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      Pepper Samuels clutched her future in her hands. The unsolicited acceptance and full-ride scholarship letter from Blakeway Prep School and College had been godsent. It proved she belonged here, just in case their computer system showed otherwise.

      A shiver ran down her spine. Pepper wasn’t sure if anticipation or apprehension had caused the sensation. Either way, she’d navigate whatever came her way like any other nearly sixteen-year-old new student.

      She jogged down the tree-lined path, pulling a suitcase with a wobbly wheel behind her. Rather than checking into her dorm, she headed straight for registration. Because of heavy traffic, her bus arrived late in Chicago. When she reached the transport terminal, the train heading north had just left. If she was lucky, today wouldn’t serve as a harbinger of what her prep school experience would be like.

      Her foster mom had planned to accompany her to Blakeway, but a car accident the night before put her brother in the hospital. Pepper argued that if she was mature enough to finish her last two years of high school out of state, making the trip alone to Chicago would prove they had made the right decision. Her parent needed to stay behind and help care for her injured brother.

      Registration closed in five minutes. Pepper and another girl made it just before they shut and locked the gymnasium doors. Any unlucky souls behind them would have to wait until the add/drop registration three days after classes started.

      “What a day I’ve had,” the girl behind her said. She must have run a distance, too, because sweat dripped from her ebony tresses.

      The girl’s ivory skin hadn’t been kissed by the sun over the summer. Pepper had spent the hottest months of the year helping in a co-op garden. She’d been known for her green thumb in the small Kansas town where she’d been raised. One of the older ladies said she had a special gift when it came to plants.

      “I don’t know why we couldn’t have registered online,” the girl complained. “Talk about a worthless website.”

      “I thought the same thing,” Pepper replied.

      The girl huffed. “How can the site have no portal to apply for or request housing? My dad spent hours on the phone securing me a room. This is the last place I’d ever consider taking a computer programming class. What a joke. It’s a good thing I plan to be a biologist.”

      Pepper shrugged. “Maybe they don’t have the resources to update their system. I researched some of their alumni they noted on the website. They’re all very successful.”

      All the alumni held powerful jobs but flew under the radar. Very little had been written about the CEOs, state senators, scientists, and others who graduated from Blakeway. It guaranteed those lucky enough to graduate from the prep school a spot at the college.

      She hadn’t heard about the school until she received the letter. They didn’t have any sport teams with televised games that would bring the institution’s existence into the mainstream. When she received the scholarship, her high school guidance counselor had to do some digging to find out about the academic establishment.

      “I’m always running late. My name’s Charlotte, by the way.”

      “Hi, I’m Pepper.” She laughed at the irony of what the teenager just admitted. “I happen to be punctual to a fault.”

      Charlotte frowned. “Being on time is a bad thing?”

      “I suppose it’s because I drive myself and everyone else around me crazy,” she replied. “My internal clock affects everything I do. If my foster mother says we’ll eat at six, I expect dinner to be on the table and everyone seated two minutes till.”

      They crept forward a few feet, getting closer to the front of the line. This was the first time she had to go through registration. Her high school had mailed her class schedules for her freshman and sophomore years. She felt more like a college freshman than a high school junior.

      She’d been away from home for less than a day and already missed her family. There had been multiple phone calls to her mother while she traveled to check on how her brother was doing. Maybe she’d bitten off more than she could chew.

      Her new friend studied her face. “I can see how that can get old fast. Don’t worry, though,” the girl winked, “if you hang around with me long enough, I’ll break you of the habit—”

      “Or I’ll break you of the habit.” Their voices harmonized as they said the words in unison.

      Pepper felt an odd affinity toward Charlotte. One thing she’d learned in her brief life was that nature was about balance, and this girl and she were opposites. Together, they’d right each other.

      “Are you living in a dorm?” Pepper asked. “I’m in Stapleton 304.”

      “Oh, my God! We’re roomies,” Charlotte screeched. “My parents wanted to meet you before they took off. Mom cried, which started my own stupid tears. It’s weird we met this way instead of in our room.”

      They embraced as if they were long-lost friends. A normal person would’ve found their meeting odd, like Charlotte had. For Pepper, life just seemed to work out that way. She stopped being surprised about things after her foster parents adopted her. Although, she still couldn’t call them her parents.

      The letter from Blakeway broke that pattern. She’d expected to finish high school in Kansas and then go straight to working some minimum wage job, believing college was a pipe dream. Now her universe had righted itself.

      Charlotte took possession of the hair as Pepper swirled it around her finger. “Blond. I guess I’ll stop dying mine black and go back to my natural color. We’ll look like sisters.”

      At those words, a hollow spot in her chest ached. She had a twin somewhere out there. In the recesses of her mind, memories of her biological family were withering with the passing of time.

      She found herself in the front of the line. “Well,” Pepper gave Charlotte a small wave, “I’ll see you in the room later.”

      She grabbed her suitcase handle and headed for the open station with an upperclassman behind a laptop. “Welcome to Blakeway. What’s your name?” the perky co-ed asked.

      Thrusting her arm out, Pepper handed over the letter. The girl’s eyes widened as she read the text. She leaned over and whispered something to the person seated next to her. The other girl’s eyes probed her and then handed Pepper an envelope.

      Their perusal of her made Pepper nervous. She now wished her foster mom had been close by to offer her support. Once again, she questioned her decision to leave home and attend Blakeway.

      “Head over to Clover Hall,” the volunteer said as Pepper took possession of the packet. “Go down the stairwell on the right. Use the proximity card to enter the locked door. Ignore the guard; he’s not there to stop you.”

      As Pepper headed for the exit, she saw Charlotte in line, waiting to pick up a card for her English class. Why was she being treated differently from her roommate? She’d find the answers she sought in Clover Hall.
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        * * *

      

      Clover Hall had two large lecture halls on the main floor. Pepper headed down the stairs to the right, as she’d been instructed. She’d opened the envelope and found a black keycard. There were no words or logos on either side of the card.

      When she reached the bottom, Pepper ignored the security guard and pressed the card against the keypad. She sighed with relief when the locking mechanism released and the green light flashed. If she’d been unsuccessful, she wasn’t sure what she would’ve done.

      On the other side, she found herself in a hallway with more locked doors. She peered inside the envelope in case she’d missed additional material. A small sheet of paper had adhered itself to the interior. Pepper pulled on the paper, tearing a piece off as she freed it.

      The number 012 was written in green ink on the torn sheet. Pepper felt as if she were taking part in a treasure hunt instead of registration. Rather than a chest of gold or jewels, she’d find her class schedule at the end of the quest.

      When she reached her destination, the words Immanence, Interconnection, and Community were transcribed above the doorframe. The proximity card successfully allowed her entry.

      Instead of finding a classroom, she’d entered an office. A large antique desk sat on the far end of the room with two enormous chairs in front of it and an older woman of undeterminable age behind it. The older female removed her glasses and stood after she noted Pepper’s presence.

      “Oh good, you are finally here.” The woman moved from behind the desk to greet her. “I am Professor Browne.”

      The woman wore a long-sleeved black gown. Her curly gray hair fell loose around a dark gray and black shawl. Professor Browne reminded her of her foster mom’s favorite singer, Stevie Nicks. Pepper half expected her to lift her arms and belt out Rhiannon.

      “I’m sorry. I had some traveling challenges,” Pepper admitted. “I hate being late.”

      A chuckle came from the professor. “Your mother was the same way.”

      It felt as if all the oxygen escaped from the room. Pepper knew she wasn’t referring to her foster mother, but the specter in her mind who had given birth to her.

      “My mother?” Her mouth had become so dry, she’d barely been able to utter the two words.

      Professor Browne lifted the pendant from the necklace Pepper never took off. It was the only thing her biological mother had left her. “What a beautiful amulet. Someone hid you well from us. Your necklace emits powerful magic.”

      Pepper retrieved her property from the professor’s grasp. “It’s just a crystal.”

      The woman before her frowned. “You have a lot to learn, young lady. First off, that is not a crystal. Obviously, no one ever bothered to get the stone appraised. That is a diamond, dear. Diamonds provide protection and avert unseen danger. No wonder I could not find you and your sister.”

      Her heart fluttered at the mention of her sibling. “Do you know where she is?”

      “Oh, Salyt exists somewhere. Because of your amulet, I know better what I am up against.”

      “Her name is Salt?” she asked in disbelief.

      Professor Browne nodded. “Jennifer always had a quirky sense of humor. To name twin girls Salyt and Pepper was just up her alley. Salyt is spelled with a Y. But enough about that, we are here about you.”

      This woman actually knew her mother and had searched for her and her twin. She sometimes felt rural Kansas was the other side of the universe, but state bureaucracies had records of children they’d taken guardianship over, foster family assignments, and adoptions. She’d spent hours at the county seat scouring over records until she was cross-eyed, but never found anything related to her sister. Her birth certificate had showed multiple births and provided the names of her mother and father.

      “Did you also know Roger North?” Pepper believed it was the first time she’d ever spoken her father’s name out loud. Although she searched for her sister, she’d never tried to find him.

      “He came from a powerful family, but never should have messed around with our Jennifer. Your mother had been meant for another. It is important to keep the bloodlines pure.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The discussion about her mother and sister had been unsettling, but now they’d journeyed into Crazyland. They teetered on the edge of a cliff with the mention of blood purity.

      From a bookcase shelf, Professor Browne picked up a large cardboard box. She carried it over to the conference table near the room’s entrance and motioned for her to sit.

      “These belonged to your mother, including her grimoire. You can add your own spells over time to those belonging to seven generations of your family. In the green envelope, you will find your class schedule. We are an accredited school, so you will have your normal courses in history, mathematics, foreign languages, and literature. But instead of science, you will learn how to use the energy of herbs and other items to direct natural forces to accomplish a goal.”

      She inhaled a deep breath. “Are you talking about witchcraft?”

      Professor Browne waived away the word as if it were distasteful. “Do you know in Middle English, Weetch’ie meant wise? Using that wisdom was called WicceCraft. What do you think scientists do when they develop medicines using the healing power of plants? Have you noticed all the herbs that are packaged for sore throats, inflammations, insomnia, and a myriad of other ailments?”

      Pepper must have touched a sore spot where the professor was concerned. If she mentioned bloodlines again, she’d probably get a lecture on horse husbandry or the blatant caste system that existed for humans, although no one wanted to admit it.

      “I am here to guide you, Pepper,” Professor Browne said. “We want you to succeed and learn to use the abilities you were born with. Power that is never to be used to hurt anyone since a fraction of your intent will come back to you.”

      “And will you direct me related to who I can love and who I must stay away from?” She hadn’t internalized everything she’d learned about her mother today, but the business about bloodlines had shaken her.

      Professor Browne placed her palm over the finger that was entwined in Pepper’s hair. “Your mother had the same nervous habit. Think about the elements and how they work together. Fire is energized by air but can be destroyed by earth or water. The right person can enrich your abilities while the wrong one weakens them.”

      “Just weaken them?” she asked.

      “There is a dark side to everything, as there is light. Remember, I said do not hurt anyone since that power comes back to you. You do harm, harm will be returned. When you take from nature, always give something back. There is balance to everything in this world.”

      She didn’t think what Professor Browne shared was revolutionary. How many adages had her foster mother drilled into her head? Treat others as you would like to be treated was at the top of the list. She’d bribed her teachers with an apple from time to time, never leaving a good grade strictly up to her ability to remember the course material.

      “Thanks for my mom’s stuff and my schedule.” Pepper stood and took possession of the box, placing it on top of her suitcase. “I should get checked into the dorm and prepare for my first day of classes.”

      “May the goddess be with you,” Professor Browne called after her.

      Pepper glanced at her mother’s grimoire as she maneuvered through the open door. She took the elevator since she didn’t want to navigate the stairs because of the breakables she’d noted in the box. The beginning of her out-of-state educational experience hadn’t started as she envisioned.
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      Blakeway sat on a cliff overlooking Lake Michigan. A storm brewed over the body of water, causing waves to crash against the rocks below. The sound echoed in the wind. Pepper couldn’t help but think about the elements working together in a disastrous manner. It would spell doom for any small boat not moored at a nearby marina. If she learned witchcraft, would she be capable of weakening the storm?

      “Can I help you with your luggage or the box?” a male voice asked. Pepper had been so absorbed in her thoughts, she hadn’t paid attention to what, or who, was in front of her. The sun had almost set, the area shrouded in the dim light of dusk.

      Pepper looked up to see a dark haired, dark eyed guy dressed all in black. He momentarily blended into his surroundings. When he stepped into the illumination of one of the sidewalk lights, he took her breath away. Her mind immediately went to Professor Browne’s words of warning about the type of boys to stay away from until the one before her smiled.

      Something within her lightened. As if she’d been released from a burden she didn’t know she bore. Maybe all the traveling had caught up with her and fatigue had set in.

      “Thanks, I’d appreciate it.” Since the suitcase was on wheels, she handed her guardian angel the box. “I’m heading to Stapleton Hall.” She didn’t want to miss the opportunity to introduce herself. “My name’s Pepper.”

      Another smile brightened his face. “Because you add flavor to everything you do?”

      “I’ve heard variations of that before,” she admitted, “but I’ll give you points for some originality. Your name wouldn’t happen to be Tom, Dick, or Harry?”

      His laughter rolled over the ever-increasing wind’s velocity. “Let’s get inside before we get blown away. I happen to be a Matthew. Matt for short.”

      “As in a door mat people walk all over?” she asked. Pepper enjoyed sparring with him verbally. She’d never connected with a boy this quickly.

      Matt gestured as if he’d been wounded while still balancing the box. “I think I’ll have you call me Matthew.”

      Pepper pulled the green envelope out of the box to see if Professor Browne had done more than register for her. She found a room key, a mailbox key, and a meal ticket. Matthew seemed to know the way when she mentioned Stapleton Hall.

      She sighed a breath of relief when they reached the dorm and Matthew didn’t put the box on one of the lobby’s tables. As any gentleman would, he accompanied Pepper to her room before turning over his burden.

      While they rode the elevator, Pepper thought about the pros and cons of Charlotte being in the room. She wouldn’t mind spending some alone time with Matthew and get to know him better.

      Pepper unlocked and opened the door to the room she’d call home for the time being. Half the room stood bare while the other side had been made up and Charlotte sat on her bed reading.

      “Finally! I waited to head down to dinner for you,” Charlotte said, staring at Matt.

      “This is Matthew. He was nice enough to carry the box Professor Browne gave me.”

      For the first time, Matt looked at the contents he’d carried and visibly paled. “I need to take off. Where do you want this?”

      Pepper pointed to the vacant desk. He placed the box there and left with a quick good-bye.

      “Gee, I didn’t get to introduce myself,” Charlotte commented. “He’s awful cute. Too bad he had to leave.”

      Matt hadn’t seemed in a hurry until he glanced into the box. He had to know something about the contents or who Professor Browne was. More than his absence left a feeling of unease in her stomach.

      Based on Matt’s reaction, she froze when Charlotte rose from the bed and headed to check out the box’s contents.

      “Why don’t we go down for dinner,” Pepper suggested. She pulled out the meal ticket and prepared to lock the door before Charlotte could get too involved in examining her mother’s stuff.

      Her roomie reached in and pulled out the grimoire. Pepper groaned.

      “Wow, you already have a lot of spells in here.” Charlotte paged through the book. “My mother had barely written anything in what she handed over to me.”

      “You’re a witch?” The question escaped her lips before Pepper could censor herself.

      Color drained from Charlotte’s face. She walked over and closed the door. “You need to be careful about what you say. We’re only a small percentage of students attending Blakeway. Non-believers can never know about us. Covens have been sending their children here since its founding. I’m a legacy. I received the black key from my mom. I think I cast my first spell before I even entered kindergarten.”

      Charlotte had become her lifeline to a clandestine world she didn’t understand. “This belonged to my birth mother who didn’t raise me. Until this afternoon, I’d been ignorant of my mother’s practices.”

      Her roommate looked at her watch. “The dining room doesn’t close for another two hours. Let’s get your container ready for magical supplies before we head down. I can share some rookie spells with you after dinner. How does that sound?”

      It scared the crap out of her, but Pepper nodded her consent.

      “First, we have to wash the container with spring water combined with non-iodized salt or sea salt.” Charlotte pulled a large glass bottle out of the box. “I just happen to have several bottles of spring water since I can’t tolerate what the city provides. We share a bathroom with Fanny and Yolanda, who are also witches.”

      Pepper followed Charlotte into the bathroom and watched her fill the container with the bottled water. Sea salt, which Charlotte happened to have handy, was then added. After the container had been washed, they returned to their room and her roommate pulled a box out from underneath her bed.

      “We’ll go through all your stuff later,” Charlotte said. “Every witch carries what’s needed to prepare a container to hold goods. You never know what you’ll find, so always be prepared. Now, we can place either frankincense, copal, pine, rosemary, or sage into the container. Rosemary is available everywhere, so that’s what I typically use. It can be fresh or that dried stuff. We have to wait thirteen minutes before we can do the next step. Check your mom’s box and see if there’s a small brown bottle. I’ve got to go to the store and purchase more since I broke my last one.”

      It seemed easier just to provide Charlotte with everything in the box. Her roommate clapped as she rummaged through her mother’s goods.

      “Either your mom was one prepared witch or Dr. Browne added to the contents.” Her roommate pulled out a variety of items. “Black peppercorns are for power and elderberries for craft.” Pepper didn’t catch what the straight pins were for. Charlotte then pulled out and cut 9-inch pieces of a variety of thread. “White is for purity, black for protection, purple for spirituality, red for power, green for earth, yellow for divination, orange for attraction, blue for truth, and pink for love.”

      She wondered if she should be taking notes. It would make sense that green would represent earth and white purity, but she wasn’t sure the symbolism of the other colors. All the items were placed in the small brown bottle and then Charlotte tightened the lid.

      After thirteen minutes they added a small white pouch to the container, as well as the brown bottle full of the contents they compiled earlier. Pepper didn’t bother to ask what was in the pouch.

      “You’re ready to start compiling ingredients for spells,” Charlotte announced. “Now, let’s go eat.”

      Instead of taking the elevator, they walked down the three flights. Neither of them wanted to put on the Freshman 15, fifteen pounds of extra weight. They decided they’d take the stairs from this moment forward.

      In the back of her mind, Pepper wondered what type of spells they’d cast this evening. After watching Charlotte prepare the container for holding magical ingredients, she hadn’t missed that two of the ingredients were salt and pepper.
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        * * *

      

      Stapleton was one of five dorms on campus and was used exclusively for the high school students. Considering the publicity-shy nature of the place, she was surprised how many students attended. After they went through the food service line, Charlotte navigated through the crowd to where their suite-mates Fanny and Yolanda sat.

      Pepper stared at her tray. No wonder first year students gained fifteen pounds. Other than three small meatballs, everything on her plate were carbohydrates. Thank goodness for the salad bar. She could have some leafy greens to make her young colon happy. Her foster mom started every dinner with a salad and always prepared two vegetables to accompany the entree.

      After she put her tray down, Charlotte introduced her to their suite mates. Fanny Sullivan had light auburn hair and a drizzle of freckles over her nose. Her smile brightened her aura. Yolanda Frank had golden brown hair, hazel eyes, and was dressed in an outfit she’d seen last month on the cover of Teen Vogue. By a random selection, these were the girls she’d hang out with until she made new friends.

      She excused herself to take advantage of the one healthy spot in the cafeteria. The other girls seemed content with their carb-packed dinner.

      On the way to the salad bar, she passed a table where Matt sat. She wasn’t sure how to react, so she nodded and smiled in his direction. He diverted his eyes, which caused her heart to sink. It bothered her she didn’t know the reason for his abrupt change in behavior.

      As she stood in line to take advantage of the salad bar, she wondered how many of the students present were on the magical track. Charlotte had referred to her mentor as Dr. Browne. She wondered what she’d gotten her doctorate in. She doubted they offered higher education credentials for witchcraft.

      Wanting to eat as healthy as possible, she chose the romaine lettuce rather than the iceberg. She picked up the tongs and reached for a slice of cucumber. Another pair from the other side gripped the same slice.

      “Madame, unhand my cucumber,” a low voice from the other side of the plexiglass said.

      She withdrew her arm and did a short bow, conceding her claim to the vegetable. When she looked up, she saw piercing blue eyes staring back at her. Silent alarms went off in her head. This guy was too good looking for his own good. His sun-bleached blond hair made him either a lifeguard or he spent more time outside than she did.

      “Can I offer you a cherry tomato as a concession for me taking the cucumber?” he asked.

      Tongs in hand once again, Pepper grabbed half a dozen other cucumber slices. “No, thanks. No harm, no foul. There are plenty of my favorite vegetable and I’m not a fan of tomatoes. I love tomato sauce, but not raw ones. I guess technically both are fruit since they come from flowers.”

      She snapped her mouth shut to stop the verbal diarrhea. Nervous energy caused her to ramble on. In the small town in Kansas, she’d known the same boys since elementary school. Now two handsome guys had entered her life. It was a bit too much to take.

      When she made it to the end of the bar, she smothered her salad with ranch dressing and headed toward Charlotte and the others.

      “Are you at least going to tell me your name?” the cucumber thief asked as he came up beside her.

      “Pepper.” She waited for the come back to her name; everyone had one.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Pepper,” he said. “I look forward to dueling over cucumbers in the future. My name’s Adam.”

      He escorted her to the table and she introduced him to Charlotte, Fanny, and Yolanda. Adam greeted the women with the same charm he’d thrown in her direction. The guy was charismatic. It wasn’t just directed at her. She didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed.

      “Do you know who that was?” Fanny asked after Adam walked off. The freckles across the redhead’s petite nose were more pronounced after the encounter. “He’s a Peabody.”

      Charlotte and Yolanda both swooned at the news. Pepper didn’t have a clue related to the significance of his family. Based on their reaction, she assumed it had something to do with either money or a magical dynasty. Would Adam be someone Professor Browne encouraged her to get to know or stay away from? Her continued ignorance regarding everything she’d encountered since arriving at Blakeway confounded her.

      Not wanting to admit she didn’t know who Adam Peabody was, Pepper didn’t say anything. She’d ask Charlotte when they were alone. But it was clear, both Fanny and Yolanda held her in higher regard because she drew
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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