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“Witches,” Nona said.  For the hundredth time since the bars of the jail opened and allowed me to walk free.

“Witches?” Dad asked me. 

I climbed into the backseat of Claude’s car.

“Is there anything anyone else wants to say besides that word?” I asked.

Nona buckled her seatbelt. “I don’t understand what they are saying you did,” She said shaking her head, confused about the circumstances.

“I think if my daughter was stabbed last summer I would have known about it.” Dad shook his head.

I rubbed my temples in a slow circle. My head ached beyond words. 

Everyone wanted answers. They also wanted the truth. But I knew anything I had to say about witches, they wouldn’t believe.

I stared out the window at all the picketers surrounding the jailhouse. Everyone held signs that showcased their hatred for witches. Cherry was a full on battleground after Audrey tried to kill Tucker.

Once Tucker escaped and told everyone everything went from bad to worse. We couldn’t get away before they cuffed us and threw us in jail on ridiculous charges.

I was thankful Nona was rich. I would have died there.

Claude was the only one being silent as we coasted down the main road back to my house. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what I would say.

“Do you think it’s a good idea to be taking her back to the beach house?” Claude asked. It was one of the first times I seen him say anything.

Dad sighed. “I think I can handle things. I will not let anyone lay a finger on my daughter.”

“Look what has happened so far, I don’t think you’ll have much of a choice,” Nona tossed in. She pulled down her visor and dropped her head back.

“Mom, this is my daughter. I think I know what’s best for her,” Dad snapped.

I groaned. “You guys, calm down. We haven’t even made it home yet and you’re all freaking out. I’m an adult; I will choose what I want to do.” My fingers grazed my temples again.

But from the looks of my dad and grandmother I knew any choice I wanted to make would be hard.

Nona gave me enough time to collect my belongings before we went to stay at her house, staying at Nona’s would not make anyone happy.

I lifted my phone from the counter. “Six missed calls from Karsen.” I sighed stuffing my phone in my pocket and headed into the kitchen.

“Do you have everything?” Dad asked, pushing off of the counter. He finished the last of his liquor and put the glass in the sink.

I raised an eyebrow. “This is my fault.”

Dad was confused.

“You’re drinking, you never drink around us. I didn’t mean to stress you out,” I dropped my gaze. 

Dad shook his head. “I needed to settle my nerves; it’s a lot to take in. Let’s hope Nona’s lawyers can work miracles.”

I stayed planted to my spot. Dad waited on me to move out the door. 

“I don’t know what to do,” I wiped at my eyes. Dad tugged me to his chest before the front door shut.

“Look, kids get mixed up in crazy fads. I think it can all be smoothed over before it sees a courtroom. Nona is respected around here.” Dad kissed the top of my head. 

“But, Dad, what if this isn’t a fad?” I couldn’t believe how quick he brushed it all under the rug.

“This is real life, Hope,” Dad said. “Witches don’t exist. Girls don’t fall in love with vampires. Everything is going to be fine.” 

I pulled up my sleeve. “Doesn’t this seem strange to you now?” I waved my tattoo at him trying to get him to understand me. The secret was no longer a secret. The entire town accused me of witchcraft. I knew that it wouldn’t go away.

Dad waved a hand. “You said it was just a tattoo. Now grab your things and let’s get out of here.”

I lifted my bag and headed for the door. “I think we should talk about this before we get to Nona’s,” I said following him down the steps.

“Hope, I said lets go. There is nothing to talk about besides the fact you got involved with the wrong guy. A guy with trouble written all over him since the first day you saw him. Now get in the car,” Dad said.

I dropped my bag and climbed in the backseat angry with Dad for blaming everything on Slade. Nona noticed my expression right away.

“Is he always in denial about everything in his life?” I muttered.

“Yes. Denial is the reason why his marriage to your mother lasted for so long,” she said back.

Dad climbed in on his side. “Why does every conversation circle back around to the mother of my kids?”

I rolled my eyes. “Why won’t you listen to me? Let me explain this before it gets more out of control than it already is.”

Nona shook her head; it seemed she agreed with Dad. “We aren’t going to discuss anything. We are going to talk to the lawyers in the morning. Nothing good comes from acknowledging craziness.”

“But what if I can explain,” I cut in. “What if there is a reason?”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re a young girl you have your whole future ahead of you. We are going to do what we need to do to keep it that way,” Nona said. 

And that ended the debate.  You didn’t argue with Nona.
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I stared at the expensive painting on Nona’s living room wall. I had finished unpacking my things into one of her many guest bedrooms and now wandered around her house trying to keep myself from going mad.

I sat down opening up a magazine. I pretended to read it for a few seconds before I grew antsy all over again and pulled my cell phone from my pocket. I knew I should call Karsen. I didn’t know what I would say about the whole ordeal and trying to explain I knew would be difficult.

Karsen’s panicked voice shot through the phone. “Are you okay?”

I rolled my eyes. What a stupid thing to ask. “I’m at Nona’s, not sitting in a jail cell so I guess alright.” I made sure nobody was in earshot.

“What is happening?” Karsen started. “I’ve been sitting here all day waiting to hear from somebody. Where is Kidd?”

I raised an eyebrow, twirling my hair around my finger. “I thought you would know that. He’s your boyfriend.” I knew they took off. And didn’t know what I could say about that matter.

I also didn’t know what she knew.

“He told me to stay here and wait for him to get ahold of me, but I haven’t heard from anyone. The house is empty and I’m freaking out.” Karsen’s didn’t sound anything like herself.

“You should probably listen to Kidd. Stay there and wait to hear something. I don’t know what is going on right now. And chances of me getting out of Nona’s right now are not going to happen.” I shut the family room door. “They are freaking out over here.”

“Of course they are. They found Audrey’s body in Henry Park, inside of Slade’s RV. How did that happen?” Karsen’s silence filled the space between us.

I took a deep breath. “We didn’t have another choice. She was going to—

“I don’t want to know anymore. Hope, what is happening?” Karsen said.

“A lot is happening. Now is not the time to freak out. I got to go, call me if you hear anything from anyone,” I said ending the call as soon as Nona opened the door.

“Did you get settled in?” She asked taking a seat.

I nodded, tucking my phone back in my pocket for fear someone would take it away from me. I took the seat across from her. I knew I would have to talk sooner or later.

“I need to find Slade,” I started. Nona wasn’t known for having a heart, but I hoped she would give me a chance to figure things out. Without Slade I feared I wouldn’t know what to do about anything happening.

“Slade is in serious trouble. You better hope you don’t see him,” Nona said.

“Nobody gets it,” I said. “Everyone is already assuming the worst about everything. But nobody gets it.”

Nona furrowed her brow. “That little blonde he ran around with is dead. What is there to get. You’re lucky you weren’t killed to.”

I couldn’t believe what she was trying to imply. “You don’t get it. Audrey wanted to kill Tucker.”

Nona shook her head. “Says who?”

“Me. I say. I was there.” I sat forward. “Did anyone think of asking Tucker?”

Nona dismissed this idea. “It’s been said for many years that Henry Park is a dangerous place to be.”

I couldn’t believe it. The accusations repeated like a bad nightmare.

“I remember when Evil Kings of Ink first started playing there. Everyone swore they were up to no good. They all said they practiced black magic and I guess in some ways they were right.” Nona lit one of her cigarettes. “Why would they think they were capable of magic? Is it drugs?”

My eyes grew large. “No, it’s not drugs. I know it seems unbelievable, but Nona if you took some time to understand you wouldn’t be so confused by it.”

The whole town of Cherry hated Henry Park, but the hatred going on outside overshadowed anything I saw on the inside.

“This isn’t why your dad moved out here,” Nona said in return.

I bit my tongue before I said something I regretted.

“Where are you going, sweet pea?” Nona called after me.

“For a walk. I need to clear my mind,” I told her slamming the door.
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I sat on the shores picking up small seashells and tossing them at the waves. I knew we all were in a mess. I knew the coven would be furious once they knew Slade killed Audrey.

I looked over my shoulder, they might have known already for all I knew.

Seagulls squawked above me as someone approached me from behind. I never jumped at every little sound before. But before I knew it I was ready to tear Hutch’s arm off if I needed to.

“Easy!” he said.

I wrenched his arm behind his back. “You don’t sneak up on me!”

I let go, trying to catch my breath. 

“What’s got into you?” Hutch asked, rubbing his arm, agitated with my manhandling. He couldn’t make eye contact with me.

“I’m not sure. You scared me,” I dropped down in the sand happy to see him, glad he was there to talk to. Somebody that knew what I went through.

“I’ve been walking down the beach everyday hoping I’d see you. Are you okay?” He took the spot next to me.

“How could I be okay?” I didn’t know if I would ever be okay again. “Audrey is dead, Slade is gone and I might be put in jail for god knows what. I’m not doing too well.”

Hutch stared at the water. “Where is Slade, Doll?”

“I have no idea. As soon as we left the car at the police station I never saw him again.” 

I thought back on that moment. Slade didn’t utter a word, he stayed stoic as we wound our way through town in the back of the police car. I thought it best to go along with his silence.

“We were going to take off. But that never happened. And now we are in a whole lot of trouble,” I said.

Hutch sighed. “Believe me I’ve seen quite a bit of this around here.”

He meant the church. They were busy collecting the entire town to stand behind them and get rid of witches.

“The only place they don’t set foot is near the beach,” I told him. The mayor set a safety curfew and warned all the residents to stay away from the waters after five.

“They think bad things happen down here after dark,” Hutch smirked. “It’s all rather absurd the level of hatred these people house for those they don’t know or understand.”

“Ever since I moved here this is the way it has been. I hate to say it, but I think after what happened with me everything got worse,” I said.

The thought made me sad. Slade could have lived in Cherry worry free if it weren’t for me and the mess I made coming to town.

“These were all choices he made. Just like the one that ended Audrey. I’m assuming he killed her?” 

I eyed Hutch. “If Slade didn’t kill her, she would have killed Tucker. He did the right thing.”

Hutch wiped his hands on his legs and stood up. “I’m not so sure about that. Tucker’s family is average beings. Killing a witch never goes unpunished.”

You didn’t have to be all knowing to understand that. “Yeah, and now I wonder what that means for all of us.” 

I grabbed Hutch’s hand letting him pull me up. 

“I promised you I would help you,” he reminded me.

I shook my head. “Hutch, you don’t want to get involved in this. I don’t even know what is going on and I know you should stay far away from it.”

I saw my dad near the beach houses. “There’s my dad. I got to go.”

Hutch stayed put. “Before I take off, I want you to promise you’ll be careful. If there’s anything I can do for you, let me know.”

“Goodbye, Hutch,” I jogged across the sand; I didn’t need anything from him. Needing anything meant involving him in my problems and I didn’t want to do that.

I hopped over the rope, and before my feet were planted on the bike path two guys on rollerblades were headed right for me. I held my breath, closed my eyes and braced for impact.

“Shit,” one of them said. I opened my eyes staring at the two of them in a heap before me. “Did you see that?”

I was confused.

“You almost killed me,” I said, glaring at them. “Next time watch where you’re going.”

I moved around the two of them. Dad waited on the sands by Nona’s house concerned.

“Next time watch where you’re going, witch.”

My blood boiled. I balled my fist turning around. I tried to stifle the swell of energy that pounded my chest into chaotic beats. My fingers tingled, this weird sensation took over my entire body and I knew something bad would happen if I didn’t do something.

“What did you call me?” I asked. I watched the first guy stand up. He helped up his friend.

“I said watch where you’re going. This is a biker’s path, not the lane for you and your broomstick,” he said. He found this amusing.

I stepped forward, extending a hand and before I knew what happened I sent both of them sailing backwards over the ropes into the sand.

I stared down at my hands, they trembled. And slowly everything made sense again.

Dad clamped down on my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

“He called me a witch. They almost killed me. I defended myself,” I said.

“You’re in enough trouble,” Dad clamped down harder on my shoulder. “What are you trying to prove?”

I pulled away from him. “I defended myself. I have nothing to prove to anyone.”

He shook his head. “Get inside, Hope. Tossing guys all over the beach isn’t defending yourself. It’s causing trouble. Trouble that you don’t need.”

I watched the two skaters in a hurry to get away. I used power I didn’t know I was capable of.

“I didn’t lay a finger on them,” I said, I smiled. 

“You think this is funny?” Dad asked. “I saw everything.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then you would know I didn’t lay a finger on them. I used magic.” I started for the house.

“I don’t want to hear about magic. This is real life, nobody is capable of magic,” Dad said. “I think you and your friends have been watching too many of those cult movies.”

I stopped right before the steps. 

“What are you doing?” Dad asked growing agitated with me. 

I waved a hand at the door, opening it. “What do you have to say about magic now?” I dropped my hand. The door slammed shut.

“I’d say the wind did it. And I’d tell you that I love you and I don’t want anything happening to you,” he said going up the stairs.

“Everything already happened to me. Don’t you see that?” I sat down on the steps. Dad went inside.

He didn’t want to admit that his daughter was something more now. I raised my hand guiding one of Nona’s lawn ornaments across the lawn. Making it dance.

“Hope,” Dad warned from inside.

I dropped it on the lawn. “Such a party pooper.”
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I sat in the attorney’s office waiting to be called in. The echo of phones ringing down the hallway, the clomp of high heels, and the whir of the copier and fax machines made it all too real.

Nona talked on the phone with the lawyer. Her lawyer, the one she knew for some time now. He owed her a favor and she swore he would make a miracle happen for me.

I wondered how much that miracle cost. Tucker and his father entered the room. And I wondered if any lawyer could go up against the mayor.

Before we all were forced in the same room the door to the lawyer’s office came open and their lawyer came forward.

“Mayor, you can come right in. We are almost ready,” he said, the door shut again leaving me to my thoughts and all the sounds swirling around me.

Nona turned on her heel making another descent across the marble floor.

The doors opened again. 

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I wanted to scream with joy at the sight of Slade. But I stayed where I was. 

The officer with Slade instructed him to sit. Slade did, dropping his hands on his lap, his expression somber, unchanging and downright unreadable.

“We are waiting for her lawyer,” Nona told the secretary.

Slade’s gaze moved across the room to Nona. He raised an eyebrow.

I wondered what he thought.

I concentrated on the words. Are you okay?

Just fine.

I’m sorry we are in this mess, Slade.

Why would you apologize? It’s not your fault.

I gave him a small smile. It feels that way. I’ve been so worried about you. I’m glad I know you’re okay.

Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself, Hope. Do whatever your lawyer wants you to do.

What about you? What are you going to do?

Our wordless exchange agitated me. He was being selfless, only concerned with helping me, when he needed to help himself. I wanted to scream out loud. Tell him to put up a fight because he deserved so much more than what he put up with.

Nona tapped me on the shoulder breaking our connection before I got the answer I wanted to hear from him. We followed behind Slade into the lawyer’s office. When the last person entered the door shut and we all took a seat around the table.

The lawyer’s discussed all the technical parts with each other, as the rest of us sat staring in different directions. Tucker out the window, Slade at the table and at me, I never took my eyes off of him. I didn’t want it to be the last time I saw him.

Tucker’s dad cleared his throat. “Now that we have the gory details out of the way, I have an offer to throw out on the table.”

Tucker’s lawyer grew uncomfortable. But he kept his mouth shut.

“Here we go again,” Slade said, shaking his head.

Nona pursed her lips, agitated with Slade’s outburst.

“There’s always an offer. Don’t buy into their bullshit,” Slade said looking straight at me when he said so.

I opened my mouth ready to say something. Nona dropped a hand down on the table ending my attempts.

“Let us hear the offer,” she said, giving Slade an evil glare. If he spoke again I was sure she might jump up and slap the smug look off his face.

But he did. “Why do you think I’ve never went to jail?” Slade dropped his cuffed hands down on the table. 

His words fell on deaf ears.

“My client is willing to drop all charges if Hope signs a statement that says Slade attacked Audrey and Tucker,” Tucker’s lawyer said.

I couldn’t believe what they wanted me to do. “No,” I said right away.

Nona clamped her hand down on my arm stopping me from going any further.

“All charges will be dropped?” She asked. “Simple as that?”

“Simple as that,” Tucker’s dad repeated. He fixed his tie, shooting Slade a glance. “We know all too well what Slade is capable of and how easy it is for these young girls to fall into this lifestyle. We want the right person punished. Not the victims.”

I gritted my teeth. “I am not a victim. Your son is the victim. He should be thanking Slade for saving him. If Slade hadn’t stopped her, Tucker would be dead right now.”

Slade dropped back in his seat. “Go ahead, Hope. Take the offer. It’s the best thing for everybody.”

I couldn’t believe him. “Why would I do that?”

Tucker sat up. “Because you’d be an idiot not to, suck it up and do what they want or sit in jail and rot for all I care.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Why are they allowed to get away with this?”

“It’s all about who you know, Hope.” Tucker smirked. 

“Just sign the paper,” Slade said again his jaw going tense.

“But what happens to Slade?” I asked. Nona slid a paper and pen down the table to me.

“Slade returns to his cell until his court date. And Cherry can say they’ve rid the town of its trash,” Mayor Sinclair spoke up.

I choked down the rage and started writing. I pushed the paper away, tears sliding down my cheeks. I stood up, ready to leave.

“Good girl,” Mayor Sinclair said passing me. Slade passed by next. We followed behind out of the office.

The officer told Slade to sit. Nona collected her purse and as we prepared to leave I stopped in front of Slade.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He shook his head, refusing to see any of it as my fault. Nona put her arm around me as we headed for the door. I turned, a smile erupting on my lips at the sight of the cuffs gone from Slade wrist. Magic worked again for me. Slade forced his arms behind his back standing.

As we walked through the parking lot I focused on the cop car, disabling the engine with more magic as we climbed into Nona’s. I didn’t have to hope it worked. I knew it worked. I knew I gave Slade enough time to make a break for it. He deserved it.
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I twirled my fork through my pasta, doing my best to pretend I wanted to eat my food. I didn’t want to be with my family sharing a meal. I was angry with everyone at the table.

“Pass the bread,” Dad said.

I lifted the fancy bowl and dropped it in front of him going back to my plate.

He let my foul attitude go snagging a breadstick.

Nona dropped her napkin. “She’s angry with me.”

I held back the eye roll.

“She’s upset with all of us,” Dad said.

I took a sip of water. 

“Sooner or later Hope will realize we helped her. And that we love her and care about her wellbeing,” Nona said.

She wanted me to speak. I refused to budge.

“She’s giving you the silent treatment. She used to do it to Mom all the time,” Elliot pointed out.

I rolled my eyes. She deserved everything she got. The thought of my mother made my temper flare to an even higher level. I squeezed the napkin in my hand dropping it on top of my food.

Nona jumped up taking off to answer her phone. I watched her traipse back and forth. The look on her face told me everything that I needed to know. 

I crossed my arms leaning back in my chair as she entered the room.

“The strangest thing happened,” she said taking a seat.

I raised an eyebrow.

Everyone wanted to hear what happened, but I already knew the answer.

“That was the lawyer. He called to inform me that Slade has gone missing. They have no idea where the boy could be,” Nona said.

Dad shook his head. “You got to be kidding me.”

“That’s awful. What a shame,” I said standing up. “It looks like Mayor Sinclair is going to have to find someone else to blame everything on.”
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