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   “And all my days are trances
 
   And all my nightly dreams
 
   Are where thy dark eye glances
 
   And where thy footstep gleams-
 
   In what ethereal dances
 
   By what eternal streams.”
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   Edgar Allan Poe
 
   To One in Paradise
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
                 “Grandma Claudia is dead.”
 
                 It took a full minute for his words to seep into my brain.  I couldn’t comprehend their meaning.  Then it hit me.  My knees buckled.  Peter grabbed me before I fell to the porch.  
 
                 “We have to call the cops,” Peter said.  “She was murdered.”
 
                 Murdered.  Dead.  Grandma Claudia.  
 
                 Peter held me, but I slid to the porch anyways.  We huddled together on the ground.  The winter air whipped around us.  Peter pulled me close to stop my violent shaking.  Dead.  Dead.  Dead.  
 
                 Murdered.
 
   My chest heaved under the heavy coat and, suddenly, I couldn’t breathe.  Bursts of breath exploded in vicious spasms.  My head was spinning.  My throat constricting.  Everything was out of focus.  
 
   “Breathe, Lex, breathe.”
 
   The snow on the porch whirled upwards into dozens of tiny snow tornados.  The porcelain flowerpot rattled.  Scooby ran in circles.  The porch light exploded and tiny cascades of glass fell to the ground beside us. 
 
   “Lex, relax.  Take a deep breath.”  Peter’s arms engulfed me to quell the shaking.
 
   Grandma Claudia.  Dead.  Inside.  
 
   And then it was over.  I deflated like a balloon.  The snow fell to the porch.  The flowerpot stopped shaking.  Everything was calm.  
 
   “I have to see her,” I said into Peter’s chest.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “I have to.”  I shot to my feet like a bottle rocket and pushed past Peter.  I hesitated at the door terrified of what I’d find, but I had to go in.  I needed to see what happened to my grandmother.  My hand hovered over the brass doorknob.  I took a deep breath and tumbled into the house.    
 
   My nose was immediately assaulted.  A metallic, rusty smell invaded my nostrils.  Blood.  The vibrant redness was shocking.  It was everywhere.  The floor.  The coffee table.  Her favorite rocking chair.  
 
   And there she was.  
 
   Sprawled in a pool of blood.  Emerald green eyes opened in shocked surprise.  The large silver mirror, which usually hung on the wall behind the couch, sat on the floor oddly propped against the recliner.
 
   I sank to my knees.    
 
   Peter was right.  The cops were needed, not an ambulance.  There would be no saving her.  No miraculous recovery.  I smoothed her dark hair away from her face.  The long strands were fastened back in her customary bun, but it was disheveled.  Messy.  She’d put up a good fight. 
 
   Peter crouched beside me. “What do you think it is?”
 
   I wiped the tears from my eyes.  “What?”
 
   “That.”  Peter pointed.  
 
   I reluctantly looked away from my grandmother to the floorboards in front of her.  My intake of breath echoed in the quiet room.  
 
   I don’t know how I missed it.  Perhaps the shock and horror of my grandmother’s death wouldn’t allow me to see anything else.  In between Grandma Claudia and the silver mirror was a drawing on the floor.  A circle, two feet in diameter, etched in blood.  Numbers, Greek letters, stars, phases of the moon, and what could only be described as Hieroglyphics or Cuneiform - some type of ancient writing - filled the inside of the circle. 
 
   My grandmother’s slender hand, the fingertip still covered in bright red blood, lay in the middle of the intricate design.  
 
   I stood up to get a better view.  
 
   Why on Earth would Grandma Claudia draw that?  What was she doing?  What did it mean?  Why was the mirror on the floor?  The positioning of the frame in front of the symbol gave the entire scene a sinister feel.  
 
   I fumbled in my coat pocket until I found my cell phone.  Why would she draw this in blood?  I leaned over to get a better angle and snapped a picture of the horrible bloody symbol.
 
   “Lex, what are you doing?”
 
   I shoved my cell phone back in my pocket, tore off my jacket and flung it towards the door - out of the way of any blood - and pushed up my sweater sleeves.  
 
   “Lex?”
 
   “Go into her bedroom.  There should be a brown leather journal on the bedside table.  Grab it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Her journal.  Get it and hide it in the trunk of my car.  Please.”  I didn’t wait for Peter to answer.  I fell to my knees and started smearing the bloody drawing with both hands.  
 
   I expected the liquid to be warm, but it wasn’t.  It was cool and sticky.  Congealed.  The smell was making me lightheaded.  The grain of the hardwood floor was smooth under my fingertips.  I tried to focus on breathing through my mouth and not on what I was actually doing.  If I thought of the blood, I was going to lose it.  
 
   Peter hadn’t moved.  He stood frozen, watching me in open-mouthed horror.  
 
   Tears filled my eyes.  “No one can see this, Peter.  Please.  No one can know.”
 
   Bright blue eyes pulled away from my stained hands and moved to my face.  Peter licked his lips.  “I’ll get the journal.”
 
   “Thank you.  And please make sure the door under the basement stairs is shut and covered with boxes.”
 
   Peter turned on his heel and ran to the back of the house. 
 
   It vaguely dawned on me that I was destroying a crime scene.  Evidence the police would need to solve my grandmother’s murder.  But what was my other option?  Let them see the symbol?  Let them read her journals about witchcraft and magic?  Let them discover her secret room filled with spell books and an altar?  I could only imagine the field day reporters would have with that one.  Especially here in Salem.
 
   No.  
 
   No one would ever know about this.
 
   I’d protect Grandma Claudia’s secret.  My family’s secret.   
 
    
 
   ***        Two Weeks Later        ***
 
    
 
   The exit for Salem appeared on Highway 95 South.  I mechanically veered off the ramp.  The wheels of the rental car squealed slightly as I came to a stop at the street light.  I hadn’t worked up the nerve to pick up my Mercedes.  It was still hidden behind the house next to the Gamma Omicron Delta’s farmhouse.  I couldn’t fathom laying eyes on the witch hunters’ hideout.  I didn’t want to see the place where my stepfather, Victor, and his fraternity brothers plotted to kill me.  
 
   The rental car would do for now.  
 
   I raced through downtown Salem, covered in the latest December snowfall, and carefully ignored all the tourist traps.  The witch industry was a three hundred and sixty-five day a year fiasco.  And after what I’d been through, there was no need for any reminders about the supernatural.  
 
   Grandma Claudia’s street appeared and I numbly turned down the familiar road.  Ever since her murder, the sight of the small brick house in front of the ocean made my heart clinch, like I was having a heart attack.  I placed my hand over the struggling organ, waiting for the beating to resume.  
 
   I shook my head.  I didn’t want to think about clinching hearts.  
 
   The autopsy report claimed Grandma Claudia’s heart was literally squeezed to death, like someone squishing a tomato in their fist.  Pulverizing the vital organ.  But here was the kicker - the exterior area of the skin around the heart was completely untouched.  How could an organ be crushed with no outside physical wounds?  I wasn’t a doctor, but it didn’t seem humanly possible.  Which probably meant that it wasn’t humanly possible….
 
   The Medical Examiner concluded that Grandma Claudia suffered a severe heart attack and fell violently to the ground, cutting her head and arms.  Her palm was split during the fall and she severed her arm’s main brachial artery on the edge of the coffee table.  Apparently, that was the cause of all the blood.  
 
   Right. 
 
   Their theory was a bunch of bologna, but what could I say?  Sorry, Mr. Medical Examiner, she sliced her own palm so she could get enough blood to draw some witchcraft symbol on the floor.  But hey, don’t worry about it.  I hid all the important evidence, but I’m still not quite sure exactly how she died.  Have any ideas?
 
   The Salem Police Department also didn’t find any evidence of a break-in.  No footprints.  No hair.  No DNA.  The only fingerprints found at the scene of the crime were Peter’s and mine.  
 
   Of course, Peter and I were interviewed.  My official story was simple: I panicked.  I ran to my grandmother’s body and slipped on all the blood, smearing it across the floorboards.  I even had proof - there was blood on the back of my sweater and jeans.  It’s strange what we’ll do when crap hits the fan.  
 
   I banged my palm against my temple.  Stop thinking about the crime scene.  If only I could physically knock out all of those thoughts and images.  
 
   Grandma Claudia’s house came into view.  Someone had thoughtfully shoveled the gravel driveway.  Probably that leech of a realtor.  The house sold a few days ago and we had until December 31st to remove all of Grandma Claudia’s belongings.  
 
   Of course, I was completely against selling the house, but my mother, Emma, wanted no part of living in Salem and my Aunt Vanessa lived in New Orleans.  Since we had no other family, we had no choice but to sell the house.
 
   I lose.  
 
   I walked up the sidewalk and noticed that it, too, was shoveled.  It was like walking through the snow version of the parting of the Red Sea.  I fished my set of keys out of my purse, unlocked the door and walked inside.
 
   The stacks of boxes in the living room were still a shock.  I was so accustomed to seeing Grandma Claudia in her rocking chair in front of the enormous stone fireplace.  There was no comforting smell of cinnamon and coffee - only dust from packing.  
 
   I forced my eyes to the ceiling.  I didn’t want them to wander down to the dark hardwood floors in the middle of the room.  Of course, it was to no avail.  They immediately fell to the shiny floorboards.  Obviously, I enjoyed inflicting pain and misery on myself.  
 
   The familiar scene appeared again.  It didn’t matter if my eyes were open or if they were closed.  I would never stop seeing the grisly image.  Every detail was the same.  Every drop of blood in the exact spot.  I was living a never ending nightmare.  
 
   “Alex, is that you?”  
 
   I tore my eyes away from the phantom vision.  My mouth was dry and I had to swallow a few times before I could answer.  “Yes, I’m coming down.”
 
   “Bring that duct tape from the table, will you?”
 
   I grabbed the roll of silver tape, walked through the kitchen and down the cement stairs.  The basement frightened me when I was younger, but that was before I realized how terrifying real life could be.  The scariest nightmare I could summon didn’t stand a chance to what I’d seen in the past few weeks.               
 
   Artificial light flooded out from my grandmother’s secret room under the basement stairs.  I stepped inside.  Just in time to see a large object launching through the air towards my head.
 
   My hand reflexively rose to defend the assault and protect myself, but then just as instinctively, another part of my brain switched on.  I pointed my palm at the five-hundred page volume hurling through the air.  With a twitch of my fingers, the book’s momentum halted and froze mid-air, hovering five feet above the ground.  I flicked my wrist and the book lowered itself to the edge of the table.
 
   Oh, by the way, if you didn’t already know or hadn’t figured it out yet, I’m a witch.  Well, technically, I won’t receive my full powers until I’m eighteen – ten months from now.  But I’m already pretty powerful for my age because I’m a full blooded witch and, according to everyone who’s in the know, purebloods are pretty rare.  
 
   “Very nice,” Aunt Vanessa said.  “You stopped it just in time.”
 
   “It’s a good thing, too, seeing how I like my head where it’s at on my shoulders.”  I tossed the duct tape to her.
 
   “I knew you’d be able to do it in a pinch.  You have good instincts.”
 
   “I’ve been practicing.”
 
   Vanessa made a face.  “I’m sure your mom loves that.”  
 
    “I don’t practice in front of her.” 
 
   “Good.  We don’t need Emma freaking out any more than she already has.”   
 
   Vanessa’s wavy blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  She was tall and slender and looked similar to my mother.  She was only three years younger than Emma.  
 
   I sat at the old table and pulled out a stack of books from a cardboard box.  Vanessa was packing Grandma Claudia’s life-long collection of journals and other witch paraphernalia.  I’d sifted through most of the bookshelf, picking through what I intended to keep.  Whatever I didn’t want was going to be shipped to Vanessa’s house in New Orleans.  
 
   A few stacks of books still needed to be sorted.  I wanted to keep the obvious ones.  My grandmother’s spell books and journals from our direct line of witch ancestors.  But there were so many others that I thought were fascinating.  It was getting difficult to choose which ones to keep.  
 
   “Is your mom doing any better?”  Vanessa asked.
 
   Emma was in what most people would call a fragile state of mind.  It wasn’t unwarranted.  She recently had to deal with: (1) the death of my grandmother; (2) the revelation that I was a witch; (3) my stepfather, Victor, was a witch hunter; (4) other witch hunters were after me; and, (5) her long lost love - and my biological father’s - body was missing from the Hazel Cove Cemetery.  It was a lot to digest for anyone.  
 
   “I don’t think she’s getting any worse,” I said.  “She still hasn’t had a drink, so that’s something positive.”  Oh yeah, my mother was also a recovering alcoholic.  
 
   “Sure it is.”
 
   “It’s like she checked out of life.  You know?  Every day she sits on the couch and stares off into space.”
 
   “She needs time,” Vanessa said.
 
   “I think she’s scared Victor might come back.  She obsessively checks the locks on the windows and doors.”  
 
   Vanessa folded a flat piece of cardboard into a box.  “A locked door isn’t going to stop Victor or the Gamma fraternity.”  She grimaced.  “Sorry.  I don’t mean to be insensitive.  It’s just”
 
                 “Don’t worry about it.  I know there’s a big red bull’s eye on my forehead.”
 
                 “That’s not what I meant.”
 
                 I put up my hand to stop her apology.  “It’s okay, really.  Besides, I’m looking for that spell you mentioned.  The one that guards a house from people with ill intentions.  Hopefully, I can find it soon and put it into place.”
 
                 “Oh.  Right.  It’s in one of those spell books.  It’s called, Il Gaurdenarium.  I can’t remember the spell off the top of my head.”  Vanessa blushed slightly.  “I never had to use it before.” 
 
                 “What?  You never had a fanatical fraternity of witch hunters after you?”
 
                 “Can’t say that I have.  I’m not that important.”
 
                 “You don’t want to be important to Gamma.  Trust me.”
 
                 I picked up Sarah Ross’ journal.  She was an ancestor of mine on my grandmother’s side - my Ross side - from East Lothian, Scotland.  The journal covered two years, from 1622 to 1624.  The handwriting was neat and small.  Every page – front and back and top and bottom – was full.  
 
                 “Is Emma still screaming out Ethan’s name in her sleep?”  Vanessa asked.
 
                 “Yeah.  I think she’s having trouble determining what’s real.  Once she starts screaming, I have to run to her bedroom and wake her up.  She hasn’t mentioned Ethan to me, but I know he’s on her mind.”
 
                 Ethan, my biological father, was kidnapped by the Gamma fraternity when my mother was pregnant with me.  Gamma killed my father because he was a witch and my mother – though not active – had witch blood.  It’s against witch laws to conceive a full blooded child.  Who knew witches had laws, right?
 
                 Emma was upset because of what was discovered the night Gamma tried to kill me in the cemetery.   Gamma wanted to put me in my father’s coffin.  But when they opened the casket, it was empty.  No one knew what happened to Ethan’s body because the previous leader of the Gamma fraternity – Jonah Van Curen – killed my father.  And, unfortunately for me, Jonah died a few months ago.  So, no one knew the location of my father’s remains.  
 
   Unless Jonah Van Curen’s journal was found.  
 
   He may have information in the journal about what happened on the night my father was murdered.  The problem was that no one, including the surviving members of the Gamma fraternity, knew where the journal was hidden.  
 
   Vanessa placed the box on the floor.  “You know he really loved her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ethan really loved your mother.”
 
   “Yeah?”  My heart tightened.  
 
   “Emma loved fireflies.  During the summer, we would sit outside every night and watch them light up the sky.  I outgrew my fascination, but she didn’t.”  
 
   “I didn’t know that.” 
 
   Vanessa nodded.  “I’ll never forget Emma’s birthday, the one right before Ethan went missing.  It was February and snowing.  Emma and Ethan were bundled up with blankets sitting on the back porch of our old house.”
 
   Grandma Claudia’s house in Hazel Cove had a wraparound porch and a big backyard enclosed by trees.  She’d sold that house when I was little and moved here to Salem.
 
   “Emma couldn’t do magic, of course,” Vanessa said.  “And she didn’t like to hear about anything witchy from mom or me, but with Ethan – she didn’t care.  They were on the back porch swing and, with a wave of Ethan’s hand, hundreds of fireflies appeared.”
 
   Vanessa’s smile spread into a large grin.  “I wish you could have seen it.  Their little lights reflected off the snow.  I was spying on them through the back window and-”
 
   I wiped my eyes with the back of my sleeve, but then it hit me.  
 
   “What’s wrong?”  Vanessa asked.
 
   “She didn’t know.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Emma didn’t believe.  In magic, in witches, in our history, in any of it.  Grandma Claudia told me that Emma thought she was delusional.”
 
   A small crease formed in between Vanessa’s eyes.  “Emma knew.”
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   “Emma knew what our family was and she knew what Ethan was.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “She hated magic,” Vanessa said.  “She hated our lineage, so much so that she pretended it didn’t exist.  Maybe it was because she wasn’t a witch.  I don’t know.  It got to the point where we couldn’t discuss any of it in front of her.  She claimed it wasn’t real.  That we were all crazy.”
 
   “But what about Ethan and the fireflies?”
 
   “Ethan was the exception to the rule.  She was so madly in love with him that she didn’t care that he was a witch.” 
 
   “Why did she lie to me?”  
 
   Vanessa shrugged.  “She didn’t want that life for you.  Witches.  Magic.  When you were born she made us swear that we wouldn’t mention any of it to you.  That’s why Emma and mom butted heads so much.”
 
   I slouched back in the chair.  “I wish all the lies would stop.  I’m sick and tired of finding out a new secret every day.”
 
   “When your mom feels better, you two need to sit down and have a long talk.  About everything.”  
 
   Emma knew all along.  She never bothered to tell me or warn me about anything.  I snatched Sarah Ross’ journal from the table and flipped through the pages to take my mind off my mother.  I was irritated and I didn’t want to cause an accident.
 
   Sarah Ross wrote about her life on every available square inch of paper.  Nothing really stood out, but I liked the obsessive way she wrote in the book.  I added Sarah’s journal to my stack of books for keeping.  
 
   “I still can’t find it.”  Vanessa was reading the spines on the bookshelf.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Your grandmother’s latest journal.”
 
   I bit my lip.  “Really?  That’s odd.  Are you sure she was still writing in them?” 
 
   “Positive.  She usually kept it on her bedside table, but it wasn’t there.  I thought she might have left it down here, but there’s no sign of it.”
 
   “Maybe it will turn up,” I lied.  
 
   Vanessa wasn’t going to find Grandma Claudia’s journal anytime soon.  It was currently stashed under the closet floorboards of our new house.  
 
   Something strange occurred the night Grandma Claudia died.  And I was going to figure out what happened.  In the meantime, I wasn’t going to let the police or anyone else speculate about my grandmother.  
 
   The symbol was the key to solving the mystery.  I was hoping there was some clue in my grandmother’s journal that would help me figure out what the symbol meant.  I learned a hard lesson a few weeks ago - I couldn’t trust anyone, but Peter.  Not that I didn’t trust Vanessa.  I just wanted to keep Grandma Claudia’s journal a secret for now. 
 
   Vanessa yawned.  “I’m beat.  Do you want to get out of here?  I think I’ve breathed in way too much dust today.”
 
   I stacked the books into the box with my name scribbled on the side.  
 
   The urge to ask Vanessa was growing, but she didn’t know about the symbol Grandma Claudia drew before she died.  I had no idea what it meant.  The strange symbol wasn’t mentioned in any of the spell books, in my grandmother’s journal or in any of the history or research books.  It was one big fat mystery.  
 
   What was the harm in asking?  “Can I ask you a quick question?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I flipped over a copy of the house appraisal and grabbed a blue magic marker.  I drew the symbol that Grandma Claudia had drawn in her own blood.  I recalled every detail from memory and etched the drawing with as much precision as I could muster.  
 
   “Do you know what this symbol means?”  I placed the cap back on the magic marker.  I looked up at Vanessa because she hadn’t answered.  
 
   All the blood drained from her face.  She blinked a few times and then licked her lips.  “How do you know that symbol?”  
 
   “I, uh, I don’t know the symbol.  I saw it… in a dream,” I lied. 
 
   Vanessa tapped the drawing with her finger.  “You saw that symbol in a dream?”
 
                 “Do you know what it means?”
 
                 “I do.”
 
                 “Well, what does it mean?”  I asked a little impatiently.  Her reaction was worrying me. 
 
                 “It’s a conjuring symbol.”
 
                 “A what?”
 
                 “It’s the symbol that’s used when a conjuring spell is performed.  Alex, this is very dark stuff you’re talking about.  Can you tell me about your dream?”
 
                 “I don’t really remember it.” 
 
                 Vanessa frowned.  “I suggest you forget ever seeing that symbol.”
 
                 “But what is it used for?”
 
                 “I told you.  It’s for conjuring.”
 
                 “Yeah, but conjuring what?”  
 
                 Vanessa took a deep breath.  “Spirits.  And not the friendly kind.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
                  
 
   Turning into the familiar neighborhood, I had to remind myself not to drive down Peter’s street.  We lived a few blocks away from the LaViollette house, but even after two weeks the idea was still a foreign concept to me.  We were renting a small two-bedroom home from Dr. Cooper and I already loved the house a million times more than Victor’s mansion in the Hallows.  
 
                 Of course, no one in Hazel Cove knew the real reason why Victor left (other than Emma, Vanessa and Peter).  Our cover story was that Victor was into some “shady” dealings, took all of our money and skipped town.  
 
                 Hey, it was basically true.
 
                 All the lights were on in the little white house with navy shutters.  Peter’s truck and Mrs. LaViollette’s car were both parked in the driveway.  I pulled the rental car in front of the house, walked through the snowy grass and up the concrete porch. 
 
                 Scooby, my grandmother’s Chihuahua, was the first to greet me.  I picked up the chunky dog before he launched himself at my knees.  
 
                 “Hey,” Anne Marie said from the recliner.  She didn’t look up from her cell phone.  Her fingers were rapidly texting and her smile grew wider and wider with each message she sent.  
 
                 “Hi, Anne Marie.” 
 
                 “Alex, we saved you some homemade pizza.”  Mrs. LaViollette was clearing the table in the dining room, busily moving around my mother.  Emma hadn’t adjusted to being poor yet, which meant I did the majority of the cooking and cleaning.  Thankfully, Mrs. LaViollette helped out from time to time.  
 
                 “Thanks, Mrs. LaViollette.  Mom, how are you doing?”  
 
                 Emma glanced up from her cup of coffee.  She gave me a weak smile, but then dropped her gaze to the table.  
 
                 She was still wearing pajamas.  Her makeup-less face looked ten years older than it should have.  Worry lines were prominent near her eyes and mouth and her hair wasn’t combed yet.  
 
                 Mrs. LaViollette nodded towards my mother.  “You know, they are showing old movies down at the theater on Main Street.  It’s only for a limited time and there’s a seven o’clock showing of Casablanca.  Don’t you think it would be nice if your mother and I went?”  
 
                 “That’s a fantastic idea.  Fresh air will be good for…everyone.”  
 
                 “Great, I’ll finish up in here and then we’ll go,” Mrs. LaViollette said.  “Anne Marie, are you ready to leave?”
 
                 The back door in the kitchen flew open.  Peter waltzed into the dining room wearing a navy blue winter coat and a knit hat pulled down over his ears.  
 
                 “I took the trash out, but don’t go back there.  I still need to salt the sidewalk that runs to the driveway.”  Peter pulled off his hat and glanced in my direction.  “Hey, you’re back!”  
 
                 Peter sidestepped his mother and kissed me quickly on the lips.  Scooby growled, so I placed the squirming dog on the ground.  
 
                 “Did you finish up in Salem?”  Peter took off his coat, revealing a gray sweater and dark jeans.  
 
                 “Almost.  Another day or so and it should all be cleared out.”  
 
                 “Was Vanessa there?”  Emma looked up from the table.  Her light green eyes were dull and cloudy, but her lips pursed together when she said her sister’s name.  
 
                 “Yes.  She was packing up some of grandma’s things.  Are you sure there isn’t anything you want me to set aside for you?”  
 
                 “I don’t want anything from there.”  Emma stood up.  “Where is Vanessa now?”
 
                 “I’m guessing her hotel room in Salem.  Why?  Do you want to talk to her?”  
 
                 Emma and Vanessa hadn’t said more than two words to each other since my aunt’s arrival in Massachusetts to close Grandma Claudia’s estate.  They hugged briefly at the funeral, but that was it.  
 
                 “No, of course I don’t want to see her.  How long is she staying?  Don’t you think she should go back to New Orleans?”  Emma walked down the hallway to her bedroom without waiting for a response.
 
                 “Okay, then,” I said.  
 
                 “Vanessa might be a sore subject,” Peter said, as we watched my mother disappear into her bedroom.  
 
                 “You think?”  
 
                 “Why don’t they like each other again?”
 
                 I shrugged.  “Jealousy?  I don’t know.  Vanessa was my grandmother’s favorite.  I think their closeness bothered Emma.”
 
                 “It’s too bad they can’t work out their differences.”
 
                 “I know.  In the meanwhile, I’m caught in the middle.”
 
                 I followed Peter to my bedroom with my reheated dinner and shut the door.  I was glad Mrs. LaViollette was taking Emma out for the night.  She needed to be around people.  
 
                 Peter sprawled out on my bed and snatched the remote control.  My new bedroom was small.  There was only enough space for a full size bed, one dresser and a desk.  The walls were bare and I hadn’t completely unpacked yet, but I liked the room.  It felt like home. 
 
                 I slid onto the bed next to Peter, carefully balancing my plate of pizza on my knees.  “I’m glad your mom is always over here.  Emma needs around the clock care.”  
 
                 “Our house is only two blocks away.  Besides, I think it’s good for my mom, too.  She gets lonely, you know?  I’m always here or at work or school and Anne Marie is now officially attached to Logan Cooper’s hip,” Peter said frowning.  “Yesterday, they were sitting on the couch and as soon as she saw me, she shot across to the other end of the sofa.  Tell me that doesn’t sound guilty.”
 
                 “Ha.  I’m sure it was nothing.  Logan’s a good guy.  They’re super paranoid because of you.”  I pulled off a pepperoni.  The cheese stretched for miles.  
 
                 “Hmph.”
 
                 “If you keep acting like that, they’ll stop hanging out at your house.  Then you’ll have no idea what’s going on.” 
 
                 “Do you think?”  
 
                 I handed him my pizza crust.  “Give them a little breathing room.  How would you feel if your mom or my mom always checked in on us?”
 
                 Peter grunted.  
 
                 I tied my hair into a knot on the crown of my head.  My glass of water was on the desk, so I leaned over to grab it.  
 
                 “It’s getting bigger.”  Peter gently touched the birthmark on the back of my neck.  
 
                 “It’s only been a few weeks.  Can you really tell?” 
 
                 “I can tell because I see it all the time.  But I don’t think the casual observer would be able to notice the difference.  It’s just a little bigger.  Longer, actually.  It looks less like a circle and more like….”
 
                 “A fingerprint?”  I stretched out on the bed beside him.  “William called my birthmark the fingerprint of the Devil.  Remember?”
 
                 “It doesn’t look like a fingerprint.”
 
                 “Give it ten months,” I said bitterly.
 
                 William Van Curen, the now deceased leader of the Gamma Omicron Delta witch hunting fraternity, told me that my birthmark was a way for hunters to tell the difference between a witch and a non-witch.  Obviously, he was right about that one.  What I didn’t agree with was Gamma’s belief that I was evil.  
 
                 “Speaking of the Devil,” I said. 
 
                 Peter ran his hand through his light hair.  “I don’t like how that sounds.”
 
                 “Guess what I found out today?”
 
                 “I can only imagine.”
 
                 “I asked Vanessa about the symbol,” I said lowering my voice.  Emma and Mrs. LaViollette were in the living room getting ready to leave.
 
                 “You told her about everything?”
 
                 “No, of course not.  I lied, which is probably stupid because she knows so much more about all of this than I do.  I drew the design on a sheet of paper and told her I saw it in a dream.  Vanessa said it was a conjuring symbol.”
 
                 Peter grimaced.  “Do I even want to know what the symbol conjures?”
 
                 “Probably not,” I said, smiling up at him.
 
                 “Go ahead.  Unleash it.  I’m ready.”
 
                 “Spirits.”
 
                 Peter’s eyebrows rose to his hairline.  “Like ghosts?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  I think.  Vanessa didn’t elaborate.  But she did say they were the bad kind.”  I pulled myself up on one elbow.  “Now the question becomes, why was Grandma Claudia conjuring a spirit - any spirit for that matter - let alone an evil one?”
 
                 “It’s weird because it all happened during such a short period of time.  You talked to your grandmother on the phone before we drove out to Salem.  What time was that, like 11:00 in the morning?  Right after your mom walked out.”
 
                 “And we were in Salem by 3:00 P.M.,” I said. 
 
                 “Why would she feel the need to conjure a spirit in a span of four hours?  Unless-”
 
                 I released a breath I didn’t know I was holding.  “Unless she conjured regularly.”
 
                 “I doubt that.  Something had to be going on.”  Peter pulled me next to him.  “Your grandmother was a good person.  And so are you, for that matter.  Don’t let some lunatic’s ranting make you think otherwise.”
 
                 “But why was she messing with that stuff?  You should have seen Vanessa’s face when I drew the symbol.  She completely freaked out.” 
 
                 “There has to be a reasonable explanation.  Did you find anything in Grandma Claudia’s journal?”
 
                 “Not yet.”  I hopped off the bed and opened my closet.  I moved all the shoes from the back corner.  The loose floorboard wasn’t noticeable and the eight inches of space beneath the floor was a perfect spot for my growing collection of witchy items.  I pulled my grandmother’s leather journal out of the hole.
 
                 “I haven’t finished reading it.”  I flipped through the coarse pages.  “But nothing looks out of the ordinary.  Lots of normal stuff – little herbal chants she performed and updates on Emma and Vanessa and me.  Nothing out of the ordinary, well, for a witch at least.”
 
                 “Can I see it?” 
 
                 I handed the journal to Peter.  
 
                 “Your grandma really loved Vanessa, didn’t she?”
 
                 “Vanessa was the golden child.”
 
                 “How’s she taking Grandma Claudia’s death?”  
 
                 “She doesn’t say much,” I said.  “She’s really nice, but kind of reserved, you know?  I think whatever rift she has with Emma has guarded her feelings towards me.  Oh, speaking of Emma.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “According to Vanessa, Emma knew about everything - that Grandma Claudia, Vanessa and Ethan were witches.  Ethan would even do magic in front of her.  But once he died, she didn’t want anything to do with the supernatural anymore.  She made them swear they wouldn’t tell me about any of it.”
 
                 “I can see that.”  Peter twisted my emerald ring around my finger.  He bought me the delicate piece of jewelry for my birthday a few months ago.  
 
                 “See what?”
 
                 “Emma lying to you about your family’s history.”
 
                 “You can?”
 
                 “Sure,” Peter said.  “Think about it.  When Ethan died, she probably lost it.  Then she meets Victor, who she assumes is an ordinary guy.  Emma probably wanted a normal life for you.”  
 
                 “I guess.  But why lie once the cat was out of the bag?  We told her what happened in the cemetery.  Remember?  She freaked out and left for the hotel.”
 
                 “Yeah, but Emma doesn’t cope with things very well.  She bales.”
 
                 “She could have given me a heads up.”
 
                 “It’s never easy, is it?”
 
                 “Never,” I said.  “Find anything good in Grandma Claudia’s journal?”
 
                 Peter tapped the page.  “Who is Liam?”
 
                 I leaned closer to see where he was pointing.  Grandma Claudia had written the name on the margins of a few of her entries.  “I saw that, too.  I don’t know who he is.  She doesn’t say anything about him.  It’s just a name.”
 
                 “We’re going to figure it out.  There has to be a reasonable explanation of why your grandma would want to conjure a spirit.”
 
                 “Wow.  I never thought I’d hear those words coming out of your mouth.  Isn’t it crazy what our lives have become?  I wish everything would go back to normal.”   
 
                 “They will.”  Peter closed the journal.  “Let’s think about it.  What do we know about your grandmother?”
 
                 “She was a half-witch from her maternal side.  I’m assuming that’s why she kept her maiden name when she married my grandfather and why Emma and Vanessa were given the last name ‘Ross.’”
 
                 “What do we know about your grandfather?”
 
                 “Nothing.  Grandpa Gregory died when Emma and Vanessa were kids,” I said. 
 
                 “Hmmm.  What else do we know about your grandma other than she loved to bake, she went to church every Sunday and she was a Professor at Boston College?”
 
                 “She taught Medieval Studies,” I said. 
 
                 “And she moved from Hazel Cove to Salem because of some big fight with your mom.  But why Salem?”
 
                 “I don’t know.”
 
                 “Did Salem mean something to her?  Like a witch thing, you know?”
 
                 “Maybe,” I sighed loudly.  “Honestly, I don’t know anything about my grandmother.  I only talked to her about stupid stuff like the weather or Scooby.  I never really knew her.  And when she finally opened up to me about all of this stuff, I blew her off and stormed out of the house.”  
 
                 “Anyone would have reacted that way.  She told you that you were a witch.  Your response was normal.”
 
                 “Yeah, but she was right.”
 
                 “And you two made up.  You were on your way to live with her for a few weeks.”
 
                 “I know,” I said.  “It’s just that I need her.  I don’t know anything about this…new world that I’m now a part of.  She could have taught me so much.”
 
                 “What about Vanessa?  Has she been teaching you?”
 
                 “A little, but we’re so busy with packing and she’s going back to New Orleans soon.  She did teach me how to levitate objects.”
 
                 “Maybe you can keep in contact with her.  Have her show you the ropes from long distance.”
 
                 “That would be nice.  She told me this great story about Emma, Ethan and fireflies.”  I recounted the story to Peter.  
 
                 He pulled me against his chest.  I buried my face in his soft sweater, deeply breathing in the smell.  I closed my eyes, but all I could think of was Ethan.  What was my father really like?  What happened to him?  Why wasn’t his body in the coffin?
 
                 Victor’s words that night in the Hazel Cove Cemetery repeated themselves over and over in my mind.  
 
    
 
                 William stared into Ethan’s empty coffin.  
 
   “Maybe your father put the body someplace else,” Simon said to William. 
 
                 Victor tugged the rope.  “Why would he do that?  What’s the point of the tombstone?”  
 
                 “I don’t know,” William said.  “I’m not Jonah!  Am I?”
 
   “It doesn’t feel right,” Victor said.  “If we had dad’s journal-”
 
   “This doesn’t change a thing,” William said.  “She’s still going in the coffin.  She’ll just have more space now.” 
 
    
 
                 Did Jonah record what happened to my father in his journal?  Was the journal hidden inside the Gamma farmhouse?  Did I have the nerve to step foot in there again?  
 
                 The chances of finding the journal were slim.  But it was worth a shot if there was any chance of finding out what happened to Ethan.  It was risky, but it was a risk I was willing to take.  
 
                 “Hey, Peter?”
 
                 “Hmm?”  He answered into my hair.
 
                 “Will you go with me to the Gamma farmhouse?  I want to get my car back,” I said, splitting the truth.  Peter wouldn’t let me anywhere near that place if he knew what I was up to. 
 
                 “Tired of driving the rental?”
 
                 “Yeah, and I don’t think I can face that house alone.”
 
                 “No problem.  We’ll go tomorrow afternoon,” Peter said.
 
                 The Gamma fraternity house.  I never wanted to see that house again.  But if it could bring me closer to finding out what happened to Ethan, then I’d have to face my fears.  
 
   Gamma’s life-size mural on the living room wall flashed before my eyes.  The mural depicted the biblical scene of the Archangel Michael casting the demons into Hell.  
 
                 How appropriate. 
 
    
 
   *        *        *   
 
                 
 
                 Nightmares plagued my dreams.  Grotesque images of my murdered grandmother.  Dark cemeteries.  William Van Curen returning from the grave to choke the life out of me.  Eerie basements.  Simon’s gut wrenching screams as blood pooled out of his facial orifices.  Empty coffins.  Bradley, in a clown suit, swinging from my balcony railing.  
 
                 My mind had no shortage of horrible real life visions to distort into nightmares.  But this time was different.  A new nightmare to add to my growing collection, but remarkably, this one ended with a small light of hope….
 
                 
 
                 I was standing alone in the snow covered parking lot at Hawthorne Prep.  The sky was dark and clear, revealing thousands of bright stars.  
 
                 What was I doing here?  Outside.  In the cold.  Alone.  I knew I was dreaming, but I couldn’t wake myself.  
 
                 There were no cars.  No people.  No sounds.  Only Hawthorne’s empty snow covered grounds.  It was peaceful.  Serene.  I breathed in the fresh crisp air.  It was nice.  I hadn’t had a nightmare-free dream in months.  
 
                 I strolled through the snow.  My feet were bare, but the cold didn’t bother them.  
 
                 RIIIIINNNNNGGGG!!
 
                 A bell?  What on Earth?  
 
                 Suddenly, I had the terrible sensation that someone was watching me.  I twirled around, half expecting to see one of the typical boogeymen that haunted my dreams.  Who would it be this time - Victor?  William?  My body tensed for the confrontation.  
 
                 Instead, I was greeted by the strangest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
                 Ravens.  
 
                 Hundreds of them.  They were fanned out in a semi-circle around me.  Rows and rows of ravens.  But there was no sound.  Not the slightest ruffle of movement.  Complete silence.  
 
                 Jet black feathers contrasted eerily against the pure white snow.  Beady red eyes stared at me.  All of their attention and focus was squarely on me.  
 
                 CRAAAAWWWKKK.
 
                 The shattering of the absolute silence was shocking.
 
                 A few birds in the front snapped their beaks.  I didn’t want to startle them.  Slowly, I took a step back.  Dozens of wings flapped in response.  The noise was deafening.  
 
                 The flock of birds collectively moved forward.  
 
                 Were ravens supposed to have red eyes?  I took another step in retreat.  An uproar of feathers ignited.  
 
                 I turned on my heel and ran.  The parking lot sloped into a valley.  The snow was making it difficult to run.  My feet sank into the powder like quick sand.  I pulled my knees to my chest to cover the height of the drifts.  
 
                 Behind me, the flock of birds took to the air.  
 
                 I glanced over my shoulder.  Hundreds of red eyes burned against black feathers.  The birds dove and zigzagged through the sky, formulating their assault.  I covered my head with my hands to protect my face.  
 
                 The forest was a hundred feet away.  If I could make it into the woods, the trees would protect me from the onslaught of ravens.  
 
                 A searing slash stunned my arm.  Trickles of blood oozed down my skin.  Another slash to my scalp.  My back.  My legs.  Wings flapped over my head.  The thunderous swoosh of air against feathers.  The ravens pecked every inch of my exposed body with their sharp beaks.  One swooped in, aiming for my eyes.  I ducked.  The bird missed and hit my cheek.  
 
                 I finally reached the tree line.  The forest, like everything else, was covered in snow.  I launched myself through the thick undergrowth of bushes and branches.  Blood streamed down my head and arms and onto the ground, leaving a trail of red in the snow behind me.
 
                 A light in the distance was visible through the snow covered trees.  My breathing was labored.  I had a cramp in my side and my lungs felt like they were exploding.  
 
                 Why couldn’t I wake up?  And why was I having a nightmare about ravens?  A bird attack?  Really?  
 
                 Even though I clearly knew I was dreaming, the sights and sounds were real.  The deafening roar of the flapping wings pounded in my ears.  My body, now frozen from the frigid air, seared red hot where the skin was torn.
 
                 The light was near.  I had to get there.  That was the goal.  My destination.  
 
                 I burst through the branches and into the light.  Immediately, I was immersed in a soft glow.  
 
                 Fireflies.  
 
                 Thousands of the bright yellow bugs fluttering in the snow covered forest.  They surrounded me in a funnel of light.  I was no longer cold.  An envelope of warmth surrounded me.  
 
                 The pain subsided.  The noise from the ravens ceased.  Absolute silence returned.  
 
                 And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t wake up from my nightmare screaming.  
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
                 “I never thought I’d be doing this drive again,” I said.
 
                 Peter turned left and we drove through the winding tree lined street.  
 
                 “This place is in the middle of nowhere.”  Peter glanced at the overgrown lawns in front of the crumbling colonial houses.
 
                 “Perfect spot for a witch hunter hideout.”  
 
                 “Do you think Victor and James are hiding out there?”
 
                 “What?  No.  I mean, I’m not sure about Victor, but I don’t think James is hiding there.  I don’t even know if he’s even in contact with Victor.”  I hoped James wasn’t in contact with Victor. 
 
                 James Van Curen was the new boy in Hazel Cove and was, at one time, a friend of mine.  Then, I found out that his father, William, was the leader of the Gamma witch hunting fraternity.  See the problem?  Gamma attacked me and James didn’t help me until the very end.  While his father was choking me to death, James shoved him off of me just in time.  William hurled forward and smashed his head on a tombstone.  He died instantly.  
 
                 I hadn’t talked to James since that night.  I didn’t blame him.  I was the reason his father was dead by his own hand.  I probably wouldn’t talk to me either.  And I didn’t know where we stood on the whole witch hunter versus witch front.  Was he now an active member of Gamma?  Was he hunting me?  Yes, James and I had serious issues.  I pinched the bridge of my nose.  I couldn’t think that way.  
 
                 “Is James still not back at school?”  Peter asked.
 
                 “No, but the Cooper twins said he’ll be back soon.  Logan talked to him last week on the phone.”
 
                 “Hmmm,” Peter said.  “Do you think it’ll be safe when he returns?”  
 
                 “James might hate me, but I don’t think he’ll harm me.  He did save my life,” I said, wishing my words to be true.  “Turn here behind that house.  There it is!”  I pointed to my little silver car.  
 
                 “Maybe you should transfer to Hazel Cove High.  At least I’d be able to keep an eye on you to make sure you’re safe.”
 
                 I smiled.  “My tuition at Hawthorne Prep has already been paid for the remainder of the school year.  Don’t worry, I’ll be at your school next fall.”  
 
                 Peter pulled up beside my car.  He kept the engine running.  My hand froze on the handle.  Now was the time to tell him.
 
                 “Peter?”
 
                 “Yeah?”
              “I lied.”
 
                 Peter slowly turned his head and raised one light brown eyebrow.  He blew out a long breath of air.  “About what?”
 
                 “Well… I half lied.”  
 
                 “Go ahead, spit it out.”
 
                 “I really wanted to get my car back.  I hate driving the rental, but-”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
 
                 “Lex, I know exactly what you’re about to say.  It’s too dangerous.  We have no idea who’s in there.”
 
                 “I know.  But maybe we can check it out.  We can turn around if someone’s home.”
 
                 Peter’s blue eyes narrowed.
 
                 “Please?”  I turned to face him.  “I’m sorry I lied, but you wouldn’t drive me out here if you knew what I was planning.  I have to check, Peter.  Jonah Van Curen’s journal might be in there.  I have to know.” 
 
                  I would do whatever was necessary to find out what happened to Ethan.  Legal or illegal.  It didn’t matter.  Nothing was going to stop me.  If Peter said no to me now, then I’d come back on my own.  I wouldn’t give up.  
 
                 Peter let out a long breath.  “Fine, but you follow me, okay?  And if I say it gets too hairy, then we leave.  Is that a deal?”
 
                 I leaned across the seat and kissed him.  “Promise.”
 
                 He turned off the car.  “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this.”
 
                 My keys were hidden on the car’s back tire.  I’d placed them there the last time I was here.  It had been two weeks since I followed Victor into the Gamma farmhouse.  I swore to myself I’d never step foot in there again.  And yet, here we were.  On the verge of doing something incredibly stupid, but desperately necessary.  
 
                 Peter held out his gloved hand and we trudged through the snow.  I steered us towards the trees, so we wouldn’t be seen from the road.  The snow covered forest brought back last night’s dream.  
 
                 Ravens and fireflies.  
 
                 Weird.  But now that I was awake and coherent, the dream was easily explainable.  I’d been reading Edgar Allan Poe for American Literature class, so that was where the ravens came into play.  And Vanessa’s story about my parents and the fireflies was still fresh in my mind.  I couldn’t, however, explain the ravens’ red eyes.  They were pretty frightening, but it was a nightmare, right?  A certain amount of scariness was to be expected.  
 
                 The two-story white farmhouse came into view.  Of course, it hadn’t changed.  The farmhouse was white with red shutters and a red roof.  The paint was peeling and the gutters were rusty.  A wraparound porch encircled the house and a gravel driveway filled with snow snaked up from the road.  On the porch, there was a swing, two windows and the front door.  
 
                 Peter crouched behind a tree.  “That’s their hideout?”  
 
                 “I don’t know who lives there, but they had their meeting in the basement that night.”
 
                 “I don’t see any cars in the driveway.”
 
                 “Last time the front window was open,” I said.  “It’s closed now.  Let’s go around back and see if we can get inside.”
 
                 We stayed in the tree line.  Peter carefully covered our footprints in the snow.  No cars were parked behind the house either; only two overflowing trashcans and a covered grill.  Someone lived there.  No telling who.  
 
                 Please don’t let James be in the house.  I seriously couldn’t deal with it if he went over to the dark side. 
 
                 I threw a quick glance at the surrounding forest, having a split second sensation that someone was watching us.  No sounds.  No people.  Only Peter and me crouching in the trees.  I shook off the feeling.  It was only nerves.  
 
                 “Remember what I said.”  Peter squeezed my hand and gave me a stern look.  “If I say go, we go.  I’m serious.”
 
                 He led the way to the concrete patio.  The top half of the back door had a window.  I peered inside.  
 
                 “It’s the kitchen.  I don’t see anyone.”  I jiggled the door handle, but it was locked.  
 
                 Peter grabbed his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a credit card.  He took one look around and then placed the plastic card into the space between the door and the frame.  After a few seconds of wiggling, the door clicked.
 
                 “Does everyone know how to pick a lock but me?”  I said under my breath.  
 
                 Peter pushed open the door.  “What?”  
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 The kitchen smelled of scrambled eggs.  Dirty dishes were piled high in the sink, but they hadn’t been there long.  No foul smell emanated from them or the nearby garbage can.  
 
                 “Where to first?”  Peter asked.  
 
                 “The basement.”
 
                 Peter motioned for me to the lead the way.  I walked out of the kitchen and into the hallway.  I stopped in front of the heavy door.  We were making a big mistake by coming back.  We were stirring up the hornet’s nest.  If they found us, we were dead.  No questions asked.  
 
                 “Lex.”  Peter held his hand out again.  “We’ll go together.”
 
                 The descent down the spiral stairs with Peter was slightly less scary than it was when I was alone.  But it still didn’t make it any easier.  
 
                 “How deep does this go?”  Peter used his free hand to feel our way down the dark stairs.
 
                 “It shouldn’t be much further.”
 
                 When we reached the final step, I hesitated again.  The wall extended out from the stairs, so you had to take another step around the concrete before you could actually see into the basement.  
 
                 “This was where I found them,” I whispered.  “Victor.  William.  Paul.  George Murray.  When they brought James out of the back room, I panicked and they heard me.  I ran for it.  Obviously, I wasn’t fast enough.”
 
                 “No one is here now.” 
 
                 “Maybe I should go to the gym.  Work on my cardio.”
 
                 We walked around the corner and into the empty basement.  The only light came from a single light bulb hanging from a beaded string in the middle of the room.  
 
                 “Wow,” Peter said.  “They are crazy.”  He walked over to the oil painting depicting a famous biblical scene.  Eight different paintings adorned the walls, each picture placed in between a wooden crucifix.  
 
                 “You haven’t seen anything yet.  Wait until I show you the living room.”  
 
                 We searched the basement.  There wasn’t much to it.  There were only two rooms - the main room and the black curtained room where James had waited to be initiated.  There wasn’t anything else.  A few boxes of candles, some old brown velvet robes and a stack of Bibles were all we found.  No shelves of food.  No washing machine.  Nothing.  
 
                 “Want to try upstairs?  Victor and William didn’t know where Jonah’s journal was, so it’s probably well hidden,” I said.
 
                 Peter did a quick check of the walls and floorboards to make sure there weren’t any loose openings to stash a journal.  Then we climbed the staircase back to the main floor. 
 
                 “Are you ready to see something crazy?”  I asked.
 
                 We walked through the dining room decorated with the fraternity paddles and into the sky blue living room.  The furniture hadn’t changed - an old couch, two loveseats and a coffee table.  A large wooden cross hung on the wall behind the couch.  The oil painting of an old man with a large nose and small eyes (possibly a portrait of Jonah Van Curen?) holding a Bible over his heart hung on the wall next to the cross.  
 
                 “Ta-da.”  I motioned to the mural that took up the entire wall.  It was a depiction of the Archangel Michael, with his white wings spread and spear in hand, casting all the demons into Hell.  
 
                 Peter crossed his arms over his chest and gazed at the painting like he was observing it in an art museum.  I checked under the couch, in the small closet and for loose floorboards.  No journal.  
 
                 “Which scene is this from?”  Peter asked over his shoulder.  “Or do you think it’s a free hand interpretation?”
 
                 “I assumed it was the depiction from the New Testament.  Book of Revelations.  You know, the War in Heaven?  I’ve never really gave the mural a good look.  It kind of freaked me out the last time I was here.”
 
                 The War in Heaven in the Book of Revelations told the story of how conflict erupted in Heaven.  The Archangel Lucifer was jealous of God’s love of mankind.  Unwilling to submit any longer, Lucifer and his angel followers led a rebellion against God.
 
                 The Archangel Michael, the leader of God’s army, defeated Lucifer in an epic battle.  Michael cast Lucifer and all of his rebellious angels out of Heaven.  The angels thrown out of Heaven were referred to as “fallen angels.”  
 
                 Peter motioned for me to come closer.  “Right, that’s what I thought, too.  Michael’s fully armed in the painting - helmet, sword and shield.  But look, they put the initials ‘G.O.D.’ on Michael’s arm and his cloak is the same color brown as Gamma’s robes.  And these aren’t like any fallen angels I’ve ever seen.  These are ordinary people.”
 
                 I leaned in to get a better view.  Sure enough, the initials were tattooed on Michael’s biceps and Lucifer’s fallen army, did in fact, look like ordinary people dressed in dark clothes. 
 
                 One fallen angel, a male, was drawn with his head turned away.  A dark spot on the back of his neck was clearly visible.  I scratched the dot with my fingernail to make sure it wasn’t a speck of dirt.  It wasn’t.  It was a birthmark, deliberately painted on the back of the fallen angel’s neck.  
 
                 Good one.  
 
                 This wasn’t the normal depiction of the biblical scene.  It was Gamma version of good versus evil.  
 
                 “I guess Michael represents their fraternity and all of these,” I pointed at the fallen angels that would later turn into demons, “must be me and all the other witches.”
 
                 “Lex, these guys are nut cases.  See Exhibit A.  Complete whack jobs.”
 
                 I shrugged.  “Let’s check upstairs and then get out of here.  This place gives me the creeps.”
 
                 We walked though the dining room and past the basement door.  The staircase was at the end of the hallway.  There were no windows, so the climb up the creaky stairs was almost in complete darkness.  
 
                 On the second floor, there were two rooms and a bathroom.  Hideous gold striped wallpaper covered the walls from floor to ceiling.  The first room was completely empty.  There was no furniture.  There wasn’t even a closet.  Dust bunnies gathered along the edges of the baseboard. 
 
                 The second room was sparsely decorated.  The furniture consisted of a bed, side table, an armoire and a dresser with an old fashion wash bowl.  Peter opened the closet door.  A few collared shirts and a suit hung from the pole.  
 
                 “There’s nothing here,” Peter said.
 
                 I pulled open a drawer.  Folded white t-shirts.  I opened another.  More clothes.  I opened the bottom drawer and on top of a pile of socks was a framed photograph.  It was of James and William. 
 
                 “Check this out,” I said.
 
                 Peter froze.  
 
                 My stomach dropped.  I knew that look.  “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “Someone’s here.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
                 Peter lifted me from the ground.  I closed the bottom drawer and we tiptoed into the hallway.  The sound of the front door slamming made my heart stop.  Footsteps creaked loudly below.  
 
                 “We can’t go that way,” Peter whispered.  He turned in a full circle and then pulled me into the bathroom.  
 
                 A tub.  Toilet.  Sink.  There was no place to hide.  The closet was full of shelves and we couldn’t fit inside.  
 
                 “Quick, in here.”  Peter quietly pulled open the shower curtain and stepped inside the tub.  
 
                 I jumped inside next to him.  “This is bad.  What if whoever’s here decides to take a shower?”  
 
                 “Then we’re in trouble.”  Peter closed the curtain.  “They’re already in the house.  We couldn’t get out of here without running into them.”
 
                 “I’m sorry.”  I pulled Peter next to me.  This was my fault.  I had to come back to the Gamma house.  I had to drag him into my mess.  I was always dragging Peter into my messes. 
 
                 The footsteps grew louder as someone jogged up the stairs.  Banging and commotion came from the bedroom.  Drawers were opened and slammed shut.   The footsteps grew louder as they entered the hallway.  
 
                 Light flooded the bathroom and the sink faucet turned on.  My heart was thumping in my chest.  I was sure whoever was out there could hear the rapid beating.  I placed my hand over it in a futile attempt to subdue the noise.  
 
                 “Who in the hell does he think he is?  He thinks he can talk to me that way?  He’s got another thing coming.”
 
                 My entire body stiffened.  My overbeating heart fell to my boots.  My jaw slacked, but thankfully, before I could gasp or shriek, Peter’s hand covered my mouth.  
 
                 It was my stepfather.  
 
                 Water poured out of the faucet.  “You can do this.  You can do this,” Victor said in an odd self-assuring tone.  
 
                 It sounded weird coming from Victor.  He was never one to lack any type of confidence.  Nothing rattled Victor.  Until now.  
 
                 Peter peered around the shower curtain.  He threw me a confused look.  “He’s alone,” Peter mouthed silently.    
 
                 Victor was talking to himself.  
 
                 It sounded like Victor was splashing water on his face.  “He’s not going to harm you.  He needs you.  You are important to him. You are the most important person to him.”
 
                 A loud crash.  
 
                 Tiles smashing.  Victor had punched the wall.  He exhaled loudly and turned off the faucet.  A loud crash sounded again, followed by a string of profanities.  The familiar sound of glass tinkled to the floor - he’d punched the mirror.  
 
                 “Get it together or you’ll be dead for the holidays.”  Victor’s footsteps stomped out of the bathroom and he slammed the door shut behind him.  
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
   Diary of Alexandria Longfellow
 
   Sunday, December 7th
 
    
 
                 We dodged a bullet.  Peter and I waited over two hours in the shower stall of the Gamma farmhouse.  Once we heard Victor’s Rolls Royce drive away, we crept out of the house and ran to the safety of our cars.  It was a close call.  Too close.  I won’t put Peter in any more danger.  I’ll have to figure this out on my own.  
 
                 Obviously, Victor was staying at the Gamma farmhouse.  But why was he so upset?  Who was Victor talking about?  Who was he going to meet?  Victor was a tough man and in the seventeen years that I’d known him, I’d never seen him frazzled.  Never.  Including the night William and Victor tried to string me from a tree.  Victor was cool as a cucumber.  But not tonight.  Who was he so frightened of?  Was someone out there more terrifying than William Van Curen?  That was hard to believe.  Could Gamma be reforming?  So soon?  Was there another leader?  
 
                 I didn’t actually see Victor from behind the shower curtain, but Peter said he looked horrible.  Apparently his hair was disheveled, he was sweating and his clothes were dirty.  All attributes that were extremely un-Victor like.  Weird.  
 
                 Needless to say, we didn’t find Jonah’s diary.  I didn’t really believe we would find it there, but I wanted to cover all grounds.  Now I could check the Gamma farmhouse off my list.  The next step was deciding where to look.  
 
                 It crossed my mind a thousand times that James would know where to search.  If he would even speak to me.  I wasn’t sure what I’d say to him: “Hey there, James - Great to see you again! Thanks for saving my life.  By the way, sorry you had to kill your dad in the process.”
 
                 If I was being honest, I was a little afraid to see James again.  I was scared of his reaction.  Did he hate me?   
 
                 I don’t know where to look for Jonah’s journal, I’m no closer to finding out how and who killed Grandma Claudia or why she was conjuring spirits.  And Emma….
 
                 Emma is a zombie.  Not literally, obviously, but I wonder if zombies exist.  Witches do.  Anyhow, what I meant to say was Emma is acting like a zombie.  She shuffles from room to room and says nothing.  She has this vacant look on her face and never speaks.  It’s so frustrating.  I understand she’s been through a lot, but so have I.  It would be nice to be able to talk to her about Ethan.
 
                 I guess that’s all for today.  Oh, I forgot to add - I successfully levitated my biology book.  I moved it from my desk, through the air, to my bed.  It was pretty cool.  It takes a tremendous amount of concentration and I was slightly dizzy afterwards, but it’s working and I think I’m getting better at it.  
 
                 Too bad levitation won’t solve any of my problems. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
                 “You don’t have a maid anymore?”  Olivia’s face scrunched up like a shriveled prune.
 
                 “No.”  I cut the chicken tender with the side of my fork.  I silently prayed Sadie would get over her cold and come back to school.  She always made dealing with Olivia so much easier.  I didn’t want to talk about Mya, especially to Olivia.  Mya was gone.  She went back to Vermont after we moved out of the house in the Hallows. 
 
                 Olivia frowned.  “I know your house is small now, but who cleans it?”
 
                 “You’re looking at her.”
 
                 “Eww.  Even the bathrooms?”
 
                 “Even the toilets,” I said with a grin.
 
                 Olivia opened her mouth again, but Jillian jumped in to save me.  “I clean my own bathroom.  It’s not so bad.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Olivia said.  “But you’re not a Ramsey.”
 
                 “Technically, neither am I, anymore.”  I enjoyed the horror on Olivia’s face a little more than I should. 
 
                 “I am going to have trouble remembering that.”  Lucas pushed his shaggy blonde hair out of his eyes.  “I’ve called you ‘Ramsey’ for the better part of a decade.  Longfellow is way too long.  Maybe I’ll try ‘Alex’ from now on.”
 
                 “Imagine that,” I said.  “Calling me by my first name after all of these years.  Hey Logan, your food is getting cold.”
 
                 Logan was obsessively texting underneath the lunch table.  His tray of food was untouched.  
 
                 Lucas rolled his eyes.  “You and Anne Marie are sickening.  You can’t possibly have that much to say to each other.”  
 
                 “How would you know?  You don’t have a girlfriend,” Logan said.  “Well, you would if you’d ever man up and finally ask Sa-”
 
                 Lucas elbowed his brother in the ribs.
 
                 “You’re coming back next semester, right?”  Jillian asked me, ignoring the twins.  
 
                 “Yes, but I’ll be at Hazel Cove High next fall.”
 
                 Olivia threw her long curly blonde hair over her shoulder.  “I can’t believe you’re going there for your SENIOR year!”
 
                 “It won’t be too bad.”  Lucas crushed his empty soda can with his hands.  “You’ll technically be the new girl, but everyone already knows who you are.  And you have Peter.  Dating the star hockey player has to count for something.”
 
                 Olivia shook her head.  “Why can’t you and your mom have Victor pay your tuition-” She abruptly stopped talking.  Her lower jaw fell open and then a bright smile claimed her face.  
 
                 The sudden halt in Olivia’s whining even had Logan looking up.  Lucas, Logan, Jillian and I followed Olivia’s gaze across the lunchroom.  
 
                 I wished I hadn’t.  
 
                 I’d been expecting it for awhile.  Obviously, I hadn’t readied myself for the shock of seeing James Van Curen in person again.  He was walking away from the soda machine casually nodding at people as he passed by their lunch tables.  
 
   James looked the same.  Chocolate hair and those huge doe-brown eyes.  He was wearing the Hawthorne Prep uniform - navy blue sports jacket with the red and yellow Hawthorne Crest on the chest, a white button down shirt, red tie and khaki pants.  
 
                 Even from this distance, I could tell there was something different about him.  He was missing that arrogant air about him.  There was a somber note in his movement and his famous dimples were nowhere to be found.  I was willing to bet he hadn’t smiled in exactly two weeks. 
 
                 “James!  Hey!  Over here!”  Logan waived his long arms in the air.  
 
                 James’ eyes roamed over the lunch crowd.  At the sight of the twins, his face softened.  His gaze slid over the table and skid to a screeching halt on me. 
 
                 The muscles in his jaw tightened.  I’m sure no one else noticed this tiny, infinitesimal reaction, but it was there.  I’d bet my life on it.  He pulled his eyes away from me, waived at Logan and walked out of the cafeteria. 
 
                 That went well.
 
                 “What was that about?”  Olivia glared around the table.  “Why didn’t he come over here?  We haven’t seen him in weeks and he doesn’t even bother to say hello?”
 
                 Lucas shrugged.  “Maybe he had somewhere to be.  It is his first day back.”
 
                 “Maybe he didn’t want to deal with all the questions.”  Jillian scraped her carton of yogurt with a plastic spoon.
 
                 “But we’re his friends,” Olivia said.
 
                 “Maybe he didn’t want you prying into his personal affairs.”  Logan adjusted his frames.  He’d been wearing the fashion glasses for the past few weeks as a way of differentiating himself from his identical twin brother.  “His dad died a few weeks ago.  He’s going through a tough time right now.  Give him some space.”
 
                 “Was Mr. Van Curen old?”  Jillian asked.  “I can’t believe he had a heart attack and hit his head.  That’s horrible.”
 
                 I lowered my eyes to my lunch tray.  I picked up a French fry and made drawings in the pile of ketchup.  This was one conversation I didn’t want to be a part of.  
 
                 “Didn’t you know his dad?”  Olivia asked me.  “James lived a block away from you.  Was Mr. Van Curen old?”
 
                 “Uh, I met him once,” I said quietly, not wanting to meet Olivia’s eyes.  “He wasn’t that old.  I don’t know.”
 
                 “James is living with his aunt now,” Lucas said.  “Hey, does anyone know if Sadie’s coming back tomorrow?”
 
                 Olivia waived her hands in the air to get Lucas’ attention.  “Wait.  What?  James is living with his aunt in his dad’s house in the Hallows?  How do you know that?”
 
                 “He told me,” Lucas said.  
 
                 Logan stopped texting.  “His aunt moved here from Boston.  She’s taking care of James and the house for the time being.”
 
                 “What else do you two know?”  Olivia asked the twins.  
 
                 “Quit being so nosy, Humphrey.  Come on, we should go, the bell is about to ring.”  Lucas grabbed his tray.  
 
                 We collectively rose from the table and followed Lucas out of the now empty cafeteria.  I fell to the back of the pack, too distraught over the look James had given me.  I should have been expecting it, but still, it stung.  The only reason he didn’t come to the lunch table was me.  James was obviously on good terms with the Cooper twins, so I had to be the reason for his sudden departure.  There was no other explanation for it.  
 
                 We were all clearly going to be late for fourth period, but it didn’t seem to bother anyone.  We stopped in the middle of the hallway near the staircase across from the guidance counselor’s office.  I didn’t understand the reason for the pit stop, but my friends started making weird noises at Logan.  Kissing noises.  Logan’s pale face turned tomato red behind his glasses.  
 
                 “What am I missing?” I asked.
 
                 “Nothing,” Logan said quickly.  He attempted to make a run for it, but Olivia clutched his arm.  
 
                 She pointed to the staircase that led to the Bell Tower.  “Doesn’t that look like an excellent make out spot?  I think it’s perfect!”  She sucked in her cheeks and made the kissing sound again.  
 
                 Logan’s broad shoulders slumped inward.  “Please don’t tell Peter.”
 
                 I must have been really slow today, because it finally dawned on me.  Logan.  Anne Marie.  The Bell Tower.  Gross.  When did that happen?  Anne Marie didn’t even go to our school; she went to Hazel Cove High.
 
                 Logan was waiting for me to answer.
 
                 I tried not to grin.  “I like you alive.  So I will definitely not be telling Peter that you’re making out with his little sister in such creative spaces as the Hawthorne Prep Bell Tower.” 
 
                 Logan’s face relaxed.  “Thanks, Alex.  I owe you one.”  He turned and walked away before anyone else could say anything. 
 
                 Jillian and Olivia went to the restroom, so that left Lucas and me alone to walk the nearly empty hallway to class.
 
                 Lucas blew a bubble with his gum.  “Logan wants to take Anne Marie to the Winter Ball.”  
 
                 Hawthorne Prep’s Winter Ball was in a few weeks and it was a big deal around Hazel Cove.  It was a formal dance for juniors and seniors.  Sadie and I had been looking forward to the dance for years.  Of course, that was before all of this witch stuff came into my life.  Now the Winter Ball seemed pretty lame.
 
                 “Logan should ask her,” I replied.  “They’re dating, right?  What’s the big deal?”
 
                 “He’s planning to, but….”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Maybe you could mention it to Peter first, you know?  Break the ice?”
 
                 “Ah,” I said.  “Logan put you up to this.”
 
                 Lucas shrugged his lanky shoulders.  “He is my brother.  Unfortunately.”
 
                 “No problem, I’ll talk to him tonight.  Are you going to the dance, too?”
 
                 Lucas looked at me like I was crazy.  “Of course I am.  Why?  Are you and Peter not going?”
 
                 It honestly hadn’t crossed my mind.  But a little normalcy would be good for my sanity.  “I don’t think I have a choice now that Logan is taking Anne Marie.  I’m sure Peter will drag me to the Ball so he can watch their every move.”
 
                 “Good, I don’t want you to miss it.”  Lucas hesitated.  
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Do you think Sadie would go with me?”
 
                 I glanced down the passing hallway.  James was at his locker.  “Sadie?  Sure, I think that’s a great idea.”
 
                 “Sweet.”
 
                 “I’ll catch up with you later, Luke.  I have to go.”  
 
                 And the next thing I know, I was marching towards an unsuspecting James.  I had to break the ice.  He couldn’t avoid me forever if we were going to be at the same school and have the same circle of friends.  Not if I had anything to say about it.  
 
                 I took a deep breath.  “Hi.”
 
                 James froze mid-motion, but quickly regained his composure.  He shoved his book into his bag and then slammed his locker shut.
 
                 It took about half a minute for him to look at me.  Well, forty-seven seconds, but, hey, who was counting?
 
                 “Yeah?”
 
                 I swallowed.  “I wanted to say hello.  I’m glad you’re back at school.”
 
                 “I didn’t really have a choice.”  James’ face was like stone.   
 
                 “Right,” I said.  “How are you doing?”   I wanted to ram my head against the locker the second the words came out of my mouth.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
                 Dark brown eyebrows shot up.  A small smile curved from his tightly pressed lips.  “How am I doing?  Great.  Amazing.  Just peachy.  You know, that’s how you normally feel when you’ve recently committed patricide.”
 
                 The verbal blow sucker punched me in the gut.  “I’m sorry.  That was a stupid question.”
 
                 James was silent.  
 
                 Up close the dark smudges under his eyes were visible.  He hadn’t been sleeping either.  Was James unable to think about anything except for what happened that night in the cemetery?  Were we haunted by the same nightmare?  
 
                 I really wanted to talk to James.  He was the only person on the planet that had been affected as strongly as I had by that night.  But it wasn’t going to happen.  He still had so much anger and resentment inside.  
 
                 I pushed my hair away from my face.  “I’m really sorry.  For everything.  I wanted to come by and thank you again.”
 
                 James’ eyes roamed over my face.  “How are you doing?  Done any witchy spells lately?”
 
                 “This isn’t the time or place to talk about that.”
 
                 “That’s right.”  James smacked his forehead in mock forgetfulness.  “It was never the right time or right place for you to tell me that you were a witch.”
 
                 I glanced uneasily around the hallway, but most of the students were already in class.  “That’s not fair and you know it.  I didn’t know what was happening at the time.”
 
                 “You knew something was up.  And I’m sure you told Peter, didn’t you?”
 
                 I averted my eyes.
 
                 “How is Peter by the way?  Still the hero with the hockey stick?”
 
                 “I guess it was a mistake to try to extend the olive branch.  I won’t bother you anymore.”
 
                 James didn’t say anything.
 
                 Fine.  I started to walk away, but something stopped me.  I turned around.  He was still standing there with that stony look on his face.  
 
                 “I understand that you’re hurt and angry and confused.  I get it.  Trust me.  No one gets it more than I do.  But I know you don’t hate me as much as you’re putting on,” I said. 
 
                 “What makes you think that?”
 
                 “Because if you did, you wouldn’t have shown up at Grandma Claudia’s funeral.  I saw you in the back, between the mausoleums.  I went to find you after the service, but you were gone.  Thank you.”
 
                 James blinked and the stony mask slipped away.  I saw him as he was that night in the cemetery.  Lost.  Confused.  Scared.  But still my friend.  Still my ally.  He ran his hand over his face and took a deep breath, his entire chest heaving.  He shook his head at the ground in between us and then slowly raised his eyes to mine. 
 
                 His jaw was tense and his eyes were… cold.  “Actually, I came to see if they’d killed you yet.”  
 
                 James didn’t wait for me to respond.  He turned on his heel and walked away.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
                 “I’m going to kill him.”
 
                 “That’s a little over dramatic, don’t you think?”  I plunged my straw into the chocolate milk shake.  It was topped with whipped cream and a cherry.  
 
                 “Fine,” Peter said, leaning back against the booth with a half grin.  “I’m going to smash his face in.”
 
                 “Less dramatic, but still not appropriate.  Let James say whatever he wants.  Who cares?”
 
                 “I care.”
 
                 “And that’s very sweet of you, but they’re only words.  He’s angry and upset.  Let him say what he wants.  He made his point - he wants us to stay clear of each other.”  I took a sip of the rich chocolate shake.  It was delicious.  “Are you really not getting dessert?”
 
                 Peter pulled his glass of water in front of him and frowned.  “I can’t.  I have conditioning practice in an hour and I just downed an entire double cheeseburger.  I don’t want to puke all over the ice.”
 
                 “Conditioning practice at night?  That sucks.” 
 
                 “We can’t win a state championship without putting in the extra effort.  And nice try, but you’re not going to distract me from this conversation.  How do we know that what James said wasn’t a direct threat at you?”
 
                 “We don’t.  But, it’s no big surprise that Gamma wants me dead.”
 
                 “Lex, do you hear yourself?  You’re perfectly fine with knowing that someone wants you dead?  Scratch that - a whole lot of someones. ” 
 
                 I pushed the chocolate shake over to Peter.  He’d been eyeing it since the waitress placed it on the table.  “It’s the truth.  Gamma and possibly other witch hunters that know about me, want me dead.  I accept that fact.  Now, that doesn’t mean I’m going to lie down and die without a fight.  But for the record, I don’t really buy James’ threat.”
 
                 Peter pushed the shake back to me.  “Why not?  I swear you give that boy way too much credit.”
 
                 “I could tell by his face.  It was all an act to push me away.  So fine, I’ll go along with it.  I’ll have nothing to do with James Van Curen again.”
 
                 The corner of Peter’s mouth pulled up into a lopsided grin.  “I won’t argue with that.”
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 I was dreading third period American Literature.  It would be my first class with James since he was officially back at Hawthorne and since he officially hated my guts.  It was bound to be awkward.  Not to mention Lucas, Logan and Sadie were in the class, too.  They would undoubtedly feel the tension between James and me.  And how would I explain that?
 
                 The plan was to get to class early and not look at James when he walked in.  Fat chance.  When I walked into American Literature ten minutes before the bell, five people were in the room, including James.  
 
                 I straightened my shoulders, walked down the row and took my seat.  I didn’t acknowledge James - I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction - so I had no idea if he looked my way, smiled or spit in my direction.
 
                 I pulled out my collection of Edgar Allan Poe short stories and poems.  I flipped to The Raven and re-read the poem to keep distracted.  It was a bad idea, because it immediately reminded me of my nightmare about the fireflies and ravens.  
 
                 “Do we have a quiz or something?”  Logan sat down in the desk in front of me.    
 
                 “Huh?”
 
                 “Why are you reading?  Do we have a quiz?”
 
                 “Oh.  No, I was brushing up on Poe before class,” I said.  
 
                 Logan gave me a strange look, but didn’t say anything else.  He pulled out his book, too, and shuffled through the pages.  
 
                 I couldn’t help but see James when I was talking to Logan.  He was rigidly sitting in his chair facing the front of the room.  Lucas and Sadie walked in and James waived at them before they took their seats.  
 
                 Maybe it was smart that I arrived to class early.  At least the others wouldn’t have noticed the palpable tension between James and me.  Would he have pretended to be nice in front of the others?  Or openly hostile?  
 
                 “Hi ya,” Sadie said taking her seat beside me.  “Oh no, do we have a quiz?”
 
                 I slammed my book shut.  “No.  No quiz.  Am I that bad of a student?  If I’m reading my book before class does that automatically mean I have some top secret info that a quiz is imminent?”
 
                 Sadie raised her dark eyebrows.  “Well, yeah.”
 
                 Lucas turned around in his chair.  “Bad morning, Alex?”
 
                 “No,” I said stubbornly.  I let a smile escape, realizing how stupid I was acting.  “Sorry guys.”  
 
                 The late bell sounded and Mr. Eubanks walked into the room with his briefcase.  At least I didn’t have to talk or explain my bad behavior for the next hour. 
 
                 “Good morning class!  Hope everyone is wide-eyed and alert.  Today we’re beginning a new American author, Edgar Allan Poe.  Did everyone read the assigned pages?”  Mr. Eubanks walked back and forth in front of the dry-erase board.
 
                 The class murmured.  
 
                 “Because I’m not lecturing today.”
 
                 Logan sat up in his chair.  “A quiz?”
 
                 “No,” Mr. Eubanks said.  “But that isn’t a bad idea.  Today, you all are going to teach each other.  I realized that most of you tune me out when I stand up here and feed you details about all the fascinating American authors and their timeless classics.”
 
                 He tossed his dry erase marker in the air and caught it.  “As unfortunate as that is, I still believe that this information is important for your future.  I want my students to be educated on the classics.  And if you’re still not motivated by my speech, then at least I want you to have fun facts to spit out at cocktail parties.  So, we are going to be a little more interactive today.”
 
                 Super.
 
                 “When I call on you, please give me a valuable piece of information about Edgar Allan Poe.  From there, we’ll see where our discussion leads,” Mr. Eubanks said, moving behind his podium.
 
                 The class tensed.  No one liked being called on.
 
                 “Let’s begin.  Cheyenne, how about you go first?”
 
                 The quiet girl with the mousy brown hair shifted in her seat.  “Uh, he was born in Boston.  But he grew up in Virginia.”
 
                 Mr. Eubank’s clapped his hands together.  “Right.  See, this is fun!  That’s all we needed - just a little interaction.  Hmmm, who’s next?  Sadie, how about you?”
 
                 Sadie stopped picking at her dark nail polish.  “He… wrote The Raven in 1845.”
 
                 “Spectacular Miss Williams!  Now, before we move on.  Let’s discuss The Raven and what it’s really about.  The poem has deep mystical overtones, like most of Poe’s work.  It’s a perfect example of thick gothic atmosphere - where the lines between the living and the dead are often blurred.”
 
                 The pit of my stomach tightened.  I couldn’t get away from spirits.  Was the supernatural always going to be in the forefront of my life?  Even in class?  Couldn’t we read Mark Twain?  Or Thoreau?  Did it always have to be about witches and ghosts and death and the paranormal?
 
                 “The narrator is a distraught young man who has lost his true love, Lenore,” Mr. Eubanks said.  “Line by line the poem reveals the young man’s descent into madness as he converses at midnight with a mysterious black raven.  Or so the young man thinks he’s talking to the Raven, but that, of course, is up for interpretation.  Is the Raven really speaking?  Or has the young man gone mad over the loss of his beloved Lenore?”
 
                 Mr. Eubanks strolled down the aisle.  “The Raven is one of Poe’s most powerful poems and it deserves a thorough examination.  You can say the line ‘Quoth the Raven: Nevermore,’ to anyone on the street and there is a very good likelihood that they’ll know what you’re saying.  Can any of you comment on some of the themes in the poem?”
 
                 Logan raised his hand.  
 
                 “Yes, Mr. Cooper, Logan that is.”  Eubanks gave an apologetic smile to Lucas, who definitely wasn’t raising his hand.  Lucas was busy passing a note to Sadie.  
 
                 “I think the supernatural is a dominate theme, even though no actual ghosts appear in the poem,” Logan said. 
 
                 Ghosts.  Spirits.  Great.  
 
                 I should have skipped American Lit.  I bet Peter would’ve ditched with me if I’d asked him.  Was I the only one in class feeling uncomfortable? 
 
                 James was flipping through the pages of his book, paying close attention to the lecture.  Maybe he wasn’t tired of the supernatural.  No scratch that - he was definitely tired of the paranormal, but he probably didn’t know that ghosts and spirits existed, too.  Good for him.  The less one knew about the supernatural world, the better.  
 
                 “I completely agree with you, Logan,” Mr. Eubanks said.  “What about some of the symbols depicted in The Raven?”
 
                 “You have the time of the poem - midnight - which in some cultures represents the witching hour or the haunting hour.  The time of the night when ghosts are free to roam,” Logan said, twirling his pencil in his fingers.  “Then you have the Raven.  The bird, itself, is mystical because it has the ability to speak.  But the bird is also dark and mysterious because it’s visiting the grieving narrator in the middle of the night.  In most parts of the world and for the better part of history, ravens have been considered omens of bad news.”
 
                 I rubbed my temples.  Ravens were omens of bad news.  Typical.  So a nightmare filled with hundreds of red-eyed ravens attacking you couldn’t be good, right?  Of course not.  My dreams were telling me what I already knew - I had a whole lot of bad coming my way.  
 
                 “Very good, Logan,” Mr. Eubanks said.  “Now to get a clear understanding, let’s read the poem aloud in class.  Let’s see, Alexandria, will you do the honors?”
 
                 Of course, I would be picked to read the poem. 
 
                 I sighed, but turned to the page where The Raven began.  I ran my finger over the drawing of the large bird.  It was exactly like the ravens from my dream, except for the eyes.  In the book, the raven’s eyes were black and nondescript; not vivid blood red, like the flock of deadly ravens from my nightmare.  
 
                 Definitely a bad omen.  
 
                 I cleared my throat.  “Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary; Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore; While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,  As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. ‘Tis some visitor,’ I muttered, ‘tapping at my chamber door-- Only this and nothing more.’”
 
                 Mr. Eubanks held up his finger.  “In the opening paragraph, Poe sets the stage.  We can feel the atmosphere.  The draft from the cold.  The eeriness of the midnight hour.  And now the young man hears a knock.  Who could it possibly be at such a late hour?  We sense his nervousness.  Please continue Alexandria, you are doing a fantastic job.”
 
                 Sadie threw me an encouraging smile.  
 
                 I found my place in the poem.  “Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December; And each separate dying ember wrought its…”
 
                 I froze over the next word.  I didn’t want to say it.  It was stupid, I know.  But the idea of Grandma Claudia conjuring those spirits….
 
                 Mr. Eubanks politely nodded.  “Continue, Alexandria.”
 
                 Lucas turned around in his desk.  I gave him a weak smile.  It was a stupid poem.  Only words.  Read it.
 
                 “Sorry, Mr. Eubanks.”  I took a deep breath.  “And each separate dying ember wrought it’s…”  I hesitated again, but closed my eyes and finished the sentence.  “And each separate dying ember wrought its…ghost upon the floor.”
 
                 I read without difficulty until I came to the fifth paragraph.  “Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing; Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortals ever dared to dream before; But the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token;”
 
                 The words were conjuring up the images I couldn’t shake.  Images that haunted me nightly.  It was as if the poem was written about my grandmother’s last night.  
 
                 I could see Grandma Claudia staring into that silver mirror.  Peering, wondering, fearing what was in that darkness.  Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortals ever dared to dream before. 
 
                 Don’t think about it.  Not now.  Not in a room full of people.  Don’t lose your cool.
 
                 I focused on Poe’s words and tried to recite them without meaning, without feeling, without thought.  Just read the words.  
 
                 Last paragraph.  Almost there.  “And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting; On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door; And his eyes have all the seeming of a….”  
 
                 Breathe.  Breathe.  
 
                 A few more lines.    “…demon's that is dreaming; And the lamp-light o'er him streaming throws his shadows on the floor; And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor; Shall be lifted--nevermore.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
                 I couldn’t concentrate on the spell book.  I only had a limited amount of time, but it didn’t matter.  All the words blurred together.  I’d read the same line five times.  Even the words written in clear English (as opposed to Latin) were incomprehensible to me.  I glanced out the window, past the snow covered deck and out to the roaring ocean.  The waves relentlessly crashed onto the beach - almost angrily - one right after another.
 
                 The sea mirrored my mood.  
 
                 “Did you find any?”  Vanessa poked her head into my grandmother’s sunroom.  Her hair was tied back with a handkerchief.   
 
                 “Not really.”
 
                 Vanessa frowned.  “The realtor is picking up the keys this afternoon because I told him we’d be finished.  And I have a flight to catch in five hours.  Time is running out.”
 
                 “I know, I know.  I’m sorry.  Are you sure you don’t want me to help clean?”
 
                 “No, I’m almost done.  Your job is to see if there’s anything in that book that you want me to explain before I go.”
 
                 Vanessa was right.  This was my last chance to receive hands-on training.  Once Vanessa boarded the plane for Louisiana, I’d be the only witch in the vicinity. 
 
                 Unfortunately, learning new spells was the last thing on my mind.  I was no closer to figuring out what happened to my grandmother.  I’d read her journal several times with no luck.  There were no clues.  Why on Earth would Grandma Claudia draw a conjuring circle?  What was she doing?  After Vanessa’s reaction, I’d been hesitant to bring the symbol back up.  But the reality was that Vanessa was my only link to the supernatural world.  
 
                 I also had no idea where Jonah’s journal was hidden.  James was avoiding me like the plague.  I’d even made it easy on him by making excuses to the others about why I wasn’t at lunch.  And now that school was out for Christmas break, I was home with Emma who sulked around the house day and night.  
 
                 “You seem out of it today,” Vanessa said.
 
                 “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind.”
 
                 “I can imagine.”   Vanessa leaned the broom against the wall.  She held out her hand for the spell book.   “You know I miss her, too.  Very much.”
 
                 I lowered my eyes.  “I know.” 
 
                 I didn’t want to talk about Grandma Claudia.  Not now.  Not here in this house that I would never see again.  Not so close to the front room.
 
                 “It’s hard looking at you,” Vanessa said. 
 
                 “What?  Why?”
 
                 “You have the same emerald eyes as she did.  Same shape, too.  It’s kind of eerie.”
 
                 “Oh,” I said quietly.  Vanessa had green eyes, too, but not as striking a green or as cat-like.
 
                 “Let’s see, shall we?”  She tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair.  “You can move and break objects without any difficulty.  That’s pretty impressive, because you’re only seventeen.  Your levitation is getting better, but you have to keep practicing.  The bigger the object, the harder it is to move.”
 
                 “Right.”  I needed to absorb as much information as I could.  “It makes me really dizzy and tired after I levitate anything.”
 
                 “That’s normal.  You’ll get better at it.  It requires a lot of energy to summon the amount of power it takes to do these…tricks.  If you’re angry or excited, it’s much easier because you already have a significant amount of energy vibrating through your system.  It’s harder to do if you’re just idly standing there.”
 
                 “Tricks?”
 
                 “Moving things, breaking things, levitating - basically all non-spell actions.  Non-spell actions manifest because you physically make them.  There is no need to cast a spell.  No need to chant words, gather ingredients, that sort of thing.”
 
                 “Okay,” I said slowly.  The image of an old croon stirring a green bubbling pot over the fire came to mind every time Vanessa said the word ‘spell.’
 
                 Vanessa flipped through the pages, her index finger running over the small scribble.  “You’ll probably never use ninety-nine percent of the spells in this book.  I’m trying to think of a good one to teach you that you may possibly use in your life.”  
 
                 “Hey, Vanessa?”  I scratched the fabric of my jeans.
 
                 “Hmmm?”
 
                 “Do you really have to leave?  Christmas is only a few days away.”  I wanted her to stick around for awhile.  Maybe she could even help me get Emma out of her funk.  
 
                 She looked up from the spell book.  “I have to get back to the hospital.  The staff is low and I didn’t think it would take this long for me to get everything settled up here.”
 
                 “I understand.”
 
                 “You are more than welcome to come to New Orleans whenever you want.  Let me know when and I’ll send you a plane ticket.”
 
                 “Thanks.”
 
                 “I mean it.”
 
                 “I know,” I said.  “Maybe I will, in the spring.”
 
                 “You can even bring that cute boyfriend of yours.”
 
                 The idea of Peter and I visiting New Orleans for spring break was already forming in my mind.  A new town.  Warm weather.  Cajun food.
 
                 “I think I found a good spell to teach you.”  Vanessa turned the book around so I could see the yellowed page.  The spell was ornately entitled, “En Puppetarium.”
 
                 “What’s that?”  
 
                 “A type of compulsion.”
 
                 I raised my eyebrows.
 
                 “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Vanessa assured.  “It’s a small spell that will make someone do as you say.”
 
                 “That sounds bad.”  And dangerous. 
 
                 Vanessa waived her hand in dismissal.  “Say I wanted you to pick up the broom and finish sweeping the hallway.  All I would have to do is cast this spell and you’d be merrily sweeping away.”
 
                 I would never, in a million years, use this spell, but I didn’t want to upset Vanessa.  
 
                 “Okay, how do I do it?”
 
                 “This is the incantation, here.”  Vanessa pointed to the bottom of the page.  “This is what you’ll need to perform the spell.  Just your basics - a candle, rosemary leaves, a cup of water and the two cementers.”
 
                 “Cementers?”
 
                 “That’s what binds the spell.  In the example I gave, I would need a bristle from the broom and a hair or something of yours.  An object from the person and an object from what you want them to do.  If you wanted your dog to stop urinating on the carpet and go outside instead, then you’d need a piece of the dog’s hair or nail and a piece of grass.  Very simple.  Then you follow these instructions.”
 
                 “Could anybody do this?  Like non-witches?”  This spell would be disastrous if it fell into the hands of the wrong person.  For example, Victor.  Or Gamma.  Or even Olivia.  Actually, I didn’t see how this would be good for anyone.  
 
                 “No.  Each spell you ever come across can only be performed by a witch.  It needs the power from within to jumpstart it.  The fact that you are a full witch means you’ll have more… juice, I guess you’d say.  It will be easier for you to manifest the necessary energy whenever you’re doing a spell.”
 
                 “How do you reverse it?”
 
                 Vanessa flipped the page.  “If you do the basic spell, then the reversal is here.  If you add stuff to make the spell more complicated, then the reversal gets a little more in depth.  But that’s way past what we’re learning here.  Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “When you spell someone - not just this spell, but any spell at all that has a specific impact on a person - a mark appears on the body for as long as the spell is intact.”
 
                 “What kind of mark?”
 
                 “A small spiral indentation on the skin only a few centimeters wide.  It’s very discreet.  And it can appear in different places - hidden, but not completely - behind the ear, between two toes, places like that.  That’s how you can tell if someone has been spelled.”
 
                 “Have you ever used this spell?”  I felt bad prying, but I had to know.
 
                 Vanessa smiled.  “A few times.  Nothing big, of course, but I did make Derek Andrews ask me out on a date when I was a senior at Hazel Cove High.”  She laughed at her own admission.  Her neck and cheeks flushed red.  “It’s silly now, but at the time, it was a life or death situation.  And I almost spelled Jana Humphrey so she wouldn’t win Prom Queen, but I decided against it.”
 
                 “Jana?  Olivia’s oldest sister?” 
 
                 “I forgot you two were friends.  Jana and I were pretty close in high school.  That’s why I decided not to spell her.  I figured if I wasn’t Prom Queen, then she was the next best thing.”
 
                 “So that guy you were talking about, Derek?  You could make him… love you?”
 
                 “Oh no, no, no.  I forgot that you don’t even know the basics.”  Vanessa set the spell book on the side table.  “You can’t manipulate the two most fundamental emotions in the world with magic.  Ever.”
 
                 “What are those?”
 
                 “Guess.”
 
                 “Um, love, obviously,” I said, flushing a little when I said the word.  “And….”
 
                 She nodded for me to continue.
 
                 “Hate?”  
 
                 “Right,” Vanessa said.  “In a sense.  It’s kind of a gray area.  You can never make someone love you.  It’s impossible.  Sure you’ll come across love potions, but those are only temporary.  The potion last as long as the fluid is in the system.  And, of course, I made Derek Andrews ask me out on a date with my spell, but I couldn’t make him feel for me.  That was up to me and how well our date went.”
 
                 “Okay,” I said trying to follow along.
 
                 She pulled the handkerchief out of her hair and shook her long waves out.  “You can spell someone to be infatuated with you, but you must understand that it’s not the same as love.  It’s simply obsession.  And that, too, fades once the spell wears off.”
 
                 “I feel like I should be taking notes.” 
 
                 “Don’t worry, it’s all sinking in.  Now, hate is where it gets complicated.”  Vanessa leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs.  
 
                 “Just like love, you can’t make someone hate.  It’s impossible.  Those human emotions are too strong to replicate regardless of the strength of the magic.  Likewise, you can make someone appear to be upset with another, but it’s not real hate and it’s only as temporary as the spell.  Harmful spells are out there, but this little En Puppetarium spell is way out of that range.”
 
                 I leaned forward.
 
                 “Under this specific En Puppetarium spell, you cannot make a person harm another.”  Vanessa tapped the open page on her lap.  “Of course, you could amp up the spell, but that would be dark magic and, obviously, you would never do that.”
 
                 “Of course not.”
 
                 “Remember, there is a thin line between white magic and black magic.”
 
                 Something had been bugging me for awhile.  “Do you remember when I told you about what I did to Simon the night Gamma attacked me?”
 
                 “I do.”
 
                 “Was that black magic?  I guess it was a non-spell action, but I had no idea what I was doing.  I just wanted them to leave me alone.”
 
                 Vanessa tapped her nails on the armrest.  “I think you made his brain hemorrhage.”
 
                 “Oh, jeez.”
 
                 “Not intentionally, of course.  But you focused all of your angry energy on him and, somehow, the power that you radiated towards him squeezed his brain.  It was self defense.  That’s all.  You were protecting yourself.”
 
                 I sat back in my chair.  Is that what happened to Grandma Claudia?  Did someone - scratch that, some witch - squeeze her heart until she died, just like I’d squeezed Simon’s brain?
 
                 I shuddered.  It was a possibility.  But what about the mirror and the conjuring symbol?  Vanessa said the symbol conjured spirits, not other witches.  Could a spirit do the same thing?  Was someone else in the house when Grandma Claudia was conjuring? 
 
                 “What are you thinking?”  Vanessa asked watching my face.  
 
                 I quickly thought of something to ask.  Vanessa didn’t know how Grandma Claudia died.  As a doctor, Vanessa considered the autopsy report hard evidence.  If the coroner said it was a heart attack, then that’s what she believed.
 
                 “I don’t know how I hurt Simon,” I said.  “You should have seen the pain he was in.  All of the blood streaming out of his ears and nose.”  That image haunted my dreams.  If I closed my eyes, I could still hear Simon’s screams.
 
                 “It was black magic because it was harmful to another, but listen to me, you’re not evil or bad or dangerous.  You don’t perform dark magic.  You’re a young girl who was cornered by a group of horrible men that were bent on killing you.  You fought back.  That’s it.”  Vanessa’s eyes never left mine.
 
                 “I know,” I said quietly.  
 
                 “Good.  Do you have any more questions?”
 
                 This was my last shot.  I had to ask her opinion.  “Hypothetically speaking, let’s say a person was performing the conjuring spell that we were talking about last time.  Would that person be considered evil?”  
 
                 Vanessa threw me a sharp look.  “It wouldn’t absolutely make that person evil.  I’d need to know the reason why that person was conjuring.  But, Alex, that conjuring symbol is definitely black magic.  It really doesn’t get much darker than that.”
 
                 “Right.”
 
                 “Those spirits can’t be controlled.  They’re the pure definition of evil,” Vanessa warned.  “The question becomes - in our hypothetical case, of course - why would that person want to conjure something so evil?”
 
                 Vanessa hit the hammer on the nail.  Why would Grandma Claudia want to conjure something so evil?
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
                 It was finished.  
 
                 Grandma Claudia’s house was closed.  The keys were safely in the realtor’s hands and Vanessa was on a plane hundreds of miles in the air heading south for Louisiana.  That chapter of my life was closed.  It was time to open a new one.  Easier said than done. 
 
                 I was having a hard time with Grandma Claudia’s death.  Spending time in her house and around her things was a way for me to hope that she’d walk through the door as if nothing happened.  It was an irrational thought, I know.  But now the house was gone and I only had Scooby and a couple of boxes of her possessions.  It felt like there was nothing left to hold on to.  
 
                 She was really gone.  
 
                 Dying rays of the setting sun glared off the snow.  I turned off Dogwood Avenue and onto my unfamiliar street.  I didn’t see the car parked in front of my house until I pulled into the driveway.  Blame it on the high snowdrifts or the glare of the sun.  Heck, blame it on me not paying attention.  Whatever the case, I wasn’t prepared to see the red Range Rover. 
 
                 I slowly pulled the key out of the ignition.  We hadn’t spoken since James said those terrible things to me at his locker.  I wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation, but the curiosity of his appearance was eating at me.  I grabbed the bags from the passenger seat and stepped out of the car.  
 
                 I didn’t look in his direction, but I heard the car door shut.
 
                 “Alex?”
 
                 I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for his onslaught.  I didn’t want to see his beautiful doe-eyes dark with hate or that stony mask where he hid behind his emotions.  So I kept my eyes closed when I turned to face him.  I was in no mood for an argument.  And, to be honest, I wasn’t sure if I could control my emotions.  Or more importantly, my witchy emotions.  
 
                 “Hmm?”
 
                 “Alex?”
 
                 “Yes?”
 
                 Footsteps sloshed through the snow.  “Why do you have your eyes closed?”
 
                 His voice sounded normal.  Somewhat like the old James.  I peeked through one eye.  Both of James’ eyebrows were raised high on his forehead.  It didn’t look like he was going to bite my head off.   
 
                 I ignored his question and cautiously opened the other eye.  “Hi, James.”
 
                 He shoved his hands in his pockets.  “It’s cold out, huh?”  
 
                 Mounds of endless snow covered every square inch of Hazel Cove.  “It’s probably that whole northern Massachusetts thing at the end of December.”
 
                 “Right.  Listen, I need to talk to you.  Are you busy?  I know I don’t deserve one, but will you give me a minute?”
 
                 “That depends.  Are you here to see if they’ve killed me yet?  If so, you can clearly see that the ole’ heart is still pumping.  Unfortunate as that may be to you.”
 
                 James winced.  “I am sorry.  I really am.  It was a horrible thing to say and I know I can never take it back.  It’s not an excuse, but my life is turned upside down.  I’m confused and angry and you were an easy target.  I’m so sorry.  Can you forgive me?”
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 He looked surprised.  “Really?  That easy?”
 
                 The two bags were heavy in my hands.  I was beginning a new chapter in my life, right?  Why not start with forgiveness?  
 
                 I shrugged.  “You’ve been through a lot.  I’ve been through a lot.  And I did have some small shred of hope that you didn’t actually mean what you said.”
 
                 “I didn’t.”
 
                 “Good.  Do you want to come in?  It’s too cold to talk outside.”
 
                 “Uh, sure, but-”
 
                 “What?  Peter?  He’s not here.  He’s working at the docks tonight,” I said over my shoulder.
 
                 “No, it’s not that.  Is your mother home?  Does she know what happened?  Will she be angry to see me?”
 
                 “You don’t have to worry about Emma.  Trust me.” 
 
                 “Do you need help with those bags?”
 
                 “No, thanks.”  My spell book was neatly tucked in the bottom of my bag.  I was giving James the benefit of the doubt, but I wasn’t letting my guard down.
 
                 “Did you go Christmas shopping?”
 
                 “No, I need to.  These are from my Aunt Vanessa.  She can’t make it for Christmas.”  I shifted the bags so I could unlock the door.  
 
                 The house was warm.  Too warm.  Emma was sitting on the couch staring at the carpet.  Scooby was curled into a ball beside her.  He growled at James.  
 
                 James shut the door behind him.  His eyes drifted to my incoherent mother and then warily back at me.  
 
                 “Give me a second.  Why don’t you take a seat in the dining room?”
 
                 I put the bags in my room, coaxed Emma from the couch and into her bedroom, turned down the heat and pulled off my bulky sweater.  It was strange to wear a tank top in the dead of winter, but it was at least eighty-five degrees inside.
 
                 James was sitting at the table looking around the house.
 
                 “It’s not much,” I said, glancing around the bare walls.
 
                 “No, I like it.  It feels more-”
 
                 “Homey than the house on Apple Orchard?”  
 
                 “Definitely.”
 
                 “How did you know where I lived?”  
 
                 “Lucas told me.”  James spread his hands on the table.  “Was that okay?  I mean, for me to ask him?”
 
                 “Sure.”  I found two bottled waters in the refrigerator and sat down at the table.  I pushed the plastic container across the wood surface.   “As long as you aren’t planning on hanging me or burning me at the stake.”
 
                 He winced again. 
 
                 I smiled so he’d know I wasn’t serious.
 
                 “Oh.”  The corner of James’ mouth turned up.  “You’re joking.”
 
                 “I am.”  I took a swallow of water.
 
                 “You’re taking everything pretty well.”
 
                 “I don’t really have an alternative.” 
 
                 James lowered his eyes.  “You’re not scared of me?” 
 
                 “Nope.”
 
                 “Because you can do… magic?”  He looked embarrassed.
 
                 “Magic helps, but the real reason I’m not scared of you is because you don’t want to hurt me.  You never did.  If that was the case, I’d be dead right now.”
 
                 James leaned forward.  “I never wanted to hurt you.  I had no idea about my dad, I promise.  Obviously, he was a little off the deep end, but I never, in a million years thought….”
 
                 “Don’t feel bad.  I had no idea about Victor either.” 
 
                 “I didn’t know about any of it.  I found out that night in the cemetery.  Gamma.  Witch hunting.  The killings.  I had no idea.  I swear.”
 
                 “I believe you.”
 
                 “My dad told me to stay away from you the moment we saw you in the attendance office.  I figured he had some beef with your father.  Then my dad said he wanted to initiate me into his fraternity.  He said it was a ritual for high school sons of Harvard legacies.”
 
                 I raised my eyebrows.
 
                 “You know, if your father went to Harvard then you’re considered a legacy.  I thought it was some pre-college ritual.  Then I’m sitting in a closet in the basement listening to them talk about…you and witches.  It was so weird.  So surreal.”
 
                 “Scary stuff, huh?”
 
                 “I felt so conflicted.  Once I found out what was really happening, I hated my father for what he was doing.  I kept telling myself he wouldn’t go through with it.  The next thing I know, we’re in the cemetery and he’s choking you.  It finally hit me that he wasn’t going to stop.”
 
                 I was silent.  It was obvious he needed to get this off his chest.    
 
                 James ran his hand through his hair.  “When I pushed him off of you, I didn’t mean for him to hit that tombstone.  I swear I didn’t.  It was so quick.”
 
                 “It was an accident.”
 
                 “I felt guilty.  I killed my father.  And I was all alone.  I guess that’s why I blamed you, even though none of it was your fault.”
 
                 “I’m sorry for what you had to go through,” I said quietly.
 
                 “I’m sorry for what you had to go through, too.”
 
                 That night in the cemetery completely changed both of our lives.  We would never be quite the same.  It was something James and I shared.  
 
                 I didn’t want to completely change the subject, but I wanted to stop talking about William Van Curen.  The man was dead, but he still gave me the creeps.  “Lucas said your aunt moved in with you.”
 
                 “Yeah, my Aunt Liz.  She’s great.  It actually feels like a normal house.  I think she’s only sticking around until I’m of age, but it’s nice of her to help me out.”
 
                 I had to ask.  “Is she…?”
 
                 “She’s my mom’s sister.  As far as I know, she’s completely in the dark about Gamma and everything else.”
 
                 “I’m glad you have her in your life.”  
 
                 “She’s my only living relative now.  Well, I guess she’s not my only living relative….”  James trailed off.  His olive skin flushed a deep pink.
 
                 “I lose a stepfather, you gain an uncle.” 
 
                 “Aren’t I the lucky winner,” James said darkly.  “Have you seen Victor?”
 
                 I didn’t want to tell James about spying on Victor at the Gamma farmhouse.  “No.”  
 
                 “Really?  Wow.  I thought you’d run into him during the move.”
 
                 I twisted my bottle cap.  “Victor never came back to the house in the Hallows.  He left all of his stuff - clothes, shoes, ties, papers, everything.”  
 
                 “I’m guessing you and Emma don’t ever want to see him again.”
 
                 “Heck no.  It was pretty tense the first few days afterwards.  I was expecting him to sneak in and try to finish me off.  Or even worse, do something to Emma.  I was relieved when we finally moved out of that house.”  I hesitated for a second.  I didn’t want to ask, but I had to.  “Have you seen him?”
 
                 “Once.  At my dad’s funeral.”
 
                 “Oh.  I didn’t hear anything about the funeral.”
 
                 James shook his head.  “It was private.  Small.  Weird.  But Victor was there.  After it was over, he tried to talk to me, but I stopped him.  I told him I never wanted to see his face again.”
 
                 A wave of relief spread over me.  “He left you alone?”
 
                 James pulled off his fleece sweater, displaying a white t-shirt underneath.  It was cooling down, but it was still way too hot.  “It was weird,” James said.  “He wasn’t himself, you know?  Loud, harsh and angry.  He looked defeated, skittish even.  I guess my dad’s death took its toll on him.”  
 
                 Or maybe something else was going on with Victor.  Was he in trouble?  I couldn’t see him from behind the shower curtain at the Gamma house, but it was hard to imagine Victor as defeated or scared.  
 
                 “I don’t want anything to do with any of that witch hunting nonsense,” James said.
 
                 “That’s nice to hear.  Witch hunters are out, but witches are okay?”  I asked with an attempt at a smile.
 
                 “At first, I didn’t want anything to do with you either.”  He dropped his eyes.  “But I realized it wasn’t your fault that you were a witch.  You were who you were.  And I could accept it or not.  So here I am trying to make amends.”
 
                 “Thank you.”
 
                 “Your mother’s having a tough time.”
 
                 “She went from a raging alcoholic to this shell of a person.  It’s too much for her to deal with, especially the whole Ethan thing.”  
 
                 James frowned.  “Did you know about him?”
 
                 “No.  I found out Ethan was my biological father a few days before that night in the cemetery.”
 
                 “Wow.”
 
                 “Tell me about it.  And to find out that his coffin was empty.  It’s maddening.  It’s all I think about,” I admitted. 
 
                 James sank into his chair.  “I wish there was a way I could make things better.  You know?  Right my family’s wrongs.”
 
                 I didn’t hesitate.  I jumped at the opportunity.  I had to know what happened to my dad.  “Actually….”
 
                 James sat up straight.  “What?”
 
                 “You might be able to help me.”
 
                 “Anything.”
 
                 I took a deep breath.  James was my only chance at finding Jonah’s journal.  I’d have to trust him.  “That night in the cemetery, your dad and Victor mentioned your grandfather’s journal.”
 
                 “Grandpa Jonah?”
 
                 “Do you remember their conversation?”
 
                 “Not really,” James said.  “I was kind of in shock.”
 
                 “When Simon opened Ethan’s coffin and found it empty, your dad and Victor said that if they found your grandfather’s journal, then they might know what happened to Ethan’s body.” 
 
                 James nodded.
 
                 “Your Grandpa Jonah killed my father seventeen years ago, but now that Jonah’s dead, too, there’s no way of knowing what happened to Ethan’s body.  But if something’s written in the journal, then-”
 
                 “You have to find that journal,” James finished.  
 
                 “Right, but I don’t know where to look.”
 
                 James tapped his fingers on the table.  “What about the farmhouse where you found us? Out past Harvard, in Cambridge?  It’s been in my family for years.”
 
                 I bit my lip. 
 
                 James’ eyes grew as big as saucers.  “You already searched there?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Alone?”
 
                 “No, Peter went with me.”
 
                 “Wow,” James whistled.  “You are tougher than I gave you credit for.  How could you step foot on that property after….”  James shook his head.
 
                 “I have to find out what happened to my dad.  It will help Emma and it’ll give me peace of mind,” I said quietly.
 
                 “What can I do to help?”
 
                 “Tell me about Jonah.  Where could the journal be?  Give me some places.”
 
                 James thought for a moment.  “I didn’t know Grandpa Jonah that well.  He was kind of icy.”  He smirked.  “I see why now.”
 
                 “I can only imagine.”
 
                 “He lived alone in a small flat in Boston.  He’d go to the farmhouse on occasion, but he spent the majority of his time, no scratch that, all of his time at his church.”
 
                 My stomach sank.  “His church?”
 
                 “He was the head minister at a church in downtown Boston.  Near Quincy Market.”  
 
                 “I know that area.”
 
                 “To tell you the truth, Grandpa Jonah gave me the creeps.  He was always shouting these brimstone sermons from his pulpit about how we were all sinners and going to Hell.”
 
                 I bit my tongue.  He sounded exactly like a leader of the Gamma Omicron Delta fraternity.  
 
                 “That’s all really.”  James shrugged.  “Oh, and he liked the Red Sox.  Yankee fans were damned, according to him.”
 
                 “Could you give me the name of the church?  Or its address?”  A glimmer of hope was spreading through me.  Now I had somewhere to search.  I was no longer stuck in a dead end.
 
                 James narrowed his eyes.  “Absolutely not.”
 
                 “What?  Why?”  I was shocked by the finality of his tone.
 
                 “Alex, I’m not giving you the address so you can run off alone on your treasure hunt.  No way.  I don’t know who’s at that church.  It could be crawling with Gamma members for all I know.”
 
                 I crossed my arms over my chest.  “You said you’d help me.”
 
                 James smiled, displaying his dimples.  “That’s right.  I am.  But the only way you’re getting into that church is with me.  I’m going with you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
                 The tree farm was on the western edge of Hazel Cove.  I’d never been to it before.  Victor had our Christmas tree shipped to the house in the Hallows every year.  But this was a new chapter for Emma and me.  We didn’t have any family traditions, so Peter said we could borrow a LaViollette one - cutting down our own Christmas tree. 
 
                 Of course, Emma wasn’t with us.  I couldn’t talk her into coming.  She was home alone, with the heat turned on high, staring at nothing. 
 
                 We pulled into the nearly empty parking lot.  Peter grabbed a handsaw out of the truck bed and we shuffled through the snowdrifts.
 
                 “Are we really going to cut down a tree?”  I asked.
 
                 “I’m not sure how much sawing you’ll actually be doing, but, yeah, that’s the idea.”
 
                 “What about animals living in there?”
 
                 Peter laughed.  “I’ll shake it out before we put it in the living room.”
 
                 We walked through split-railed gate.  Rows and rows of Christmas trees were evenly spaced in never-ending lines.  The deeper you walked into the farm, the taller the trees became.  
 
                 “Wow.”  I breathed in the fresh pine-filled air.
 
                 “It’s great, right?  I loved doing this with my dad when we were kids.  My mom and Anne Marie would come to watch with thermoses of hot chocolate.”
 
                 The lot was lit with white Christmas bulbs strung from tall poles.  The air was crisp.  A yellow half moon glowed bright in the clear sky.  We walked down a row of trees that were at least six feet tall.  
 
                 Peter pointed to a beautiful pine.  “How about that one?”
 
                 “That won’t fit in the house.”
 
                 “Sure it will.”
 
                 “Maybe the house in the Hallows.  You’ll never get that through the front door of our new home.”
 
                 Peter gave me an incredulous look.  “Of course I can.”
 
                 “If you say so.”
 
                 Peter kneeled down and disappeared under the branches.  The grinding of metal on wood erupted as Peter sawed the trunk.
 
                 “Do you need any help?”  I asked.
 
                 “Not yet.”
 
                 The lot was almost empty.  A few families were shopping, but not many.  It was Christmas Eve and most people in Hazel Cove didn’t wait until the last minute to buy a tree.  Only me.  I wasn’t even sure if we should get one.  Emma wasn’t in the right state of mind for the holidays and it was only the two of us.  But Peter insisted.  
 
                 With Peter under the tree, it felt deserted.  I hugged myself to stay warm.  The knee-high snow flanked by rows of tall dense trees reminded me of the giant hedge maze in the movie, The Shining, with Jack Nicholson.  My eyes wandered.  I don’t know what I was looking for.  Rouge witch hunters?  Victor?   
 
                 Perfect images to conjure on Christmas Eve.  
 
                 I needed to rein in my imagination, but thinking of Victor reminded me of something equally unpleasant.  I hadn’t told Peter about James and me making amends.  More importantly, I needed to tell Peter about my proposed trip with James to visit Jonah Van Curen’s church in Boston.  I didn’t want to upset Peter and bringing up plans with James would definitely do that.  On the other hand, I didn’t want a repeat of the last time I’d kept plans with James a secret.  
 
                 “So, James stopped by the house yesterday.”  I sat on the cold ground beside Peter and the tree.
 
                 Silence and sawing.  Maybe he didn’t hear me?
 
                 “Oh, yeah,” Peter said after awhile.
 
                 “Yup.”
 
                 “What for?”
 
                 “To apologize for those mean things he said.” 
 
                 “He’s lucky I haven’t run into him and that I wasn’t at your house when he stopped by.”
 
                 I scooped up a clump of snow and shaped it into a perfectly round snowball.  I launched the snowball into a tree across the row.  The compacted powder exploded upon impact and, thankfully, no animals scattered. 
 
                 “James was polite,” I said.  “He’s been really messed up since everything happened with his dad.”
 
                 “His father was a whack-job.”
 
                 “But James isn’t.”
 
                 “So you say.”
 
                 “He didn’t have to save me that night,’ I said quietly.  I didn’t want to defend James, but it was the truth.  If James hadn’t pushed his father off of me, then I wouldn’t be sitting in this Christmas tree lot.  
 
                 Peter snorted.  “And he didn’t have to say those things to you at his locker.”
 
                 “True.”
 
                 “But I get it,” Peter said taking a break from sawing.  He stayed under the canopy of the tree branches, so I couldn’t see his face.  Only his legs.    
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 “James is in a bad situation.  He doesn’t have anyone to blame, because the only one to blame is his dad.  And since he feels guilty about killing his father, he can’t at the same time blame him, too.  So, naturally he blamed you.”
 
                 “Look at you, Mr. Logical.”
 
                 “I understand - in a sense- what he’s going through, but that doesn’t mean I’ll put up with him treating you like that.”
 
                 “I don’t think he will anymore.  He felt really bad about it,” I said
 
                 “Good.”
 
                 That went better than expected.  But I was no fool.  Now was not the time to mention my upcoming trip to Boston with James.  Not on Christmas Eve.  I’d just have to tell Peter before we went to search for Jonah’s journal.  
 
                 And when Peter didn’t have a handsaw within reach.
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 Emma was mesmerized by the aquarium.  Inside the glass box were dozens of fireflies blinking on and off around tangles of grass and weeds.  Her eyes shifted from side to side and up and down following the little insects.  
 
                 Peter and I were on the floor in front of the giant Christmas tree - one that fit through the front door - surrounded by a sea of discarded wrapping paper.  This year was a sad Christmas with the death of Grandma Claudia so recent, but in a way it was a very good Christmas.  We were alive.  Emma and I were free from Victor.  This was our family.  Emma and me and Peter.  
 
                 I felt guilty that Peter was here so early on Christmas morning, but he assured me a dozen times that Anne Marie woke up at five in the morning to open presents.  Mrs. LaViollette and Anne Marie were already napping from the early rise.  
 
                 “Anybody want more coffee?”  I rose to my feet and shrugged off the red pea coat Peter bought me for Christmas.  I couldn’t wait to wear it outside, but it was ridiculously hot in the house again, so I placed it on the coat rack near the front door.  
 
                 Peter was lying on his stomach fiddling with the iPod I bought him.  Scooby was next to him, in almost the same position, chewing on a new bone.  
 
                 All of Emma’s gifts were scattered around her, hardly noticed because she was so captivated by the fireflies.  Peter had searched pet stores all over northern Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire to find the fireflies.  
 
                 I received a murmur of no’s and went to the kitchen to collect supplies.  I finally found the spell I’d been looking for in my grandmother’s spell book.  It was a protection spell and, if done correctly, would protect everyone inside of the house from anyone trying to enter our house with ill intentions.  The spell sounded right up my alley.  I debated over doing magic on Christmas morning, but I figured the sooner I protected Emma and me, the better.  Seconds shouldn’t be wasted.  
 
                 I grabbed the salt from the cabinet above the oven, a glass mixing bowl, a bottle of vinegar and then scooped a pile of dirt from the plant behind the sink and tossed it into a plastic bag.  I tucked a water bottle under my arm and headed out of the kitchen. 
 
                 Peter hopped to his feet.  “Now?  What about…?”  His blue eyes trailed to Emma.  
 
                 I’d never performed magic in front of my mother or while she was awake in the house, but I was eager to invoke this protection spell.  Especially since James enlightened me about Victor’s weird behavior.  
 
                 “Mom?”
 
                 No response.  I handed all of items to Peter and knelt down beside her.  She had her knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped protectively around her legs.  Her eyes never left the aquarium.  
 
                 “Mom?  Can you hear me?”
 
                 Emma blinked.  All of a sudden, a slow smile spread across her face.  I hadn’t seen her smile in ages.  Emma slowly raised her hand - I tried not to flinch out of reflex - and caressed my cheek.  
 
                 Touched by the unusual reaction, it took me a second to remember what I was going to say.  “Mom, Peter and I will be in my bedroom if you need us.  We’ll take you over to Mrs. LaViollette’s house in a little bit, okay?”
 
                 She turned back to the aquarium with the same content smile on her face.  We left her alone in the living room.  I closed and locked my bedroom door behind Peter.  
 
                 “Do you think she’s coming out of whatever funk she’s been in?”   
 
                 “Maybe,” Peter said.  “Do you think it was the fireflies?”
 
                 “Could be.  Maybe she’s thinking about Ethan.”   I took the mixing bowl and other ingredients from Peter and placed them on the carpet in the middle of the room.  
 
                 “What do you want me to do?”  Peter pulled off his sweater and tossed it on the bed, revealing his Hazel Cove High hockey t-shirt.  
 
                 “Find all the candles that you can and pull the blinds shut.”  I went to the closet and pulled up the floorboard to retrieve the spell book.  I broke off a splinter of wood from the floorboard to use as my “cementer” for the spell.  The spell book was at the bottom of the pile, underneath Grandma Claudia’s journal and Sarah Ross’ journal. 
 
                 I sat on the floor in the middle of the room and poured the entire contents of the water bottle into the mixing bowl.  I flipped to the earmarked page.  The spell was entitled, Il Gaurdenarium.  
 
                 “I think I’m set,” I said to Peter who was standing awkwardly near the window.  I patted the carpet a few feet away from me.  “You can sit here, if you want to.  You just can’t be inside the circle.”
 
                 Peter made a face.  “Of course I want to.  I was hoping you wouldn’t kick me out of the room for this.”
 
                 I struck a match and lit the candles in a semi circle in front of me.  The piece of wood from the floorboard floated in the mixing bowl of water.  I poured a line of salt in a perfect circle around the ingredients and myself.
 
                 “I hope the vacuum works,” I said quietly, trying to keep the mood light.  “Or else I’m not sure how I’m going to clean up all of this salt.”   
 
                 I was really nervous.  This was the first spell I’d ever attempted.  To top it off, I couldn’t shake the memory of a dream I had a few months ago about Megan Lackey.  
 
                 Megan was a local girl who went missing in October.  It turned out she was a witch (a half witch) and was killed by William, Victor and the other members of Gamma.  The reason her memory was haunting me was because of a nightmare I had about Megan’s abduction.  In the dream, Megan was casting a spell on her bedroom floor moments before intruders broke into her house.
 
                 Was Megan casting a protection spell, too?
 
                 No.  She was drawing symbols on the floor with chalk.  It was definitely a different spell, but which one?  Did she know about the protection spell?  Did Megan know Gamma was after her?  Or was it a surprise ambush?  If the Il Gaurdenarium spell was performed, Gamma couldn’t have entered her house.  The spell could have saved her life.  
 
                 “Lex?  Are you alright?”  Peter leaned forward, careful not to break the plane of the salt circle.
 
                 “I’m fine.”  I pushed the disturbing thoughts aside and focused on the remaining ingredients.  
 
                 The soil from the houseplant was next.  Dirt particles drifted into the water and dissipated.  I shook the bottle of vinegar and dumped five drops into the dirty water.  “That’s it.  Now, I’m going to say the spell.  Please don’t get freaked out.”
 
                 “I think we’re well past you doing things that freak me out.” 
 
                 I repositioned the book so I could read the tiny writing and then plunged both hands into the muddy water concoction.  
 
                 “Valim exis aquis pertectium, mondai livectum pariesis,” I said slowly, careful to pronounce each word correctly.  I repeated the line twice and closed my eyes.  
 
                 Hopefully, I could remember the words, because I had to say them three more times with my eyes shut.  “Valim exis aquis pertectium, mondai livectum pariesis.”  I repeated the line two more times.
 
                 I opened my eyes.  
 
                 Nothing looked or felt different.
 
                 “I wonder if it worked,” I said.
 
                 “When your eyes were closed, the flames on the candles disappeared and then shot back up a few inches.”
 
                 “Oh.”  
 
                 What was I expecting?  Purple smoke and the house shaking on its foundation?  Maybe.  Anything would have been cooler than a few flames getting low when my eyes were shut.  What a disappointment.  
 
                 Peter scratched his head.  “Is that it?”
 
                 “I think so.  That’s all the book says.”
 
                 “How will we know if it worked?”
 
                 “Short of finding a criminal and bribing him to break into the house, I don’t think we will know.”  
 
                 “What happens if someone bad tries to enter?  Do they get shocked or something?”
 
                 “Vanessa said that the person physically couldn’t enter.  It’s impossible.  But I don’t think they get shocked or burned or anything.”
 
                 “Like a force field?”
 
                 “I guess.”  I silently read the page again.  I had all the ingredients and I said the words correctly.  It had to of worked.  But how could I be certain?  I had no idea what I was doing.  
 
                 “I’m sure the spell is up and running,” Peter said, sensing my skepticism. 
 
                 “I hope.”  I blew out the candles.  I suddenly felt silly sitting on the floor with the spell ingredients in front of me.  “Do you want to go?  I don’t think I want to hang around here anymore.”
 
                 Peter stood up.  “Sure, I’ll go get the stuff.”
 
                 I cleaned up the mess, including vacuuming up the circle of salt, and hid the spell book underneath the floorboards.  When I walked out to the living room, Emma was asleep on the couch with Scooby.  
 
                 I put on my new coat and Peter grabbed the white plastic bag near the front door.  The frigid air greeted us when we stepped outside.  I pulled my scarf over my face and ran to Peter’s truck.  Peter threw the bag in the truck bed and hurried into the cab.
 
                 My teeth were chattering uncontrollably.  “Put the heat on.”
 
                 Peter turned on the engine and a blast of cold air sprayed from the vents.  
 
                 “Ahhhh!  It’s colder in here than it is outside.”  
 
                 “Lex, it needs a few minutes to heat up.  It’s ten degrees out.”  
 
                 “Stupid Massachusetts,” I muttered.  Then an idea hit me.  “We have to go to New Orleans for spring break.”  I closed my eyes and dreamed of the hot muggy weather that would be all too certain in Louisiana in April.
 
                 Peter backed out of the driveway.  “You hate the hot weather.”
 
                 “No, I don’t.  I love it.”
 
                 “Since when?”
 
                 “About the time it became so cold that I couldn’t feel my face.  It’s only December!  We still have three more months of this!”
 
                 Peter grinned.  “Bathing suits and shorts do sound tempting.”
 
                 “And gumbo and shrimp!”
 
                 We drove in silence through the bare streets of Hazel Cove, both of us undoubtedly dreaming of warmer weather and spicy foods.  When we came upon the bend near the Hazel Cove Cemetery, I said my silent prayer for the souls buried there and an extra one for my grandmother who now resided there.  Peter pulled into the parking lot.  It was completely empty.  
 
                 “Some place to be on Christmas morning,” I said quietly.  The eight-foot tall stone fence gradually melted into the wrought iron front gates.
 
                 “It’s the perfect place to be.”  Peter squeezed my knee.  “I wish my father wasn’t cremated and I could visit him on Christmas day.  Come on, let’s go.”
 
                 Peter lifted the white plastic bag from the truck bed and we walked to the entrance.  He pushed against the thick iron bars and the gate groaned open.  Snow covered everything - the grass, the trees, the tombstones.  The sun was low in the sky, but it was so cloudy that it felt like dusk instead of early morning.  
 
                 We followed the familiar trail up the hill and under the over-arching barren trees.  The trail abruptly came to a fork.  One path led to the new section of the cemetery and the other path to the historical section.  We paused at the junction.  Making a spur of the moment decision, I tugged Peter towards the new section of the cemetery.  
 
                 A lone pine tree covered with snow and icicles was twenty feet away from the trail.   We trudged though the knee-high snow up the small hill.  Grandma Claudia’s grave was snuggled beside the tree.  No tombstone marked my grandmother’s grave; only a wooden marker.  According to the groundskeeper, it was too cold to put in the stone.  We would have to wait until the ground thawed in the spring.  
 
                 The wooden marker made the grave look barren and cold. 
 
                 Peter reached into the plastic bag and pulled out the large oval of greenery.  He placed the wreath, decorated with red ribbons and Christmas ornaments, next to the wooden grave marker.  
 
                 “Thanks.”  I exhaled loudly.  “It’s much more….”
 
                 “I know.”  Peter pulled me under his arm to shield me from the roaring wind.  
 
                 It was freezing, especially standing in the snow, but I wasn’t as cold as I should have been.  Peter’s warmth and my grandmother’s improved gravesite made me feel better.  Warmer.  
 
                 I glanced up to see if Peter was getting too cold, but he was smiling.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Peter’s blue eyes, very far away at the time, refocused on my face.  “I was thinking about her double chocolate chip cookies.  She was seriously the best cook on the planet.”
 
                 His grin was infectious.  My frozen cheeks spread into a smile.  “Or the apple turnovers.”
 
                 Peter looked towards the heavens.  “Do you remember when we stole that German chocolate cake in the middle of the night?”
 
                 “She was so mad.  It was for some lady’s party the next day, but we assumed everything in that kitchen was made for us.”
 
                 “She caught us red-handed with chocolate all over our faces.  We didn’t even bother with a fork and plate.”
 
                 “Oh, gosh,” I said.  “How old were we?”
 
                 “Nine, maybe ten.”
 
                 Warm tears slid down my cheeks, even though I was smiling.  “She washed our faces, took us to the store to get more ingredients - two towns over because that was the only one still open - and we had to bake another cake in the middle of the night.”
 
                 “Those were good times.”
 
                 Peter was right, those were good times.  Times that we would never have again.  It was too sad.  “Let’s go see Bradley.” 
 
                 The hill sloped downward at a steep angle and Peter guided me by the elbow so I wouldn’t fall.  It was difficult sloshing through the snow, but we made our way back to the trail.  Bradley’s grave was two hundred yards away in a more crowded section of the cemetery. 
 
                 Bradley, my parent’s chauffeur and my life-long friend, was killed by the Gamma fraternity on Halloween.  Actually, he was murdered on my birthday, during my parent’s annual costume party, at our old house in the Hallows.  Bradley’s grave was easily recognizable by the frozen wildflowers propped up next to the stone.  We’d brought them the last time we visited.  
 
                 Peter replaced the frozen flowers with another Christmas wreath.  
 
                 This part of the cemetery was wide open.  There were no encroaching trees or bushes.  I glanced around half expecting to see other people placing flowers on the graves of their loved ones.  But there was no one.  
 
                 Peter brushed the snow off Bradley’s stone.  “Something wrong?”
 
                 I checked over my shoulder, but, again saw nothing.  
 
                 “Lex?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  I feel….”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Funny.”
 
                 Peter was at my side.  “How so?”  
 
                 “It feels like someone’s here.  Someone’s watching us.”
 
                 He twirled around and canvassed the empty cemetery.  “I don’t see anyone.  Are you sure?”
 
                 “It’s probably nothing.  I’m just paranoid.”
 
                 Peter looked skeptical of my reassessment of the situation.
 
                 “It’s this place.”  I twirled my hand around, indicating our surroundings.  “It’s unsettling, you know?  After what happened here and all of my old nightmares.”
 
                 Now that I’d voiced my concerns, I recognized the feeling.  It was the same sensation I felt when I suffered from a string of premonition-like nightmares a few months ago.  
 
                 In my dreams, I was always in this cemetery.  I always felt a presence watching me.  Then a dark figure would step out of the shadows and chase me.  The shadowed man, which I later assumed was William Van Curen, killed me in front of my father’s grave.  
 
                 But the feeling I experienced in my dream, as if someone’s eyes were on me, was the same feeling I was having now.
 
                 “Lex, do you want to put this last wreath on your dad’s grave?”
 
                 “What?”  I pulled myself out of my thoughts.
 
                 Peter held up the final Christmas wreath.  “Do you want to put this on Ethan’s tombstone?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Oh.  I thought since you have three of them….”
 
                 “Ethan’s grave is empty.  We can put that wreath on Megan Lackey’s gravestone.”
 
                 We walked through the snow.  I peered over my shoulder again.  Unable to shake the feeling we were being watched.  
 
                 Peter kneeled down and placed the wreath next to a miniature Christmas tree that was already decorating Megan’s tombstone.   Several other bouquets of flowers were around the grave.  
 
                 “It looks nice,” I said.  
 
                 A few weeks ago, Detective Henry and the Hazel Cove Police Department officially closed Megan’s murder case.  Gamma pinned the murder on Simon, which was partially true.  Simon was present the night Megan was murdered, but he wasn’t the only one.  
 
                 Of course, William and Victor were never implicated or even suspected.  It was all strategically put on Simon.  And he obviously couldn’t defend himself - he was dead.  The only silver lining was that Megan’s family received some closure.  Bradley’s murder was never even investigated.  To this day it was still classified as a suicide.  
 
                 “You want to get out of here?”  Peter asked rising to his feet.  
 
                 “Really bad.”
 
                 As we walked back through the winding trail toward the front gates, my eyes scanned the surroundings.  Was someone following us?  
 
                 Peter pulled open the iron gates.  His cell phone rang.  “Oh, hey Mom.  Yeah, we are leaving now.”
 
                 I pulled the iron gates closed, giving the cemetery one last sweep of the eyes.  Something moved in my peripheral vision and I zoned in on the movement.  To the far left, near the individual mausoleums, was a cluster of bushes and trees.  The distance was far and I had to squint to see clearly.  What was that?  Was someone standing there?
 
                 I pushed the iron gates open and stepped back inside the cemetery.  Was that a shadow?  I squinted harder, willing my eyesight to become better.  The tall bushes encroached upon the stone mausoleum, but nothing else was there.  Only shadows.  
 
                 “Lex?”  Peter was off the phone and standing on the other side of the gates.  “What are you doing?”
 
                 “Nothing.”  I quickly stepped back through and shut the gates.  
 
                 As I walked over the icy parking lot to Peter’s truck, I had to keep telling myself that my eyes were playing tricks on me.  No one was there.  It was only a shadow.  Besides, who would be watching me in the cemetery on Christmas morning?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
                 “I don’t like the idea.”  Peter looked highly annoyed - in a cute way.
 
                 “I’m sorry that you don’t,” I said sincerely.
 
                 Peter rolled his eyes and lowered the volume on the hockey game.  I was sitting in the desk chair with my feet propped on the bed.  I’d been enjoying our companionable silence, but apparently my trip to Boston was on Peter’s mind.  
 
                 Peter scratched his head.  “You’re sorry that I don’t like the idea, but you’re not changing your mind.  Right?”  
 
                 I put my finger in Sarah Ross’ journal to hold my place.  I was hoping to avoid this conversation, but now it seemed inevitable.  “I can’t.”
 
                 “You won’t,” Peter corrected.  He tapped the remote control against the bottom of my fuzzy socks.  “You are so stubborn.”
 
                 “No, I’m not.”
 
                 The corner of Peter’s mouth twitched, but he fought off the smile.  “The fact that you said ‘no, I’m not,’ clearly demonstrates how stubborn you are.”
 
                 “I don’t want to fight with you.”
 
                 “And I don’t want to fight with you.  Here’s an idea.  Don’t go to a witch hunter’s church in Boston - on New Year’s Eve no less - with that killer James Van Curen.  Or if you absolutely have to search that creep-show church, then wait and let me go with you.”
 
                 “Three things.  First, it’s not New Year’s Eve.  It’s New Year’s Eve day.  I’m not spending New Year’s Eve with James.”  I swayed my finger back and forth between Peter and me.  “We will be spending New Year’s Eve together.  Tomorrow night.”
 
                 Peter sighed.  “And points two and three?”
 
                 “Two, you have to work the day shift at the Docks tomorrow, so you can’t go anyways and-”
 
                 “Is this point three?”
 
                 “No, this is point two and a half.  I don’t want you and James together so soon.  You two hate each other and now is not the time for any of that conflict to resurface.  I need James’ help and our friendship is already on thin ice.  I have to find that journal.  And there is a good - no scratch that, a great - possibility that it’s hidden in the church.”
 
                 “I understand, but-”
 
                 I held up my finger.  “And three, James is not a killer.  His father was and his uncle is, but not James.  He saved my life, remember?  You’re always forgetting that tiny fact.”  
 
                 “I don’t want you alone with him.  What if something happens?  What if he tries to hurt you?”
 
                 “I’m a witch, remember?  I’ll zap him or levitate something at his head.  He won’t know what hit him.”
 
                 Peter gave me a weak smile.
 
                 I nudged him with my foot.  “Thank you for being so worried about me, but I’ll be okay.  Really.  We’ll be gone for a few hours and that will be that.  End of story.  Promise.”
 
                 Peter grunted and un-muted the hockey game.  He didn’t agree with me, but I think he saw my point.  Or maybe he knew I wasn’t going to budge.  Maybe I was stubborn.  
 
                 I re-opened Sarah Ross’ journal.  My ancestor’s tiny handwriting covered every square inch of available white space.  The Scottish dialect was a little difficult to read.  The journal covered two years - from 1622 to 1624.  Sarah lived with her mother, father and infant brother, Jamie, in East Lothian, Scotland. 
 
                 Obviously, Sarah was a witch (why else would Grandma Claudia have kept the journal), but I hadn’t noticed anything significant in the first half of the book.  Sarah recorded her daily life - mostly sewing and cooking - and she dutifully noted when anything strange occurred.  
 
                 Sarah wasn’t as ignorant of the paranormal world as I was.  She knew she had powers.  When doors slammed shut and candles flickered and dishes rattled in their small cottage, Sarah knew she was the culprit.  
 
                 What was interesting was the shame and remorse she felt whenever something supernatural happened.  She treated her powers like they were a curse.  
 
                 Sarah’s family was aware of what was happening to their only daughter.  They, too, didn’t acknowledge the magic.  The family gave a valiant effort to ignore Sarah’s supernatural powers.  They tried to live a normal life. 
 
                 I flipped through the pages, casually glancing up at the score of the Bruins game, feeling pretty content and cozy in my bedroom with Peter.  The television was on in the living room, but I knew Emma wasn’t watching the screen.  She was still completely absorbed by the fireflies.  
 
                 I turned the page.  
 
                 Goosebumps rippled down my arms and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.  Sketched in the middle of the page, with Sarah’s words completely surrounding it, was a pair of eyes.  Two perfectly shaped eyeballs slightly slanted at the corners.  The details were so precise that each blood vessel was shaded in the appropriate manner.  The drawing was so lifelike that I found myself unable to tear my own eyes away.
 
                 Why would Sarah draw such a disturbing picture?  Small flowers, stars and trees were the only drawings in the journal up until this point.  Why the sudden change?  I peeled my gaze from the unsettling eyes and read the tiny writing above the picture.  
 
                 According to the journal, Sarah had a terrible dream the night before she drew the picture.  In her nightmare, there was only total blackness.  An absolute darkness.  Except for a pair of red eyes that followed her every move.  She had been unable to wake herself from the dream.  Unable to re-enter the conscious world.  
 
                 Well, that was disturbing.
 
                 Sarah’s nightmare reminded me too much of my own dream about the red-eyed ravens.  I forced myself to look away from the drawing.  I scanned the entries on the opposite page.  
 
                 A lone word caught my attention.  I’d seen the same name scribbled on the edges of Grandma Claudia’s journal.   It wasn’t a rare name, but it was far from common.  
 
                 “Liam.”
 
                 Peter raised his eyebrows and pointed at his chest.  “My name is Peter, remember?”
 
                 “Very funny.”  I flipped through the next few pages.  The name ‘Liam’ was written all over the entries.  “Grandma Claudia had that name scribbled on the margins of her journal.  Remember?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “Sarah Ross mentions someone named Liam, too.”
 
                 Peter looked at me like I was crazy.  “Isn’t Sarah’s journal like four hundred years old or something?”
 
                 “Yes.”  Logic deflated my small flicker of hope.  It was the only connection I’d made with the name in my grandmother’s journal and all the other books.  “I guess you’re right.”
 
                 Peter stifled a grin and returned to the hockey game.  
 
                 Hadn’t I heard the name ‘Liam’ before?  I couldn’t remember where, but I knew I had, and not just written in Grandma Claudia or Sarah’s journals.  But someone talking about a Liam.  I turned back to the first time I saw the name in Sarah’s journal and started reading:
 
    
 
   15th of October, 1624
 
                 Last night, I had another nightmare.  It felt so real.  I’m a fearin’ that the dream is a warnin’.  The auld lady from the market was right.  Liam was comin’ for me.  What else could it be?  What else could explain what I’m seein’?  A fog, dark as night, has settled over my family. 
 
    
 
   24th of October, 1624
 
                 I was by the loch this afternoon.  I canna shake the feelin’ that I was no longer alone.  Ma and wee Jamie were in the house and Da went to the village to trade.  I kept looking over my shoulder, expectin’ to see someone, but it wasn’t so.  Could he already be here?  Has he found me?  Is he watchin’?  Waitin’?
 
    
 
   25th of October, 1624
 
                 I destroyed the kettle.  I dinna’ mean to, o’course, but I heard a noise and being so scart’, my emotions got out of control.  I panicked.  Then the kettle hangin’ over the fire cracked down the heavy cast iron, leakin’ the contents of ma’s supper into the flames.  
 
                 Ma was furious, but she dinna’ say a word.  Everyone feels it, too.  Liam is comin’.  It was silly to think we could hide from him.  Leavin’ East Lothian was wrong.  We shoulda’ stayed.  We would at least have known our surroundings. 
 
    
 
   27th of October, 1624
 
                 Today I felt verra’ angry that they dinna’ heed God’s warning.  Now we all will pay.  I felt someone watchin’ me as I slept last night.  I was too scart’ to open my eyes.  Scart’ to see Liam, but when I gained enough courage to look, no one was in the room. 
 
    
 
   29th of October, 1624
 
                 My fingers feel differen’.  Like the skin on the tips is too tight.  Everythin’ I touch has a differen’ feel to it.  I should call out into the dark for Liam to take me.  Maybe then no harm will come to Ma, Da and Jamie.
 
    
 
   30th of October, 1624
 
                 I yelled for Liam in the forest.  I’m tired of waitin’.  It’s drivin’ me mad.  I begged him to take me.  I feel him ever’where.  I will give myself to him.  A slow flame is burnin’ me from within.  It’s more than I expected.  
 
                  I will do everythin’ in my power to save my family.
 
    
 
   31st of October, 1624
 
                 All Hallows Eve.  The time is near.  
 
                 Liam is ever’where.  The pain is intolerable.  It pours from every inch of my body.  Heat radiatin’ throughout, threatenin’ to explode.  Ma says it won’t last too much longer, but how would she know what I am feelin’?  Once night falls, I’ll go to the forest and call out to him.  I’ll crawl if the pain is too unbearable.   I’ll offer myself to him.  
 
                 I must keep my family safe.
 
    
 
                 The journal abruptly ended with Sarah’s last entry on Halloween.  There was no November 1st.  Whoever this Liam was, he came for Sarah just like she knew he would.
 
                 I wasn’t aware that my breathing was shallow.  I wasn’t aware that I was gripping the journal too hard.  I wasn’t aware of anything, but the words of Sarah Ross.  My ancestor.
 
                 “What’s wrong?”  Peter was on the edge of the bed.  His strong hands gripped my arms.  “Lex?  Hey?”
 
                 The lamps were furiously flicking on and off.  The television channels were rapidly changing even though Peter was nowhere near the remote.  
 
                 “Lex?  Can you hear me?”
 
                 I exhaled deeply.  The release of air calmed my nerves.  The tension rolled off my shoulders and I unclenched my fingers from Sarah’s journal.  The lights stopped flicking and the television turned off.  Everything went silent.  
 
                 “Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
                 “What happened?”  Peter pulled my chin up so he could look into my eyes.  “What is it?  What did you read?”
 
                 “Sarah Ross was in hiding and then she was killed.”
 
                 “By Gamma?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  She was terrified of someone named Liam.  He was coming for her.”
 
                 “You think this Liam, the one that came after your ancestor, Sarah, is the same person your Grandma Claudia mentioned in her journal?”
 
                 Peter’s voice wasn’t skeptical, not in the least, but when he said the words aloud it sounded ridiculous.  Right?  Obviously, it wasn’t the same Liam.  Sarah Ross was killed four hundred years ago.  
 
                 The name spooked me.  I was so desperate to connect the strange name from Grandma Claudia’s journal to something concrete that I jumped to a ridiculous conclusion.  
 
                 Peter was carefully watching each emotion that flitted across my face.  
 
                 “Sorry.  I’m scaring myself.”
 
                 He pulled me onto the bed next to him and stroked my hair.  “Reading that stuff would get anyone spooked.  And you’ve been scouring those books for days.”
 
                 I immediately wanted to change the subject.  I was tired of the supernatural, too.  “What are our plans for tomorrow night?”
 
                 “We can go to Olivia’s New Years Eve party or Sage’s little get together in his basement or we can watch Dick Clark at home on the couch.”  Peter stroked my hair, gently massaging my scalp.
 
                 I didn’t hesitate.  “Dick Clark?”
 
                 “I was hoping you’d say that.”
 
                 “Great, it’s a date.  I’ll pick up some snacks and sparkling cider.”
 
                 “Perfect.”  Peter glanced at the clock.
 
                 “Is it time for you to go?”
 
                 “I can stay tonight if you want.”
 
                 “No, it’s okay.  I’m sleepy anyways.”  
 
                 Peter hesitated.  Lately, he was in the habit of being home by this time.  It was strange at first, but I’d gotten use to it.  Since we no longer lived with Victor in the Hallows, there was no need for Peter to sneak in and sneak out.  Now he came and went as he pleased.  He even had a key.  
 
                 But after Mrs. LaViollette caught Anne Marie sneaking out again, Peter liked to be home by eleven so he could keep an eye on things.   I didn’t blame him.  Especially after what I heard about Anne Marie and Logan’s make out session in the Bell Tower at Hawthorne Prep.  It was great she was in love, but she was really young.  Mrs. LaViollette worked a ton of hours and it was up to Peter to watch out for his little sister.  
 
                 I pulled myself to a sitting position.  “Go home.  If not, you’ll be driving all around Hazel Cove looking for her.” 
 
                 Peter frowned.  “Do you want to come over?”
 
                 “I need some sleep.  Big day tomorrow, remember?”
 
                 Peter’s frowned deepened.  “If you insist on going to Boston, then at least let me drive you to meet James.  That way he can be reminded of my presence.”
 
                 “Fine.”
 
                 “What time are you meeting him?”
 
                 “Ten o’clock in the school parking lot.  Come over earlier and I’ll make breakfast.”
 
                 “Deal,” Peter said.  He leaned over and kissed me.  The tip of his tongue lightly grazed my bottom lip in a soft caress.  
 
                 “See you in the morning,” I said, a little breathlessly.
 
                 Peter closed the door behind him.  I heard him tell Emma goodnight and the sound of Peter locking the front door.  I stretched out on the bed.  I wasn’t tired.  Not in the least bit.  I was still deeply disturbed by Sarah’s journal, however irrational the idea.  The name ‘Liam’ was going to bug me to no end.
 
                 I felt restless.  I reached for my cell phone and scanned my contacts.  I called Sadie but it went straight to voicemail.  It was eleven o’clock, so she was probably sleeping.  Sadie was a morning person.  Most nights she went to bed before the nightly news.  I scrolled down the names in my phone and stopped on Aunt Vanessa. 
 
                 Would she be home?  Awake?  Or working at the hospital?  There was only one way to find out.  I sent her a quick text message:  “Are you busy?”
 
                 She replied instantly:  “Nope.  Watching ‘Gilmore Girl’ reruns.  What’s up?  Everything okay?”
 
                 “Can you Skype right now?”
 
                 “Sure.  Will be on in two minutes.”
 
                 I hopped off the bed and grabbed my laptop from my desk.  It took a few seconds for the computer to turn on and for the program to load.  I nervously twisted my hair until my aunt logged on.  
 
                 “Hey, there.”  Vanessa was sitting on the couch wearing an old LSU t-shirt.  “What’s new?”
 
                 “Not much.  I wanted to thank you for the shoes.  They’re great.”
 
                 “No Christmas is complete without a new pair of heels.  Thanks for my sweater.  It’s fabulous.”
 
                 The unopened box of expensive stilettos was on the dresser.  I’d probably never wear them - heels weren’t my thing - but it was nice of Vanessa to think of me over the holidays.  
 
                 Two cats jumped on the couch beside her. 
 
                 “You have black cats?”  I asked.
 
                 “You knew that.”
 
                 “No, I knew you had cats.  Not black ones.”
 
                 Vanessa shrugged.  “I like a little irony.”
 
                 Vanessa’s necklace was sticking out from her yellow t-shirt.  I seized my identical silver ‘R’ charm - the Ross Family crest - and twisted it between my fingers.
 
                 Her eyes lowered to my necklace.  “You’re fidgety.  Did something happen?”  
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “You sure?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 She looked doubtful.  “What’s new in Hazel Cove?  How’s Peter?”
 
                 “He’s good.”
 
                 Silence.
 
                 Vanessa took a deep breath.  “Spit it out, kid.  I’m sure I’ve heard worse.  What happened?  Did you do something?”
 
                 “Nothing happened.  But, I was wondering if you’ve heard of a person named….”
 
                 Vanessa leaned forward.  Her face had to be inches away from the camera because her image took up most of my screen.  “Who?”
 
                 “Liam?”
 
                 “Liam who?”  
 
                 “I don’t know his last name.”
 
                 “Does he live in New Orleans?  Or in Hazel Cove?”
 
                 “Never mind.”
 
                 “No,” Vanessa said sharply.  “Who is Liam?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  That’s what I’m asking you.”
 
                 “Where did you hear that name?”
 
                 “I didn’t hear it.  I saw it.”
 
                 The mask of calm on Vanessa’s face disappeared.  She leaned close to her screen.  Light green eyes flickered back and forth.  “Alexandria, where did you see that name?”
 
                 “In some of the old journals.  Sarah Ross’ journal to be exact.  Do you know about him?  The Liam that killed Sarah Ross?”
 
                 Vanessa’s shoulders visibly relaxed.  “Oh.”
 
                 “What do you know about him?  Was he a witch hunter?”  I pressed.
 
                 She sat back against the couch.  The two black cats came into view.  “No, he’s a witch.  Or warlock, whatever you want to call him.  Most people in the know still use the term witch for either male or female.”
 
                 Liam was a witch.  I immediately felt better, but then quickly remembered Sarah’s tragic ending.  “Wait.  He was a witch that killed another witch?  Why?”
 
                 Vanessa grimaced.  “Do you remember when I said there was a fine line between white and black magic?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Well, Liam does the blackest magic that you can think of.”
 
                 “He hunted other witches?”
 
                 “He hunts everything.”
 
                 It was then that I noticed Vanessa was referring to Liam in the present tense.  “Wait.  You said ‘hunts.’”
 
                 “I did.”
 
                 “He’s still alive?”
 
                 “I assume,” Vanessa said.  “I haven’t heard any accounts of him since Salem, but I’m sure he’s around somewhere.  Hopefully, on the other side of the planet.”
 
                 “He killed Sarah Ross,” I said quietly.
 
                 “And many others.”
 
                 “But that was four hundred years ago.”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “How is that possible?”
 
                 Vanessa’s lips pressed together into a thin line.  “He deals in very, very dark magic.”
 
                 “Is he immortal?”
 
                 “No…he can die, I think.  It’s just that he’s so powerful and…”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 She sighed.  “He’s full blooded, of course.  You can’t be that powerful without being a pureblood.  But no one knows how old Liam is.  Accounts go as far back as the ancient Egyptians.  He shows up all around the world in bits of stories and legends.  The Black Plague.  The Crusades.  The fall of the Ottoman Empire.  Some even say he’s one of the first original witches to ever walk the Earth.  Who knows what’s true or not?  You know how rumors fly.”
 
                 Grandma Claudia warned me once about rumors.  They always contained a shred of the truth.  
 
                 Vanessa petted the cat.  “Liam conjures spirits.  He deals in every dark art you could imagine.  No rules apply to him.  He’s rogue and he’s very dangerous.”
 
                 “Do you know anyone that knows him?”
 
                 A shudder shook Vanessa’s entire frame.  “No.  And that’s a good thing.  He’s not the kind of company you want to keep.”
 
                 “You mentioned Salem before.  Liam was in Salem?”
 
                 “That was the last confirmed sighting I’ve heard of, but there’s speculation that he’s been in other areas.”
 
                 “When was he in Salem?”
 
                 “During the Witch Trials.”
 
                 Over three hundred years ago.  “Oh.”
 
                 “Did you ever hear about stories the locals told the magistrates during the Salem Witch trials?  They claimed the women would meet in the forest under the moonlight and dance for the Devil?”
 
                 This time it was my turn to shiver.  “The Devil?”
 
                 Vanessa quickly shook her head.  “It wasn’t the Devil.  It was Liam.  He was searching for something in Salem in 1692.  I don’t know what, but he was there.  Maybe that’s what ignited the hysteria.  Liam’s presence stirs up the supernatural atmosphere.  It puts people on edge.  Especially other witches.”
 
                 I didn’t say anything.
 
                 “Those stories about the women of Salem dancing in the moonlight - that’s not true - at least not for the innocent ones that were condemned to die,” Vanessa said.  “But Liam did meet with the real witches in the area.  Maybe they met in the middle of the forest; though I doubt there was any dancing.”
 
                 “Why would they meet with him if they were so frightened of him?”
 
                 “I’m sure they were terrified of him.  Even the most powerful witches are terrified of him.  It’s not really a question of will.  If Liam wants you, you come.”
 
                 “Did he find whatever he was looking for in Salem?”
 
                 Vanessa shrugged.  “No one knows why he was there.  And no one has heard any concrete accounts of him since 1692.  There are whispers, but no real evidence.  I’m sure he’s still around somewhere.”
 
                 “Did he come here?  Grandma Claudia said our family, the Longfellows and two other families were already settled in Hazel Cove during the Salem Witch Trials.  Do you think Liam came here, too?  Tracking whatever he was looking for?”
 
                 “Your grandmother believed so, but there’s no proof.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 Vanessa scratched between the cat’s ears.  “She was interested in our history.  I think being a Professor of Medieval Studies was an excuse for her to spend time in old libraries around the world.”
 
                 “Around the world?”
 
                 Vanessa smiled.  “Before Grandpa Gregory died, she traveled the world researching the history of witches and our family’s past, in particular.”
 
                 Another thing I never knew about my grandmother.  
 
                 “Listen, don’t worry about whatever you’re reading about Liam.  Just know he’s out there somewhere - hopefully under a rock - and that he’s a very, very bad guy who is into very, very bad things.  That’s that.  He hasn’t showed his face since 1692.  Forget about him.”
 
                 “Thanks, Vanessa.  I’m the only witch alive who knows nothing about the supernatural world.  I’m probably the world’s dumbest witch.”
 
                 “Sometimes ignoring the supernatural is the best way to go.  I’m kind of glad Emma sheltered it from you for so long.  Try to get some rest.  It’s late.”
 
                 “Goodnight, Vanessa.”
 
                 I clicked off the screen and closed the laptop.  This Liam guy sounded like my worst nightmare.  An evil, ancient, murderous pureblooded witch.  
 
                 But what really bothered me was why did Grandma Claudia have Liam’s name written on the margins of her journal?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
                 I pulled back the bedspread, but hesitated before I slipped inside.  I couldn’t sleep.  Not after everything I’d learned tonight.   I sat on the bed and folded my legs underneath me.  I pushed the blankets away.  It was hot again.  I’d have to turn down the thermostat before I went to sleep.  
 
                 Okay, so Liam was an evil pureblooded witch, who was potentially thousands of years old, who hunted witches and non-witches alike.  Definitely someone you didn’t want to run into in a dark alley.  So why didn’t Gamma hunt him down?  
 
                 Whoa.
 
                 That was it.
 
                 It had been bugging me since Peter and I first saw the name written in Grandma Claudia’s journal.  But I was right; I’d heard the name before.  The night I followed Victor to the Gamma farmhouse.  
 
                 Victor, William, Paul and George had been discussing my fate in the Gamma basement when I overheard their conversation.  The name, at the time, didn’t mean anything to me.  I was too shocked by the revelation that they believed I was a witch.  But I remembered it clearly.  William was arguing with Victor about what they should do with me.
 
    
 
                 “You found the birthmark on her neck,” William said.  “Didn’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, but….” 
 
   “What more do you need?  It’s the fingerprint of the Devil!  She is a Longfellow and a Ross.  Are we supposed to let someone with that kind of lineage reign freely?  With that amount of potential?  Do we want another Liam on our hands?”  
 
    
 
                 Gamma knew about Liam.  Why didn’t they do anything about him?  Liam should’ve been a prime candidate for Gamma’s hit list.  Maybe Liam was too powerful?  Maybe they couldn’t find him?  Who knew?
 
                 I stretched my legs.  My mind was racing.  I could hear the television in the living room.  Emma probably fell asleep watching the fireflies.  I’d have to move her before I went to bed.  
 
                 What to do?  Try to go to sleep?  Watch TV?  
 
                 Grandma Claudia’s journal was on the desk.  
 
                 Why had she written Liam’s name in the margins?  According to Vanessa, Liam conjured spirits - for what reason, I have no idea.  Grandma Claudia drew the conjuring symbol on the floor in front of the mirror before her death.  It seemed likely she was conjuring - or at least trying to conjure - a spirit, too.  But why?  Was she doing research on Liam about how to conjure a spirit?  But again, why?
 
                 I puffed my cheeks and exhaled.  
 
                 I still didn’t know anything.  My life was one unanswered questions after another.  Where was Jonah Van Curen’s journal?  What happened to Ethan?  Where was his body?  Who was the new leader of Gamma?  When would they come after me?  What had Victor so worried?  Why was my grandmother conjuring spirits?  Why was she so interested in Liam?  Who murdered her?  Why would they murder her?  
 
                 One big fat mystery.  The story of my life.
 
                 I abruptly stood up.  I wasn’t getting any answers tonight.  I went to the living room to move Emma into her bedroom.  She was sound asleep on the couch.  I turned off the television.  A light humming vibrated from the aquarium of fireflies, but there were no other sounds.  Complete silence.  
 
                 “Mom?”
 
                 Emma stirred.
 
                 “Mom, hey, let’s get you to bed.  It’s way more comfortable than this couch.”
 
                 Her eyelids fluttered.  I slipped my arms under her and lifted her into a sitting position.  Beads of sweat covered her forehead.  It had to be at least eighty-five degrees in here.  
 
                 “Can you stand up?”
 
                 Emma nodded.  
 
                 I had a vague sense of déjà vu.  How many times had I helped my drunken mother to bed?  At least her drowsiness wasn’t due to martinis.  Whatever state of mind she was in now was infinitely better than the raging alcoholic of the past decade.  
 
                 And whatever was bothering my mother now, I would fix it.  I wasn’t angry with her anymore about all the lies.  Emma was who she was.  I couldn’t change her.  But I would give her peace of mind.  I would find out what happened to Ethan.  Then we could move on with our lives and strive for some sort of normalcy.  
 
                 I guided Emma down the short hallway.  The thermostat read a toasty eighty-seven degrees.  No wonder we were drenched in sweat. 
 
                 The bed was unmade.  Emma wobbled beside me, teetering on the verge of deep sleep.  I didn’t bother to cover her with the blanket.  It was too hot.  
 
                 “Mom, why do you keep turning up the heat?”
 
                 Her eyes fluttered, but she didn’t respond.  Scooby jumped on the bed and curled in beside her.  
 
                 “It’s like an oven in here.”
 
                 “Cold,” she mumbled.  
 
                 “You can’t be cold, mom, you’re sweating.  You have the thermostat turned up to ninety.”
 
                 “No, that’s why I turn the heat up.”  She rolled over onto her side and burrowed her head in the pillow.  “The cold air is everywhere in this house.  Icy.  Right on the back of my neck.”
 
                  “What do you mean?  Mom?”
 
                 “It’s not so bad when I crank the heat.  I don’t feel it as much.”
 
                 “You don’t feel what?”
 
                 Her breathing deepened.  
 
                 “Mom?”
 
                 No response.  She was asleep.
 
                 I left her door open, hoping to get some circulation through the house.  I turned the heat down to a manageable seventy-two degrees.  Maybe a draft was coming in from somewhere or a window needed better insulation.  I’d see if Peter could find the source of the cold air in the morning.  
 
                 There was nothing left to do but go to sleep.  I turned the lights off throughout the house and checked that the doors and windows were locked.  Out of the corner of my eye, I caught my reflection in the mirrors on the wall behind the couch.  
 
                 Three small mirrors, all framed in dark cherry wood, were the only wall decorations that we’d managed to put up.  As it always did, my mind made the hideous leap from these inconspicuous mirrors to the silver gilded mirror that adorned the wall behind my grandmother’s couch.  The same mirror that was propped against the recliner in front of my grandmother’s body.  The same silver gilded mirror that was currently stored in our basement.  
 
                 Before I knew what I was doing, I was downstairs.  
 
                 The basement was unfinished.  Clean gray cement covered the floor and melted into the walls making the entire room feel bleak and foggy.  A strong bleach odor still hung in the air from my move-in cleaning spree.  
 
                 Grandma Claudia’s stuff was in the far corner.  Lying on top of the stack of boxes was the carefully packaged mirror.  It was securely wrapped in plastic bubble wrap.  I pulled the heavy bundle down and carried the mirror to the center of the room.  My legs gave out and I sunk to a sitting position on the cold floor.  
 
                 I don’t know how long I stared at the bubble-wrapped mirror.  It could have been minutes.  It could have been hours.  I’ll never know.  Finally, I reached inside the box next to me until I felt an object that I could use.  My fingers grazed a thin piece of wood and I immediately pulled out the pencil.  
 
                 I pried open the tape around the corners with the pencil and, within seconds, my grandmother’s mirror was propped up against the boxes in front of me.  Just as she had propped it up on the floor the day she died.
 
                 I’d never really noticed the mirror.  Why would I?  It was a decorative piece in Grandma Claudia’s house.  Nothing more.  And after I’d found the mirror playing such a ghastly part in my grandmother’s death, I couldn’t bear to lay eyes on it.  
 
                 Now, I couldn’t pull my eyes away from it.  
 
                 The silver was polished to an illustrious shine.  Four cherubs were carved into the frame’s corners, their angelic faces smiling.  Etched grape vines ran down each side of the mirror connecting the cherubs.  It was beautiful, but even with the angelic faces, it had a sinister aura.  
 
                 Again, before I knew what I was doing, I was sketching the elaborate conjuring symbol onto the cement floor with the pencil.  I shut my eyes and saw the bloody drawing that I’d never be able to forget.  My mind precisely recalled each shape and word and number in that awful symbol.  
 
                 My hand moved in a businesslike manner to create the two-foot design.  When I finished, I placed the pencil back into the box, careful not to raise my eyes to the mirror.  
 
                 Why did I draw it?
 
                 I didn’t want to conjure a spirit.  But the mystery was too alluring.  The answers that I’d been seeking were close.  My finger lightly traced the pattern of the symbol, careful not to smear the lead.  I didn’t know if an incantation needed to be read.  I only knew the symbol and the mirror were necessary.  Would the symbol itself be enough?  Did it need to be drawn in blood?  Was I brave enough to face it?
 
                 I’d have to be.  For Grandma Claudia’s sake.  
 
                 I took a deep a breath to steady my nerves.  My heart was pounding in my chest.  I was so scared of what I’d see.  
 
                 I raised my eyes and looked directly into the mirror.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
                 I don’t know what I was expecting to see, but it wasn’t my own reflection.  
 
                 I saw myself sitting on the cement floor wearing a pink scooped neck t-shirt and red snowman pajama bottoms.  My long dark hair was pulled back into a sloppy ponytail.  And my deep green eyes were scanning my own reflection, looking for something that wasn’t there. 
 
                 What did I expect?  Did I really believe the answer to my grandmother’s murder would be staring me in the face?  Did I honestly think it would be that easy?  I didn’t know how to perform the spell.  Why did I assume that drawing the symbol in front of the mirror would conjure a spirit?
 
                 I frowned at my reflection.  I was an idiot.  The most inept witch in the history of the world.  
 
                 My reflection smiled back.  
 
                 A glacial coldness spread through me.  I hadn’t smiled, but my reflection did.  I should have bolted out of the basement, but I was so shocked and so terrified that I couldn’t remember how to make my legs work.  
 
                 What was it?  It looked like me, but I didn’t imagine that smile.  I cautiously raised my hand.  My reflection raised its hand, but slightly slower.  The movement didn’t match my own.  The grin in the mirror grew wider as I felt - but couldn’t see - my own jaw fall open in horror.  
 
                 The reflection tilted its head to the side, as if contemplating me.  Then, very slowly, the whites of my eyes in the reflection gradually turned light pink.  Like red dye injected into water.  The pink overtook the white of my eyes and seeped into the emerald green, turning the color a deed bloody red.  
 
                 My hands shot to my face.  I couldn’t tell if the change in eye color was really happening or if it was only the reflection in the mirror.  I didn’t feel any different.  Only scared out of my mind.  The reflection wiggled its eyebrows.  
 
                 I conjured a spirit.  
 
                 I had no idea whose spirit.  But it took my form in the mirror, all except the color of the eyes.
 
                 “Hello?”  I said quietly to the mirror.   
 
                 My reflection waved back.  
 
                 “Who are you?”  
 
                 My reflection didn’t respond.  
 
                 Blood red eyes drifted from my face down to my silver Ross necklace.  I pulled the ‘R’ charm out from underneath my t-shirt and protectively covered it with my hand.  The reflection smiled again.  This time, the edges of the lips turned up into a smirk.  
 
                 “Do you know Claudia Ross?”
 
                 Silence.
 
                 “Do you know who killed her?”
 
                 Silence.  
 
                 My reflection shifted forward from its sitting position and leaned towards the glass.  It studied me like I was a specimen in a laboratory.  The mouth opened and said my name: Alexandria.  No sound was audible, but I could easily read my reflection’s lips.  
 
                 I coiled back as the figured slithered closer to the glass.  Could it come through the mirror?  
 
                 “What do you want?”  My voice squeaked.  
 
                 Goosebumps rippled over my skin.  It was suddenly cold in the basement.  Frigid.  The temperature dropped at least thirty degrees.  
 
                 The reflection’s hand - eerily my own and wearing Peter’s emerald ring - lifted and lunged for me.  The movement didn’t break the plane of the mirror, but a pulling sensation erupted from the center of my stomach.  
 
                 I reflexively pushed back.  I couldn’t stand up.  The invisible pressure pulled me towards the spirit.  My body inched forward.  It felt like a jet engine was on full blast behind me, launching me towards the mirror.  
 
                 I was in trouble.  
 
                 The reflection crept forward, not yet breaking the plane of glass.  The gravitational pull towards the mirror was getting stronger.  My body sputtered forward.  The spirit wanted me.  It wanted to inhibit me.  The sudden realization made me push back even harder.  
 
                 Is this what happened to Grandma Claudia?  Did the spirit she conjured try to possess her, too?
 
                 I planted my feet into the concrete.  The temperature was dropping with each passing second.  My breath was visible.  It felt like I was sitting in a freezer.  I struggled against the pull of the mirror.  I dug my heels into the slick concrete.  There wasn’t any traction because I was wearing socks.  My feet slid closer to the silver frame.  
 
                 I had to do something quickly.  My toes were only a few inches away.  
 
                 The simple gesture of lifting my arm took an enormous amount of effort.  It was like swimming in molasses.  With my palm out, I stared back at my blood red eyes and willed the anger to come.  
 
                 It was easy enough.  I only had to conjure the image of my grandmother and what she must have went through during her final minutes.  I could see her frail body fighting the mighty pull of the spirit on the other side of the mirror.  
 
                 The humming thrum of energy vibrated throughout my body as I fought against the gravitational pull.  My mind was clear.  I only had one goal.  
 
                 Break the glass.  
 
                 The energy was building.  The frame shook against the cardboard box.  The reflection’s smile faded.  Blood red eyes flickered above as if it could see the frame vibrating from my energy.  My power.  
 
                 A crack appeared in the top right corner.  The fissure slowly - as if the gravitation pull of the spirit was slowing down its progress - seeped down the broad plane of glass.  The reflection jumped from its sitting position into an animalistic crouch just before the crack in the glass reached it.  
 
                 “Pureblood,” my reflection mouthed.  
 
                 Blood red eyes narrowed.  Its top lip curled into a snarl.  But before the crack infused across the entire surface, my reflection opened its mouth and said three words.
 
                 The mirror rattled one last time and the gravitation pull dissipated.  The cold air was gone.  The frame sat innocently against the box as if nothing happened.  Staring back at me was my own face - emerald eyes and all - sitting stupidly on the basement floor.  
 
                 All movement had ceased.  It was as if I’d dreamed the whole scenario.  I checked the mirror again.  My chest was heaving and my mouth was open in a pant.  But it was my own reflection.  
 
                 I hopped to my feet and slammed the mirror to the ground.  The fissure cut diagonally across the length of the glass.  The crack had been enough to break the connection with the spirit, but I wasn’t taking any chances.  I stomped my fuzzy sock down on the glass, smashing it into dozens of pieces.  Slivers of jagged glass scattered across the frame.  I placed the ruined mirror back into the bubble wrap and re-taped the corners, all with shaking hands.  
 
                 I hid the bundle behind a stack of boxes - out of sight so Emma would never find it - and vowed to remove the mirror from the house as soon as possible.  
 
                 Somehow I made it back upstairs and into my bedroom.  I avoided all mirrors and reflective surfaces.  I was too afraid I’d see those blood red eyes again.  
 
                 A half of an hour passed before the trembling stopped.  I pulled the blankets over my head like a child frightened of the boogeyman.  
 
                 Boy was I wrong about getting answers tonight.  I didn’t have them all, but I had some.  And, at the moment, I wished I didn’t have any of them.  What was that old saying?  Ignorance is bliss?  
 
                 The three words my reflection mouthed played over and over in my mind like a broken record.  
 
                 Could you tell if you were in shock?  I didn’t think I was.  It was more of a budding terror growing inside of me.  But why was I suddenly so scared?  Didn’t I know this all along?  Didn’t I feel it in the core of my bones the moment I made the connection while reading Sarah Ross’ journal? 
 
                 But those three tiny words changed everything.
 
                 Liam was coming. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
                 To say I didn’t get any sleep the night before was an understatement.  I’m not even sure I slept at all.  I wanted answers and I definitely received some.  
 
                 Grandma Claudia conjured a spirit because of Liam.  I was sure of it.  She must have known he was coming to Hazel Cove.  She wanted answers just like I did.  And how else do you get answers about an ancient powerful witch who regularly conjures spirits?  You conjure your own spirit.  
 
                 I still didn’t know how Grandma Claudia died.  I could speculate.  Maybe the spirit’s pull was too much for her because of her age.  Maybe she wasn’t strong enough because she was only a half-blooded witch.  Maybe the spirit tried to take possession and she fought back.  That would explain the exploded heart.  Or maybe the spirit killed her in cold blood.  I had no way of knowing what happened that day.  And that fact drove me crazy.  
 
                 But I did know a few things.  
 
                 First, Grandma Claudia was not into the dark arts.  She’d conjured the spirit for a reason.  She wanted to find out information about Liam.  
 
                 Second, the spirit wasn’t strong enough to pull me through the mirror.  It was angry when it realized I was full blooded.  On the other hand, the spirit said my name, so it knew who I was.  Why didn’t it know that I was pureblooded?  Wasn’t that common knowledge?  Or maybe it wasn’t.  Victor, Emma and Grandma Claudia did an excellent job of keeping me sheltered from the supernatural world.  Maybe others didn’t know about my lineage.
 
                 Lastly, Liam was coming to Hazel Cove.  Sure, the spirit could be lying, but I doubted it.  If Liam kept regular company with spirits, I’m sure my reflection spirit was in the know.  
 
                 When was Liam coming to Hazel Cove?  And why?  Did someone as old as Liam count time the same as me?  Would it be weeks?  Years?  
 
                 The smell reached my nose before Peter’s voice did.  
 
                 “Lex, I think the waffles are burning.”
 
                 I snapped myself out of my daze just as Peter’s large hand covered mine and lifted the top of the waffle maker.  His other hand went around my waist and I momentarily felt secure.  Of course, that was a dumb reaction.  I was no longer safe at all.  None of us were safe if Liam was coming.  And if what Vanessa said was true, the fact that I was a witch meant that I’d know when Liam arrived in Hazel Cove.  
 
                 I was a ticking time bomb.  For that reason, I decided not to tell Peter about my newest revelations.  He didn’t need any more of my witch drama on his plate.  
 
                 Peter wrinkled his nose.  “They might be a little well done.”  He scraped off the black mud that was supposed to be a waffle and poured a new batch of batter onto the iron surface.  
 
                 “Sorry,” I said, turning around to face Peter.  “I didn’t sleep well last night.”
 
                 “Worried about today?”
 
                 I hadn’t given today’s plans much thought after what happened last night.  But today was important.  Today could give me more answers.   “We should eat quickly.  We’re going to be late.”
 
                 Peter didn’t miss that I’d ignored his question, but he didn’t say anything.  We ate breakfast, which tasted awful, and left to meet James.  Peter was driving me in his truck and James was giving me a ride home this afternoon.  Talk about being chaperoned.  
 
                 We drove up the school’s long driveway.  The enormous brick structure resembled a European castle more than a prep school.  The squared tower with its iron bell spouted high above the center of the building.  
 
                 “Ah, good old Hawthorne Prep,” Peter said.  “Is that place really as stuffy as it looks?”
 
                 “Don’t knock my school.”
 
                 “It won’t be your school for long.”
 
                 “Don’t remind me.”
 
                 Peter frowned.  “You don’t want to go to school with me?”
 
                 “It’s not that.  When I go to Hazel Cove High next fall - as a senior I might add - I’ll be the new girl.  It’s going to be awkward.”
 
                 “No, it won’t.  I’ll be there and Anne Marie and Sage.  You know everyone.  It’s not like Hazel Cove is that big.”
 
                 “I guess.”
 
                 Peter pulled into the empty parking lot.  “Lover boy is late.”  He shifted in his seat to face me.  “Are you sure you’re alright?  You look like something’s bothering you.”
 
                 “I’m okay.  Just tired.  Hey, can you try not to fight with James when you see him?  Every time you two are together you fight.”
 
                 “That’s not true.”
 
                 “Yeah, it is.  You two fought after the bon fire the first night you met-”
 
                 “He kissed you!  And, if I remember correctly, you hit James.  I didn’t get a chance to because of the twins.  So technically, you fought James that night.”
 
                 “Then you fought at the country club the night of Dr. Cooper’s fundraiser.”
 
                 Peter rolled his eyes.  “He pushed you down.”
 
                 “On accident.  James was aiming for you.  And you almost fought at the Halloween party and at the hospital the night of my car accident.”
 
                 “Almost, but we didn’t actually fight those times,” Peter said, fighting back a grin.  
 
                 “Please don’t fight today.”
 
                 “Sure.” 
 
                 I glanced up at the enormous Bell Tower.  “Did Anne Marie try to sneak out last night?”
 
                 “No.  Logan was at my house when I got home.  They were watching an eighties movie.  He left about an hour after I arrived.”
 
                 “Let me guess, you watched the rest of the movie with them?”
 
                 Peter actually looked embarrassed.  “I like eighties movies.”
 
                 “You are something else.  Oh, that reminds me.  The Winter Ball is coming up.”
 
                 “When?”
 
                 “The first Friday when we go back to school.”
 
                 “Hmmm.”
 
                 I poked him in the ribs.  “It’s the first year we’ll be able to attend.”
 
                 “The joys of being an upperclassman.  I can hardly wait.”  Peter yawned.  
 
                 “It’ll be fun.  All of our friends will be there.  And….”
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “Logan wants to ask Anne Marie.  I’m sure she’s dying to go, but Logan is worried about how you’ll act if we’re all together in a group.”
 
                 “How I’ll act?”  Peter said incredulously.  “I’ll act perfectly fine.”
 
                 “You don’t care?”
 
                 “To be honest, I don’t think I have a say in the matter.  She’s sixteen now and she’s going to do what she wants.”  Peter’s grimace widened into a look of almost pain.  “Do I have to wear a tux or just a suit?”
 
                 “Either.  But a tuxedo would be sexy.” 
 
                 “Oh yeah?”  Peter leaned over the middle of the seat.
 
                 “Yup, just like James Bond.  I’ll have to-” 
 
                 Peter was kissing me before I could finish my sentence.  His quick reaction startled me, but not as much as the urgency of his kisses.  He pressed his body against mine.  The weight of him on top of me pushed me against the door.  His lips traced the line of my jaw up to my ear and back down my neck.  He found my lips again and our mouths met.  
 
                 In the back of my mind, I realized Peter was physically reminding me of himself.  He was worried about my trip with James.  I matched his urgency with my own, hoping to reassure him.  He had nothing to worry about.  Peter was it for me.  No one could come between us.  My fingers went around his neck and up into his hair.  I pulled him closer, crushing him against me. 
 
                 A car honked.  
 
                 I peeked out the windshield.  The red Range Rover was parked in front of us.  James waved.  
 
                 Well, that was awkward. 
 
                 “I hate that kid.”  Peter pulled himself off of me.  
 
                 “Be nice.”
 
                 I reached to open the door, but Peter stopped me.  “Lex, I don’t know about this.  How can we trust him?”
 
                 “I really believe he wants to help me.  And I have to find Jonah’s journal.”
 
                 I closed the truck door and walked in between the front of the cars.  Peter was waiting for me at the passenger door of James’ Range Rover.  He paused before opening it.  “Please be careful.  And call me if you need anything.”
 
                 “I will.”
 
                 Peter bent down and lightly kissed me on the lips.  He opened the door and I slid into the passenger seat.
 
                 “Hi, James,” I said, embarrassed that I’d been caught in a make out session.  
 
                 James smiled at me and nodded at Peter.  “Alex.  Peter.”
 
                 Peter bent at the waist so he could see inside the car.  His body took up the entire doorframe.  He tugged the seatbelt forward and handed it to me.  “The roads are icy.”  
 
                 I took the latch from Peter and snapped it in to place.  
 
                 “James.”  Peter’s voice was low and scary.  “If anything happens to Alex-”
 
                 “Nothing’s going to happen.”  
 
                 Peter’s face went stony.  “If anything happens to Alex, I’ll hunt you down myself.”
 
                 “Peter,” I said quietly.  “I’ll be fine.  I’ll see you tonight.”
 
                 Peter nodded, threw a warning look at James and shut the door.  
 
                 “Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
                 “It’s okay.  He has every reason to hate me.”  James put the car in reverse and pulled away from Peter’s truck.  He raised his fingers in the air.  “Scout’s honor.  I’ll bring you back safe and in one piece.”
 
                 “Were you really a Boy Scout?”  
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “I didn’t think so.”
 
                 James’ dimples grew deeper.  “What?  You don’t think a family of witch hunters puts any stock in the Boy Scouts of America?  Wilderness training, hunting, tying knots.”
 
                 I immediately thought of Bradley, our family’s chauffeur, who was brutally murdered by James’ father.  He was hung by a noose from the railing of my bedroom balcony during our annual Halloween party.  If the Van Curen’s knew anything, it was tying knots.  It was probably their specialty.  
 
                 James hit his forehead with the palm of his hand.  “I’m sorry, Alex.  That was a really stupid thing for me to say.  I wasn’t thinking.”
 
                 “It’s okay,” I said, trying to shake the image.  “Not your fault.”
 
                 James pulled onto Highway 95 South and we drove in silence.  
 
                 I didn’t want the day to be uncomfortable, so I tried a safer topic.  “Do you have plans for tonight?”
 
                 James’ shoulders relaxed.  “I’m going to Olivia’s New Year’s Eve party.  Aren’t you going, too?  You and Peter?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Why not?”
 
                 “The holidays have been a little rough this year.  I’m not in the mood for Olivia and one of her parties,” I said.
 
                 “I hear you.  My Aunt Liz is going to a party in Boston and I couldn’t bear the thought of sitting in the house by myself.  So, Olivia’s party it is.”
 
                 “I’m sure it will be a blast.  Everyone is going.”
 
                 “Except you.”
 
                 “Except me,” I said. 
 
                 “What are you doing instead?”
 
                 We were getting close to Boston.  Traffic was congested and the highway widened to four lanes in both directions.
 
                 “Watching the ball drop with Peter from my couch.”
 
                 “He’s still not a fan of me, is he?”
 
                 I grimaced.  “Not really.”
 
                 “That’s understandable.  My track record is kind of splotchy.  I keep checking the rearview mirror, expecting to see his black truck.”
 
                 “No.”  I sneaked a peek out the side mirror.  I hadn’t even thought about him following us to Boston.   “Peter knows how important this is to me.  And he knows I can take care of myself.”
 
                 “I’m well aware of that,” James said laughing.  “I still don’t know what you did to Simon that night.  I’m surprised you didn’t do that to me when I was an ass to you at my locker.  I would have deserved it.  But, hey, I wanted to ask you something.”
 
                 “Shoot.”
 
                 “I know finding Grandpa Jonah’s journal means a lot to you.  But what if we don’t find it?  What if today’s trip is a bust?”
 
                 There was a good chance we wouldn’t find the journal.  But it wasn’t going to stop me from searching.  It had to be somewhere, right?
 
                 “Then I’ll have to pick your brain for other ideas of where it could be hidden.  And we’d have to do more searching.”
 
                 James smiled.  “Good.”
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
                 We parked across the street from the Quincy Market.  It was cold out, of course, but this part of Boston was never deserted.  The huge pillared indoor market was buzzing with hoards of people shuffling in and out of the tourist magnet.  The church was two blocks away, so James and I maneuvered through the crowd towards the seaport. 
 
                 “Do you think Victor or Paul or George Murray will be there?”  I asked, while we waited to cross the street.  
 
                 “I doubt it,” James said.  “This was my grandpa’s place, you know?  My dad didn’t approve of my grandfather’s theatrics.  Looking back on what I know now, my dad probably wanted my grandpa to lay low in the shadows and stay out of the public eye.” 
 
                 “Shadows and secret fraternities go hand in hand.” 
 
                 “We’ll have to be careful.  I don’t know what to expect.  I’m not sure how famous you are in the witch hunting world and there may be Gamma members inside.  Keep that scarf pulled up over your face.”
 
                 I retreated into my hood and raised the itchy scarf over my nose.  “How’s that?”
 
                 “Perfect.  Now, if you only had colored contacts.”
 
                 I stiffened.  The blood red eyes of last night’s spirit reflection catapulted to the front of my brain.
 
                 James cocked his head.  “I just meant that your eyes are a defining feature.”
 
                 “So I’m told,” I said.  “Shouldn’t you have worn a hat or something?  Your ears are red and I’m willing to bet you can’t feel them.”
 
                 “No need.  We’re here now.”  He pointed across the street. 
 
                 “Seriously?”
 
                 “That’s it.”
 
                 “Wow.  That is the creepiest place I’ve ever seen, including the haunted house we went to this year.”  
 
                 The church dated back to the eighteenth century.  It was exactly the type of church you’d expect to hear brimstone speeches from the pulpit.  The building was constructed of weathered gray stone with a wide staircase leading to double front doors.  What made the church appear so out of place was its position on the block.  It was perfectly wedged in between slick glass skyscrapers.  
 
                 We walked up the stairs.  My heart pounded in my chest.  What would we find inside?  
 
                 James pulled open the double doors - and if I was being honest with myself, I was secretly hoping they would be locked - and we stepped inside.  I pushed my hood back to get a better view.  
 
                 If the outside of this place was disturbing, the inside was downright terrifying.  I stood frozen on the doormat, fully taking in every aspect of the church.
 
                 Dark wooden pews flanked a narrow aisle that ran the length of the room.  It was dark inside.  Candles were placed around altars built into the walls.  There were no decorations, no pictures, no stain glass windows and no drapes.  Only stone and wood.  
 
                 The podium was the central point of the room.  The simple wooden structure was raised on a platform so the speaker could be seen from anywhere in the church.  Hanging on the wall directly behind the podium was a gigantic wooden cross.  
 
                 James was staring at me.  His dark eyes were intensely scrutinizing every inch of my body.  He looked absolutely terrified.  “Alex, can you move?”
 
                 “Why wouldn’t I be able to move?”  And then I realized what he was really asking.  
 
                 Anger flashed through me, but I quickly controlled it.  I didn’t want to do anything witchy and scare James.  But seriously?  
 
                 Well, if he was going to act like a moron, I was going to teach him a lesson.  
 
                 I placed my right foot in front of my left - an exaggerated stepping motion.  I clutched my hands over my heart and sank to the floor in a silent scream.  I raised my arm over my eyes.  
 
                 I gasped for air.  “James, help!  It’s too….holy…it’s hurting…me!”
 
                 James staggered forward with his arms outstretched.  He bent down to shield me from the invisible holy rays.  Once he was close enough, I pushed him squarely on his shoulders.  He lost his balance and tumbled backwards onto his butt.
 
                 “I’m not a vampire, you idiot.”  I stood up.  “I’m a witch.  And contrary to what your family’s been feeding you, I’m not an abomination.”
 
                 James turned bright pink.  “Alex.”
 
                 “I can’t believe you thought I couldn’t enter a church.”
 
                 James jumped to his feet.  “You were looking around all funny and you didn’t move.  I don’t know…  How was I supposed to know?”
 
                 “I was looking around like that because I was in shock.  This place is disturbing.”
 
                 “Sorry.”
 
                 “Sorry for pushing you.”  I released a loud breath.  “Let’s try to find the journal, okay?”  
 
                 James nodded and walked down the aisle.
 
                 I felt bad that I’d pushed him, but he deserved it.  How could he think that I couldn’t even step foot in a church?  The answer easily followed:  deep down James thought I was evil.  So evil that I couldn’t be in sight of anything holy.  
 
                 Jerk. 
 
                 I shook my head.  I had a job to do.  I was in Jonah Van Curen’s layer.  My focus needed to be on finding the journal.  I walked along the wall searching for nooks and crannies.  The church held hundreds of potential places where a lunatic could stash a journal.  
 
                 The walls were constructed of large stones.  The scratchy surface left a chalky film on my hands.  Latin words were inscribed on some of the stones, but it was useless because I couldn’t read Latin.  I dug my fingernails between the cracks, pushing and pulling, but nothing budged.
 
                 James didn’t appear to have any luck either.  He was on his hands and knees on top of the raised platform.  He, too, was checking for nooks and crannies.  The church was gigantic and the journal could be hidden anywhere.  
 
                 I sat down on the pew.  Obviously something was written in the journal that Jonah didn’t want anyone to see.  The book was important to him.  Why else would he have it hidden after his death?  Could he have destroyed it instead?  My heart sank at the idea.  
 
                 “I don’t think it’s in here,” James said, walking down the aisle.  “Do you want to check his old office?”
 
                 “He had an office in the church?”
 
                 James smiled.  It was a peace offering.  “Sure.  He was the minister, remember?”
 
                 I followed James to the far corner of the church.  A door opened into a brightly lit hallway lined with industrial carpet.  We walked by a few open rooms, offices mostly, until James stopped at a door at the end of the hallway.  He pressed his ear against the wood and knocked.  
 
                 No one answered.  He twisted the door knob. 
 
                 “Wow.  It wasn’t locked?”  
 
                 James shrugged.  “It’s a church.  Maybe they don’t think anyone would break in.  Or steal.”
 
                 You’d think with all of my breaking and entering experience that I’d be a seasoned pro.  I wasn’t.  I was terrified.  I was sure we were going to get busted at any moment.  I hurried in after James.  It wouldn’t take long to search the office.  There was a desk, three file cabinets, a sofa, two chairs and a closet.  
 
                 “Remember, this office belongs to the new minister now.  Whoever he is,” James said.  
 
                 I opened the closet and examined the floorboards.  James pawed through the desk drawers.  
 
                 “You know, I never liked him.”
 
                 I peeked out of the closet.  “Who?”
 
                 “Grandpa Jonah.”
 
                 “Oh.”
 
                 “He was a mean old man.”
 
                 “Was he?”  I stepped out of the closet.  The journal wasn’t in the room.  It was another dead end.  Where else was there to look?
 
                 “My grandfather had this ruby ring he wore on a chain necklace and, when I was younger, I thought it was the coolest thing ever.  Now, I’m assuming it was some sort of Gamma heirloom - but at the time, it was my favorite.  Probably because my mom had a ruby necklace and I loved to watch the sun hit the gem.  It would cast the craziest reflections.”
 
                 I sat in the chair facing the desk.  James had never mentioned his mother before. 
 
                 “Anyhow, I loved that ring.  Grandpa Jonah would catch me staring at it and he’d dangle it in front of my face.  ‘Do you like this James?  Do you want this?’  Then he would preach about wanting material things.”
 
                 The more I learned about Jonah Van Curen, the more I hated him. 
 
                 “After he died, we had a reading of his will,” James said.  “Honestly, it never crossed my mind, but the attorney started discussing the ring: ‘And my beloved ruby ring shall not go to James, though he wishes I would leave it to him as a reminder of his wretched mother, but I shall have the ring buried with me.  And to young James, I leave the gift of teaching one not to covet other people’s possessions.’”
 
                 “Wow,” I said.
 
                 “Yup, that angry old bugger buried it with him.”
 
                 It hit me.  I shot out of my chair, unable to formulate the words because I was so excited.  “James!”
 
                 “What?  What’s wrong?”
 
                 “That’s it.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “I know where Jonah’s journal is hidden!”
 
                 James’ mouth dropped open into a perfect circle.  “You think it’s…?”
 
                 “Where is your grandpa buried?”
 
                 James blinked.  “Here.”
 
                 “What?  In the church?”  
 
                 “Yeah, downstairs.  In the crypt.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
                 The entry to the crypt was nondescript.  James opened the brightly painted door and descended the stairs.  The steps were smooth and cement.  I immediately had horrible flashbacks of the basement stairs of the Gamma fraternity house.  
 
                 Unfortunately, the scene grew worse.  The smooth utilitarian cement walls and stairs gradually changed to an old brown stone.  A dewy, moldy smell lingered in the air as we descended into the crypt.  
 
                 Single light bulbs, encased in black wire cages, lit the underbelly of the church.  I was grateful for the light - neither of us had brought a flashlight - but the brightness illuminated the eeriness of our surroundings.  
 
                 The further we descended, the more dungeon-like the setting became.  The porous stone was wet and slippery.  The air was thick and dense.  
 
                 Two years ago, I went to Paris, France as part of a freshman spring break trip sponsored by Hawthorne Prep.  During our visit, our class toured the famous Paris Catacombs.  
 
                 The Catacombs are a series of caverns and tunnels that run for miles underneath the city.  The remains of over six million people are buried, without coffins, inside the underground tunnels.  
 
                 Paris buried its dead in the Catacombs because of a population explosion and a lack of space to place the remains during the eighteenth century.  The winding maze-like caverns are lined with human skulls and other skeletal remains.  
 
                 Skulls weren’t protruding from the walls at the moment, but the fear was the same.  The acknowledgment of what surrounded me was the same.  Death.  
 
                 James took the lead, maybe because he’d been down in the crypt before or maybe he was trying to be brave.  Either way, I was grateful.  We finally reached the bottom of the stairs and walked into a large rectangular room.  
 
                 The ceiling was low and James had to duck to avoid scraping his head.  The walls, floor and ceiling were all constructed of damp muddy-brown stone.  The caged light bulbs illuminated the crypt along with pillared candles near the walls.   
 
                 The room was empty, bar the light bulbs and candles, and two hallways tapered off on opposite sides of the walls.   We veered right.  If I ever felt claustrophobic before this point, boy was I wrong.  
 
                 The hallway was tight and narrow.  James was still ducking from the low ceiling and there was six inches of space on both sides of our shoulders.  The floor sloped downward, reinforcing the fact that we were way beneath the streets of Boston.   
 
                 Rooms with family names etched in stone archways opened off the hallway, but we didn’t stop.  We walked further down the corridor.  I imagined this was what the entrance to Hades looked like.  Dark.  Moldy.  Claustrophobic.  Ancient.  And descending further and further into the Earth.  
 
                 Okay, maybe I was being a little over dramatic.  But this was definitely not my favorite place.  Finally, James stopped at an opening on our right.  Inscribed above the archway was the name “Van Curen.”  
 
                 The room was larger than I expected.  The ceiling was cathedral-like and James was able to stand fully erect.  The crypt was full of sarcophaguses.  Coffins lined every wall but one.  The empty wall was filled with dozens of squared nameplates.  Those coffins were placed inside of the stone.  In the center of the family crypt was a square marble table filled with candles and dried flowers.  
 
                 “These are my relatives,” James said, with a raised eyebrow.  He was gauging my reaction.  “Well, the Van Curen side at least.”
 
                 Could they have picked a scarier place to be buried?  I was immediately thankful my grandmother was buried outdoors under a flowering tree.  This was depressing.  And then another thought sprang to mind.  “Are all of these people…?”
 
                 “Witch hunters?”
 
                 I nodded.  
 
                 “I believe so.  They’re Van Curens from America.  We have a family crypt in London, too.  But I’m guessing everyone in here was a witch hunter.  The skill passed from father to son for generation after generation, for hundreds of years, only to abruptly stop at me.”  James grinned.
 
                 “Ah, the rebel of the family.” 
 
                 James pointed to William’s sarcophagus.  “Cheery place to have to visit your father, huh?”
 
                 He led me towards a marble sarcophagus in the back of the room.  The beautiful piece of white stone was extensively carved with dozens of roses and angels.  The name “Jonah Abraham Van Curen” was delicately etched on the side.  
 
                 I’d been so caught up in the idea of finding the journal in Jonah’s coffin that I hadn’t really thought about what I’d be doing.  A dead body was in there.  A not-so-old body.  How long had Jonah been dead?  A few weeks before James enrolled at Hawthorne Prep?  
 
                 Images of what a three-month-old deceased body would look like slithered through my brain.  I stole a glance at James.  His normally olive skin was a light shade of green. 
 
                 I put my hand on his shoulder.  “Will you help me push the top open?  Whatever you do, keep your eyes shut.  Okay?”  
 
                 James straightened his shoulders.  “No, I can-”
 
                 “No,” I said.  “I’ll place your hands where they need to be on the stone, but you keep your eyes closed.  I’ll take a quick look inside.  Okay?  Don’t open your eyes.  Promise me.”
 
                 A sheen of sweat glistened his forehead.  
 
                 I squeezed his shoulders.  “Promise me, James.”
 
                 He swallowed.  “I promise.”  
 
                 I placed his hands on his grandfather’s sarcophagus.  The thick ledge connected the top and bottom pieces of the coffin.  
 
                 “Close’em.”
 
                 James shut his eyes.
 
                 The marble was cool to the touch.  “On three.  Ready?  One.  Two.  Three.”
 
                 Pushing the top of that stone coffin was like, well, pushing stone.  My feet slid against the floor unable to gain any traction.  I risked a peek at James.  His eyes were tightly shut and his entire face was red from exertion.  The stone lid groaned under our efforts, but only moved a few inches. 
 
                 “Keep your eyes closed,” I said.  “Only a little bit more.  Can you push more?  Or do you want to take a break?”
 
                 “More.”  James blew out a large breath of air.  Veins in his neck and forehead bulged.
 
                 We pushed again, harder this time, groaning under the effort.  The lid slid over with a dull scraping sound, exposing an open space about two feet wide.  The opening was large enough that I could feel around inside.
 
                 “It’s open.”  I pulled James away from the coffin.  “Thank you.”
 
                 “No problem.”  James looked over my shoulder.
 
                 “Don’t,” I said softly, rising on my toes to block his view.  “Trust me.  You don’t want that image in your mind.”  
 
                 If I could erase the image of Grandma Claudia dead on the floor, I would in a heartbeat.  Regardless of how James felt about his grandfather, I didn’t want him to see Jonah like that.  
 
                 “I’ll be a few minutes.  And then we can get out of here.”  I walked over to the open sarcophagus.  I pulled my scarf over my nose and looked inside the coffin.  
 
                 I felt sick to my stomach.  
 
                 Not because the smell was unbearable or because of the hideous sight of Jonah’s decaying skin or because I was about to officially become a grave robber.  Nope.  It was the sight of Jonah’s burial clothes.   That terrible velvet robe of the Gamma Omicron Delta fraternity.  The same one William and Victor were wearing that night in the cemetery.  Jonah chose to spend eternity in his witch hunter gear.  
 
                 “You okay?”  James asked from the other side of the room.
 
                 “I wasn’t excepting that outfit.”
 
                 “Outfit?  Oh.  He was wearing the robe, wasn’t he?  I’d forgotten about that.  At the funeral, my dad told me it was his minister’s special robe.  Wow.  I didn’t put two and two together when they put me in that horrible thing during the initiation ceremony.  They fed me a ton of lies, didn’t they?”
 
                 I took a step closer.  The red glare of a jewel hanging from Jonah’s thick gold necklace caught my attention.  “Here’s that ruby ring you were talking about.”
 
                 James grunted.  “Let him keep it.  I don’t want anything from him.  Or any of them for that matter.”
 
                 I avoided Jonah’s face.  Instead, I kept my eyes on all the possible places that someone - probably the attorney - could have stashed the journal.  No hiding spots jumped out at me.  I’d have to feel around inside. 
 
                 My stomach churned.  I watched my hand rise from my side and slowly hover over the opening of the sarcophagus.  I brushed against fabric - the lining of the casket - and inched my fingers down the slope to the bottom of the coffin.  My breathing accelerated.  The scarf covered my nose and mouth.  Warm air was suffocating me, but I didn’t remove the scarf.  The smell of decay was already permeating through the material.  
 
                 I felt a different texture.  The robe.  My hand slid underneath the robe - on top of the crushed velvet - and down towards the bottom of the sarcophagus.  The opening wasn’t big and I had to bend over the body to reach further inside the coffin.  
 
                 My fingers touched an array of disgusting things.  I was about to pull my hand back, the smell had completely penetrated my scarf, when the tip of my middle finger grazed something plastic. 
 
                 A garbage bag.
 
                 I squeezed my eyes tight and pressed the upper half of my body closer to Jonah.  The tips of my fingers were just touching the smooth plastic.  I bent closer.  Jonah’s robe rubbed against my cheek.  
 
                 I stopped breathing.  The smell was too much.  I gave it one last lurch.  My hand slid around the plastic and I yanked it.  I stumbled backwards with the bag in hand.  
 
                 “Did you get it?”  James asked.
 
                 “I don’t know.  I found something.”  I lifted the black heavy-duty garbage bag.  
 
                 James was in front of me.  “What is it?”
 
                 I placed the bundle on the ground and used both hands to pull out the smooth mole-skin book.  It was heavy.  There had to be over a thousand pages.  
 
                 I couldn’t contain my grin.  “It’s your grandfather’s journal.”
 
                 “His journal?”
 
                 “Yes!  We found it!”
 
                 James cocked his head to the side.  The smile melted from his lips.  His jaw muscles tensed.  His eyes fell to the journal and then back at me.  The tension rolled off his body in waves.  
 
                 And before I could mutter a word or make a run for it, James launched himself at me. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
                 The impact of James’ body slamming against my own knocked us onto the dirty stone floor.  He landed on top of me.  All of my breath squished out of my lungs.  James clamped his hand over my mouth to stifle my screams.  I wiggled and shoved, trying to throw him off of me.  
 
                 I pushed as hard as I could against his chest, but I had better luck moving the stone sarcophagus.  His head was turned away, so I couldn’t swipe at his face or eyes.  I couldn’t think of anything else to do, so I pinched his arms and chest.  
 
                 “Ouch, ow, Alex!  Shhhh,” James said in my ear.  “Stop that!”
 
                 He adjusted his weight, bearing most of it on his elbows.  He collected both of my wrists and pulled them above my head in an iron clasp.  He kept his other hand over my mouth.  
 
                 “Shhh.  Quit struggling,” James whispered.  
 
                 Surprisingly, he looked as terrified as I felt.  He twisted his neck towards the entrance and then bent his mouth to my ear.  “Someone’s coming.  We have to move.”
 
                 Oh. 
 
                 My body relaxed and I immediately stopped struggling.  
 
                 Someone was coming.  
 
                 James tentatively released his hand from my mouth.  He reached over my body and grabbed the journal and empty garbage bag from the floor beside us.  I’d dropped it when he tackled me.  He handed the heavy book to me.
 
                 “Over there.”  James pointed to a stone sarcophagus five feet away.  
 
                 I crawled on my hands and knees.  James was on my heels.  I rounded the corner of the coffin and pressed myself flat against the stone.  James slid beside me.  
 
                 I only had half a second to feel guilty about my incorrect assumption that James was attacking me.  Two distinct footsteps echoed loudly off the stone floor and I realized the predicament we were in.  The Van Curen burial crypt was the last room off the tunnel.  Whoever was coming this far down the hallway was either a Van Curen or a Van Curen sympathizer.  Either way, we were screwed. 
 
                 I hugged Jonah’s journal against my chest.  I’d finally found it and there was no way anyone was taking it away from me.  James peered around the corner of the coffin.  Footsteps entered the room.  
 
                 My heart screeched to a halt when I heard the voice.  
 
                 “They had to have come into the church.  Why else would they be in Boston?  Parked across the street?”  Victor said in an irritable tone. 
 
                 “I told you.  I lost him.  I saw him park and that was it.  There are too many people outside.”  A female voice.  
 
                 I couldn’t place the voice, but it sounded familiar.  I crawled next to James and peered over his shoulder.  From our vantage point, only legs and feet were visible.  Dark gray suit pants over shiny black shoes and sheer pantyhose with blue pumps.  
 
                 The same blue pumps I picked out for a Christmas present a few years ago.  Victor never did his own shopping.  
 
                 Diane.  Victor’s long-time secretary.
 
                 “Why is James with her?  I don’t understand,” Victor said.  “I thought you said they hadn’t had any contact with each other.  So what are they doing together in Boston?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  You told me to call if he did anything out of the ordinary or if he met up with that witch again.”  Diane’s voice steeled maliciously when she said the word “witch.”
 
                 Was Diane a member of Gamma?  She’d been Victor’s secretary for as long as I could remember.  Maybe she’d kept his secret for all of these years, too.  Was everyone in on the lies?
 
                 What was even more remarkable than the fact that Diane was here at the Gamma church with Victor, was that James was being followed.  Not me.  Why?
 
                 “They obviously aren’t here.  This is such a waste of time.”
 
                 “Look over there,” Diane said.  “It’s open.”
 
                 Footsteps clanked across the stone floor.  Jonah’s coffin.  Shoot.  We didn’t shut the sarcophagus lid.  
 
                 “If they aren’t in here, then why is this open?”  Diane’s pumps clicked across the stone floor.  
 
                 James quietly pulled himself behind our sarcophagus.  Hopefully, we were completely out of sight.  If not, then it was about to get messy, because there was no way in hell I was handing over Jonah’s journal.  Especially to Victor.  
 
                 “I don’t know why it’s open.  I don’t care why it’s open,” Victor said.  “I don’t have time for this.  I have to get back to Hazel Cove.  I have more important things to worry about.”
 
                 “But what about James?  And why aren’t you concerned that your father’s coffin is open?”
 
                 “I have bigger fish to fry at the moment.  The kid is weird.  Maybe he got sentimental and wanted to see his grandpa again.”
 
                 “That’s gross.”
 
                 “Listen, all I need is for James to stay away from her.  That’s it.  It’s all way too dangerous right now.  He may hate me, but he’s the only one I have left.  And I’m not losing another family member because of Alexandria Longfellow.”
 
                 I flinched at Victor’s tone.  
 
                 Not long ago, I’d called him my father.  We lived under the same roof for seventeen years.  Now I was the enemy.  
 
                 “But what if it was James and Alex who opened the coffin?  What do you think they were looking for?”  Diane asked.  “Was Jonah buried with anything special?”
 
                 “No, of course not.  The old prune liquefied all of his assets and donated every penny to the fraternity before he died.  Nothing’s in there but a shriveled up old man.  James and Alex didn’t come here.”
 
                 “Then why are they together?”
 
                 “I don’t know!  Maybe the idiot has the hots for her again.  Maybe he’s showing her around Boston for the day.”
 
                 “But why is the coffin open?”  
 
                 “I don’t know for the seven hundredth time!  Maybe a grave robber.  Maybe the crypt keeper.  Maybe Jonah was trying to crawl out.  Who knows?  Who cares!  You called me to tell me that James was with Alex in Boston.  So I came.  But we don’t know where in Boston.  We’re guessing they came here because we’re paranoid.  This area is tourist central.  They’re probably walking around.  Think about it Diane.”
 
                 “I am thinking about it!  It doesn’t make sense!”
 
                 “Why on Earth would James bring Alex here?  To the fraternity’s church?  There’s no way in hell Alex would come here.  It’s preposterous.”
 
                 “I guess.”
 
                 “I have more important things to deal with.  Can’t you handle the one simple task I gave you?  Watch James.  That’s it.  I have to worry about not getting myself killed.  Now, let’s go.”
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 “I can’t believe he’s following me,” James said, once we were in the safety of his truck.  We waited in the crypt for hours before we felt it was safe enough to sneak out.  
 
                 I tucked Jonah’s journal into my coat.  The book was so massive that I couldn’t pull up the zipper.  “Are you okay to drive?  Or do you want me to?”
 
                 “No, I’m fine.  Just a little disturbed.”
 
                 “Maybe it’s Victor’s whacked-out way of trying to protect you.  He thinks I’m an abomination, remember?” 
 
                 James pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, checking his rearview mirror a few more times than necessary.  “It’s disturbing knowing you’re being followed.”  
 
                 Welcome to the club.  
 
                 I’d felt like someone was following me for weeks.  On the other hand, I was sure it wasn’t Victor.  I couldn’t explain how I knew it wasn’t Victor, but I was certain.  
 
                 James puffed his cheeks with air and blew out noisily.  “Victor didn’t have a clue about Jonah’s journal.”  
 
                 “It probably hasn’t crossed his mind since that night in the cemetery.  Hopefully, we can keep it that way.”
 
                 “Victor looked distracted, don’t you think?  I wonder what kind of mess he’s gotten himself into.”
 
                 “There’s no telling,” I said.  I was thankful my stepfather was out of my life, but worried about Victor’s interest in James.  What lengths would Victor take to convince James to re-join the family?  
 
                 “You actually found it.”  James nodded at the bulk in my coat.  
 
                 “We did.  Thank you.  I never could’ve done it without you.”
 
                 “No problem.  But tell me something.”  
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “And it has to be the truth,” James said.
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 “Down in the crypt, you thought I was attacking you when I pushed you to the floor, didn’t you?”
 
                 I clasped my hands together.  “Maybe.”
 
                 “Come on.  Admit it.  I could see the look on your face.  I guess I’m lucky you didn’t zap me or something.  Although my arms and chest are probably covered with dozens of tiny bruises.”
 
                 “I might have thought you were attacking me,” I said quietly.  “Sorry about the pinches.”
 
                 James laughed.  “I knew it.  I knew it.”
 
                 “So what?”  I said a little defensively.  “You thought I was so unholy that I couldn’t even step into a church.”  My defensive stand didn’t last long.  I was laughing before I could finish my own sentence.
 
                 “Guilty as charged.  I’m sorry.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, too,” I said.
 
                 We drove in comfortable silence on the busy expressway.  Inbound and outbound traffic near Boston was packed with New Year’s Eve travel.
 
                 “I hope the answers you’re looking for are in there,” James said.  
 
                 “Me too.”  
 
                 I clutched the journal.  I was dying to read it, but I wanted to do so in the privacy of my own room.  There was no telling what I’d find and I didn’t want an audience if I lost it emotionally.  
 
                 We reached Hazel Cove around four o’clock, but the sky was already darkening for the night.  James pulled into my driveway.  
 
                 “Don’t worry too much about Victor,” I said.  “I know it’s disturbing that he has someone following you, but remember, he’s not out to harm you.  I’m the bad guy, remember?”
 
                 James smiled.  “That’s what everyone keeps telling me.  But here I am.”
 
                 I held the journal in the air.  “Thanks for helping me.  I owe you big time.”
 
                 “Nah, you don’t.  Good luck reading it, but be careful.  It might not be reading for the light hearted if I knew my Grandpa Jonah very well.”
 
                 “Goodnight James.  Happy New Year.”  I closed the door and jogged up to the porch.  
 
                 Emma was sleeping in her room with Scooby.  I rushed to my bedroom and locked my door.  I hopped onto the bed, not bothering to take off my coat and shoes.  I was too excited.  Too eager to read what was inside.  
 
                 The book held nearly one thousand pages and, by the looks of it, was ninety percent full.  The journal spanned over thirty years.  Jonah’s elaborate handwriting covered entire pages, front and back.  It could take weeks to get through all the entries.  
 
                 I literally had, in my hands, the Gamma handbook for the better part of three decades.  There was no telling what was written inside.  All of Gamma’s deepest, darkest secrets.  All of their crimes.  Everything.  
 
                 Of course, right now, all I cared about was the early spring of 1994.  A few weeks before my father went missing.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   Journal of Jonah Abraham Van Curen
 
    
 
   February 23rd, 1994
 
                 I had an unexpected visitor today at the Church.  He must be crazy to come here searching for me.  Shouldn’t I be the one searching and hunting him?  He’s come to negotiate.  He knows the law has been broken and it’s only a matter of time before we enforce it.  He seems to think we can make a deal, like we’re businessmen.  It’s unbelievable that he has the gall to bring his tainted soul into my place of worship.  If only he would have burst into flames when he stepped foot into my sanctuary!
 
                 Doesn’t he know who he’s addressing?  He must, for he came to me to plead for his unborn child’s life.  I sent him away before he could actually state his case.  I’ve heard it all before….
 
                 I must admit - I am very amused that he would seek me out in person, on my territory, to offer a deal.  
 
                 This Ethan Longfellow is one peculiar person.
 
    
 
   March 1st, 1994
 
                 The decree that one shall not create a pureblooded witch has never been a gray area.  The penalty is immediate death upon the child’s delivery.  Has it not been so for thousands of years?  Why does Ethan Longfellow think he can be the exception to this rule?  He desires to purpose an agreement that, according to Ethan, will be exclusively beneficial to my own needs and causes.  I hate to say that I am a bit curious.  I am dealing with the Longfellow heir.  Doesn’t their wealth move mountains?
 
    
 
   March 5th, 1994
 
                 I’ve just met with Ethan Longfellow.  He insists that he is in this endeavor alone.  Emma Ross is unaware that he has been meeting with me.  That brings me pleasure.  I loathe the Ross family.  That, in itself, is yet another reason why I feel so strongly against what Ethan is proposing.  This unborn child will not only be a pureblood, but it will be a Longfellow and a Ross.  Simply writing the name “Ross” makes me seethe with disgust.  
 
                 Furthermore, it is important that no one knows that I am entertaining the idea for which Mr. Longfellow is pleading for.  If anyone in the Great Fraternity would come upon this piece of information…well, let’s just say that I am endangering myself and my sons.  
 
                 The meeting with Mr. Longfellow was some-what productive.  Of course, we are far apart in the bargaining aspect.  I feel we may be able to reach a deal, which, of course, will benefit me and the Great Fraternity.
 
                 While I will not reveal the details yet, as there is more negotiating to be had, I will say that Mr. Longfellow is ready to spare no expense for this unborn abomination.  Curious that one could be so attached to something that is, at the moment, growing in the womb of a Ross….
 
    
 
   March 7, 1994
 
                 I have come to an agreement with Ethan Longfellow regarding his unborn child.  I never thought the day would come that I would negotiate with my enemy, but, as I will detail as follows, the deal is most advantageous to me and the Great Fraternity.
 
                 I have agreed not to kill the unborn child that is currently growing in Emma Ross.  Yet.  I must underscore the “yet.” I have pardoned the child for eighteen years.  At the time the child turns eighteen, where it will undoubtedly receive an influx of power that I have not yet seen in my lifetime, I will immediately deal with the child.  Thus, Ethan Longfellow has bought his abomination of a child eighteen years of life.  
 
                 Bought, indeed.  
 
                 In return, Ethan Longfellow will transfer a sum in the amount of $500,000 to my account in Switzerland.   I must note that the money will come in handy for the Great Fraternity, tainted as it is by Longfellow blood.  
 
                 In addition, Ethan Longfellow will disappear.  He will not be seen or heard from again from any member of his family, his coven or his friends.  It will be as if he never existed.  The child will be left under the watchful eye of the Great Fraternity.  This was a major discussion point in our negotiations and one that Ethan was most opposed to.  But, alas, I was victorious.  
 
                 Upon Ethan’s disappearance, Victor will step in as the role of father and husband to Emma Ross.  The idea of having my youngest son consort with a Ross makes the bile rise in my throat, but it is necessary.  Of course, William would be the better pick to deal with such a burden, but William is still -unfortunately - with that wretched wife of his.  And with the arrival of William’s child in a few months, Victor was the logical and necessary choice.
 
                 Ethan was not happy on this point, but I assured him that no harm would come to the child for eighteen years.  Victor would act as a father and keep an eye on our agreement.  The child will grow up ignorant of what it is.  We must keep a close eye on the child.   It is imperative that we hide its nature from it.  
 
                 All in all, I think it was a very successful night.
 
    
 
   March 10, 1994
 
                 Ethan has requested a slight change to our agreement.  Instead of a disappearance, he asked that we fake his death.  He is adamant that the Longfellow and Ross families will not give up searching for him and that is a point I agree with.  I don’t need old Claudia Ross sticking her nose where it does not belong.  
 
                 We shall fake his death.
 
                 Now the Devil is in the details….
 
    
 
   March 15, 1994
 
                 The money hit my account this morning.  Everything is in place.  Ethan Longfellow will be “abducted” from his house and his death will be faked.  He will be buried in the Hazel Cove Cemetery.  Again, I have Ethan’s word that he will disappear, never to be seen or heard from again, though I suspect he will head for Europe.  I am sure he will be searching for information regarding Liam’s whereabouts.  
 
                 The events will take place tomorrow.  I am eager to read the newspapers and see how our story will develop.  Ethan will see Emma tonight for the last time.  He will bid goodbye and explain - in vague terms - that he is leaving forever, the child is safe, the child must never know what it is and that Victor will now be involved.  
 
                 Emma must keep this secret.  If Emma shall break any of those mandates, she and her unborn child will pay with their lives.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
                 My father cut a deal with Jonah Van Curen.
 
                 And Emma knew.
 
                 All this time.  She knew and she never said a word.  
 
                 I closed my eyes and waited for the flashes of red to subside.  Anger bubbled inside of me and I knew that, at the moment, I was extremely dangerous to be around.  I had to get a grip.  I had to calm down.
 
                 I flung my boots off.  They bounced against the closet door with a loud bang.  Good.  I hoped Emma heard it.  
 
                 Emma.  Saying her name made my blood boil.  I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
                 I stormed into the living room.  Even with all the commotion and my unnecessary theatrics, Emma didn’t notice me.  She was staring at the blank television screen, dazing off into her dream world.  
 
                 Her complete lack of perception angered me even more.  How could she be so selfish?  How could she know so much and tell me so little?  Why was she always checking out of my life?  First it was alcohol and now it was this comatose act.  Didn’t I deserve a mother?  Didn’t I need my mother?  
 
                 The tremors vibrated off my body.  The energy pulsated through my veins, ready to erupt at any moment.  I had to keep cool.  No supernatural accidents.  No mishaps.  Stay calm.  
 
                 “Mom,” I said quietly.  
 
                 She didn’t move.
 
                 “Mom.”
 
                 She slowly swiveled her head in my direction.  A complete look of tranquility covered her face.  She was perfectly content in her zoned out world.  I guess it was easier for her to function if she didn’t feel anything.  Numbness had to be better than pain.  
 
                 After what I’d been through in the past months and everything I went through today, the sight of her peacefulness enraged me.  To be honest, it even made me a little jealous.  Why couldn’t I ignore everything?  Why couldn’t I block out the bad?  How much easier would my life be if I hid under the blankets every time something went wrong? 
 
                 Emma blinked.
 
                 “How could you?”  
 
                 No response.  No change in facial features.  Nothing.  
 
                 “How could you?”  I clenched my fists to stop the vibrating in my fingertips.  
 
                 “I have no idea what you’re screaming about,” she said slowly pulling herself out of her self-induced stupor.  
 
                 “About dad.”
 
                 Alarm flashed through her dull eyes.  Her forehead creased, making her look much older than she was.  She leaned forward like she was about to make a run for it.  “Victor?  Is Victor here?  Did he find us?”
 
                 The fact that I’d said “dad” and she assumed I was referring to Victor, pissed me off even more.  The three mirrors on the wall behind the couch rattled.  “I said DAD!  Not that vile man you let into our lives!”
 
                 She flinched.
 
                 “Ethan left us!  How could you not tell me?”  
 
                 At the mentioning of Ethan’s name, she sprang from the couch and made a beeline for her bedroom.  When it came to fight or flight, Emma always chose to run.  She never faced anything.  She was always running.  
 
                 Emma darted down the hallway.  
 
                 Before I knew what was happening, my hand flew up.  I promised myself that I’d never do magic in front of Emma, but all bets were off now.  I needed answers.  And she had them.  She’d had the answers for seventeen years.  
 
                 I couldn’t think of a better time to use levitation.  
 
                 The energy pulsated through my system.  It was begging to be unharnessed.  I flicked my wrist.  Emma’s bedroom door slammed shut just as she reached the threshold.  She jumped back with a yelp.  
 
                 She turned on her heel and lunged for my bedroom.  The door slammed in her face before she could get inside.  She ran towards the bathroom at the end of the hall.  I levitated that door shut, too.
 
                 Scooby barked at all the commotion.  
 
                 Emma’s shoulders slumped.  After a second, her body went rigid.  Tense.  She finally turned around to face me.  Light green eyes flashed.  Her thin little nose flared.  She was pissed.  No one hated magic more than my mother.  
 
                 And even though she was furious at me for using magic on her, it was the first real emotion I’d seen on her face in weeks.  Since the night she attacked me at the country club. 
 
                 “I’m sorry.  I didn’t want to do that.”  I lowered my hand to my side.  “But you were going to run away again.  I have to know what happened to Ethan.”
 
                 “You think you can use that stuff on me?”  
 
                 “I didn’t want to.”
 
                 “Did Vanessa teach you how to do that?”  Emma snarled when she said her sister’s name.  She took a step forward.  Her body shook with anger.  She took another step and I wasn’t sure if she was going to attack me or not.  It wouldn’t have been the first time.  
 
                 I backed up and put my hands up in surrender.  I didn’t want to fight with my mom.  I just wanted the truth.  “Vanessa taught me how to do that, but I learned a lot of stuff on my own, too.”
 
                 “Are you threatening me?” 
 
                 “No!  Of course not.  I don’t want you to blame Vanessa.  Or Grandma.  Or yourself for what I am.  It’s no one’s fault.  And I know you lied about not knowing our family’s history or what I would become.  I’m not angry.  I just want answers.”
 
                 Her stance relaxed.  Her eyes dropped to the carpet.  She started laughing hysterically.  Was she losing it?  Was she going crazy?
 
                 “It is my fault, Alexandria.”  Emma exhaled.  “And it’s Ethan’s fault for what you are.  What you’ll become.”
 
                 “You hate me because I’m pureblooded?”
 
                 “I don’t hate you, but…I can’t do this.”  Emma glanced behind me.  She was gauging the distance to the front door.  
 
                 “Please don’t run away from me again,” I said.  “Tell me what happened the last night you saw Ethan.”
 
                 Emma flinched when I said his name.  
 
                 “Tell me,” I said.  “I need your help.  Please.”
 
                 Emma’s eyes roamed to the front door.  If she made a run for it, I wouldn’t stop her.  I wouldn’t do any more magic around her.  It brought up too many bad memories.  Her light green eyes skidded from the door and landed on me.  
 
                 I must have looked pretty pitiful, because she sighed in resignation.  She pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Ethan came to my house late in the night.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I whispered.  
 
                 “I still lived at home and, even though I was pregnant and engaged, your grandmother wouldn’t let Ethan come over after eleven o’clock.  He would hurl rocks at my window to get my attention if he wanted to come over after curfew.”  Emma gave me a weak smile.  “Kind of like how Peter would sneak into your bedroom by climbing the tree at our old house.”
 
                 I never knew she was aware of Peter sneaking into my room.  I didn’t give her enough credit.  Maybe she wasn’t as out of it as I’d suspected.  
 
                 “That night, I heard the pebbles against the glass, so I snuck out of the house to meet him behind your grandmother’s garden.  That was our meeting spot.”
 
                 My breathing slowed.  The pulsating energy running through my veins was subsiding.  I sat in the recliner.  “What happened then?”
 
                 “Ethan wasn’t himself.  He was jittery, like something was wrong.  I asked him what was the matter and ….”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Emma was wobbly on her feet.  Before I could stand up to help her, she walked swiftly to the couch and collapsed onto it.  She sank back against the cushions.  
 
                 “Ethan told me he had to go away to save the baby.”  Her hands went to her stomach.  “I told him I understood and to give me a second to pack.  We knew how much trouble we were in by conceiving you.  We knew we wouldn’t be safe.  I was ready to go with him.  I’d have followed him anywhere.  It didn’t matter why or where or how.  The three of us would be safe.  On the run.”
 
                 The guilt of my own existence punched me in the gut.
 
                 Emma grabbed a tissue from the coffee table.  “Ethan had the saddest look on his face.  It broke my heart to see him that way.  He said we couldn’t run away together.  It wouldn’t be safe for the baby.  They’d track us down and find us.  He told me I couldn’t come with him.  He had to go alone.  That’s the moment my world started to crumble.”
 
                 Tears freely fell down her cheeks.  She wiped at them with the tissue.  “He told me to take care of the baby and that I should never mention or let the baby know it was a pureblood.  He said he’d worked it all out; made an agreement.  The baby would be safe as soon as he left.  I didn’t understand how that could be possible, but Ethan told me a man named Victor would come by my house.  I was to trust him….”  Emma sobbed loudly.  “Trust him with our lives.”
 
                 I was unable to speak.  
 
                 “Ethan left me, so you could live.” 
 
                 There it was.  
 
                 The reason my mother had such a conflicting relationship with me.  I was to blame.  Everything fell apart because of me.  I was the reason she hated magic and her roots and her family.  I was the reason the love of her life left. 
 
                 Emma wiped her face.  “But they lied.”
 
                 I sat up.  “Who lied?”
 
                 “Whoever Ethan made the deal with.  What did you tell me that witch hunter’s group was called?  Gamma?”
 
                 “Wait.  You didn’t know Gamma was involved in Ethan’s agreement?”
 
                 Emma’s face was splotchy from crying.  “I never heard the name ‘Gamma’ until a few weeks ago.  Not until you told me they attacked you in the cemetery.  I knew witch hunters were out there - your grandmother made sure Vanessa and I were aware of the dangers - but we never broke any rules.  We considered hunters more of a legend than an actual threat.”
 
                 “They’re real alright,” I said bitterly.
 
                 “I didn’t know Victor was involved.  Ethan told me to trust him, so I did.”
 
                 Nothing made sense.  “I don’t understand.  What did Gamma lie about?”
 
                 Emma frowned.  “They killed Ethan.”
 
                 “But you just said that Ethan left.  He told you he had to leave so I could live.”
              “Yeah, but then we found Ethan’s house.  It was ransacked.  He didn’t run away.  They took him.”
 
                 Wasn’t that was part of Jonah and Ethan’s agreement?  Gamma had to make it look like a kidnapping.  Maybe Ethan didn’t tell Emma about that part of the agreement?  
 
                 Emma sat back against the pillows.  “We searched everywhere.  I couldn’t tell anyone I’d seen him that night.  Then I wondered if it was part of the plan, you know?  Maybe we were supposed to believe Ethan was kidnapped.  So I kept my mouth shut.  But I searched everywhere, just in case someone really did kidnap him.  At that point, I didn’t know what or who to believe.”
 
                 I didn’t know what to believe either.  I leaned forward, mesmerized by my mother’s story.   
 
                 “Then we received a phone call from the Hazel Cove Police Department.  The detective told us they found Ethan’s body.  And that was the end of my dream that he was safe and sound in some secluded village in the middle of nowhere.  Mom, Nancy and I went down to the morgue to identify his body,” Emma said.
 
                 “Nancy?”
 
                 Emma waived a hand in dismissal.  “Your Grandmother Longfellow.”
 
                 “Oh.”  It was my time to sit back.  Grandma Claudia had mentioned once before that I had another grandmother.  The idea was still too unreal to wrap my head around.  I had to focus on my mother’s story.  “The police found his body?”
 
                 “In the woods near the clearing.  He was murdered.  Foul play was suspected.  They didn’t have any leads and they never solved the case.  The dusty old case file is probably still sitting in that stupid police station.”
 
                 I couldn’t imagine what Emma went through that day.  
 
                 Jonah went back on his word.  Of course he did, he was a member of Gamma.  He made a deal with my father, took his money and then killed him.  
 
                 Emma sniffled.  “I knew that whoever made the deal with Ethan double crossed him.  But I didn’t say anything.  What was the point?  I didn’t have any details about the agreement.  I didn’t even know who Ethan made the deal with.  There was no sense in bringing police attention to our families.  If they knew they were dealing with witches and hunters, they’d have us all committed.  So Nancy identified the body and we left.”
 
                 “That was it?”
 
                 “Nancy buried Ethan in the historical section of the Hazel Cove Cemetery and that’s where I thought he was for the last seventeen years.  Then a few weeks ago, you tell me the coffin’s empty.  I don’t know what they did with his remains.  This Gamma fraternity… who knows what they did to him?”
 
                 I went to the couch to comfort my mother.  She collapsed into my arms like a child.  
 
                 “I swear I didn’t know about Victor.  I swear.”
 
                 “I know.”  I patted her back.
 
                 “Victor seemed like a decent man at the time.  He was willing to take care of us.  I felt horrible.  I was so disgusted with myself, but Ethan told me to trust him.  Why would Ethan send Victor to us if he was a member of Gamma?  Maybe Ethan didn’t know?  Maybe they tricked him, too?”
 
                 “Victor was part of the deal,” I said quietly.  “Gamma wanted to keep an eye on me.  The only way they would agree to the deal was if Victor stepped into Ethan’s role.”
 
                 Emma sobbed louder.  “After everything Ethan sacrificed for us, I wanted to give you a normal life.  That’s what he wanted.  No witches or magic or any of it.  I was done.  I wanted to pretend like none of it existed.”
 
                 How could I be angry with Emma after everything she had endured for me?  Seventeen years with Victor, all the while knowing Ethan died to protect us. 
 
                 “My mother was so angry with me for wanting to shield you.  She was proud that you were a pureblooded witch.”  Emma sniffled.  “Your grandmother hated Victor.  She could never put her finger on it, but she loathed him from the very beginning.  She begged me not to marry him.”
 
                 “She was a good judge of character,” I said softly.  
 
                 A dark cloud of depression hovered over me.  I learned so much, but I still had no clue what really happened.  I was no closer to finding my father’s body.  Why wasn’t he in that coffin?
 
                 I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something wasn’t right.  Why would Gamma kill Ethan, let his family bury him and then dig up his remains?  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
                 Two quick raps at the front door and keys jingling in the lock made me smile.  I’d been dying for Peter to get here so I could tell him about my day.  I was in the living room, sitting on the floor, using the coffee table as my desk.  Papers, phonebooks and my laptop covered three-fourths of the wooden table.  The remaining area was jammed packed with sparkling apple cider, three champagne glasses, chips, veggies and dip, mozzarella sticks and licorice.  
 
                 Peter stomped the snow off his boots and came inside carrying two bags of food from my favorite Chinese restaurant.  
 
                 “It’s really coming down out there,” Peter said, bolting the deadlock behind him.  “Oh hey, Scooby.”  Peter petted the jumping Chihuahua.  
 
                 “You brought dinner!  I’m starving.”
 
                 Peter pointed to the small pile of food on the coffee table.
 
                 “We didn’t want to eat without you.  I may have to reheat the mozzarella sticks,” I said.
 
                 Upon the use of the word ‘we,’ Peter glanced around the living room.  His eyes landed on Emma sitting in the recliner with a blanket over her lap.  Her eyes were swollen from crying, but she was doing better.  
 
                 “Hi, Peter,” Emma said casually.  
 
                 Peter’s eyes widened.  He looked at me for confirmation of what he’d just seen.  I nodded discreetly.  I didn’t want Emma to feel self conscious.  
 
                 We’d sat on the couch for hours until Emma was unable to shed anymore tears.  The windfall of emotions seemed to have pulled Emma out of her stupor.  Maybe she felt better now that the seventeen-year-old secret was off her chest. 
 
                 “What did you get?”  I asked Peter.  
 
                 He blinked.  “Oh, uh, I picked up some Lo Mein, Wonton Soup, Spring Rolls and Beef Fried Rice.”
 
                 “Perfect.  Let me clear off some space.”
 
                 Peter pointed to my clutter of papers.  “What is all that?”  
 
                 “My new project.”
 
                 “Uh oh.  I can’t wait to hear this one.” 
 
                 I removed the clutter from the coffee table.  “I’ll dish up the food and then I’ll tell you about what happened today.”  I pulled Peter to the couch.  
 
                 “I’ll get plates and napkins,” Emma said.
 
                 “What in the world?”  Peter asked as soon as Emma left the room.
 
                 “I’ll explain everything.  Today was the craziest day.”
 
                 “Jeez.  I’m so shocked about your mother that I didn’t even ask how it went at the church.”
 
                 Emma returned with utensils and I dished out the Chinese food.  Peter looked beyond confused, so after a few bites of Lo Mein I told him everything that happened.  The Church with James.  The Crypt.  Victor.  The Journal.  Ethan and Jonah’s Agreement.  My argument with Emma.  Everything.
 
                 Emma sat in the chair listening in silence.  I was worried about how she’d react to re-hearing the events of the day, but when I was finished she was still coherent.  The small bit of hope that I’d broken through Emma’s daze was growing.  
 
                 I cleaned the dinner mess and placed my laptop and papers back on the coffee table.
 
                 “That brings us to this.”  Peter pointed to my make-shift desk.  “Your new project.”
 
                 “Right.”
 
                 “What channel is Dick Clark’s New Years Eve?”  Emma asked.
 
                 “I think seven,” I said to Emma.   I squeezed Peter’s knee.  “Okay, my new project.  I’m going to find out as much as I can about Nancy Longfellow.”
 
                 “Ethan’s mom, your other grandmother,” Peter said slowly.  He poured cider into the three champagne glasses.  
 
                 “Yes.  It may be a dead end, but I want to cover all of my bases.  I’d like to ask her about the last time she saw my dad.  Get her account of everything that happened.”
 
                 “That doesn’t sound too dangerous,” Peter said.  “You had me worried, seeing that you’re Tomb Raider now.  Meeting your grandmother sounds like a piece of cake.”
 
                 “I’m not so sure about that,” Emma said.
 
                 “What?”  Peter and I said together.
 
                 “I don’t know what image you have in mind, Alexandria, but Nancy Longfellow is not a cute little old lady who bakes cookies,” Emma said. 
 
                 “Nancy isn’t a witch, right?”  Would she be hostile to her own granddaughter?  
 
                 “She’s not a witch,” Emma said. “But she’s not a particularly nice lady either.  She’s a….”
 
                 Peter laughed.  “A witch with a ‘B’?”
 
                 Emma smiled.  “Exactly.”
 
                 “You don’t think she’ll help me?”  How bad could she really be?  
 
                 “She might.  You are Ethan’s daughter, there’s no denying that.  It’s plain on your face,” Emma said.
 
                 “Really?”  I felt a flush of pleasure at being compared to my father.  I’d never been told that I resembled anyone - other than having Grandma Claudia’s cat eyes.  Emma and I looked nothing alike.  And everyone kept Ethan a secret from me for so long.  How would I know that I favored my father?
 
                 Emma nodded.  “You have his dark hair and his nose.  You even bite your lip like he did.”
 
                 Peter, who was sitting on the floor next to me, held my hand.
 
                 “But,” Emma said.  “You’re also a Ross.  So she may not help you.”
 
                 “Why does everyone keep saying that?”  I bit off a piece of licorice.  “What does everyone have against the Ross Family?”
 
                 Emma frowned.  “Our line is the most-”
 
                 “Prestigious?”  Peter wiggled his eyebrows at me.  
 
                 “Sort of,” Emma said.  “And kind of notorious, too.”
 
                 That didn’t sound good.
 
                 Emma made a face.  “If you go see your Grandmother Longfellow, don’t get your hopes up.  She may not help you.”
 
                 I leaned against Peter and he put his arm around me.  
 
                 “Did she ever want to see me?”  I asked Emma.
 
                 “I think so,” Emma said.  “But after Ethan died, there was no more communication between the two families.  Grandmother Claudia sent Nancy pictures of you over the years.”
 
                 “I take it that you don’t want to go with us?”  I hadn’t asked Peter if he’d go with me to visit my other grandmother, but it was kind of assumed. 
 
                 Emma shook her head.  “You don’t want me there.  Trust me.  It won’t help.”
 
                 “Does she live in Hazel Cove?” Peter asked.
 
                 I gave Peter the scrap of paper with the address.  “Nope.  She lives in Ipswich.”
 
                 “When are we going?”  Peter asked.
 
                 “Are you free tomorrow?”
 
                 “I am.”
 
                 “Then tomorrow it is,” I said.  
 
                 The television host started the countdown for the ball dropping in Times Square.  Thousands of people crammed the marquee lit streets.  Fifteen seconds until the New Year.  
 
                 It had to be a better year than the previous one - didn’t it?
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 Ipswich, Massachusetts isn’t far from Hazel Cove.  Maybe about twenty minutes or so.  It’s south on Newburyport Turnpike, then you take Linebrook Road east until you run into Ipswich Bay.  Pretty simple.  Because it was such a short ride, I hadn’t had the chance to figure out what I was going to say to my new grandmother.  
 
                 “I’ve only been here once,” Peter said, looking out the passenger window at the small town.
 
                 “When we came for Chowderfest?”
 
                 “I ate so much food that day.  All those different chowders and clams and oysters.”
 
                 I stopped at the light.  “We can get lunch afterwards if you want.”
 
                 “Definitely.  We can go to that place by the Riverwalk.  Ah, I can already taste the shrimp and clams.”
 
                 “Do you want to go now?  We can stop by my grandmother’s later.”
 
                 “No, let’s go to your grandmother’s before you lose your nerve.”
 
                 Peter knew me too well.  I was getting really, really nervous.  We followed the GPS directions and turned onto a quiet street.
 
                 “That’s ominous.”  I pointed to the yellow Dead End road sign.  
 
                 The houses on the street were old.  Colonial built.  Massive trees lined both sides of the road.  Snow was piled high on the curb.  The neighborhood had an un-kept feel to it and had seen better times.  It wasn’t what I was expecting, especially after what I’d heard about the Longfellow’s tremendous wealth.  
 
                 Paint was peeling from the houses.  Most of the windows were boarded up.  The entire vibe of the street was, well, a dead end.
 
                 “Which house is it?”  Peter leaned forward.  
 
                 “Nine-oh-eight.”
 
                 “That should be it.”
 
                 I pulled in front of a three-story mustard colored colonial house.  It had a small front yard encased by a waist high black iron fence.  The property was built on a hill.  The cement sidewalk ran the length of the street and t-boned with another cracked sidewalk that led to the paint chipped porch.  Two large trees filled the front yard.  Their bare limbs climbed beyond the second story.  
 
                 I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans.  “Do you think anyone is home?”  The curtains were drawn.  The driveway curved behind the house, so I couldn’t see if there was a car parked.
 
                 “Only one way to find out, right?”
 
                 “I guess.”  I don’t know why I was so apprehensive.  I’d already broken into the Gamma farmhouse and opened up a coffin containing the ex-leader of the fraternity.  Meeting my new grandmother shouldn’t have had me so anxious.  
 
                 “Someone’s there.”  Peter leaned over the arm rest to look out my window.
 
                 “What?  How do you know?”
 
                 “The front window curtain moved.  I bet they’re wondering why a fancy little Mercedes is parked in front of their house.”
 
                 “Great.”
 
                 “Lex, all she can do is tell us to go away.  She’s not a witch.  We can handle a mean old lady.”
 
                 “You’re right.”
 
                 “Wait outside your door.  I don’t think the sidewalk is salted.”
 
                 Peter climbed over the snow bank and helped me out of the car.  He was right, the sidewalks weren’t salted.  Every step was like sliding across an ice rink.  After a few near slips, we decided to walk on the snow covered grass instead.
 
                 I unhinged the latch on the iron fence and we walked up the hill and onto the porch.  We stomped the snow from our boots and I took a quick breath.  Here went nothing.  I lifted my hand to knock, but froze.
 
                 I turned, expecting to see someone at the end of the porch.  No one was there.  
 
                 “What is it?”  Peter whispered.
 
                 “I feel like someone is watching us again.”
 
                 Peter looked down the deserted street.  “I don’t see anyone.  It’s probably just the house.  We’re not in the cheeriest of neighborhoods.”
 
                 I gave the door two solid knocks.  The side paneled window curtain moved.  
 
                 I knocked again.  “Hello?”  
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 “Hello, Mrs. Longfellow?”
 
                 “Go away,” a high raspy voice chirped from the other side of the door. 
 
                 Peter and I glanced at each other.  He shrugged.  
 
                 I knocked again.  “Hello, Mrs. Longfellow?  We’ve come to talk to you.”
 
                 “Go away.”
 
                 “Please, Mrs. Longfellow.  It’s very important.”
 
                 “Quit bothering me.”
 
                 “If you could give us a minute.  Please?”
 
                 “Who are you?”
 
                 Peter nodded.
 
                 “My name is Alexandria.  And this is my boyfriend, Peter.  I’m your granddaughter.  I’m Alexandria Longfellow.”
 
                 Silence. 
 
                 That was it.  I’d laid it all out.  Showed my hand to the table.  If she wouldn’t open the door for her long lost granddaughter, then she wouldn’t open it for anyone.  We waited in complete silence for over a minute.  
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 She wasn’t going to let us in.  She didn’t care enough about me to speak face to face.  I closed my eyes.  Emma was right.  I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.  I shouldn’t have assumed she would welcome me with open arms.  
 
                 Peter led me away and we descended the creaky steps.  Once we reached the sidewalk, I heard deadbolts clicking from the other side of the front door.  Multiple dead bolts.
 
                 The door cracked open and a tiny old woman poked her head out.  She had pure white hair pulled tightly into a twist.  She wore a smoky-blue floor length dress with long sleeves and a high white collar.  It was like she stepped out of another era.  
 
                 Steel gray hawk eyes scanned Peter from head to toe and then twitched over to me.  Her appraisal started at my snow boots and worked its way up to my winter hat.  Her thin nose scrunched in distaste.  Colorless eyes returned to my face and softened, only to immediately hardened back into ice.
 
                 “What do you want?”  
 
                 “Are you Nancy Longfellow?”
 
                 She hesitated.  “I am.  What do you want?”
 
                 “To speak with you.  It’s really important.”
 
                 Her eyes flew to Peter again.  “Fine.  You have five minutes.  But,” she nodded at Peter, “he waits outside.”
 
                 Peter took a step back so I could walk up the porch steps.  
 
                 “No,” I said.
 
                 White eyebrows flew to her hairline.  “Excuse me?”  
 
                 “Peter goes where I go.”
 
                 “It’s okay, Lex.  I’ll wait in the car.”
 
                 “No, it’s not.”
 
                 She smashed her lips into a thin straight line.  “If he goes where you go, then you both will get off my property.  Now.”
 
                 “It’s about my father.  It’s about Ethan.”
 
                 “Ethan’s dead.  There’s nothing you could tell me that would be of any use now.”
 
                 “I know about the agreement he made before he died.”
 
                 “I know you are a pureblooded witch.”
 
                 I flinched at her tone, but I didn’t back down.  This was my only chance.  “And I know that you aren’t averse to witches.  You married one and Ethan was one.”
 
                 “I don’t like Rosses.”
 
                 “I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m also half Longfellow.”
 
                 My Grandma Longfellow regarded me for a long time.  Finally, she clicked her tongue.  “Stubborn like your father.  Come in, then.  Both of you.  Hurry, before you kill me from this draft.”  She disappeared inside the house. 
 
                 I raised my eyebrows at Peter.  Emma wasn’t lying.  Grandma Longfellow was not a pleasant woman.  
 
                 The foyer was dark and cluttered.  She led us into the front room and pointed to an antique green sofa.  I could’ve sworn a plume of dust rose in the air when Peter and I sat on the stiff piece of furniture.  
 
                 My grandmother reminded me of Miss Havisham from Great Expectations.  We were only missing the stale wedding cake and moth-eaten wedding dress.  The house had such an overwhelming sense of old, grimy stuffiness.  
 
                 “Thank you for talking to us,” I said.
 
                 Grandma Longfellow sat in an uncomfortable looking chair across from us.  She shook her finger.  “I didn’t say I’d talk.  You said you would talk.”
 
                 A side table next to the wall was filled with dusty picture frames.  Most of the pictures were of a handsome dark haired man with stubble on his cheeks and chin.   He had my exact nose, brown eyes and a friendly smile.  
 
                 Pictures of my father.  
 
                 Of course, I had no idea what Ethan looked like.  Emma and Grandma Claudia didn’t have any pictures of him, but I knew it was my dad.  
 
                 He was a strong, handsome, charismatic man.  I instantly felt cheated that I never had the chance to meet him.  Scattered on the table next to the pictures of Ethan were my school pictures ranging from kindergarten all the way through last year.
 
                 “Claudia sent those,” Grandma Longfellow said. 
 
                 “My mom told me that Grandma Claudia sent you pictures.”
 
                 The deep lines near her mouth pulled down into a frown when I mentioned my mother.  “I hadn’t the chance to thank Claudia for her kindness.  I read in the newspaper that she recently passed away.  I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
                 “Thank you.”  I pointed to Ethan’s pictures.  “That’s my father.”  It wasn’t a question.  
 
                 She nodded.
 
                 “May I?”  I had to get a closer look.
 
                 She nodded again.
 
                 I inched over to the side table and desperately tried to memorize every detail of the pictures in front of me.  His eyes were light brown, almost the color of butterscotch.  Prominent laugh lines crinkled his eyes when he smiled.  His teeth were white and straight.  His lips were thin and always pulled into a grin.  
 
                 There were no pictures of my mother on the table.  
 
                 “It’s striking how much you favor him,” Grandma Longfellow said.  “Unfortunately, you do have those Ross eyes.”
 
                 “So I’m told.”  I returned to my seat. 
 
                 “Like a feral cat.  Too vivid a green to be human.  Your mother doesn’t have those eyes, though.”
 
                 “No, she doesn’t.” 
 
                 Peter tensed beside me.  He squeezed his knees with both hands.  The veins and tendons bulged under the taut skin.  He didn’t take lightly to people insulting me.  Especially right to my face.  
 
                 Grandma Longfellow sat at the edge of her chair, inches away from the pillows.  Her shoulders were pulled back and her spine was completely straight.  She was the perfect example of stellar posture.  
 
                 She cleared her throat.  “I think you should begin.  I have a lot to do today.”
 
                 Peter mumbled something about cleaning the house, but I ignored his jab.  She did, too. 
 
                 I figured I shouldn’t beat around the bush.  Grandma Longfellow looked like a no-nonsense type of woman.  “I’m trying to figure out what happened to Ethan.”
 
                 “What do you mean what happened to him?  He’s buried in the Hazel Cove Cemetery.”
 
                 I took a deep breath.  I had to tread lightly.  She was a very old woman.  “I don’t want to upset you or shock you, but he’s not buried there.  At least not any more.  There’s a tombstone, of course, but no body.”
 
                 “How do you know that?”
 
                 Peter glanced sideways at me.
 
                 The truth was the best bet.  “Because a few weeks ago, I was kidnapped by the Gamma Omicron Delta witch hunting fraternity.  They tried to kill me and throw me into Ethan’s coffin.  It was a big surprise to everyone when they opened the casket and found it empty.”
 
                 Grandma Longfellow crossed her ankles.  
 
                 Her face was expressionless, so I continued.  “I found out Ethan was my father a few months ago.”
 
                 “Emma wished to keep you in the dark.”
 
                 “From the second I discovered that Ethan’s coffin was empty, I’ve been trying to find out what really happened to him.”
 
                 She raised her thin white eyebrows.  “What’s the point?”
 
                 “I have to know.”
 
                 “You think you can figure it out after seventeen years?”
 
                 I bit my lip.  “I’m going to try.”
 
                 Grandma Longfellow clenched her hands together in her lap.  It was her only show of emotion.  “Continue.” 
 
                 “I don’t know how much you know about what happened to Ethan before he was kidnapped.”
 
                 Steel gray hawk eyes narrowed.  
 
                 I leaned forward.  “There was an agreement between Ethan and the leader - at the time - of the Gamma witch hunting fraternity.  His name was Jonah Van Curen.”  
 
                 “And how did you come across this information?”
 
                 I could feel the blood rising into my cheeks.  
 
                 Honestly was the best policy.  
 
                 “Gamma told me that Jonah Van Curen killed Ethan,” I said.  “But Jonah died a few months before I was kidnapped.  When the empty coffin was discovered, Gamma was discussing Jonah’s journal.  They said if they found the journal, then they might know what happened to Ethan’s body.”
 
                 “You found this journal?”
 
                 “I did.”
 
                 “Where?”
 
                 I lowered my eyes to my lap.  “I broke into Jonah’s sarcophagus and found it hidden in a garbage bag beneath his body.”
 
                 Peter shifted beside me.  
 
                 It sounded much worse than I thought coming out of my mouth.  I was a grave robber.  A grave robber!
 
                 Grandma Longfellow didn’t seem disturbed by this revelation.  “The natural place to look for a missing journal is in someone’s coffin?”
 
                 “No,” I said defensively.  “I told you I’d been searching for the journal for weeks.  The trail eventually led me to Jonah’s church in Boston.  To his crypt.  So I broke in.” 
 
                 The corners of her mouth twisted up into what could only be characterized as a smile.  It looked odd on her face.  Her hawk eyes softened to the color of a dull cloud.  “You’re just like Ethan.  Stubborn and thick headed to the bone.  I do commend your efforts, though.”
 
                 “Thank you.”
 
                 She nodded.  Her face slipped back into that stern mask.  “What is it that you want from me?”
 
                 “Your account of what happened.  Ethan was supposed to leave town in exchange for my safety for eighteen years.  That was the agreement.  His kidnapping was a charade.  But what happened after that?  Emma said the police found his body in the woods a few weeks after Ethan went missing.  How did he die?  Did he say anything strange the last time you saw him?  I want you to tell me everything you know.  Please?”
 
                 “You said Gamma attacked you.”
 
                 “They did.”
 
                 “But you’re seventeen.”
 
                 “I am.”
 
                 “And yet here you sit,” Grandma Longfellow said.  “From my experience with Gamma, that isn’t the norm.  You must be very powerful.”
 
                 I bit my lip so hard that I tasted blood.  “You’ve dealt with Gamma before?”
 
                 “The Gamma Omicron Delta fraternity has killed every member of my immediate family.  My husband, my daughter….”
 
                 I remembered the newspaper article Peter and I found at the Hazel Cove Library regarding Ethan’s disappearance.  Actually, ‘remembered’ wasn’t the right word - I memorized every line written in that article.  
 
                 It was the only piece of concrete information I had about my father and his family.  My only window into my family’s mysterious past.  The article was about my father’s disappearance, but a few paragraphs touched on the Longfellow family tragedies:
 
    
 
   Ethan is the only son of Isaac and Nancy Longfellow.  The family has deep roots in Hazel Cove, dating as far back as the early 1650’s.  The family, always considered reclusive, gained financial notoriety in the early 1940’s when they made a small fortune in the Massachusetts banking industry.
 
   This, however, is not the first time tragedy has struck the prominent family.  Mathew Longfellow, grandfather of Ethan Longfellow, died in a house fire when the family’s vacation home burned down in 1978.  Ethan’s father, Isaac Longfellow, committed suicide in 1985.  His body was found hanging from the stairwell in the foyer of their downtown Hazel Cove mansion.  Emily Longfellow, Ethan’s older sister, was killed in a violent one-car accident on Essex Street in 1989.  
 
    
 
                “I’m very sorry,” I said.  
 
                 I had no idea Gamma was behind the deaths of my family members.  Apparently, the fraternity had a way of making murders look like accidents.  
 
                 “How did you escape?”
 
                 “Peter and a friend saved me.”  I didn’t want to bring James into this already complicated exchange.
 
                 Steel gray eyes landed on Peter.  “That was very brave.  Is Gamma destroyed?”
 
                 “No,” I said.  “The leader was killed, but there are others.”
 
                 “Are they after you?”
 
                 I hesitated.  I didn’t know how to answer that question.  My life was complicated.  I wasn’t in any immediate danger, but, of course they were still after me.  “At the moment, no.”  
 
                 Was that why Grandma Longfellow was so reclusive?  Was she in hiding?  Why would she want to involve herself in all of my troubles?  I was a danger magnet.  Was that the reason for the multiple deadbolts on the front door?  Was she still afraid of Gamma after all of these years?
 
                 She brushed off a piece of lint from her long blue skirt.  “You want to know everything I know about the night before Ethan disappeared?  Is that correct?”
 
                 I leaned forward.  She was going to help us.  “I do.  Please.  Anything you can tell me will help.  I’ll find out what happened to his body, I swear.  I promise I won’t give up.  I’ll find him for all of us.”
 
                 Grandma Longfellow smiled, but didn’t show any teeth.  “Gamma attacked and you’re not eighteen yet.”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 She stared at me for a full two minutes without saying a word.  I know this because the pendulum clock was directly behind her chair.  The iron hand made two full rotations around the antique face.  
 
                 Was she changing her mind?  Was she worried about bringing the wrath of Gamma down upon her?
 
                 I placed my hands in my lap and tried to look as non-threatening as possible.  I wanted her to trust me with whatever bit of information she possessed.
 
                 “I knew about Ethan’s agreement with Gamma.”  She gazed at the floorboards in front of my feet.  “He told me everything.  He kept me apprised of his secret meetings with the leader of Gamma.  But, of course, it didn’t go as planned.”
 
                 “They double crossed him.”
 
                 Grandma Longfellow shrugged.  “I tried to convince him not to trust Gamma in the first place.  But he knew - and I knew - that the chances of keeping you alive were slim without some type of agreement or truce.  So he made the deal to protect you.”
 
                 Unlike Emma, there was no accusatory tone in Grandma Longfellow’s voice.  Only an intense hatred for the witch hunting fraternity.  
 
                 “Ethan made the deal.  He went to see Emma one last time and then came to tell me goodbye.  It was late in the night when he came home.  He walked through the front door when I was knitting.”
 
                 “What did he say?”
 
                 “Absolutely nothing.  He took two steps in the room and collapsed.  Falling face first.”  She pointed to a gold Oriental rug underneath the coffee table.  “Right on that carpet.  Not in this house, of course, but that’s the same rug.”
 
                 “He died right there?”
 
                 “I couldn’t wake him, so I rushed him to the hospital in Ipswich.  We have our own doctor there.  I didn’t want him at the Hazel Cove Hospital.”
 
                 “Your own doctor?” 
 
                 “A dear friend of the family.  I wanted to keep everything under wraps because of the agreement between Gamma and Ethan.  Gamma was staging a kidnap in the morning.  I couldn’t let word get out that Ethan Longfellow checked into the hospital the night before his kidnapping.  But at the same time, I didn’t know what was wrong with him.  We went to the Ipswich Hospital under the care of Dr. Lynch.  He kept things quiet and off the radar.”
 
                 “What was wrong with him?”
 
                 “To this day, I still don’t know.  Ethan slipped into a coma, but it was more like a trance to me.  He would occasionally mumble, but nothing he said was coherent.  Then just as quickly, he would slip back into the coma.  Dr. Lynch performed dozens of tests, but he couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him,” Grandma Longfellow said.
 
                 “No one knew he was in the hospital?”
 
                 “No, they were all searching for him.  There was no change in your father’s health and Dr. Lynch was still trying to keep everything under wraps at the hospital.”   Grandma Longfellow pulled out a handkerchief.  She blew her nose loudly before continuing.
 
                 “We eventually moved him to the Ipswich Mental Hospital.  Dr. Lynch could continue to monitor him, but we could also keep him out of the public eye.  I knew of Ethan’s agreement with Gamma and I made sure he kept up his end of the bargain.  Ethan had to disappear.  So I staged his death and had him ‘buried’ at the Hazel Cove Cemetery.”
 
                 “But you identified his body.”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “But Emma said-”
 
                 “We all went to the morgue together, but no one else went in with me.  Your mother and Claudia waited in the lobby.  It was an act.  All of it.  I walked into the back room, waited a few minutes and came back out.  That’s it.  The coroner was in on it.”
 
                 “And the cops?”
 
                 “A little bit of money goes a long way,” she said quietly.
 
                 My head was spinning.  Gamma didn’t kill Ethan?  Jonah Van Curen kept his word after all?  Ethan died of some weird medical condition?  I couldn’t believe it.  All the lies from so many people and for so many years.  And for what?  Nothing. 
 
                 My breathing accelerated with my frustration.  “Then what?”  
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 I pushed my hair away from my face.  “What do you mean nothing?”
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “Where did you eventually bury Ethan’s body?  Not the fake burial, but the real one.”  
 
                 At least I would have a real gravesite.  One that I could take Emma to for visits.  A place to put flowers and Christmas wreaths.  
 
                 Grandma Longfellow frowned.  “Bury?  Haven’t you been listening to a word I’ve said?  Ethan’s not dead.”
 
                 My heart stopped beating.  “He’s still alive?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Where is he?”
 
                 “I just said, didn’t I?  He’s at the Ipswich Mental Hospital.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
                 “Lex?”
 
                 “Alexandria?”
 
                 “Can you hear me?”
 
                 “At least you caught her before she hit the floor.  Oh look, her eyelids are fluttering.  Alexandria?”
 
                 I opened my eyes to Peter’s face.  I started to smile, but my vision focused and spread to the wrinkled white haired lady standing next to him.  
 
                 “You passed out,” Grandma Longfellow said unnecessarily.
 
                 “Did I break anything?”  
 
                 The last thing I remembered was Grandma Longfellow telling me that Ethan was still alive and in the Ipswich Mental Hospital.  I hoped I hadn’t broken any of her antique mirrors or lamps with one of my witchy-episodes.
 
                 “Nope,” Peter said.  “Just fainted.  Probably from shock.”
 
                 I sat up slowly.  Peter’s hand cradled my neck and head.  The cluttered living room was spinning.  I closed my eyes until the motion stopped.  Peter wrapped his arms protectively around my shoulders.  
 
                 I opened my eyes.  Grandma Longfellow was in her chair.  
 
                 I sucked in a gulp of stale air.  “Ethan was alive all this time and you didn’t tell anyone?  Not even Emma or Grandma Claudia?”
 
                 “I had to uphold Ethan’s agreement.  He was to disappear.  I made it so.  I couldn’t risk it.  Too much was at stake.”
 
                 “But why tell me now?  Why tell anyone after all of these years?”  
 
                 “Gamma attacked you.  They broke the agreement.  You were not to be touched.  You were to be evaluated on your eighteenth birthday to determine how dangerous you were.  Gamma broke the agreement, so I decided to tell you about your father.  And, frankly, you seem so persistent that you probably would’ve figured it all out on your own, anyway.  I admire your determination.”
 
                 “Thank you.  Can I…?”
 
                 She raised her eyebrows.
 
                 I cleared my throat.  “Can I see him?  Can Peter and I visit him?”
 
                 “You may.  But word can’t get out that he’s alive.  I’d have a huge problem on my hands if that were the case.  Reporters would be all over my front lawn.”
 
                 “I understand.”
 
                 “He’s listed under the name ‘Ethan Long.’  I visit him most days.  He hasn’t made any progress.”  Grandma Longfellow’s eyes filled with moisture.  “He lays there.  Gazing at the ceiling.”
 
                 “That’s why you moved to Ipswich.  To be near him.”
 
                 “He’s all I’ve had for the past seventeen years.”
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 “Thanks for driving.  I couldn’t concentrate on the road if my life depended on it.”  I settled deeper into the passenger seat.  
 
                 Ethan was alive!  I felt numb all over and not entirely due to the cold.  
 
                 “No problem, Lex, that’s what I’m here for.  Your Grandma Longfellow is an interesting character,” Peter said.
 
                 “I wonder if she’s always been like that or just since Ethan’s been sick.  You have to admit, she’s been through a lot.  Her husband and daughter were killed by Gamma.  And then Ethan falls into a coma.  It’s crazy.”
 
                 Peter turned down the heat.  “I wonder why Gamma killed them.  They were all half-blooded.  Were they practicing in the open?  Isn’t that what William Van Curen said?  Gamma only hunts the witches that bring attention to themselves?”
 
                 “I have no idea.”
 
                 “Wow.”
 
                 “What?”  I glanced nervously at Peter.  “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “Nothing’s wrong.  Check that out.”  Peter pointed.  “If that doesn’t look like the quintessential mental hospital, then I don’t know what does.”
 
                 The voluminous two-storied building sat an acre away from the street.  Rolling snow covered hills surrounded the red-brick structure.  A ten foot high fence, with razor wire on top, enclosed the property.  
 
                 We pulled up to the guard shack.  
 
                 “How can I help you today,” an elderly security guard asked.
 
                 “Hello,” Peter said.  “We’re here to visit a patient.”
 
                 “I’ll need your names.”
 
                 “Peter LaViollette.  Two ‘L’s and two ‘T’s and Alexandria, uh…Long.”
 
                 “Follow this road up and park in the left lot.  Have a good day.”
 
                 “Thanks.”
 
                 We drove away to the static of the guard’s walkie-talkie announcing our arrival.  High security.  The smooth road snaked up the hill and we parked in the visitor’s lot.  The sky was cloudy and flurries were falling.
 
                 “After we leave today, I think we’ve had our fill of eerie,” I said, walking around the car to the sidewalk that led up to the enormous hospital. 
 
                 “Tell me about it.”
 
                 Peter pulled open the front door.  A wide hallway led to another security checkpoint.  The walls were painted a puke-green with matching linoleum floors.  A blonde woman sat behind a glass window watching a small portable television.  To the right of the desk was a door.  The only entrance into the hospital. 
 
                 A friendly smile claimed the lady’s face.  “Hello, there.”
 
                 “Hi,” I said.  “We hope we aren’t too late for visiting hours.”
 
                 “Not at all.  You have until five p.m.  Who are you here to see?”
 
                 “Uh, Ethan Long.”
 
                 “If you could sign your name on this clip board here and give me one second.”  She twirled around in her chair.  
 
                 The lady pulled out a thin book from a crowded bookshelf.  “This is Ethan’s visitor’s log.  In addition to signing in with the hospital, we require all visitors to sign in for each patient.  It helps the doctors.  If a patient gets antsy on a particular day, we can check the visitor log and see if it’s due to an outside source.”
 
                 I plucked a pen from the coffee mug filled with writing utensils, signed the clipboard and waited for her to hand me Ethan’s visitor blog.  “Where would you like me to sign?”  
 
                 “Right there.”  
 
                 The entire top half of the page and opposite page were full of signatures.  Next to each date, written in elaborate cursive, was the name “Nancy Long.”  My grandmother used the fake last name, too.  Her penmanship was like an art form.  
 
                 That’s how I noticed the other name.
 
                 The other name - or initials rather - looked like ugly chicken scratch in comparison.  There was one entry at the top of the open page.  The signature was dated three weeks ago.  
 
                 “Is this your first time here?”  The lady asked.
 
                 “Yes.”  Peter answered because I was unable to.
 
                 “Let me give you a map.  These hallways can be confusing.”  She went to the file cabinet behind her desk.
 
                 Once her back was turned, I flipped through as many pages of Ethan’s visitor’s log as I could.  Before she turned back around I closed the book.  
 
                 “Go down this hallway to the back staircase.  Once you’re on the second floor, you’ll pass two nursing stations.  Hang a left and then a right.  Room two-seventy-two.”  She pushed a buzzer beneath her desk and the door unlocked. 
 
                 Peter and I walked through the gated door and down the hall.  The click of the door locking behind us would have made me nervous on a normal day, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything except for what I’d just discovered.
 
                 “Tell me,” Peter said, once we were out of earshot.
 
                 “Ethan’s visitor’s log goes back for years.  I couldn’t get a good enough peek in the time that I had.”
 
                 “Okay, so?”
 
                 “The majority of the signatures were Grandma Longfellow’s.”
 
                 Peter’s forehead crinkled.  “Shouldn’t all the signatures be hers?”
 
                 “I know, but I saw another name sporadically throughout the pages.” 
 
                 “Whose?”
 
                 “It was actually initials, but I’m sure you can guess who it is.”
 
                 Peter stopped.  “Lex, the suspense is killing me.  Tell me already.”
 
                 “V.R.”
 
                 Peter blinked.  “Victor Ramsey?”
 
                 “Weird right?  The last entry was three weeks ago.”
 
                 “When we saw him freaking out in the bathroom at the Gamma house?”
 
                 “Same date.”
 
                 We climbed the stairs, both of us lost in thought.  
 
                 Peter rubbed his knuckles against his bottom lip.  “Why would Victor visit your father?”  
 
                 “I don’t know.  How did he know Ethan was here?  Grandma Longfellow had to have noticed the signature in the visitor’s log.  She must have known she wasn’t the only one visiting Ethan,” I said.  
 
                 The second floor hallway buzzed with activity.  Nurses and doctors flitted in and out of rooms.  Patients dressed in light blue terrycloth robes sat on chairs and benches in the hallway.  
 
                 One man was grabbing the air in front of his face.  An older woman was staring at the wall with an intensity that was hard to fathom.  Clearly, these patients were not a danger to themselves or others because they were free to roam the hallways.  But the hospital had a sterile coldness that made me feel uncomfortable.  
 
                 We passed the first nurse’s station.  The woman downstairs was right.  It would be easy to get lost in this building.  This place was massive.
 
                 “Maybe Victor knew about Ethan and was checking on your dad as part of an agreement with his own father,” Peter said.
 
                 “But Victor looked shocked when they realized the coffin was empty.”
 
                 “Right, but he could’ve been acting.  What if Victor had a secret pact with Jonah?  Think about it.  William didn’t know, obviously, but he was the hotheaded brother.  Maybe Jonah knew Ethan was in the hospital and confided in Victor.  Jonah could have left the chore of checking on Ethan to his youngest son.”
 
                 I bit my lip.  “That sounds possible, but-” 
 
                 We walked by an open room.  An old lady was sitting in a wheelchair staring into space like many of the patients on the floor.  Her hair was unruly and she was wearing the Ipswich Mental Hospital’s standard issue blue robe.  What caught my attention were her eyes.  
 
                 They were red.  
 
                 The entire eyeball was filled with the same blood red color as the reflection of the spirit I conjured in my basement.  
 
                 “Lex, what’s the matter?”
 
                 I pointed at the woman.
 
                 “Do you know her?”
 
                 “No.  Her eyes.  Don’t you see her eyes?”
 
                 “Of course, I see her eyes.  What’s wrong with them?”
 
                 I turned to Peter.  He was looking at the woman, but he wasn’t shocked or horrified.  “What color are they?”  
 
                 Peter squinted.  “Light brown.  Why?”
 
                 “Brown?”
 
                 “Yes.  What color do you think they are?”
 
                 “Not brown.”  I unwillingly looked at the old lady again.  I blinked.  Her eyes were no longer red, but light brown.  
 
                 “Are you okay?”
 
                 I turned away.  I was positive that her eyes were red only seconds before.  My mind was not playing tricks on me.  I know what I saw.  Was the spirit following me?  Was I going crazy?  
 
                 Peter’s eyes roamed over my face.  
 
                 “It must have been the florescent lighting,” I said. 
 
                 “Could be.  Do you want to keep going?  His room shouldn’t be much further.”
 
                 He was right.  Room two-seventy-two was around the corner.  A brass plate with the name, ‘E. Long,’ hung on the wall beside the closed door.  There was a tiny square window located in the middle of the white painted wood.  All I had to do was peek inside, but I couldn’t make myself do it.  
 
                 I twirled around.  “I can’t do this.”
 
                 Peter placed his hands on my shoulders.  “We don’t have to.  We can come back whenever you’re ready.”
 
                 “Can I help you?”  
 
                 We turned around to find a young man, wearing blue scrubs, pushing a cart full of medical supplies.  “Did you want to see Mr. Long?  I’m going in now to change his IV bag.”
 
                 I stood dumbfounded.  It was now or never.  
 
                 The man waited for us to step aside and then opened the door.  He pushed the metal cart into the room.  A curtain was pulled halfway around the bed, obscuring the patient from the knees up.  A pewter armchair and a side table with a vase full of flowers were beside the bed.  Floor to ceiling windows let in the cloudy light from outside.
 
                 The man walked to the curtain and pulled it back.
 
                 I drew in my breath.
 
                 It was undoubtedly the same man from the pictures at my Grandmother Longfellow’s house.  He wasn’t smiling and his dark hair was graying at the temples, but there was no denying it was the same man.  His face was relaxed, calm as if sleeping, which I guess he was in a sense.  His arms lay motionless at his side and the blanket was pulled up to his waist.
 
                 “Don’t be shy,” the man said.  He checked my father’s tubes and machines.  
 
                 I glanced at the man’s nametag.  Neil.  
 
                 Peter waved me into the room, but my legs wouldn’t work.  My brain was telling them to walk, but they wouldn’t.  They were stuck in the linoleum.  Peter backtracked and gently pulled me to the armchair next to Ethan’s bed.  
 
                 My father’s eyes were open, unblinking, staring up at the ceiling.  Grandma Longfellow’s pictures didn’t do Ethan’s eye color justice.  In person, they were soft butterscotch, like you’d find in the candy store. 
 
                 “You’re family, right?”  Neil asked bending over his cart.  He had a thick Boston accent.  
 
                 “Uh, yes.”
 
                 “I can tell.  The resemblance, you know?”
 
                 “I’m his daughter.”  I felt the need to announce it. 
 
                 Ethan blinked.
 
                 I shot up from my chair and clutched the bed railing.  
 
                 Neil looked alarmed.  “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “Did you see that?  He blinked.”
 
                 Neil’s scrawny shoulders relaxed.   “You scared me for a second.  He blinks sometimes.  His hands also twitch and his lips move like his mumbling, but we can never make out what he’s saying.  All of the movement is completely random and sometimes it’s weeks between activity.”
 
                 I placed my hand over my father’s.  It was warm.  “Can he hear us?”
 
                 “I think so, but what do I know?  The doctors don’t think he can.  And there’s no real evidence to indicate he can, but like my mom always says, you never know, do ya?”
 
                 Peter looked at Neil.  “Why do you think he can hear us?”  
 
                 “I talk to all of my patients.  It can get pretty quiet in here, you know?  I have faith that they hear what I say.  Because if not, then what’s the point?  Right?”  Neil smiled and pushed his cart to the door.  “Have a nice visit with your father.”
 
                 “Thank you.”
 
                 Neil shut the door behind him.  
 
                 “You found him, Lex.”
 
                 I squeezed my father’s hand, willing him to feel it.  Peter was right.  I found him.  I was holding his hand, but I had absolutely no way of communicating with him.  I’d never get to know him.  Never speak to him.
 
                 I sat down in the chair.  “I can’t believe he’s been here for the past seventeen years.  While I was off living my life, worrying about stupid things, here he was.  Day after day.  All alone.”
 
                 “He had Nancy.  And now that you’ve found him, you can visit whenever you want.”
 
                 “I don’t want to tell Emma.  Not yet.  She’s getting better and I don’t think she could take another shock to her system.”  I looked down at my father in his perfectly immobile state.  “And this is a big shock.”
 
                 “I wonder what’s wrong with him.”
 
                 “I don’t know.  Do you think Neil is right?  Do you think he can hear us?”
 
                 “There’s a chance.”
 
                 I leaned over my father’s unmoving figure.  “Should I?”
 
                 “It can’t hurt.”
 
                 I took a deep breath.  Would hearing my voice bring my father out of his coma?  Could it be like a fairytale?  Why not?  Magic was real.  
 
                 “Ethan?  Can you hear me?  It’s Alexandria.”
 
                 Nothing.
 
                 Peter nodded at me.  
 
                 “I’m your daughter.  It worked.  Your plan worked.  Mom and I are safe.”  
 
                 Ethan didn’t move.  
 
                 He didn’t blink.  He didn’t move a muscle.  There was no sign whatsoever that he’d heard me.  No sign that he knew I was there.  My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach as I realized that I’d found my father, but he was still completely lost to me.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   Diary of Alexandria Longfellow
 
   Sunday, January 2nd
 
    
 
                 After that horrible night in the cemetery, I had two goals.  Two mysteries to solve.  1) Find Ethan’s body and 2) figure out who killed Grandma Claudia and why.  It was an enormous task, but I persisted.  
 
                 I dug deeper and deeper into each mystery.  And that’s what they were.  Mysteries.  Each time I uncovered some clue, I was faced with more questions.  More mysteries.  One step forward, two steps back. 
 
                 I found Ethan.  That was a miracle in itself.  He’s alive and in that horrible coma.  He’s been in that same state for seventeen years!  Seventeen!  And yet, still no cure.  
 
                 I plan to tell Emma about Ethan in a few weeks.  She’s coming out of her own type of coma and making progress.  I won’t jeopardize that.  In the meantime, all I can do is support Ethan and visit him when I can.  And hope that one day, he’ll recover.  
 
                 I still don’t know what happened to Grandma Claudia.  It has something to do with the spirit she conjured.  But I don’t know what happened when the spirit arrived.  Was she too weak?  Did the spirit overpower her?  Was someone else in the house?  
 
                 I might never know what happened to her.  
 
                 Speaking of spirits, I made a huge mistake when I conjured that spirit in the basement.  Every since that night, I’ve sensed something wasn’t right.  An ominous horrible feeling that the ground beneath my feet is on the verge of disappearing.  Several times, I’ve felt someone behind me.  Watching me.  Following me.  Eyes on my back.  Breath on my neck.  But when I turn to face my stalker, no one is there.  
 
                 The spirit didn’t break the plane of the mirror.  It tried.  But I stopped it.  Right?  I was too strong for it.  There is no way it escaped.  So why do I feel like I’m being followed?
 
                 Then there is the issue of the eyes.  I know, without a doubt, that the old woman’s eyes at the hospital turned red.  Blood red.  I didn’t imagine it.  Peter couldn’t see it.  Only me.  Was it the spirit?  
 
                 And what about what the spirit told me?  Liam is coming.  Why?  I don’t understand why an ancient, world-famous evil witch would come out of hiding after three hundred years.  To Hazel Cove?  Is that why Grandma Claudia had Liam’s name written in her journal?  How did she know he was coming?  Nothing made any sense.
 
                 School starts up again in the morning.  The thought of sitting in a classroom while all of this stuff is going on is hard to grasp.  Does any of it even matter anymore?  What’s the point?  
 
                 P.S. - Again, I think I’m using this journal incorrectly.  I have to keep reminding myself that it’s not a diary.  I’m supposed to record supernatural occurrences or any magic that I use.  For example, conjuring and possibly inadvertently releasing a spirit.  
 
                 I am seriously paranoid.  
 
                 Anyhow, I worked on some levitation a few hours ago.  Small objects are no problem now.  I can raise them and move them at will without getting too tired.  
 
                 However, I think I got too cocky, because after I made my purse do laps around the room, I tried to pick up the recliner.  Fat chance.  It hovered about two inches off the ground and then came crashing down.  My whole body convulsed in spasms and I’ve had a splitting migraine ever since.  
 
                 Some witch I am. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
                 “What do you mean you don’t have a dress yet?”  Olivia looked like I’d slapped her in the face.
 
                 “I haven’t got around to picking one up.”  I stuffed a handful of fries into my mouth.  I’d use any excuse to end this conversation.  
 
                 Olivia dramatically threw her hands in the air.  “It’s the Winter Ball, Alex!  We had two weeks off from school and you couldn’t find the time?  I swear, it’s like I don’t even know you anymore.”
 
                 I shrugged with my mouth full.  I turned to Sadie for moral support, but her face was crinkled into a frown.  I nudged her in the ribs.
 
                 Sadie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.  “Olivia’s right.”
 
                 My bottom jaw unhinged, which wasn’t good because my mouth was full of half chewed potatoes.  
 
                 Sadie turned bright pink.  “You’re not going to find a dress before Friday.  At least not in Hazel Cove.  Where would you go?  To the boutique on Main Street?  It’s already been picked over.”
 
                 I swallowed.  
 
                 Olivia smiled.  “See?”
 
                 Sadie never took Olivia’s side.  Ever.  That probably meant I was wrong on some level.  Maybe I wasn’t working hard enough on my normal life.  Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember the last time I hung out with my friends and acted like a regular teenager.  
 
                 I swallowed a mouthful of lemonade to clear my throat.  “Okay, okay.  Sorry.  I’ll see what I can find in my closet.”
 
                 “You can’t re-wear something!”  Olivia shuddered.  “Are you crazy?  This is the Winter Ball!”
 
                 “I bought two dresses.”  Jillian nervously peered through her bright red hair at Olivia, then back at me.  “I liked them both and couldn’t decide which one I wanted.  You can wear the other one, if you want.”
 
                 I smiled.  “Thank you.  I might have to take you up on that.”
 
                 “I’m just glad that the stupid town curfew was lifted,” Olivia said.  “Ten o’clock on Friday nights?  Could you imagine the Winter Ball with a curfew?”  
 
                 “A killer was on the loose,” Sadie said.  “It was for our protection.”
 
                 I dropped my eyes.  It was time to redirect this conversation.  “Who are you taking to the Winter Ball?  I know Sadie is going with Luke, but what about you two?”
 
                 It was Jillian’s turn to frown.  “We discussed it this morning.  Remember?  Outside the gym?”
 
                 Olivia rolled her eyes.  She pulled out a compact mirror and lip gloss.  “Alex wasn’t paying attention.  Like always.” 
 
                 “Keith Ayers asked me,” Jillian said quietly. 
 
                 By the look on Jillian’s face, this was big news.  I felt guilty that I hadn’t noticed Jillian’s new crush.  I’d been a bad friend lately.
 
                 “And I’m going with James,” Olivia said sweetly.
 
                 That took a moment to digest.  “Van Curen?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “He asked you to the dance?”  I blurted out.  
 
                 Olivia’s smile froze on her face.  “He didn’t know about the Winter Ball.  I informed him about it and then we had a discussion.”
 
                 Translation:  Olivia asked James to the dance.
 
                 She was carefully gauging my reaction, but there was no need.  It didn’t bother me that James and Olivia were going to the dance together.  I was a little shocked that he would go with her, but good for them.  If they were happy, I was happy.  “That’s fantastic!”  
 
                 Maybe I imagined it, but I thought I saw a gleam in Olivia’s eye when she looked away.  Was it glee?  Triumph?
 
                 “The dance is going to be great.”  I made myself a quick promise that I’d have a good time at the Winter Ball, regardless of everything that was going on.  
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 Sixth period Art class was my favorite time of the school day.  Mostly because I could zone out and work on my project without having to think about anything else.  None of my friends had this class with me, so I didn’t feel the need to make conversation.  I didn’t have to try so hard to be normal.  I could just sit and paint.  
 
                 The bell rang.  I packed up my belongings and headed to my locker.  I stopped short when I saw who was waiting for me.  He hadn’t been at my locker in months.
 
                 “Hey James, how are you?”
 
                 “Good, I caught you.  I was hoping you’d stop by your locker before you went home.”  He grinned, displaying a row of dazzling white teeth.  
 
                 “What’s up?”  
 
                 James moved to the side so I could put in my combination.  
 
                 “I haven’t had the chance to talk to you since we went to Boston.  Did Grandpa Jonah’s journal help?  Did it give you any leads on your dad’s body?”
 
                 My head was inside the locker, so I had enough time to compose my face before James could see it.  I’d been wrestling with this issue for days.  James went out of his way to help me.  Actually, he went above and beyond to help me.  But I was wary about telling anyone about Ethan and Jonah’s agreement.  Or that my father was alive and in the Ipswich Mental Hospital.  I’d have to tell James soon.  I’m sure he wanted to read his grandfather’s journal, too.  But I wasn’t ready to reveal what I’d discovered. 
 
                 “Not yet.  The journal is huge.  I’m trying to read everything, line by line, so I don’t miss any details.”
 
                 “It looked like a lot of reading,” James said, watching the crowds shuffle by.  “If you do find anything, let me know.  I can help you with whatever you need.”
 
                 “Thanks, James.”
 
                 His face flushed and he shifted his weight.  “So, um, are you excited about Friday?”
 
                 “Friday?”
 
                 “The Winter Ball.”
 
                 “Oh, yeah.  It’s a big deal around here,” I said, wondering what was making James so nervous.  
 
                 “Yeah, but are you excited?”
 
                 “Honestly?”  
 
                 “It’s the best policy,” James said.  
 
                 “Not really.  I have so much going on that something as silly as a dance isn’t that important to me.  What about you?”
 
                 James cracked his knuckles.  “I, uh…I’m going with Olivia.”  
 
                 “I heard.  That’s great.  She’s been looking forward to the Winter Ball since we started Hawthorne.”
 
                 “We’re not dating.”
 
                 “No?”  I dropped my eyes.  
 
                 “No.  She asked and, well, I figured everyone else already had a date.  It would be something to do.  You’re going, aren’t you?  You skipped Olivia’s New Year’s Eve party.”
 
                 “Peter and I will be there.  And I’m sure we’ll all have a great time.”
 
                 “Right.  Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.  I have to stop by Mrs. Pratt’s office.”
 
                 “Mrs. Pratt?”  
 
                 James grinned.  “That brings up old memories.  Did you do that to her?  When she had a heart attack on my first day of school?”
 
                 I closed my locker.  My face grew warm.  “I didn’t know what I was at the time,” I whispered.  “I might have caused it on accident.  She was so horrible to me and I was so upset.  I don’t know for sure.  I hope not.”  
 
                 The image resurfaced of mean old Mrs. Pratt threatening to call Victor after James and I were caught breaking into the Aquatics Building.  I was so angry with the way she was treating me and, at the time, I didn’t know I was a witch.  Or what my emotions could do when they went unchecked.  Fresh guilt filled me.  
 
                 “Hey, hey,” James squeezed my shoulder.  “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.  Of course you didn’t mean to hurt her.  It probably wasn’t you.  She isn’t the healthiest woman around.”
 
                 “I’ll guess I’ll never know for sure.  Why do you have to go to her office?  Are you in trouble?”
 
                 James rubbed his thumb and finger together.  “Money.  My tuition was paid late because of all the issues with my dad’s estate.”
 
                 “I hope everything is okay.”
 
                 “Victor is the Executor of my father’s will.  And since I refuse to see him, it’s kind of slowed up the process.  We’ve had to do all the estate transactions over e-mail.”
 
                 “Wow.  He’s still reaching out to you?”
 
                 “He keeps e-mailing me that I should stay away from you.”  James rolled his eyes.  “Like I’d listen to my whacked-out uncle.  He has someone following me and he expects me to trust him?  He’s a psycho.”  James checked his watch.  “I have to run.  See you in class tomorrow.”
 
                 “Bye.”  I hated that James had to deal with Victor.  You’d think he’d take a hint and leave James alone.  
 
                 I grabbed my bag and fought my way through the mob of students.  Everyone pushed and shoved to get out of school as quickly as possible.  I don’t know how the halls were so crowded all the time.  Hawthorne only had two hundred students.  Since it was a private school, kids from nearby towns attended with Hazel Cove residents.  But at the moment, I could have sworn that a million people were collectively leaving.  
 
                 A redhead bumped into my shoulder when I passed the girl’s restroom.  The force of the blow spun me around one hundred and eighty degrees.  
 
                 “Jeez.”   I rubbed my sore shoulder.
 
                 The petite girl glanced back at me.  “Sorry!”  
 
                 Her eyes were red.  
 
                 I darted after her.  It was stupid, really.  I should run away from monsters, not towards them, but I knew I was supposed to see those eyes.  Someone was playing with me.
 
                 The girl wiggled through the crowd.  I didn’t recognize her, but that was no surprise.  I hadn’t paid attention to much of anything over the last few months.  
 
                 I shoved and dipped through people, moving in the opposite direction of the flow of traffic.  The little redhead was bobbing through the hallway about twenty feet in front of me.  
 
   I was getting nasty looks and remarks as I pushed my way upstream like a trout braving the current.  
 
                 The redhead stopped.  She was at her locker.  I elbowed a sophomore out of my way and lunged the last few feet.  I swung the small girl around to face me. 
 
                 Large eyes gaped up at me.  Large blue eyes.  
 
                 I blinked.
 
                 They were still blue.  A clear pretty blue, almost the shade of Peter’s, and they no longer looked surprised, but scared.  
 
                 I unclenched my fingers from her uniform.  “I’m sorry.  I thought you were someone else.”
 
                 Her mouth opened into a perfectly round ‘O’ but nothing came out.
 
                 “I’m sorry.  Really.”   I turned on my heel and dove back into the mass of students, pretty positive that I was losing my mind. 
 
    
 
   *        *        *
 
    
 
                 I’d been jumpy since I scared the redhead at school this afternoon.  I drove home, which was dangerous, because my mind was not on driving.  Emma actually made dinner, so I pretended that nothing was bothering me.  I ate the indigestible food with a smile and cleaned up the dinner mess.  Then I packed my school bag and left for Peter’s.
 
                 I knocked twice and let myself in.  The door wasn’t locked, which annoyed me.  I told Peter that we all had to be extra careful with our security.  Who knew what was out there?  Red-eyed spirits.  Gamma.  Victor.  Liam.  
 
                 Anne Marie and Logan were in the living room sprawled out on the carpet doing homework.  Well, they were laughing and giggling with their books open.  I don’t think any actual homework was getting done.  A stupid reality show was on TV and Logan was playing his iPod on a speaker adapter.  The room was noisy and bright.  Just what I needed.  
 
                 “Hey guys,” I said.
 
                 “Oh, hi Alex.”  Anne Marie rolled into a sitting position.  Her shoulder length dirty blonde hair was pulled into a high ponytail.  “I can’t wait for the dance on Friday.  I may be the only freshman there.  How cool is that?”
 
                 Logan smiled at Anne Marie.  I could tell why their relationship bothered Peter.  Logan really liked her.  It was plain on his face. 
 
                 “I’m looking forward to the Winter Ball, too,” I lied.  “It’ll be nice to have everyone together.  Hey, where’s your mom?”
 
                 “She’s working the late shift.  There’s left over casserole in the refrigerator if you want some.”
 
                 “Thanks, but Emma cooked dinner.”
 
                 Anne Marie’s face lit up.  “Really?  That’s great.”
 
                 “Alex, we need to talk about transportation for Friday.”  Logan moved his calculus book to the side.  “We all met up in the parking lot after school today, but you weren’t there.”
 
                 “What about it?”
 
                 “Who’s riding with who.”
 
                 “Oh.”  I obviously hadn’t thought about the logistics of the night.  Heck, I’d hardly thought about the dance itself.  
 
                 Logan pointed his thumb at Anne Marie.  “Luke is picking up Sadie, so we’ll ride with him in the Tahoe.  If that’s okay with you and Peter?”
 
                 “Sure.”
 
                 “Olivia rented a limousine.  They have room for six, if you and Peter want to join her, James, Jillian and Keith,” Logan said.
 
                 “I think we’ll drive ourselves.” 
 
                 “Told you,” Anne Marie said to Logan.  She nudged him in the ribs.  “There was no way they’d ride with Olivia.” 
 
                 “Alright, you guys have fun studying,” I said.  
 
                 I walked down the picture filled hallway to Peter’s room.  The door was open, no doubt so he could keep an ear out for Logan and Anne Marie.   
 
                 Peter was re-taping the blade of his hockey stick.  “Hey, will you hold this for me?”
 
                 I closed the door and held the heavy stick.  He went to his desk to get scissors.  
 
                 “The front door was unlocked,” I said.
 
                 “Was it?  Must have been Logan.  I told mom and Anne Marie to keep it locked.”
 
                 “You should tell Logan, too.  The doors have to be locked.  It’s not safe and I can’t do the Il Gaurdenarium spell here.  It only works for the speller’s house.”
 
                 Peter’s eyebrows went to his hair.  “Bad mood?”
 
                 I sighed and my shoulders slumped in the process.  “Sorry.  I had a bad day.”
 
                 “What happened?”
 
                 “I attacked a freshman.”
 
                 Peter gave me a weird look.  “Why?”
 
                 “I thought I saw something.  It was stupid.  I swear I’m going crazy.  Everyone is so amped up about this stupid dance and all I can think about is magic and Ethan and levitation and what in the hell happened to Grandma Claudia.”  And Liam and the red-eyed spirit, but Peter didn’t know about any of that.  
 
                 “It seems to me like you need a night out at the Winter Ball.”  He placed the newly taped stick into his hockey bag. 
 
                 “You’re probably right.  I don’t have a dress, but Jillian said I could borrow one.  If I show up in something I’ve already worn I think Olivia will go psycho on me.  It’ll be like Carrie, but much worse.  Sissy Spacek doesn’t have anything on a pissed off Olivia Humphrey.”
 
                 Peter grinned at my horror movie reference.  “Pig’s blood and everything?”
 
                 “The whole nine yards.”
 
                 “It’s a good thing I picked up my tuxedo today.”
 
                 “You did?  Wow.  I am slacking.  You already have your tux and you hate these things.  I suck.”
 
                 Peter’s large hands cradled my face.  “You don’t suck.  You’re just stressed out.”  He lowered his lips to mine and kissed me.
 
                 My hands trailed up his chest and around his neck, pulling him close.  It felt good to be in Peter’s arms.  I breathed in deeply.  The delicious smell of his cologne made my head spin.  Peter’s hands went around my waist.  
 
                 The door swung open.  
 
                 “So not fair,” Anne Marie said.  Logan was standing behind her with a satisfied grin on his face. 
 
                 “How about knocking once in awhile?”  Peter turned towards his smirking sister. 
 
                 Anne Marie folded her arms across her chest.  “We came to see if you guys wanted anything.  We’re going to get ice cream.”
 
                 “Ice cream?  It’s freezing outside!”  Peter said.
 
                 “So what?  I want ice cream.”
 
                 Logan shrugged behind Anne Marie.
 
                 “Alex, do you want ice cream?”  Anne Marie asked.
 
                 “Uh, no thanks.”  I hid my face.  Caught red-handed in a make out session by the two people Peter was trying to stop from making out.  Ironic, huh?
 
                 Anne Marie turned to Peter.  “How’s the studying coming?  It looks like you were getting a ton of work done.”
 
                 “Get out.”
 
                 “Don’t you want ice cream?  I know you love black cherry.”
 
                 “Get out now.”
 
                 Logan, more terrified by Peter’s tone than Anne Marie was, tugged at Anne Marie.  
 
                 “Be back in a bit,” Anne Marie said, allowing Logan to pull her down the hallway.  She mumbled something again about it ‘not being fair.’
 
                 Peter slammed the door after them. 
 
                 “What’s not fair?”  I asked.
 
                 Peter ran his hand through his light hair, making it stand up in every direction.  “Mom said she can’t have Logan in her bedroom.  Only in the living room.”
 
                 “Really?  Is that a new rule or something?  Should we be out in the living room, too?”  I couldn’t imagine Mrs. LaViollette banning me from Peter’s room.  But if she didn’t want Logan in Anne Marie’s room, then I didn’t want to set a bad example.  
 
                 Peter looked at me like I was crazy.  “Yeah, right.”
 
                 “Did your mom say anything about us?”
 
                 “Of course not.  We talked about it the other night and my mom was convinced it was a good idea.  She’s too young to have boys in her bedroom.  She’s barely sixteen.”
 
                 Now I understood.  It was more Peter’s rule than Mrs. LaViollette’s.  “Hmmm, I’ve been having sleepovers in here since I was a kid.”
 
                 “You don’t count.”
 
                 It was my turn to raise my eyebrows.
 
                 Peter smiled sheepishly.  “That’s not what I mean, you know that.  It’s just that my mom knows you too well.  She trusts us.”
 
                 “Your mom’s known Logan Cooper since he was a baby, too.”
 
                 “Maybe we should get some homework done.  Set a good example for when they come back,” Peter said, trying to get out of the discussion. 
 
                 Peter grabbed his chemistry book and settled in on the couch.  I reached inside my backpack and retrieved one of Grandma Claudia’s old journals.  I sat on the carpet near Peter’s legs.
 
                 “No homework?”  Peter asked.  
 
                 I brought my calculus book and Edgar Allen Poe short stories, but I didn’t want to do schoolwork.  Not when there were more important things going on.  “A little, but I’ll get to it later.  I want to check this out first.”
 
                 “Is that a new one?”
 
                 “Yeah, it’s one of Grandma Claudia’s older journals.  When she was a Professor of Medieval History at Boston College.  Hopefully, it has some good stuff in it.”
 
                 I flipped through the yellowed pages.  She’d written in her journal daily, using it as a diary, but she also recorded her supernatural experiences. 
 
                 Grandma Claudia wrote about tiny spells that she’d experimented with: an herbal mixture to fix a cold, turning roses to orchids, cleaning spells and a couple of dream spells.  Nothing out of the ordinary - if you could wrap your head around the fact that magic was real.  Most of her entries described her research.  The journal did have one overlying theme - Grandma Claudia was fascinated with the history of witches, particularly the history of the Ross Family.  
 
                 She poured over hundreds of books.  Not only were her studies centered on witches and family history, but also on other supernatural beings.  
 
                 According to the journal, Grandma Claudia had searched the world for answers to the paranormal.  She visited Romania, Hungary, Ukraine and Albania to see if vampires existed (according to her journal, they do not).  She found countless accounts of ghosts all over the world.  She even went to Siberia because of reports of a loose werewolf (it was just a gigantic wolf terrorizing a fishing village).  
 
                 But mostly, her research centered on covens of witches around the world.  Grandma Claudia wanted to know all about them.  How many were there?  What type of magic did they perform?  Were they evil or good?
 
                 Her journal was fascinating.  She’d lived such an adventurous life.  It saddened me that I didn’t get the chance to hear about any of it firsthand.  I thumbed through the pages until I came to a drawing.  
 
                 The drawing took up both pages.  
 
                 Peter leaned over my shoulder.  “What’s that?”
 
                 “It’s the Ross family tree.”  My finger scrolled over the page.  “There is Grandma Claudia, Vanessa and Emma.”  The journal was too old to have my name on the page.  
 
                 “That looks like a lot of effort.”
 
                 I read the names above my grandmother’s, all the way to the top of the page.  My ancestors.  The entries went as far back as the thirteen hundreds.  Peter was right.  This family tree took years of research to create.
 
                 “Anybody famous?”  
 
                 I leaned closer to the small print.  “I don’t think so.  Wait.  I recognize this name.”  
 
                 “Who?”
 
                 “Look.  There’s Sarah Ross.”
 
                 “You knew she was your ancestor.”
 
                 “Yeah, but look.”  I slid my finger over to Jamie Ross, Sarah’s younger brother, and then straight down to Grandma Claudia.  “I’m a direct descendant of Jamie Ross.  He was only one year old when Sarah was killed by Liam.  He was just a baby.”
 
                 Sarah’s part of the tree didn’t extend.  She never had the chance to get married or have children.  All because of Liam.  
 
                 My finger brushed her name and I noticed the dates beneath Sarah’s stumped tree line - October 31, 1606 - October 31, 1624.  
 
                 Sarah Ross was eighteen the day Liam killed her.  She died on her birthday.  On Halloween.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
                 “Oh my God.”
 
                 The sound of alarm in the voice catapulted me from the bed.  Sadie was in the doorway and she looked like she’d seen a ghost.
 
                 “What’s wrong?”  I darted to the hallway.  I half expected to see a red-eyed spirit on her heels.  
 
                 “What’s wrong with you?”  Sadie gently pushed me back into my bedroom.  “Seriously, Alex, what’s going on?”
 
                 “What are you talking about?”
 
                 “It’s five o’clock and you haven’t even showered yet,” Sadie said, with her hands on her hips.
 
                 Was it five already?  We only had a half day of school because of tonight’s Winter Ball.  After lunch, I came straight home and took a nap.  I must’ve been sleeping for hours.  
 
                 Sadie’s short hair was curled and pinned up.  She was wearing a casual button down shirt and jeans, but her hair and makeup were finished.  Ready for the Winter Ball.
 
                 “Oh.”  I understood the alarm in her voice.  “You were doing my hair at five, weren’t you?”
 
                 “Get in the shower!  Hurry, I’ll have to dry your hair now before we can start.”  Sadie placed a trunk of beauty supplies on my desk.   “Where’s your dress?  I want to make sure I have the right color palate for your makeup.”
 
                 Shoot.  My dress.
 
                 Sadie groaned.  “You didn’t pick one up?”  
 
                 I shook my head.
 
                 “I swear, Alex, you’ve been acting really strange lately.  I know you’re not as obsessed with this kind of thing as Olivia, but I thought you’d at least show a little bit of enthusiasm.  It’s the Winter Ball.  We’ve been talking about it for years!  Go!  Get in the shower.  I’ll call Jillian and see if she has that extra dress.”
 
                 I shuffled to the shower feeling guilty that I’d disappointed Sadie.  I’d promised myself that I was going to have a good time tonight, regardless of the stress I was under.  And I would do exactly that.
 
                 But ever since I discovered the Ross family tree, I couldn’t shake the eerie similarities between Sarah Ross and myself.  She was born on Halloween, too.  Liam killed her on her eighteenth birthday.  And according to my creepy look-a-like spirit with the red-eyes in Grandma Claudia’s mirror, Liam was coming to Hazel Cove.  
 
                 The hopeless realization that Liam was coming to Hazel Cove was all consuming.  But why?  Why did Liam kill Sarah?  What did she do to bring down his wrath upon her?  
 
                 I took a hot shower and hurried back into my bedroom.  With all the effort I could muster, I put a smile on my face for Sadie.  I’d push all fears and doubts and all things supernatural out of my head.  I’d deal with everything else tomorrow.  
 
                 Sadie turned on the blow dryer.
 
                 “Sorry if I’m going to make you late.  I can finish up myself,” I said.
 
                 “I won’t be late.  Did you fall asleep or something?”
 
                 “I haven’t been feeling well.  Maybe I’m coming down with something.”  I hated lying, but I had to explain my behavior somehow.  Coming down with the cold was easier to swallow than seeing red-eyed spirits and worrying about an immortal witch.  
 
                 “Oh,” Sadie said.  “Maybe you should go see Dr. Cooper.”
 
                 Dr. Cooper was the perfect leeway into normal conversation.  “Are you excited to go with Lucas tonight?”
 
                 “I am.  He’s been pretty sweet lately - not that he isn’t always sweet - but he’s more aware of me now.  It’s weird because it’s Luke, you know?  But I like it.”
 
                 “Do you think if tonight goes well that-”
 
                 “We’ll start dating?”  
 
                 “Exactly.”
 
                 “Don’t say anything to him, but I hope so.  I’ve been looking forward to this Winter Ball for years.  I can’t believe it’s finally here and I’m going with Lucas Cooper!  Oh, by the way, Jillian said she’d bring over the dress in a little bit.  It’s red.”
 
                 I winced.  Borrowing a dress from Jillian might be a surprise in itself.  She definitely had an eclectic taste.  “Do you think Jillian or Olivia picked out the dress?”  
 
                 Sadie raised an eyebrow.  “I told you to get a dress this week.”
 
                 “Oh, well.”  I didn’t really care.  Peter would be with me and that’s all that mattered.  He wouldn’t care what my dress looked like.  
 
                 “Did you hear about Olivia and James?”
 
                 “What about them?”  
 
                 Sadie put the curling iron down and patted my head.  “All done.  How do you like it?” 
 
                 My dark hair was pinned into a messy array of curls.  “I love it, Sadie.  Thanks!  You’re a life saver.  I probably would’ve just worn it down straight.”
 
                 “I’m sure you would’ve.  Alright, time for your makeup.  Did you know you have a birthmark on the back of your neck?  It’s pretty big, like the size of-”
 
                 “A fingerprint?”
 
                 “I was going to say a marble, but I guess it’s more oval than round.”  
 
                 I tried not to blink as Sadie applied mascara to my eyelashes.  I didn’t want to think about my birthmark.  “What about James and Olivia?”  
 
                 “Olivia’s pissed that they aren’t officially dating.  She’s been working on him all week with no progress.  She figured since he agreed to go to the Winter Ball with her that it was pretty much in the bag.  She keeps hinting at him, but James won’t take the bait.”
 
                 “Maybe he wanted to go as friends.”  I didn’t mention my conversation with James at my locker.  
 
                 “Probably, but don’t say that around Olivia.  She’s determined to make James her boyfriend, especially now that you and James aren’t close anymore.”
 
                 “Huh?”
 
                 “Since you blew off James.”
 
                 “I did?”  
 
                 Sadie paused with the blush in her hand.  “We assumed you did.  Didn’t you?”
 
                 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
                 “James was always following you around.  But after his dad died and he came back to school, you two were ice cold towards each other.  You’re friendlier now, but not like before.  We figured you shot him down.  I knew you and Peter were a match made in heaven and James didn’t stand a chance.  But the others weren’t so sure.”
 
                 “Oh.”  Obviously, none of my friends were aware of what happened in the Hazel Cove Cemetery.  
 
                 “Once Olivia noticed your relationship with James had cooled down, she thought she had a chance with him.  But now….”
 
                 “He’s still not biting.”
 
                 “Nope.  And yesterday I overheard her telling Jillian that James is still hung up on you.”
 
                 “Perfect.  More Olivia drama.”
 
                 “She’s pissed.”
 
                 “You can tell her I am one hundred percent with Peter.  And very happy, too.”
 
                 “Oooh,” Sadie said.  “That was another thing.  You’ve been so down lately that Olivia thought you and Peter were having problems.”
 
                 Olivia was so nosy.  
 
                 “Peter and I are doing great.”
 
                 “I figured,” Sadie said.  “All done.”
 
                 I glanced at the mirror.  My makeup was soft, not too much, but enough that it was right for a special occasion.  “You should own a salon one day.”
 
                 Sadie winked a heavily made-up eye.  “I have to run.  Don’t lie down and flatten your hair.  And don’t rub your eyes either; you’ll ruin your mascara.”
 
                 “I won’t.  Promise.”
 
                 “Jillian should be here soon with your dress.  I have to go change before Lucas picks me up.”
 
                 “Hurry, I don’t want you to be late because of me.”
 
                 “See you in a bit!”
 
                 “Bye, Sadie.  Thanks again.”
 
                 Sadie gathered her trunk of beauty supplies and rushed out the door.  
 
                 I sat down on the bed, careful not to jostle my curls.  It was 7:15.  Peter would be here soon.  What could I do for the next forty-five minutes?  I wanted to keep my mind clear of all things supernatural, so I went to find my mom. 
 
                 Emma was in her bedroom.  “You look pretty.  The makeup makes your eyes even greener, if that’s possible.”
 
                 “Thanks.”
 
                 “Where’s your dress?”
 
                 “Jillian is bringing one over.”
 
                 Scooby sniffed the aquarium of fireflies on the bedside table.  I tapped the glass.  “Why do you like them so much?”
 
                 “Fireflies?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “They light up the darkness.”
 
                 Her response caught me off guard.  “I never really thought of it that way.”
 
                 It was true.  Fireflies did light up the darkness.  I must’ve subconsciously known that.  Hadn’t the light of the fireflies protected me from the flesh-eating red-eyed ravens in my nightmare?  
 
                 Emma leaned forward.  “Did you rub your left eye?”
 
                 My hand automatically went to my face.
 
                 “No, don’t touch it.  You smeared a bit of mascara.  Get a tissue and gently wipe it away.”
 
                 I went to the bathroom bracing myself for the total destruction of my eye makeup.  Luckily, there was only a tiny black smudge under my left eye.  I grabbed a tissue and went to the mirror. 
 
                 The tissue fell from my hand and I staggered back from my own reflection.  
 
                 My eyes were completely red.  I took another step back.  The reflection moved exactly as I had.  It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t the spirit I’d conjured, but my own reflection.  
 
                 My breathing accelerated.  I leaned forward to examine my eyes.  I kept a safe distance from the glass.  Just in case something reached out of the mirror and grabbed me.  
 
                 The emerald green was covered by a thick layer of red liquid that seeped out into the whites of my eyes.  I blinked.  The reflection blinked.  It was still me.  Why were they red?  It made me look… possessed.  Evil.  I blinked again, willing my eyes to return to their natural shade.  
 
                 Why was this happening to me?  
 
                 I punched the glass as hard as I could.  The mirror fissured on impact, distorting my reflection.  But through the shattered glass I could still see my eyes.  
 
                 Red.  
 
                 I screamed in frustration.  I couldn’t take it anymore.  I had to get away from my reflection.  I ran out of the bathroom and crashed into an opened-mouth Jillian.  Slung over her arm was a garment bag.
 
                 I whirled around to cover my face.  She couldn’t see my eyes.  I couldn’t explain this to her.  Heck, I couldn’t explain what was happening to me.  Either a spirit was following me or I was seriously going crazy.  
 
                 Jillian placed a hand on my back.  “Alex, what’s wrong?  What happened?”  
 
                 “Nothing!”  I hunched over, hiding my face.  I caught my reflection in the shattered glass.  My eyes were emerald again.
 
                 “Your hand!  It’s bleeding.”  Jillian hung the garment bag on the closet door and reached to inspect my hand.
 
                 Sure enough, the skin on my knuckles was torn and blood was freely flowing.  
 
                 “It’s only a scratch.”  I snatched the hand towel from the sink.  I didn’t care about my hand at the moment.  I was worried about how much Jillian had seen.  How long was she standing there?  Did she see me freak out?  Did she see me punch the mirror? 
 
                 Jillian’s eyes flickered from the broken mirror to my busted hand.  She gently pushed me down so I was sitting on the edge of the tub.  “What happened?”
 
                 “I stood up too fast and got dizzy.  I fell into the mirror.”  Did that even make sense?  It probably didn’t, but I couldn’t come up with anything else.  
 
                 Emma appeared in the doorway.  “What was that noise?  Oh!”
 
                 “It was an accident.”  I wrapped my hand tighter in the towel.  
 
                 “Do you have any bandages, Mrs. Ramsey?  I mean, Mrs. Longfellow?”  Jillian asked, blushing.
 
                 Emma flinched.  
 
                 My mother now went by Emma “Ross” dropping the “Ramsey” from her last name when Victor left.  I, of course, changed my last name to “Longfellow,” because, well, I was a Longfellow.  Jillian didn’t know the circumstances of our name change and would have assumed that Emma’s last name was “Longfellow,” too.
 
                 Emma handed the first aid kit to Jillian.  “Blood makes me dizzy.”
 
                 “It’s fine, mom,” I said.  “Go.  You hate blood.”
 
                 A metallic smell wavered up to my nose.  My stomach lurched.  It was a good thing I was sitting down.  Apparently, blood didn’t have the same affect on Jillian because she was already cleaning my wound.  She was dressed in casual clothes, but her hair and makeup were done, too.
 
                 “Thanks, Jillian,” I said, embarrassed that she’d seen my breakdown.
 
                 “No problem.  There you go.  Good as new, but you’ll have a bandage on your hand for pictures.”
 
                 I shrugged.  That was the least of my worries.  “And thanks for the dress.”
 
                 “You’re welcome.”  Jillian frowned.  “I have to go.  Olivia will kill me if I’m late for the limo pickup.  She’s already fuming because James isn’t riding with us in the limo.”
 
                 “He’s not?”
 
                 “No, he’s driving himself.  He said he had to do something with his aunt.  I don’t know.”
 
                 I stood up slowly, unsure of how wobbly I was.  “Go, go.  I don’t want you to be late.  That’s all I’ve done today is make people late.”
 
                 “Are you sure you’re alright?  You were pretty freaked out when I got here.”  
 
                 “I’m fine.  I was dizzy and I didn’t hear you come in.  You scared me.”
 
                 “Sorry, the front door was unlocked.  I knocked, but no one answered,” Jillian said, looking embarrassed.  
 
                 Sadie must have left the door unlocked.  I remembered my Il Gaurdenarium spell and relaxed.  No one with any ill intentions could enter the house.  
 
                 Jillian reached for a strand of red hair, but it was pulled back in a tight twist.  Jillian was a hair twirler when she was nervous, and, obviously, I was worrying her.  
 
                 “Don’t worry about it.  Really, I’m clumsy.  You should go.  I don’t want Olivia to be upset with you.”  I led Jillian out of the bathroom and into the living room.  
 
                 “Thanks,” Jillian said.  “See you in a bit?” 
 
                 “Absolutely.”  I waved goodbye.
 
                 I locked the front door and retreated to the bathroom, careful to avoid the cracked mirror.  I needed to collect myself.  Peter would be here in a few minutes and I didn’t want him to notice my anxiety.  
 
                 I sat on the edge of the tub and lowered my head between my legs.  I inhaled and exhaled.  Get it together.  Tonight was going to be a good night.  And just to be on the safe side, I’d avoid mirrors at all cost.
 
                 Three quick knocks on the front door pulled me out of my breathing exercise.  My heart rate was back to normal and I felt a little better.  
 
                 Two more knocks. 
 
                 Scooby shot out of Emma’s bedroom.  
 
                 “Shhh, Scooby!  Go lay down.”  The dog stopped barking.  “Go on, go lay down.”
 
                 More knocking.  
 
                 Jeez.  “I’m coming.”  I jogged the last few feet to the door and unlocked the deadbolt.  “Jillian, you’re seriously going to be late now.  Olivia’s going to kill you.”  
 
                 The door was heavy.  I pulled it opened with two hands and froze.  I couldn’t believe who was standing on the concrete porch in front of me.  I had to remind myself to breathe.  
 
                 I swallowed.  “What in the hell are you doing here?”
 
                 Victor’s large hands gripped the railing.  “We need to talk.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
                 “How did you find us?”
 
                 “It’s not like you’re in the Witness Protection Program,” Victor said.  
 
                 Peter and James were right.  He looked bad.  The charcoal gray suit was wrinkled.  The collar around his white shirt was stained.  His tie was loose.  He hadn’t shaved.  He had dark purple shadows under his eyes.  
 
                 “Alexandria, is that Peter?  Are you leaving now?”  Emma called out from the bedroom.  
 
                 Victor’s beady eyes flickered behind me.  
 
                 I raised my palm at my stepfather.  “Don’t think about it.  Don’t move a muscle or you’ll be sorry.”  I shifted into a defensive position and blocked the entrance.  
 
                 “Not yet, mom,” I yelled over my shoulder.  “I’ll be back there in a second.”  
 
                 Every muscle in my body tensed.  What was he doing here?  What did he want?  Was this it - was Gamma coming for me now?  It seemed unlikely.  Would they really knock on my door before they kidnapped and killed me?
 
                 Victor was still glancing behind me at the back hallway.  “How is she doing?”
 
                 “Don’t,” I said.  “You lost that privilege.  And lower your voice.  I don’t want her to hear you.”
 
                 “I’m not here to hurt you.”  Victor unclenched his hands from the railing.  
 
                 “You can’t hurt me.”  
 
                 This was true for two reasons.  Well, not technically.  I was pretty sure of the first reason and I was hoping for a miracle on the second reason.  
 
                 First, I was stronger now than I was in the cemetery a few months ago.  I wasn’t positive, but I could probably take Victor one-on-one if it was a fair fight.  But Victor didn’t fight fair.  He probably had a swarm of Gamma members squeezed into his Rolls Royce.  
 
                 The second reason Victor couldn’t hurt me was because I was home.  Inside my house.  If I correctly performed the Il Gaurdenarium spell on Christmas morning, then Victor couldn’t enter.  No one who meant us harm could enter.  
 
                 Victor sneered.  “I know I can’t hurt you.  I’m not stupid.”  He moved forward, as if to push past me and storm inside, but he abruptly stopped at the threshold.  “What in the- ?” 
 
                 He rushed forward again, but once he reached the doorframe he bounced back like he hit an invisible wall.  His eyes flickered up and down and right and left.  Angry red splotches appeared on his neck and face.  
 
                 I kept my palm pointed at Victor.  I moved back with his advance, but once I was sure he couldn’t get inside, I relaxed.  The spell worked.
 
                 “What’s going on?”  Victor raised his thick hand and slowly leaned towards the doorway.  His fingers met resistance in the air above the entrance.  
 
                 “You can’t come in,” I said.  
 
                 “I’m not going to hurt you, you idiot!  I can’t hurt you!”
 
                 I shrugged.  “The house doesn’t seem to think so.”
 
                 He looked repulsed by the house.  By me.  By my powers.  
 
                 “Trust me.  You can’t get in.  What do you want?  Why are you here?”  I wanted Victor to leave before Emma came out of her bedroom or before Peter showed up to take me to the Winter Ball.  
 
                 “I need a favor.”
 
                 “Right.  Because you deserve one.”
 
                 “Stay away from James.”
 
                 I clenched my fist.  Pain shot through my bandaged hand.  “Why don’t you stay away from James?  He doesn’t want anything to do with you.  With any of you.  He knows you’re having him followed.”
 
                 “He’s my nephew.”
 
                 “And I was your stepdaughter.”
 
                 “You don’t understand.  He’s in danger by being near you.  I keep telling him to stay away, but he won’t talk to me.”
 
                 “Can you blame him?”
 
                 “You’re too dangerous, Alexandria.  Believe me.  Just please, stay away from James.”
 
                 “I think you should leave,” I said.  “Now.  And don’t ever come back here again.” 
 
                 Victor punched the side of the house.  “You stay away from him!  Do you hear me?  Or you’ll be sorry!”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
                 “Is it ever going to stop snowing?”  I pressed my forehead against the frosty window.
 
                 “I thought you loved the cold weather.”  Peter turned onto Pennington Drive.  
 
                 “I do, but it’s been snowing for months.  I need some sunshine.  Are we still on for spring break in New Orleans?”
 
                 “Of course we are.”  Peter slowed to a stop at the streetlight.  “Are you sure you want to go tonight?  You don’t look like you’re in the mood for dancing and festivities.  Or people in general.”
 
                 I removed my forehead from the glass.  “No, I want to go.  It’s the Winter Ball.  Tonight’s going to be great.”
 
                 “When did you become such a good liar?”  Peter asked with a grin.
 
                 “When I discovered I was a witch.”
 
                 “Well, you’re the prettiest witch I know.  Even with a bandaged hand.” 
 
                 “And how many witches do you know?” I asked.  
 
                 “Tons.”
 
                 I was wearing my long red pea coat that Peter bought me for Christmas.  Underneath was Jillian’s borrowed red dress that tapered down the calf, showing a little leg and shoe.  
 
                 Jillian saved my butt this time and I owed her.  I hoped she hadn’t mentioned my strange behavior to everyone else.  I already had to explain the bandaged hand.  I’d told Peter the same story I told Jillian.  And I definitely didn’t tell Peter about Victor’s little appearance at my house.  
 
                 Outright lies.  Lies by omission.  Peter was right.  I was becoming a good liar, which was a bad, bad thing.
 
                 We passed the Hazel Cove Cemetery.  The scene hadn’t changed in months - leafless skeleton branches peeking over the stone walls and piles of snow covering the graveyard.  Boy, did I need a change of scenery.  I said my prayer for all the souls buried there, but not quickly as I usually did.  I said the prayer with care and thought.  
 
                 Pennington Drive dipped into a shallow valley and we could see Hawthorne Prep sitting on top of the hill.  The parking lot was jammed-packed.  The grounds were covered in snow and the Bell Tower shot out from the center of the building like a beacon.
 
                 “The famous Winter Ball,” I said quietly as Peter parked.  
 
                 “You’ve only been talking about it for years.”
 
                 “I hope it lives it up to its expectations.”  
 
                 Peter walked around my Mercedes to open the door for me.  The ground wasn’t icy, the school had salted the cement, but I was stupidly wearing the stilettos that Vanessa bought me for Christmas and I wasn’t as steady on my feet as I should’ve been.  Peter and I walked up the front steps and under the giant banner proclaiming “Hawthorne Prep’s Annual Winter Ball.” 
 
                 I couldn’t remember if I’d ever been in the school at night.  Hawthorne Prep was old and could be scary during the day.  Now that we were here, I had to push those thoughts aside.  Especially before my nightmare about the ravens at Hawthorne Prep returned.  
 
                 Mrs. Pratt, the Principal, was in the Attendance Office.  I immediately turned my head.  That woman hated me.  And not because I might have accidently given her a heart attack.  I pulled Peter towards the coat rack to avoid Mrs. Pratt.  
 
                 “Wow.”  I whistled, unable to pull my eyes away from my boyfriend.  
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Nice tuxedo.  You didn’t let me get a chance to appreciate it before.  Your coat covered it up.  Very James Bond.”
 
                 “Please.”  
 
                 “Seriously.”
 
                 Peter straightened his bow tie.  “Does that mean you’re my Bond girl?”
 
                 “Hopefully I won’t have to fight any other Bond girls for your attention tonight.”
 
                 “Not a chance.  I’m a sucker for green-eyed girls in fire engine red dresses.”
 
                 “Ha ha, come on.  Let’s sign in.”  
 
                 A line of students stood in front of a small table at the end of the hallway.  All juniors and seniors and their dates had to sign in.  We patiently waited in line until it was our turn to sign the clipboard.  
 
                 “Dr. Cooper!  How are you?”
 
                 “Alex, Peter!  Good to see you,” Dr. Cooper said from behind the table.  
 
                 “How did you get this job?”  I asked.  The Coopers were notorious for helping with community and charity events, but Mrs. Cooper was usually the one you saw, since Dr. Cooper worked so much.
 
                 “Mary’s here, too.  She made me man the front table so she could chaperone the dance.  I think she snuck her camera inside.  She’s on cloud nine tonight with the boys and their dates.”
 
                 “Are they here already?”
 
                 “They’re inside,” Dr. Cooper said.  “And Peter, I must say that your sister is a fine young woman.  Very smart and extremely polite.  Mary is nuts about her.”
 
                 Peter shook his hand.  “Thanks, Dr. Cooper.”
 
                 “See you later,” I said, as we walked past the table and around the corner.
 
                 Peter stopped in his tracks.  “Seriously?”  
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Peter pointed ahead.  “That.”  
 
                 The hallway to the gymnasium was completely decorated.  A red carpet ran the length of the floor and fake, waist-high snow was piled on either side.  Large glittery snowflakes hung from the ceiling.  The lockers were covered in shiny silver paper that reflected the blue strobe lights and spinning disco balls every twenty feet or so.
 
                 “Huh,” I said.  “Hawthorne Prep doesn’t hold back.  I can’t imagine what the gym looks like if they went through this much trouble for the hallway.”
 
                 “Rich kids,” Peter muttered under his breath.
 
                 We walked the red carpet to the gymnasium.  The gym was decorated like a winter wonderland.  The bleachers were pulled back leaving the room with tons of space.  Half of the gym consisted of a winter carnival.  There were booths with caramel apples and hot chocolate and cotton candy and games that rivaled most town fairs - the milk bottle throw, ring toss, Skeeball and basketball.  
 
                 The other half of the gym was set up like a typical high school dance.  The far wall had tables with food and drinks.  Dozens of round tables with light blue tablecloths were placed sporadically around the dance floor and the DJ.  The perimeter of the gym was covered in the glittery fake snow.  Strobe lights and giant snowflakes hung from the rafters. 
 
                 “Incredible,” Peter said.
 
                 “I know right?”  I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the decorations either.  “See what thirty grand in tuition pays for?”
 
                 “Dances at my school have a card table with a punch bowl and a box of cookies.”
 
                 “Enjoy it.  We can’t come next year.”  Outsiders weren’t allowed at the Winter Ball.  You had to be a junior or a senior or a date.  And next year, neither of us would be attending Hawthorne Prep.  
 
                 “I’m sure we could sneak our way inside.”  Peter slipped his arm around my waist.  “Or we could pretend to go with other dates to get in.  You could go with Luke and I could go with Sadie.  We’ll work it out.”
 
                 We walked through the carnival section of the gymnasium.  Our friends claimed two large tables at the far end of the room.  They’d pulled the tables together to fit all ten of us.  Peter and I were the last to arrive.
 
                 “Yowzers!  Check out that dress!”  Lucas said from the table.  His shaggy blonde hair was neatly combed.  
 
                 “Seriously, that dress didn’t look like that on me.”  Jillian’s lip slightly pouted.  “Maybe it was too much red, you know?  Red hair, red dress.”  She was wearing a lovely dark green dress that I actually preferred over the red one I was wearing.  
 
                 “You’re crazy,” I said.  “You look amazing.  All of you do.”
 
                 Jillian hugged me and whispered in my ear.  “How are you feeling?”
 
                 “I’m fine.  Sorry about before,” I whispered back.  
 
                 Thank goodness Jillian hadn’t blabbed to the whole table about my behavior in the bathroom.  My friends didn’t need to know that I was in the habit of punching mirrors.  
 
                 Sadie hopped up from her chair in a sleek silver dress with strappy heels.  “Ooh, great!  You didn’t smudge your mascara.  Or flatten your hair.”
 
                 “I didn’t know Sadie did makeup.”  Olivia walked over to us.  She was wearing a tight black floor-length dress with a plunging neck line.  
 
                 “I don’t do makeup,” Sadie said.
 
                 Olivia peered at my face.  “It looks like you do.”  
 
                 I shrugged.  
 
                 “You can do mine for Prom,” Olivia said to Sadie.
 
                 “I can hardly wait.”  Sadie rolled her eyes.  
 
                 That reminded me.  “Hey, was your sister Prom Queen at Hazel Cove High?”
 
                 Olivia raised her eyebrows.  “Jana?  Of course she was.  Why?”
 
                 “No reason.  My Aunt Vanessa was in town a few weeks ago and she was reminiscing about her high school years.  I guess they were friends.”
 
                 “Huh, I didn’t know that,” Olivia said.
 
                 “Why didn’t Jana go to Hawthorne?”  
 
                 “She got expelled.”
 
                 “From here?”  
 
                 “Jana was the wild child,” Olivia said.  “After she was expelled, she had to go to Hazel Cove High.  Mom and dad were pissed.  Anyhow, that’s one good thing about you transferring next fall.”
 
                 “What’s that?”
 
                 “Now you can be Prom Queen.  You probably wouldn’t have won it here, you know, because of me.  So that’s terrific!  We can both be Prom Queens!”  Olivia smiled and returned to her seat.
 
                 “Why are we friends with her again?”  Sadie asked.
 
                 “I’ve been asking myself that same question for years.  Where are the other boys?”  Logan and James were absent from the table.
 
                 “They went to get punch,” Sadie said.  
 
                 Peter was talking to Lucas on the other side of the table.  Peter’s eyes kept flickering to his right.  I scooted over to see what he was looking at.  It was his sister, of course.  
 
                 Anne Marie, in a beautiful white dress, was craning her neck across the dance floor.  I followed her trail of sight.  Logan and James, both in tuxedos, were walking towards our table carrying multiple glasses of punch.  
 
                 James noticed Peter first and cordially nodded at him.  Then his eyes roamed over the table to where Sadie and I were sitting.  
 
                 James smiled, displaying twin dimples.  “Alex, you look great.”
 
                 “Thanks, you do, too.”  I wanted to tell James about Victor showing up on my front porch, but now was not the time.  
 
                 “James, over here.”  Olivia pulled out the chair beside her.  “Sit.  What took so long at the punch table?  Who was that girl you were talking to?  Was that Annette Rogers?”
 
                 I turned to avoid that awkward exchange.  Poor James.  He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.  
 
                 “How is it going with Luke?”  I whispered to Sadie. 
 
                 “Good.  He held my hand earlier.”
 
                 “Perfect,” I said.
 
                 The music was loud sitting a few tables away from the DJ, but other than that, the night was going great.  The gymnasium was full of people dancing and socializing and playing games.  
 
                 Anne Marie and Logan and Jillian and Keith were dancing near the table.  Sadie and Luke were having a close conversation beside us.  And Olivia and James were… not talking, but staring off in different directions.
 
                 Peter took a sip of punch.  “Not so bad of a night, huh?”
 
                 “Not at all.”  I scooted closer to him.   
 
                 Peter’s arm went around the back of my chair.  “What do you want to do tomorrow?”
 
                 “In the morning I wanted to go to Ipswich to see my dad and then I don’t care after that.  What do you want to do?”
 
                 “Hmmm, how about sledding?”
 
                 “Sledding?”
 
                 “You’ve been annoyed by the snow lately, so I thought I’d get you to appreciate it again.”
 
                 “That sounds like a fantastic idea.”
 
                 My eyes wandered over the crowded dance floor.  Mr. Armen, my calculus teacher, and Mrs. Cooper were talking near the food table.  Other chaperones were making their rounds across the gym.  A tall man with light blonde hair was standing on the opposite end of the gymnasium.  He caught my attention because, unlike everyone else, he wasn’t smiling or talking or dancing.  He was just standing there.  Watching our table.
 
                 “Hey Peter, how’s hockey?”  Olivia leaned across the table.  
 
                 Olivia’s question was so out of character that I pulled my eyes away from the strange blonde haired man to look at my sometimes-friend.  I wasn’t sure if I imagined the tone of her voice.
 
                 “Uh, fine,” Peter said.
 
                 “Awesome.”  Olivia leaned further over the table, utilizing her plunging neckline to full effect.  
 
                 James threw Olivia a look like she was crazy.  
 
                 Olivia inched her perfectly manicured hand out to the middle of the table.  An open invitation.  “I might have to check out one of your games.”
 
                 Peter didn’t move a muscle.  “Since when do you like hockey?”  
 
                 “Since I realized the players were so hot.” 
 
                 James grinned, but quickly covered his mouth with his hand.  He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.  He was enjoying the show.  
 
                 I couldn’t believe my own eyes or ears.  Olivia was flirting with Peter while I was sitting next to him?  She had some nerve.    
 
                 Peter pulled me against his chest.  “Olivia, tell me who you like on the team and I’ll introduce you to him.”
 
                 Olivia opened her mouth, but Peter interrupted her before she could say something that would make me levitate her out of the chair and onto her butt.  “Lex, want to go check out those booths?”
 
                 Before I could answer, Peter swept me away from the table.  Good thing, too.  I was on the verge of pulling my own version of Carrie on Olivia.  I couldn’t produce pig’s blood out of thin air, but I could definitely do some damage. 
 
                 Peter led me through the crowded dance floor.
 
                 “The nerve of her.”
 
                 “I know, I know,” Peter said.  “I had to get you out of there before a giant cardboard snowflake came crashing down on her head.” 
 
                 “I can’t believe she was trying to pick you up while I was practically sitting on your lap!”
 
                 “She’s just jealous of you.”
 
                 “Hmmph.  Well, she can’t have you.”  I sounded like a three-year old who didn’t want to share her toys.
 
                 Peter laughed.  “Don’t worry.  Olivia doesn’t want me.  She’s jealous about James.”
 
                 I stopped in the middle of the crowd.  “James?  That’s her date!”
 
                 “James won’t even look her way because he’s still so hung up on you.  She’s trying to make you angry because James is ignoring her.”
 
                 “James isn’t hung up on me.”
 
                 Peter kissed me on the forehead.  “Yes, he is.  But it’s okay.  As long as James keeps his distance, then I’m cool with him.  He can pine away for you all he wants.”
 
                 “Olivia better stay away from you.”
 
                 “Ha!  Come on, seriously?”  Peter’s arm encircled my waist.  “I hate Olivia Humphrey more than any person on the planet.  If my life depended on it, I still wouldn’t date her.  But….”
 
                 My heart dropped.  “But what?”  
 
                 “I kind of like your jealous side.”  Peter laughed.  “Let’s play this milk bottle game.  I’ll win you a teddy bear.”
 
                 There was a short line in front of the milk bottle booth.  The object of the game was to knock off the stacked glass bottles from the table with a softball.  Logan and Anne Marie joined us in line. 
 
                 Peter, Logan and Anne Marie were discussing strategy regarding the angle needed to knock the milk bottles down.  My eyes wandered over the other booths.  Lucas and Sadie were playing Skeeball.  Lucas was playfully pushing Sadie’s hand to sabotage her throw.  They were really cute together.  
 
                 The booth next to ours was the duck game.  Plastic ducks floated in a tub of water and you had to pick the ducks with the same number written on the bottom.  It was like go-fish.  That was more my type of game.  I leaned over to see how long the line was, when I saw the blonde haired man again.  He was standing against the wall on the other side of the booth.  
 
                 He definitely wasn’t a student or a teacher.  And he didn’t look old enough to be a parent.  Maybe he was someone’s older brother?  Or a chaperone?  The man couldn’t have been older than thirty.  
 
                 He was wearing a tuxedo.  His hair was light blonde and cut very short.  His skin was pale and his thin nose was just a little too long for his face.  His jaw was squared and he was smiling.  At me, actually.  His head bent into an almost imperceptible nod.
 
                 I checked behind me to see if he was greeting someone else.
 
                 He wasn’t. 
 
                 I glanced back at the man and, as I did so, the whites of his eyes gradually turned pink.  The thick ink-like red dye spread over his eyes, just like I’d seen so many times before.  He smiled as the color of his eyes went from bright green to dark red.  
 
                 Here we go again.  Were red-eyed people going to haunt me for the rest of my life?
 
                 “Do you want to throw one?”  Peter held up a softball.
 
                 “What?  Oh.  No.  You go ahead.  I doubt I can even hit the table,” I said.  
 
                 I half-expected the blonde haired man to disappear, but he was standing on the other side of the booth.  And his eyes were still red.  He motioned towards the exit, turned around and left the gymnasium.  
 
                 He wanted me to follow him.
 
                 The same wild desire that made me chase the redheaded freshman burned in my stomach.  This was the first time someone with red eyes had interacted with me.  What did it mean?  Was there a spirit inside the man?  Was it my imagination?  Was I seeing things?  I had to know.  I had to find out.  
 
                 “Strike!”  Logan yelled as Peter’s softball smashed the milk cartons.
 
                 “Wait, you can’t just knock them down,” Anne Marie said.  “They have to fall off the platform.  Here, let me try.”
 
                 The three of them were completely engrossed in the game.  I tugged Peter’s arm.
 
                 “Do you want to try?”  Peter handed me a softball. 
 
                 “No, I have to run to the restroom.  I’ll be right back.”  I rose onto my toes and kissed him quickly on the lips.  
 
                 I know, I shouldn’t be chasing monsters, but something was up.  Something was different this time.  I exited the gym and walked out into the hallway.  
 
                 “Why are you so anxious, Miss Ramsey?”  
 
                 I reluctantly turned towards the nasally voice.
 
                 “Actually, it’s Miss Longfellow,” I corrected.  
 
                 “That’s right,” Mrs. Pratt said.  “How could I forget?  You and your mother changed your name now that Victor is out of the picture.” 
 
                 Hawthorne’s principal was wearing a purple dress with a white fake fur wrap.  It was a little much, if you asked me, but I guess no one was asking.  
 
                 “We did.”  I had to be discreet about searching for the man.  I didn’t want to make Mrs. Pratt any more suspicious of me than she already was.  The last thing I needed was her breathing down my neck.  
 
                 “It’s so sad that Victor is gone.  Isn’t it?”
 
                 “Not really.”
 
                 Mrs. Pratt smiled.  “I mean, you were a Ramsey.  The world was at your fingertips.  Mansions.  Drivers.  Maids.  Cars.  But now all that’s gone.  I’m assuming you will not be attending Hawthorne Prep next year.  The tuition might be a little steep for your mother to afford.  What is she doing now?  Is she working?”
 
                 I took a deep breath when she mentioned Emma.  I didn’t want another accident to happen.  I may or may not have given this woman a heart attack a few months ago.  I didn’t want to risk it.  Mrs. Pratt was a nasty hateful person, but I never wanted to hurt her.  And I definitely wasn’t going to harm her now.  Regardless of the cruel things she said about me and my family.  
 
                 I inhaled deeply and relaxed my stance.  “What my family does and what I do outside of school doesn’t really concern you.”
 
                 Mrs. Pratt’s eyes tightened.  “Tread lightly.  If I remember correctly, I owe you a suspension.”
 
                 “Is that what this is?  Are you suspending me?”
 
                 “Not yet.  But you didn’t answer my question.  Why are you so anxious?”
 
                 “I’m not.”  I was going to lose the blonde haired man if I didn’t get away from Mrs. Pratt soon.  
 
                 She folded her arms across her chest.  It was a big gesture, especially with all the fake fur.  “What are you doing out here?  This is a restricted hallway tonight.  The party is inside the gym.  Behind you.”
 
                 Think quickly.  “I have to get something out of my car and this is the quickest way outside.”
 
                 “What do you have to get?”
 
                 “My date’s inhaler.”  Total lie.  Peter didn’t have asthma, but that’s all I could come up with off the top of my head.
 
                 Her eyes narrowed to the size of pinholes.  “I’m to be notified if a student is having an emergency.”
 
                 “It’s not an emergency, but it will be if you keep me here.  I have to go.”  I tried to walk away, but her hand shot out to restrain me.  
 
                 I have no idea what look I gave her or what my face looked like, but I can only imagine.  She didn’t touch me.  Her thick hand hovered a few inches from my arm.  Uncertainty filled her face.  Nervousness.  
 
                 She was afraid of me.   
 
                 “Is there anything else?”  I stared at her hovering hand, careful not to move.
 
                 She pulled her arm back and tucked it safely under her armpit.  “I’ll be watching, Alexandria.  Something’s not right about you, but I can’t put my finger on it yet.  I wouldn’t step out of line if I were you.  Because I’ll be right there when you do.”
 
                 I bit my tongue and turned on my heel.  I’d have to keep my eye out for Mrs. Pratt.  She was dying for me to slip up and make a mistake.  My life was complicated enough.  I didn’t need school troubles, too. 
 
                 The hallway was dark.  I turned the corner, but hid against the wall instead of going out to the parking lot.  The man was leaning against the lockers down the opposite hallway.  He’d waited for me during my run in with Mrs. Pratt.  We made eye contact.  He dramatically twirled around and disappeared down an adjoining hall. 
 
                 This was such a bad idea.  
 
                 Following a strange man down a dark hallway?  Especially one with red-eyes.  But I could defend myself, right?  I was a pureblooded witch.  Wasn’t I at the top of the pecking order in the supernatural world?  I was strong enough to fight off the red-eyed spirit in the mirror.  
 
                 I peeked around the corner to see if Mrs. Pratt was still watching me.  She was gone.  The lights were on in the hallway adjoining the gymnasium, but this corridor was dark and empty.  The laughing and music were being drowned out the further I walked away from the gymnasium.  
 
                 The man was about one hundred feet in front of me.  His walk was casual.  Almost a stroll.  He never checked behind to make sure I was following.  I kept my distance, but like a magnet, an incredible urge to follow this strange man pulled me towards him.  I couldn’t turn around if I wanted to.  
 
                 He made a left past the cafeteria and I instantly knew where he was headed.  The Bell Tower.  The tail end of his long black dress coat disappeared up the stairs.  
 
                 I’d only been in the Bell Tower once.  And I didn’t like it then.  The Tower was an old, un-renovated part of the building and completely exposed to the outside.  When I was up there, it didn’t feel like I was at school.  It felt like I was in a medieval lookout tower.  
 
                 One stiletto heel hesitated on the bottom step.  I check the hallway to make sure no one could see me.  Students were not allowed in the Bell Tower.  
 
                 I raced up the darkened stairwell.  Landings divided four sets of zigzagged stairs.  At the top was a wooden door left slightly ajar.  The frigid air whipped through the small crack.
 
                 I hesitated.  The small voice of reason inside my brain screamed at me to turn around.  But the mystery of it was too much.  I had to know.  I had to see if his eyes were still red.  I had to find out who he was.  
 
                 I pushed open the heavy door and stepped outside.  
 
                 The cold air struck like a snake’s bite.  The entire Bell Tower was brick - the floor, the walls, the steeple ceiling.  In the center of the squared room was the gigantic iron bell covered in ice.  The room was open to the elements on all four sides by half walls, so you could look down onto Hawthorne’s grounds.  
 
                 Stacks of lumber leaned against one corner and folding chairs were neatly placed against a half-brick wall.  The Bell Tower had an abandoned feeling to it.  Rightfully so, no one came up here anymore.  Well, besides Logan and Anne Marie to make out.  And me and my mysterious blonde stranger.
 
                 “Hello,” a smooth voice said.  
 
                 I couldn’t put my finger on the slight accent.  He was standing on the opposite side of the bell.  He took a few steps forward and fully came into view. 
 
                 Snow was blowing in from all sides, but I didn’t care.  I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the man.  His eyes were bright red.  Almost an electric neon red.
 
                 He covered his eyes.  When his hands fell away, the red was gone and they returned to their normal color.  Emerald green.  The shape was cat-like.  Feral, my Grandmother Longfellow had called them.  
 
                 Just like mine.
 
                 He took three quick steps towards me and, on pure witchy instincts, my hand shot up with my palm out.  I flicked my wrist at the pile of lumber stacked against the corner wall.  The wood crashed to the brick floor in front of him, erecting a small barrier between us.  
 
                 For a half a second, he looked shocked.  
 
                 Shoot.  I’d just used my powers in front of stranger who might not have been threatening me.  I had to calm down.  I was way too jumpy.  
 
                 The man’s mouth lifted into a wide smile displaying a row of white teeth.  An emerald eye winked at me.  He flicked his own wrist and the pile of lumber rose from the ground and neatly stacked itself back against the wall. 
 
                 That’s when I knew.  
 
                 “Liam,” I whispered.
 
                 He cordially bowed.  “Hello, Alexandria.  That was very nice, but what else would I expect from a family member?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
                 “Family member?”  
 
                 All the bits and pieces I’d gathered about Liam over the past few weeks fell into place.  The striking green cat-eyes that were so much like my own.  Grandma Claudia’s obsession with our family history and her fascination with Liam.  What was the term Emma used when I asked why the other witch families didn’t like the Ross family?  
 
                 Notorious.  
 
                 I’d say so.  The most evil pureblooded witch of all was the head of the Ross family and had been so for thousands of years.
 
                 “Yes, you’re my great- to the hundredth probably - niece.  Didn’t you know that?”
 
                 “No.” 
 
                 “I see that along with hiding you, they’ve also kept you sheltered.”  Liam propped an elbow against the stack of lumber.  “But it looks like you practice.”
 
                 “Practice?”
 
                 Liam inspected his fingernails.  Then, without warning, he flicked his hand.  A metal folding chair lifted three feet from the ground and hurled in the air towards me.   The speed of the chair was quick, but not fast enough.  
 
                 I waived my hand at the oncoming object and deflected Liam’s throw.  The chair halted mi-air and reversed direction.  The chair lowered itself back onto the stack on the ground.  The gesture reminded me of when Vanessa launched a book at my head.  I was glad I’d practiced my levitation technique.
 
                 “Very nice.  You must know what you are,” Liam said.
 
                 “I know what I am.”
 
                 The emerald in Liam’s eyes gleamed.  “Pureblooded.  And extremely talented for your age, but what else would you expect?  You’re a Ross.”
 
                 A gust of wind roared, blowing wet snowflakes into the Bell Tower.  It was snowing hard enough to be considered a blizzard.  
 
                 “This weather reminds me of Siberia.”  Liam glanced down four stories below.  “Frigid and fierce.”
 
                 I didn’t want to do the small talk.  Liam was here for a reason.  He didn’t come out of hiding after three hundred years to talk about the New England weather.  Or to crash a small town high school dance.  “Why are you in Hazel Cove?  What are you looking for?”
 
                 Liam looked confused.  “You, of course.”
 
                 “Me?”  
 
                 “You’re pureblooded.  We already established that,” Liam said, as if that explained everything.  
 
                 “We did.”
 
                 “And I am ecstatic that you survived the Gamma Omicron Delta attack.  They really boil my blood.  Had I known about you before, that scenario would’ve never played out as it did.  Trust me.  Gamma wouldn’t have laid a finger on you.”
 
                 The blood was draining from my head and pooling into a big knot in the pit of my stomach.  Liam was in Hazel Cove for me.  I should’ve seen the signs.  The red-eyed spirit in the mirror told me Liam was coming, but I assumed he was coming to Hazel Cove or to the area in general.  Not specifically for me.  
 
                 Liam was coming after me.  Just like he came for….  
 
                 “Is that’s why you killed Sarah Ross?” 
 
                 Liam clapped in delight.  “Sarah Ross!  I haven’t heard that name in centuries!”  
 
                 “But that’s why, right?  Because Sarah was a pureblooded witch and she was born on Halloween.  Just like me.”
 
                 “All purebloods are born on Samhain.”
 
                 “On what?”
 
                 “Samhain.  That’s the Celtic Festival that eventually became Halloween,” Liam said, looking at me like he was explaining the lecture for the hundredth time to the not-so-smart child.  
 
                 “And yes, that’s why I took Sarah.  She was pureblooded, but more importantly she was a Ross.  My own blood ran through her veins, like it runs through yours.”
 
                 “What about Jamie Ross?”  My branch of the Ross family tree ran directly from Sarah’s little brother.  “Why didn’t you kill him?  Or did you have your fill of killing ancestors by that time?”
 
                 “The little brother?”
 
                 “He was obviously pureblooded, too.”
 
                 “Ah,” Liam said.  “You mustn’t assume these things.  Conceiving a pureblooded child is against the law.”  He used his fingers as quotation marks when he said the word “law.”
 
                 “I know.  That’s why Gamma tried to kill me.”
 
                 Liam rolled his eyes.  “Gamma is a joke.  They think they’re protecting humans, but most of the time they don’t even know what they’re dealing with.  Usually, Gamma hunts harmless half-breeds who get a little flaunty with their weak magic.”
 
                 Liam thought Gamma was a joke?  That was a scary thought.
 
                 He brushed the snow off his coat.  “Gamma really irks me when they stumble upon purebloods, which you should know, are very rare.  They feel the need to strong arm their form of justice.  So they kill the pureblood when it’s an infant.  Did you know the law against purebloods has been in effect since before the time of Christ?  Partly due to me, I expect.  Half-breeds and witch hunters fear purebloods.”
 
                 “How old are you?”  I had to ask.  He didn’t look a day over thirty.
 
                 “Very old.”
 
                 “But why didn’t you, or Gamma for that matter, kill Jamie?”
 
                 “Little Jamie Ross.  The parents were half-breeds and they knew it was against the law to have a child.  They had Sarah, anyways, but they realized I’d come for her.  So the mother deviated from the marriage bed to conceive Jamie - who would only be a half-breed.  Good thing, too, you come from Jamie’s line.”
 
                 “I know.”
 
                 “I assume that whatever witch hunters were around at the time knew that Sarah was a Ross and opted not to kill her for fear of my wrath.  Even witch hunters know how much I love my family line.”
 
                 I felt sick.  Liam was going to kill me any minute now and there was nothing I could do about it.  He was a million times more powerful than me.  
 
                 On second thought, maybe it was better this way.  I was here alone.  No one else would be endangered by being around me.  Peter, Emma and my friends would be alive and safe once I was out of the picture.  
 
                 “Back then hunters had respect for me,” Liam said.  “Now days, well, I might have to make myself known again.  I’ve been lying low for too long.  To think that Gamma was minutes from killing you!  William is lucky his son killed him.  He wouldn’t want to face me.”
 
                 “How do you know about that night?”
 
                 “I have my ways, both human and non-human.  I know about your past and what happened in the cemetery.  You can thank your stepfather for that.”
 
                 “Victor?”
 
                 “A real eel-like fellow, no?  Slithery, that one.”
 
                 Victor was dealing with Liam.  That explained why Victor was so spooked the day we saw him at the Gamma farmhouse.  It also explained Victor’s appearance at my house tonight.  He knew Liam was in town.  He knew Liam was after me.  That’s why he wanted me to stay away from James.  
 
                 Victor had sold me out again. 
 
                 “I didn’t know anything about you until recently,” Liam said.  “Your family did an excellent job of hiding you.”
 
                 “Victor found you and told you about me?”  I asked in disbelief.  Did Victor hate me that much?  Did he seek out the ultimate killer when Gamma failed to kill me?
 
                 “Oh no, no.  I’d heard rumors of the Ross pureblood, but there are lots of rumors floating around.  It wasn’t enough to make me come see for myself.  So I sent a little reconnaissance.”
 
                 “I don’t follow.”
 
                 “Your fascination with the red-eyes?  Those are spirits, darling.  They do what I say.  I sent a few to Hazel Cove and the news they brought back was enough in itself to bring me here.  But the real icing on the cake was your Grandmother Ross.”
 
                 I swallowed.  “You killed Grandma Claudia?”
 
                 “Oh no, dear.  Of course not.”
 
                 “Who did?”
 
                 “Claudia, being the researcher that I heard she was, must have known I was coming for you.  She conjured a spirit to get information about where I was and when I was coming.  But when doors like that are open, spirits get a little…jealous of the living.  Especially if you don’t know how to handle them.  And trust me your Grandmother Ross was no expert in the dark arts.”
 
                 Ice formed around my heart as he told me what I’d been waiting to hear for weeks.  
 
                 “Not to mention, Claudia was a half-breed.  Spirits always try to possess the conjurer.  She fought back, but, unfortunately, she wasn’t strong enough.  The spirit didn’t take possession, but the damage done to your grandmother was too severe.”
 
                 My blood boiled.
 
                 “But when your grandmother made contact with the spirit, I knew you were for real.  Another Ross pureblood!  It’s been over four hundred years since the last one!”
 
                 “Lucky you.”
 
                 Liam ignored my comment.  “I had some things to take care of before I could make the trip to Hazel Cove.  I sent a few spirits to keep an eye on you until I arrived.”
 
                 “So I’m not crazy.  I was being watched.”
 
                 Liam nodded.  “They’ve been following you.  But I must say, that is a great Il Gaurdenarium spell on your house.  Very smart.  Regrettably, it doesn’t stop spirits.  It’s only effective on actual warm-blooded beings.  I’m sure you’ve noticed the cool draft.”
 
                 A house full of spirits watching my every move.  For weeks.  That’s why it was so cold.  Why Emma was constantly turning up the thermostat.  Why I felt eyes on me.  At home.  In the cemetery.  At Grandma Longfellow’s house.  Everywhere.  
 
                 “And what about the red-eyed people?”  I asked.
 
                 “Momentarily possessed by a spirit.”
 
                 “Possessed?”
 
                 “No one can see a spirit in its true form.  It’s only energy.  Of course, we can communicate with them in various ways, you experienced that yourself when you conjured with the mirror.  Spirits can manifest into different forms when they have a receptacle, like a mirror or another object.  What form did you see in the reflection when you conjured?”
 
                 “I saw myself, but my eyes were red.”
 
                 “Ah, the spirit was wary of you.  It didn’t want to reveal itself.  The spirit showed what it desired.  You.”
 
                 “Did I unleash it by conjuring?” 
 
                 “Did the spirit break through the receptacle?  The mirror, in your case?”
 
                 “No,” I said.  “It tried to, but I smashed the glass before it came through.”
 
                 “Then that particular spirit wasn’t unleashed.”
 
                 “But my eyes were red afterwards.  Just once.  In my bathroom mirror.”
 
                 Liam grinned.  “Only an illusion.  My spirits were probably playing with you.  Praying on your fears.  Spirits can be nasty.”
 
                 “But I’ve seen other people - strangers - with red eyes.  They weren’t reflections.  They were real people.”
 
                 “Spirits sometimes like to slip in and out of humans.  They come, they go.  They can’t stay in the host long.  The strongest ones can only last a couple of hours.  Sometimes that’s the explanation for the lunatics you see on television.  You can only see a spirit in a host - meaning a person with red eyes - if you’ve had a near death experience.  We’re talking flat lining and then coming back - or if you’ve conjured one.”
 
                 Those poor people, the old woman at the hospital and the redheaded girl, possessed by Liam’s spirits.  
 
                 “But we drive spirits crazy,” Liam said.  “The power inside of a witch is all too alluring for a spirit.  If a spirit possesses a witch, then they can latch on to the energy inside and create a more permanent stay.  That’s why half-breeds are so afraid of spirits.  Unfortunately, that is also the problem your grandmother had with the spirit she conjured.”
 
                 I clenched my jaw.  “It was the same spirit?  The one I conjured in my basement and the one that killed her?”
 
                 “Yes.  It seems that particular spirit was stuck in its receptacle.  Trapped in the mirror.”
 
                 “The spirit knew I was a pureblood.”
 
                 “Of course it did.  It could feel the power.  A brave spirit will try to possess a pureblood, but they’re no match.  We’re too strong for them.  But….”  
 
                 Liam closed his eyes and a small shudder convulsed his tall frame.  When he re-opened his eyes, they were red.  “Purebloods can control spirits.  We can make them do as we please.  We can tap into their power and energy.”
 
                 He knew I’d conjured.  His red-eyes were the bait that lured me to the Bell Tower.  I was so stupid.  
 
                 “Anyhow, I know we’re at school, but enough with the lessons.”  Liam ran his hand over his face, pulling down his features.  His eyes were green again.  
 
                 “You asked how I found out about you.  Once I had confirmation that you were pureblooded and in Hazel Cove, I contacted your stepfather.  He was all too eager to help in exchange for his own safety.  He brought me up to date on everything that happened in your life over the last seventeen years.”
 
                 “I’m sure he did.”
 
                 “That was a magnificent move by your father, Ethan.  It was very clever to make a deal with Gamma to keep you hidden.  He must’ve known I’d be on the lookout for you, too!”
 
                 When my father’s name rolled off Liam’s tongue, I snapped.  
 
                 My body convulsed in fury.  I directed all the angry spasms of energy at Liam.  I’d made poor Simon’s brain bleed in the cemetery on accident.  Now, I was trying to do it again on purpose.  Hopefully, it would have the same effect on Liam.  
 
                 My eyelids fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings.  The tips of my fingers went numb and the echo of my heartbeat drummed in my ears.  I pushed everything I had towards him.  All the hate and anger and rage and fear.  
 
                 Liam blinked.  One tiny-trickle of blood dripped out of his nose.  He slowly brought his hand up and wiped above his lip.  For an entire moment, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from the blood smeared on his finger.  
 
                 Liam’s eyes met mine and he started laughing.  It wasn’t an evil sound, but a delightful one.  Like he’d just heard the punch line of the funniest joke ever told.
 
                 I directed all of my anger at him, but it was useless.  I was projecting harder than I had with Simon and it was having no effect on Liam.  
 
                 “Remarkable!”  Liam said, after he’d stopped laughing.  “And you’re so young!”
 
                 I pushed harder, conjuring up images of Grandma Claudia and Ethan and what they’d sacrificed for me.  I needed everything I had to fuel my anger.  
 
                 “Now, now.  No need to be so vengeful.  Even though I love the hate radiating out of you.”
 
                 I cursed at him.
 
                 Liam shook his finger.  “Tsk-tsk.  None of that.  You can stop now, before you hurt yourself.  Don’t be discouraged.  I’m sure you could do some damage on a human or a half-breed.  Just not me.”
 
                 A jolt of power rocked my body like an electric shock.  My brain squeezed in agony.  It was like a migraine to the hundredth degree.  
 
                 My knees buckled and I gripped the wall behind me to steady myself.  Liam had deflected whatever I was doing to him back at me.  But only for a second.  The pain disappeared as quickly as it came.  He wasn’t trying to hurt me, only prove his point.  He was too strong.  
 
                 “You’re perfect,” Liam said with delight.  “You’re smart and powerful and you’re months away from turning eighteen!  I’ve never seen anything like it.  And you have that mean streak in you!  I love it!”  
 
                 I felt weak.  I’d used up so much energy trying to incapacitate Liam that my body was shuddering from the loss of it.  My hands were trembling.  I was sweating despite the blizzard whirling around us.  
 
                 A warm liquid dripped from my nose.  I wiped at my face and blood smeared across my fingers.  
 
                 Liam was too strong.  
 
                 I didn’t stand a fighting chance.  It didn’t matter that I was pureblooded.  I’d given him everything I had and it didn’t even make a dent.  What else could I do?  Throw more wood at him?  Levitate him off the ground?  I couldn’t beat him.  No one could.  And that was precisely the reason he was thousands of years old.  
 
                 “Get it over with, will you?”  I screamed. 
 
                 A line formed in between his smooth brow.  “Whatever do you mean, darling?”
 
                 “Kill me already!  I’m tired of hearing you talk!  Just do it and get out of here!  Get out of Hazel Cove!”
 
                 Liam tilted his head.  “I’m not here to kill you.”
 
                 “Then what do you want?”
 
                 “I’ve come to-” 
 
                 The crashing sound of the wood door slamming open against the brick wall interrupted him.  I closed my eyes in absolute and complete defeat.  I already knew who it was.  There was no need to look up.  
 
                 Bursting through the door was, of course, Peter.  What I wasn’t expecting was Anne Marie following closely on his heels.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
                 Never in my life had I wished that Peter wasn’t by my side.  Not until the moment he exploded through that door.  It was stupid of me to think he wouldn’t show up.  I was away from the party too long.  Of course, he would search for me.  
 
                 I cursed my stupidity at following Liam to the Bell Tower.  Not only would it cost me my life, but more importantly, it was going to cost Peter and Anne Marie their lives.  A hockey stick wasn’t getting us out of this situation.
 
                 Peter was handsome in his tuxedo.  The cold wind gave his cheeks a hint of pink and his blue eyes were the color of glacial ice.  His right arm was outstretched protectively in front of Anne Marie.  
 
                 Peter glanced at Liam casually standing by the stack of lumber and then over at my half-crouched form against the wall.  Using the bricks for help, I inched my way up to a standing position.  I had to get ready.  Peter and Anne Marie needed my help.
 
                 “Lex, what’s going on?”  
 
                 “Get out of here,” I whispered.
 
                 “Peter LaViollette!”  Liam flashed a million dollar grin.  “The faithful boyfriend I’ve heard so much about.  It’s nice to finally meet you.  Fantastic job rescuing Alexandria from Gamma a few months ago.”
 
                 “Go,” I said a little louder at Peter.
 
                 Anne Marie peered over her brother’s arm.  
 
                 “Oh, don’t be so rude, Alexandria.  Who is this little one here?”  Liam smiled.  “What is your name?”
 
                 The wind blew Anne Marie’s hair into her face.  She pushed it back.  Her teeth were chattering because of the cold, but she steadied herself before she answered.  “Anne Marie LaViollette.”
 
                 “The sister.  Perfect.”  Liam raised both hands.  With a quick movement, the wooden door slammed shut behind Peter and Anne Marie.
 
                 Anne Marie yelped.  
 
                 That was it.  Their chance to escape was gone.  
 
                 I hobbled over to Peter.  My energy was slowly coming back, but I was still too wobbly to be of any use.
 
                 “Who are you?”  Peter asked, extending his free arm to pull me closer.  He kept his other arm defensively in front of Anne Marie.
 
                 “Liam Ross.  Nice to meet you.”
 
                 “Ross?”  Peter looked confused.  “He’s related to you?”
 
                 “Unfortunately, he is,” I mumbled. 
 
                 Peter’s mouth fell open.  “Wait.  Liam?  From the journals?”
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “You’ve got to be kidding.”  Peter shook his head in denial.  “That was over four hundred years ago.”
 
                 “That’s exactly what I was getting to before we were interrupted,” Liam said.  “And for the record, Peter, I’m much older than four hundred.  We’re talking thousands.”
 
                 Anne Marie whimpered. 
 
                 I untangled Peter’s hand from my own and took a step in front of them.  “It’s me you want, right?  I won’t fight back, I promise.  Please.  Let them go and kill me.”  
 
                 Peter’s hand went to my hip, but I gently pushed him away.  I wouldn’t let Peter get hurt.  
 
                 Liam sighed.  “I didn’t come to your school dance to kill you, Alexandria.  Please don’t be so dramatic.”
 
                 That stopped me in my tracks.  “Then what do you want?  Why are you here?  You said before that you were here for me.”
 
                 “I wanted to see you in person.  Confirm what my spirits said about you.”
 
                 “Confirm what?”  I didn’t believe a word he was saying.  I kept my defensive stance in case Liam went after Peter and Anne Marie.  Maybe I could distract Liam long enough that they could run away. 
 
                 “I had to see if you were as good as advertised.  As strong and powerful as they said you were.”  Liam rubbed his hands together.  “And you are.”
 
                 “Why do you care?  If you’re not here to kill me, then why do you care how powerful I am?  Or is that what you do?  Do you knock off purebloods to keep the competition low?”
 
                 Liam laughed again.  He held his belly like he was in pain from laughing.  “I am going to grow fond of you.”
 
                 I didn’t respond. 
 
                 “I don’t kill to keep the competition low.  No one, not even a pureblood, is any match for me.  I sacrifice purebloods to extend my life,” Liam said.
 
                 I hadn’t expected that one.  
 
                 Anne Marie shuffled behind me.  “What’s going on Peter?”
 
                 “Shhh,” Peter whispered.  
 
                 Liam motioned to himself.  “How do you think I’ve lived this long?  It’s not luck.  It’s not the grace of God, I’ll tell you that.”
 
                 “So you lied.  You are going to kill me.” 
 
                 “Of course I am.  How could I not?  You’re an exceptionally strong pureblood and you’re my direct ancestor.  My blood runs through you.  That’s why I came tonight.  I had to see you.”
 
                 “Kill me then and let them go.”  I was tired of Liam’s charades.
 
                 “Not until your eighteenth birthday.  Not until you receive your full powers.”
 
                 I remembered Sarah Ross’ journal.  Born on Halloween.  Killed by Liam on Halloween.  Jonah Van Curen made the deal with Ethan to let me live until my eighteenth birthday because he knew I wouldn’t survive after that day.  Either Gamma would kill me or Liam would.  
 
                 I was always doomed to die. 
 
                 A tiny flicker of hope hit me.  I still had nine months.  Liam wouldn’t hurt us now.  If I was valuable enough for Liam to visit me in person, then he wouldn’t harm us prematurely.  I could save Peter and Anne Marie.  
 
                 I glanced at Peter.  His face was lined with worry.  Every muscle was tensed.  Ready to spring.  He had no idea there was nothing he could do to stop Liam.  He didn’t understand the magnitude of the situation we were in.  I tried to give him a reassuring smile. 
 
                 “Well,” I said to Liam.  “You’ve seen what I can do.  I’m glad you’re happy.  But it’s January and I have nine more months to live.  I hope you enjoyed your visit to Hazel Cove.  I’ll see you on Halloween.”  I quickly turned to push Peter and Anne Marie out the door.  
 
                 I wasn’t fast enough.
 
                 “Just one second,” Liam said.
 
                 I froze.  It wasn’t going to be that easy.  Of course it wouldn’t be.  
 
                 “What do you want?”  
 
                 “I haven’t seen anyone as strong as you in a long time.  Because of the mandate, purebloods are born few and far between.  They’re almost non-existent these days.  You understand how that could be troubling for me, don’t you, darling?”
 
                 “Of course,” I said sarcastically.  “It’s so sad that you no longer have a selection of candidates to sacrifice.”
 
                 “I don’t know when the next pureblood is going to come around.  Let alone one from my own family line.  This time around I’m taking a few precautions.  Amplifying my return, if you will.”
 
                 “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
                 Liam smiled.  “You have it in you.”
 
                 “Have what?”
 
                 “A twinge of the dark side.”
 
                 My heart turned to ice.  “I don’t understand anything you’re saying.  It’s all gibberish.  And this isn’t Star Wars, you ass.”
 
                 Liam’s smile grew wider.  “You attacked me earlier.  Not just a slap on the wrist either, but a mortal attack.  If I were human or a half-breed, I’d be dead right now.”
 
                 “Too bad it didn’t work.  But I was just defending myself.”
 
                 “Possibly.  But what about conjuring that spirit?  It comes easily for you.  You had no problem drawing the symbol and raising the spirit.  All by yourself.”
 
                 Peter stiffened behind me.  I hadn’t told him about my late night conjuring session in the basement.  
 
                 “I wanted to find out what happened to my grandmother,” I said defensively.
 
                 Liam shrugged.  “Perhaps.  My point is you’re able to blur the line that many of our kind run away from.”
 
                 Wasn’t that what I’d been so afraid of since the moment I found out I was a witch?  Being evil?  
 
                 Liam’s arm moved.
 
                 I flinched.  
 
                 “Settle down, settled down,” Liam said.  “Don’t get all worked up.  I can feel the power radiating off of you.  It appears I’ve hit a sore spot.”
 
                 “You still haven’t said what you wanted.”
 
                 “It’s not much.  Not at all, really.”
 
                 “Tell me.” 
 
                 “Continue what you’ve been doing - practicing, cultivating your powers.  But I want you to blur that line.  Feed into that dark area that you shun.  See what you can do,” Liam said.
 
                 “Black magic?”
 
                 “Magic?”  Anne Marie whispered.  
 
                 “Magic in general,” Liam said, ignoring Anne Marie.  “With no boundaries.  There’s no need to classify it as good versus evil, white magic versus black.  That’s what witch hunters and half-breeds label it.  I call it using all available resources.  They can’t understand that type of power.  Only a pureblood can.”
 
                 I wouldn’t do that for him.  No way.
 
                 “You’re very powerful.  And with the added power of black magic…,” Liam’s hand went up in quotes, “you will be that much stronger for me to take at your sacrifice.”
 
                 I shook my head.  
 
                 Liam’s smile faded.  “What’s the big deal?  Conjure a few more spirits.  They’ll do what you tell them because you’re pureblooded.  You’re strong enough to control them.  Dabble in some special books that I’ll send you.  I’m not asking you to kill someone.  However, if the feeling arises, go right ahead.  I can only imagine what you’re capable of with that temper.”
 
                 “I won’t,” I whispered.
 
                 “What was that?”
 
                 “I won’t do it,” I said louder.  He could kill me if he wanted to, but he wasn’t going to take my soul.  I wouldn’t give him that, too.
 
                 “Sure you will.”  
 
                 I tensed, readying myself for his advance.  
 
                 “Practicing magic is important.”  Liam took a step closer.  “Don’t you think so, Peter?”
 
                 I spread my arms in defense of Peter and Anne Marie.  
 
                 “My spirits told me you’ve been practicing levitation.  Is that true?  It’s a very useful technique.” 
 
                 “Peter, make a run for it,” I said.
 
                 Peter swallowed.  He moved slightly to his right, hiding Anne Marie completely behind his body, but he didn’t run away.  His eyes were focused.  He wouldn’t leave me.  He was readying himself for a fight; readying himself to defend Anne Marie and me.  
 
                 “Practice is important,” Liam said.  “Let’s see how good you are.”
 
                 Both of Liam’s hands rose from his sides.  
 
                 Anne Marie screamed.  “What is he doing?  What is he doing?  Oh, God!”
 
                 I whirled around.  Peter and Anne Marie were rising off the brick floor.  Their bodies levitated into the air.  Two pairs of blue eyes enlarged as their feet no longer touched the ground, but hovered above it.  Anne Marie’s heels slipped off and fell to the ground with a thud.  
 
                 “Put them down,” I screamed at Liam. 
 
                 Liam’s hands converged in front of his body, like he was diving into a swimming pool.  Just as quickly, he pulled his arms apart.  Each arm moved in a perfect ninety-degree angle from his sides.  His body formed a giant “T.”  At the same time, Anne Marie and Peter glided along the snowy air to opposite sides of the Bell Tower.  
 
                 Peter’s feet rose higher and higher until he glided over the half- brick wall and out into the exposed sky.  I risked a glance to my left.  Anne Marie was in the same position, but on the opposite side of the tower.  Her white dress flapped wildly in the snowy air.  
 
                 Once Anne Marie was outside the safety of the Bell Tower, she looked down.  Her chest heaved.  She gulped for air and then let out an ear piercing scream.  
 
                 It was a four-story drop to the icy ground below.  If Liam released them, they’d both plummet to their deaths.
 
                 Peter’s face contorted in horror.  He couldn’t pull his eyes away from his sister.  He looked absolutely terrified.  Not because he was about to fall to his death, but because Anne Marie was about to die.  
 
                 “Liam, please, please,” I said.  “Bring them back inside.  Please.  I’ll do whatever you want.  I’m sorry.  Please don’t hurt them.”
 
                 “Of course you’ll do whatever I want,” Liam said with both arms extended.  “Don’t you see?  You need practice.  Can you do what I’m doing now?  Can you levitate both of them this far apart from each other?”
 
                 The stupid sofa came to mind.  How high had I levitated the recliner off the ground?  An inch?  Maybe two?  For how long?  Three seconds?
 
                 “I can’t Liam, not now, not yet.  You’re right, I need more practice.  And I will.  Please don’t hurt them.  Bring them inside.  Please.  I’ll learn anything you want me to.”
 
                 “You’re strong for not being eighteen yet and I think that under the circumstances you could probably levitate one of them right now.  You could bring one of them safely inside.  However, I don’t think you can do both.  Not right now and not when they’re so far apart.  But maybe you can.  Who knows?  Stranger things have happened.”
 
                 “Please don’t,” I begged.
 
                 “Let’s try, shall we?  It will be a great lesson - you need more practice.  Much more.  See how important magic is?”
 
                 “Alex, please help me!”  Anne Marie extended her arms.  Her eyes flickered to the ground below.  She was at least six feet away from the wall.  The distance was too far.  I couldn’t reach her.  
 
                 “Let’s see if you can save them,” Liam said.  “Or at least one of them.  Are you ready?  It’s a big decision, so I’ll give you some time.  You have ten seconds to decide which one you’re going to save and which one is going to be scraped off the pavement.  Peter?  Or the sister?  One.”
 
                 “No, no, please,” I begged.
 
                 “Two.”
 
                 Anne Marie sobbed.  Tears flooded her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.  
 
                 I extended my arms just as Liam’s were.  
 
                 “Three.”
 
                 The energy vibrated inside of me and I tried to project it out of my hands.  I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.   I could do this.  I just had to concentrate.  I was still weak from trying to hurt Liam, but I couldn’t think of that right now.  I had to do this.  I had to save them.  
 
                 “You’re not strong enough to save both, Alexandria.  You know that and I know that,” Liam said.  “Pick one.  Four.”
 
                 “Lex.”  
 
                 Oh, God.
 
                 “Lex, save her,” Peter pleaded.  “Put everything you have into it.  Use both of your hands on her.  You can do it, I know you can.”  He flashed that enormous Peter smile, encouraging me even when his life hung in the balance.  “Please save Anne Marie.”  
 
                 “Five.”
 
                 “We’re going to die,” Anne Marie whimpered.
 
                 “No, we’re not,” Peter said.  “Alex is going to save you.  She can bring you back inside.  Come on Alex, do it.”  
 
                 Oh, God.  Oh, God.  I could do this.  Concentrate.  Energy radiated out of both hands.  I felt the mass and weight of both of their bodies.  I could also feel Liam’s hold on them.  As Liam counted down, the strength of his levitation was weakening.  He was slowly letting go.
 
                 “Six.”
 
                 “Lex, you have to save her.  Please.  For me.”
 
                 I blocked out Peter’s voice.  I could do this.  I could save both of them.  
 
                 “Seven.”
 
                 Liam’s hold weakened and I buckled under the increasing weight of Anne Marie and Peter.  My arms shook like I was carrying two hundred pound weights in each hand.  It was already too heavy for me and Liam was doing the majority of the lifting.  
 
                 It hit me then.  I wasn’t strong enough.  
 
                 “I told you, darling, you can’t save them both.”  Liam’s voice was firm, but slightly sympathetic.  “Not yet.  You have to choose, Alexandria, or they’ll both die.  Saving one will be hard enough.  Eight.”
 
                 I dropped my arms.  
 
                 Anne Marie screamed. 
 
                 “Lex.”
 
                 I turned to Peter.  My vision was blurred and I couldn’t see clearly.  “I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Lex.”
 
                 I wiped away the tears that flooded my eyes.  “Liam’s right.  I can’t save you both.”
 
                 “It’s okay,” Peter said.  “Please, if you love me.  Then save her.  Please.  I’m begging you.  I can’t lose Anne Marie, too.”
 
                 Peter had lost his father.  It almost killed him when John died.  He was telling me that he couldn’t stand to lose Anne Marie, too.  It would be too much.    
 
                 “Nine.”
 
                 But I’d lost my father, too.  
 
                 And Grandma Claudia.  And Bradley.  And Peter was the only person in the world that meant anything to me.  He was all I ever had.  Life without him wouldn’t be worth living.  
 
                 It was selfish, I know.  But I couldn’t lose him, too.  Even if Liam killed me on Halloween, nine months from now, it didn’t matter.  My life didn’t matter.  Only Peter’s did.    
 
                 Tears fell down Peter’s cheeks.  “Save her.”  
 
                 “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.  
 
                 “Lex!”
 
                 “I can’t lose you.”
 
                 “Lex!  No!”
 
                 “Ten.”  Liam dropped his arms.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
                 Peter and Anne Marie plummeted in the air.  I lunged to the half-brick wall with both hands extended towards Peter.  He was reaching, but only grasping air.  His hands and arms flailed wildly in the snowy wind.  
 
                 The power radiated out of my body, painfully convulsing my insides.  But the fear of losing Peter was too much.  Watching him free fall to his death was enough raw emotion to generate sufficient power to hold him.  His plunge abruptly halted mid-air.  He stopped falling.  It was like he landed on an invisible pillow.  He hovered for a second and slowly rose back up to the Bell Tower.  I pulled Peter inside.  
 
                 All I could hear was the drowning sound of Anne Marie’s screams as she fell to the icy ground below.
 
                 And then silence. 
 
                 Peter’s feet barely touched the ground before we dashed to the other side of the Tower.  He clamped his hands down on the half-brick wall and hesitated.  Steeling himself for what he was about to see. 
 
                 He sucked in a mouthful of air and then looked down.
 
                 I did the same.  
 
                 Anne Marie was sprawled out at an awkward angle on the hedges four stories below.  Snow was already covering her exposed arms and legs.  Her bright yellow hair starkly contrasted against the white of her skin, dress and all the snow.  
 
                 She wasn’t moving.   
 
                 Peter screamed violently, punched the brick wall hard enough to break his own hand, turned on his heel and - without looking at me - ran to the stairs.  I started to follow, but froze.  
 
                 Liam.  
 
                 I’d completely forgotten about Liam.  I twirled around, half expecting to see him leaning against the wall with a grin on his face.  But he wasn’t there.  I walked around the iron bell.  Nothing.  
 
                 He was gone.  
 
                 Of course he was.  Liam accomplished his task.  He witnessed that I was alive and well and pureblooded and a direct ancestor.  He proved his point.  Liam was too powerful for any of us to stop him.  I had to do what he wanted.  Play by his rules.  
 
                 I’d deal with Liam later.  More important things needed my attention.  
 
                 I ran to the half-wall in time to see Peter reach Anne Marie.  His cell phone was crushed against his ear.  He was furiously screaming at someone on the other line.  911.
 
                 I had to get down there.  I took the stairs at a full sprint.  By the time I hit the bottom, commotion was erupting from the gymnasium.  They must have heard Anne Marie’s screams. 
 
                 The hallway was dark and empty, but I could hear students racing down the adjoining hall.  I turned the corner and was engulfed by a sea of people.  Everyone dressed in tuxedos and formal dresses.  Everyone desperately running to get a glimpse of what happened.  
 
                 I pushed and shoved my way through the crowd.  I was moving pretty well and vaguely noticed that I was barefoot.  I’d lost my heels somewhere during my mad dash.  
 
                 The emergency exit was at the end of the hallway.  I threw all of my weight against the metal bar and the alarm sounded.  I pounded through the snow.  I didn’t feel the cold or the crunchy snow beneath my bare feet.  All I could think about was Anne Marie.  
 
                 A small group of students were already forming around the hedges.  I pushed my way through, gasping for breath from the cold and exertion.  
 
                 Anne Marie was lying on top of the hedges.  She wasn’t moving.  She looked like a frozen porcelain doll.  Her legs and arms, from this point of view, were deeply entangled in the branches.  Peter was standing over her.  His head bent to her chest.
 
                 “Peter!”
 
                 He didn’t turn at the sound of my voice.
 
                 I ran to him tripping through the high snowdrifts.  
 
                 “She’s breathing,” Peter said, without looking up.  He shrugged off his tuxedo jacket and laid it over Anne Marie.  “Just barely.  But I can hear it.”
 
                 “Oh, thank goodness.”
 
                 Sirens wailed from Pennington Drive.  
 
                 I placed my hand on Peter’s back.  “The ambulance is coming.  I’m so sorry, Peter.  I’m sorry.  I couldn’t save you both.”
 
                 He still hadn’t looked at me.  “You weren’t supposed to save us both, Lex.  You were supposed to save her.”
 
                 My heart dropped.  “I couldn’t… I couldn’t lose you, too.”
 
                 Peter turned slightly.  His cheeks were stained with tears and his face was flushed red.  He gave me a lopsided smile, but his eyes weren’t behind the gesture.  “I shouldn’t have let her follow me up there.  I should’ve known it was going to be dangerous.”
 
                 “Anne Marie?  Anne Marie!”  Logan’s voice echoed from the crowd.  He bulldozed his way through the pack of students.  “What happened?  Peter, what happened?”
 
                 “Be careful, I don’t want to move her.  I don’t know what’s broken.”  Peter shifted so Logan could be near her.  
 
                 “Is she alive?”
 
                 “For now.”  
 
                 The ambulance roared into the parking lot and slammed on its brakes at the edge of the lawn.  A pair of paramedics hopped out of the van running with a mobile stretcher.  
 
                 “What happened?”  Logan asked.  
 
                 Peter’s eyes met mine and fell away.  
 
                 The paramedics jogged through the knee-high snow.  “Clear the area!”  The man reached us in seconds.  They placed a foam brace around her tiny neck.  The two men carefully lowered Anne Marie out of the hedges and onto the plastic stretcher.  
 
                 Peter, Logan and I followed closely behind.  Students parted as we ran towards the ambulance.  Red siren lights pulsated off the white snow.  
 
                 I didn’t see any faces in the crowd.  I didn’t hear any noises.  Please let Anne Marie be okay.  Please don’t let her die.
 
                 The paramedics maneuvered Anne Marie into the back of the ambulance.  Peter hopped in behind them.  I climbed in after him, but the EMT threw out his hand to stop me.
 
                 “Are you family?”
 
                 I swallowed.  Of course I was family.  I glanced at Peter.  
 
                 I waited for Peter to tell the EMT that I was family.  Or for Peter to yell at me to hurry up and get inside.  But he didn’t.  He looked up at me and then quickly away.  
 
                 My breath caught in my throat.  I scrambled out of the van.  The ambulance’s back doors slammed in my face.  The look Peter gave me wasn’t angry or accusatory.  It was nothing.  Just a glance.  But he’d never looked at me like that before.  Something was different about it.  He was completely indifferent.  Like I was no one important.  A stranger.  
 
                 I stood barefoot on the snow covered parking lot as the ambulance sped away.  Numbness that started at my toes and feet reached my stomach and my heart.  This entire night was my fault.  If it weren’t for me, Peter and Anne Marie would be inside the warm gym throwing softballs at milk bottles and dancing to bad music.  It was because of me that his sister’s life hung in the balance.  
 
                 Warmness spread across my back and shoulders and then enveloped the top half of my body.  I looked down.  A dark tuxedo jacket was wrapped around me. 
 
                 “I’ll drive you to the hospital.”  James’ arm went around me.  “We have to get you out of the cold.”
 
                 I numbly allowed James to guide me away from the ambulance’s tire tracks.  The siren faded in the distance.  Please let Anne Marie be okay.  
 
                 James pulled me into his chest, shielding me from the fierce wind.  We lowered our heads to protect ourselves from the whipping snow.  
 
                 He stopped.  “Alex, where are your shoes?”
 
                 I blinked.  “I don’t know.”
 
                 He bent down and his arm slipped under my frozen legs.  I was numb from the knees down.  He picked me up and carried me through the parking lot.  I was so cold and in shock that I didn’t protest.  
 
                 A deep line formed in between his eyebrows.  “Something happened tonight, didn’t it?”  
 
                 I nodded. 
 
                 “Something supernatural?”
 
                 I nodded again.  
 
                 “Was it Gamma?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Another witch hunter?”
 
                 “No.” 
 
                 What was the point of keeping it from James?  I was tired of all the secrets and lies.  They never helped the situation.  They never protected you from what you feared.  The truth always came out.  One way or another.  
 
                 I glanced up at him.  “It was another witch.”
 
                 “Did you kill-?”
 
                 “No.  He got away.”
 
                 “And this witch is after you?”
 
                 I smiled weakly.  “Of course he is.”
 
                 “It’s not going to stop is it?”  James pulled me closer as the wind angrily blew in our faces.  “All of this.  The danger.  The people after you.”
 
                 “No.  It’s not.”  
 
                 There would be no end to it.  Not until I was dead.  It’s who I was.  What my whole life had become.  And people outside of that world were going to get hurt and possibly die as long as they were near me.  There was no stopping it.  
 
                 Peter knew that.  Before tonight, I could’ve ordered him away a dozen times, but he wouldn’t have left.  He would’ve risked his life to be with me.  But now….
 
                 He couldn’t gamble away his family’s life.
 
                 James opened the passenger door of the Range Rover and placed me in the seat.  He closed the door and ran around the front, hopping inside.  He turned the heat on high.  I tried to fasten the seatbelt, but my hands were too cold to function.  James took the belt from my frigid fingers and snapped the seatbelt into the lock.  
 
                 “If it’s never going to end, then you need help.”
 
                 I pulled his coat to my chin.  I couldn’t get warm.  Even inside the car.  “Who on Earth can help me?”
 
                 “I can.”
 
                 I didn’t say anything.  
 
                 “Alex, I’m a hunter.  I don’t know anything about it yet, but it’s in my blood.  It’s been in my family for hundreds of years.  I’m not some jock or some random guy around town.  And if there’s a witch after you, then you need a hunter on your side.  We live in the same world.”
 
                 “You’re my enemy in that world.  Remember?”
 
                 James’ dimples appeared.  “I chose what side I was on that night in the cemetery.” 
 
                 “I never thought I’d say this, but Victor’s right.  You know he came by my house tonight to beg me to stay away from you?  And he’s absolutely right.  I’m too dangerous.  You need to be as far away from me as possible.”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Did you see what happened to Anne Marie?  She’s just a girl.  She didn’t do anything wrong.  Her only mistake was being around me.”
 
                 “I’m a big boy, Alex.  I can take care of myself.”
 
                 “That’s what Peter said, too.  And look what happened to his sister.  This witch, Liam, he’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants.  He made me choose between Peter and Anne Marie.  He hurled them off the Bell Tower and made me choose which one to save.”  My voice broke and I started sobbing.
 
                 James pushed a curl out of my face.  “I don’t have anyone else, Alex.  No family.  No real friends.  Nothing.  My aunt’s leaving as soon as I turn eighteen.  It’s just me.  And I’ll be the first to admit, my life may not be as dysfunctional as yours, but it’s not that far behind.”
 
                 I wiped the tears away.  James was right.  His life was ruined, too.  Witches and hunters and Gamma and everything supernatural.  We were linked together by this horrible new life.  
 
                 We pulled out of Hawthorne Prep.  James handed me a tissue from the glove box.  “A witch was after you tonight?”
 
                 “A very powerful one.”
 
                 “What does he want?”
 
                 “To sacrifice me on Halloween.”
 
                 “Okay.”  James hesitated for a second.  “Any particular reason why he wants to sacrifice you?”
 
                 “To extend his life.  I’ll explain it all later.”
 
                 “Alright, so we have to stop this witch before Halloween.”
 
                 “I don’t know how.  He’s too strong.  I couldn’t even put a scratch on him.”
 
                 “We’ll find a way,” James said.  “Think about it, Alex.  My family’s been hunting witches for hundreds of years.  We can find something that’ll stop him.  There has to be information about this witch, right?  We’ll find it.  And then we’ll stop him.”
 
                 Could I stop Liam?  
 
                 If I had nine months to prepare would it be possible?  I’d have to find out everything I could about him.  And who would have better access to information about the world’s most powerful witch than a descendant of the Gamma Omicron Delta witch hunting fraternity?
 
                 I’d been a victim since I discovered I was a witch.  Gamma and William kidnapped me.  Liam tricked me.  I was always on the defensive.  Always waiting for the next threat to come after me.  
 
                 But what if I went on the offensive?  What if I decided the rules we played by?  Could I defeat Liam?  Probably not.  But it was worth a shot, right?
 
                 “Are you sure you know what you’re getting into?”
 
                 “I do,” James said.
 
                 “And you’re not afraid of what could happen to you?”
 
                 “No, but I’m afraid of what could happen to you.  You can’t do this alone.”
 
                 I nodded.  “You’re right.  I can’t do it alone.  Help me kill Liam.”
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

 
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
                 I squeezed the bridge of my nose as hard as I could to try to erase the sounds and images of last week’s Winter Ball.  Liam’s countdown.  The blizzard.  Anne Marie’s screams.  The sickening thud.  Silence.  I squeezed harder, trying to erase all memory of that horrible night.  I’d never get it out of my mind.  I’d have to add it to my growing collection of terrible images stored in my brain for the rest of my life.
 
                 “Should I come back?”  Neil asked at the doorway.  
 
                 I sat up.  “Oh, no, come in.  Sorry.  I have a headache.”
 
                 Neil pushed the cart beside Ethan’s bed.  I sat back in the chair and watched Neil fidget with the tubes and machines.  
 
                 “You know,” Neil said, with a frown.  “This place is really depressing.  Where did you say you were from?  Hazel Cove?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
                 “You should bring someone with you when you come down here.  You’ve been here every day this week.  Trust me, this place can get to you.  Where’s that friend of yours?  The one that came with you the first time?  The blonde guy.”
 
                 I smiled at Neil’s concern, but the mentioning of Peter made me want to crumble in my chair.  “He’s been busy.”
 
                 “You should bring someone with you next time.”
 
                 “I’ll try.”
 
                 “By the way, I like those fireflies.  They’re kind of cool.”
 
                 I glanced at the side table.  A few days ago, I went to the same pet store that sold Peter the aquarium of fireflies.  I purchased a smaller version for Ethan’s hospital room.  My family needed a little light in the darkness.  
 
                 I tapped the glass case.  “I was hoping they’d get a response out of my dad.  According to a family member, fireflies were pretty special to my parents.”
 
                 “Don’t give up hope,” Neil said.  “You never know what can happen.”
 
                 “Thanks.”
 
                 “Have a good night.”
 
                 “Night, Neil.”
 
                 Neil shut the door behind him.  
 
                 I pulled the chair closer to my father’s bed.  “Well, it’s just you, me and the fireflies.”  I exhaled.  
 
                 I really had to start paying closer attention to my nightmares.  Ravens and fireflies.  The nightmare wasn’t reoccurring, like the last one in the cemetery, but the raven dream warned me of what was coming.  And I’d ignored it again.  
 
                 Snow.  Hawthorne Prep.  A ringing bell.  I should’ve known something horrible was going to happen in the Bell Tower.  And the ravenous flock of red-eyed ravens?  Bad omens.  Didn’t Logan say that in American Literature class?  Obviously, the red-eyed ravens represented the red-eyed spirits.  Maybe it was even a nod at Liam.  But it was all in the dream.  A witchy premonition.  A warning of what was to come.  What actually came the night of the Winter Ball. 
 
                 But what about the fireflies?  Where was my light?  Where was my help?  My protection from the darkness?  
 
                 I took my father’s hand and placed my head on the bed beside him, smothering my face in the blankets.  The linen was scratchy against my skin, but it smelled of lavender.  I inhaled deeply and then completely lost it.  
 
                 Giant sobs erupted and the tears poured down my cheeks.    
 
                 I’m not sure how much time passed, but eventually I wiped the tears away.  Neil’s question about Peter was exactly what I didn’t need.  I was under so much stress and pressure that I was bound to break at any moment. 
 
                 Thankfully, Anne Marie was okay.  She was in stable condition at the Hazel Cove Hospital under the direct care of Dr. Cooper.  She suffered a broken leg, three broken vertebrae and several broken ribs.  But she was lucky.  
 
                 A four-story free fall should have ended her life.  The hedges broke her fall and the impact wasn’t enough to kill her.  If she would’ve landed another two feet to the side…well, it’s best not to think about that.  
 
                 Peter hadn’t left Anne Marie’s side since the night of the Winter Ball.  I visited the hospital every day.  Peter didn’t blame me for what happened to Anne Marie.  But he hadn’t looked at me the same since I made the decision to spare his life over his sister’s.  
 
                 To make matters worse, Peter took the blame for the accident.  He told police that he and Anne Marie were arguing in the Bell Tower over her relationship with Logan.  She stormed off, stepped on a patch of ice and slid over the low half-wall, tumbling four stories to the ground below.  Anne Marie confirmed the story.  There wasn’t even an official investigation.  Peter saved my ass again.  
 
                 I squeezed Ethan’s hand.  “I’ve made a mess of things again.”
 
                 Ethan’s face was calm.  His butterscotch eyes stared at the tiled ceiling.  Not a muscle moved in his body.  It was like talking to a statue.  
 
                 “Regardless of what Peter says, I know deep down he blames me for everything that happened to Anne Marie.”
 
                 My father’s monitors continued the regular beeping.  
 
                 “What was I supposed to do?  Listen to Peter and let him die?  I couldn’t.  It was never even a possibility.  His life would be better without me in it, but I’m too selfish to let him go.  Now all I can do is hope that once Anne Marie gets better and time passes, that things between us will return to the way they were.”
 
                 I stroked the back of my dad’s hand. 
 
                 “Everything’s so screwed up.  I still haven’t told Emma about you.  She’s been at the hospital everyday with Mrs. LaViollette.  I couldn’t bear to bring more bad news.  That’s all I am - bad news.  I hurt everyone around me.”
 
                 I grazed Ethan’s hand.  My own fingertips fell in between his.  
 
                 My life was such a mess.  Not only did I have to worry about Gamma and Victor and other rouge witch hunters.  But now I had to worry about Liam.  
 
                 As sick and twisted as he was, Liam was right.  I was weak.  Even though I was months away from turning eighteen, I needed to be stronger.  If I was stronger, then I could’ve saved both Peter and Anne Marie.  
 
                 Liam would return to Hazel Cove.  That was guaranteed.  He would be back for me on Halloween.  I was his prize sacrifice.  I would extend his life by who knows how many years.  I was also certain he’d check on me to make sure I was holding up my end of the bargain.  To make sure I was facilitating all of my resources, especially the dark ones. 
 
                 And what could I do?  What options did I have against the most powerful witch in history?  Not many.  But there had to be something.  Liam wasn’t immortal.  He needed to sacrifice purebloods to extend his life.  And if he wasn’t immortal, then he could die.  
 
                 I told James all about Liam and his plans for me.  I wished I was as optimistic as James was.  James believed that Gamma had records on every witch.  And if we dug around, then we could find information about how to defeat Liam.  
 
                 Who knows?  It was a possibility.  A slim one, but it was worth a shot.  And as soon as Anne Marie was better, we’d start.  I needed a little bit of time before I plunged back into that world.  I needed a break. 
 
                 “I’m not sure I can do this anymore, dad.  It’s too much.  Witches and Gamma and Liam and Victor and magic and spells.”
 
                 Ethan’s eyelids dropped over his butterscotch eyes and opened back up.  
 
                 A blink.
 
                 He hadn’t moved a muscle in front of me since the first day Peter and I visited.  Just as it had before, the blink made my heart stop. 
 
                 “Dad?  Can you hear me?”
 
                 I stood up to see his face from a better angle, but I didn’t let go of his hand.  Could he hear me?  Was it a random blink?  There was only one way to find out.  
 
                 I repeated what I said right before he blinked.  “Witches and Gamma and Liam and Victor and magic and spells.”
 
                 Ethan blinked again.  
 
                 Holy cow.  
 
                 A thrill of emotion rippled through me.  I bounced on the balls of my feet.  I stroked his hand again and that’s when I felt it.  
 
                 It was very tiny.  Less than a quarter of an inch.  If the average person touched it, they’d have no idea what it was.  Perhaps they would call it a skin imperfection.  I traced my hand over the tiny spiral imprint in between Ethan’s middle and ring finger on his right hand.  There was no mistaken it.  
 
                 My breathing slowed as I remembered what Aunt Vanessa told me that day in Grandma Claudia’s sunroom.  
 
    
 
                 “When you spell someone - not just this spell, but any spell at all that has a specific impact on a person - a mark appears on the body for as long as the spell is intact.”
 
                 “What kind of mark?”
 
                 “A small spiral indentation on the skin only a few centimeters wide.  It’s very discreet.  And it can appear in different places - hidden, but not completely - behind the ear, between two toes, places like that.  That’s how you can tell if someone has been spelled.”
 
    
 
                 I ran my hand over the tiny spiral mark in between my father’s fingers.  
 
                 That’s what was wrong with Ethan.  Why the team of high priced doctors couldn’t figure out what was ailing him.  Of course not.  They wouldn’t know what to look for.  They didn’t deal in magic.  
 
                 Someone spelled Ethan into a coma.
 
                 The fireflies hummed in the glass bowl.  I glanced at the dozen or so insects rapidly blinking their lights on and off.  
 
                 Light in the darkness.  
 
                 My father.  That was it.  It was a symbol.  A sign.  What the fireflies in my dream represented.  Help.  Protection.  Ethan.  I needed my father.  
 
                 I leaned over Ethan’s unmoving face.  Willing him to give me a sign.  Something.  I had to know what happened.  I had to be able to fix it.  “Who did it?”  
 
                 No response. 
 
                 Who could have done this to him?  Why would anyone want to do that to him?  I racked my brain for someone, anyone, that could be guilty of this horrible crime.  
 
                 Liam?  No.  Why would he?  My dad didn’t matter to him, he was only a half-blood.  Besides, Ethan saved my life and my living until my eighteenth birthday was in Liam’s best interest.  
 
                 Emma?  No, she couldn’t do magic.  And she’d never hurt Ethan in a million years - she was madly in love with him.  
 
                 Grandma Claudia?  No, from the brief time she spoke of Ethan, she appeared to adore him.  
 
                 Then I remembered my first day at the Ipswich Mental Hospital with Peter.  The lady at the front desk told us we had to sign the patient book before we could visit Ethan.  Grandma Longfellow’s signatures filled page after page of the book, but there was another name, too.  Signed three weeks before our visit.  
 
                 The initials V.R.
 
                 I had immediately assumed it was Victor.  Victor Ramsey.  But I made a terrible mistake.  Victor wasn’t a Ramsey, he was a Van Curen.  He had no reason to visit Ethan.  He didn’t even know Ethan was alive.  He was as surprised as William was when they discovered the empty coffin.  
 
                 V.R.
 
                 But another person with those same initials was in Massachusetts during that time.  She was in Hazel Cove seventeen years ago.  And she definitely possessed the ability to spell someone.  
 
                 The blood in my veins turned to ice.  
 
                 “Vanessa Ross,” I whispered, choking over my aunt’s name.
 
                 Ethan’s butterscotch eyes disappeared as he blinked at me once again. 
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   The clock is ticking. Alex’s time is running out.
 
    
 
   Spring has hit Hazel Cove and with it, the pressure of Alex’s impending fate as Liam’s sacrifice is weighing upon her every thought. There’s so much to do and so little time. How do you stop an ancient pure blooded witch?
 
    
 
   But Liam isn’t Alex’s only problem. She must focus on what she can fix in the little time she has left. She must confront the past and the horrible betrayal Ethan suffered at the hands of a once trusted ally. Alex will do anything necessary to save Ethan. Even brave a trip to the supernatural capital of the world - New Orleans.
 
    
 
   Voodoo, Hoodoo, witches and spirits are nothing compared to the evil Alex will face in the backwoods of the Louisiana bayou. Will Alex’s desperation to save her family and friends pull her closer to the darkness?  Who can Alex trust? Will James’ connections as a witch hunter help or hurt her? Can she fix her relationship with Peter? Or will the deep seeds of betrayal shatter Alex’s life?
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