was which.

“Oh, Augusta, you’re going to make such a pretty bride.”

“I have a surprise for your honeymoon, Augusta.”

“I can’t wait to find a great guy like Gavin.”

Augusta seemed more comfortable around her friends, though even she didn’t seem as excited about her impending wedding as most women would be.  Watching Gavin smiling and chatting with his mother, I still couldn’t see a  connection  between  the  two  of  them.    Something  felt  really  off,  but  I  did my best to be happy for my cousin.

By  the  time  the  waiters  brought  the  bread  to  the  table  and  some  light appetizers, everyone had loosened up thanks to their white wine and beer.

Sipping my soda, I turned to Benjamin.  “I completely forgot to ask you something.  Will you stay with me tonight?”

Benjamin gagged on a piece of bread and coughed.  “What?”  He turned to me, eyes bugging out of his head.

Realizing I hadn’t prefaced the conversation with the fact that I had lost my room for the night, my entire body turned ruby red.

“Sorry, umm, I meant that I need a roommate for tonight.  My bedroom was given away so I’m tenting in the backyard.  My mother is fine with you staying  with  me,  in  case  there’s  trouble.    She  doesn’t  want  me  outside alone.”  I stumbled through my explanation until Benjamin started to breathe normally again and swallowed his chunk of bread.

“Oh.  Ah, yeah, sure.  As long as your mother is okay with it.  Yeah.  I can tent with you.”  Flustered, he did his best to recover from my awkward question.

“Good.    You  still  have  your  camping  stuff,  right?”    Looking  into  his bright  blue  eyes,  I  suddenly  felt  nervous  about  sleeping  next  to  him  in  the tent.

He  nodded  and  gave  me  a  small  smile.    “Sure.    Yeah.    I  still  have  my gear.  My uncle took me camping over the summer, so I got a new sleeping bag.”

I froze when I realized I still had my Hello Kitty sleeping bag, though I doubted he would mind.  “Good.”

Quickly  looking  back  at  my  plate,  I  fidgeted  with  my  hair  and straightened my shirt.  It suddenly felt like the room was a thousand degrees, even though I was wearing my short sleeve blue gauzy blouse.

“Back  in  my  day,  a  girl  was  married  at  sixteen  and  ready  to  start  a family.  When will you be getting married, Pearl?”  Grandfather looked over at me from across the table.

I  sank  lower  into  my  chair  and  avoided  eye  contact  with  Benjamin. Aside from being too young to think about those things, I really didn’t have an answer to his question given the results of the love spell I had ingested.

“I think I’ll wait until I’m older, Grandfather.”  I spoke loud enough for him to hear, though I tried to be as quiet as possible.

He  shrugged  indifferently.    “Don’t  wait  too  long.    The  war  is  coming and you won’t have time for such things.”

I nodded and smiled at his strange comment.

“You have narrow hips, Pearl.  You need to be careful when you have children.  You’re too skinny.  However, Mr. Fitzroy isn’t too wide or too tall, so you should be fine.  He’s shorter than your friend, Mr. Rafferty.  Now, he would  be  a  bad  choice,  unless  you  want  skinny  children.”    Grandmother waved her hand at me as if she had already chosen my future husband.

Mortified,  I  wanted  to  crawl  under  the  table  and  cry,  but  Benjamin smiled  at  Grandmother.    “Thank  you  for  your  vote  of  confidence, Grandmother Tavish.  I appreciate it.”

Gulping down a breath, I grabbed Benjamin’s hand and squeezed it for support.

He  chuckled  and  leaned  over.    “Don’t  worry;  my  grandmother  already has her opinions of you too.”

Whipping  my  head  around,  I  glared  at  him.    “What  does  she  think  of me?”

He shrugged. “She thinks our children will be beautiful.”

I burst out laughing and fanned myself with my menu.

When our food came out, I could barely contain my excitement over the steak  Benjamin  had  decided  on.    I  tossed  as  much  food  in  my  mouth  as possible,  uncaring  about  manners  and  propriety.    I  was  too  hungry  to  take tiny bites.

“Well if you think this is a terrible idea, then why bother coming here?”

The  entire  table  turned  to  look  at  Augusta  standing  up  and  throwing down her napkin.  Assessing the faces of Gavin’s parents, I realized that the tension had finally spilled over.

“Augusta, please sit.  I am merely stating a fact.  You are gaining more in  this  marriage  than  Gavin  is.    You  should  be  more  grateful.”    Mrs. Addington  was  slurring  her  words  and  swaying,  though  she  didn’t  appear upset.

“I get it.  I’m not good enough and I never will be.”  Augusta stormed away from the table and ran out of the restaurant.

Harriet stood up, but I jumped out of my chair and motioned for her to stay.    “I’ll  talk  to  her.”    Unsure  what  possessed  me  to  help  my  cousin;  I followed my instincts and headed for the door.

The chilly evening air hit me and I wrapped my arms around my waist as I chased Augusta towards the small park across the street.

“Auggie,  wait!    Everyone  gets  nervous  before  their  wedding.    Come back!”  I shouted through a line of cars as I waited to cross the street.

I could hear her crying as she entered the park.

Once  the  street  was  clear,  I  followed  her  into  the  park.    “Auggie,  I’m running in heels!  Give me a break!”

Catching up to her, she stopped and turned to glare at me.  “Go home, Oyster.  I don’t need you here.”

I held up my hands.  “I told you I would help you get through this and I meant it.  Tell me what’s going on.”

She let out a hysterical laugh and sniffled.  “What are you going to do? I know you think you’re all powerful now, but magic can’t help me, Pearl.”

I  rocked  back  on  my  heels  and  threw  up  my  arms.    “I  didn’t  say  that magic would fix the problem, but I am standing here ready to listen to you. Just talk to me.  I could tell that something was wrong when we sat down for dinner.  Let’s start there.”

Wiping  her  eyes,  she  shrugged  helplessly.    “Gee,  I  don’t  know.    Let’s start with the fact that I can’t afford this wedding and that his parents think I’m street trash.  How about that?”

Stunned, I shook my head.  “You’re a debutant.  You’re not street trash. Besides,  no  one  ever  has  enough  money  to  get  married.    Don’t  people  take out loans?  Two of your magazines had articles about how to pay for a large wedding.    No  offense,  Auggie,  but  why  not  elope  or  get  married  now  and wait until you have money for a big party?”

She  sneered  and  crossed  her  arms.    “God,  Pearl,  you  just  don’t  get  it. I’m twenty years old.  I’m not getting married because I want to.  I’m getting married because I have to.”

It took me a second to understand what she was saying.  I slowly nodded and  looked  down  at  her  stomach.    “Congratulations.”    I  wasn’t  sure  what  I was supposed to say since she hadn’t mentioned that she was pregnant.

Frowning,  she  looked  down  and  groaned.    “Oh  my  God!  No!    I’m  not having a baby.  I’m getting married to get away from this curse.  My family name is garbage and I will never escape it unless I do something drastic.”

I tilted my head as my brain switched gears and slowly accepted that she wasn’t pregnant.  “I’m lost.  I know your parents have problems, but I didn’t know that you were affected too.”

Augusta straightened herself and opened her mouth to yell, but stopped. “I guess you were too young to really notice what was going on.  You were only twelve when it happened and then you went off to Hallowed Woods.”

I  held  my  hands  up.    “Let’s  just  start  from  the  beginning  since  we  are both missing parts to the story.  Give me the backstory and I will fill in the parts that I know.  I want to understand what’s happening.”

She pulled her hair off her shoulders and fanned her neck.  Motioning to a  bench,  we  both  sat  down.    “Okay,  well  you  know  that  my  father  got  into trouble with the Casters of Silver Springs, right?”

I shrugged.  “I know he was fired from his job because he stole money. Wasn’t he in line to be the next High Priest?”

Crossing  her  legs,  she  tugged  at  her  short  skirt.    “Yeah,  he  and  Lord Ainsworth  were  in  the  running.    They  were  both  campaigning  for  the position.    Your  mother  and  father  supported  my  father,  as  did  Uncle  Rolf. Some  people  complained  that  our  family  was  pushing  my  father  too  hard. They  said  your  mother,  my  mother  and  Rolf  were  bearing  down  on  him, expecting him to do great things.  They were all Tavishes and very influential in  the  coven.    My  father  wasn’t  like  them.    He  was  a  Deighton  and  quieter about  his  accomplishments,  much  like  his  side  of  the  family.    Anyway, people  say  that  my  father  cracked  under  the  pressure  of  such  lofty  goals. They  say  my  mother  wanted  too  much  from  him  and  in  the  end,  he  started drinking.  The drinking led to bad decisions.  My father didn’t have as much money growing up and my mother expected him to give her the lifestyle she was used to.  So, he stole money from the coven.”

I  puckered  my  lips  and  nodded.    “So  they  threw  him  out  of  the  coven and made sure everyone knew what he had done.”

She nodded and bit her thumb.  “We lost our pretty house.  Dori and I lost  our  pretty  clothes.    We  couldn’t  afford  to  go  to  fancy  academies.    The Deighton  name  was  ruined.    Mother  kept  saying  that  things  would  be  okay, but they weren’t.  You call me spoiled, but I’m not spoiled, I’m angry.  Don’t get  me  wrong,  I  got  used  to  being  thrifty  and  making  some  of  my  own clothes.    The  real  problem  was  that  things  kept  getting  worse.    My  father couldn’t  find  a  job,  so  we  moved  and  moved  and  moved.    We  were practically on the street, Pearl.”

I  closed  my  eyes  and  tried  to  imagine  what  she  and  Dori  had  been through.  “I’m so sorry, Auggie.  I had no idea.”

Sighing, she leaned back into the bench.  “Like I said, being a Deighton feels like a curse.  The second people hear my name; all my job opportunities vanish  into  thin  air.    When  I  call  to  follow  up  on  a  job,  they  tell  me  the position has been filled or they act as if they don’t know me.  Getting married is  my  only  chance  to  turn  things  around.    Gavin  and  I  are  friends,  close friends, but we aren’t in love.  In fact, he’s gay.”

I snapped my head up to look at her.  “What?”

“Please don’t tell anyone.  Only my mother knows the truth.  His parents are  in  denial  and  want  him  to  marry  a  woman,  so  we  are  both  getting something out of this.  I get a new name and his family won’t disown him.  I like  Gavin’s  boyfriend,  so  I’m  happy  to  help  them  out.”    She  drummed  her fingers on her bare legs and looked at the cars passing by.

It was hard to accept that Auggie felt so trapped that she would enter a loveless marriage in an attempt to change her situation.

Glancing up at her from the corner of my eye, I wet my lips.  “While I feel for Gavin’s family issue, and admire you for wanting to help him, what if you didn’t have to marry him?”

Her eyebrow went up as she stared at me.  “What?”

“I  know  why  your  family  feels  cursed.    I  overheard  Lady  Tallersall threaten your mother at the diner.  She banished your family from town and she  has  been  making  your  parents’  lives  miserable.    She’s  the  reason  why none of you can get good jobs.  She has been badmouthing the Deightons for years.”  I watched my bombshell filter through her brain.

“Are you kidding?”  She jumped out of her seat and paced wildly.  “That wicked woman!  Why would she do this to us?”

“I don’t know, but there has to be more to the story, Auggie.  I can tell you  that  I  don’t  trust  anyone  at  the  coven  right  now.    All  I  know  is  that something is very wrong there.  The problem is that we can’t storm in with our wands until we know what’s really going on.”  I watched her mutter and swear to herself as she processed what I said.

“We need to put a stop to this!”  Auggie was close to hysterics again as she threw her arms around.

I stood up and grabbed her shoulders to stop her from pacing.  “Auggie, listen to me.  Someone I care about is in danger.  All I’m asking for is time to sort things out.  I know it sucks, but I need you to pretend as if the wedding is still on.  If Tallersall doesn’t like the fact that your family is in town, I doubt she’s the only one.  I suggest we continue as planned and see who else makes a big deal about the Deightons leaving town.”

She shook her head.  “No way.  I’m marching down there right now to give that woman a piece of my mind.”

I grabbed her arm as she tried to turn around and showed her my pinky. Leaning  in,  I  whispered,  “Someone  has  my  mate,  Auggie.    He’s  being controlled  by  a  dark  wizard  and  has  been  for  years.    He  is  spying  on  our family and he is the one who set the curse that was supposed to kill me.  Your family  isn’t  the  only  ones  being  targeted.    My  family  is  in  danger  too.    We need  to  be  patient  and  figure  out  who  is  behind  the  threats  on  both  our families.  I need your help.”

She stared at my finger as her face softened.  “Pearl, I had no idea.  Oh, I’m so sorry.”  She slowly nodded and took a breath.  “We need to tell our parents.”

I  shook  my  head.    “My  mother  knows  about  Noah  and  your  mother  is the  one  being  threatened  by  Tallersall.    They  both  know  about  the  attacks. They are the ones being watched.  It’s up to the rest of us to play along until we can flush out the people responsible.”

Blinking a few times, she let out a breath.  “You always were the smart one, Pearl.  Fine.  I’ll stay in town until we figure out who’s responsible, but I swear, once we know who has been punishing our families, I will put a stop to this.”

“I get it, Auggie.  You’re mad and so am I, but we need to stay calm and be ready.”  I looked around and pulled her to the bench.  “We’re going back inside as if nothing happened.  Tell everyone we talked about Gavin and you admit  that  your  nerves  got  the  better  of  you.    Apologize  to  his  parents  and smile.  Then, we act as normal as we can.  Okay?”  I held her hands and took a deep breath implying that she should follow my lead.

She mimicked my behavior and nodded.  “You really didn’t burn down your school, did you?”

“No.  I stood up for myself and my best friend.”

She  grinned.    “You  really  stopped  a  dark  wizard,  didn’t  you?”    She tugged at my long hair and smiled.

“More than one, but yes.”

Chuckling, she patted my hand.  “I didn’t see if before, Pearl, but I see it now.  You really are growing up.”

I shrugged and looked away.  “I have the Shadow Masters to thank for that.  That’s what we call the dark wizards.  If it weren’t for them, I would still be a quiet bookworm.”

She  rolled  her  eyes.    “I  doubt  that.    Everyone  always  expected  great things from you.  I’m sorry I was cruel to you for so long.  You still had your house and your pretty things.  You had a future.  I shouldn’t have taken my anger out on you, cuz.”

“We  all  make  mistakes,  Auggie.    I  am  sorry  I  buried  your  doll  in  the sand at the beach.”  I grimaced when I remembered taking her favorite doll.

Anger flashed across her face for a second before she blew out a breath. “That’s okay.  I stole yours to replace it.  Sorry.”

I ran my hand over my face and snickered.  “You really are terrible.”

She  laughed  and  shrugged.    “Yeah,  but  that’s  behind  us.    Even  if  we can’t expose these people, I’m still grateful that you’re on my side.”

She did something she had never done before and pulled me into a hug that didn’t involve putting something gross or cold down my shirt or giving me a wedgie.

With  part  of  a  plan  in  place,  we  crossed  the  street  and  headed  for  the restaurant.    Auggie  stepped  into  the  entrance,  but  I  stopped  at  the  door.    A chill ran through me and I felt like someone was watching me.

Stepping back onto the sidewalk, something told me to look towards the alleyway next to the restaurant.  There, I found the green eyes that normally brought a smile to my face.  Noah.
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Racing towards the alleyway, I darted past a dumpster and searched for the black ball of fluff.  I made my way towards the back of the bakery next door, but couldn’t find Noah.

I turned and recoiled when someone tall put their hand over my mouth and pulled me into a car parked behind the building.

Mustering  a  scream,  I  stopped  when  I  realized  that  Noah  was  sitting across  from  me  with  his  finger  to  his  lips  to  shush  me.    “Don’t  scream, please.  I’m going to be in so much trouble if someone sees us.”

“Noah!”    I  threw  my  arms  around  him  and  held  him  so  tightly  that  he gasped.

“Hello, love.”  He grunted and pulled away to breathe.

“What are you doing here?  How did you get away?  Won’t they force you to tell them if you talked to me?”  The questions spilled out of me so fast my tongue was tied and I was forced to stare at him, waiting for him to speak.

He  chuckled.    “Relax.    They  believe  that  we’re  broken  up  so  they’re more focused on the rest of your family, though admittedly, they really don’t like you.”

“They?”    My  heart  sank  when  he  admitted  that  multiple  people  were involved with his master.

He frowned and looked away.  “Yes, Celeste.  They.  I want more than anything  to  tell  you  the  truth,  but  I  am  bound  to  secrecy.    It’s  a  blood  oath that keeps me silent, that’s as much as I can say.  Honestly, I had hoped they would leave me alone if I went to the academy with you.  There would be no reason  to  spy  on  anyone  if  I  was  far  away  from  Silver  Springs.    In  the beginning, I was free to be myself, but then things changed and they sent me back  here.”    He  lifted  my  hair  off  my  shoulder  and  leaned  closer  to  take  in my scent.  Sighing, he looked up at me with the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. “You were so hopeful for a fresh start.  I wouldn’t have ruined your chance to start over, even if I could’ve told you the truth.  By the time I realized I was in trouble, you were fighting your own battles.  I didn’t want to burden you until I knew what they wanted from me.”

“Oh,  Noah.    I’m  so  sorry  that  I  didn’t  notice  what  you  were  going through.”  I held his hands and stared at his handsome face.

“I did everything I could to keep the truth from you.  I didn’t expect you to figure things out and follow me here.  You did exactly what they wanted.” He immediately bit his lip and looked away as if he had said too much.

“What was I supposed to do?  Sadie overheard you talking to someone. I  wasn’t  going  to  pretend  like  everything  was  okay  and  sit  in  my  room, waiting for you.”

He  kissed  the  back  of  my  hand  and  smiled.    “Ever  the  hero.    It  warms my  heart  to  know  you  cared  enough  to  come  after  me.    Just  know  that  it killed  me  to  say  those  terrible  things  to  you.    I  hated  every  second  of  it.    I wanted to take it all back, but I couldn’t.  I’m so sorry.”

I  waved  away  his  concern.    “It  didn’t  take  me  long  to  figure  out  the truth, but I admit I fell apart for a little while.  Now, I’m determined to get you away from these people.  Tell me how to free you.”

Noah sighed and pulled away his hands.  “Celeste, as much as I hate to say it, you need to find a way to let me go.  Forget about me.  I honestly don’t know  what  you  can  do  about  my  situation.    You  need  to  go  back  to  school and get on with your life.”

Stunned,  I  fell  back  against  the  seat.    “What  are  you  saying?    I  can’t forget about you Noah and I’m not going to let you live the rest of your life working for these people.”

He stared at the seat for a long time before he finally looked up at me. He pulled me close and kissed me as if it was the last kiss he would ever give me.  “Please, Celeste.  If you love me, leave me.  I couldn’t live with myself if you were hurt.”

He opened the car door and shifted as he ran down the alley.  His black fur blended into the night and I lost sight of him.

I sat motionless for what felt like a year.  Looking down, I expected to see a dagger sticking out of my heart based on the pain that coursed through my  chest.    If  Noah  believed  the  situation  was  hopeless,  then  we  were completely  screwed.    Regardless,  I  refused  to  give  up…once  the  numbness inside my body went away and I could feel my legs and arms again.
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Stumbling back towards the restaurant, I found Benjamin walking back and forth on the sidewalk.  “Celeste!  Where have you been?”  He pulled me into a hug and looked down at me.  “What’s wrong?”

I  shook  my  head,  unable  to  say  Noah’s  name  without  bursting  into tears.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  I just want to go home.”

He  hesitated  and  looked  back  at  the  restaurant.    “You  need  to  get inside.”

Unwilling to deal with anymore drunk parents, I tried to turn around to walk  home,  but  Benjamin  pulled  me  around  and  pushed  me  towards  the door.  “Seriously, I’m not in the mood for any more celebrating.”

“You  need  to  see  this.”    His  serious  tone  made  my  heart  jump.    What could be so bad that he would force me to go back inside?

Walking back into the restaurant, I headed for the table, but tripped to a halt.  An extra table had been added to our already ridiculously long seating plan.  Seated around the table where the three of Horsemen, or Horsewomen, of  the  Apocalypse.    Lord  Ainsworth,  Lady  Tallersall  and  Lord  Cornish  all turned to look at me and visibly stiffened when they realized I was part of the dinner party.

They were missing Lord Westerbrook, who would have rounded out the horsemen, but as far as I was concerned, he probably wasn’t too far away.

Unsure  of  what  to  do,  I  plastered  my  beauty  pageant  smile  to  my  face and  looked  to  Benjamin.    “What  the  hell  are  they  doing  here?”    I  had mastered  the  art  of  talking  through  my  gritted  teeth  over  the  years,  without breaking my smile or my stride.

My  fake  enthusiasm  spread  to  him  and  he  smiled  broadly.    “Either blessing  the  wedding  or  setting  fire  to  the  centerpieces.    Your  guess  is  as good as mine.  They just kind of showed up.”

I  nodded  to  each  of  them  and  shot  a  questioning  look  to  my  mother, whose  expression  mimicked  mine.    Her  wide  eyes  implied  that  she  was  as shocked as I was.

I took my seat as the entire world fell away and only the three Heads of the  Coven  were  left  to  wreak  havoc  on  my  senses.    My  pulse  sped  up  as  I glared at each of them.

Ainsworth smiled pleasantly, but I could see that he was nervous as he looked around the restaurant every few seconds.  He was more interested in public  opinion  than  about  the  actual  members  of  his  coven.    He  was  afraid that he would be seen eating with my family and lose face.

Tallersall’s weathered face was scrunched up as if she had swallowed a bushel  of  lemons.    She  avoided  eye  contact  with  my  aunt  and  uncle  and stared  at  her  lap.    I  would  have  expected  her  to  lock  eyes  with  my  aunt  for dominance  the  way  my  mother  did  to  people  when  she  wanted  to  win  an argument, but Harriet was already beaten down.

Cornish, normally the happy and optimistic one in the group, was visibly sweating.    Though  he  hadn’t  actually  done  anything  to  me,  his  apathy regarding Noah irked me.  He was the healer of the coven, yet he had let me suffer Noah’s break up alone without a drop of sympathy.

As  far  as  I  was  concerned,  I  was  happy  to  be  disavowed  from  their ridiculous coven.

The  world  slowly  snapped  back  into  place  when  I  realized  that  one  of them could be part of the “they” that Noah spoke of.  Did one of them know the truth about Noah?

My  mother  abruptly  stood,  pulling  me  from  my  daydream  of interrogating each of them.  “I want to thank the coven heads for honoring us with  their  presence  on  the  eve  of  Augusta’s  wedding.    Lord  Ainsworth,  if you’d please, do you have any advice for the happy couple?”

All eyes turned to Ainsworth, who seemed surprised that someone was talking  to  him.    He  quickly  nodded  and  stood  up.    Clearing  his  throat,  he looked to Augusta and Gavin and smiled.  “It’s a rare thing to find love in our cynical world of speed dating, online dating and casual dating.  It pleases me greatly when two young people connect on an emotional and spiritual level. Couples  who  value  each  other’s  opinions,  and  who  take  the  time  to  get  to know  one  another,  have  a  high  rate  of  success  in  the  future.    Finding  our soulmate  is  a  rare  and  beautiful  thing.    My  advice  to  you  is  to  cherish  the bond that connects you.  Embrace all the emotions that come with it.  Love strongly.  Love bravely.  Love with all your hearts.  Yes, you will disagree, but never forget why you have chosen to live your lives together.  I wish both of you all the best for the future.”

Listening  to  him  talk  about  the  glory  of  finding  a  soulmate  to  cherish, broke something inside of me.  I was angry that I couldn’t comfort Noah and tell  him  that  it  would  be  all  right.    I  couldn’t  hold  him  in  my  arms  and  tell him  that  I  would  protect  him  and  bring  him  home  to  me.    Seeing  Noah hopeless and miserable killed me because he would rather let me go than see me get hurt.

Trying  not  to  glare  at  the  coven  heads,  I  thought  about  all  the  spells  I could  use  to  figure  out  if  one,  or  all  of  them,  was  responsible  for  my heartache.

Sensing  something  was  wrong  with  me,  Benjamin  leaned  over  and kissed my cheek.  Surprised by his kiss, I looked into his worried eyes.  Did he know that I was close to launching an all-out war on the coven heads?

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  I thought about what Carson said when I told him about my fears of becoming a dark wizard.  He had faith in  me  because  he  believed  I  was  a  hero.    Even  Augusta  had  said  that  my family expected great things from me.

Accepting that I was the hero, not a dark wizard, I let my anger seep out of my body and into the floor when I remembered that heroes didn’t attack, they protected.

Remembering a spell that might help me, I reached behind my chair to grab my purse.  Pulling out my spell notepad, I flipped through the pages, and found the spell.  It was a long shot, but it might help me figure out if one of the coven heads was casting harmful spells against my family.  With all three of them so close together, I could cast the spell once, instead of attempting it three separate times.

Looking to Benjamin, I quickly put my notepad back into my purse and smiled  at  him.    “Excuse  me.”    I  motioned  towards  the  bathroom  to  let  him know that I wasn’t making a break for home.

I avoided eye contact with anyone and made my way to the bathroom. Once  inside,  I  locked  the  bathroom  door  and  pulled  out  the  notepad. Balancing  it  on  the  bathroom  sink,  I  cleared  my  mind  and  read  through  the spell.    The  instructions  said  that  I  needed  to  focus  on  the  people  whom  I wanted to protect and the person, or people, I wanted to protect them from. The intended use was to protect people being bullied.  It wasn’t really meant for  dark  wizards  or  users  of  dark  magic,  so  I  wasn’t  sure  if  the  spell  was strong  enough  or  if  it  would  fizzle  out  when  it  came  into  contact  with  dark magic.

I  ran  through  the  motions  of  the  spell  and  began.    I  thought  about  my parents,  Harriet  and  Bryce,  Rolf  and  Helena,  my  grandparents,  my  great aunts,  my  cousins  and  finally  Carson,  Benjamin  and  Noah.    I  recited  the protection part of the spell to keep them all safe from harm.  My hands shook as I wove the spell this way and that, pouring as much positive emotions as I could  gather  for  my  family.    My  legs  nearly  buckled  from  the  amount  of energy  needed  to  conjure  the  spell,  which  worried  me  since  I  still  had  the second half of the spell to do.

Once  the  first  part  of  the  spell  was  set,  I  focused  on  Ainsworth, Tallersall  and  Cornish.    Even  if  they  weren’t  involved  with  the  Shadow Masters, they all had reasons to hate my family enough to attack us.  I tried to shake off the weakness in my body, but it was harder than I expected.  Trying to picture their faces in my mind felt like I was staring at a fun house mirror. The images were distorted and I felt nauseous.  Afraid that I might vomit, I froze in place for a second to maintain my balance.  I hoped that it wouldn’t affect the spell, but I needed a second to gather my strength.

Pushing all my concern and fear into the final part of the spell, I finally locked  the  spell  in  place  and  clapped  my  hands.    Now,  all  I  had  to  do  was touch  them  and  the  spell  would  hopefully  do  its  thing.    If  any  of  the  coven heads  tried  to  use  magic  to  harm  my  family  or  friends,  it  would  set  off  a counter spell that would create a protection barrier around their target.

Running  my  hand  down  my  face,  I  stared  into  the  bathroom  mirror.    I felt  really  wobbly  after  setting  the  spell  and  wanted  to  sit  down,  but  I  had already taken too long in the bathroom.  I didn’t want to raise any concerns.

I  quickly  splashed  some  water  on  my  face  and  wiped  my  arms  with  a paper towel to cool off.  Fluffing my hair, I blew out a breath and shoved my notepad into my purse.

I unlocked the door and quickly headed back to the table.

Aunt Harriet was standing with her glass raised as she swayed a little. “To my little girl, may you find all the happiness you deserve!”

Everyone at the table raised their glasses and cheered.

I smiled and nodded at anyone who looked at me and took my seat.

Ainsworth  quickly  stood  and  smiled  at  everyone.    “It  has  been  a pleasure, but there is a wedding tomorrow, so I need to be well rested for the ceremony.  I wish everyone well.  I will see you all tomorrow evening.”  He looked to Tallersall and Cornish, who smiled and waved at everyone.

Seeing  Ainsworth  shaking  my  father’s  hand,  I  took  my  shot  and approached Tallersall.

“Lady  Tallersall,  I  just  want  to  apologize  for  what  happened  the  other day.    I  was  upset  about  an  incident  at  school  and  took  it  out  on  you.    I’m sorry.”  I held out my hand to her and smiled.

She seemed surprised by my apology, but she shook my hand.  “That’s very mature of you, Miss Dreger.  I know transferring to a new school can be difficult, plus you are a teenager, and emotions run high at your age.  Thank you for the apology.”

With  one  down,  I  turned  to  Ainsworth.    “Thank  you  for  accepting  our invitation to perform the ceremony, Lord Ainsworth.”

He  shook  my  hand  as  a  politician  would,  quickly  and  firmly.    “I  look forward to seeing you tomorrow, Miss Dreger.”

I stepped around him and waited for Cornish to finish his conversation with  my  mother  and  aunt  about  an  herbal  remedy  to  help  with  the  stress  of planning a wedding.

Turning,  I  noticed  that  Cornish  was  taken  aback  by  me  standing  near him,  waiting  to  capture  his  attention.    “Miss  Dreger.”    He  frowned  and appeared almost contrite for a moment.  “I am so sorry that you came all the way home just to receive the bad news about Noah.  When he called and said he  was  coming  home,  I  honestly  thought  he  had  told  you  his  reasons  for leaving.  When you arrived, I thought you were there to try to win him back. I’m sorry that I wasn’t more helpful.  As much as I have a healing touch for illnesses, I’m afraid to say that crying girls with boy troubles are not my area of expertise.  Not having a daughter myself, I am lacking in that area.  Please accept my humblest apologies.  I’ve wanted to talk to you since you left the coven, but I was embarrassed by my behavior.”

I  shrugged  and  smiled  at  him.    “It  wasn’t  easy  to  hear  the  truth,  but  I guess, deep down, I always knew something was missing between us.  I was so excited to have him pay attention to me that I didn’t dwell too much on the details.    There’s  no  need  to  be  embarrassed.    I  did  spring  myself  on  you  at your office.”

He  nodded  and  took  my  hand.    “Thank  you  for  understanding,  child.” He patted my shoulder and grinned.

With  the  coven  heads  exiting  the  restaurant,  my  mother  immediately called for the waiter and asked for the check.

Letting  out  the  breath  I’d  been  holding,  I  waited  impatiently  for everyone to gather their things and say their goodbyes.

My mother motioned for me to get into the limo, but I held up my hand. “I’m not ready to go back home.  I want to take a walk with Benjamin.”

“Very  well.    Just  don’t  stay  out  too  late.    Tomorrow,  we  start  the  day early.  You will need your rest.”  She waved to me and nodded to Benjamin as if to say, “Keep her safe.”

Once everyone was gone, I spun around to face Benjamin.  “It’s time to take the fight to the Shadow Masters.”

Stunned, he raised his eyebrow and stared at me.  “Something tells me that  you  already  have.    You  were  acting  strange  all  night.    Tell  me everything.”




Chapter 9

Quickly filling Benjamin in on everything that happened with Tallersall and  Harriet  and  my  conversation  with  Augusta,  I  paused  before  I  told  him about Noah.  The same panic that immobilized me when Noah left in the car knocked the wind out of me again, so I had trouble explaining what Noah had said.  Once I was able to relay my conversation with Noah, I told him about my protection spell.

Benjamin  took  longer  to  process  everything  than  I  expected.    His  face was  bright  red  and  he  was  sputtering  and  having  trouble  forming  complete thoughts.

He finally threw up his hands and scrubbed his face.  “Well, now I know why  you  looked  like  you  wanted  to  commit  murder  during  dinner.    I  know you want to help your family, but conjuring a protection spell as complex as that  could  backfire.    Any  number  of  things  could  go  wrong.    I  understand why you did it, but I’m worried about the consequences.”

I tapped my foot and crossed my arms.  “Noah’s Master started this and I’m going to end it.  Besides, none of them are innocent.  I can feel it.  Even Cornish’s  crappy  explanation  about  not  knowing  how  to  comfort  a  lovesick girl didn’t sit well with me.  I want to know if any of them are castings spells against my family.  Tallersall is clearly guilty of stalking and trolling my aunt and uncle, but I want to make sure that she isn’t cursing them as well.”

He frowned and looked down the street.  “I never liked Tallersall and I can  totally  see  her  being  a  jerk  to  people  she  doesn’t  like.    If  your  aunt  is unwilling to confront her, what chances do you have of stopping her?”

“I  figure  that  if  my  family  stays  in  town,  they  will  continue  to  piss  off someone  badly  enough  to  make  them  act  out.    I  think  it’s  only  a  matter  of time before someone makes a move.  We just need to be ready.”  It sounded simple in theory, but now that my anger had subsided, I was a little worried about the possibility of confronting one of the coven leaders.

He  let  out  a  breath  and  pulled  me  close.    “Celeste,  you  need  to  be careful.  I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“The  Shadow  Masters  dragged  me  into  their  fight  when  they  attacked my  house  and  continued  the  fight  by  taking  Noah.    Something  tells  me  that the problem with Bryce is somehow connected.  There are too many people targeting my family for them to be separate issues.  If only Noah could talk to me, I might be able to stop all the attacks on my family.”  Snuggling into his arms, I tried to let go of the remaining stress of the night, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the distraught look on Noah’s face just before he left.

Resting my head against Benjamin’s chest, I grumbled when he abruptly pulled away.

“I  know  where  we  can  start  looking  for  a  solution.”    Before  I  could register what he was saying, he was pulling me down the street towards the library.

“What are we doing?”  I tried to slow him down, but he was running too fast for me to stop him.

“We  need  more  information  about  familiars.”    He  sounded  so  hopeful that I ran to catch up with him.

Entering my home away from home, I took the lead and headed for the basement to find my favorite section.  In the corner, I found the white haired lady I hoped would help me.

“Excuse  me,  Violet.    Good  evening.    I  need  help  finding  a  book  about shifters, but more specifically about their relationships with dark wizards.  I know I shouldn’t be asking about this, but I have a problem.  I need to figure out  how  to  release  a  shifter  from  someone  controlling  them,  someone powerful.    Can  you  point  me  in  the  right  direction?”    I  hoped  that  I  wasn’t asking a question that would get me in trouble but I was done playing it safe. The faster I saved Noah, the faster I could catch a dark wizard.

Violet  paused  in  front  of  her  walker  and  sat  down.  For  a  split  second, she almost looked panicked, but I must have imagined it because she gave me a kind, grandmotherly smile and said, "Is this a real life problem, dear? Or a school assignment problem, perhaps?"

I nodded and looked to Benjamin.  “I have a report due next week.  It’s a hypothetical question, of course.”

She nodded slowly and pointed towards the magical reference section. “That section over there is what you need.  Good luck on your report, dear. Here, have a butterscotch.”  She extended her withered hand and held out two wrapped butterscotches.

We graciously took them and thanked Violet.

Quickly  heading  for  the  reference  material,  we  pulled  out  book  after book on shifters, but any references to dark wizards were minimal at best.

“This sucks.”  I closed the last book and tossed it on the pile at the end of the table.

Benjamin  blew  out  a  breath.    “It  was  worth  a  shot.    I  guess  we  need someone with actual experience with dark wizards.”

I perked up when I realized who I needed to speak with.  I checked my watch  and  smiled.    “Come  with  me.”    I  grabbed  his  wrist  and  dragged  him out of the library and down the first dark alley I could find.

“What are we doing?”  He pointed towards the dumpster and frowned.

“Shh.”  I sat on the cold asphalt and closed my eyes.  Focusing, I held my  palms  up.    “Las-o  să  vadă  și  să  mă  audă!    Sadie  Goodwin!    Hallowed Woods Academy!”

Benjamin  cleared  his  throat  next  to  me.    “I  know  Sadie  has  dealt  with some complicated stuff, but can she actually help?”

“No.”    I  replied  without  losing  my  focus.    I  reached  out  to  my  other home away from home, Hallowed Woods Academy.

A second later, I opened my eyes to see a fuzzy image of Sadie standing in front of me.  “Celeste?”  She combed her long red hair away from her face to see me better.

“Sadie,  I  need  Mr.  Heckler.    You  were  right  about  Noah  and  he’s  in trouble.    Ask  Heckler  how  to  break  a  dark  wizard’s  bond  over  a  familiar.” Sweat beaded on my forehead as I tried to hold the connection.

She turned to someone next to her, which thankfully was Heckler.  As I expected, I had caught her in the groundskeeper’s shed just before she headed out to patrol the grounds and woods.

“Celeste wants to know how to break the hold over a familiar by a dark wizard…yes, Noah.  I’ve spoken to her for four seconds.  I don’t know all the details.  Do you know how to do it?  Yes, I’m sure it’s dangerous.  What in our lives isn’t dangerous?  Fine.  No, I’m not going to talk her out of it.  How should  I  know  how  long  the  familiar  has  been  under  the  wizard’s  control? You  know  as  much  about  Noah  as  I  do,  which  is  to  say  that  I  don’t  know much.  Hang on.”  Sadie turned back to me and sighed.  “He says it depends on how strong your bond is with Noah.”

I showed her my pinky.  “We’re officially mates.”

She  gave  me  an  approving  nod  and  turned  back  to  Heckler.    “They’re officially  mates.    No,  she  hasn’t  slept  with  him.    Geez,  Heckler.    Oh,  okay, we’ll skip that part because I don’t think they’ve slept together, or that would have  been  the  first  statement  out  of  her  mouth.    Ok.    Yes,  he  must  be  in town.  I’m sure she can find him.  Dude, she’s calling me from Silver Springs without a phone.  I’m sure she can locate him even if he’s invisible to her. Okay.  Yeah.  Yeah.  Oh.  Huh.  Hmm.  Got it.”

Worried by what Heckler was saying, I let out a long breath and prayed that I could do this.  “Please tell me something good, Sadie.”

She turned back to me and squirmed a little.  “It won’t be easy, but you need  to  use  the  connection  you  have  with  Noah.    You’ll  need  something  of his,  which  might  be  hard  since  his  stuff  is  probably  at  Cliff  Haven.    Aside from that, you’ll need a few ingredients and a lot of luck.  The dark wizard’s bond  will  be  strong,  but  as  long  as  yours  is  stronger,  you’ve  got  a  chance. Heckler said to be careful since the Master will be seriously pissed off.  They rely on their spies.  Expect some backlash since the bond is often set with a protection  spell.    After  the  coven  wars,  witches  started  to  protect  their familiars  from  being  stolen  or  easily  killed  by  their  enemies.    Noah  might fight you, even if he loves you.”

Not liking the thought of fighting Noah, my stomach dropped.  “Okay, which is harder, defeating a dark wizard, or breaking the master bond?”

She quickly asked Heckler and frowned.  “That’s vague and unhelpful. Just give me a straight answ…oh.  I see your point.  Okay.  I get it.  Relax.” Looking back to me, she put her hands in the pockets of her leather jacket. “He said it depends on the wizard.  Celeste, both are really dangerous, which you  know,  but  Heckler  said  that  you  need  to  free  Noah  first.    If  he’s  still under their control when you confront the wizard, he or she might hurt Noah on  purpose  to  distract  you,  or  worse,  they  might  kill  Noah  to  protect themselves.”

My  throat  went  dry  when  I  realized  what  I  was  up  against.    “I  hadn’t thought of that.  I mean, I knew Noah would be in the line of fire, but I didn’t think  about  the  possibility  of  his  master  killing  him  to  keep  their  identity safe.”

She nodded and turned to take a book from Heckler.  “If you have a pen and paper, or knowing you, you’ll just memorize the spell and ingredients, I have what you need.  He said there’s no guarantee this will work, but it’s the only spell he has that might help.”

I took a deep breath and leaned in to read the spell book.

Benjamin,  who  couldn’t  see  anything  I  was  seeing,  finally  whispered, “You have worried face.  Does Heckler have a way to save Noah?”

Reading through the spell, I did my best to decipher the more complex aspects.  “I hope so; otherwise, this will be a very short fight.”




Chapter 10

Once I had the spell memorized, Benjamin and I headed back home to get some rest.  I ran through the spell over and over while setting up the tent and sleeping bags.

I watched Benjamin set up the wood in the fire pit into a teepee shape so it  would  last  longer.    “Aprinde!”    He  moved  his  hands  in  a  rising  motion, stoking the newly lit fire until it was high enough to keep us warm but low enough not to set anything else on fire.

I wanted to discuss the spell with Benjamin, but I was afraid Benjamin would talk me out of it when he heard how complicated it was.  Moreover, I was afraid I would lose my nerve.

Benjamin followed me into the tent and zipped us in for the night.  The camping  light  was  bright  enough  to  light  the  tent  but  not  so  bright  that  it blinded us.

Settling  into  my  sleeping  bag,  I  stared  up  at  the  green  tent  ceiling  and tried  to  let  go  of  the  tension  I’d  been  holding  in  my  chest  all  night.    “This used to be my favorite part of summer.  I loved tenting in the backyard.”  I wiggled  around  to  get  comfortable,  but  accidentally  kicked  Benjamin’s sleeping bag.

“Me  too.    I  miss  being  a  kid  where  the  worst  thing  we  had  to  worry about  was  school.    God,  I  remember  the  silly  things  we  used  to  talk  about. Do  you  remember  what  kind  of  pets  we  would  have  if  we  could  tame  any kind of animal?”  He chuckled as he turned on his side and propped himself up on his elbow.

I  covered  my  mouth  and  laughed  when  I  remembered  my  animal. “Hippo.  I thought they were really cute.”

He snickered.  “I wanted a monkey.  I had just watched a special on TV and was obsessed with gorillas, monkeys and orangutans.”

“Yes!    I  remember  that.    I  think  you  would  look  cute  with  a  monkey sitting  on  your  shoulder.”    I  bopped  his  nose  and  laughed  when  he  swatted my hand away.

He  rolled  on  his  back  and  put  his  hands  under  his  head.    “Life  was  so much easier then.”

“Easy?  Please, have you forgotten about the cotillions and the etiquette lessons?  Honestly, who needs so many different forks to eat dinner?  I would be happy if we ate with our hands and slurped soup from the bowl.”  I made a slurping noise that sent him into a fit of laughter.

“Oh man, can you imagine the looks on our mothers’ faces if we slurped our soup?  We would have been sent to the corner.”  He ran his hands over his face and shook his head.

“Right about now, I think my mother would take slurping soup over my Cousin  Michael’s  snoring.    I’m  surprised  he  hasn’t  accidentally  raised  a demon with his sleep mumbling.”

He  burst  out  laughing.    “Oh,  I  remember  that.    There  was  one  time  he fell asleep on the couch and mumbled something about kissing geese.”

I waved my hands around.  “No!  He said the geese are lovely this time of year, I wish they would kiss me.”

Benjamin  laughed  so  hard  that  he  had  to  sit  up  to  catch  his  breath. “Yes!  That’s right.  Your cousin was always so strange.”

We laughed until we fell into a comfortable silence.

He glanced over at me and winked.  “Are you okay?  I mean, finding out that Noah doesn’t love you is hard enough, but seeing how happy your cousin Augusta is with her fiancé, it must be that much harder.”

Understanding that he  was giving Noah  something to tell  his master in the event he was listening, I played along.  “Seeing Auggie happy does hurt a little, especially since I thought what I had with Noah was real.  I feel stupid for believing he cared about me.”

“How  were  you  supposed  to  know  that  it  wasn’t  real?    We  were  all convinced that the love spell had worked.”  He shifted around in his sleeping bag, making it crinkle.

“Honestly, I’m still trying to deal with it and I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it.”  I wasn’t lying about that part.  I didn’t know what I would do if I lost Noah.

He  sat  up  in  his  bag  and  grabbed  my  hand.    “It’s  going  to  be  okay, Celeste.”  He smiled and winked.

Looking  at  his  handsome  face,  I  realized  how  lucky  I  was.    Benjamin and  Carson  were  supporting  my  efforts  to  find  Noah  without  complaints.    I felt guilty for not paying as much attention to Benjamin as I should have.

“Benjamin,  I’m  sorry  that  I  had  to  leave  you  and  go  back  to  school. Being  here  with  you  makes  me  realize  how  much  time  we’ve  lost.    If  I haven’t told you, I missed you every day.  You’re all I thought about for so long,  yet  when  I  finally  got  you,  I  ran  off  to  school.    Maybe  I  should  have stayed in town.”

He frowned and ran his finger down my cheek.  “I hated saying goodbye to you, Celeste, but I knew how important it was for you to go back to school and show all the doubters who you really were.  I missed you every day too, but I had your picture with me in my locker, on my nightstand, in my wallet and pretty much everywhere.  That’s how my Pike team knew who you were by sight.”

“I’m glad you had my photo, but I feel bad that you didn’t have the real me.    Going  back  to  school  was  a  disaster.    I  let  them  strip  my  confidence away again and I ended up doubting myself.  Now, I don’t know what to do. I  don’t  want  to  be  away  from  you  and  Carson  anymore,  but  I’m  not  sure  I want to stay here in Silver Springs.”  Playing with his fingers, I tried not to feel angry that I no longer fit in at home nor school.

He  grabbed  my  chin  and  kissed  me.    Pulling  back,  he  looked  into  my eyes.  “I hate seeing you pout.  It breaks my heart.”  He leaned in to brush his lips over mine.  “We’ll find a solution, Celeste.  I’m not giving up on us and I know Carson would go anywhere to be with you.”

I smiled and ran my nails over his jaw.  “It sounds like you and Carson have been talking a lot.”

He nodded.  “You could say that we’ve bonded.  We spend a lot of time talking about you and the future.  When we miss you and can’t get a hold of you,  we  call  each  other  to  talk  about  you.    It  sounds  silly,  but  it  helps. Besides, Carson’s not a bad guy.  We hate each other on the Pike field, but we’ve actually helped each other practice and train.  I got him into the gym to work out, which was easier than I expected.  Aside from that, we’ll hang out at  Jewels  Café  and  order  pastries,  but  I  swear  we  only  drink  the  water.    No coffee.  We don’t need any more love spells.”  He chuckled and glanced up at me through his lashes.

Laughing, I shook my head.  “No more love spells.”  I brushed his dark hair off his forehead.  “You should know that Carson is exercising because he wants  to  show  off  his  muscles.    He’s  self-conscious  because  you  look  so good without a shirt.”

The shock on his face made me giggle.  “That snake!  I can’t believe he tricked me into helping him get ripped for you.”

I smacked his arm and laughed.  “I told him it’s not a competition.  I like you both the way you are.  I especially like you both shirtless.”

Pouting,  he  crossed  his  arms.    “I  liked  the  idea  of  you  swooning  when I’m shirtless.”

I laughed and tugged at his T-shirt.  “You are perfectly swoon-worthy, but I like different things about both of you.  Carson is funny and makes me laugh.  You’re my rock, the one who gives it to me straight.  I know you’ll never hold back what you’re thinking.  I like your broad shoulders and I like Carson’s height.  I never compare the two of you.  I just see the things I like about you as individuals.”

“Thank  you  for  that.”    He  wrapped  his  arm  around  me  and  pulled  me against his chest.  “I’m so happy that you’re finally with me.  I spent so many years  watching  you  through  the  window,  wishing  we  were  together.    I  was once  so  desperate  that  I  “borrowed”  Andrew’s  wand  when  he  was  busy helping  your  mother  with  something  so  that  I  could  see  if  I  could  cast.    I’d never heard of amalgams back then, but I figured that someone, somewhere had figured out how to be both a caster and a conjurer.  I would have done anything to win the approval of your family so that I could ask you out.”

Glancing  up  at  him,  I  pressed  my  lips  against  his  jaw.    “Honestly,  if  I had  turned  out  to  be  a  caster,  I  would  have  told  my  mother  to  shove  off… eventually.  Like, after I graduated college or won the Nobel Peace Prize.”

We  laughed  so  hard  that  we  had  to  pull  away  to  catch  our  breath.    “I appreciate that.  I never understood what the big deal was.  Magic is magic. Why should it matter how we use it?  Speaking of which, have you decided on which conjuring coven you want to join?”

Sighing, I looked away.  I hated thinking about any coven given what I was  dealing  with,  but  having  the  power  of  a  supportive  coven  would  be helpful.  “I guess I’ll end up joining the Black Dawn Conjurers, but I’ll just have to switch again if I move away.”

He  took  a  breath  and  fidgeted  with  the  sleeping  bag  zipper.    “I  don’t want to pressure you, but New Horizons Conjurers would be happy to have you.    I’ve  really  found  a  place  with  them.    Anika’s  father  is  a  good  guy  to work for.  Since we accept casters and conjurers, Carson would be allowed to join,  if  he  wanted  to.    They  are  starting  a  few  different  chapters  throughout the country.”

“I’ll think about it.  Once the wedding is over, I’ll have more time to do some research.”

He nodded and looked down at our conjoined hands.  “It’s a big decision and you should weigh your options.”  I heard the disappointment in his voice, but I wasn’t ready to make a decision about a coven.

We  sat  in  silence  for  a  minute,  enjoying  the  fact  that  we  were  close enough to touch each other.  Talking through the closet was nice, but it was so much better having him here with me.

I wet my lips and looked into his blue eyes.  Sitting alone with him in the tent, I was happy to be free from our overbearing parents, our judgmental covens  and  the  rest  of  the  world  bearing  down  on  us,  at  least  for  a  few minutes.  Reaching out, I ran my hand through his dark hair.  “I know we can talk about anything, but there’s something we’ve never discussed.”  I hoped that he could see the longing in my eyes.

His face grew serious and his lips parted as he stared at my mouth.  He slowly nodded.  “Like I said before, it’s a big decision and you should take your time weighing your options.”

I frowned and dropped my hand from his hair.  “What do you mean?”

He opened his mouth to say something, but stopped and shook his head. “It’s not what you think, Celeste.  I’m just trying to say that there’s a lot to consider.  Taking the next step in a relationship is a big deal.  I want to make sure  you’re  ready  and  that  I’m  ready.    I’m  just  excited  that  I’m  allowed  to hold  you  and  kiss  you  without  having  to  hide  anything  from  your  family.” He tugged on the ends of my hair and gave me a goofy smile.

I looked down at the mark on my pinky and swallowed back my anger. Even though Noah hadn’t really broken up with me, I was still worried that he might have voiced some of his real concerns.  “During our break up, Noah claimed  that  I  never  proved  my  love  for  him.    I  wonder  if  he  felt  like  we weren’t really boyfriend and girlfriend because we hadn’t slept together.”

Scowling, he pulled my chin up so I had to look at him.  “Did he ever pressure  you?”    His  hand  balled  into  a  tight  fist  and  his  voice  dropped  an octave.

I waved my hands to calm him.  “Never.  All we did was kiss.  I wasn’t really in a good place to be romantic with him with all my drama at school.”

He relaxed a little and let out a breath.  “Okay, at least I don’t have to kill him.”

I smacked his arm.  “No killing Noah.  Besides, I’m the one to blame.  I don’t  know  anything  about  dating  or  making  out  or  anything  else.    I’m  a bookworm  and  I’m  not  into  romance  novels.    There  aren’t  any  spells  that impart dating knowledge on a person.  I checked.”

He  burst  out  laughing.    “Dating  for  Dummies.    I’m  surprised  that  you haven’t read that yet.”  He put his hands on my shoulders and smiled.  “I love that you have no idea what to do with a guy.  I think it’s adorable.  If you had dated  a  bunch  of  guys  before  me,  I  don’t  know  what  I  would’ve  done.    I always  wanted  to  be  your  first  kiss,  your  first  boyfriend  and  your  first everything.  Obviously, it’s not realistic given our situation, but I’ve slowly been coming to terms with that.”

I  watched  his  eyes  glaze  over  as  they  slowly  traveled  down  my  body. My  thin  T-shirt  suddenly  felt  thinner,  showing  off  my  body  more  than  I realized.

He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.  This kiss was unlike his other kisses.  This one held a promise of more to come.  His fingertips trailed down my cheek and moved to wrap around my neck.  Every part of me was wide-awake and desperate for attention.

Dazed, I forgot what we were talking about.  “Huh?”

He  chuckled  and  kissed  the  end  of  my  nose.    “You  proved  how  much you cared about me when you fought a dark wizard to save me.  Any girl who could  figure  out  how  to  trap  an  enemy,  while  risking  her  own  safety,  can certainly figure out how to date more than one guy.  Mistakes will be made and  feelings  will  sometimes  be  hurt,  but  in  the  end,  I’m  willing  to  do whatever  it  takes  to  make  that  girl  happy  because  she’s  worth  it.    And  trust me when I say, we have plenty of time to figure this out.”

I  couldn’t  stop  panting  as  my  mind  spun  out  of  control.    “Thank  you, Benjamin for being understanding.  You’re right; we have time to figure out how  to  make  this  work.    I’m  just  glad  that  we’re  together.”    Smiling,  I shuffled around in my sleeping bag as I laid back down.

Leaning  over  me,  he  kissed  my  forehead.    “Good  night.”    He  wiggled back into his spot and let out a breath.

“Good  night.”    I  glanced  at  him  from  the  corner  of  my  eye.    “Is  there really a book called, Dating for Dummies?”

He nodded.  “You can borrow my copy once Carson is done with it.”

I laughed so hard I snorted.  Yes, we were going to be okay.




Chapter 11

Hearing Noah purr near my head, I reached out to find his soft fur, but my hand hit against a strange textured wall.  I opened my eyes to see that I was  still  inside  my  tent.    I  rolled  over  and  found  Benjamin  laying  on  his stomach, drooling on his pillow.  He was so adorable and content that I didn’t want to wake him up.

I  sat  up  and  grabbed  my  watch  to  see  that  it  was  just  past  midnight. Stretching,  I  looked  around,  confused  about  whether  I  had  actually  heard Noah, or if I had been dreaming about him.

My heart ached and I wanted to tell him that I was thinking about him, but I was afraid that someone would find out that he had lied about the break up.

Blowing out a breath, I laid back down and stared at the tent ceiling.  I hoped he was safe, wherever he was.

I  shifted  around  to  get  comfortable,  but  it  was  no  use.  Now  that  I  was awake, I would never fall asleep unless I used the bathroom.

Quietly crawling out of my sleeping bag, I slowly unzipped the tent flap and  ran  through  the  dim  backyard.    Seeing  the  light  on  in  the  kitchen,  I assumed  my  mother  was  trying  to  find  some  quiet  time  for  himself,  or  that my father was up late eating cookies and milk.

Ducking through the back door, I heard raised voices in the parlor.

“Well  it  certainly  isn’t  a  sign  that  we  are  welcome.    Why  else  would someone put this on the porch?”  Aunt Harriet’s muffled voice was shrill and panicked.

Venturing  into  the  hallway,  I  heard  my  father  attempt  to  calm  her. “Harriet,  we  don’t  know  this  was  meant  for  you.    The  house  was  cursed during the Solstice.  It could be a warning for us, or it could just be a prank.”

“This is not a prank.  No one would use a death sigil unless they meant it.  Bryce, for once, will you say something?”  Harriet sounded as if she were about to cry.

Peering through the partial open door, I saw a small doll with dark hair, dressed in pink fabric.  The doll didn’t have any unique marks, so it could be anyone in the bridal party, but I assumed it was supposed to represent me.

I noticed a strange rip in the fabric of the dress.  Squinting, I realized it wasn’t a rip but a line with two dots, contained by a parenthesis mark at the top  and  bottom.    It  looked  like  a  death  symbol  I  had  seen  in  an  old  history book  at  school,  which  meant  it  was  either  a  warning  or  a  pledge  that  death was coming for someone.

I  leaned  in  a  little  to  close  and  accidentally  nudged  the  door  open. Everyone jumped and turned to look at me when the creaking noise gave me away.

“Celeste, it’s late.  You should be in bed.”  My mother tried to usher me out of the room, but I stepped around her to get a better look at the sigil.

“I need to see it, Mother.”  Looking at her worried face, I could see the bags under her eyes and the stress lines on her forehead.  Whatever was going on with the doll had her freaked out.

She  stared  into  my  eyes  before  slowly  nodding.    She  dropped  her  arm and let me pass.

I reached out to pick it up the doll, but my aunt threw her hand out.  “We aren’t sure that it’s safe yet.  We used magic to bring it into the house and set up a protection barrier.  Be careful until we know what we’re dealing with.”

Nodding, I focused on the small dots on the line.  Holding up my pinky, I  found  the  identical  marks  on  the  doll.    “I  know  who  left  this  here.”    I showed my mother the mark on my finger and pointed to the sigil.

She  gasped  when  she  realized  that  my  mark  matched  the  death  omen. “Noah.”

I nodded.  “That means the Shadow Masters sent this message.”

Uncle Rolf’s eyes snapped up to mine.  “Who are the Shadow Masters?”

My father held out his hand.  “Lord Westerbrook and his cronies.  We nicknamed  them  before  we  knew  their  identities.    We’ve  known  about  an underground  movement  within  a  number  of  caster  and  conjurer  covens  for some  time  now.    They  are  the  ones  who  tried  to  kill  Celeste  and  take  the children  hostage  in  a  bid  to  control  both  the  Casters  of  Silvers  Springs  and the Black Dawn Conjurers.”

Rolf looked like the wind had been knocked from him as he fell into a chair.  “We’ve noticed a number of issues within our coven as well, but we never thought it was a widespread issue.  This changes things.”

I  shook  my  head  when  I  remembered  my  dream  about  Noah.    “I  woke up because I heard purring.  Noah must have really been here, which means he’s been watching over the house.  I wasn’t 100% sure he was spying on us since I haven’t been able to see or hear him until tonight.”

My mother grabbed my arm and spun me to face her.  “Do you have any idea why he’s spying again?  Did he ever tell you anything about the Shadow Masters’ plans?”

“He never talked about them, but I did see him tonight.  He was trying to warn  me  to  leave  him  alone  and  forget  about  him.    The  death  omen  must have already been part of the plan.  Of course, that was before I put my spell on the coven heads to keep them from doing harm to anyone in my family or any of my friends.”

“What?”  My mother grew even paler as she grabbed my arm.

I  wet  my  lips  and  cringed  when  I  realized  what  I  had  said.    “Tonight, Noah  acknowledged  that  there  was  more  than  one  person  involved  with whatever  is  going  on.    Each  of  them  has  a  motive  for  wanting  to  hurt  the people close to me.  I know about Tallersall harassing Harriet and Bryce.  I don’t trust Ainsworth because he never really addressed the Shadow Master problem.  Cornish knew Noah had returned to the coven and didn’t tell me.  I had to do something.”

Harriet’s hand went to her throat and she made a gasping sound.  “Oh, honey, you shouldn’t have put yourself in danger for us.”  She spun around and pointed at Uncle Bryce.  “Why won’t you stand up for us?  All you do is sit  there  and  pretend  that  nothing  is  happening.    Now,  Pearl  is  in  danger. What will it take for you to stand up to the coven?”

“Celeste,  we’ll  talk  about  this  later,  but  I’m  not  happy  about  what  you did tonight.  Go back to bed and let us handle the doll.”  My mother put her hand  on  my  shoulder,  intending  for  me  to  leave  since  this  was  a  private conversation, but the doll started vibrating and jumped off the table. 

Four wands were pulled from various locations.  “Conține  blestemul  în această cutie!”  They all tried to use a containing spell or some version of it, but  I  already  knew  the  Shadow  Masters  would  be  smarter  than  to  use  the same type of curse on us again.

Having  spent  a  lot  of  time  figuring  out  how  to  counter  curses  and destroy  them  instead  of  trapping  them,  should  I  ever  be  threatened  again,  I threw my hands into the air to conjure my spell, but the doll suddenly turned to  look  at  me.    Its  black  bead  eyes  stared  right  through  me,  sending  a  chill through me.  I felt a sensation of anger or malice fill my chest and I choked. Unable to breathe, I couldn’t continue the chant.

“Celeste!”  My mother screamed, but it was my father who acted.

“Celeste!    Don’t  look  into  its  eyes.”    He  rushed  around  the  table  and covered my eyes with his hand.  “The doll was meant for her!  It’s a trap!”

Without  warning,  the  curse  released  a  blast  of  energy  and  threw everyone back.

I tried to move, but I was stuck.  My eyes were glued to the black eyes of the doll.  I couldn’t even blink.

All  around  me,  I  heard  screams  and  spells  being  cast,  but  nothing released me from the black eyes that dragged me deeper and deeper into an abyss  where  time  didn’t  exist.    I  was  suddenly  by  myself  trapped  with nowhere  to  run.    A  cold  sensation  spread  throughout  me  until  my  teeth chattered.    I  had  never  felt  so  alone.    I  tried  to  scream  but  I  knew  no  one would  hear  me.    Tears  streamed  down  my  face  as  I  thought  about  never seeing my family again.

Shivering,  I  felt  like  I  was  standing  in  the  middle  of  a  snowstorm without my coat.  If only I had my natural heater to keep me warm, I would be okay.  I needed Noah to curl up in my lap and warm me.

Slowly,  my  brain  conjured  Noah’s  face  though  it  was  hard  to  maintain the image.  I was too cold to focus on anything for too long.

Noah.    My  familiar.    My  friend.    My  mate.    His  warmth  and  affection was enough to help me take a breath and realize the spell was drowning me in hopelessness.  Forcing myself to think of Noah hugging me, I felt a tiny bit warmer.

Blinking,  I  remembered  the  warmth  of  Carson’s  laughter.    He  was  my jokester,  the  one  who  lightened  my  mood  and  reminded  me  not  to  take myself  so  seriously  all  the  time.    Whenever  he  looked  at  me,  I  felt  special. He  made  me  feel  pretty  and  less  shy  and  awkward.    He  never  let  me  stay stuck  inside  my  own  head,  worrying  about  things  I  couldn’t  control.    His laughter warmed me and helped me move my limbs.

Hearing Benjamin’s voice inside my head telling me to be brave, I took a deep breath.  His faith in me and my abilities made me feel like I could do anything.  My best friend was my anchor.  I felt like I could do anything with him by my side.  His belief in me warmed my heart.

Once  I  was  able  to  move  and  clear  the  fog  from  my  brain,  I  thought about my grimoire and the spells I had accumulated.  There had to be a spell that could help me.

I  ran  through  spell  after  spell  as  the  cold  continued  biting  at  my  chest and arms, trying to take hold of me again.

“Întunericul a dispărut. Lasă lumina să intre!”  I called upon the light to counteract  the  darkness  of  the  spell.    It  sounded  like  an  easy  spell,  but  it required a lot of positive energy to cast out the darkness.

Using  my  love  for  Noah,  Carson  and  Benjamin,  I  fought  back  against the darkness until I could hear my family shouting for me and saw the edges of the room come back into view.

“Celeste!”  My mother was shouting, but she sounded far away.

Pulling  free  of  the  darkness,  I  was  surprised  to  see  my  mother,  father, Rolf, Helena, Harriet and Bryce fighting what looked like purple tendrils of smog that were whipping and snapping at them.  They cast spell after spell to dissipate the fog, but the tendrils kept reforming.

“Celeste!”    Seeing  that  I  was  free  of  the  curse,  my  father  grabbed  my arm and tried to pull me out of the room but I dug my feet into the carpet.

“I  need  to  finish  this,  Father.    I  can’t  be  afraid  of  them  anymore.    If  I back down, they win.  Lord Westerbrook and the rest of them will know they beat  me.    I  can’t  keep  looking  over  my  shoulder.    Please,  I  need  to  finish this!”  I pleaded with him, knowing that I could break the curse with the right spell.

“It’s not safe, Celeste.”  I could hear the fear in his voice.  He was trying to protect me, but running wasn’t the solution.

My  mother  zapped  a  tendril  and  glanced  over  at  us.    “Victor!    Celeste needs to do this.  If the doll is targeting her specifically, the curse was set for her.  She’s the one who has to fight it.”

I  saw  my  father  hesitate,  but  he  finally  nodded.    He  leaned  down  and looked  into  my  eyes.    “If  the  curse  was  designed  for  you,  it  knows  your weaknesses.    It  will  target  you  specifically  and  use  your  fears  against  you. The tendrils are just its means of defending itself from others.  You need to attack the curse without letting it mess with your head.  Whatever spell you used  to  break  the  trance  was  powerful  enough  to  weaken  the  tendrils  for  a minute.    Continue  using  that  spell  and  focus  all  your  energy  directly  at  the omen on the dress.  You need to break the symbol for this to end.”

I took a deep breath and smiled at him.  “I can do this.”

He patted my cheek and threw a spell over his shoulder to stop a tendril from  hitting  us.    “I  know  you  can.”    He  quickly  kissed  my  forehead  and jumped back into the battle.

Closing my eyes, I refused to look at the doll’s eyes again.  I started my spell and called upon the light to protect me from the darkness.  I swung my arms  out  and  moved  my  hands  in  every  direction,  while  pressing  them together  so  that  no  part  of  the  curse  could  escape.    I  chanted  over  and  over again until sweat beaded on my forehead and neck.

My arms shook from the strain of breaking down the darkness inside the doll.  Whoever had made the curse knew what they were doing.  Every time I stamped  out  one  section,  another  section  flared  to  life  as  if  it  was  taunting me.

Remembering  what  Benjamin  and  Anika  had  gone  through  to  contain the first curse, I gave them a lot of credit.  They had only put the stupid thing in a box.  They hadn’t tried to remove it from existence.

I tried to eliminate all the negative thoughts in my head, and believe in the  spell.    At  least,  that’s  what  my  spell  book  had  told  me  to  do.    Reading about the destruction of a curse was much more fun than standing in front of one, praying that it didn’t hurt my family.

Pushing  aside  the  battle  around  me,  I  stared  at  the  symbol  on  the  doll until I couldn’t see anything else.  I repeated the chant over and over again, each  time  picturing  a  pure  white  light  surrounding  the  heart  of  the  curse.    I thought about the people in the room, but instead of being afraid for them, I thought about the good times.

I thought about the Christmas where Uncle Rolf surprised everyone by playing  Santa,  which  was  the  only  time  I  had  ever  seen  him  truly  happy.    I knew it was him, but seeing the joy on his face, I didn’t want to ruin the fun. That year Aunt Helena taught me how to make gingerbread ornaments for the tree.  Pushing all the happiness into the spell, I swore that I heard the curse shriek.

“I felt the curse weaken.  I know what I have to do!”  I pushed my hands together  and  thought  about  the  time  Aunt  Harriet  drank  too  much  at Thanksgiving and started singing show tunes.  Everyone was shocked to hear how amazingly she sang, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” before switching to, “Clang Clang Went the Trolley”.  By the end, everyone at the table was singing  and  laughing  while  she  finished  off  with,  “Singin’  in  the  Rain.”    I fully expected her to start tap dancing but Uncle Bryce kept her in her chair to avoid any more embarrassment.

The curse shifted left and right, trying to get away from me, but I clung to it with everything I had.  I came at it with, “If Your Happy and You Know It,”  that  my  mother  used  to  sing  in  the  car  whenever  she  took  me  to  the dentist so I wouldn’t be afraid.  Feeling the curse cringe, I thought about my mother’s look of pure joy when I was standing on stage at the Winter Solstice Pageant and they announced me runner up after Hana Dodson.  No one in the history  of  time  had  ever  been  more  proud  of  a  second  place  loser  than  my mother.  After everything we’d been through, I felt that I had finally earned her  respect  by  saving  the  town  and  helping  Hana  find  a  place  within  our coven.

With  all  the  positive  energy  flowing  through  me,  I  imagined  the  light glowing brighter and brighter.  I couldn’t stop what I was doing to see if the tendrils were shrinking, but I could still hear spells being cast all around me.

Feeling  the  curse  rally  and  strike  at  me,  I  suddenly  feared  losing  my power and going back to being the broken one.  Panic rose inside of me at the thought of everyone laughing at me for losing my power.

“No way, Westerbrook!”  I shouted.  “You think I’m weak, but I kicked your ass last time!”

Instinctively, I felt Westerbrook’s influence inside the curse, whispering to  me  that  I  was  no  one,  nothing.    He  had  expected  me  to  die  at  the  Ice Carnival, not ruin his plan to purge the weak from the coven and rebuild it for the strong.

I  recalled  his  warning  about  me  not  seeing  him,  but  him  being  able  to see  me.    He  had  definitely  been  involved  with  creating  this  curse,  which meant he was back in town somewhere.

Thinking  about  Noah’s  warning  at  the  restaurant,  time  stopped  for  a second and I recalled the details of what happened.  Noah had pulled me into a car, which meant the car belonged to someone he knew.  It didn’t belong to one of the coven heads, which meant it probably belonged to Westerbrook.

I  thought  about  him  throwing  a  ball  of  water  at  me  to  drown  me.    My anger  flared  for  a  second,  which  was  absorbed  into  the  curse,  making  it stronger.

“Crap!”  It wanted me to think about how much I hated Westerbrook.  I had to let go of my negative energy and focus on the positive light.

Regrouping, I thought  about Benjamin.   I pictured his  goofy smile and bright eyes.  Hearing him laugh as we rolled around in the grass as children, made  me  giggle.    Seeing  him  hit  me  in  the  nose  with  his  ice  cream  cone, made me laugh.  Feeling him kiss my lips for the first time at the top of the Ferris Wheel, made me sigh.  All the good times with Benjamin flowed out of me and kicked the curse right in the metaphorical balls.

“Lasă  lumina  să  devoreze  răul  și  să  ne  protejeze  de  rău!”    I  jumped when I actually heard Benjamin’s voice next to me.

I took a deep breath and nearly cried for joy that he was standing next to me, helping me.  “You’re here.”

He lightly bumped my shoulder.  “Something told me you needed help.”

“I’ll take the right side, you take the left side.”  I shifted my focus to the left side of the curse, knowing that Benjamin had the other part.

“On it.”  Benjamin grunted as he mimicked my motions.

Sensing the curse was attempting to rally one last time, I threw down my ace.  “Benjamin, I love you!  I know the timing is bad, but you need to know how I feel.  I smile whenever I think of you.  I get nervous just before I see you because I have so many things I want to tell you and I’m afraid that I’ll chicken out.  You’re funny, and smart and amazingly talented.  You look so hot in your Pike uniform that I can’t stop blushing.  I hate being away from you  when  I’m  at  school,  but  I’m  glad  that  we’re  apart  or  I  would  never  get anything done because I would be too busy kissing you.”  I didn’t care who else  was  in  the  room  listening,  I  needed  Benjamin  to  fight  this  curse  with everything he had.

Benjamin gritted his teeth and closed his eyes.  “You make me want to be a better person, Celeste because you’re kind and considerate.  You know how to stand up for yourself, so I don’t have to worry about you being bullied anymore.    I  know  you  have  a  good  heart  so  you  would  never  turn  evil,  no matter what the kids at school said about you.  You’re nice to strangers and animals.  You put yourself in danger to help the family who never believed in you  because  that’s  the  kind  of  person  you  are.    I  love  you,  Celeste.    I  have loved you since I realized that girls aren’t icky.”

I burst out laughing as tears of joy rolled down my face and shoved my joy right into the curse.

Taking a cue from me, Benjamin started laughing too.  We sounded like lunatics,  but  the  curse  recoiled  and  crumbled  around  the  edges,  causing  the tendrils  to  pull  back.    The  curse  shrank  smaller  and  smaller  until  the  last speck popped into oblivion.

I  opened  my  eyes  and  watched  the  doll  split  in  half  and  fall  helplessly onto the table.

Benjamin  and  I  fell  forward  when  the  pressure  dropped  and  we  had nothing  pushing  back  on  us.    We  smiled  and  threw  our  arms  around  each other.    He  kissed  my  neck,  my  cheek  and  finally  my  lips.    I  vaguely remembered my family was standing nearby, but I didn’t care.  We had won, and we deserved a small celebration.

Panting, I pulled my hair off my damp forehead and took a breath.

My mother scooped me into her arms and hugged me.  “Good girl.”  She turned to glare at Uncle Bryce, while still holding me.  “Dearest brother-in-law,  you  have  endangered  this  family  long  enough  with  your  silence.    My daughter  just  saved  your  life  and  the  lives  of  your  family  sleeping  in  this house.  I demand to know what secret you have been keeping all these years. Why did the coven drive you out of town?  I refuse to believe the nonsense story about embezzling money.  You are too spineless to commit a felony.” Her shrewd eyes bore into my uncle, willing him to speak.

He  wet  his  lips  and  looked  around  the  room.    “I  am  not  the  spineless creature you believe me to be, Caroline.  In fact, I am the opposite.  I have saved  this  family  with  my  sacrifice  and  yet  I  am  constantly  berated  for  it.” He defiantly looked at everyone in the room until he turned to Aunt Harriet. “All I hear about is how much we have lost, yet you fail to realize that you still have your lives, which is more valuable than the house and prestige you lost.  Money is nothing compared to dying.  I have stayed silent and stayed away from the coven, at their request, to protect you all.  Then, you, Caroline, came so close to repeating my mistakes.  You could have lost your daughter if not for her bravery, talent and Mr. Fitzroy’s love for your daughter along with  Anika  Klein’s  skill.    Don’t  you  dare  point  fingers  at  me  without knowing the truth.”

My  mouth  fell  open  when  I  realized  that  the  coven  had  threatened  my uncle and punished him by running him out of town.

Reeling  from  the  news,  my  mother  was  speechless,  but  I  started  to understand  what  had  happened.    “You  knew  there  was  something  wrong inside  the  coven  all  those  years  ago.    You  tried  to  warn  someone  and  they silenced you.  They made up stories about you so no one would believe you. Isn’t  that  right?”    Having  been  the  laughing  stock  of  the  town  for  years,  I understood how easily people’s perception of a person could be turned into a negative thing.

His piercing eyes stared at me for a long time until he slowly nodded. “They told me if I ever spoke out against them, they would let me live, but kill my family.  I stayed silent to protect everyone.”

Harriet  put  her  hand  over  her  mouth  and  began  to  sob.    “Bryce.    Oh, Bryce, you should have told me.”

My  mother  stepped  away  from  me  and  grabbed  my  father’s  hand  for support.  “Bryce, you should have come to us for help.”

Bryce shrugged.  “I couldn’t endanger your family too.”

I  thought  about  what  it  must  have  been  like  for  him  to  keep  his  secret while  he  endured  all  the  mocking  from  outsiders  and  the  accusatory  looks from his own family.

I walked over to him and put my hand on his shoulder.  “I’m done being afraid  of  these  people.    They’ve  tried  to  kill  me  twice  and  taken  away someone I truly care about.  They’ve tried to break my heart and my spirit so that  I  wouldn’t  fight  back.    Instead,  they’ve  awoken  something  in  me  that  I never knew was there.  They made me realize that I’m a fighter.”  I held out my hand to him.  “If you’re done being afraid of them, I want you to tell me everything you know.  Together, we can bring them out of the darkness and into the light.”

His  eyebrows  rose  so  high  I  thought  he  would  die  from  shock.    He looked  around  me  to  my  mother,  who  was  smiling  proudly  at  me.    “Go  on, Bryce.    Tell  us  what  you  know.    You  have  the  power  of  this  entire  family behind you and that’s no small thing.  Let us bring these people to justice.”

He let out a long breath and nodded.  It was time to learn the secrets of the Shadow Masters.




Chapter 12

Uncle  Bryce  waved  his  wand,  locking  the  door  next  to  me  and  cast  a spell that sounded similar to my silence spell.  He was shaky and pale after his fight with the curse, but for the first time in a long time, I saw a spark of life in his eyes.

Benjamin  stood  behind  me  and  wrapped  his  arms  around  me.    I  felt more at ease with him close to me after being mind screwed from the curse. Together, we waited for Bryce to explain what he knew.

He  cleared  his  throat  and  took  a  breath.  “I’ve  never  been  flashy  or showy  about  my  accomplishments.    I’ve  worked  hard  to  achieve  my  goals, despite  what  many  think  of  me.    Sadly,  something  happened  that  shook  my confidence  and  stole  five  years  away  from  me,  five  years  I  will  never  get back.”  He shook his head and grimaced as he took his time telling his story. “It started with one simple conversation.  During one of our budget meetings, the  topic  of  donating  to  a  charity  that  helped  underprivileged  children  who couldn’t afford to go to the magic academies was mentioned.  I considered it briefly,  but  suggested  that  there  were  established  charities  that  were  doing something  similar.    Everfeld,  the  High  Priest  at  the  time,  decided  to  give more money to a few of the current charities instead.  I didn’t think much of it at the time, but looking back, that moment changed everything.”

My mother stepped forward.  “What was the charity?”  Her shrewd eyes bore into Bryce.

“Today  and  Future  Wizards  Charity.    It  was  supposed  to  be  a  non-profit.”  He grinned sarcastically.

My mother slowly nodded and frowned.  “Sounds similar to the Bright Future of Tomorrow Charity.”

He  chuckled.    “Then  you  understand,  Caroline.”    He  paced  around  the room for a second before continuing.  “Everfeld was ready to retire and the coven  prepared  to  decide  who  his  replacement  would  be.    Everfeld  had groomed  me  to  take  his  place,  but  there  were  some  members  of  the  coven who bought into Ainsworth’s wealth and status.  They believed that he would somehow improve the quality of the coven and attract wealthy families.  At the time, I didn’t understand why certain people wanted Ainsworth when he had never expressed an interest in the position and never seemed to grasp the nuances of it.”  He threw his hands up to express his confusion and looked to Rolf.    “You  remember  how  foppish  Henry  Ainsworth  was  growing  up.    He had no head for business.”

Rolf snickered.  “No, he was more interested in the ladies.  He’s part of the reason we left the coven.  Aside from showing solidarity for your plight, I knew Henry Ainsworth was too much of a fool to lead a coven.”

I quickly reassessed  my opinion of  Ainsworth to realize  that maybe he wasn’t as powerful or smart as I had once thought him to be.  I ran through all  of  our  conversations  over  the  years  until  I  saw  a  pattern.    He  said  the correct things in the correct tone, but it always sounded as if he was working off a prepared script.  He never really deviated from certain facts or opinions. He never actually debated the issues, but stuck with generic, non-committal answers, like a politician.

Bryce  laughed.    “Exactly.    I  preferred  inclusivity  within  the  coven  and considering  the  possibilities  of  strengthening  our  ties  to  the  community.    I wanted  to  eliminate  the  divide  between  casters  and  conjurers,  and  embrace the sups such as shifters and vampires, and the mortals wise to magic.  It was my goal to open our doors and allow all of them to join our coven to create a unique  family  friendly  support  system.    Sadly,  there  were  others  who  were working towards the opposite goal.  They preferred exclusivity.  They wanted only the powerful and wealthy to fill their ranks.  There were even whispers of  demoting  certain  weaker  members  or  canceling  their  memberships  all together.”

My father nodded and looked to my mother.  “There are a few within the coven who still believe in demoting the weaker.  We’ve been fighting against them for a long time, but their voices keep getting louder.”

Running  his  hand  over  his  face,  Bryce  nodded.    “Then  you  understand how frustrating it is to listen to people try to tear apart everything you have worked for.”  He looked to the ceiling and crossed his arms.  “As the time for Everfeld’s  retirement  grew  closer,  things  started  to  move  quickly.    I  was shaking  hands  and  meeting  with  all  the  witch  and  wizard  groups  to  express my  interest  in  the  position.    I  never  thought  for  one  second  that  Ainsworth was a threat to my job.  I was a fool.

“The  day  Kellen  Westerbrook  walked  into  my  office  and  expressed  an interest in becoming a Treasurer, despite Paula Owen’s excellent work in the position.  I couldn’t comprehend what he was asking at first.  When I asked why,  he  immediately  explained  how  Paula  had  left  her  husband  to  run  off with another man.  The situation was dire since she had neglected her duties and  there  were  discrepancies  in  our  books.    Of  course,  I  reviewed  all  the transactions  to  find  that  he  was  right.    There  were  bills  unpaid,  the  ledgers hadn’t been balanced and on and on.  We needed someone to jump in and fix things.    So,  Westerbrook  became  Treasurer.”    Bryce  let  out  an  exasperated sigh.

I  didn’t  need  to  listen  to  the  details  to  know  Westerbrook  had  played Bryce.    He  had  fabricated  the  problem  and  offered  himself  as  the  solution. What  a  dick.    I  briefly  wondered  what  happened  to  Paula  Owen,  though  I assumed she had been paid off.

Harriet  rolled  her  eyes.    “I  always  wondered  about  the  timing  of Westerbrook’s  sudden  rise  to  power.    I  understand  that  we  needed  a  quick solution, but I always wondered how no one had noticed the problems before hand.”

My  mother  and  father  nodded  to  each  other  and  looked  to  me  as  if  to say, “We should have questioned things.”

Bryce looked to me and gave me a sad smile.  “I’m so sorry, kiddo.  If I had put my foot down in that moment and denied Westerbrook, it might have saved you so much trouble.  I doubt it would have stopped the tidal wave that hit me, but Westerbrook might not have dragged you into things last year.”

I  felt  Benjamin  squeeze  my  hand,  but  I  was  too  angry  to  acknowledge him.  “Westerbrook is a snake.  If he was willing to kill me, he was willing to do anything to achieve his goals.  He kept telling me that he believed only the strong should have the strength of a coven.  For the last five years, he’s been working  towards  his  own  goals.    You  might  have  stalled  his  plans,  but  you wouldn’t have stopped him.”

Nodding,  Bryce  looked  at  my  mother.    “True,  but  I’m  still  sorry.”    He took another breath and looked to Harriet.  “With Everfeld ready to leave, it came  time  to  choose  a  new  High  Priest.    It  was  only  then  that  I  noticed  a change in the wind.  Suddenly, there were meetings going on without me and murmurings  of  Ainsworth  being  a  better  candidate  than  me.    I  had  no  idea what was happening, but it felt like the walls had eyes and the floor had ears. I felt like everyone was watching and conspiring against me.  I thought it was the stress of campaigning that made me paranoid.  People would stop talking and  appear  uneasy  when  I  walked  into  a  room.    I  finally  confronted Ainsworth  to  confirm  if  he  was  officially  in  the  running  for  the  position. Unbelievably, he looked me right in the eye and told me he had no idea what I was talking about.”  He let out a sarcastic laugh and grumbled to himself.

“Wait.”    Rolf  put  up  his  hand.    “He  lied  to  your  face?    I  was  always under the impression that Ainsworth had quietly been in talks with Everfeld to  take  over  the  position  because  he  was  concerned  about  your  leadership skills.  At least, that was the story that came out after you were removed from the coven.”

Bryce shrugged.  “I can’t say for sure, but I believed Ainsworth when I spoke with him.  That’s why I was blindsided when I came to work the next day to find my desk littered with whisky and scotch bottles.  Paperwork was scattered  everywhere,  except  the  paperwork  wasn’t  mine.    I  thought  I  had walked  into  the  wrong  office.    I  turned  to  leave  and  found  Westerbrook standing in the doorway.  He shook his head and asked how I had fallen from grace.    My  stomach  dropped  when  I  started  to  comprehend  what  kind  of person Westerbrook was.  I was being set up.”

Harriet’s legs gave out and she fell.  Benjamin turned and scooped her up before she hit the ground.  He pulled her into a chair as my mother went to her  side  to  comfort  her.    Benjamin  stood  behind  her  to  make  sure  that  she didn’t slide out of the chair.

“Why didn’t you fight back, Bryce?  We would have believed you.”  My mother  held  out  her  hand  to  Bryce  as  a  sign  of  solidarity  but  he  shook  his head.

“I opened my mouth to argue, but Westerbrook pushed me back into the room.  Behind him entered at least twenty coven members, who all smiled at me.  My mind went blank and I almost cried.  It was a coup.  No one in that room  wanted  to  integrate  the  casters  and  the  conjurers.    Not  one  of  them wanted  anything  to  do  with  shifters  or  vampires  or  humans.    They  were willing  to  do  whatever  it  took  to  maintain  the  status  quo  long  enough  to change  the  agenda  of  the  coven  to  suit  their  needs.    Power  and  privilege above  all.    The  people  I  called  friends  turned  on  me.    Those  I  had  worked with for years acted as if they hated me, including Paula Owens, the former accountant.  My world fell apart and I lost faith in everything.”  He wiped a shaky hand across his face and went to Harriet to hold her hand.

I  crossed  my  arms.    “They  threatened  you,  didn’t  they?    You  made  a deal to stay quiet to protect everyone.”  I was guessing, but it made sense.

He slowly nodded and looked at everyone in the room.  “I couldn’t risk telling anyone.  They said they would kill Augusta and Dorothea.  You don’t know how many times I wanted to tell everyone the truth.  I wanted to shout to the world that I was innocent, but I couldn’t.  In exchange for my silence, they  would  allow  the  other  family  members  to  stay  in  the  coven  without harm.    Me,  however,  I  had  to  leave  and  never  return.    If  I  said  a  bad  word about the coven to anyone, they would come for my children.  I struggled for years, debating if I could find a way to warn you, Caroline but I couldn’t risk it.    I’m  so  sorry.    When  I  heard  about  the  attack  on  Pearl,  I  picked  up  the phone 10,000 times to tell you to run, but I couldn’t.  I’m so sorry, Caroline, Victor.  Pearl, I’m so sorry.”  He broke down into sobs and fell to his knees.

Harriet and my mother went to his side to hug him as my father put his arm around me to support me.

I looked to my father and patted his arm as I pulled away.  “I’m glad you didn’t  warn  us,  Uncle  Bryce.    They  had  a  spy  at  our  house,  listening  and waiting.    If  you  had  called,  Noah  would  have  reported  back  to  them  and Augusta and Dori would have been targeted.  You did the right thing.  You protected your family against people with no morals.  Some might argue that you should have warned us, but no one would have known about the spy.  I truly  believe  that  Augusta  and  Dori  would  have  been  hurt  before  anyone could make a move against the Shadow Masters.  They cursed our house to kill me to keep my parents from getting too close to the truth.  I can’t imagine what  they  would  have  done  if  you  had  spoken  out  against  them.”    I  knelt down in front of him and pulled him into a hug.

He looked at me with a mix of surprise and relief.  He broke down and gave  me  a  crushing  hug.    “I’m  so  sorry,  Pearl.    I  mean,  Celeste.”    He sniffled.  “I hated lying to everyone, but I had to protect my girls.  I wish I could have done the same for you.  I feel like I betrayed you.”

I patted his cheek.  “I don’t blame you.  After dealing with these people and  people  like  them,  I  completely  understand  what  you  were  up  against. Remind  me  to  tell  you  about  my  adventures  at  Cliff  Haven  before  you  beat yourself up any further.  Right now, I’m more interested in figuring out how to stop these people for good.”

I felt my mother’s hand on my shoulder.  “Yes Bryce, it’s time to put a stop to this.”

He  looked  up  at  her  with  fear  in  his  eyes,  but  he  nodded  and  stood  up straight.  “I hate to say this, but we need Tallulah Tallersall.  She’s the only one who can prove what’s been happening.”

Harriet stepped back so fast, she knocking over her chair.  “What makes you think she can help us?  She’s been stalking us for years.”

Bryce  held  up  his  hands  in  defense.    “She’s  not  one  of  these  Shadow Masters, I assure you.  She wanted to help integrate the coven.  However, she does believe the lies fed to her.  I let her pursue us over the years to keep up the ruse.  They set Tallersall on me as a constant reminder to keep my mouth shut.  I assure you, she will help us.”

Stunned,  I  stared  at  him.    “I  didn’t  know  why  he  thought  Tallersall would help us, but I put my faith in him that he was making the right call.

My father and Rolf stepped forward together, along with Helena.  “Tell us what we need to do.”

Bryce nodded.  “First we need to make sure Augusta and Dori are safe. Then, we bring the fight to them.”

Everyone looked to each other, silently agreeing to band together to stop the Shadow Masters.

I raised my hand and glanced at my mother.  “There’s one thing I need to  do  first.    I  need  to  break  Noah  free  from  his  Master.    Tonight,  he mentioned  a  blood  oath.    He’s  bound  to  one  of  them  and  bound  to  tell  his Master  the  truth.    If  I  can  break  their  bond,  we  might  be  able  to  feed  them misinformation.  We can turn the fight in our favor.”

She  opened  her  mouth  as  if  to  argue,  but  Bryce  held  up  his  hand.    “If you  care  about  this  boy,  you  need  to  get  him  away  from  these  people. Cornish will hurt him to distract you.  I guarantee it.”

My  head  spun  at  hearing  Cornish’s  name  mentioned.    I  stumbled backwards until my butt hit the table.  “Is Cornish Noah’s Master?”

He  nodded.    “Cornish  was  fostering  a  young  shifter  who  had  lost  his family.  Not many knew about the boy because he lived in a different town, but I’d overheard Cornish talking to someone on the phone once when Noah was  hurt.    I  had  no  idea  Cornish  was  using  him  to  spy  on  Caroline  and Victor.”

 

I vaguely felt Benjamin’s arms on my shoulders, but I don’t know what he, or anyone else said.  From that point, the room fell away and all I thought about was Cornish’s stupid smile at dinner.  The jerk had actually apologized for not telling me about Noah coming home.  Gripping the edge of the table, I thought about all the things I wanted to do to Lord Cornish.




Chapter 13

Once Bryce released the silence spell, we realized that most of the house was awake due to the commotion caused by fighting the curse.  My mother and father settled everyone down by making up an excuse about drinking too much  and  a  friendly  duel  getting  out  of  hand.    They  sent  everyone  back  to sleep  without  explaining  the  situation.    We  still  needed  to  keep  up appearances until the Shadow Masters had been dealt with.

My mother pulled Benjamin and me into the living room and leaned in to whisper in my ear.  “I know you want to free Noah, but we need to wait for the  right  time.    If  we  do  it  too  soon,  they  will  know  that  Noah  is  no  longer under their control.  Do you have a spell that might work?”

I  nodded  and  quickly  explained  the  spell  Heckler  had  given  me. “There’s no guarantee it will work, but I have to try.”

The  concern  on  her  face  made  me  question  whether  I  should  use  the spell.

“You need to be careful when you perform the spell.  I’ve never done a spell like that, but I’ve heard that it’s complicated.  Noah needs to be close to you  and  out  of  view  of  anyone  who  might  report  back  to  the  Shadow Masters.  Noah might experience pain, so you need to be somewhere safe.”

I looked to Benjamin, who shrugged.  “My parents will be gone all day tomorrow.  My mother is getting her hair done for the wedding and my father has  a  meeting.    We  can  do  the  spell  at  my  house  if  we  can  find  Noah.    I would  expect  him  to  be  here  from  morning  till  evening  with  the  wedding going on.”

“Good.    I’ll  send  Rolf  to  help  you.    He  has  more  experience  with shifters.  The rest of us will prepare for tomorrow.”  She gave me a knowing look before spinning around the living room.  “It’s late and I don’t want the two of you sleeping outside.  We’ll bring in your sleeping bags and you can sleep here.  I know it will be hard to rest, but we have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

I stared at the red carpet wondering if I was able to calm down enough to sleep.

Benjamin  smiled  and  looked  at  the  floor.    “Thank  you  for  letting  me stay.  I want to be close to Celeste after what happened.”

My  mother  smiled  and  squeezed  his  shoulder.    “To  be  clear,  you  have always  been  my  choice  for  Celeste.    I  have  always  thought  you  to  be  an intelligent,  caring  and  brave  boy.    You  have  proven  yourself  many  times over.  Thank you for doing so again tonight.  You are always welcome here. Don’t get me wrong, I like Carson and Noah.  They are fine boys, but there has always been something about you.  You are capable of greatness.”

Benjamin’s mouth fell open at my mother’s praise.  His cheeks grew red and it looked like a tear was forming in his eyes.  After years of believing my mother hated him because he was a conjurer, I could see the relief on his face at hearing that she approved of him.

My mother smiled and went with my father to gather our tent supplies.

Half an hour later, our sleeping bags were spread open on the floor and Benjamin was curled up against my back with his arm around me.

“Thank you, Benjamin.  For everything.”  I couldn’t find all the words to  tell  him  how  much  he  meant  to  me  without  bursting  into  tears.    My adrenaline  was  seeping  out  of  me  and  I  felt  like  I’d  run  five  miles  in  three minutes.  Sleep was dragging me under now that I felt safe and warm in his arms.

He kissed the back of my head.  “I will always be here for you, Celeste.”

I passed out within a minute only to be shaken awake by Augusta.

“It’s  my  wedding  day.    Are  you  going  to  sleep  all  day?    Besides,  you need to sneak your boyfriend out of the house before your mother sees him. How scandalous.”  She snickered as she looked over to Benjamin, who was laying on his stomach softly snoring.

Peering  up  at  the  bright  light  pouring  through  the  window,  I  cringed. “What time is it?”

“6:00 AM.  Let’s go, Maid of Honor.”  She smacked my butt and headed for the stairs, wrapped in her white robe.  “Time to get ready.”

Hating  life,  I  dragged  myself  off  my  pillow  and  sat  up.    I  shook Benjamin, who grumbled in his sleep.  “Benjamin.  It’s the wedding day.  I need to get up and help Auggie.  I suggest you head back home and get some more rest.”

Rubbing  the  sleep  from  his  eyes,  he  gave  me  his  goofy  smile.    “Good morning.  Your hair looks crazy and I love it.”

I tried to straighten it but gave up.  “You should go before Grandmother wakes  up  and  realizes  I’ve  slept  next  to  a  boy  all  night.    She’ll  give  my mother a hard time for being a bad parent.”

Understanding the problem, he stretched and yawned.  “I don’t know.  I get the impression that Grandmother Tavish was a hell raiser when she was our age.  I’m sure she snuck a boy into her room at some point.”

I laughed as I imagined her dating more than one guy at a time.  “I think you’re right.”

He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.  He pulled on his shoes and waved as he stumbled into the bright morning light and headed out the door.

Following him to the door, I stuck my head out.  “The ceremony starts at 5:00PM but I’ll come to get you after I’m done with hair and makeup duty. Thank you for letting Bryce and Rolf get ready at your house.  It’s getting too crowded  in  here.    We  may  send  a  few  more  guys  over  if  we  need  more space.  Thank your mother for me.”  Setting my first trap of the day, I tried to sound casual and convincing.

He  smiled  and  waved  to  me.    “No  problem.    My  mother  loves company.”  It was true, though Mrs. Fitzroy knew nothing about the plan, so I might have to ask for forgiveness later.

Taking  a  deep  breath,  I  tried  to  forget  about  my  fears  and  kicked  into pageant mode.  I ran to the kitchen to pour some coffee into my thermos.  It was definitely going to be a long day.  Today was the day I would free Noah and put an end to the Shadow Masters.

 

≈

 

Most  of  the  day  was  spent  keeping  up  appearances  for  the  rest  of  the family, though everyone in the know exchanged worried glances throughout the morning.  We had a plan, but it was a dangerous plan.  Everyone had their part to play, but without Tallersall, we might be fighting a losing battle.

I busied myself by helping Auggie, Dori and the rest of the bridal party with  their  hair  and  makeup.    After  years  of  rebelling  against  the  process,  I found  that  I  had  fun  helping  the  girls.    I  curled  their  hair  and  sprayed  it  in different  updos  so  that  everyone’s  hair  worked  for  them.    Then  I  chose everyone’s color pallet to do their eyes and lips with the perfect shades.

I wanted to wait until the last second to get ready in case we were able to find Noah, so I kept making excusing about being too busy to do my hair just yet.

Styling Auggie’s hair, she suddenly looked up at me with her big brown eyes.    “Thank  you  for  helping  me,  Celeste.    Never  in  a  million  years  did  I think you would be getting me through today.”

I  fluffed  and  teased  the  tendril  in  my  hand  until  it  fell  perfectly  down Auggie’s chest.  “Well, I am a control freak, so of course I had to step in to make  sure  everything  is  perfect.”    I  chuckled  as  I  winked  at  Dori,  who snorted.

Auggie grinned.  “Just like your mother.”  She looked at her hair in the mirror and shrugged.  “Not bad.  Maybe being an anal-retentive freak comes in handy sometimes.  I’ll admit I was worried when you offered to help, but I can see you have a knack for this stuff.”

Carefully  pressing  down  the  combs  of  her  tiara,  I  smiled.    “I  was  the runner up at the Winter Solstice Pageant and defeated a dark wizard.  I know how to multitask.”

Stunned,  Auggie  looked  up  at  me.    “I’m  sorry  about  what  happened  to you.  I didn’t realize how bad the situation was.  Mother talked to Dori and I yesterday  about  what  happened.    She  wanted  us  to  know  the  truth.    You’re really  brave,  Celeste.    I  don’t  know  what  I  would  have  done  if  someone threatened me.”

I bit the inside of my mouth when I realized I could have lost Augusta and Dori to the Shadow Masters if Bryce hadn’t kept his silence.  Throwing my arms around Augusta, I was relieved that she hadn’t been hurt.

“What was that for?”  She chuckled as she hugged me back.

“You just look so pretty and I’m responsible for it.  I’m just so happy.” I winked at her as Dori fell out of her chair in a fit of laughter.

Understanding that I was kidding, Auggie rolled her eyes.  “Well, good luck  doing  the  same  in  that  God  awful  bridesmaid  dress.    I  really  am  sorry that I couldn’t find something nicer.”

I shrugged.  “Well, all eyes will be on us girls in those dresses.  We will blind  them  with  the  sequins,  so  it  really  doesn’t  matter  what  you  look  like after all.”  Laughing, I jumped out of the way when Auggie threw a brush at me.

“That’s it, no more being nice to you.”  She chased me around the spare room as she tried to tickle me.

“Good!  Being nice to you feels weird.”  I dodged Auggie’s hands and ran out of the room into the hallway.

Leaning  around  the  doorway,  she  laughed.    “True.    It  does  feel  weird, but a good kind of weird.”

I  nodded  and  headed  for  the  staircase  but  stopped  when  I  saw  Rolf motion for me to join him in my parent’s room.

Closing the door behind me, I looked to my handwritten notes in Rolf’s hands.  I had given him the spell and directions Sadie had dictated to me from Heckler.

His serious face made my stomach drop.  “The spell is not impossible, but it will be very difficult.  I will help you as much as I can, but it’s up to you  to  pull  this  off.”    He  was  intentionally  vague  in  case  Noah  was  lurking around the windows listening.

I  nodded  and  took  the  notes  from  him.    Scanning  his  notes  in  the margins,  I  reviewed  his  suggestions  as  well  as  his  cautionary  comments.    If the spell was unsuccessful, Noah could die.

Running  my  finger  over  the  mark  on  my  pinky,  I  let  out  a  breath  and nodded to him.

He headed out of the room first, while I waited and watched the Fitzroy house from the window.  This had to work.

Tucking my notes under my shirt, I headed for the front door.  Stepping onto the porch, I leaned my head back inside.  “I’m getting Benjamin so we can  help  setup  the  flower  arrangements.”    Yelling  to  no  one  in  particular,  I closed the door behind me.

I slowly headed for the flower garden, hoping that Noah was nearby.  I doubted  that  he  would  miss  an  opportunity  to  spy  on  Bryce  and  Rolf sequestered in the Fitzroy house.  If Bryce were going to say anything to the family, it would be easier to speak to a single family member away from the rest of the house.  At least, that’s what I hoped Noah would believe.

Closing my eyes, I listened for any rustling or purring sounds.  Though I hadn’t  seen  Noah  by  the  tent,  I  had  heard  his  voice.    When  I  didn’t  hear anything, I started to sweat.  What if he wasn’t here?  Everything would fall apart.

I looked to the Fitzroy house and prayed for a miracle.

I  crossed  the  yard  and  rang  the  bell.    Benjamin’s  smiling  face  greeted me.    He  gave  me  a  quick  nod  and  held  the  door  open  wide  for  me. Hopefully, Noah would follow me into the house.

Standing in the parlor were Bryce and Rolf, looking tense and nervous. I took a step forward, but tripped over something.

“Închide ochii și urechile.  Ține-ți Stăpânul în întuneric!”  Hoping that I had tripped over Noah, Rolf and Bryce started the first part of the spell to cut off any connection between Cornish and Noah.

Benjamin caught me a second before Noah’s cat form became visible. Crouching  on  all  fours,  he  appeared  confused  by  the  fact  that  he  was suddenly human.

“It’s  working!”  Bryce  yelled.    “We  need  to  maintain  the  spell  to  keep the connection severed.  Celeste, you need to do your part.”

Seeing Noah shaking and upset, I leaned down to scratch behind his ear to let him know I was there with him.

The  second  he  felt  my  hand  touch  him,  he  relaxed  and  settled  down. “I’m going to try to help you, Noah.”  I wasn’t sure if he understood me, but I felt better saying it aloud.

“Hurry, Celeste!”  Bryce kept his wand on Noah in case he tried to run.

Quickly pulling out my spell notes, I handed them to Benjamin to hold while  I  rubbed  my  hands  together  and  planted  my  feet.    According  to Heckler,  I  needed  to  use  my  bond  with  Noah  to  counter  the  blood  oath Cornish made him take.  Supposedly, true mates had a higher level of bond than  a  familiar’s  master.    Mates  were  connected  through  love,  compassion and respect, which were a part of natural magic.  Blood oaths were unnatural and  dark  in  nature.    As  long  as  the  light  connection  was  stronger  than  the dark connection, we had a chance at breaking Cornish’s hold over Noah.

Enacting the spell, I closed my eyes, thought about all my complicated feelings  for  Noah  and  searched  for  the  strongest.    From  the  first  moment  I had  met  Noah  in  human  form,  I  had  been  attracted  to  him  and  not  just because  he  had  saved  me  from  a  car.    I  couldn’t  stop  thinking  about  him. When I held Noah’s hand or felt his arms around me, I felt warm and safe, as if nothing could hurt me.  In his cat form, he had comforted me and soothed my pain.  I wanted more than anything to comfort him and keep him safe.  I may  have  been  a  suckie  girlfriend  before,  but  I  refused  to  ignore  his  needs going  forward.    I  needed  to  make  amends.    I  had  to  show  him  how  much  I loved him.  He needed to know that he brightened my life in ways I couldn’t express.    Letting  my  love  for  him  push  away  my  concerns  and  fears,  I embraced my love for him.

I slowly walked around Noah forming a circle around him as Bryce and Rolf  stood  with  their  wands  at  the  ready  in  case  Noah  fought  back,  or  his Master came looking for him.  I pulled his old cat collar from my pocket and held it out in front of me.

“Inima  mea  este  curată.  Iubirea  mea  e  pura.  Alege-mă  ca  calea  ta  și mergi  cu  mine!”    My  heart  was  pure,  my  love  was  pure,  so  I  called  upon Noah to choose me and walk with me on the same path.  The spell was meant to  block  his  Master’s  iron  fisted  control  over  him  so  that  he  could  make  a choice.    It  was  a  dangerous  move  because  Noah  could  choose  to  serve  his Master out of a sense of loyalty or fear of retribution, or he could embrace his love for me and choose to be my mate.  Either way, the spell gave him free will to decide his fate for himself.

I repeated the spell over and over until I saw Noah’s arch up.  His eyes were pinched together and his teeth were bared.  He was definitely in pain.

Rolf took a step forward.  “Keep going, Celeste.  You knew this might happen.  He’s been under someone’s control for a long time.  It won’t be easy for him to break free.”

Benjamin nodded encouragingly as I continued the chant.

“The  boundary  spell  is  holding,  Celeste.    No  one  is  coming  into  this house.    We  will  keep  you  safe,  but  you  need  to  keep  going.”    Bryce’s reminder allowed me to ignore the possibility of Cornish breaking down the door to focus on Noah.

Pushing more power into the spell, sweat beaded on my lip and a wave of  nausea  hit  me.    “Noah,  please  choose  me.    I  swear  that  I  will  keep  you safe.  I will try to make up for all the years you’ve lost as Cornish’s puppet. You  have  to  believe  that  I  want  what’s  best  for  you.    I  want  you  to  have  a future free from dark wizards.  You once told me that you hated spying, but you  had  no  choice.    I  am  your  choice.    Choose  me.    Believe  in  me.    We belong  together.    I  swear  that  I  will  remind  you  every  day  how  special  and amazing  you  are.    You’ve  survived  this  long,  but  surviving  isn’t  enough. You  deserve  happiness  and  love.    You  deserve  a  family  who  cares  about you.    You  deserve  all  the  things  you’ve  been  denied.    Choose  me.    Choose us!”

Noah let out a shriek and dug his fingers into the oriental carpet beneath him.  I wanted to take away his pain, but I had to stand by and wait for him to make a choice.  I hated every second of it, but I had to be strong for both of us.

Slowly, his back arched even higher.  He reared up and tore off his black suit jacket.  His white shirt stretched tightly against his back as he yelled.  I could see his skin rippling and his bones stretching as he was trying to shift.

“Step back, Celeste.  Remember what I told you about him fighting the spell.”    Rolf  adjusted  his  grip  on  his  wand  and  braced  himself  for  whatever might happen.

Benjamin held up his hands and crouched into a battle stance, just as he did on the Pike field.

I wasn’t sure if Noah was trying to shift or if he was fighting the spell.

“It’s okay, Noah.  I’m here.”  I tried to sound positive even though I was freaking out.

He  craned  his  neck  and  his  green  eyes  glared  at  me  malevolently.    “I don’t  want  you  here,  Celeste.    Don’t  you  get  it?    I  don’t  want  you.    How many  times  can  I  break  up  with  you  before  you  understand  that  we  aren’t mates?  It’s a lie. All of it.  You stupid child!”

 I gasped when I heard him growling and yelling at me.  My chest ached and I almost cried until he said the word, “child”.  Noah would never call me that.  He sounded more like Westerbrook.

“Cornish manipulated you, lied to you and made you lie for others.  You have no reason to be loyal to him.”  I tried to keep my negative emotions in check,  but  it  was  hard  not  to  hate  Cornish  for  what  he’d  done  to  Noah  for years.

Noah  slowly  rose  to  his  feet  and  laughed  at  me.    “You  don’t  know anything about love.  The entire time we’ve been together, you been worried about  being  kicked  out  of  school.    You  never  noticed  what  I  was  dealing with.  You never once thought about me.  You’re just a selfish little girl.”

I  shook  my  head.    “This  isn’t  you,  Noah.    This  is  the  lie  you’ve  been forced to repeat over and over again.  I know you care about me; otherwise, you wouldn’t have marked me as your mate.  You tried to warn me because you  didn’t  want  to  see  me  get  hurt.    If  you  didn’t  care  about  me,  you wouldn’t have risked everything to see me.  I need you Noah and you need me.  We  deserve  a  future  together.    You  need  to  stand  up  to  the  Shadow Masters.  You need to stand up to Cornish.  Please, this is killing me!”

I  saw  a  brief  flash  of  concern  on  Noah’s  face  before  it  was  quickly replaced by a sneer.

“He  heard  you,  Celeste.    Keep  going.”    Benjamin  waved  his  hand  to encourage me to continue.

“You  have  always  worked  so  hard  to  protect  me  despite  everything. This time, I’m trying to protect you.  Choose me Noah and you never have to worry  about  Cornish  controlling  you  again.    I  swear  that  I  will  never  let anyone hurt you.  Please, fight Cornish’s hold over you.”  I pleaded with him as I continued to weave my spell.

His face contorted into a grimace.  “Celeste!”

I shouted the spell to the ceiling and pushed all my hope for the future into  my  words.    “Noah,  choose  me!    I  need  you  in  my  life!    Please!”    I showed him the mark on my pinky.  “You belong with me!  Tell Cornish to shove it!”

He  pried  open  his  eyes  to  stare  at  the  mating  mark  and  screamed  in pain.    Panting,  he  looked  like  he  might  vomit.    Tears  streamed  down  his cheeks.  “I.  Choose.  Celeste!”  He let out a yowl and crumpled to the floor.

I instinctively tried to run to his side, but Rolf held up his hand.  “Wait.”

I looked to Rolf and Bryce, who stepped closer to Noah, waiting to see what he would do.

Noah’s eyes opened and he rolled onto his back, shaking and sweating. “AHHH!”  He started convulsing.

Ignoring everyone’s warnings, I grabbed Noah’s shoulders and held him down.  “We belong together.  Believe in that.  Believe in us.”  I leaned over and kissed his pursed lips.  Rolf tried to pull me away, but I pulled away from him.

“Rolf, let her try.”  Bryce’s calm voice gave me hope that I was doing the right thing.

I  brushed  the  hair  off  Noah’s  sweaty  forehead.    “Think  about  all  the things we can do together.  We can go anywhere and do anything.  There will be no more lies keeping us apart.  There will be no one holding us back.  We will be free to be together.  Please tell me you want that.”

I kissed him again, hoping that it would help combat the blood oath.

Feeling his muscles relax under my hands, I saw him open his eyes.  I held my breath, waiting to see what he would do.

He let out a shaky breath and put his hand on my face.  “Celeste.”  He smiled and ran his thumb over my lower lip.  “Can we see the Grand Canyon together?”

Chuckling, I let out a breath.  “Of course.  If you want to see the Grand Canyon, we can go together.”

His head fell back down against the carpet and he sighed.  “Okay.”

I  pressed  my  lips  to  his  once  more  and  sat  back  to  give  him  some breathing room.

Helping him sit up Rolf and Bryce visually checked him to make sure he hadn’t broken any bones or injured himself.

Bryce looked up at me.  “Ask him questions you know he can’t answer.”

I nodded and stood at Noah’s feet.  “How long have you been bound to a dark wizard.”

Wiping  his  forehead  with  a  shaky  hand,  he  looked  up  at  me  with  wide eyes.  “Since I was nine.”

“Tell me the name of your Master.”  I didn’t want to hear him say the name, but I had to test him.

“Lord  Abner  Cornish,  though  I  work  for  Lord  Westerbrook  directly.    I take  most  of  my  orders  from  him.”    His  pale  face  looked  so  much  younger than sixteen as he spoke.  He looked like he’d been through hell and was too tired to speak.

“I  know  you’re  exhausted,  but  we  need  to  know  their  agenda.”    As  I asked the question, I stopped to put my hand up.  “Wait.  You said you work for  Westerbrook.    Is  that  present  tense  as  in  you’re  working  for  him  right now?  That was Westerbrook’s car behind the restaurant, right?  He’s here in town, isn’t he?”

He  slowly  nodded.    “He  often  uses  a  transformation  spell  to  take Cornish’s appearance so Cornish can work in secret without anyone noticing his absence.  Westerbrook and his cronies never left Silver Springs.  They are hiding on the outskirts of town.  Westerbrook attended the rehearsal dinner, disguised as Cornish, so he could have the perverse thrill of getting close to you.  He was also the one who congratulated you for saving the town at the Winter Solstice Pageant.  Westerbrook was afraid you might have figured out their ruse during the rehearsal dinner.  He didn’t want to take any chances, so he cursed the doll last night, or at least he tried to.  You must have put some kind  of  deterrent  spell  on  him  because  he  couldn’t  cast  any  kind  of  curse against you.  Cornish had to cast the curse on the doll.  I swear that I tried to convince  them  not  to,  but  Westerbrook  backhanded  me  and  forced  me  to deliver the doll.  I’m so sorry, love.  I nearly died last night as I watched you fight the curse from the window.”

I couldn’t believe Westerbrook had been impersonating Cornish during most of my encounters with the Healer of the Coven.  What a sick loser.  I swore that I would make him pay for everything he had done to Noah and my family.

Focusing on Noah, I took a deep breath.  “I don’t blame you for any of this,  Noah.    Westerbrook  is  my  enemy,  not  you.”    I  rubbed  the  back  of  his hand.  “I hate to keep asking you questions, but it’s important.  Do you know what happened to my Uncle Bryce?”

Noah looked up at Bryce and nodded.  “I don’t know all the details, but Cornish  used  to  gloat  about  besting  your  uncle.    They  needed  to  eliminate him  to  push  their  agenda.    They  were  funneling  money  out  of  the  coven through some kind of charity used to fund their secret meetings.  Bryce was too savvy and would have noticed the loss of money.  They fabricated a ruse to put Westerbrook in charge of the Treasury so that they could slowly siphon the  money  to  use  as  they  saw  fit.    They  lied  about  Bryce  and  set  him  up. They  installed  Ainsworth  as  High  Priest  because  he  never  looks  at  the details.  He just does what everyone tells him to do without question, though I don’t know if he understands that he’s being used.”

“Did  Cornish  send  you  to  spy  on  our  house  to  make  sure  Bryce  never told  my  family  the  truth?”    I  was  almost  certain  of  the  answer,  but  I  had  to ask.

He nodded.  “At first I didn’t understand why I was sent to your house. Cornish told me to report any conversations related to the coven.  Though I didn’t spend all day at the house, I tried to be there when your parents were home and after the coven heads had met with your family to hear their true reactions  to  their  meetings.”    He  looked  up  at  Bryce.    “I  was  supposed  to report any conversations the Dregers’ had with you or your family, no matter how innocent in nature.  I’m so sorry, Bryce.  They threatened to hurt me if I didn’t tell them everything.”  Tears welled up in his eyes as he hung his head.

Bryce patted Noah’s shoulder.  “I understand why you did as they asked, Noah.    You  were  in  a  bad  spot  and  you  did  what  you  had  to  in  order  to survive.  I’m not mad at you.”  He stood up and looked towards the Fitzroy’s living room.  “Have you heard enough?”

Tallulah Tallersall walked in from the living room and nodded.  “Yes, I have  Bryce.    When  I’m  wrong,  I  admit  that  I’m  wrong.    I  am  very  sorry  I believed  Lord  Cornish  and  Lord  Ainsworth’s  version  of  what  happened  to you  Bryce  and  that  I  carried  out  their  wishes  to  make  sure  that  you  never harmed another coven again.  I feel terrible for my part in this.  I admit I have questioned a number of inconsistencies with the coven for the past few years, but every time I ask questions, they make me feel like I’m losing my mind. They  deny  any  wrongdoing  and  suddenly  the  matter  is  cleared  up.    They blame  my  age  and  say  my  memory  is  failing.    As  if  the  Historian  of  the Coven  has  ever  forgotten  anything.    Humph.    Regardless,  now  that  I  know the truth, Westerbrook, Cornish and their cohorts will pay for what they have done.”

Bryce smiled and nodded at Rolf.  “Thank you, Tallulah.”

She  smiled  and  squared  her  shoulders.    “Now,  I  will  need  to  see  Lady Tavish.”

Confused,  I  leaned  forward.    “Who?    Are  you  talking  about  my Grandmother?  Why would you need to see her?  She’s not all that lucid.”

She let out a chuckle.  “Oh dear, I’m well aware.  That’s what will make this fun.  Your grandmother and I have been friends since our academy days. Did you know that your grandmother single handedly dueled the entire boys Pike team to prove that she should be on their team, not the girls’ team?  She wanted more of a challenge.  When they denied her, the two of us showed up at one of their practices and waged war on them.  She fought them, while I kept  them  from  running  home  to  their  mothers.    We  got  detention  for  a month, but she made Team Captain of the boy’s team, once they healed from their injuries.  I earned a place on the team as well and won Best Blocker two years in a row.  If there is to be a war, I want that woman by my side once again.”

Benjamin  and  I  looked  to  each  other  and  started  laughing.    “Go, Grandmother Tavish.”

Noah  grimaced  at  his  wet  shirt  and  torn  blazer.    “I’m  too  weak  to  fix this.”

I  patted  his  cheek  and  winked  at  him.    “I  got  this.”    I  pushed  my  heel back and slid my foot.  Focusing on Noah, I moved my hands around as if I was mending a tear.  “Repararea hainelor!”    His  jacket  rose  up  into  the  air and  put  itself  back  together  as  if  I  were  sewing  it.    Once  it  was  fixed,  he grabbed it and held it until I could work on his shirt.  “Curatat, dus si ras!” Using the same spell I had done on Carson and Benjamin after the Pike game, Noah looked clean but tired.

Tallersall  raised  her  eyebrow  at  me.    “Very  impressive,  Miss  Dreger. We should talk after we kick Westerbrook and Cornish’s bums.”

I  nodded  at  her  unexpected  praise  as  I  went  to  Noah’s  side.    Weak,  he threw his arm around me to steady himself.

He  frowned  and  took  a  deep  breath.    “You’re  going  to  need  help, Celeste.  The Wizards for a Better Tomorrow Coven, as they call themselves, have grown in size over the years.  After a recent purge of wanna be elitists, there  are  at  least  fifty  of  them  left.    You  should  know  that  Mrs.  Hazelton, after a dispute over her daughter not being allowed to join, left their coven. The Black Dog was wanted in another state for fraud, so he ran.  For a secret organization  of  dark  wizards,  they  aren’t  very  loyal  to  each  other,  or  very trustworthy.”

Worried  about  the  number  of  dark  wizards  who  might  come  after  us,  I looked to Bryce.  “Do you think we can fight that many wizards?”

Bryce  smiled.    “You  underestimate  yourself  and  the  Tavishes  if  you believe a few dark wizards will stop them from claiming victory.  Harriet and Caroline  alone  have  been  aching  to  duel  someone  after  dealing  with  their mother  for  the  past  few  days.    I  wouldn’t  want  to  get  in  their  way.”    He winked at me.  “Let’s finish this.”

Seeing Benjamin nod his approval, I smiled.  “We need a plan.”




Chapter 14

Noah’s  cat  form  ran  into  the  garden  and  hid  under  the  bushes  near  the fountain.  He meowed at me and crouched down to hide.

I walked into the backyard and nodded to everyone who was in on our plan.  Our trap had been set.

Noah had run off to call Westerbrook from an empty house he used as his home base when he couldn’t get back into town.  He informed Cornish of a  conversation  he’d  overheard  between  Bryce  and  my  mother.    Bryce  had told  my  mother  that  he  wanted  to  speak  to  her  about  something  very important  before  the  wedding.    He  wanted  to  clear  the  air  about  what happened years ago.

Noah agreed that the information would drive Cornish and Westerbrook nuts, forcing them to either enact their plans to kidnap Augusta and Dori or force  them  to  come  to  the  house  to  confront  Bryce  personally.    We  all believed it was to our advantage if we brought the fight here.

I  had  volunteered  to  protect  Augusta  and  Dori  as  they  continued  to prepare for the wedding, while Bryce, Harriet, Rolf, Helena and my parents worked with Tallersall and my grandmother to protect the house and grounds, should an army of dark wizards crash the wedding.  Benjamin was assigned to keep watch over the property from the garden and protect Noah.

After I told Carson the plan and explained everything that had happened, he agreed to be my assistant.  I needed another set of eyes watching my back as I worked.

“How are you supposed to conjure in that dress, should the need arise?” Carson’s eyes slowly trailed down my body once I was pinned into the dress that constricted my breathing to the point where a deep breath would collapse my lung.

“I  shouldn’t  have  eaten  that  steak.    Maybe  I  should  wear  some  shorts under the dress, just in case.”  I turned sideways in the mirror to make sure the  dress  was  holding  firm.    Carson  had  actually  performed  the  spell  his mother used to keep her dress from popping, but it made me feel like I was held in by iron bars.  “If I have to tear off the dress to conjure, I will.”

Carson’s  face  turned  bright  red  as  his  lips  curled  into  a  grin.    His  eyes glazed  over  as  if  he  was  imagining  a  scenario  where  I  had  to  tear  off  the dress.

I rolled my eyes.  “If you want to see me naked that badly just ask.”  I was only half kidding, but I was curious to see his reaction.

Flustered, he tried to form some kind of sentence until he finally threw his hands up in defeat and walked out of my room.

“Okay then.  I just broke Carson.”  I shook my head and walked into the hallway to find Augusta talking to Gavin.

Gavin clapped excitedly when he saw me and leaned in to speak softly. “Thank  you  for  helping,  Augusta  and  me.    You  must  think  I’m  crazy.    Just know  that  I  adore  Augusta  and  I  want  to  see  her  happy.    As  long  as  my parents don’t write me out of the will, Augusta, my boyfriend Todd and I will be  able  to  move  away  from  here  and  live  our  own  lives  without  anyone giving us a hard time.”

I threw my arms around Gavin and hugged him, which surprised him.  “I hope you guys find happiness together.  I’m not one to judge, so don’t worry about what I think.  Do what makes you happy.”

Gavin  flashed  a  huge  smile.    “Thanks,  Celeste.    I  wish  you  luck  with Benjamin.    He  seems  like  a  really  nice  guy.    He’s  so  much  better  than whoever broke your heart.”

“About  that,  things  are  complicated,  but  we  got  back  together. Benjamin  is  perfectly  fine  with  the  whole  thing,  as  is  Carson.”    I  waited  to see his reaction to me having three boyfriends.

He put his hand on his hip and looked me up and down.  “Girlfriend has game.  Who knew?  You do you, Celeste.  I’ll root for you no matter what.”

I was grateful for his approval, but concerned about Augusta’s reaction.

When she didn’t say anything, I glanced at her.  “No come backs?  No snide remarks?”

She frowned and shrugged.  “I can’t get a guy to commit to me and you have three at age sixteen.  I’m really doing something wrong.”

I  tugged  on  one  of  her  long  curls.    “I  think  your  future  is  about  to change.  Let’s just say that I got you an amazing wedding present, if things turn out the way I hope they do.”

Before  she  could  respond,  I  headed  into  the  spare  room  to  check  on Dori.

Opening the door, I saw purple smoke crawling along the floor.  Dori’s back was to it, so she hadn’t seen it yet.  I heard Augusta walk in behind me. “Auggie,  you  and  Dori  are  in  trouble.    Stay  in  the  hallway  and  call  for Carson.  No matter what, DO NOT COME INTO THIS ROOM!”  I slammed the door shut and locked it.  Turning to Dori, I watched her swing around to question me, but she screamed when she saw the smoke.  “Jump on the bed! Get off the floor.”

Though it was hard to move in our dresses, we both got ourselves onto the bed before the smoke was able to touch us.

“I don’t have my wand.”  She looked around the room for a spare wand.

“It’s  okay;  I  can  contain  the  spell  long  enough  for  you  to  get  to  the door.”  This time, I didn’t have to break the curse; I just had to contain it.

Using the containment spell I had taught to Benjamin last year, I quickly worked  to  gather  the  smoke,  which  hadn’t  completely  filled  the  floor  yet. Picturing a steal box in my head, I modified the box spell Anika had used to trap the curse and worked to keep every bit of the smoke from escaping.

“On your left, there’s some over there.”  Dori pointed towards the closet.

“I see it.  You can’t run from me, you sneaky little thing.”  I captured the smoke and squeezed my hands to compress it and drag it towards the box.

The  smoke  quickly  took  the  shape  of  sharp  teeth  and  snapped  at  me. “It’s  fighting  me.”    Thinking  back  on  how  I  had  defeated  the  cursed  doll,  I started singing “If Your Happy and You Know It.”

“What  are  you  doing?”    Dori,  panicking,  looked  at  me  as  if  I  was  a lunatic.

“Positive  emotions  only,  Dori.    I’m  a  conjurer  fighting  dark  energy.    I need happy thoughts.  Now clap damn it!”  My arms shook from the strain of holding the equivalent of a raging bear shifter.

She  quickly  nodded  and  joined  me  in  singing  as  loudly  as  she  could, clapping for me since my hands were full.

By  the  second  round  of  singing,  the  curse  weakened  enough  for  me  to shove it into the box, but it fought me as I tried to close the lid.

“The  Muppet  Theme!    Sing  the  Muppet  Theme  song.    We  loved watching reruns together!”  Dori immediately made the bump bump rhythm as I joined in.  By the end of the song, the curse withered and I was able to close the lid, containing it.

She threw her arms around me and we almost fell off the bed.  “Thank you!”

“Save the hugs for later, Dori.  You and Augusta are in trouble.  In short, some of the coven members want you dead so your father doesn’t expose the truth about them.  I’d hoped that they would face us like men and not attack us from a distance like cowards.  I really hate these people.”  Jumping off the bed, Dori took a second to process what I was saying.  She was about to ask a million questions, but I put my hand up.  “Later.  We need to go.”

I  grabbed  her  hand  and  unlocked  the  door.    Augusta  was  pacing  in  the hallway with Carson and Gavin.  Kari, Kelly and Kris were quietly huddled around Augusta, waiting to see what would happen.

“Carson told us what’s going on.  Are you okay?”  Augusta and Gavin held up their wands to show that they were ready for whatever came at us. Augusta  handed  Dori  her  wand,  though  Dori  looked  at  it  as  if  she  didn’t know what to do with it.

“I  can’t  contain  a  curse,  Celeste.    I  won’t  be  of  much  help.”    Dori shrugged helplessly at me.  Tears pooled in her eyes as her lip trembled.

I  stepped  towards  her  and  put  my  hands  on  her  shoulders.    “Do  you remember that spell you used on the boy who threw mud on you in the fifth grade?”

She slowly nodded.  “I remember how to summon bees, but they won’t sting anyone.”

I  grinned.    “No  one  has  to  know  that.    Just  keep  your  wand  in  a  safe place until you need it.”  A huge swarm of bees would be enough to distract anyone long enough for me to launch an attack.

Understanding my meaning, she quickly nodded.

Carson  looked  to  me.    “Do  we  stay  in  the  house  or  fight  out  in  the open?  Clearly the protection spells inside the house have been disabled.”

I debated the issue for a second.  “Let’s hit them head on.  I’m tired of fighting shadows.”

“Got it.”  He nodded and held his wand at the ready.

“Everyone do exactly as I say.  If I start instructing you on how to cast a spell,  don’t  question  me.    Gavin,  how  are  you  at  defensive  spells?”    I  ran through a list of easy but effective casting spells I had memorized.

He raised his eyebrow and smirked.  “I’ve been bullied my entire life. What do you think?”

“Me  too.    Let’s  go  kick  some  ass.”    I  headed  down  the  stairs  to  find Cousin Tommy battling a python made of purple smoke.  Great Aunt Paulina couldn’t actually see the snake clearly because of her cataracts, so she yelled protection spells to Tommy.

“Everyone,  wands  at  the  ready.    Follow  my  hand  motions  and  repeat after me.”  I shouted my counter curse and quickly showed the rest of them how to trap the smoke with their wands.

Remarkably, after a few tries, everyone had the spell down and worked in unison to trap the smoky snake.  I formed the box and instructed them to push  the  curse  inside  of  it.    With  everyone  casting  together,  we  made  short work of the snake.

“Good job, Tommy!”  Aunt Paulina, focused only on the snake, turned to see all of us standing behind Tommy.  “Did you see what he did?”

Tommy  laughed  and  leaned  over  to  turn  up  her  hearing  aid.    “Thanks Aunt Paulina, but I had a little help.”

She slowly comprehended what had happened and clapped.  “Excellent job everyone.”

Taking  as  deep  a  breath  as  I  could,  I  swiped  my  arm  across  my forehead.  “At this rate I’m going to sweat off enough weight to fit into this dress.”

“Your  hair  is  still  amazing,  Celeste.    What  did  you  put  in  it?”    Kari, impressed by my hairdressing skills, gave me a thumbs up.

“An entire can of hairspray.  A typhoon couldn’t make it move.  Now, let’s get to the backyard.  If we’re having trouble in here, I can only imagine what’s going on outside.”  I reached out to take Carson’s hand.

He  winked  at  me  and  kissed  my  cheek.    “You’ve  got  this,  doll  face. We’re with you.”

I giggled at his silly name for me and took a second to catch my breath before we headed into the backyard.

Staring  out  the  backdoor,  I  wasn’t  sure  what  I  was  seeing  at  first.    At least twenty witches and wizards were actively dueling my family throughout the backyard.

I had never seen anything like it in all my life.  Spell after spell was cast in every direction.  I could only compare it to the scene in the 2 nd Star Wars movie  where  all  the  clones  were  shooting  at  the  Jedi  as  they  deflected  the laser blasts.

“Where do we start?”  Carson whistled as he looked across the yard in disbelief.

Glancing  around,  I  found  my  target.    “Westerbrook.    That’s  where  we start.”  I growled when I saw the man who haunted my nightmares.

“What  about  Cornish?”    Carson  scanned  the  battlefield  for  Noah’s former master.

“If I don’t take out Westerbrook now, he’ll disappear again.  I can’t lose him.  Take everyone to the garden and tell Benjamin what’s happening.  He can  set  up  a  protection  circle  to  keep  everyone  safe  for  a  while.    No  matter what happens, don’t leave the protection circle.  Got it?”  I went to my tiptoes and kissed him before he could talk me out of what I was about to do.

Heading into the backyard, I took in the bizarre sight of my mother and father dueling four different casters who I’d seen at various coven meetings. One of them was Prudence Holland, the head of YWWA, the Young Witches and  Wizards  Association,  who  hosted  all  my  pageants  and  the  seasonal festivals.  My mother hit her with a wind spell that knocked her right on her ass.

“So help me Prudence, I will punch you in the face for every time that you voted against one of my committee suggestions.  Had I known you were a  dark  wizard,  I  would  have  told  you  to  your  face  how  much  I  loathe  your blueberry  muffins.”    My  mother  hit  Prudence  with  a  boundary  spell  so  that she couldn’t run away.  I was stunned when she ran up and punched Prudence right  in  the  jaw.    She  deserved  it  after  forcing  everyone  to  eat  her  terrible muffins at all the meetings.

Hearing  a  strange  sound  to  my  right,  I  saw  Rolf  battling  two  younger wizards  who  attended  the  local  caster  academy.    Rolf  tangled  them  up  with the ivy vines that grew along the far fence and trapped them before turning to block  spell  after  spell  cast  by  a  woman  who  ran  the  coven  welcome committee.  It was weird seeing the usually cheery Miss Bolyer attacking my uncle with a tornado spell.

Rolf hit her with a soundwave spell that rocked a person’s senses badly enough that they were stunned momentarily.  He used a disarming spell and stole her wand.

Running  through  the  wedding  tent,  I  passed  Grandmother  Tavish  and Lady  Tallersall  laughing  like  teenagers  as  they  created  lightning  sand  pits around three different men from local businesses in town, including the man who ran the candy store.  The men were sucked down into the quick moving sand  and  were  trapped  there.    Grandmother  used  some  kind  of  spell  that repeatedly  hit  her  opponent  with  a  basketball  in  the  face  until  they  were knocked out.  She had already summoned her gnome army to bite the legs of two women who ran the raffles for the coven events.

Tallersall  was  smiling  wider  than  I’d  ever  seen  her  smile.    She  looked carefree as she blocked all kinds of spells.  I couldn’t help but stop to watch her levitate in the air and breathe fire at one of the jerks who worked on the YWWA pageant committee who always leered at the female contestants.

Passing  through  the  tent,  I  saw  Cousin  Michael  battling  two  different wolf  familiars  and  a  brown  bear  familiar  with  the  help  of  Valya,  who  had shifted  into  her  polar  bear  form.    She  hit  the  bear  shifter  with  a  mean  right paw.

Running  through  all  the  mayhem,  I  finally  reached  Westerbrook,  who was standing in the far back yard, admiring the scene.

“I had hoped you’d been hit by a bus in another state, Westerbrook, but here you are.  You should have run away.”  I raised my hands and crouched into a battle stance, preparing myself for some kind of dirty trick.

Westerbrook smiled broadly and pulled out his pocket square to dust off his dark blue pinstriped suit.  “Oh, Celeste.  How I’ve missed our little chats. Actually, I haven’t really missed you since I never went anywhere.  It’s been a pleasure seeing you grow up so much in the past few months.  Admittedly, I did  feel  a  little  sad  when  Noah  crushed  your  heart  into  a  million  pieces.    I experienced  a  tiny  bit  of  sympathy  until  I  remembered  that  you  had  a  few spare boyfriends, so it didn’t matter if you lost one.”

He  was  trying  to  get  a  rise  out  of  me  to  throw  me  off  balance,  but  I wasn’t going to fall for it.

“Do  you  have  to  wear  Cornish’s  underwear  when  you  pretend  to  be him?    What’s  it  like  wearing  old  man  cologne?”    I  winked  at  him  as  I assessed his casual stance.  Though his wand was in his hand, his arms and fingers were relaxed.  He was practically begging me to use a disarming spell on  him,  which  meant  he  was  ready  for  me  to  use  a  simple  spell  to  start  the duel.

“What’s it like lying to two men by telling them that you have feelings for both of them?  You can only really love one of them.  What do you think the other will do once he figures out you’re just leading him on?  Will he feel the  same  way  you  felt  when  Noah  told  you  that  he  had  lied  about  loving you?    I’ll  bet  he’ll  cry  the  same  way  you  did.”    Westerbrook’s  sharp  eyes watched my body for any signs of movement.

We  were  at  a  standoff,  waiting  for  the  other  to  make  the  first  move.    I had plenty of opening moves, but I was more concerned about Westerbrook’s follow up move.  He had more dueling experience than I did, so he had the advantage.  He also had the luxury of knowing some of my best spells.  If he were smart, he would have prepared for this moment.

“So, are you expecting the rest of your mob to finish off my family and join  you  in  fighting  me?    I  assume  that’s  why  we’re  still  standing  here  like lawn  statues.    How  many  dark  wizards  does  it  take  to  fight  a  sixteen  year old?”  If he wanted to taunt me, I could do the same.  He looked like more of a fool to his dark wizard pals for being afraid of a kid.

He chuckled.  “Maybe.  Maybe not.”

Looking  at  his  calm  demeanor,  it  felt  like  something  was  off.    He  had admitted  to  feeling  sad  when  Noah  broke  up  with  me  and  baited  me  with breaking Benjamin or Carson’s heart.  Where was the snark?  Where was the sass?  I doubted that Westerbrook had softened while in semi-exile.

I stared into his eyes and froze.  There was no emotion in his eyes.  He wasn’t gloating or self-righteous.

Smiling,  I  slowly  lowered  my  arms,  making  him  twitch.    “You  know what?  I’ve decided that you’re not worth it.  I really don’t have the time to waste  on  you.    Besides,  I  don’t  want  to  ruin  this  lovely  sequined  dress  that cost  $50.00  on  clearance.    You  just  can’t  find  vintage  sequins  like  this anymore.  Plus, I don’t want to redo my hair and makeup since I’m short on time  before  the  ceremony.    If  it’s  all  the  same  to  you,  I’m  going  to  head inside to get some coffee.  Want some?”  I pointed back at the house.

He  chuckled  and  stretched  his  shoulders.    “I  appreciate  your  humor, Celeste.  It’s a shame that we have to end this thing we have between us.  I do have  important  business  to  deal  with  and  I  can’t  have  Bryce  or  anyone  else blathering to the rest of the coven about what’s going on.”

He raised his wand and opened his mouth but I held my hand up as if I was in class asking a question.  “How will you explain the death of my entire family?  I mean you had a whole story concocted about how you were going to  drown  me  in  the  springs,  then  you  wanted  to  drown  me  with  water  from the air, and you finally decided on dropping the temperature until I froze to death.  It’s not winter anymore.  It’s spring.  What excuse will you use now? Death by butterflies?”

I watched him take a quick glance around the yard as he calculated the collateral damage.  The deaths of two or three teens would be easy to explain, but an entire family dying would take a whole lot of lying.

He  shrugged.    “What?    You  attacked  us.”    He  whipped  his  wand  and cast  a  spell  that  would  have  thrown  me  across  the  lawn,  but  I  threw  up  a barrier spell to block his.  Using a cutting spell, I tore two slits down the front of my dress so that my legs were free to move.

Westerbrook cast spell after spell at my barrier while I blew him a kiss. “Keep trying.  Maybe you’ll hit me.”

I spun around and quickly looked across the entire lawn as Westerbrook hit my barrier so hard that it shook.  Finding what I expected to see, I turned back and dropped my barrier.

Scattering  the  wall  of  water  sent  to  crush  me;  I  dropped  to  my  knees, dug  my  fingers  into  the  ground  and  twisted  the  dirt  with  my  fingers. “Capcana  în  interiorul  solului!”    The  dirt  parted  underneath  Westerbrook’s feet and he fell into the hole I created.  “Strânge!”  Clawing at the air, I used my binding spell to contain him.

He stared up at me with a small smile.  “Congratulations, Celeste.”

“Afla!”  My reveal spell broke the illusion surrounding the dark wizard in  front  of  me.    “Hello,  Lord  Cornish.    For  the  record,  you  make  a  terrible Westerbrook.    If  you  are  going  to  impersonate  someone,  at  least  know  how he planned to kill his enemy.  He wanted to drown me with water from the air.  That was the correct answer.  Plus, you really don’t have his charm.”

He laughed.  “It was good enough to delay you.”

I  shook  my  head.    “No,  it  wasn’t.    I  assume  Westerbrook  has  linked himself to Noah or to someone I care about so that I can’t hurt him, just as I did to him.  He has a certain flair for the dramatic that you are also missing. Thankfully, that’s something Westerbrook and I have in common.”

Cornish  frowned,  not  understanding  my  meaning.    “I  don’t  know  what you think you’re doing, but you won’t win.”

I crossed my arms and blew a thin strand of hair out of my face.  “Yeah, I  will.    Want  to  know  why?    Because  I’m  not  alone.    No  matter  how  many times you tried to make me feel like I was fighting this war against you and Westerbrook by myself, just wasn’t true.  Look around.  You pissed off the wrong family, Cornish.”  I raised my arms over my face and slowly made a clawing  motion  over  my  eyes.    “Dormi!    You  once  told  me  to  visit  you  so that you could tell me long-winded stories to help me sleep.  Now, I’ll offer you the same courtesy, minus the long winded stories.”

Seeing  the  fear  in  his  eyes,  he  struggled  to  free  his  arms  from  the ground, but his eyelids grew heavier and heavier until they closed.  His head flopped forward and his gray hair fell across this forehead.

With Cornish sleeping, I turned to face the real Westerbrook.




Chapter 15

Making my way back through the battlefield, I threw up a blocking spell to  keep  a  few  stray  gnomes  from  grabbing  my  dress.    I  proceeded  to accidentally/on  purpose  kick  my  sixth  grade  teacher  in  her  side  as  she scrambled to reach her fallen wand that Aunt Helena had knocked from her hand.  “You know what that was for, Mrs. Gribble.”

I ran back through the tent and rounded the house to reach the side yard where Carson and Benjamin were in a standoff against Lord Westerbrook.

Noah, in human form, was standing in front of Auggie and Dori, while Garret attempted to maintain a protection barrier around the four of them.

“Will  the  real  Westerbrook  please  stand  up?”    I  crossed  my  arms  as  I took in his ripped jeans and button-down gray flannel shirt.  I wasn’t sure if his fortune was gone since he was a fugitive or if this was his poor attempt at blending in.

“There  you  are,  Celeste.    I  was  wondering  how  long  it  would  take  for you  to  figure  out  that  Uncle  Cornish  could  look  like  me  too.    It’s  easier  to pull off the illusion if you have similar genetic markers.  Anyway, how was school?  I heard you almost burned it down.”

“The  90’s  called,  they  want  their  grunge  clothes  back.”    I  glanced  at Carson and Benjamin, who were sweating in their pressed suits.

Westerbrook  laughed.    “The  Supremes  called,  they  need  their  sequin dresses for their tour.”

I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I think I can make this look work for me. Besides, I’m bound to win best dressed for this duel.”

He  gave  me  a  slow  head  nod.    “I’ll  accept  that.    Now,  where  is  Uncle Cornish?  It’s almost dinnertime and he gets cranky when he doesn’t eat on time.  I’m thinking that I can crush your hopes and dreams and still make it to the early bird special at the diner two towns over, you know the one with the sundaes with the funny names.”

“Dead.”    I  spoke  matter-of-factly  and  looked  him  right  in  the  eye.    “I crushed him with a gravity spell.”

He dropped his arms, ignoring Carson and Benjamin, who were looking at me as if I should get out of the way so they could vanquish the bad guy. “You’re lying.  I know you had a rough time at school, but you haven’t gone dark side, not yet anyway.”

I shrugged indifferently.  “He was disposable.  You’re the brains behind the group.  You always have been.”

His dark eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out if I was lying.  “True, but  he  is,  or  was,  family.    Sadly,  you  have  no  leverage  against  me  now,  so either you’re not as bright as you look or you’re up to something.”

I held my hands up.  “I’m tired of being made fun of by my classmates, and criticized by my family.  No matter what I do, no matter how powerful I am, there are still people who try to take advantage of me or want to hurt me. I’m tired of being the underdog.  I want to be the one on top for once.”

Westerbrook appeared interested in my decree.  He pursed his lips and tapped  his  chin  with  his  pointer  finger.    “If  you’re  telling  the  truth,  I  could help you.  I could show you how to get everything you’ve ever wanted.”

“Celeste, no!”  Dori’s eyes went wide.  “You don’t mean that.”

I looked to her and bit my lip.  “I’ll never be good enough for anyone in this family.  I’ll never be good enough at school.  I’m tired of being runner up.    The  only  person  who  ever  believed  in  me  was  a  dark  wizard  who expected me to clean his house and cook for him.  I don’t want to be afraid anymore.  I want to be the one everyone else fears.”

Westerbrook’s  eyes  lit  up.    “I  can  help  you,  Celeste.    I  can  take  your gifts to the next level.”

Carson  glanced  at  me  from  the  corner  of  his  eye.    “Don’t  do  this, Celeste.  You’re better than this.”

Shaking  his  head,  Benjamin  dropped  his  defensive  stance  to  face  me. “This isn’t what you want. I  know  that  people  can  be  terrible,  but  this  isn’t the  right  way  to  deal  with  it.    I  know  you,  Celeste.    You  don’t  want  what Westerbrook is offering.”

I  glanced  at  Benjamin  and  Carson.    “You’re  wrong.    Neither  of  you know  what  I  went  through  at  school.    I  can’t  explain  how  terrible  it  felt  to almost lose everything I worked for.  Something is broken inside of me and there is only one way to feel whole again.”  I turned to Westerbrook.  “You once  told  me  I  was  exactly  the  kind  of  person  you  wanted  for  your  coven. Tell me why I should join you.  Give me your best sales pitch.”

He  wet  his  lips  excitedly  and  pointed  to  the  yard.    “Aside  from  an excellent dental plan, we have enough members to remake Silver Springs into what it was meant to be.  It will be the epicenter of power and wealth.  Once we crush our enemies, they will fear and respect us.  Why do you think we came  here?    Defeating  the  Tavishes  and  Dregers  will  signal  the  start  of  our war against those unfit to cast or conjure magic.  We will rise above the fallen and take our rightful place!”  His voice rose higher and higher as he pictured his glorious new world order.

While he rambled, I winked at Dori, who quickly pulled her wand out of the cleavage of her dress.  “Invocați albinele!”

Gavin dropped his protect spell to allow Dori’s spell to work.

Mid-soliloquy, Westerbrook froze when a few bees gathered in front of his face.  He stopped rambling and gasped.  “I’m allergic to bees."  The fear in his voice almost made me laugh.

When  more  bees  quickly  rose  from  the  flowers  of  the  blossoming magically  enchanted  garden,  they  immediately  flew  to  Westerbrook  and covered every inch of his body.

“I  know  you  have  Noah  under  a  mimic  spell.    Release  him  or  I  watch both of you get stung.”  I crossed my arms and glared at him.

Desperately trying not to move to avoid being stung, only the side of his mouth opened to speak.  “You’re bluffing.”

Noah  chuckled  darkly.    “I  broke  the  girl’s  heart.    I  don’t  think  she’s bluffing.”

“Noah  might  be  in  pain  for  a  while,  but  he  won’t  suffer  the  allergic reaction  from  the  bee  stings  as  you  will.    Nor,  will  he  go  into  anaphylactic shock.  The mimic spell I used only transfers pain, not mortal injury.  I didn’t like you enough to bind myself to you that fully.”  I stared at Westerbrook as he debated his fate.

He blew away one of the bees and mumbled his agreement to my terms.

I nodded to Dori, who waved her wand and broke the spell, sending the bees back into the flowers.

Westerbrook  immediately  jumped  around  and  brushed  himself  off  to make  sure  he  was  free  from  the  bees.    Once  he  was  satisfied  that  the  bees were  gone,  he  blew  a  raspberry  at  me.    “As  much  as  I  wanted  you  on  my team,  we  would  have  never  worked  well  together.    We  would  have  butted heads constantly.  We’re too much alike.”  He made an X motion in the air and broke the mimic spell.

The second the spell was down, I threw my arms out and nailed him in the  chest  with  the  same  spell  Cornish  tried  to  use  to  throw  me  across  the yard.  Westerbrook flew through the air as Benjamin and Carson performed an illegal Pike move that slammed an opponent into the ground hard enough that they made an impression in the dirt.

Pinching  my  thumb  against  my  flattened  fingers,  I  pulled  them  across my mouth.  “Tăcere!”  Silencing him, he wasn’t able to cast a spell, even if his head wasn’t swimming from the impact.  I held out my hand, ripped his wand free from his loose grip and called it to me.

Throwing a binding spell at him, I stood over him and watched his eyes rolling  around  his  head.    “We  are  nothing  alike.    Instead  of  joining  your coven,  I’m  going  to  make  sure  that  every  single  one  of  them  is  rounded  up and sent to prison.  That’s what heroes do.”

I turned around to find my entire family walking towards me, along with the  captured  dark  wizards,  including  Cornish,  who  Uncle  Bryce accidentally/on purpose dropped on his face.

“Are you okay, Celeste?”  My mother ran to my side and looked past me to make sure Westerbrook wasn’t able to move.

“I’m  good.    How  about  the  rest  of  you?”    I  looked  past  her  to  see everyone nodding and holding up wands in victory.

“Just  like  the  good  old  days.    Now,  where’s  my  pudding,  Caroline?” Grandmother Tavish put her hand on her hip as she pointed her wand at my mother.

Exasperated, my mother threw up her hands.  “Really, Mother?  We are exhausted  from  defending  ourselves  against  dark  wizards  and  all  you  can think about is your pudding?”

Grandmother  nodded.    “Yes.    Oh,  and  get  Tallulah  some  too.    She earned it today.”

I burst out laughing, as did the rest of the family.

“Pudding all around!”  I cheered at the thought of reward pudding.

My mother threw her hands up.  “Yay for pudding!”




Chapter 16

Lady Tallersall, armed with the truth and the list of dark wizards Noah had  secretly  kept  over  the  years,  called  a  surprise  meeting  of  the  Casters  of Silver  Springs.  Once  everyone  was  gathered,  the  Ethical  Magic  Protection Agency locked down the room, along with the help of my parents, aunts and uncles.

I stood against the wall with Carson and watched the crowd to see who was twitching in their seats.

“We have dark wizards hiding within our coven and it’s time we named names,  isn’t  that  right  Havershaw?”    Tallersall  glared  at  Emma  Havershaw, who was Ainsworth’s assistant.

Jumping out of her seat, Mrs. Havershaw pointed her wand at everyone in the room as if she was ready to fight.  “This is a mistake.  It’s nothing but lies.  I will not be called out by you, Tallulah.”

Jeremy  Wick,  who  worked  at  the  bakery,  stood  up.    “Let  her  speak, Emma.    I’ve  said  for  years  that  you’re  a  crooked  bitch,  so  I’m  interested  in listening to her.”

Tallersall waved her hand to calm Mrs. Havershaw.  “We have enough proof to put you away for a very long time, Emma.  Lord Cornish’s familiar has a keen memory and excellent penmanship.  Now, when I read your name, you will go quietly, or I will give Lady Tavish her wand back.  I’d love to see someone attempt to go through her to escape from the room, especially once I tell her that you’re trying to put her down for a nap.”

Grandmother  Tavish  unbuttoned  the  cuffs  of  her  blue  flowered  blouse and  rolled  them  up.    She  held  out  her  hand  as  if  she  were  waiting  for  her wand.  She stared down Mrs. Havershaw as if she was ready to call for her gnome army.

Mrs. Havershaw eyed my grandmother.  After a second, she lowered her wand and dropped back into the seat.

A murmur spread through the room when everyone realized that the frail old  lady  at  the  front  of  the  room  was  none  other  than  the  coven’s  former Keeper of Spells.  No one appeared eager to fight her.

“Smart woman.  Now, you will all have your say down at the protection agency, but I assure you that I will not be lied to this time.”

She motioned for the officers to step forward and arrest the accused.  I noted a few people who looked like they were ready for a fight, regardless of Tallersall’s warning.

Grandmother  smiled.    “I’m  sure  most  of  you  remember  the  spell  that turns a person’s pants into spiders.  Everyone used that spell in their youth. Well, I know the spell that turns your pants into snakes.  Consider that as you leave this room.”

I took notice of the expressions on the faces of the accused witches and wizards.    Some  were  afraid  of  what  would  happen  to  them,  though  a  few looked  like  they  were  ready  to  burst  out  into  laughter.    Their  smug  faces implied that they were happy that the coven had been torn apart.

I wondered if what remained of the coven could be salvaged after years of blackmail and deceit.

Staring  cautiously  at  my  grandmother,  the  guilty  witches  and  wizards named surrendered themselves willingly.

Once  the  accused  had  left  the  room,  Tallersall  held  out  her  hand  and nodded to Uncle Bryce.  “Most of you will remember Bryce Deighton, who was almost our next High Priest.  You need to listen to what he has to say.”

Uncle  Bryce  looked  nervous  as  he  wiped  his  hands  on  his  pants  and stepped  in  front  of  the  microphone.    He  took  a  breath  and  proceeded  to  tell his  side  of  the  story  to  the  entire  auditorium.    His  story  brought  tears  to Augusta and Dori’s eyes as they stood next to me.  There were others in the coven who also shed a tear for the things he and his family had been through.

Once he had exposed the reasons for his departure of the coven, he took a breath.  “I always worked hard for this coven and I was proud to be a part of it.  This coven was once a beacon of light and a shining example for all the magical  communities  to  look  to  for  guidance  and  support.    I  know  with  the right leadership and the right attitude, this coven will find its way back to its roots and mend itself.”

Surprisingly, Lord Ainsworth stood up in the front row and extended his hand to Bryce.  “For years I felt trapped, unable to express my own thoughts or opinions.  I was forced to take this position once you were removed from the coven.  Westerbrook and Cornish threatened my wife and children too, so I fully understand what you have been through.”  He turned to look out to the rest of the coven.  “Effective immediately, I resign as your High Priest.  I can no longer be a part of a coven that is being torn apart from the inside.  I will happily cooperate with the authorities.”

Another  round  of  whispers  and  murmurs  rolled  through  the  crowd. People slowly started to process the shock of learning that dark wizards had infiltrated  their  coven  as  they  listened  to  the  leaders  they  trusted  admitting that they had been played for fools.

One  of  my  neighbors  stood  up  and  looked  around.    “Who  will  lead  us now that the Coven Heads are gone?”

Tallersall put on an optimistic smile and looked to the crowd.  “It’s up to us to mold this coven into what we want it to be, not what the power hungry wanted.  We will hold elections to fill the open positions, though I personally would like to right a serious wrong and nominate Bryce Deighton to fill the position  of  High  Priest.    He  has  the  knowledge,  the  integrity  and  the endurance to lead with honor and grace.”

My family and a few members who knew Bryce clapped for him, as did a few hopeful people.

Bryce gave everyone a small wave.  “I would like to take the time to get to know each and every one of you before you make your decision about me. I want to get reacquainted with Silver Springs and all the witches and wizards in  the  community,  both  casters  and  conjurers  alike.    Together,  I  believe  we can all move past these troubled times and come out stronger in the end.”

Smiling,  I  liked  what  Bryce  had  said  about  moving  forward  together. Maybe, if he led the coven and opened its doors to conjurers, I might finally find a coven where I belonged.

 

≈

 

Back  at  the  house,  everyone  was  retelling  their  battle  stories  and enjoying  their  victory.    The  champagne  was  poured  a  little  earlier  than expected, but no one seemed to care.

As the guests arrived for the wedding, they were confused by the ripped reception  tent,  the  overturned  tables  and  the  bridesmaids  who  looked  like they had been mud wrestling.

Augusta greeted everyone and invited them to have some champagne as we tried to get the wedding back on track.

Once  everyone  was  seated  at  the  repaired  tables,  Augusta  and  Gavin walked up to the front of the tent.

“I  want  to  thank  everyone  for  joining  Gavin  and  me  here  tonight.    I know  this  isn’t  what  anyone  expected,  but  we  did  fight  a  battle  here  and won.”  A cheer went up from my family, who clanked their glasses together. Augusta  laughed  and  clapped.    “Anyway,  Gavin  and  I  have  something  to say.    We  will  not  be  getting  married  today.    This  may  come  as  a  shock  to some of you, but we feel that it’s the right thing to do.  For years, we both felt like  something  was  holding  us  back  from  being  ourselves.    Personally,  I found  out  that  my  father  wasn’t  who  I  thought  he  was.    I  learned  about  the sacrifices that he made to keep my sister and me safe.  I am grateful to him for everything he has done for us.  With his name cleared, we, as a family can finally get out from under the shadows that held us back.  More importantly, Gavin and I learned the importance of family and fighting for what we want. Tonight,  he  fought  side  by  side  with  his  family  to  defeat  dark  wizards.    He was  finally  able  to  tell  them  the  truth.    Gavin  is  gay  and  in  love  with  an amazing  guy,  and  I  love  and  support  them  both.    So,  with  a  bright  future ahead of us both, we will walk away from here as friends.”

Gavin smiled and kissed Augusta’s cheek as Todd ran out of the crowd to kiss Gavin.

There were some surprised guests, but overall, we clapped and cheered for both Augusta and Gavin.

“Heck of a speech, huh?”  Dori bumped my arm and handed me another glass of soda.

“I  liked  it.    It  got  straight  to  the  point.    Plus,  it  gives  us  permission  to ditch these dresses and dig into the cake.”  I nodded and pointing to my dirt-smeared dress.  “I am happy for them though.”

Dori sighed.  “Yeah, I hope if my gay fake boyfriend ever proposes to me, the ceremony ends just like this.”

Spitting out my soda, I laughed so hard the bubbles went up my nose.

She winked at me and patted my shoulder before eyeing a cute guy who had shown up to the wedding without a date.

“Go  talk  to  him.”    I  wiggled  my  eyebrows  and  gave  her  a  thumbs  up. She squeaked nervously and ran over to his table to introduce herself.

“Please  tell  me  that  I  get  to  dance  with  you  before  you  take  off  this horrendous dress.”  Carson leaned over my shoulder and kissed my cheek.

I spun around and threw my arms around his shoulders.  “You have five minutes.  Then I burn this dress.”

He laughed and gave me a sad nod.  “I suppose you should put it out of its misery, though I like the way it ripped.”

I  rolled  my  eyes  and  pulled  him  close.    Swaying  to  nothing  but  the laughter of my aunt as she retold her story about punching a dark wizard she knew from school, we sighed and held each other tightly.

“I’m  proud  of  you,  Celeste.    Westerbrook  was  an  idiot  to  believe  you would  ever  become  a  dark  wizard.”    He  rubbed  his  nose  against  mine  and gazed into my eyes.

Shrugging, I quickly pulled up my dress before my boobs squeezed out of it.  “He only heard what he wanted to.  I could tell from the flannel that he had gone a little mad while in hiding.  His ego was too big to pretend to be Cornish  without  the  opportunity  to  be  himself  out  in  public.    He  really believed that the town was his for the taking.  I took a chance by pretending to join him.  I wasn’t sure if I could lie well enough to fool him.”

He twirled me and dipped me, making me giggle.

“I don’t know.  For a second, I was actually worried that you’d hit your head.    You  seemed  pretty  serious  about  giving  up  on  everything  and embracing the power of being a dark wizard.”  He pouted to show me that he had been concerned for me.

Leaning my head against his chest, I let out a breath.  “I just let my pain and  anger  rise  to  the  surface.    The  curse  Westerbrook  set  for  me  was supposed  to  make  me  feel  alone  so  that  I  would  give  up.    I  just  let  him believe that I had.”

“Well, I’m glad that you didn’t give up.”  He kissed the top of my head.

Looking up into his eyes, I bit my lip.  “I thought about you, Benjamin and Noah.  I knew I wasn’t alone.  I thought about how much I loved each of you and all the ways you make me happy.”

His  eyes  widened  and  his  smooth  lips  curled  into  a  smile.    “You  love me?”

Shyly smiling, I started to sweat.  “Yes, though you don’t have to say it back if you don’t feel the same way.”

Before the sentence was fully out of my mouth, he pulled me into a kiss that made my head spin.

Pulling  away  slightly,  he  ran  his  tongue  over  my  lower  lip.  Chills  ran through my body and I shivered.

“Of  course  I  feel  the  same  way  as  you,  you  silly,  insecure  girl.    You captured two dark wizards in a strapless bridesmaid dress.  I would be a fool not to love you.”  His warm smile made my stomach flip.

“Good.”  I kissed the tip of his nose as a blush spread across my entire face.

His eyes rose slightly to look at someone behind me.  “I think someone else wants to tell you how amazing you look in your torn dress.

Feeling warm hands on my shoulders, I smiled.  Noah.

Carson blew me a kiss and headed over to the cake table.

“Can  I  tell  you  that  this  dress  is  the  ugliest  thing  I’ve  ever  seen,  yet  I can’t  take  my  eyes  off  you?”    Noah  whispered  against  my  neck  and  lightly pressed his lips under my earlobe.

I sighed and leaned back against his chest.  For the first time in days, I felt like I could breathe again, despite my dress.  Running my thumb over the hole  in  my  pinky,  I  thought  about  what  the  mark  meant.    Noah  was  finally free to be with me without the influence of anyone else.

Turning,  I  threw  my  arms  around  him  and  pulled  him  into  a  kiss.    I caught him off guard, so he had to hold on to me.

He pulled me closer and leaned down to gaze into my eyes.  “I don’t like being  apart  from  you.    I  had  trouble  sleeping,  eating  and  thinking  complete thoughts knowing that you were mad at me.  Hearing you sleeping inside the tent last night brought me such joy and such pain at the same time.  I’m sorry that I had to leave the doll for you on the porch.  I just hope that you can find a way to forgive me for the terrible things they made me do.”

The  fear  and  concern  in  his  eyes  made  me  so  angry.    “I  would  never judge you for doing what you had to do to survive.”

Twirling a strand of my hair with his long fingers, he seemed to consider what I said.  “I want you to know all the terrible things I’ve done before you say that to me.”  He let go of my back and turned over my hand.  He lightly ran  his  finger  over  the  mark  he’d  given  with  me  and  sighed.    “I  shouldn’t have marked you until you knew the real me, Celeste.  I’m sorry.”

I pulled up his chin so that he would look me in the eyes.  “While my mother  wishes  you  had  waited  until  we  were  at  least  18,  I’m  not  sorry  that you did it.  It made me believe your actions and not your words that night in Cornish’s  office.    It  was  a  relief  to  know  that  we  were  truly  mates  and  that what I felt for you wasn’t a mistake.”

Taking his hand, I led him away from the party and towards the house. Carson  and  Benjamin  tilted  their  heads,  making  sure  that  I  was  okay.    I nodded to them, letting them know that I needed some time with Noah.

We  made  our  way  through  the  house  and  up  the  stairs.    Closing  my bedroom door behind me, I looked at him standing in his dark suit.  “This is where  you  told  me  your  secret.    I  didn’t  condemn  you  then  and  I  won’t condemn you now.”  I pointed to the bed, instructing him to sit.

Pulling my desk chair around, I sat on the edge of the chair, facing him. “I want to know everything about you, Noah.”

He closed his eyes and held out his shaky hands to hold mine.  “I don’t know if I can look at you, but I need to know that you’re here with me.”

“I’m here, Noah.”

“Okay.”  He let out a breath and paused.  “My name is Noah Price and my mother left my father when I was young because she didn’t like the kind of people my father worked for.  She wanted better for herself and me.  My father didn’t like that, so he pursued us for years.  In the end, he found us and I  lost  her  that  night.    I  don’t  cry  about  it  anymore  because  I  can’t.    I’m  too angry.”

I  rubbed  the  backs  of  his  hands.    “I’m  sorry  you  lost  her.”    I  thought about  his  mother’s  photo  that  he  kept  in  his  back  pocket.    I  had  always wondered what had happened to her.

He  squeezed  his  eyes  shut.    “My  father  sent  me  off  to  work  for  an associate who was all too happy to have a stupid kid under his control.  He was a cruel man who worked me day and night.  I collected money for him, ran errands and delivered bad news for him.  Needless to say, I got hurt a lot. One night, he lost a bet to a wizard who asked for only one thing to pay off the  debt  owed.    Me.    At  first,  I  was  so  happy  to  have  a  new  Master  that  I didn’t  question  why  someone  would  want  me.    Only  later  did  I  understand the  true  power  of  a  shifter  and  our  ability  to  be  unseen.    Lord  Cornish  and Westerbrook sank to every level possible and took me with him.  I set fires, explosives and curses in the middle of the night.  Worse still, I had to relay intimate secrets that tore families apart.  I hated every second of it, yet there was no escape, until you.”

His  eyes  shone  brightly  when  he  looked  up  at  me  with  unshed  tears  in his eyes.  I couldn’t help but smile at the way he looked at me as if I was his sanctuary.

“You saved me too, if you’ll remember.”  I ran my thumb over the cleft in his chin and I thought about the first time I saw his green eyes, in human form.  My entire life changed the day I drank that love potion and he pulled me out of the street to avoid that SUV, after he had accidentally tripped me.

“You were so innocent the first time I saw you years ago, Celeste.  I had never met someone so pure and kind, yet you were as unhappy as I was.  I’d been  watching  your  family  for  weeks  from  the  bushes,  but  it  wasn’t  until  I saw you crying in the garden that I decided to reveal my presence to you.  I had to find out who had hurt you.  It was forbidden, yet I jumped into your lap and sniffed your tears.  When you giggled, my entire life changed.  You were the last person in the world I wanted to hurt and yet I was forced to do so.    I  promise  to  spend  every  day  trying  to  make  amends  to  you  and  those I’ve wronged.”  He slid off the bed to his knees, carefully taking me with him to the ground.  He laid his head in my lap and curled up on his side.

Stroking  his  hair,  I  smiled.    “It’s  going  to  be  okay,  Noah.    I  swear  to protect you from anyone who wants to hurt you.”

“I like the sound of that.  Though, anyone who decides to mark you as their enemy will have to deal with me.”  He pushed his head into my head so that I would scratch behind his ear.  “Looking back on all the things I’ve seen and done, all I want to do is curl up next to you on your bed and live a life free from lying, threatening people and abuse.  I want to be normal.”

My heart shattered when I heard his simple request.  I couldn’t imagine what he had been through, but I swore that I would be there for him no matter what.

“Noah, look at me.”  I watched him roll onto his back and glance up at me.    “From  now  on,  you’ll  get  to  be  a  normal  teen  and  go  to  school  and watch TV.  We’ll throw popcorn at the movies and roast marshmallows over a fire.  We can do all the normal things you missed out on.  I promise to take care of you.”

Quickly  flipping  to  his  stomach,  he  took  my  hand  and  kissed  the  mark on my finger.  “Forever is a long time, but I will try to make each day special with you, Celeste.”

“I like the sound of that.”

He sighed contentedly.  “I’ve always wanted to make s’mores.”

Giggling, I ran my hands through his soft hair.  “We can make s’mores.”




Epilogue

“I  love  gazing  at  the  stars  with  you.”    Benjamin  kissed  my  head  as  he looked  up  at  the  night  sky.    I  scooted  around  on  my  side  to  get  more comfortable in the grass.

I closed my eyes and listened to Benjamin’s heart beating under my ear. His arms wrapped around my shoulders made me feel like I could handle any challenge that came my way as long as he was by my side.

“Do you really have to go back to school?  The coven is going to need new  leadership.    As  much  as  I  want  you  to  join  my  coven,  I  think  Bryce could use a strong conjurer by his side to convince the casters that we aren’t wicked or evil.  People in this town respect you.  I think you could do a lot of good here.”  His optimism helped chase away some of the doubts I felt about growing up and taking on some kind of leadership role.

“Honestly, I think Dori and Augusta would be better suited to work with Bryce.    Dori  is  personable  and  Augusta  is  kind  to  everyone  except  me.    I think it would do them good to feel like they were part of a community after moving  so  many  times  over  the  years.    Mother  invited  them  to  stay  for  a while until things are sorted out at the coven.  I need to get back to school.  I still have so much to learn.  I planned to embrace who I wanted to be the last time  I  left  Silver  Springs,  but  this  time  will  be  different.    I  don’t  care  what people say about me anymore.  I know who I am.”

Brushing the hair off my forehead, he pressed his chin down and tilted his head to look at me.  “And who are you, Pearl Dreger?”  His serious tone made him sound like a journalist asking me a probing question.

I pushed myself up on my arm and lifted my chin to kiss him.  “I am the great  great  great  whatever  granddaughter  of  a  dragon  slayer  and  the granddaughter  of  Louisa  Tavish,  one  bad  ass  witch.”    I  laughed  when  I thought about Grandmother pelting the family with rubber ducks.  “I’m also a lucky girl who has love and is loved.  Right now, I have nothing to complain about, aside from the very long flight I need to catch tomorrow.”

I moved away from him when he sat up and crossed his legs.  He took my hand and let out a breath.  “Well, if you won’t stay, then I guess I need to come to Cliff Haven with you.”

My  brain  ground  to  a  full  stop  and  I  had  to  blink  to  reset  my  nervous system.  “I’m sorry; I don’t think I heard you right.  Did you say that you are coming to Cliff Haven?”

He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Handing it to me, he smiled brightly.

I  snatched  the  paper  and  quickly  pulled  open  the  flaps.    Scanning  the page, my heart stopped when I read, “Congratulations Mr. Benjamin Fitzroy. You have been accepted to the Cliff Haven School for Conjurers.”

I read and reread the letter at least five times before I looked up at him to make  sure  he  wasn’t  pranking  me.    “Really?    You  want  to  come  to  Cliff Haven with me?”

Leaning  in,  his  hand  slid  around  the  back  of  my  neck  and  his  lips pressed against mine.  He kissed me until I couldn’t remember what we had been talking about.

“Does  that  answer  your  question?”    His  blue  eyes  stared  at  my  bottom lip, heating every part of my body.

“Yes.”  My breath escaped me as I spoke.  I put my head on his shoulder and imagined what it would be like to have him and Noah at school with me. My  happiness  was  cut  short  when  I  realized  that  Carson  would  be  left behind.  “Wait.  Carson won’t be there.  I would feel terrible leaving him here alone.”

Shaking  his  head,  he  reached  into  his  other  pocket  and  handed  me another letter.  “The two of us have been talking about this since the last time you got on a plane.  Neither of us wants to be away from you anymore.  We started  the  application  process,  but  we  waited  to  accept  until  we  were  sure that you wouldn’t be expelled and that you wanted to stay at Cliff Haven.  If you  really  want  to  go  back,  all  Carson  and  I  have  to  do  is  tell  them  we’ve accepted their invitations.”

Staring at Carson’s letter accepting him to Hallowed Woods Academy, I felt like everything was finally falling into place.

I threw my arms around him and burst into tears.

Benjamin tensed up.  “Are these happy tears or sad tears?  Am I heading to Cliff Haven or not?”

Laughing, I nodded.  “Happy tears, I promise.”  I gave him a bunch of quick kisses before I jumped to my feet and held out my hands to pull him off the grass.  “Let’s go find Carson and tell him to pack his bags.”

He let out a breath and took my hands.  “We’re both going to have to do some serious packing.  I can’t wait to meet Sadie in person.”

I chuckled and rolled my eyes.  “Oh, let me tell you about Sadie.”

He put his arm around me and walked with me back to the house.  “Did the two of you really set the school on fire?”

I grimaced and bit my lip.  “Maybe, just a little.”

Laughing, he threw his head back.  “I can’t wait to see the two of you duel.”

I  pulled  him  to  a  stop.    “Oh,  God.    I  hadn’t  thought  of  facing  her  in  a wizard’s duel.”  I spun around and headed back towards his house.  “Maybe I should reconsider moving back to town and enrolling in your school.”

Stepping in front of me, he put his hands on my shoulders to stop me. “Relax,  Celeste.    You  can  handle  anything  you  put  your  mind  to.    Besides, you’ll have me.  You might know all kinds of fancy spells, but I know how to really duel.  I’ll teach you everything I know.”

I looked at his confident face and relaxed.  “I’d really like that.”  I held out my hand to him and waited for his fingers to intertwine with mine.  Yes, I could  do  almost  anything  with  my  guys  at  my  side,  though  I  might  have  to yield to Sadie, if it came down to it.  I was confident, but not crazy.

Squeezing his hand, I looked forward to whatever came next.
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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
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