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      I didn’t sleep after that. How could I? No, instead, I texted Sean, but of course, at three in the morning, he was fast asleep.

      I paced my bedroom, the panic barely contained, and tried to think.

      All right, what did I know so far?

      1) The Brotherhood was up to something. I had seen them at Towland. They had captured me, thinking I knew where Arianna’s grimoire, necklace, and ashes were.

      2) Arianna’s familiar, Shade, had helped Sean save me from the Brotherhood. He said I couldn’t trust anyone and that he would be back.

      I snorted. He wouldn’t come here to talk to me, and … why me? Couldn’t he choose a more powerful witch?

      And that lead to:

      3) The magic around my magic, keeping it contained. No one else but Moira and I knew about it, at least not in this castle. She had told me to not tell anyone about it, and I had done what she said. Why? It wasn’t like I trusted the woman. Perhaps I should tell someone. The council, the queen. If they knew, maybe they could help me.

      Or not, since now:

      4) The queen and the council thought I had aided the dark witch in escaping the dungeon, and because of that, I was a prisoner in my bedroom.

      I wondered if they had caught her. Imprisoned her again. Killed her.

      And let’s not forget about:

      5) The dark lightning. I had seen it a total of three times, but there could have been more that I didn’t know about. And there were the runes. Each time, I had seen a different rune.

      I sat down at my desk and drew the latest rune alongside the others in my notes. With everything else happening, I had long since abandoned my research, but maybe now was the time to find the underlying cause of this.

      I turned the page and jotted down quick notes about everything happening and then stared at it, trying to see some connection between it all. There had to be. If there wasn’t anything between all the five items, then at least two or three. It couldn’t all be a coincidence.

      Early morning, breakfast was brought to me. Rodd wasn’t at my door anymore, but two other Light Order warriors were. I asked them if the dark witch had been captured but they didn’t answer me.

      I was munching on my bagel with cream cheese when my phone rang.

      “Hi,” I said, dejected.

      “What the fuck happened?” Sean sounded furious.

      Well, I had sent a text to him at three in the morning saying I had become a prisoner.

      I told him what I knew so far, and I also told him about my notes. “I’m trying to see where they all link together.”

      “There might be no link between them all.”

      “I know, but I’m here, without anything to do, sleep-deprived, without any news, and my mind is way too active.”

      Sean sighed. “Maybe if I could see those notes. I’m a visual guy.”

      My heart squeezed. “I can take a picture of the pages and send them to you.”

      “That would work.”

      I quickly took pictures of my notes and sent them to him. “You can look at them later, when you’re not busy. No rush.”

      “Of course we’re in a rush, we need to figure this out quick.” He paused. “I’m supposed to move there tomorrow. Maybe I can talk to Fynn, and he’ll let me come today, then I can talk to you face-to-face.”

      “No one is talking to me, not even the Light Order warriors guarding my door.”

      “Shit, that’s insane. You’re not dangerous!”

      “I feel like I should take that as an insult.”

      He chuckled. “I meant you’re not evil. I bet you can be dangerous when you want.”

      A small smile adorned my lips. “That’s better.” A knock came from my door, and I stood at attention. A second later, the door opened, and Moira stepped inside. “Sean, Moira is here. I’ll call you later.”

      I didn’t wait to hear his answer. I turned off the call and faced Moira.

      She looked around at my room, then finally her eyes settled on me. I had changed from my pajamas to leggings and a comfy sweater, but I was barefoot, and had no makeup on. Her gaze shifted to the desk behind me, where all my notes and drawings were spread out in plain sight.

      Shit.

      Thankfully, she returned her eyes to mine. “How are you?”

      I scoffed. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. “I thought you would like to know the witch is still at large and the Light Order and the elite witches are out looking for her.”

      I crossed my arms. “Why are you telling me this? Do you also think I helped her and you’re trying to get something from me? Newsflash: I didn’t help her. I have no idea why she came to see me before escaping.” I still couldn’t shake how terrifying it had been to wake up with her on top of me. “I don’t know how to prove my innocence.”

      “I don’t know if you can.”

      I balked. “W-what?”

      She let out a long breath. “Hazel, it’s dangerous right now. I’m working on a way of getting you out of here. And—”

      I took a step back. “Getting me out of here?”

      “Yes. You can’t stay here. We need to—”

      “You’re asking me to run as if I were a criminal? I won’t do that!”

      “I know you’re not a criminal, but if you stay here—”

      “Do you even hear yourself?” I was appalled. I never expected this from Moira. “And even if it made sense, I wouldn’t go with you. I don’t trust you!”

      Moira glared at me, her fists clenched. “You don’t have a choice!”

      “Excuse me? If I say I won’t go, I won’t go!”

      She groaned. “Hazel … something is going on, something big, and we need to act before it happens.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know, not everything, I can’t—” She clamped her lips, shaking her head once. “It doesn’t matter. As your mentor, it’s my duty to make sure you’re safe and the only way for you to be safe is to get out of here as soon as possible.”

      “You never wanted to be my mentor. You have detested me since the moment I set foot in this castle. I really doubt you want me to be safe.”

      “By the light.” Moira ran a hand down her face. “I won’t argue anymore, Hazel. Prepare a small bag. When I come back, we’re leaving. Be ready.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her no but decided against it. The woman sounded crazy, so I let her go on with her delusion. It seemed she wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I let her believe I would comply. The next time she came, I would yell for the guards outside my door.

      She marched out of my bedroom as fast as she had come in, and I sat down at my desk, still shaken by the brief exchange.

      There was one thing I knew: If I ran, then the council would assume I was guilty. The Light Order would hunt me, and things would only go downhill from there.

      I wasn’t willing to follow that path.
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      I didn’t know what to do with myself. Being in my room, with only my phone to text Sean, was boring as hell. I paced around the room, I stared out the window at the endless green landscape behind the castle, I lay in bed and tried to nap.

      At noon, I was brought lunch. Again, the Light Order guards handed me the trays and didn’t talk to me or answer my questions. I didn’t see Rodd or Fynn anymore, and no one else came to see me.

      In the middle of the afternoon, I was brought a snack and this time, it came with a known face.

      “Marjorie,” I said in surprise as the witch walked into my room with a tray.

      I had barely seen her around the castle since I had joined the initiate program. I had heard that, as the queen’s daughter, she was kept busy, even if she was too young to be part of the council yet.

      In the back of my mind, I knew she was Fynn’s sister, but I still had trouble connecting the two. I had never seen them together and Fynn never talked about her.

      “I thought you could be hungry.” She set the tray on my desk and gestured for me to close the door. “How are you?”

      I frowned. “Hm … not very well. Haven’t you heard? I’m practically a prisoner here.”

      She nodded. “I know. We’re investigating, and hopefully, everything will be sorted out soon.”

      “Can you share any details of what’s going on? Was the witch captured? What did she say?”

      “Despite being the queen’s daughter, I’m not privy to any information. I’m sorry.” She tilted her head. “But I wanted to ask you … do you have any idea what the dark witch wanted with you?”

      I opened my mouth, closed again. “I don’t think she wanted anything. She didn’t ask for anything, she didn’t say anything.” That was a shitty lie. “I really don’t know.”

      “What about the dark lightning? What do you know about that?”

      “Nothing.” I considered for a moment and decided to be honest. “I was curious, though, and did some research, but didn’t find anything.”

      “I see.” She frowned. “Isn’t it odd that all of these things are happening now?”

      “Now as in …?”

      “Now as in after you joined.” Marjorie’s frown deepened. “There’s something off here, Hazel. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’ll certainly find out what it is.”

      I gaped at her. Wow, the sweet young woman who had welcomed me into the coven was gone, replaced by a young witch who was dying to let her claws out.

      “Well, if you do, please share. I’m dying to know too.”

      She watched me for a second too long, then smiled at me—a wide, fake grin. “Anyway, I hope you enjoy your snack.” Marjorie gestured to the tray in my desk, then headed to the door. “See you soon, Hazel.”

      She left and I stared at the door for a moment. What the hell was that? It felt like Marjorie knew more than she was telling me, but she was also baiting me to tell her more … and I didn’t know anything!

      Frustrated, I only nibbled at one of the three chocolate chip cookies she had brought.

      When the sun started its slow descent beyond the horizon, I stared at my phone. My internet had been disconnected as soon as they told me I was in lockdown, so I couldn’t watch Netflix or browse social media. But I could still text and call. I had been texting Sean here and there. He had told me he called Fynn, but they weren’t answering him either, and when he tried coming into the castle through the antique store, he was told he had to wait until tomorrow.

      I could call my mother. Did she know what was going on here? That the coven she idolized so much was keeping her daughter prisoner? If she knew, she would have called me already, wouldn’t she? And if she didn’t know, then I wouldn’t be the one to tell her. I didn’t want to worry her.

      But I wanted to hear her voice.

      “Hazel!” she answered with a chirpy tone after two rings. “How are you doing, sweetie?”

      “Hey, Mom. I’m … good. How are you?”

      “I’m fine. I’m fine. I was about to start dinner. Your sister is out with a friend, and I’m all by myself. Why don’t you tell me how things are going while I cook? I bet it’s wonderful and I want to hear all about it.”

      I suppressed a sigh. I didn’t want her to know how frustrated I was, and for some reason, I hated shattering the image she had of the Lightgrove coven.

      “Everything is great,” I lied, feeling like the worst daughter ever. I spun things around, embellishing them a little—all right, a lot. I even told her about Sean, but I lied he was already in the Light Order and we had met here.

      A hole would appear under my feet and hell would swallow me whole at any second.

      “They are calling us for dinner, Mom,” I lied again. “I have to go.”

      “Of course, sweetie. Have a great night.”

      “You too.”

      I hung up and my sadness and despair only grew. What the hell was I doing?

      And how would I fix this mega problem I was in if I couldn’t speak with anyone?

      Like an answer to my prayers, a knock came from the door and Grace’s head popped in. “Hi, there. May I come in?”

      I almost rolled my eyes at her. “Of course.”

      She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. Her snake was nowhere in sight. “I wanted to see how you’re doing?”

      A lump rose in my throat and my eyes misted over. “Not so great.”

      She nodded, walked over to me, and gave me a hug. “I’m so sorry about this mess, my dear.” She pulled back but didn’t let go of my hands. “As you can imagine, things are crazy right now. We haven’t captured the witch yet and—”

      “I didn’t help her escape!” I blurted out. “I … I went to see her, but she was so well protected. I asked a few questions, she didn’t answer, and I walked away. That was it. Why she asked for me yesterday and how she escaped, I have no idea.”

      She squeezed my hands. “I know, my dear. I believe you. The council wants to believe you too. Most of us vouch for you, but I’m afraid until we capture the witch or find concrete proof otherwise, you’ll remain in this room … I’m so sorry.”

      I blinked, pushing the tears away. “Right now, I’m glad you believe in me, and that you’re on my side.”

      “I’m sure we’ll figure something soon and you’ll be let out. You know what? I’ll talk to the council. We’ll arrange a better place for you to stay while you wait. Maybe a suite with a living room, a TV, and even a kitchen so you can cook something for yourself if you want. Does that sound good?”

      It wasn’t what I wanted, but it was better than nothing. “It does.”

      She gave one last squeeze of my hands then let them go. “Then hang on for now. Dinner will be here soon. Hopefully before bedtime, I’ll come to get you and take you to better accommodations.”

      “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure, dear.” She offered a smile before leaving my bedroom.

      I sat on my bed, a little relieved. If Grace, a council member, was on my side, things would be okay. Everything would work out.
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      I ate not even half of my dinner, and texted Sean, who was as frustrated as I was. Night came, and Grace hadn’t come back. I lay down on my bed, my mind reeling, my body restless.

      What was I supposed to do now? Sleep? I wasn’t tired, and I couldn’t relax.

      Suddenly, the sound of the door clicking woke me up. I glanced to the window. It was pitch black out and faint moonlight streamed past the open curtains.

      “What the …?” I rubbed at my eyes.

      Grace stepped out from the darkness, her green snake coiled around her arms and shoulders. “Hazel.”

      I swallowed a scream and pressed a hand to my chest. “Holy sh—” I forced myself to not curse in front of a council member. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry.” She smiled at me. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I could have waited until tomorrow morning to move you, but I thought you were anxious to leave.”

      “You mean, move to better accommodations?” There was nothing wrong with my room, but I sure could use a TV right now. “I’m ready.” Thankfully, I had fallen asleep in my clothes, not my pajamas.

      “Let’s get a couple of your things.” She grabbed my tote from the chair and started shoving my grimoire and notebooks in it. “We’ll send someone to pick up the rest later.”

      “Okay.”

      I turned on the bedside lamp, so I could see where I was going. I might have some magic in my veins, but I could not see in the dark. Then, I followed her lead, grabbed a small duffel bag from my closet and selected a change of clothes for tomorrow, then in my bathroom. I picked up my toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush, and other cosmetics I liked to use every day. I didn’t mind staying without the rest for a couple of days. I groaned on the inside. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take that long to solve this mess and I would be free of house arrest soon.

      Grace hitched my tote over her shoulder, the snake moving to accommodate the strap, and glanced at me. “All done?”

      I patted the duffel bag hanging by my side. “Yup.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Slowly, she opened the door and spied out. The hallway was eerily dark and there were no guards outside my door. I frowned. “Where are—?”

      Grace put a finger to her lips. “Don’t speak,” she whispered. I could barely hear her. “It’s late and we don’t want to wake anyone.”

      Oh-kay.

      I followed as Grace walked down the corridor, almost tiptoeing. At every corner, she stopped and looked out before proceeding.

      What was going on?

      I shook my head. Nope. Whatever that dark thought was, I stopped it right there. Grace was a high-ranked witch, a council member, and she had been nothing but kind and helpful. I trusted her.

      On the first floor, Grace led me through a narrow corridor. “Where are we going?” I asked in a whisper. Where was this freaking room? Outside the castle?

      “We’re almost there,” was all she said.

      I inhaled deeply and my steps faltered when we crossed a doorway and stepped outside the castle. “Wait … what’s going on?”

      Grace wrapped her hand around my wrist. “No time to argue, Hazel. We need to go.”

      I yanked my arm back. “Not until you tell me what’s going on!”

      She didn’t let go of my wrist. “You insolent—“ She inhaled sharply. A dozen Light Order members raced from the side of the castle to us. She glared at me. “We could have been gone by now!”

      She extended her free arm and green sparks flew from her palm to the Light Order warriors. Some moved out of the way, others brandished their weapons, deflecting the blows, but still, they slowed down.

      “What the hell?” I pulled my arm harder and finally she let go. “Are you insane?”

      “For goodness’ sake,” she muttered. With both hands, Grace sent a green wave of magic toward the Light Order members. The wave kept coming, unrelenting. The warriors had trouble breaking through it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I started toward the warriors, not sure what I could do.

      “You idiot girl.” Grace clasped her hand around my upper arm, her grip firm, and a jolt of shock traveled up my arm. I yelped as my body shook and my vision blackened. “Come.”

      Dazed and numb, I barely registered as Grace dragged me to the nearest portal, through it, and into empty, dark streets.

      After several minutes, when we finally turned into a wide alley, the shock’s effect wore off.

      Six dark witches surrounded me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I went cold.

      I jerked from Grace’s grasp, taking a large step back and almost tripping on my feet.

      “What is this?” My eyes fixed on someone I recognized. “You!”

      “I told you I would see you again,” Starla said. Her lips peeled back, and I half expected to see fangs for teeth.

      On instinct, I called the magic inside my veins. Even if it was weak, I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      “Hazel,” Grace said, her tone flat.

      I stared at her. Oh my God, she brought me here. She had made me trust her so she could sneak me out of the castle and right into dark witches’ hands!

      I clenched my teeth, inhaled through my nose. Despair would take me nowhere. I had to think this through and find a way out. “So … since when have you been in bed with the dark witches?”

      She tsked. “Light witches, dark witches. Why is someone who can call on the wind a light witch, and someone who can harness dragon magic a dark witch? It's discrimination. We’re all just witches.”

      What?

      “Grace, you’re scaring her,” Starla said.

      I puffed out my chest, even though my insides were shaking. “Scaring? I’m not scared of you.”

      “Right.” Her sick smile widened.

      “What do you want with me?” First the Brotherhood. Now the dark witches. What was next?

      “We want you to come with us,” Grace said. “I promise you no harm will come to you unless you harm us first. We have only your wellbeing in mind.”

      That was hard to believe. “Why should I go with you?”

      “Because we want to show you,” Starla said. “We’re not evil and we need your help.”

      “My help?”

      Grace nodded. “There’s a war on the horizon, but this war can be stopped by you, if you choose to do so.”

      I frowned. She sounded crazier than Moira. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “We can’t stay here.” Grace offered me her hand. “Come with us and we’ll explain everything. I promise.”

      I took another step back, and I almost bumped into a tall, lean witch. “Like you promised to take me to a better place?”

      “I did. I brought you here.”

      “In the castle! I had no intention of leaving! Not until I could prove I’m innocent.”

      “You can’t prove it,” Starla said.

      “With you here, I can’t.” And now that I had run with Grace, and she attacked the Light Order—oh, shit—I bet there was a reward for my head.

      “Hazel, the Lightgrove coven is naive,” Grace continued. “They only see black and white, but there’s so much more. The shades of gray within magic are infinite. You must see them all, and you’ll only be able to do so if you come with us.”

      “Why me?” That was the question of the hour, of the month! Starla and Grace exchanged a glance. I hit a nerve. “You could have chosen Laini, Mei, hell, even Sadie or Moira, but no, you went for the weakest witch in the entire coven. You do realize this makes no sense, right?”

      “We can help you with that too,” Starla said. “If you come with us, you’ll recover your magic, your legacy, and your m—”

      “Just come with us, Hazel,” Grace said in a rush. “The Light Order is almost here, and if we don’t go now, they will catch us.”

      I retreated another step, making sure I passed the two witches at my back. I held my breath, thinking they would stop me but they didn’t. They barely turned to look at me.

      “And what if I don’t come?”

      “We won’t force you.” Grace waved her hand and a small white paper floated in my direction. I snatched it from the air. A business card. “That’s my number. Call me when you’re ready to talk.” She glanced past me, to the alley’s opening. “But if you’re not coming with us, then you should run before the Light Order arrives and gets you, and you know that if they do, things will be much worse at the castle now.”

      Because she had brought me here, it had looked like I had escaped.

      I was doomed.

      She threw my tote at me, and I grabbed it before it hit the ground, smashing my face. When I looked up, the witches were gone.

      “What the …?”

      No time to wonder. I hugged my tote, hitched my duffel bag higher on my shoulder, and ran.
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      I ran through the dark streets of New Orleans, lost and confused. At some point, I stopped in another alley, my hands shaking, my feet hurting, and grabbed my cell phone. I used the GPS to locate myself.

      I was near Towland, and I knew for sure there was an open pub two blocks from where I stood. I didn’t like being alone this late, but I couldn’t stay out like this. I knew the Light Order was after me and I needed to gather my wits.

      Tired and dirty and carrying my tote and my duffel bag, I entered the pub. A few customers glanced my way, but most of them didn’t seem to care. I found a stool at the end of the bar open and sat on it, dropping my bags by my feet.

      “Rough night?” the middle-aged bartender asked me.

      “Something like that,” I muttered.

      “How can I make it better?”

      I didn’t really want anything, but I also didn’t think I should stay here if I didn’t order something. “A glass of the house red wine, please.”

      He nodded and a minute later dropped a glass half full of deep red liquid. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks.”

      He turned his back and I sipped from my glass. It shook against my lips because my hands were still trembling, but I forced myself to not drink it all, even though I wanted to. I needed to be alert.

      Beside me, two young women talked animatedly. On their other side was a happy couple. On the couple’s side, three older men. A mix of people filled the booths and tables around the place.

      I was probably well hidden here for now.

      I dropped my head to the counter, closed my eyes, and forced myself to think.

      Brotherhood, dark witches, kidnapping? What the hell was going on here?

      “Miss, are you all right?”

      I lifted my head to face the bartender. Concern etched his face.

      I offered him a weak smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just … tired.” And frustrated, mad, confused, lost, numb, and so many other things.

      He stared at me for another fifteen seconds before finally answering someone who was calling him from the other side of the bar.

      And I head-desked the bar counter again.

      What should I do? What should I do? Maybe I should let the Light Order take me. It would be a bad spot, but I was innocent. If I gave them time, they would see it. They would find out the truth, wouldn’t they?

      And what about Grace? Were they hunting for Grace too? Was she fleeing for her life now? God, by now the entire Lightgrove coven thought I was helping Grace and the dark witches, that I was one of them.

      No, I couldn’t let them take me.

      My next thought was to go to Sean, but I discarded that. I was sure the Light Order would go to his place first. If he didn’t know where I was, then they couldn’t hurt him.

      I hoped.

      But then what was I going to do?

      “Hazel.”

      I straightened so fast, I almost fell off the stool. A big hand pressed to my back to keep me steady. I twisted in my seat and found Shade in impeccable black slacks and shirt beside me.

      “What … how did you find me?”

      “I have my ways,” he said, solemn. “The Light Order is searching the area. They will be heading this way soon. You should come with me.”

      The dark witches had asked me to come with them, now Shade. Next, a nice member of the Brotherhood would show up at the door and offer to take me too.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “I know, but remember that if I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have helped Sean rescue you. Or I would have done so a long time ago.”

      Right. He had been following me for several months now. “You’re a creeper.”

      “That’s one way of seeing it, but once I explain everything, you’ll understand.”

      My eyes rounded. The last time we talked, Shade had deflected several of my questions. “You mean … you’ll answer and explain all of my questions?”

      “I will.” He extended his hand to me. “You have my word.”

      Wary, I slipped my hand into his, and a jolt ran through my arm. Not a painful shock, but a realization, a knowing, a connection, a warm feeling. With all certainty, I knew I could trust Shade. It wasn’t a spell or a trick. He wouldn’t lie to me, ever, and I knew that as well as I knew myself.

      “Okay,” I said, barely a whisper.

      He picked up my tote and my bag from the floor, dropped a $100 bill on the counter, and stepped back to let me take the lead. We exited the pub.

      “The car.” He jerked his chin to a black sedan parked at the curb. He opened the passenger door for me, put my things in the backseat, then hopped behind the steering wheel.

      As he peeled away from the curb, I frowned. “What happened to your cockiness and charm? You’re too serious.”

      “You’re about to know the truth,” he said, paying attention to the road. “You’ll be mad at me for my behavior.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “It will.”
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        * * *

      

      Shade drove west of New Orleans, then went south on a small road. My nervousness grew with each mile we crossed.

      “We’re here,” he announced as he turned down a long, narrow road.

      It was dark out, but in the distance, I could make out the shape of a house and a few lit windows.

      “Where are we?”

      “A safe place,” he said.

      “I thought that if I came with you, you would stop being so cryptic.”

      “I will, once we are inside the house. Though the entire estate is warded, no one can hear or see us inside.”

      I gulped. “And you’re telling me that to make me feel safe, or because you're a serial killer?”

      A corner of his lips curled up. “I've missed your sense of humor.”

      “What?”

      Shade stopped the car in front of the house. Now, close by, I could see it better. A white plantation-style mansion in terrible shape, with thick columns on the front porch. Two of the columns looked like they might fall any at second, the windows had broken glass and hanging shutters, the porch steps were crooked or missing, and the paint was peeling. Overgrown grass surrounded the house, and shrubs and vines had spread over the porch and around the columns.

      I hopped out of the car, gawking at the house. Even in this state, this place had to cost a lot of money. How could a familiar afford this? Or perhaps he couldn’t. I shook my head. Oh my God, I felt a headache coming.

      I needed sleep and to wake up from this freaking nightmare. When I woke up, I would be back at Towland, madly juggling school and the Lightgrove mentoring and trying to squeeze a date with Sean here and there.

      Life was simpler then.

      And that had been only a handful of weeks ago.

      I sighed.

      Shade picked up my bags from the back of the car as the mansion’s doors opened and two figures walked.

      “Hazel!” Andrea called out, her voice as chipper as ever.

      “We were worried about you,” Brittany said.

      I froze in place, staring at both sisters. “What …?”

      “Oh, right.” Andrea reached for me. I almost flinched when she wrapped her hand around my elbow.

      Brittany stepped to my other side, the porch creaking under her weight, and placed a gentle hand on my back. “Come inside. We have tea and cookies.”

      “And explanations,” Andrea added.

      This could be the most creative trap ever, but I had no desire or strength to fight it. I went inside the house with the sisters, Shade trailing behind us with my things.

      I stopped short for the hundredth time today. I gawked at the immense and impeccable foyer. The interior of the house … it was perfect, clean, intact, and lush.

      “What?” I turned in a circle, taking in the place.

      Smooth, white stone floors, white walls with mirrors or intricate metal décor, a layered crystal chandelier hanging from the high, vaulted ceiling. A giant wraparound stair led to the second-floor landing. An archway underneath it opened to a what looked like a living room. To the right were double glass doors, and beyond them what looked like a library. To the left, a dining room with a glass table and high-backed chairs for twelve!

      “It’s an enchantment,” Andrea said. “So, people think this house is abandoned.”

      “They won’t come near it because of all the wards we put around it,” Brittany added.

      I stared from one to another. “You’re witches. Have … have you always known I’m a witch too?”

      The sisters exchanged glances. Why the hell did everyone keep doing that? Were there so many secrets I couldn’t know? I was sick and tired of it!

      I stepped back. “All right, this has gone on too long. I want explanations. Right now.”

      “We’ll tell you everything.” Andrea gestured to the living room. “Come sit with us. We can start while Shade fetches us tea.” She looked at him. “Right?”

      “Yes,” he drawled, sounding annoyed. Shade dropped my bags at the base of the stairs and disappeared through the dining room.

      The sisters walked to the living room and I followed.

      The back wall had several floor-to-ceiling double doors that seemed to open to a porch. I couldn’t be sure since it was dark out.

      The sisters padded over the thick white rug and sat in two white armchairs beside a huge, white stone fireplace. The hearth came to the top of my head! I dragged my feet to the white three-seat sofa across the glass coffee table and the armchairs and took a seat.

      Everything was white or silver in this place.

      “What do you know about Arianna?” Brittany started.

      I rolled my eyes. “All light witches, and dark witches for that matter, know about Arianna, and I’m not here to answer your questions. I’m here to get answers to my questions.”

      “We’ll get there, I promise,” Andrea said. “But to get there, we need to clarify some backstory.”

      “Clarify? What do you mean?”

      Andrea sighed. “You know that when Arianna was killed by the Brotherhood, Prince Thales arrived as it was happening and he killed the Brotherhood members. He gathered her ashes and vowed to bring her back somehow.”

      “He was joined by Arianna’s best friends, and council members, Anna and Britta, who wanted to help him,” Brittany said.

      “They also wanted to keep him from growing crazy during his quest.”

      “It was an obsession.”

      “It really was.”

      “And it did get him killed in the end.”

      “It did.”

      “We told him it was a trap.”

      “We did, but there was only one thing on his mind.”

      “To bring her back.”

      Andrea nodded. “We wanted that too.”

      “We really did.”

      I stared at them. What were they talking about? How …? I inhaled sharply. “No,” I whispered. “It can’t be.”

      The sisters smiled at me.

      “I think you got it,” Andrea said.

      “But …” I looked at them and they were only twenty years old. “You would have to be seven hundred years old.”

      Brittany nodded. “That’s right.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Finally, we can introduce ourselves to you properly. I’m Britta.”

      “And I’m Anna.” They waved their hands and a veil of magic peeled off them. Their blond hair gained gray streaks, and faint expression lines appeared around their eyes.

      Now they looked to be into their forties, maybe fifties.

      I held my breath. “This is impossible.”

      “We’re witches, Hazel,” Anna said. “Nothing is impossible. It just depends on how powerful you are.”

      “And in our case, we’re very powerful,” Britta said.

      “We became immortals when we were forty-four,” Anna explained. “Back then, forty-four was elderly and it showed.”

      Britta chuckled. “Nah, we’re still better than most.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples; a headache started. This was too much.

      Shade entered the room from the left with a silver tray and four cups and saucers filled with a faint yellow tea, and a plate of chocolate chip cookies. He put the tray on the glass coffee table, then sat down on the two-seat sofa to my right.

      “When Arianna died, they took me in and spelled me so I could turn into a human at will,” Shade said, ”and so I was immortal like them.”

      Anna reached for one of the cups. “We needed more people helping us.”

      Oh, it was going to be hard getting used to calling them Britta and Anna.

      “There weren’t a lot of people we could trust.” Britta grabbed a cookie.

      “There wasn’t anyone.” Anna sighed. “There aren’t many today either.”

      I frowned. “Wait. Are you telling me … you’re still trying to find Arianna’s items and resurrect her?”

      Britta swallowed the cookie she had been chewing. “Not really.”

      “Then what?” I asked, curious.

      Anna sipped from her
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