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      It’s once again time for Angel Bay’s annual Witchfest! While swarms of cosplay fanatics and costumed tourists flood the town, a coven of real witches have also arrived. It seems they have a special interest in learning the secret nature of our young angels. But the bigger threat just might be the coven’s daughters—a clique of mean girls who love drama.

      

      How far are Emmy and her fellow angels willing to go in order to protect the people and town they’ve come to call home? Dark magic sure sounds tempting. What could possibly go wrong?
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      Today was the day, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so nervous in my life. Well, it wasn’t just me who was ready to jump out of my skin. My best friends and roommates, Jade and Chloe, were just as anxious as I was. Two weeks ago, we’d gotten our first real communication from our handlers at the Bureau of Angels, and I’ve been a nervous wreck ever since.

      You see, the three of us had been conceived and born in Heaven—apparently a big no-no. Fearing our parents had somehow cheated the system and would throw the universe off balance, the Bureau of Angels had no idea what to do with us—until they selected us for a secret mission on Earth. We were relocated from Heaven to a sleepy little midwestern town called Angel Bay just over three months ago, and our time here has, thus far, been filled with confusion, chaos, and uncertainty. But we also found things we didn’t expect—the mortal plane was amazing.

      None of us had ever experienced love or romance, and don’t even get me started on our newly found addiction to pepperoni pizza. Having never lived a moment on Earth until a few months ago, Jade, Chloe, and I had a lot of things to learn, but somehow, we had survived.

      We learned pretty quickly that Angel Bay was a hotbed for paranormal creatures, and we had also managed to make friends with most of them. All of which Heaven would probably frown upon.

      We tried to counter all the things our bosses in Heaven would be unhappy with by doing good deeds for the citizens of Angel Bay and helping out where we could by using angelic remedies and our own intuition. It may sound silly, but somehow, we had managed to help solve a couple of murders and even vanquish a demon—well, a demoness if we were being technical about it.

      Back to the stress we’ve all felt over the last two weeks. I’m not sure any of us have ever experienced anything like it. I had certainly never lost sleep over something that was totally and completely out of my control, but that’s exactly what had happened.

      When the note from Natasha and Mrs. Portobello had shown up, so unexpectedly, it threw me through a loop. My stomach was a hot mess. I was having nightmares about being sucked back into Heaven, and I felt absolutely helpless.

      I couldn’t help it. I had more to lose than anyone. Especially when it came to my budding relationship with my boyfriend, Zane. I’m pretty sure I was breaking at least a million Heavenly laws by dating him. I’m sure you could throw in a few more broken laws for falling in love with him, and probably even more broken laws for having sex with him.

      The fact was, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Angel Bay or the friends I’d made here.
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      “Our first performance review. I wish I knew what to expect.” Adjusting the laptop screen for the twentieth time, I hoped to achieve the optimum viewing angle.

      “You know what’s the weirdest thing about living on Earth?” Chloe always had a way of pulling some unrelated topic out of thin air.

      Jade nudged between us like a puppy sniffing for treats. “There are a lot of weird things. Bad weather. Grumpy people. Money. Mosquitoes.”

      “I don’t mean unpleasant things. I mean, like really weird,” Chloe clarified her question.

      “Anything to do with boys should be added to the list.” I adjusted the laptop screen one more time.

      Jade agreed with me. “Oh yeah. Who would have known they would be so easily distracted or have such fragile egos they keep hidden under a hard shell? Not to mention the surprising lack of maturity, and their even more surprising anatomy, take your pick.”

      “Nope.” Chloe jostled her way back into our little lineup. “It’s time. In Heaven, time is meaningless. It passes by, but nothing changes because of it. It’s so irrelevant, we don’t even keep calendars. But here on Earth? Time is everything. Heck, we haven’t even noticed that we’re over halfway through summer. It makes me feel…anxious.”

      She was right. I hadn’t really thought about it, but it must have been something I’d picked up on as well. Her observation made me feel uneasy. “Anxious?”

      “Yeah. We’re not used to the concept of ‘running out of time’. It’s alien to us. I wouldn’t care so much, except I’m thinking of our friends here, and especially Daryl. Think about it. What if Natasha or Mrs. Portobello comes online today and tells us we’re done? That all of this is over? I’m not ready for that. Are you guys? Especially you, Emmy. You and Zane have something special. True love with a full-blown romance. Anyone can see it.”

      I’d been winning a subconscious game of whack-a-mole with my worries and fears. Not that they’d gone away, I’d just managed to bash them out of my immediate concern. Chloe had just set them all loose to scurry around freely and wreak havoc on my brain.

      “I—I guess. I’ve tried not to think about it. I don’t want to.” I felt like the proverbial ostrich, burying its head in the sand. “And we shouldn’t bring up anything that might make them want to pull us out of here. We can’t lie to them, but that doesn’t mean we have to volunteer information.”

      “Obviously, they already know there are demons in Angel Bay,” Jade replied.

      “Yes, but they might not know about the witches, or that Midge was a dealer in grimoires, or the Hellion colony, and most importantly, that my boyfriend is a demon.”

      Chloe backed out of the lineup. “Hey, have you guys ever considered that just because we can’t seem to tell them a lie, that maybe they just might be able to lie to us?”

      “I don’t think they can. Or at least, they aren’t comfortable with it. That’s why they are playing the same game with us—to not disclose anything more than they need to. What exactly do you think they might have lied to us about?”

      “Midge. Natasha said she was somewhere in Heaven. But nobody has been in contact with her, especially not us. Isn’t that strange, considering we took over her entire estate? And her body was never found. I don’t know what it means, but I’m going to keep thinking about it.” Chloe rejoined us, and we waited for the video conference to begin.

      The laptop chimed and the screen blinked, displaying the familiar faces of Natasha and Mrs. Portobello.

      Mrs. Portobello greeted us with a genuinely warm smile. “It’s great to see your sweet faces again, ladies.”

      Natasha seemed cold—as usual. She was all business, lacking any type of pleasantries one would expect from a true angel. “Let’s get started. By now, you’ve learned Angel Bay is more than just your typical sleepy, Midwestern small town. We’ve suspected there was an element of the supernatural bubbling up from that location. And you’ve found it.”

      “Then why didn’t you warn us?” Chloe’s direct and confrontational question caught us off guard.

      “Rather than frighten you or cause you to look for something that might not be there, we thought it would be best to let you get settled into your new surroundings before your first briefing. Frankly, I really didn’t expect for the three of you to settle in and adjust to the community so quickly. I was completely shocked when our systems detected that a demoness named Minerva had been located and banished to purgatory. You girls did that all on your own. While you can be commended for your swift action, it was foolish to take her on without consulting me. It has been my experience, where there is one demon, there are likely many more. For all we know, Angel Bay could be infested with them.”

      “Infested?” Jade gulped, feigning surprise.

      “Yes. Let me clear this up. You were sent to Angel Bay to help people. To use whatever angelic remedies you have at your disposal to bring them peace, happiness, and justice. But remember why the three of you were specifically chosen. Your unique origins allow you to travel undetected by angels or demons. You are my strategic assets. And now that you’ve actually stumbled upon a demon, I am officially giving you a secondary mission—a top-secret mission. To locate and identify any additional demons in Angel Bay.”

      I nearly screamed. “Identify demons? Then what?”

      “Then you call me. We’ll exterminate them, together.”

      “Exterminate the demons?” I was the one gulping. And I wasn’t faking my shocked reaction.

      “Yes, of course. Call it what you will—exterminate, vanquish, eradicate. Continue to carry out your normal routines. Assist the citizens of Angel Bay in any way possible, just like any good angel would do. But stay alert, always. Now that you’ve banished a demon, it is imperative you keep an eye out for additional demonic activity. They are sneaky and can’t be trusted. If you find another one, contact me by dialing 666 on your phones. Carry on.” And just like that, the call was over.

      I finally closed my mouth. I’m sure it had been hanging open the entire time she spoke.

      Chloe quickly closed the laptop, obviously disappointed. “Well, that totally sucked. I was hoping to ask them a bunch of questions, especially about Midge. But it’s pretty clear Natasha wasn’t going to give us the opportunity. So bossy of her.”

      Chloe’s complaints barely registered with me. Natasha had me worried to death. “Identifying demons? Vanquishing them? Oh my God! If she only knew.”

      Jade put her arm over my shoulder, pulling me close. “Stop right there before you have a stroke. Remember, as long as Natasha doesn’t ask us directly for specifics, we don’t have to lie about demons. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. There’s nothing wrong with keeping your demonic boyfriend a secret.”

      “Yeah, Emmy. And he’s only half-demon. So even if you were asked about him, you could get off on a technicality.”

      “Oh, she’s been getting off on more than that!” With her index fingers curving up through her hair, Jade mocked Zane’s demon horns and lunged at Chloe like she was a charging bull.

      I wagged my finger, suddenly hopeful—or at least trying to force myself into a more optimistic state.

      “Maybe you have a point, Chloe. I could use plausible deniability. Besides, Natasha said she only suspected that something weird was going on in Angel Bay, and she seemed surprised we actually encountered a demon. It was basically an admission that she doesn’t know about Zane, Ash or the Hellions. Another thing, she never mentioned anything about witches. Clearly, she doesn’t even know about Eve or Angel.”

      “Exactly.” Chloe ducked to avoid my finger. “Besides, Natasha said spying for demons was only a secondary mission. So, it’s like extra credit or something. If we continue with the good deeds for the people here, we don’t need any brownie points for snitching on demons.”

      “So that’s the plan. We play dumb?” Jade flopped back onto the couch. “What’s Plan B, in case she finds out we’re not telling her about the demons, or witches, in Angel Bay?”

      “Plan B is to ultimately prove to her that demons and witches are just like us, they’re only misunderstood. Eons of prejudice and stereotyping must be to blame. I have to believe that once she sees the truth, she’ll accept it. But for now, we go with Plan A. We play dumb.”

      Chloe threw herself into Jade’s lap. “Well, nobody plays dumb better than us.”

      Optimism did indeed start to grow inside me. I guess having some sort of plan made a difference.

      “We need to think ahead. Shrug off our fears and preconceived stereotypes by building positive, cooperative relationships with the supernatural beings of Angel Bay.”

      “Not bad.” Jade squeaked from someplace underneath Chloe. “Remind me to nominate you for a Nobel Prize after Natasha has us cast into Hell.”

      “I’m just saying we need to be proactive. We’re supposed to be meeting Eve’s coven of witches in the next couple of weeks.”

      Scanning the bookshelf, I selected a book from the massive Dark Beasts collection. “The first step is to arm ourselves with knowledge about witches.”
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      I stared out over the bay and blinked, allowing my eyes to adjust after a reading marathon.

      Setting the paperback down, I poured a glass of sweet tea. “Whew! I just finished Dark Beasts book six, Rags to Witches. It’s the third time I’ve read that book, and it still gives me goosebumps.”

      Chloe leaned against the balcony rail, eyeing the afternoon pedestrian traffic. “I just finished one of the other books with the witches, book eight, Hex Appeal.”

      Jade leaned back in the wicker chair, dismissing our research as more literary nonsense. “Do you guys really think whoever wrote those paperback romances really knows much about real witches? Because from what I’ve read so far, I’m still wondering if she knows much about sex.”

      Chloe spun around and slowly crept menacingly toward Jade. “Blasphemer! Did the author not perfectly describe how her insides had been blissfully transformed into a quivering mess by the pulsating jets from his thick and veiny manhood?”

      “Meh. I got the same result from lunch at Burrito Wagon last week.”

      Chloe pounced on Jade like a lioness taking down her prey. Unleashing a full-fledged tickle attack, she demanded that Jade take it back. “Never disrespect or mock the sacred word of Dark Beasts!”

      “Wait—hold—on!” Jade cried out between bouts of laughter. “What do we know about sex anyway? I say you ask Emmy if the books get it right. She’s the only one with the full experience.”

      “Well, I guess the author does take advantage of a certain poetic license with her graphic descriptions. But why me? You two freaks are far from the innocent cherubs you claim to be. Anyway, I am more concerned with witches for now. We have one week, until next Saturday, to prepare for our meeting with Eve’s coven.”

      “I’m not sure I understand the point of worrying about it. Maybe we should just do a meet and greet and leave as fast as possible,” Chloe suggested.

      “That’s not who we are. Think about it. Witches and angels have traditionally been on the opposing sides throughout history. But I am willing to bet a lot of the disagreements are nothing more than simple misunderstandings. We owe it to them, and to ourselves, to give these witches the benefit of the doubt. These romance books have given me some great insight into how witches organize and operate. I’ve even read about how there are different kinds of witches. Like neutral witches and good witches. I haven’t read about any evil ones, per se.”

      Jade, catching her breath, forcefully shoved Chloe off her lap. “Just don’t read the classic fairy tales. Those fables are chock-full of evil witches. What if there is some truth to those stories too?”

      “I think it would be pretty obvious if they were truly evil,” I said.

      “In the stories I’ve read, they are like Eve. You know, independent, confident, motherly, helpful, knowledgeable. Sure, she sometimes tries to give the impression that she’s cold and antisocial. Maybe even a bit intimidating. And those sarcastic comments of hers! But I can see straight through her. It’s just an act. And Angel is a witch too. She’s nice, right?”

      Chloe stood up. “Um, Eve must be a good actor because, to be honest, she kind of scares me. And yeah, Angel is nice…to us. But she does carry a loaded wand, and she isn’t afraid to use it.”

      Straightening her shirt, Jade recovered from Chloe’s assault. “Seriously, all I am saying is there may be other books we can study to learn about witches. Not just who they are, but how they’re able to use magic. Midge’s collection of witchy spell books is sitting right in our back room. I say we go through them and see what we can learn. You know, it couldn’t hurt to be armed with knowledge about actual witchcraft spells, just in case we need to defend ourselves.”

      “Good idea. What do you say, Chloe? Ready to study?”

      “All this talk about the Dark Beasts books has me kind of worked up. The only studying I want to do is on Daryl’s anatomy. I should call him.” Her voice softened and drifted away. Staring right through us, she sighed. It was obvious her mind had once again taken a field trip.

      “You’re spacing out again.” I felt compelled to bring her back to reality with a not-so-soft smack on her rear end with my paperback.

      She nearly jumped out of her shoes. “Hey! Easy on the merchandise. I suppose I can put that off until later if you insist.”

      “I insist.” Leading her by the hand, we followed Jade to the back room.

      Jade sneezed, blowing a cloud of dust across the table. “I bet some of these books haven’t been opened in decades.” Gently lifting the leather-bound cover, she traced her finger over the handwritten parchment pages.

      “Most of these have a ‘foreword’ by the witch who wrote it. My guess is that if we read enough of them, it would be as if we’ve already been introduced to a whole group of witches personally.”

      Chloe squinted, her little hands flapping away the dust. “It’s still not going to be as fun as reading the Dark Beasts books. Why don’t you read us a sample?”

      “Um, well, okay.” She nodded, suddenly sounding unconvinced by her own idea. “The title is Octavia’s Primer—A Grimoire for Novice Witches. Thirteenth edition, 1645. It says, ‘To listen to Octavia’s introduction, tap this pentagram with the leg of a bird and recite the verse’. I guess that leaves it up to you, Chloe.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      Jade shrugged, seemingly serious. “Because your scrawny limbs are the closest things we have to bird legs.”

      “Smartass.” Retrieving a small paper bag from the trash can, she handed it to Jade. “I had AFC for lunch. There should be a chicken bone or two in the bag. But you’re reciting the curse, or whatever it is. I’m not doing it.”

      “Verse. It’s verse.” Jade rummaged through Chloe’s discarded scraps and found the remains of a drumstick. “Perfect.”

      A weird feeling hit me. It almost felt like déjà vu, or perhaps a reminder that we had plenty of experience screwing things up because we didn’t think things through. Either way, it was a warning. “Hold on, guys. Do you really think this is necessary? You know, reciting incantations from ancient spell books seems kind of risky.”

      “Awe, don’t be a scaredy cat now. It’s just an old chicken bone and some gibberish. I bet nothing happens.” Without a second of hesitation, Jade tapped Chloe’s sloppily gnawed leftovers on the page. “Solis, lunae lucem venire ad vitam. Revelare tuum secretum!”

      And nothing. I was relieved the chant and old chicken bone turned out to be nothing but a failure. “Thank God. I was worried you were going to unleash some sort of curse on us and the good citizens of Angel Bay.”

      “Lame,” Chloe chimed in. “Maybe you should’ve added two abracadabras and a hocus pocus, just to be⁠—”

      Suddenly, a blue light shot straight up out of the page and flooded the room.

      “Holy cripes! I knew it was a bad idea.” I snagged Jade and Chloe by the collar and jerked them away from the table.

      A three-dimensional projection of a miniature woman appeared above the book. She was transparent, obviously created with the beams of blue light.

      She was dressed like a stereotypical storybook witch. You know, wearing a long, dark robe and a pointy hat with a wide, floppy brim. Her long curls flowed down over her shoulders. I thought she was very pretty. And judging by her smile, she was cheerful too. My only hope was that she wouldn’t start cackling.

      “A—gh—ghos—ghost!” Chloe squealed and scurried behind me like a frightened puppy.

      “No. I think this is what they call a hologram.” I picked up a curiously unused feather duster and poked at the spectral figure. “See? Nothing.” I gave Jade a sharp smack with the duster. “We should probably start using this thing around here.”

      Then another surprise set us back on our heels. The little witch began to speak.

      “Greetings, beginner witches! Thank you for purchasing my latest book, Octavia’s Primer—A Grimoire for Novice Witches. This edition covers all the basic spells every witch should know when starting on the magical journey of witchcraft. Be sure to practice them often, and someday, you too will proudly wear a witch’s hat. Don’t forget to visit any of my stores for all your magical needs. Besides textbooks and grimoires, we carry a full line of brooms, caldrons, wands, charms, and handy premixed potions. Remember, convenient financing is always available at Octavia’s Magic for Less!”

      Then she disappeared as quickly as she had popped up.

      No longer afraid, Chloe emerged from her safe zone. “Well, that sucked. It was just a stupid advertisement.”

      “To be honest, I prefer an ad over being threatened by a curse or something,” I said, trying to avoid having my feet trampled on.
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