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Jade dropped to the ground and covered her head with her hands, as flames shot over her and the ground shook from the blast. The heat across her back subsided, and she slowly sat up. Feeling around her head, she half expected to find patches of burnt hair. Luckily, she seemed unscathed. She looked over at Charlie standing a few feet to her right. For a moment, neither of them moved.

“What the hell was that?” Charlie shouted, breaking the silence. He ran toward her over the frozen, bare ground as Jade stood and brushed dirt off her jeans and the hem of her cloak. He reached out and untangled a twig from her wavy brown hair. “We’re supposed to be training, not having a full-on battle.” As he stepped back, the worry lines eased and his expression softened.

“Well, it’s your fault for not being more specific. All you said was ‘Think fire.’”

“Yeah, fire. As in, light it on fire, not blow it to smithereens.” As Charlie looked around them, Jade followed his gaze.

Bonfire Field was the site of fire festivals going back generations, and the earth in the center of the clearing had been permanently scorched free of any greenery. With no grass or plants to catch fire and the nearest trees a good fifty feet in any direction, it was the best place in the township to practice fire magic.

There were pieces of splintered and charred wood scattered around them, still smoking in the frigid November air. Charlie had cobbled together the makeshift statue from deadwood to represent the enemy. Supposedly any enemy, but Jade had seen Raven’s sadistic smile grinning out from the bark of the headpiece. It was the same smile she’d loved only weeks before, when her friend April had been the only spirit inhabiting her body.

Jade’s anger and frustration had taken over, and she’d released a fireball much bigger than she’d intended. It spun out of control, whipping around her and finally barreling toward the target. The kindling hadn’t stood a chance, but without control, Jade couldn’t be sure the spell would be as effective against Raven. Worse yet, she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t unintentionally hurt someone she cared about.

Charlie dipped his head to catch her eyes. His rich brown curls framed his face and contrasted his blue eyes, making them almost seem to glow. “Hey, it’s okay. You’ve been doing really well at reconnecting to your magic. You just need to work on your control.” His crooked grin teased a smile from her, and he pulled her into an embrace.

She relaxed into him, letting his warmth create a bubble of safety around her. “Mmm. This is nice.” She felt she could forget everything and stay in his arms forever.

“Yeah, it is, but we can’t get distracted. We need to start Katie’s initiation soon.” He pushed her away. “After that, I’m all yours.”

She leaned back into him. “Promise?”

He grinned back at her and spoke in an exaggerated British accent. “Your wish is my command, m’lady.” She giggled, and he continued in his normal voice. “Let’s do the breathing exercise, then we can try it again.”

Jade rolled her eyes. “I can’t stop in the middle of a fight and say ‘oh, can you wait a minute, I’ve got to breathe.’”

“Of course not, but it does help you calm your mind. A calm mind means better control. Practice with the breathing enough now, and you won’t need to think about it when you’re in battle. It’ll be a habit.”

“Fine.” She closed her eyes and tried focusing on her breath.

The last month had been a traumatic time for Jade, to say the least. Her Aunt, and last remaining family member, was murdered; her best friend was sacrificed in a dark magic ritual; her father figure betrayed her; the most powerful dark Witch in generations was back from the dead; and on top of it all, she was now responsible for an entire township of over a hundred magic and nonmagic folk. She was definitely in need of some counseling.

Luckily, Sophia was a trained healer. She’d been helping Jade with a breathing exercise called box breathing. The simple act of counting slowly to four with each inhale and exhale tricked her nervous system into thinking she was safe. Its effects were short-lived, but they were a positive trigger to focus her mind on the here and now, allowing her logical side to gain control.

Jade stood in the field, acutely aware of Charlie watching her. But as each breath came and went, her awareness of him faded. Her anger subsided, and her tension eased the slightest bit. It did help her feel calmer, but that’s not what she wanted right now. She wanted her best friend back. Since that wasn’t possible, she’d settle for beating Raven until she was a bloody pulp.

Unrecognizable.

Dead.

“You’re panting.” Charlie’s matter-of-fact voice.

Jade opened her eyes. “What? No, I’m not.” She definitely wasn’t calm though. She closed her eyes. “Shut up and let me focus.” Breathe in, hold, breathe out, hold.

Charlie whispered, “Stop trying so hard. Let go.”

Easy for him to say. She took an extra deep breath and pushed it out hard. When her breath returned to normal, she opened her right hand. Pulling the residual heat from the burnt kindling around her, she drew it into a small ball of fire. She opened her eyes and looked for the target. A small piece of bark remained untouched on top of the stump. She shrank the fireball to a less dangerous size and tossed it at the wood.

There was no explosion this time. The fire dropped onto the stump top and disappeared, leaving the wood chip unchanged.

“Great. Now I’m throwing duds.”

“You’ll find the balance. Try again.”

She did. Same results. Jade turned and glared at Charlie. “This is ridiculous.”

“Have patience. You’ve only been at this for a month. Try again.”

“Patience? I can light a candle fine. Ask me to heat some water? No problem. The minute you ask me to fight with it, I’m a tragic mess.”

“It’s your emotions.”

“You better not tell me I’m too emotional.”

“No, but you don’t have very good control of them.” He raised his hands in surrender. “You know I’m right. It’s not always a bad thing, but magic can’t be toyed with. Especially at your level.”

“But I never had a problem with controlling it when I was a kid. Well, almost never.” Several spells that had gone haywire came to mind, her parent’s table turning blue being one of them.

“But you’re not a kid anymore. You’re a different person. A Witch’s connection to magic changes over their lives. Even someone as powerful as Willow has to make adjustments every so often.”

Willow. There was a perfect example of how bad Jade’s lack of control could be. Her anger toward Richard had blinded her to everyone around her, and poor Willow had ended up in the crossfire. She’d survived, but without her eyesight, she was no longer the most powerful Witch in Sugar Hill. It was all Jade’s fault.

Charlie took her hand gently in both of his, interrupting her shame spiral. Warm, comforting energy flowed into her. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“I appreciate your support, but it was. If I hadn’t been so angry at seeing Richard there, I wouldn’t have thrown that energy and Willow would still have her sight. I didn’t mean to, but it was my fault.” She pulled her hand away and turned back to the stump.

Charlie wrapped his arms around her. She leaned her head back against him and closed her eyes. He murmured in her ear, “He’d kidnapped your best friend. You were worried he might have hurt her, or worse.”

She tensed at the memory, but Charlie held her tighter and kissed her cheek. She laid her arms on his, pulling them closer.

“If he hadn’t been so desperate to bring his daughter back from the dead, he never would have tried that spell, never would have even been there for you to attack.”

“Well, then I guess it’s really Richard’s fault,” Jade said. She hadn’t spoken his name since finding out he was her uncle and the one responsible for sending her on the crazy quest for the ascension keys.

Charlie chuckled. “Okay, it’s Richard’s fault, but you can’t let that blame turn into hatred and control your power.” He turned her toward him and held both her hands firmly. “You are the only one who can control your power. So breathe.” He turned her around to face the stump and the last piece of untouched bark. He spoke quietly in her ear. “Focus on the target”—he stepped back from her—“and control your power.”

Jade glared at the burnt stump and one piece of untouched bark, mocking her. They had been practicing for over an hour, with the sky slowly brightening. Now the sun had just cleared the horizon, and the whole field was lit up in a golden glow. She told herself this was not Raven before her. This was a stubborn piece of bark. But Jade was more stubborn.

She grinned as she lifted her hand and drew the heat into it. I have the power, she thought. I am in control.

She formed the fireball and threw it at the bark. The flames exploded, and when they cleared, there was nothing left. Not even smoldering pieces. The bark and stump were both gone.

Jade could feel Charlie’s eyes burning into the back of her head. She put on a resigned face and turned toward him. “I really am trying.”

He was struggling to keep a straight face. “I know you are. And you’re getting better. You only completely obliterated the target this time.” Unable to hold it in any longer, he burst out laughing.

Jade tried to stay serious, but his laughter was contagious. She wondered how he could always cheer her up. One look at his lopsided grin and she couldn’t help herself. She thought it must be that his cheerful presence pushed at the boundaries of her negativity. She’d spent half her life not knowing who had killed her parents, only to find out that the man responsible was a distant family member. While looking on the bright side and staying positive was not her strong suit, Charlie made her want to try.

Charlie’s laughter subsided. “We should head to the chapel. It’s almost time.” He turned toward his car parked on the edge of the field, and Jade walked beside him. “You know, this coven meeting is gonna be kinda fun.”

“Fun?”

“Well, interesting. It’ll be your first official coven ritual since becoming High Priestess. And from what I’ve heard of Katie, she’s been wanting to be a coven member for a long time.”

“Yeah, Sophia said Katie was thrilled to find out she’d sponsor her petition.” Jade noticed him glance at the car and edge in front of her. A smile briefly tugged at the corner of his mouth.

Jade squinted at him, quickening her pace to just pass him. He was definitely grinning now as he matched her stride. They quickly gained momentum until they were racing the last few feet to the car.

Jade was about to touch it when Charlie grabbed her arm and pulled her back. A wrestling match ensued with them pulling and shoving each other away from the car, laughing the whole time. Jade ended up between Charlie and the car, pushing against his chest with both hands in a desperate bid to keep him from reaching it over her shoulders. Her feet were slipping though, and it was only moments before he’d touch it.

Not one to give in, she planted her lips squarely on his, thinking she would distract him just enough to reach for the car herself. But he kissed her back and sent warmth racing through her. She wrapped her arms around him, and she soon felt his hands on her. She pulled him closer, deepening their kiss. After several moments of bliss, they parted, staring into each other’s eyes.

Charlie glanced over her shoulder. “Should we call it a tie?”

Jade realized she was leaning against the car, but Charlie’s hands were behind her, so she couldn’t be sure who’d touched it first. “No. I definitely won.” She kissed him briefly, then flitted away from him and jumped in the passenger seat.

“Hey! No fair!” Charlie yelled good-naturedly. He looked in the window at her. “You’re just gonna cut me off like that?”

“We’re gonna be late for Katie’s Initiation.” She didn’t really want to stop, but there’d be time later. They had responsibilities to attend to now.

Charlie grumbled something about a likely excuse and got in the driver’s seat. They drove across town and up the winding dirt road toward the chapel.
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After they parked, they walked the path through the woods hand in hand. Their attraction was palpable, but they’d never done more than kiss. It wasn’t because Jade didn’t want to, exactly. The week after the Ascension, Jade and Charlie had talked it out. Jade definitely wanted to be with him. She loved him and she could sense Charlie felt the same. The problem was Raven. The dark Witch was out there somewhere, in April’s body. Jade couldn’t move on until she’d dealt with her. Charlie had said he accepted that, insisted he understood and she should take as much time as she needed. Jade still felt bad about it. And times like this morning, she thought maybe she was ready. But then something always interrupted.

A huge, twisted tree came into view, its dark trunk resembling a human form. The Green Man Tree. Jade had forgotten she used to call it that when she led April on this path. It seemed ages ago when the three of them had been here together. Charlie had seemed a stranger then, so different from the young boy she’d known as a child. April had been her anchor, supporting her without question. Her best friend and her childhood friend. She missed the uneasy alliance the two of them had formed to assist her through the trials. She hadn’t realized then how much their combined presence had comforted her.

They arrived at the tangled underbrush that formed a hillside of sorts: the entrance to the Sugar Hill Chapel. Eight of the current coven members were nearby, chatting in small groups. Jade and Charlie nodded to them as they passed through and approached the chapel door. The small solid-wood door sheltered behind a wrought iron gate, mostly hidden behind vines and bushes. It was easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. Charlie whispered the words to unlock them and pushed through, Jade following close behind.

The contrast between the dark, tangled mess outside and bright-patterned beauty inside never ceased to amaze Jade. She took a moment to look around the hall and felt some of her tension drain away. From the moss-and-lichen mosaic floor to the sparkling canopy of leaves and crystals far overhead, the entire structure had the appearance of the most beautiful cathedral, but created naturally from the forest. Straight tall tree trunks grew in two rows, leading to a larger trunk at the end, which formed the altar. Jade could just make out the tinkling of dripping water coming from the small pond at the base of it.

“Ready?” Charlie asked at her side.

She turned back to the face the doorway. “Ready.”

Greeting the coven members before a meeting was a routine Jade had dreaded at first. A necessary obligation to get through and be done with. But it only took a couple of times before she started looking forward to it. Each Witch who met her sent their unique energy toward her: strength, warmth, even sweetness. Each added to her, shoring up her soul like pillars under a roof. She began to do the same for them. Unsure how they would perceive her energy, she sent a gentle welcome, thankful they were present.

The simple unspoken exchange of energy turned out to be another one of those things Jade had done instinctively, which she later found out was part of a Witch’s training to become High Priestess. The connection between coven members and coven leaders was a sacred one, strengthened over time, little by little, every time they gathered in a circle. As each member passed through the entrance and greetings were made, Jade felt more content. These were her people. This was her coven. She was right where she belonged.

Sophia entered next and greeted Jade with a gentle hug, as was the custom with the elder ladies in the coven. “Merry meet, dear.” She removed her cloak and hung it next to the others on one of the short branches of the nearest tree trunk. Her long ivory-and-pink dress reminded Jade of those worn a century ago. The lace and silk decorative hems and ribbons around her waist and collar fit perfectly with her silver curls pinned under a small floral hat.

Sophia turned back and held her hand out to the young, shy-looking girl who entered behind her. “Jade, Charlie, this is Katie, your new initiate.”

Katie dipped her head, then looked up at Jade sheepishly. Her jet-black hair hung down past her shoulders, and her long bangs partially covered her eyes like a hooded cloak. Her dress was simple, dark purple with tiny white flowers scattered across it.

Sophia continued. “Katie, this is Jade, our High Priestess, and Charlie, our High Priest. They will be deciding if you’ll be allowed into our coven officially.”

Jade said, “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Katie. I’m sorry Charlie and I have been so busy lately, but we’ve heard good things about you and your abilities. Are you ready?”

Katie nodded, then quickly stepped past them and walked down the hall to join the others at the end.

Sophia said, “She’s a bit shy until she gets to know you. I hope you won’t hold that against her.”

“Of course not.” Jade grasped her hand gently. The unplanned move reminded her of when April would take her hand in support. Jade quickly pushed down the sorrow that threatened to rise. “I told Charlie what you said about her being able to talk to faeries. We’re thrilled she wants to be in the coven. I’m sure she’ll be a great fit. Don’t worry.” She watched Sophia walk down to meet the others and gave Charlie a grin. Katie seemed a good balance to the energy already present.

An old woman’s voice sounded behind Jade, warm as honey with the strength of the tallest oak tree. “Merry meet, child.”

Jade turned to greet Willow and the young woman guiding her. “Merry meet, Willow, Crystal.”

Crystal was dressed all in black, her bleached-blonde hair and pale skin set in stark contrast. “I’m sorry we’re late. We . . . I lost track of time.” She looked worried as she paid close attention to Willow’s footsteps.

Jade said, “You’re not late at all.”

Willow’s head turned toward Jade, her white eyes seeming to burn into her. She reached out with her wrinkled hand. It fluttered like a leaf, but her posture was tall and regal. Jade firmly took her hand, surprised by the strength with which Willow squeezed. She had always been strong, her dark brown skin radiating a youthful glow, despite her wrinkles. Now, it was thin and stretched tight over her bones. She had aged years in the weeks since she’d lost her sight. Despite the talks she’d had with Charlie, Jade still felt sorrow and shame over being the cause of it.

“Well then, no harm done.” Willow turned toward her right, still gripping Jade. “Thank you, Crystal, for your guidance here, and for waiting at the altar to stand with me during the Initiation.”

Crystal smiled tiredly. “Of course, Grandma Willow.” She nodded to Jade and scooted away down the hall.

Once she had left, Willow leaned close. “I know she means well, but that child is tramping on my last nerve.” She looped her arm through Jade’s, and they walked to the altar together. “I’ll be glad when she finally gets her power back and has something to do besides fret over me.”

“She’s still struggling to receive any messages from the Goddess?”

“Unfortunately.” She patted Jade’s arm. “There’s no cause for worry yet, child. Our coven went through a lot. It will take time before everyone is completely themselves again.”

The coven members were gathered in a circle in front of the altar. Jade guided Willow to a seat placed for her in front, to the right side. As soon as she was settled, Jade took her place next to Charlie in front of the altar pond, facing the coven, and looked around the room. She had gotten to know her coven pretty well over the last few weeks. They were an eclectic mix of talents and personalities. Aiden and Selene were a power couple, water and fire equally matched. Selene’s tall stature and flaming red hair contrasted Aiden. His short curly locks were similar to Charlie’s, except they were jet black. The tall, beautiful, auburn-haired warrior and her short, hairy, alchemist husband. Together they were almost unstoppable.

Ms. Scrivener was there in her usual neat-as-a-pin suit. Her magical ability was average, not excelling in any one discipline, but as the coven’s Justice her legal talent was unmatched. Crystal stood next to her, the coven’s Diviner. Being able to receive messages directly from the Goddess could prove invaluable, but she’d not received any clear messages since the former High Priestess, Joy, had crossed over.

Sophia, on the other hand, was a great healer and her magic seemed to be strong as ever. Being one of the Crones of Sugar Hill meant she was also part of the most powerful group of Witches in the township. A mini coven within the coven. Together with Mrs. Keepsake, Willow, and Madame Belle, the quartet was a formidable force of experience and power. Jade was uncertain how Willow’s loss of sight had affected the group as a whole.

And then there were Daisy and Mr. Flannerly. Jade didn’t know much about either of them. Mr. Flannerly was the coven’s Historian. A hermit for all intents, he only attended coven meetings and rituals when required. He always wore an old baseball cap, so beat-up and worn you couldn’t see the team logo anymore. His salt-and-pepper gray beard was often unruly, as if he’d just woken up, and he always wore denim coveralls over a flannel shirt, even in the summer. Sophia had told Jade his grumpy nature was concealing a heart of gold, but Jade hadn’t gotten to know him that well yet.

Daisy was even more of a mystery. A coven’s Ghost was the Witch most adept in deception, finding hidden things, and stealth. While they were living members of the coven, their name was a little on the nose. Supposedly, they could walk down the most crowded street and never be seen. In fact, if she was here, Jade hadn’t seen her enter.

She continued looking over the gathered coven, scanning every face. They were all waiting patiently. Jade finally saw Daisy in the middle of the group. It was as if there was a shadow over her. She grinned knowingly at Jade, a twinkle in her eye. Jade literally blinked and she was gone. She looked for her but couldn’t find her, even in the small gathering.

Jade began the ceremony. “We call upon the elements, protect us in our rites.”

Charlie said, “We call upon the Goddess and God, guide us in our rites.”

In unison the coven members said, “In perfect love and perfect trust, so mote it be.”

Jade took a step forward. “Our coven has been through a lot lately. While the threat is not completely over, today we celebrate. Today our coven becomes whole once again, with a full thirteen members. Will the sponsor please make their case.” She nodded to Sophia, who stood.

“I’d like to petition for our newest potential coven member, Katie. Her cousin was coven member Harmony, who crossed over during the battle with the North Devonshire coven a few years ago. Since then, she has been studying hard in hopes of joining us in her cousin’s place as the Earth Key holder.”

Jade said, “Thank you, Sophia. We recognize Katie as potential initiate and Earth Key holder. Katie, please step forward.”

The young Witch stepped to the center and stood before the altar with her head bowed.

Charlie said, “Katie, I hear you would like to bring a new talent to our coven. Would you please tell everyone what your expertise is?”

Katie glanced between Charlie and Jade several times, then looked at Sophia. Sophia nodded and Katie took a deep breath. “I . . . well, it’s not something many would think of as a weapon. It’s not really a weapon at all . . . I just—” She looked down at her hands in dismay.

Jade leaned forward and spoke quietly. She focused her most comforting, loving energy toward her, this poor girl who was visibly trembling. “Katie.” She waited a moment, and when she didn’t look up, said again softer, “Katie.” She looked up timidly, peeking out from under her straight bangs. “You’ve been training to be a coven member for a while?” Katie nodded. Jade continued. “You know what? There’s one thing they don’t teach you.” She glanced at Charlie. In an almost whisper, she said, “When you join a coven, you gain a family.” She smiled and was pleased to see Katie smile in return. “We all look out for each other. We take care of our own.”

Katie stood a little straighter. Jade said, “Please, tell us about your gift.”

Katie nodded and began. “I can talk to faeries. I believe that’s called a Marrow? They can be particular about who they trust. The faeries, I mean. But I’ve been talking to them for as long as I can remember, so they trust me. A lot. And they’re strong, and powerful, and . . . and fast. They can help. They want to help.”

Charlie said, “That’s awesome, Katie. I’ve tried reading up on faerie folk, but unfortunately there’s not a lot of books about them. Not many people have ever been able to communicate with them beyond the most superficial greetings. I’m sure Sophia told you we would need to see a demonstration of your power. Are you ready?”

Katie nodded, and after glancing to her left, giggled. “I brought one of my closest friends, but he . . . well, he’s a little sensitive.” She looked to her left again and said, “Yes you are. Behave.”

Jade noticed when she spoke to the invisible faerie her posture changed and her voice took on a calm yet assertive tone. There was power in this timid girl. The challenge would be to build her confidence up so she could access it reliably.

Katie said, “Sorry. He doesn’t like that you’re asking for a demonstration. He said it feels like he’s performing on command, and he doesn’t do that. I can ask him to show you one of his favorite tricks if you’d like though.”

Charlie said, “That would be appreciated. If he doesn’t mind.”

After taking a shaky breath, Katie spoke softly. She only said a few words, but they were lyrical and flowing, almost like music.

One of the exposed roots in front of Jade grew into a small branch. It kept growing, sprouting leaves and more branches as it went. All around her and Charlie branches were sprouting from the ground, growing up around them and becoming a cage.

A shimmer was flying around them, and where it went, more branches grew. After a few moments, the cage stopped growing and Katie stood triumphant before them, the shimmer settling on her shoulder.

Charlie reached out and grabbed one of the branches. He shook gently at first, then harder. It didn’t budge. He tried several spells, but nothing moved the branches. They were in a prison.

Jade beamed at Katie. “A powerful friend indeed. Your gift will be very helpful, Katie. Please give our thanks to your faerie.”

The shimmer on Katie’s shoulder materialized into a small being, not bigger than a thumb. He wore varying shades of green, which nicely complimented his dark brown lacy wings. His head was the shape of an acorn, and he had two pairs of arms, which were very buglike.

Katie said, “This is Boon. It’s good he’s revealed himself to you. It means he likes you.”

Boon immediately disappeared again, not even a shimmer left behind. Charlie glanced at Jade before saying, “We like him too, but would you ask him to remove the cage, please?” Before he’d even finished speaking, the branches were already shrinking back the way they’d come. “Thank you. Now, as a coven member you are expected to help us, but as Jade said, we are family. We would be happy to help you as well. Is there anything you need help with?”

Katie shook her head.

“Well, perhaps another time.” He nodded to Jade.

She looked around the circle. “If any coven member objects to initiating Katie as a full member, speak now.”

They waited in silence for several moments. Willow said, “Of course no one objects, child. Do get on with it.”

Jade glanced at Charlie, who nodded. “The High Priestess and High Priest are in agreement. Katie, with the blessings of the Lord and Lady, we gladly accept you into the Sugar Hill coven. So mote it be.”

Charlie repeated, “So mote it be.”

The coven repeated in unison, “So mote it be.”

Katie squealed with joy, then immediately restrained herself and gave a timid, “Sorry.”

Jade said, “Don’t be. It’s something to celebrate. In fact, will everyone please gather at the mayor’s house. I think it’s high time we let the township in on the party.”
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The township arrived in twos and threes, and soon the mansion was vibrating with the energy of a hundred people celebrating one Witch’s inclusion. Jade’s heart warmed at the sight. While it was tradition for a newly initiated Witch to be presented to the township in a ceremony at Bonfire Field, Jade thought Katie’s shy nature might do better with a more informal, cozy gathering.

Not that the mayor’s mansion was cozy. The high ceilings, marble floors, and expansive rooms screamed stately opulence. A gift from Sun City, it was meant to inspire awe in anyone who entered. A statement piece signifying how important the Citizens considered Sugar Hill’s mayor. At least, that was the official description. In reality it was just a waste of material. Witches valued their people, not their things, and it was well-known Citizens held no love for Witches, or the figurehead mayors who represented them.

Mrs. Keepsake had sent word through the grapevine to all of Katie’s friends and family to meet at the mansion. She’d also delegated setting up refreshments and entertainment so that by the time they arrived, the party was already in full swing. The coven members each gave Katie some small magical gift: a leather pouch from Madame Belle for collecting herbs, a Holy Stone from Daisy for seeing into hidden realms. Katie accepted each with glee. She was still so young. Jade wondered if she was too young to endure the dangers the coven would soon face. Jade was grateful she had Charlie to lean on.

He was there across the room, watching her while Mrs. Keepsake enthusiastically relayed some story to him. He grinned and Jade smiled back. The days they’d spent together immediately after the Ascension had solidified an unfinished bond between them. At times it felt like they were kids again, sharing secrets without a word and sensing each other’s presence.

A brief scream and a thud echoed from the dining room. Jade dashed across the hall, stopping just inside the door. She was greeted with laughter, loud and rambunctious. A young man of about twenty was being pulled up off the floor. He held Katie’s hands tightly as she helped him up, and as he straightened, they shared a moment of close eye contact before being pulled in opposite directions, as Katie was guided to the next well-wisher.

The young man turned away and waved his hand, and the glowing orbs which had formed a pathway over the dining table disappeared.

Charlie slid his hand in Jade’s and whispered in her ear, “Reminds me of when you tried to make a stepping-stone bridge over the creek. We were, what, seven?”

“Eight.” She grinned and squeezed his hand, still watching Katie make her rounds through the room. She was laughing, seemingly at ease. Jade gave herself a moment to be glad her decision had worked. If only every choice went this well. “And what do you mean ‘tried’? It worked.”

“If by ‘worked’ you mean the stones fell just as I was about to reach the shore, sure, it worked.” He winked at her.

She turned toward him. “Well, you were taking your sweet time to cross. If you hadn’t been such a scaredy cat, you wouldn’t have gotten your feet wet. You could have easily jumped the last gap.”

He rolled his eyes at her. “I wasn’t a scaredy cat, I was just being cautious. Rightfully so, it turned out.”

Jade gazed up at him and mumbled an agreement. He smiled down at her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. It was a perfect moment.

A loud boom startled Jade. In the time it took for her to spin away from Charlie, she realized it was a drum beat. Someone had found the wet bar off the family room and started a drinking song. It was only moments before the whole room had joined in. Soon the verse was weaving through the whole house, rattling the windows and walls, the chandelier jiggling to the beat.

Willow and Crystal came up to Jade. “And that’s my cue to make a graceful exit.”

“Must you?” asked Charlie. “Jade and I were hoping to spend some time with you this evening.”

“Child, I can barely hear you above this din. No, let the young ones have their fun tonight. We can discuss your concerns tomorrow.” She turned toward Crystal. “Home now, child. I need some rest.”

Jade and Charlie watched them leave, then found their way into the living room among the crowd. The fireplace was still ablaze, and the room was getting stifling with so many people. Charlie waved his hand at the flames. “Exstingue.” Extinguish. The flames shrank and disappeared; soon not even coals remained.

He was persuaded to join the line dance with several other young men, and Jade stood by and watched, clapping in time to the beat, laughing and enjoying herself.

Someone caught Charlie’s eye from the other side of the room and he stopped dancing, walking quickly to the edge of the circle as the others continued on without him. Jade stepped forward to follow him, skirting the edge of the circle of dancers. As Jade reached the doorway where Charlie was talking to Mr. Flannerly, the music stopped. Mr. Flannerly finished his sentence, still yelling to be heard in the now quiet room, “—move your ass!” All eyes turned to him. “I wasn’t... oh never mind.” He waved his hand as if batting them away and made a hasty exit. A wave of laughter flowed over the room. 

Jade asked Charlie, “What was that all about?”

“He said there’s someone at the door for me.”

“But everyone’s here. Literally. Well, except Willow and Crystal.

Charlie shrugged then led the way down the hall. “Which is why Mr. Flannerly left him on the front porch and told him not to move his ass.” He chuckled and reached for the doorknob. Something stopped him and he removed his hand. He turned to Jade and grabbed her shoulders, gently moving her back a couple feet. “I’ve got a weird feeling about this. Wait here?”

She was about to argue when an eerie feeling overcame her. Charlie was right. There was something off. She nodded and Charlie turned back toward the door. He opened the door while Jade stood out of sight behind him.

“Good evening, sir. Are you Mr. Charlie Jordan?” The man’s voice was deep and smooth, its resonance calming, like a lullaby.

“I might be. Who are you?”

The man’s warm voice drifted around Charlie. “My apologies, sir. I forget my manners. My name is Benjamin Caldwell. May I ask you a few questions?”

Jade was intrigued by his sound, inexplicably drawn to it.

“What is this regarding?” Charlie sounded anything but intrigued, his voice harsh.

“You are Sugar Hill’s mayor, correct?”

“You didn’t answer my question. What is this about?”

Jade felt silly for hiding. He sounded charming, so she stepped to the side. The moment Jade saw him, she felt free of any compulsion. It wasn’t magic, it was science. They were all in grave danger.

The man stood slightly taller than Charlie, and broad at the shoulders. His black trench coat reached all the way to the floor, nearly covering his silver-tipped boots. He wore a black leather fedora, which he tapped the brim of as Jade came into view. “Ma’am.” He nodded to her.

His left eye looked normal, a pretty light brown shade with flecks of darker brown. But his right eye was unreal. A bright golden glow came from within the pupil and the area surrounding it, which should have been white, was gunmetal gray. The pupil contracted as he focused on her, the spiral in the yellow swirling as it closed. It wasn’t his looks, but who he was that sent a shiver up her spine. His clothes were all black, except for the silver belt buckle on his wide leather belt. Its design matched the badge on his collar: a reaper’s sickle and gavel, crossed on a shield, surrounded by a ring. A Sun City Lawkeeper.

Jade struggled to keep her breathing normal, but her heart was racing and she felt her skin grow cold. She sent a quick prayer to the Goddess for strength and pulled just slightly on Charlie’s energy, leaning on his comforting presence. She stepped forward to stand next to him. There was no use hiding. Better to face it head-on. “Good evening, Lawkeeper Caldwell. With all due respect, you still haven’t answered him.”

Jade knew better than most what the Lawkeepers were capable of. Each had their own specific implants, this one apparently a visual. “Enhancements” they called them. But one they all shared was IDentity Verification. Whether the IDV was in the form of a fingerprint scanner embedded in their hand or the more obvious iris scanner like this one had depended on how much they wanted to blend in on assignments. Apparently, this Lawkeeper didn’t care about being subtle, which meant he was probably one of the higher-ranking and more dangerous officers.

A polite smile crossed his face. “Oh. Miss Jade Cerridwen, am I right? I’m surprised to see you here, but I’m glad you are.” His voice dripped with sugary sweetness. The softness in his tone was a stark contrast to his looks. “I’m here for . . . oh, wait.” He reached inside his coat. “I believe you lost this.” The Lawkeeper extended his hand and opened his palm. In it was a plain black bracelet.

All Citizens were assigned wristbands, simply called Bands, upon entering school. They served many purposes: phone; flash drive; internet connection; but most importantly, geolocation and identification. They could not be removed within the city limits, except at checkpoints or when instructed by a Lawkeeper. In fact, loyal Citizens would never consider taking them off. They were as much a part of them as their wrist or hand. Only criminals even tried to remove them.

They were linked to Sun City’s transmit zone, so once outside its range, the Bands automatically unlocked. Jade had taken hers off when she came to Sugar Hill last year in order to stop the internal drive from recording her location. It was currently in the Cerridwen safe, shielded from magic
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