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            TO MORTIFY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Introducing Mrs. Cadence Wallace.”

      The whole lecture hall goes crazy with applause. Just as I thought—and feared—there’s over three hundred faces in our grand hall staring up at me this morning. I smile at Bryce as I slowly make my way up the steps. He has enjoyed calling me Mrs. I mean, it was only last spring that he and I got married. And now, as he hands me the microphone to pin to my collar, he even drawls quietly in my ear, “Reeelaaax, babe. You’re going to be great.”

      “I hate you,” I whisper, covering my collar with my palm.

      I do kind of hate him, you know. I mean, why do I have to do this? Not every graduate student has to lecture.

      I’m surprised to see just how dark it looks as I gaze out at the audience. That’s good because I see only rows of heads, no eyes staring back at me. Most of the ceiling lights are shining into my face, making me squint when I look up. I place my small leather briefcase on the podium. Then I straighten my navy blue sports coat, throw my long dark hair back, and arrange Bryce’s laptop neatly beside my bag.

      It grows quiet. Too quiet. Even with three hundred students in the audience, nobody’s saying a thing—until some idiot shouts out, “Way to go Mrs. Wallace!” Could that be my best friend, Madison? Probably.

      I gulp. Then I wonder if the whole lecture hall hears my throat.

      Bryce is right. Reelaax.

      “Guys,” I say, taking a deep breath, “this metaphysical history class is so special to me.”

      My voice echoes in the hall. I squint at the bright lights above me again. Then I pause. I say nothing, looking down—for a little too long.

      “Get on with it,” a mean kid shouts.

      “Everyone, please,” Bryce says through another microphone. “This⁠—”

      “This class is special because it’s like…a memorial, you know. A memorial to Doctor Alondra Johansen. This was the class she created at Hawthorne University, and we lost her amazing lectures when she got sick. It was my favorite lecture, too, just as Dr. Johansen was my favorite teacher. I remember looking forward to it every week and, well, Bryce and I, I mean Dr. Wallace and I, are here to try to bring back some of her magic.”

      There’s applause.

      So far so good.

      “Way to go, Cadence!” cries the same girl again in the audience.

      Okay, that’s definitely my best friend, Maddie. Yep, she loves me. She’s not even a student here anymore, but she said she’d come watch to support me.

      I press the button on the laptop, clear my throat, and say, “Lilias Adie.” Bryce, who’s sitting in the first row, gives a reassuring nod.

      But then the screen goes blank.

      I press the button again. And again. Nothing.

      There’s murmuring. Bryce furrows his brow, looking over my shoulder. Cocking my head back, I just see a blank white screen.

      “Lilias… Adie,” I mumble.

      I press the stupid return key harder. But Bryce’s computer screen goes completely black.

      “Lilias… Adie… was, um… a sixty-year-old woman in Scotland wrongly accused by a neighbor of being a witch.”

      From the corner of my eye, I catch Bryce leaping up the three steps to the side of the stage. Then he looks over his computer, beside me, shaking his head, but he’s really no better at computers than I am. I press the damn button again a few more thousand times. Nothing. Then our IT guy, Jay, a heavyset, gray-haired guy in a T-shirt and jeans, climbs the steps.

      “Technical difficulties,” Bryce says to the crowd.

      Bryce covers the mic on my collar and says in my ear. “Just get on with it without the slides.”

      Without the slides? Is he crazy? Pictures were Alondra’s staple, and I spent more time on finding cool slides than on the actual lecture. Mangled, strangled or drowned bodies with dripping red blood was her thing, and all the kids out there were probably looking forward to something like that appearing on the screen behind me. Not to mention, all my notes are on his laptop. Bryce gestures for me to step away from the podium. I shake my head. He actually wants me to stand alone in front of everybody. He is crazy. I like this stupid mahogany podium, shielding me from everyone, just fine.

      “Lilias,” I mutter, trying to remember anything I wrote. “Lilias Adie. She was sixty. An old woman…particularly for that time period.”

      Great, there’s something a second grader could come up with.

      “You know, many of you see caricatures of witches as ugly, like old Mother Shipton.” I stare down at the mahogany podium. Then I feel Bryce nudge my hip away from the podium again. No. I shake my head. But he nudges again. I permit a single step.

      Then I stare down at my black flat-heeled boots.

      “What about her?” cries another heckler.

      “Actually, it was easy for the justice system to accuse any citizen of evil and working with the devil back then. All it took was a simple accusation. And if you were frail, you couldn’t do much about it. Women were targeted, particularly feeble, old ones.”

      Bryce nods with a smile, even though I said it all way too fast.

      His laptop falls off the podium.

      “Fuck,” I say, looking down at his computer. Of course, my profanity is amplified throughout the hall from my mic, sending the audience rolling with laughter. When Bryce picks up his computer, his screen’s cracked and still blank. At this point, all I want to do is rush down the steps, run down the aisle, and get the “fuck” out of here.

      “Cadence,” Bryce snaps in a forced whisper, glancing back at me. “Cadence, come on. Cadence, just keep going with it. It’s fine.”

      No, it isn’t fine. I don’t even have my notes!

      Jay, the IT expert, walks to a wall and hits a light switch. The whole lecture hall lights up and, behold, three hundred eyes are staring at me. I can’t say a word. I mean, this is worse than ever. I’m looking out, and I just see a sea of eyes. I already went to the bathroom, like, ten times before the lecture started, due to my nerves. Now I don’t even know where I left off in my talk. And I have to pee. Again. Some of the people in the back open the outside doors. Students are leaving.

      Dr. Kenosha Trent, a dark-skinned woman wearing a curly black wig and a dark blue blouse, walks up the steps with a big smile. She’s a witch. A very powerful one. But she’s also the provost of Hawthorne University, and I hate her. She overworks my husband and gets in the way of my studies, even sticking her nose into my coven. Right now, she stands on stage gesturing for me to give her the microphone on my collar. Then, unlike me, she prances to the center of the stage, all confident as hell.

      “Dr. Alondra Johansen was a very close friend of mine,” Kenosha says, looking down. Unlike me, who looked down to avert my eyes, she’s doing it as some kind of memorial. That shuts everyone up. “When Doctor Johansen invited me to work here at the university, I was so honored. I had, of course, known Alondra personally for years. But the honor stemmed from the fact that there never was a lecturer as good as she was. Probably never will be.” Then she looks right at me. “Lilias Adie, huh, Cadence? Hmm… Lilias had an interestingly disgraceful memorial when she died. But I’ll save that for next time, Ms. Wallace. How about we talk of stakes. Do any of you know why witches were burned alive?”

      No one says a thing. But that’s good because before she got up on the stage, all of them were laughing at me.

      I’m leaning over the podium facing her, my heart is pounding, and I feel a surge of fear in my chest. My hand is flapping by my side. Yeah, I’m that nervous. By now, Bryce has picked up his broken computer, stuffed it in his leather bag, and returned to his seat.

      “Anyone?” Kenosha asks, gazing at everyone in the class. “Ms. Wallace? Do you know?”

      “Purification, Dr. Trent,” I mutter. As probably no one can hear, I stupidly holler, “Purification of sins. Burning was to cleanse heresy from the church. Another reason is the belief that burning the body prevented any postmortem sorcery. But most witches were actually hanged, not burned, Doctor Trent. They were hanged by ropes, then burned to cleanse their sins.”

      “Correct, Ms. Wallace,” Kenosha says, “and if our audiovisuals were working, we’d show all of those horrible pictures of burning bodies you showed me—that you prepared for class—particularly the ones burned alive at the stake.” People laugh. “Burning has been done in many cultures.” She starts prancing thoughtfully around the stage. “In India, it was used by Hindus to remove all traces of those who had passed. It was thought that clothes, or any objects, still contain remnants of the soul. The Atman. The one soul. And so, many mendicants keep only their clothes as possessions so that they can pass on freely upon death. But it was in the sixteenth century, far before poor Lilias Adie, when King Henry VIII, the one with six wives, created the first Witchcraft Act. Then it was James…”

      She keeps yapping. I can’t care anymore. I mean, I totally fucked up, didn’t I? Or did I? It feels like it was out of my control. Whatever the case, Kenosha’s saving the day again. That’s what she does. If it weren’t for my love for my hubby, Bryce, and the small semblance of pride I have left, I’d run down the steps, rush down an aisle, and get the hell out of here. But I don’t. I’m supposed to be a respectable graduate student at Hawthorne University now. So, instead, I excruciatingly listen to Doctor Trent perform amazingly better with my stolen lecture. Her unprepared performance is so much more assured and polished than mine, even without all those grisly audiovisuals. And, somehow, I feel like the whole thing is being done to show me up. Kenosha hates me too, you know. She’s always showing me up—on campus, in front of my friends, even within my coven.

      I’ve learned to hate her head. Right now, she’s wearing a curly black wig, but she’s totally bald. It’s kind of secretive, like she is. When she’s being the prim and proper Doctor Trent, she wears fake hair. Then when she accompanies my friends in our sabbaths, she’s wigless Willow, the Wicked Witch of the West. I’ve learned to despise both. Because both of them are always making it known to all my students and witches that she’s far better than I’ll ever be.

      I look down and see Bryce in the first row. He glances up and, the angel he is, flashes me a rueful grin. He loves me, but I screwed up so bad.

      When the dean’s done and she gets everyone to applaud her absolutely perfect unprepared lecture, Bryce hops back up the steps, takes her microphone, and announces that it’s over.

      So does that mean… I can run?

      I don’t run. Being the respectable new graduate student I’m supposed to be, I slowly make my way through the crowds, down the side aisle and outside the lecture hall, morose as hell. No one says a word. Not even my best friend, Madison. But as Maddie meets up with me by the door, her frown kills me.
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      I’m slowly forking this pot roast that my best friend Madison’s mom, Aunt Jane, cooked. I mix it with some mashed potatoes and peas. It doesn’t taste very good. Jane’s a lousy cook, but that’s not it. I’m not hungry. The smooth red wine is delicious, though. Aunt Jane might not know how to cook, but she really knows wine. And it’s quiet.

      It’s quiet because of me.

      Maddie flashes me a woeful smile. She always can sense my thoughts, even when I don’t tell her anything. We’re just that in tune with each other— ever since we roomed together in the dorms. My brother Damien, on the other hand, is completely oblivious to what’s going on. (He’s a brainiac, but absent minded. We love him). Bryce is quiet too. So is Dad. He’s just quietly cutting some meat beside Aunt Jane at the head of the table, brushing his hand across his short gray hair, sitting up straight for a moment, but not saying a word.

      I suppose this somber atmosphere is better than the last time we were all together. Last Thanksgiving we had the worst family fight of all time. I was about ready to cast a spell on my best friend and strike her down with a bolt of lightning for dating my brother. Well, behold: there’s Maddie’s sitting across from me right now, lovey-dovey with my brother.

      I glance at Bryce. He’s gathering all his peas on one side of the plate. He’s always arranging his food like that. I love it. It’s cute.

      Aunt Jane let her blond hair grow out long this year. She’s pretty. She usually wears rainbow-colored clothes. Not tonight. Tonight she has on a very formal and lovely auburn dress. And she lost weight. She looks really good—almost suspiciously formal. Why? Is there another man in her life? Probably. You know, she’s been married like four times.

      “So how did the lecture go, sis?” asks Damie. He runs his fingers along his long light-brown hair, pushing it to the side.

      Madison slugs him in the shoulder. “She said it was a total disaster, babe,” Maddie says. “God, what’s the matter with you? Don’t you remember? Let’s just not talk about it, ’kay?”

      My brother shrugs.

      “It all went fine after Kenosha saved the day,” I quip.

      “Great how you are both teaching the same class again, Katie,” Dad says. “You and Bryce are inseparable. You’re so lucky to have one another, and lucky that the school lets you work together.”

      Well, not really lucky. It was actually planned by Kenosha, but I’m not about to tell Dad. And leave it to Dad to think up something positive to try to lift my spirits. But he doesn’t know the dean wants us to work together in order to corral more students into our coven. He doesn’t realize just how deep these witches are into my business at Hawthorne U.

      “How did Kenosha save the day?” asks Aunt Jane.

      “When we had some technical difficulties,” Bryce says before swallowing some meat. “Dr. Trent came up on stage and finished her lecture. But she didn’t really save the day, Cadence. Our computer was on the fritz. It broke and none of your slides worked. It wasn’t your fault. If the computer hadn’t busted, your lecture would have been great.”

      “It was my fault,” I object, shaking my head. “I spent all night gathering pics. Alondra always showed the coolest slides. I didn’t want to wing it, like you told me to do, when it broke. You know I hate talking in front of people. I have stage fright. It was an absolute disaster.”

      Dad grins contritely. Jane frowns.

      “It’s okay, babe,” Maddie says, reaching over the table. “Just don’t think about it.” Then she turns to Damie and opens her eyes wide, signaling for him to shut his mouth.

      “Alondra had difficulties with slides.” Bryce forks more meat into his mouth. “She just carried on with her lecture onstage. That’s all I was telling you to do.”

      “Well, I’m not Alondra, ’kay?”

      “I know,” Bryce says. “I know. No…that’s not what I meant, Cadence. It was because Alondra had done the lectures countless times before. This was your first lecture. I didn’t expect anything⁠—”

      “Everything that happened had nothing to do with my preparation. I was prepared. The dean pompously intervened, like she always does. She overworks you, Bryce, and competes with me. She’s a complete and utter bitch.”

      “Cadence,” says Dad, dropping a fork and wagging a finger. “Watch your language at the dinner table.”

      “Sorry, Dad. She stole my show. Yeah, I don’t like her. I’ve said this again and again to you guys. I think she’s a total…mean person, and she’s overworking you, Bryce. And then when I don’t live up to her expectations, she takes over. I mean, it was like she was there waiting for me to screw up. It’s like she was expecting me to fail.”

      “I think she was there to watch you lecture for the first time,” Bryce says, shaking his head. “She told me she was looking forward to seeing you talk.”

      “Yeah, well⁠—”

      “She saved us on Halloween,” Damien says.

      “Damie, would you just shut it!” Maddie cries, hitting his shoulder again. “What’s the matter with you?” Then Madison stares at her mom and my dad.

      “Are you angry at me, Cadence?” Bryce asks me, squeezing my hand. “I’m sorry. I blame myself for what happened, not you.”

      “Yes and…no. Bryce, you know I didn’t want to do that lecture. The only reason I did it was because we promised to keep things professional. You asked, so I did it. I’m your teacher assistant. But I have total stage fright.”

      “Even as your professor,” Bryce says, “if you didn’t want to do the lecture, you didn’t have to. I just was hoping⁠—”

      “What?” I snap. “What were you hoping? It was a disaster, ’kay?”

      Honestly, I’m getting upset that he keeps talking about it. Maddie’s right.

      “No fighting like last time, kids,” Aunt Jane says with a big grin.

      That makes us all smile.

      “I know how bright you are,” Bryce says. Well, apparently, Bryce still wants to talk about it. “I was hoping you could just show everyone you’re as good as Alondra. In fact, I think, better. You know you always were Alondra’s top student. I just figured you could teach with me this year.”

      “How’s classes this year, Damien?” asks Dad. He’s trying to change the subject. That’s a very good idea.

      “Hard as always. I’m hating organic chemistry. Physiology is pretty cool. But, you know, all my classes are harder than Cadence and Maddie’s were. It’s not a liberal arts breeze.”

      “Says you, doctor,” replies Maddie.

      “Science classes are harder,” he adds. “It’s just common knowledge.”

      Maddie puts down a forkful of potatoes and lightly pushes his shoulder, as if to hit him yet again. But this time it’s totally playful, with a big smile. Then she gets close and pecks him on the cheek. Ugh. Gross! Yeah, I’m never going to be used to them dating.

      “I thought you were going to add Bryce’s class?” asks Dad.

      “I don’t know,” Damie says. “It’d be kinda weird with him or Kates grading me. It’s really for die-hard history majors. Maybe next year.”

      “Too hard for you, huh, Damien?” asks Maddie with a big grin.

      “Well, you could always get Kenosha to grade you,” I quip. “She likes to butt into everything else I do.”

      “You know it was actually Kenosha’s idea to have you lecture,” interjects Bryce.

      “Sure, she probably knew I’d fuck it all up.” I put the napkin to my lips, and my black lipstick stains the white cloth. Dark lipstick is the only goth thing Maddie and I are wearing. That and our black nail polish.

      “It was Kenosha’s idea, Bryce?” asks Aunt Jane. She seems oddly disturbed by that. That’s weird. You know, I’ve never seen her even talk to Kenosha, but she acts like she doesn’t like her.

      Maddie’s mom is really nice, but she’s so secretive. And as much as I love her, I hate secrets. Maddie told me Jane once knew Alondra, but, for some odd reason, Jane never talks about Alondra either. That makes me angry. It’s this occult secrecy that keeps ruining our lives at Hawthorne.

      The food on the table and the walls blurs a little. I rub my eyes. Did I have too much wine? Why is everything blurry? And my head’s aching.

      I rub my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      In darkness, I see a dim vision of my backyard. It’s nighttime and witches in white clothes and headdresses are dancing around a bonfire.

      “Not of dirt, nor bird, nor fire. Bird isn’t your mambo. Neither is fire or water. Yours is snake. Or is all this trouble from that oungan?”
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        * * *

      

      When I open my eyes, Bryce is talking to Jane and Dad, but I can’t hear him. What the hell? It’s like someone turned off all the volume in the room. Is he talking about my botched lecture? Probably. Recounting how I could have continued the talk without slides and not screwed everything up?

      Maddie nods, replying to whatever he’s talking about. Then she asks him something. But I can’t hear her words either.

      She frowns at me. Then she turns to Jane and my dad. Damie says something. Aunt Jane laughs. I can’t hear their laughter.

      Something funny, Owl-Jay?

      I can’t hear anything. Why?

      I grip my hands real tight. I’m feeling so angry. Why? What am I so upset about?

      I want to get the fuck out of this house. I feel trapped. Just like during my horrible lecture, I want to jump up and run out the door. But this time, I can do it. I can just run out. God, I hate Maddie’s house. Dad might be all nice and supportive, but not Aunt Jane. You know, she’ll support you and act all sweet, then one day get up and leave you just when you need her the most. That’s what she did to me. Remember, Cadence?

      Yeah. I remember, Alondra.

      I stand up and nod.

      Why the fuck would Jane care about Kenosha? She’s so weird. Look at her smiling at me. She’s always acting nice. It’s fake. She doesn’t fucking care about me. She’ll be your friend and then, when everything turns sour, she runs. She really doesn’t care about anybody.

      “Oungan!” I bark. “Oungan!”

      My own words ring loudly, hurting my ears. Now I hear everything and it’s too loud. But no one’s saying anything. They’re staring at me. But every turn of their heads or shift of their clothes when they move hurts my ears. The air flowing through the air vents in the house blows hard against my ears.

      Bryce gestures for me to sit down.

      I shake my head.

      Tears start flowing down my face.

      “Oungan! Did you know him?” I ask Aunt Jane. “Hmm? Did you?”

      “Who, dear?” she asks, opening her eyes wide.

      “Oungan!” I shout. “Oungan!”

      “Cadence, won’t you sit down?” Bryce asks, touching my arm and furrowing his brow. “What’s wrong?”

      I yank my arm back.

      “Did you know Liam?” I ask, shaking my head. “Huh? Answer the question, Jane. Tell us, for once, what you knew about him. Liam and Alondra. You don’t seem to like Kenosha, but you never talk about them. Why? Why not tell us, Owl-Jay?”

      “What?” Jane’s fair skin turns a shade paler. “What did you just call me?”

      “Cadence,” says Maddie. “Sit down.” She’s talking in a forced whisper, but her voice is so loud that I practically have to cover my ears. “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Did you know Liam, or not!” I shout at her mom. “Tell me!”

      “Yes, I knew Liam,” Jane says quietly. “Liam was a good friend of mine in college. Why are you asking that now, Cadence? And how did you know my nickname, Owl-Jay?”

      “You mentioned that Liam was a student when you went to Hawthorne University?” my dad asks Jane.

      “He was a very good friend of mine, Rick,” she says with a nod. But she doesn’t turn to Dad—she’s staring at me.

      “Won’t you sit down, Katie?” Bryce asks once more.

      “And Allie?” I ask, shaking my head. “Huh? What about Alondra?”

      Maddie slams her palm on the table and mouths “no.” She shakes her head violently. She told me to never mention Alondra to her mom.

      “Fine, if not Allie, tell me more about Lee. What was Liam like?”

      “Liam was the nicest man I’ve ever known,” Jane says, furrowing her brow. “He stressed a lot in school…” She smiles at the memory. “But his heart was gold. Like yours, Cadence. Yes, I liked him a lot. He reminds me a little of you. Why are you asking me about him now? And Alondra? Won’t you sit down, dear?”

      “Would you let Alondra sit here if she came over? Would she even have ever fucking been invited to your house?”

      “What?”

      Maddie grunts. She’s getting pissed. Her countenance has changed from pity to looking as angry as I am, ready for a fresh fight.

      “Maddie, do you remember how Alondra looked into that oungan’s eyes?” I ask, looking up dreamily. “We saw him in our freshman year. Don’t you remember? The two of them loved each other so much. Just like you and I, Bryce. We saw them at the Billington House on Beltane.”

      “You went to the Billington House during Beltane, Maddie?” Jane asks.

      “Uh… Well, Mom…”

      Maddie not only told me to never talk about Alondra, she also told me to never tell her mom about that Beltane party. She was forbidden to go. That makes two secrets thrown out into the open. Good. I told you I hate secrets.

      “Lee and I loved each other so much,” I say. “I think we loved each other more than most couples. It was all kept from us, Maddie. Why? Ask your mom. She knows.”

      Aunt Jane is staring at me now as if I’ve completely flipped my lid. So is Dad. So is everybody, actually. Maybe I have. But the room isn’t blurry anymore—it’s very clear. Because I finally get it. I don’t know why I didn’t understand before, but I understand now. See, Alondra and Jane were best friends. And that leads to a very important question: How could Maddie and I have struggled through so much shit over the past three years at Hawthorne with her mom not saying a word about Alondra? If she knew Alondra so well, why didn’t she warn us about her? That makes Jane’s sweet smile seem not so sweet anymore. What kind of a so-called nice person would not help us through all the hell that Maddie and I, even Bryce, even my brother, went through? And most absolutely horrible of all, what sort of nice mom would sit by while her daughter was raped in a witch ceremony?

      Trees sway near the windows, looking ready to topple over. I hear a clang of something rolling outside, probably the pots and plants in the backyard garden, being thrown by a sudden gale. Her backyard is full of greenery, and Aunt Jane has a collection of potted flowers. All those things are probably being thrown over in the wind. Water lashes hard against the windows. It’s like there’s a sudden hurricane outside. The sky was clear when we came to Flintwood.

      But although my rage is growing, I actually feel relieved that I finally understand why I’m so upset. I wasn’t mad about my botched lecture. I just simply fucking hate Maddie’s mom.

      “It’s like…” I continue looking up, more fucking tears streaming down my face. “If things had worked out better between Lee and me, all the shit that happened to me in Hawthorne—to you, Damien, Madison, to Bryce, and you, Cadence⁠—”

      “Watch your language, Cadence!” Dad says again.

      “Stay the fuck out of this, outsider!” I cry. Everyone gasps. I look up dreamily, thinking of my oungan again.

      I miss you so much, Lee.

      “Yes, the two of us were in so much love. I think it’s the end of my love that cursed the town. Perhaps, if things had been different for Lee and me, evil would never have come here. If others had shown as much kindness as my warlock did, things would have turned out differently. It wouldn’t have been so hard for my witches. But Lee had to leave and abandon me, just like you did, Owl-Jay. He had to fucking turn away from his wife and abandon her, just like you fucking did.”

      “What’s gotten into you, Cadence,” says my dad. “I don’t want you talking witchcraft, and I really don’t appreciate this bad language.”

      I laugh.

      At this point, Jane’s lost all color. She’s as white as a ghost. Well, guess what? It’s confession time, bitch. God… Maybe Madison would never have been sexually assaulted if her mother, Jane, had been there for us? My cheeks are burning. My body’s shaking. The lights flicker off and on.

      “Mom…” Maddie says with wide eyes, staring at me. “I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into Cadence, but I think I should go talk to her alone, outside, in the backyard. Katie, why don’t you and I⁠—"

      All the lights shut off. With the storm raging outside, it’s now as dark as night, but we still hear the wind shaking the windows and things crashing into each other outside.

      “Remember, Dad’s here, Cadence,” Maddie hints.

      The lights flash on.

      “How could you leave me!”

      “What?” asks Jane.

      “You bitch!”

      The lights flicker some more. Jane seems to wince every time the lights blink on, but, for some reason, I’m planning on doing a helluva lot more to her.

      “Why the fuck did you run from me, Owl-Jay?”

      “Cadence!” shouts Dad, jumping up. “Stop this language!”

      I gulp down the rest of my red wine, laughing, while everybody just stares at me. I’m trying to contain myself, but it’s taking all my will to not cast a spell over Jane and hurl her across the table, or hurl my wine glass at her. Some of the red wine spills on the table and on my black dress as I gulp. Like I fucking care. Everybody’s just waiting for me to talk. It kinda reminds me of my fucked-up lecture this morning.

      And the tears keep streaming down.

      “Why’d you leave me, Owl-Jay? I fucking loved you. You were my rock. My stone. You and I were so close. When I was attacked by Kenosha—a woman you hated—you abandoned me. You ran and left me with a man who…who didn’t understand. A wonderful man, but he and I were ruined because he didn’t know what was happening. You could have helped. You hated Kenosha as much as I did. She tried to rid me of my magic. You think I’d let that happen? It ruined my husband! And then it ruined your daughter, Madison.”

      “You ruined them, Allie!” cries Jane, jumping up. And now she’s crying too. “And you hurt Madison!”

      Bryce stands up, putting his hands up between us. “What’s going on here. Cadence⁠—”

      “Liam couldn’t stop it, Bryce,” I say, shaking my head. “He didn’t understand. But she did. She ran and abandoned us. Why? Why’d you leave us, Owl-Jay? You said Liam was so sweet. Why didn’t you care enough about him to help him when he was possessed? Look what it’s done to this vessel!” I pound on my chest. “Tell me now, Jane, why’d you leave? You didn’t have the courage to say goodbye. You left me, not even paying your respects at my goddamn funeral!”

      “Cadence!” cries Bryce. “What’s happening to you!”

      “Oh, my god!” Maddie says, staring at my face. “Bryce, her eyes have turned green!”

      I turn and face Maddie. She and Damie lurch back in their chairs.

      “It’s because of you!” I cry, with an outstretched arm at Maddie. “It’s all your fault! You took your mom away from me!”

      I shake. But not completely in anger. I’m getting scared. The words coming out of my mouth didn’t sound like mine. My voice has changed.

      “Oh, my god, get out of her, Allie!” cries Jane. “My god, get out of that sweet girl! What are you doing inside Cadence, Alondra!”

      “I hate you!” I sneer, whirling back to her. “It took two years after my death to tell you that!” Now I recognize the voice. It’s Alondra. “It takes this vessel to finally tell you what I’ve been thinking of you all along. The pain you caused me. You hurt me so much, Jane. You were my best friend. Now, hear it from a heart that…” My voice cracks as I weep. “A heart you broke. You can’t imagine what it was like when you ran from us. Liam and I were lost... Every simple invitation, letter, email, you ignored. All I wanted to do was apologize. Even see you before I passed. You wouldn’t even give me that!”

      “I protected Madison from you, Allie!” cries Jane, shaking her head. “From your backward witchcraft! You had turned bad!”

      “Some protection. Look what ended up happening to your daughter at ceremony anyway.”

      That does it. Jane looks like she’s going to tear me apart.

      “Get out!” Jane shouts. “Get out of my house! Even Liam left you over your black magic, Alondra! And look what it’s doing to you now! You’re inside the sweetest girl I’ve ever known. Leave her body! By god, leave Cadence alone! Leave her body alone! Maddie told me how much you loved her. If you love Cadence, leave her, Allie! Just leave us all alone!”

      “Oh, I’ll leave. I’ll leave soon enough. Don’t worry, selfish woman. But whether you wish to help me or Cadence, you’re a part of my coven and you’re still a witch. You’re a Hawthorne witch. Abandon me? Fine. But don’t abandon our coven. Don’t abandon Madison and Cadence.”

      And with that, I storm out of the dining room.

      “Cadence!” cries Bryce. He rushes over to me by the front door. I stop but keep my back to him.

      “Go away, Bryce,” I say, looking down. Thank god, it’s my voice again.

      “Cadence,” he says, “what’s happening to you?”

      “That lecture was so humiliating.”

      “Babe, I’m so sorry. But…is that Alondra inside you?”

      I turn.

      “My god, Maddie’s right, your eyes are green.”

      Jane rushes toward me, slicing her arms through the air, crying out: “Vade retro! Get out of Cadence! Vade retro!”

      I burst out laughing. The front door is thrown open by itself. Then Jane is hurled to the ground by some invisible force.

      “Apage Diablo!” Jane cries, propping herself up on her elbow.

      “Finally casting spells?” I say sarcastically, in Alondra’s voice again. “You wish to cast out a devil from this body? Or maybe you want to cast Cadence out of Cadence? Perhaps I err in seeking your help, Owl-Jay. Perhaps you’re too far removed from the craft to understand. Allow me to explain. I am not possessing Cadence. I am Cadence. But I am also A-L-O-N-D-R-A. Behold, we are the High Priestesses of Hawthorne.”

      Jane attempts to speak another incantation, but I don’t allow another goddamn word to come from her lips.

      “I’ve left you alone to raise your daughter. I granted you the peace you asked of me, Jane. Now Madison is all grown up. If you care about Cadence enough to finally cast incantations to help her, help the town. Or Cadence, the girl you and I love, will suffer.”

      And with that I rush through the front door. But before I leave, I cock my head back and say to Jane, “Oh, by the way, I forgive you, Jane.”

      “At least let me drive you home, Cadence!” cries Bryce.

      No. I’ve had enough.

      I rush outside and yearn for the peace of the outdoors. It’s a little cold, but warm enough. Anyway, Alondra grabbed my red jacket by the door. I look up at the stars. Astraea. It’s such a beautiful night.

      “Baby, come back,” says my dad. He sounds so concerned. I love him so much that that’s nearly enough for me to go back.

      Alondra, you’re inside of me now? Good. But you’re not controlling me. Your presence is comforting, teacher. It doesn’t feel bad. It’s not evil. It feels good. I love you. I miss you so much.

      I miss you too, Liam.

      I think I’m going to go take a walk. Maybe I’ll wander a bit around Maddie’s neighborhood. Or walk home. Drive me back home, huh, Bryce? Right now I feel as if I have enough power to fly home on a broomstick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE PENDULUM

          

        

      

    

    
      White wisps of clouds race through branches of a tree canopy as if there’s a storm above, but it’s a clear, starry night. Occasionally drops of water drip down my face. The wind blows hard, quickly sweeping the water drops from my skin and throwing my long hair to one side, forcing me to brush my bangs back from my eyes. An artificial machine-like buzzing is growing. Then it fades and all becomes still. I feel dark and cold. A bright white light flickers through some leaves. I squint as the whole forest flashes into a single bright white light. Then, as soon as I cover my eyes, the sky blackens again and darkness falls.

      Like a pendulum. Back and forth. Back and forth. Sun and moon. Light and dark. Daughter. Mother. Solus sabbath. Revelare. Crepusculum in perpetuum.

      I’m climbing through thick brush along a hillside now. There’s no trail. I don’t care. I don’t care much about anything at the moment, to be honest.

      I make my way down a muddy ditch where a doe is curled up beside its fawns. I pet their soft hides, carefully, so as not to awaken them. Their fur is soft. The fawn’s back rises ever so slightly, undulating up and down, with a steady breath. I kneel before the deer, holding my palm softly over her chest. In the moonlight, my breasts and legs are bare, and I’m as naked as the deer.

      I leave the deer and follow a path beside a stream, walking away from the flowing water.

      Silva. Silva. Umbra. Umbra.

      I laugh. I don’t know why. I just feel joy tonight. My laughter causes black birds to scatter in the branches above me under a bright half moon. Then I pass an open field and enter another dense forest canopy.

      It gets dark. I pull my Book of Shadows, Broomstick, out from under my arm and use it as a flashlight, to illuminate the muddy trail. The book holds enough power to light the woods.

      As I turn around a very large tree trunk, I notice a violet light emanating under brush. Purple firelight is stewing under the leaves, flickering under my bare feet.

      I make my way down the main hallway of my house. The lights are off, but it’s bright enough that I can close my book and carry it under my arm. Plastic cups, paper plates with leftover pizza, a few cardboard pizza boxes, crumpled beer cans, chip bags, pieces of a smashed pumpkin, someone’s lipstick, and a few bags litter the hallway carpet. Dark, heavy music is blaring from my living room, and I see flickering multicolored lights down the hall. I’m expecting to see a thousand people dancing, but the house is empty.

      I pass my dining room. This room is dimly lit by flickering violet candlelight along our dining room table. Two people sit close to each other at the head of the table, quietly eating dinner, not saying a word. They’re so quiet, they remind me of ghosts. One’s dressed in a black cloak, the other, a guy with thin reddish-brown hair, in a preppy button-down. When the witch lifts her hood, I recognize her face: Alondra. She’s wearing black goth makeup with a black star on her forehead. I’m so happy to see her. She looks so much younger than I’ve seen before.

      “Yatu, Cadence.”

      The lovely outdoor forest is vivid through the floor-to-ceiling dining room window. This is the best view of the surrounding woods from our house. On the other side of the table, I see a small violet bonfire blazing. That’s weird. We never light fires on our carpet. Well, everything is a bit weird at the moment, to tell you the truth.

      I shiver. I’m still naked standing in my dining room. Wasn’t I roaming in the woods?

      “You asked why we wear gothic makeup and cloaks, and I told you,” Alondra says.

      “You lied,” I object quietly, still staring at the violet bonfire. “You’re not real. You all hide behind your makeup.”

      “I won’t ever hide from you. I shall unveil everything to you, Windstorm. One day, all darkness will fade, and your light shall shine forth in Hawthorne. So says prophecy. But be warned: gnosis follows pangs. Lux alba for those with feeling, lux tenebris for those numb.”

      There’s a flash of light, and Alondra and the visitor are gone. My husband, Bryce, has replaced her, sitting under that same purple candlelight, slaving away at his computer and sifting through papers, like he’s been doing into the late hours for the past few months. He uses the dining room as a study so he doesn’t disturb my sleep. It’s all Kenosha’s doing.

      “Bryce, what’s happening? Am I in a witch wandering?”

      I must be. But he doesn’t answer. It’s like he can’t hear me. Or maybe the heavy music, getting louder, is becoming too loud? The machine sound I was hearing has been replaced by heavy rock music shaking the walls of the room.

      “Am I in a wandering, Bryce?”

      There’s laughter coming down our main hallway.

      I return to the hallway and follow the laughter. Strangely, I feel unsteady as I walk, dizzy, as if the walls of our hallway are moving. It’s as if I’m drunk. I didn’t drink that much wine at Maddie’s house, did I? Wait… wasn’t I at Maddie’s house yelling at her mom?

      A few candles along the floor flicker purple light over our beige carpet amid more trash. I remember all this trash during my Halloween party a few months ago, but I don’t recall the odd violet light. Am I at our Halloween party again? Everything, napkins and plastic bags of trash, is shrouded in this strange color, the same violet as the candles in the dining room and the firelight in the forest.

      My living room looks different. All my comfy “normal” brown chairs and white couch have been replaced by vibrant modern fuchsia and mauve. This isn’t my taste, it’s Alondra’s modern eclectic taste. She was always more hip than me. This must be her past. There’s a huge mess of paper and spilled cups here too. There’s even a red wine bottle on its side, staining our carpet near my bare foot. It’s the remnants of a party, but a party is still happening outside. And, boy, I thought my Halloween party was busy. This is nuts. To the beat of heavy rock music, I see complete chaos outside our patio. Hundreds of kids are jumping up and down in my backyard. I’ve never seen so many bodies out there.

      I walk to the sliding glass door for a better look. There’s a wood stage where we usually have our central bonfire, and on the stage is this guy shouting into a microphone. Before the stage hundreds of students are slamming into each other in some sort of mosh pit.

      Then I turn at the sound of giggling. I’m not alone in the living room. Alondra and that boy I saw in the dining room are leaning close beside each other in a tight embrace beside the sliding glass door. It’s a young Alondra again, about my age, kissing that red-haired guy and holding him tight. She’s running her hand through his short auburn hair. It reminds me of Bryce’s feathery hair—it’s so cute.

      The sliding glass door is thrown open, and a kid in a gorilla suit falls inside with blood dripping from his nose. Two girls in pirate suits and a woman in a red tank top, baggy camouflage pants, and a long blond wig follow him inside from the patio. I know the girl. She’s got bright green eyes and pale skin. It’s Alondra. But…isn’t she making out with that boy?

      I turn to the wall again. Alondra is still there making out with the boy. He has his hand inside her black cloak. I see the curves of Alondra’s chest under her cloak as he fondles her breasts.

      I turn but the boy with the bloody nose is gone.

      No, everyone’s gone. Even though the heavy music still blares in my ears, my backyard and patio are empty too.

      Except a large violet bonfire.

      “It’s gonna take us all night to clean this shit, Lee,” Alondra says between kisses.

      “No doubt,” Liam says.

      “Hey,” Alondra says, backing up and slapping his chest. “You guessed my costume?”

      “Yeah, Gwen.”

      “Did you like my Gwen Stefani outfit?”

      “Loved it.”

      “I knew you would. But you weren’t wearing a costume.”

      “What do you mean? I was wearing your witch cloak.”

      “That’s not a costume, lover.”

      She unbuttons his shirt. Then he’s shirtless, and his chest and stomach are ripped like Bryce’s. Between that feathery hair and built abs and pecs, he’s hot like Bryce. And his naked chest rubbing against her is arousing me. He lifts Alondra’s black cloak, revealing her naked pale body. He caresses her tits again as they kiss, running his fingers along her curves and down over her ass.

      I’m blushing. This is wrong. I’m standing in our living room in the past, watching my former teacher, in the nude, making out with a man. It’s a different, younger Alondra than I ever knew, but it’s still weird. I mean, my teacher was never a prude, she even ran ceremonies in the nude, but, though she was pretty, I never thought of her in any romantic way. I mean, she hated her second husband, Bill Reardon. But it feels really wrong to be watching her being intimate. And yet, I can’t keep my eyes off them.

      He touches her between her legs, and somehow I feel his touch.

      What? How?

      I lurch back in shock as he fingers her. He’s pressing inside her pussy. No…I feel his fingers pressing inside my pussy. My heart races, not only in sexual excitement, but also out of fear. He’s touching Alondra, but it feels like he’s touching me.

      Wait…wasn’t I walking alone in the forest near Maddie’s house?

      Umbra. Umbra. Dum vita est, obitus est.
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        * * *

      

      I’m slowly walking, naked, in a forest glade under a bright half-moon. The grass is wet and my bare feet slosh in mud. Above me are lovely bright stars in a clear sky. I shiver, wrap my arms around myself. Something croaks under me. I reach down in the grass and run my fingers along the wet, bumpy skin, of a huge purple frog. Mira once said you can give people warts with frog skin. Maybe I should do that to Kenosha? It croaks. I’m angry at Kenosha, aren’t I? Right? Why? Or…wasn’t I mad at Maddie’s mom, Aunt Jane?

      What a strange frog. As I lift it up, it’s so huge and heavy, like the size of my chest. Under the white moonlight, it’s as purple as a plum. I brush its moist, slimy, bumpy skin along my breasts and nipples.  And then I kiss its ass.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad’s gonna be really pissed,” Alondra says with a chuckle between kisses. “The party was more fun, but tomorrow we’ll have to clean up.”

      “Me and our sisters will help you.”

      They stop yapping. Because they get too heavy with the smooching again. And then…the music stops. It becomes quiet. That’s more arousing, because I hear their hands running along soft skin. I hear that wetness—not just their skin, the wetness below. They’re naked and preparing for sex. The sounds make me sooo aroused. My heart thumps as I listen to the licking of tongues. The lack of music seems to be making these sounds even louder.

      “I just loved how you wore our cloak earlier, High Wizard.”

      “A costume, Allie,” Liam says between kisses. “I tell you, it was just a costume.”

      “No, I think it’s the real you.”

      And with that, Allie undoes his belt and zipper. Then she yanks down his pants. She reaches into his underwear, and I see his erect penis.

      I feel his cock in my palm. I run my fingers along it and slowly jerk it. He moans. Then he cups my breasts and glides his fingers along my breasts and nipples again. I feel his fingers caressing my soft skin. Then I feel his tongue and soft lips over mine. I run my hands along his hard back and the crack of his ass. His butt flexes as he kisses me harder. Then he runs his fingers down my back. He’s exploring my soft skin, not Alondra’s; my breasts, as he runs his fingers over my hard nipples, down my curves, and along the crack of my ass, pressing me closer. Then he kisses me on the lips hard, squeezing me so close, so tenderly.

      I stroke his cock again. He moans as I feel his tongue enter my mouth again.

      “Prohibe,” I say weakly, breathless, feeling his tongue in my mouth. “Prohibe. Leave this vision.” But I kiss his soft lips again. I want to kiss him again. And again. “Leave…Allie in privacy. Prohibe.” Between kisses, I catch a glimpse of Alondra slowly backing away from Liam and shaking her head.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a burst of white light. It’s so bright. I’m not holding a frog. I’m holding my book, Broomstick, clutching it tightly against my bare breasts. It’s my charm, my refuge. Let it cast a shield over whatever’s happening.
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        * * *

      

      I turn to my right and see another purple bonfire blazing beside a stream. Trees surround me, their branches and leaves occluding the sky. Did I start these purple flames? Is this my magic or someone else’s? And how was I inside my house? Have I wandered that far from Maddie’s? Aren’t I alone in the forest? Or am I at Maddie’s? Or am I back at my Halloween party? Is this Samhain?

      The sound of rustling leaves makes me turn. An animal is approaching. No, it’s not an animal; it’s a person crawling slowly, through the leafy sludge, toward me. There’s a rattle and slithering sound, as if there’s a snake. When it gets closer, I see a woman’s face caked in dark mud, the mud whitening her eyes over gray lips. Aside from shredded clothes hanging from her waist, she’s nude, but I can barely make out her breasts under all the filth and grime.

      Her white eyes stare at me.

      Samhain. Samhain. Samhain!
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        * * *

      

      Liam hoists me up in his strong arms. I’m touching my lips to his, as we’re French kissing passionately. I want him to hold me like this, to carry me. He’s squeezing my ass as he heaves me up. I so desire this. I so want him to make love to me.

      Then I feel the pleasure I’ve been desiring all along. I feel his cock enter me. He lifts me up and down with his cock inside, while squeezing my ass so tight. He’s moaning and I’m breathing heavily.

      “Fuck me, Lee. Yes, fuck me.”

      I open my eyes and turn toward the sliding glass door. There’s a reflection of a couple making love. But it’s not me. It’s Allie and Liam.

      So why do I feel him? I want him. I desire him so badly.

      I close my eyes tight with this desire, using all my magical intent and power to continue to make this happen. I want it to happen. And as I hear the lovemaking, I feel that sensation between my legs. It feels so good. But this is wrong… I close my eyes but still hear our bodies smacking together. Liam’s moaning only drives me more. But what about Bryce? Bryce is studying in the dining room. Wasn’t he right down the hall?

      I crack open an eye. I see a reflection in the glass. Then I shudder. Someone is standing by the entrance to the living room watching us fuck. It’s a little girl with pigtails and a short white dress. She has her hand on her mouth, holding back laughter.

      I turn away.

      My eyes catch another reflection in the sliding glass window. Liam is holding a tan-skinned woman’s naked ass, squeezing it tight, with his strong hands pressing into my soft skin. The woman has long dark hair and brown eyes. She’s not Alondra, her profile is mine. It’s my face lost in total ecstasy. Liam is not fucking Allie now, he’s fucking me. And I want him to never stop.

      He turns me and throws me hard against the wall. I laugh. He thrusts his cock deep inside me again and again, harder and harder, throwing my whole body again and again against the wall. But…what about next door? What about Bryce?

      “Oh, Cadence.”

      I squint an eye as I feel him sucking my lip. I catch a glimpse of his auburn hair and pale face. Liam’s eyes are closed in pleasure too. Then he pulls at my nipple with his teeth, biting me, and runs his tongue along my breast. And he’s moaning too, still moving me up and down, fucking me against the wall in my living room.

      “Fuck me, Lee. Yes do it. Take me. Fuck me now.”

      “Oh, Cadence.”

      Every thrust is pleasure. Every bang against the wall is ecstasy.

      “Samhain Witch. Revelare. Revelare!”

      I hear this incantation uttered by Alondra’s voice. I look back. The girl who was watching us is no longer a girl. Taking her place is a muddy figure hunched over, covered with grime and leaves, with just a few strings of hair. The beast’s gray lips are curled in a large grin, and her pearly white eyes are staring at us. She’s staring and grinning as Liam and I are fucking. Why are we fucking? I don’t care. As terrifying as this beast is, being in this man’s arms is so thrilling, so dangerous and exciting, precisely because it’s wrong. Precisely because we’re being watched…precisely because of…Bryce? Isn’t Bryce sitting in⁠—.

      Liam sucks and pulls at my lips. He’s gentle up there, but not below. I run my hand through his feathery hair and caress his head, which is leaning against my shoulder. With my other hand, my fingers run along his muscular back and over the ripples of his abs. I feel the crack of his ass again, squeezing tightly as he thrusts again and again, pounding me against the wall.

      “Oh, Cadence, but maybe⁠—”

      “Do it, Lee,” I say. “Fuck me, Lee. Don’t stop now. Make me cum. Fuck me harder!”

      “Oh, Cadence. But we shouldn’t.”

      “No! Fuck me. I’m almost cumming. Fuck me! Fuck me, Lee! Fuck me. Fuck me hard. Do it, Liam! Make me cum.”

      “Oh, Cadence. Yes. Cadence.” But he shakes his head. I almost feel like he’s going to let me go.

      “Fuck her now!” croaks the monster.

      Is that the Samhain Witch?

      The pleasure is hitting me like a gale. That evil witch’s voice echoes around me like a thousand voices as my desire climbs to a crescendo, only building the pleasure even more.

      “Yes, do it!” I demand, opening my eyes wide. “Do it! Don’t stop, Lee. I’m cumming.” He’s looking down. I look at the mirror and see my profile being pressed against the wall in the reflection of the window. “Make love to me, Liam. Do it to me now. Fuck me! Fuck me now!”

      “Yes, Cadence.”

      “Oh, yes, Lee. Yes!”

      I pull him as close as I can. Then I bounce up and down over him harder than ever.

      “Yes, Cadence.”

      I feel his tongue in my mouth as I cum in his strong embrace.
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        * * *

      

      I’m falling. I’m sinking as if I’ve been dunked in a pool. The half moon sheds just enough light to allow me to see the surface of the water above me. The water is filthy. I move my arms and legs, struggling to swim, but I feel so weak. It’s hard to stay afloat. I’m sinking as if I’m in a sink hole, struggling to breathe, over and over, drowning, until finally I feel small pebbles, sticks, and mud between my fingers. I pull myself along the sludge over the edge of the water, fighting to rise, and finally climb over the mud.
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        * * *

      

      I’m on my back, in muddy leaves and filth, in that open field in the woods again. The half moon seems as bright as the sun. I feel sick, like I’m going to throw up. Then I’m even sicker when I find my filthy hands between my legs. Was I touching myself? In all this slime and mud! It’s then I notice something very heavy and slimy lying on top of my breasts. It’s the frog.

      Ew, gross! With both hands, I hurl the large animal off me in disgust. It quickly hops off and disappears into the forest.

      “Something the matter?” croaks a woman. Those white eyes are staring down at me. The monster-witch is kneeling over me. “What have you done? Did you do something evil?”

      I close my eyes and turn from her in revulsion. I feel long, sharp fingernails grab my head and throw it back to look upon her muddy face. Her pearly white eyes are unsteady, but they seem to be examining me as if I’m some specimen. Her lips are twitchy. Is she insane? Drugged? I don’t know. But I know who she is. The Samhain Witch. The witch who nearly killed me and my friends four months ago after Halloween. How is she here in my woods in Georgia? Near my hallowed grounds? Was my wandering due to her conjuring? Was that sex vision from her magic?

      “Melanie?” I ask. “Melanie, is that you?”

      “Where are your clothes, Cadence Hass-horn?” she asks with a grin. Her curled gray lips look horrifying. “How about your grimoire?”

      I look down again. My chest and legs are as filthy as hers. It’s like I rolled in the mud. Far worse, I’m holding nothing. It was my book that helped me escape this witch last time.

      I quickly turn from her again in revulsion.

      “Turn back, damned soul,” Melanie says quietly, running those long, sharp nails along my muddy head. “Come now.” She pets my cheeks and forehead. “Turn back. Turn back. See what you really are, evil witch. Satan takes you down to Sheol, where you and your coven belong.”

      I feel so afraid. Defeated. I’m so weak. It’s like she’s chaining me to the ground.

      Then there’s a flash of heat and light. The entire field surrounding me ignites into a conflagration of bright purple flames. I smell charring. Is that my body! Oh, my god! My skin! I’m burning! And all the while, that monster is cackling. But she’s disappeared. I’m alone in a burning field.

      Ardeo! Ardeo! Ardeo!

      I don’t know what that means, I never know what any of my spells mean, but I shout out those words.

      “Yes, speak your Latin charms,” the witch says in a whisper. Her voice seems to be everywhere, emanating from the trees. “Enchant me. How ’bout this one, Cadence Hass-horn: Perdere vita en Inferno. Speak it. Say it. Repeat it over and over until you can’t breathe another word. Fuck it. Just like you just fucked your husband!”

      Perdere vita en Inferno. Perdere vita en Inferno. Perdere vita en Inferno. Condemnabetur. Condemnabetur.
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            MORTIFIED, AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Artificial yellow light appears through leaves and branches. The moon is occluded by clouds now, and it’s dark outside. I’m so cold, crouching over, clutching myself tightly, shivering like crazy as a breeze touches my naked skin. Not only am I naked, my skin is wet. I rush barefoot over twigs and mud toward the light, thinking it could be a house. I carefully step over a few branches and leaves and then find a dirt trail. When I recognize a familiar yard full of wild grass with a pile of woods in the center—my yard!—I speed faster. I realize the artificial yellow light is emanating from the living room. My house. When close enough to see through the sliding glass door, I’m surprised to see that my living room is packed with people. Maddie and Bryce are sitting together on the sofa. Damien is leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets. And sitting across from them are Jane and, worst of all, Dad. Why is Dad here? Wait, he was at Maddie’s when I freaked out. Obviously, he must have been too worried to go home to Atlanta.

      Maddie spots me first through the glass sliding door. Then she goes nuts screaming. She rushes to the door, but the stupid door’s jammed. (It’s always jammed.) When she finally pries it open, I jump into her arms.

      She throws me off.

      “You’re so cold, Katie!” She whirls around. “Damie, quick, get me that blanket from the couch. Oh my god, Katie! What’s happened?”

      My brother rushes over and forces the door wider open. They drape a blanket over me. I’m still shivering like crazy.

      I’m grabbed by someone else from behind.

      “Cadence!” says Bryce. “Oh Cadence, thank god, Cadence. Thank god you’re okay. We were so worried.” I grab for him, wanting to hold him tightly in my arms, but he backs away from my icy body too. “What’s happened, baby? What happened…”

      Then comes Dad. Jane, standing by a lounge chair, doesn’t move. I remember our fight.

      “Help me upstairs,” I say quietly to Bryce. My teeth are chattering and my whole body’s shaking.

      “We need to talk, Windstorm.” Kenosha is standing by the hallway. I didn’t even notice she was here. She’s wigless, bald, in her forest green cloak, looking like a total witch. I glance at Dad. Weirder, Kenosha is not alone. Sitting in one of our wooden dining room chairs is a frail white-haired woman in a shiny indigo cloak.

      “Not now,” Bryce snaps, shaking his head. He wraps an arm around me again. “Come upstairs, Cadence.”

      “She’s in no condition to talk to you now, Kenosha,” Aunt Jane echoes.

      Bryce takes me in his arms and leads me down our main hallway. My friends and family are murmuring like crazy behind me as we climb the stairs.

      “I need to shower,” I say to Bryce, teeth still vibrating, as we enter our bedroom.

      “Oh, Cadence, I’ve been so worried about you. We kept thinking of ways to find you. Kenosha even suggested casting a spell.”

      “Why is Dad here?”

      “He knows. He knows everything after dinner at Maddie’s. He knows about our magic now. He saw your eyes turn green, Cadence. Remember? Or were you even aware Alondra was inside you?”

      I remember.

      But I don’t say anything. I’m too busy shivering.

      “Dad doesn’t care,” Bryce continues, “as long as you’re all right. He was just so worried. We were all worried something horrible happened to you in the forest. We even called the police to search for you. You walked all the way back from Maddie’s house? What sort of wandering is this, babe? That’s miles away. And what was happening at Maddie’s house, anyway? I’ve never seen you say a single bad thing to Aunt Jane.” When I’m still silent, he quickly adds, “Forget it. Just forget about anything. I’m so glad you’re safe now.”

      “I’m scared, Bryce. I don’t feel like I have control. I don’t know if Alondra is still inside me or not. And the Samhain Witch is attacking us again.”

      “The Samhain Witch? How? It’s not even Halloween.”

      “I don’t know. But I saw her. But… I’m okay, Bryce.”

      I’m really not okay, to tell you the truth, but I don’t want to worry him more.

      “How did she attack you?”

      I don’t answer. And he doesn’t pry. Instead he leads me to the bathroom and turns on a light. I see the familiar elegant brass swan-neck faucets and marble shower in our lovely tile bathroom. You must admit, Alondra had style.

      But then I catch a glimpse of my face in the mirror. What the hell? My cheeks and forehead are coated in mud and leaves. I don’t even recognize myself. I look hideous…like a monster. Like…the Samhain Witch.

      When I turn back toward our bedroom, I catch Bryce’s expression. He’s got bags under his red eyes. He hasn’t been sleeping. Or has he been crying?

      “I didn’t mean to say all those horrible things to Aunt Jane.”

      “She knows it wasn’t you, but that worried us even more. You’ve been missing for three days, Cadence.”

      Three days!

      I drop the blanket on the tile floor. I’m too filthy to be wearing anything, and it’s warmer in our bedroom. Then I walk over to our floor-to-ceiling bedroom window. I still hear our guests downstairs talking like crazy. And I’m still shivering a little, but I’m warming up.

      Actually, I feel different from when I was outside. Not only am I warmer, I feel stronger. In our backyard, for the first time ever, I felt scared. No, worse. I felt ashamed
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