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To anyone who’s ever been judged, bullied, rejected, teased, ignored, or targeted . . . you are extraordinary and one day others will know it, too.
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June 4, 1692


The funny thing about betrayal is that by the time you know about it, the damage has already been done.


Bridget Bishop should know. Her life had been surrounded by it as of late.


And as if the betrayal itself weren’t bad enough, when it came from your friends, family, and community members, it’s an especially hard slap in the face. The realization that you were cared for so little that you deserved the public humiliation and heartache coming to you, was enough to send a person over the edge.


Luckily, Bridget still had the love and support of her only daughter, Christian, to keep her fighting for her life, otherwise she might have saved the executioners the trouble and done the job herself.


The others who’d been accused hadn’t been blessed with this kind of loyalty from their families.


Bridget looked around her cell and then let her eyes sweep across the dungeon to those shackled to the floors and walls. Dozens of people filled the space, one more hopeless than the next. But Bridget felt as if she couldn’t complain too much, given the fact that people like Tituba, Sarah Osborne, and Sarah Good had been confined to the prison much longer than she had.


And not everyone inhabiting the jail were witches.


That’s not to say that most of them weren’t. The majority were members of the Cleri, while others were members of other covens or simply innocent bystanders. Well, innocent might not have been the right word for some of those included in the trials, considering the darkness of their past actions, but they certainly weren’t practicing witchcraft.


Bridget turned to the three women closest to her own cell. The two Sarahs and Tituba had been among the first accused and therefore had experienced the brunt of the initial backlash. Osborne was in there by mistake, having been shunned by the community because she’d stopped going to church. Of course, she’d only stopped attending because an illness had taken over her body, but nobody wanted to hear that fact. Still, church or no church, a witch she was not.


Good and Tituba, however, were both members of the coven Supre, and neither had ever hurt another living soul. That wasn’t the purpose of the coven after all. Bridget knew this because the Cleri had convened with the Supre at annual gatherings. The sister coven had always been kind and otherwise harmless.


Lord knows why Tituba eventually confessed to practicing dark magic, saying that Good and Osborne had convinced her to sign her soul over to the Devil. Those of us who knew the women knew it wasn’t true, but nothing could be done to convince her to change her story. Bridget could only guess that the pressure of being hated by the whole town had driven the woman mad.


Sarah Good, however, seemed to be taking things the hardest. She’d always been an outcast in Salem, but had managed to find a home with her fellow Supre members. They’d been the only ones to overlook the fact that she was homeless, often looked dirty and unkempt, and wasn’t above going door-to-door to ask for charity. Given Good’s already stunted relationship with the townspeople, the realization that they found her capable of doing harm to others shouldn’t have been all too surprising.


But apparently it was that, coupled with Tituba’s treachery and the fact that her husband and even her four-year-old daughter had testified against her in court, that had worn Good down until she was practically skin and bones.


When she bothered to talk—which was rare by this point—it was only to claim her innocence. It cut through Bridget every time she heard the woman sobbing in the dark at night.


“Visitors!” one of the guards announced as he opened the heavy wooden door and ushered a handful of people into the room.


Though Bridget recognized the four women, she’d never talked to them herself. She did, however, know their husbands, as they frequented the pub she owned before she’d been dragged into this god-awful place. Bridget had heard the men complaining about their nagging wives and therefore knew them to be judgmental gossipers who looked down at most others in the town.


Bridget had a growing suspicion that the women’s visit wouldn’t be pleasant.


The four walked over to the cell next to Bridget’s and stopped to stare stone-faced at Tituba and the two Sarahs. The woman who took up the front of the pack placed her arms behind her back as if to keep herself from reaching out and getting too close to the accused.


“Disgusting pieces of filth you are,” the visitor whispered, squinting her eyes at the three women. “How dare you attempt to harm our children in your quest to do Satan’s bidding.”


“Witches!” another shouted.


“Thieves!”


“Dismissing the church . . . ,” the leader said to Sarah Osborne, “. . . a lowly slave . . . ,” to Tituba, “. . . and a dirty, murderess beggar,” finally fixing her stare on Sarah Good. “I always knew you were the Devil’s spawn, not worthy of our respect or company. Now the rest of the world knows it, too.”


Silence filled the room as the free stood before the prisoners. Finally, a voice broke through, surprising all of them.


“I have not done that which you accuse me of,” Sarah Good said quietly. Her eyes were swollen from so much crying, and though she was one of the youngest being held, she looked at least twenty years older than her time on Earth.


“Then why hath your own family forsaken you?” the woman spat back nastily. “God did not even find you worthy of motherhood and took your child away before you could do it harm as well.”


There was an audible gasp at this and Bridget wasn’t sure whether it had come from the rest of the women in the room or from Sarah herself. Either way, everyone knew the woman had gone too far.


By now, it was common knowledge that Sarah had been pregnant at the time of her arrest, and despite the stress and horrible living conditions, had managed to give birth to a baby girl she’d named Mercy. No doubt a plea to the Lord to be set free. However, her plan hadn’t worked and Sarah had watched desperately as her own kin perished in the jail. It was hard enough losing a child, but to then be told it was because of your own wickedness—that is a cross no one should have to bear.


“Ladies, it would be a good idea if you were to leave now,” Bridget warned, drawing the attention over to herself. The distraction worked and the group took a few steps toward her.


“Oh, Bridget . . .” The lady clucked her tongue as if she were scolding the aging woman. “I should think you are not in a position to be ordering anyone around. Besides, you are just as vile as she is.”


“You do not know what you say,” Bridget returned, sitting up a little straighter from her place on the floor.


“Oh, I think I do. But that does not matter, because God knows what you have done and He will punish you for your unholy atrocities,” the woman said, pointing her finger at Bridget and then at the other women locked up. “He will punish each and every one of you.”


Then, without a backward glance, the women turned and began to head back the way they came. Besides the sound of their shoes hitting the stone floor, the only other noise was the sobs coming from Sarah.


Bridget watched as they left, and promised herself that they would get what was coming to them.


They all would.


And then, with a hollow clanking sound loud enough to wake the dead, Bridget and the others were locked inside, their fates sealed along with the door.




Chapter One


As the door slammed on the women’s fate, my eyes flew open with a start. I searched the room in a panicky attempt to figure out where I was. At the same time, I willed my hands to move, still feeling the weight of the shackles on my wrists. Relief washed over me as I was able to bring them up to my face and brush away the hair that was matted to my forehead.


It was just another dream.


Oh, who was I kidding? By now I knew enough to understand that the dreams I had were more like memories from the past—my ancestor’s past to be more accurate. And as often as I’d had these little trips down memory lane, I still couldn’t get used to the feeling of betrayal and fear that they left me saddled with. This, along with the fact that all the horrific things that I was seeing had actually happened—that my great-grandmother several times over, Bridget Bishop, had been the first person hanged during the Salem witch trials—and well, you can see why I couldn’t count on getting acceptable beauty sleep.


Luckily, there was a spell for that.


Lately though, my dreams had branched out to include the lives of others accused during the trials. Sarah Good and Tituba, especially, had become regulars in my flashbacks, and disturbing as it was, I was beginning to feel connected to them in a way that only someone who’d lived through that awful time period could. Most people had to search ancestry.com to discover what was on their family trees. My relatives were hung from ours.


“Had!” a voice called, breaking through my thoughts and bringing me back to reality. “Breakfast in ten and then we’ll go for that run?”


A glance over at my bedside clock showed that it was just a little past 8 a.m. I sighed heavily.


So much for sleeping in during the summer.


“Okay, Dad!” I shouted back. “I’ll be there in a minute!”


As much as I longed to pull the covers over my head and go back to sleep, I flung them back dramatically and shimmied my way off the bed until my feet hit the floor. I couldn’t exactly back out of our morning workout, since I’d been the one to suggest it the night before.


Ever since Mom had died at the hands of the evil coven, the Parrishables, I’d been putting more of an effort into spending time with my dad whenever possible. For a while, I’d thought I’d lost both of my parents in the fire that had killed most of the adults in the Cleri. But then Dad had shown up, untouched and alive. Not that Samuel Parris hadn’t tried to do away with him, too. He’d just been luckier than Mom and the others when the Parrishables had finally hunted him down.


The Parrishables.


The dark coven run by Salem native and overall bad guy, Samuel Parris, tried to destroy the Cleri several months before, hoping that it would make them the ultimate superpower when it came to the magical world. And they’d almost succeeded. Until they’d come up against the younger members of our coven. That’s where they’d messed up.


Much to my shock, it turned out that the Parrishables were actually after me. Apparently I’m some kind of magical powerhouse. I’d always known that my casting skills were superior to those of the rest of my coven, but until I’d gone up against Samuel, I hadn’t realized the extent of my abilities. Once armed with that knowledge, we became an unstoppable force.


In the end, it had taken all of the twitches (our term for teen witch) in the Cleri—including our relatives who had already passed on—to defeat an evil that had begun in Salem.


Which brought me back to my dream. Memory. Whatever.


Yawning in protest, I walked into my bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. “Ugh,” I mumbled, squeezing my eyes shut against what I saw. Then, without another peek, I said, “Renewbus freshimo perfecto.”


As my mouth began to tingle and take on the taste of mint, I felt the rest of the changes happening. I didn’t need to look to know makeup was being applied, hair was being smoothed, and my skin was taking on a dewy glow. When I felt the spell wind down, I opened my eyes again slowly. The transformation was amazing, but since I used this particular spell so often, the result wasn’t exactly surprising anymore. While I preferred actually going through my whole beauty routine, the shortcut was a lifesaver on those days when I didn’t have time to get ready. Or in this case, when I’d dreamed of Bridget Bishop the night before and had the bags on my face to prove it.


Thanks to the Renewbus spell, sparkly gold shadow now swept across my lids, making my eyes shine brightly. Dollops of pink danced on the apples of my cheeks and my full lips were perfectly glossed with just a hint of color to them. My dark hair, which had been a hot mess just a few seconds before, was now pulled back into a braid that swept across my forehead and then back into a ponytail in the middle of my head. I smiled at myself in the mirror, and caught a glimpse of my too-white-to-be-natural teeth. I was practically a walking toothpaste commercial.


A slightly more awake version of myself headed back to my room and pulled on a pair of black Soffe shorts that I retrieved from my drawer, along with a sports bra and oversize tank. I snagged my tennis shoes from the corner and laced them up in double-knotted bows.


A girl should always be prepared for any situation, and the last thing I needed was to trip over a lace and give myself a reason to get a nose job. I was sort of attached to the one I already had, thank-you-very-much.


“Had, breakfast is—”


My dad let the sentence trail off as I appeared at the kitchen door and then plopped down at the table.


“Impressive spread,” I said as I looked at the pancakes, bacon, eggs, fruit, yogurt, and toast that was piled in the middle of the table. I scooped up some plain nonfat yogurt, topped it off with blueberries, raspberries, and strawberries, and then settled back into my chair to eat.


“That’s all you’re having?” he asked me. I could tell he was disappointed I wasn’t eating more and instantly felt guilty.


“Sorry, Dad, but if you want me to actually be able to run after this, I can’t exactly eat heavy now,” I said apologetically.


“Oh, uh, right. Of course,” Dad said, like the thought hadn’t occurred to him until now. And it probably hadn’t. I watched him scratch his head absently as he looked around at all the food that was going to go to waste. “It’s just that they say breakfast is the most important meal of the day and all. . . .”


I didn’t ask him who “they” were, because I already knew. He was talking about the parenting books and chat rooms. It had been like this a lot lately. Him going overboard on his parental duties, as if he’d forgotten everything he’d ever known about being a parent. Suddenly, he was worried about me eating three meals a day, whether I was doing all of my homework, and if I was dating anyone. The week before, he’d even asked me if I had a bedtime.


But I got it.


Without Mom around, we were both sort of learning how to live together again. Just the two of us. I mean, Mom had always handled the day-to-day household stuff before. So now whenever Dad was home and not traveling, he tended to take things a bit too seriously. And as much as I liked the attention, it was a bit much.


At first I’d been dealing with a healthy dose of fear over the prospect of his leaving town again for work. After all, the last time he’d gone, we were all almost killed and I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. So, you can understand my apprehension. But Dad had to pay the bills and we both needed to move on, so I’d taken Dad’s spurts of overcompensation—like this morning’s banquet-size breakfast—with a grain of salt, always reminding myself that it could be worse.


A lot worse.


I took a big bite of my breakfast and ate it like it was the best thing I’d ever tasted. “The fruit and yogurt is really good though, Dad. Totally what I wanted,” I said, trying to wipe the disappointment off his face. It seemed to work and he smiled slightly.


As I went for another scoop, there was a knock at the back door and I heard the familiar turn of the metal knob. The sound brought me back to the dream I’d had and I couldn’t help but shiver despite the warmth of the kitchen. Even months later, I was constantly on edge, waiting for the Parrishables to come back. But running on fear was no way to live, so I forced myself to stay glued to my seat and fought through the thought that something bad was about to happen. The only way to get over fear was to walk through it. My mom had taught me that.


“Hey, Had,” Asher said, breaking the silence and kissing me on the cheek as he came up behind me. I relaxed as he took a seat at the table. “Wow, Mr. Bishop, are you feeding an army?”


“Apparently not,” Dad said, frowning as he placed a few eggs and fruit onto his own plate.


“Need some help getting rid of it?” Asher asked, eyeing the food hungrily, but not yet moving to take a plate.


I could see the instant relief in my Dad’s face, and my heart swelled with gratitude for my boyfriend. Since we’d arrived home from the cabin after defeating the Parrishables, he’d been the model guy: taking me out on dates, going to games to watch me cheer, and hanging around the house to get to know my dad better. All things I would’ve never thought possible when we’d first met. In fact, given that our whole relationship had started off as a lie, I thought we were doing pretty well.


It was hard to believe that less than a year ago Asher had been secretly batting for Team Parrishable. Back then, he was just this amazingly hot guy with jet-black hair, styled in a metro-looking faux-hawk and eyes that seemed like they could pierce my soul. And his lips?


Very kissable.


After some flirting, a few major fights with other witches, and an innocent—but awesome—sleepover, I’d found out he’d been working with the enemy. Well, kind of. Turned out, my nemesis, Samuel Parris, had been holding Asher’s sister hostage and was threatening to hurt her unless he did as he was told, which included infiltrating the Cleri and relaying our secrets.


I was pretty pissed at first, but could hardly blame him for trying to save his sister. And by this time, I’d already fallen in love with him, which made everything more complicated. In the end, Asher had stepped up and helped us take down Samuel. Literally. He even jumped in front of a speeding spell to save me, risking his life in the process.


Now, back in the nonmagicking world, with Samuel gone and Asher’s sister back home safe and sound, we could finally be a normal couple. Well, as normal as a couple of twitches could be, anyway.


And it was amazing.


“Help yourself,” Dad said, gesturing to the food in front of us and popping a blueberry into his mouth.


Asher didn’t wait for him to offer again and immediately dug in.
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After our run, I freshened up and headed over to Asher’s. Slipping in through the side gate, I found my boyfriend—man, I loved the sound of that—my boyfriend—the words were totally delicious—standing in the backyard a few feet away from a man in an oversize trench coat and striped fedora. The stranger had his back turned to us, so I couldn’t make out who he was, but I was instantly suspicious.


Furrowing my brows, I took in the scene before me. Who wears a trench coat in the middle of the summer? People who are up to no good, that’s who. I began to fall back into a fighting stance, but before I could do anything, Asher let loose a spell of his own.


“Flameeble ignitus!” he yelled at the ominous figure.


Almost instantly, a puff of smoke exploded at the guy’s feet, creating a steady stream of white, which circled and covered the area in wisps. I had no idea what was happening, but the man in the hat wasn’t moving.


“Dammit!” Asher said loudly as he walked over to the man and pulled off his hat forcefully. Then he began to fan the area until the smoke dissipated. Thoroughly confused, I made my way across the yard until I was close enough to see what was going on.


“Did you just turn him into a mannequin?!” I asked, slightly horrified and impressed at the same time. “Asher, I’m sure you had your reasons, but . . .”


“Huh?” he asked, looking over at me as I walked up. “No. I mean, I know. He already was a mannequin. I was trying to cast a flame, but all I ended up doing was setting off a smoke bomb. Great for stupid high school pranks, not helpful in defeating bad guys.”


Waves of relief rushed over me.


Though I was embarrassed to admit it, I had thought for just a moment that maybe Asher was back to his old tricks. That he was using less-than-savory magic for his own purposes again. It was only for a moment though, and then I remembered that the lying, sneaky Asher wasn’t the real him. But I couldn’t help the knee-jerk reaction. Apparently I still had some trust issues that I needed to work through in that regard.


“Well, maybe Brighton will be good for us after all,” I said, seeing how frustrated he was by the failed spell.


“I’m just a little rusty, that’s all. I didn’t use magic at all when we first met, and lately I’ve been too busy to practice,” Asher said, placing the hat back on the dummy’s head and giving me a pointed look. This was his way of letting me know—not so subtly, I might add—that this was because of me.


The truth was, spending all our time together had made it difficult for either of us to focus on magic lately. Except for the kind we were making together. But that wouldn’t come in handy if we were going up against guys like the Parrishables again, which was still a possibility, considering that many of Samuel’s followers had run off into the night after we’d banished their leader.


“Brighton will give us both a chance to catch up on the things that we’ve let slide,” Asher said.


I walked over to him and threw my arms around his neck.


“I still think we could have done that here,” I said, kissing him on the cheek softly. Then I moved my lips up to his temple and kissed him there, before heading over to the space below his ear and lingering for a moment. His body stiffened beneath mine. “Then we’d be able to be alone. I bet it’d be easier to concentrate without all those other people around.”


“You’re the only thing I’d concentrate on if we stayed here, and you know it,” Asher said, pulling away from me but keeping his arm on my waist. “You know I love you, Had, but not all of us are magical geniuses who don’t need to practice their craft. I’ve been letting that side of my life slide these past few months. Don’t get me wrong—it’s totally been worth it, but still . . . Let me put it this way: I respect you for being the kick-ass witch that you are, but I want to at least be in the same stratosphere as you. You might not need me to save you from evil, but I don’t want to be a liability, either.”


As a witch, I understood what he was trying to say. Magic was important to both of us, and in a way, it should trump our relationship. But as a girl, all I heard was that Asher would rather go to some summer magic intensive than spend time alone with me.


Ugh, is this what it’s like to be in love? Blinded by rainbows and unicorns, and sappy soundtracks that played in your head whenever you were around each other, and having all logic and sense of self thrown out the window? Had I turned into the kind of girl who put a boy before her magic?


All of these thoughts must have been running across my face, because Asher pulled me back in for a kiss. “We’ll still have plenty of time for us this summer,” he promised. “But I do think we need to make magic a priority again. What happens if Samuel comes back and I can’t even do a simple flame-throwing spell? With my skills as they are, I’ll only be able to give him smoke inhalation.”


“Hopefully we won’t have to test that theory,” I said, willing myself to believe my own words.


Ever since we’d been back, the Cleri had been getting together at night to perform protection spells and location spells to ensure that we wouldn’t be caught off guard again. So far, it looked like Samuel and the rest of the Parrishables were gone, but none of us were naive enough to stop with the precautions.


“I agree,” Asher said, looking into my eyes. “But if it’s not him, you know it could be somebody else. There are a lot of bad people out there who, just like Samuel, are itching to get their hands on our power. Your power.”


I frowned. He was probably right, but the last thing I wanted to do was worry about all the bad things that could happen. Not when things were finally starting to feel normal again. I wanted to get back to being a normal twitch, with a normal—but abnormally hot—boyfriend, whose only worry was leading her normal coven and heading off to the normal college of her choice. I didn’t want to be carted off to some summer intensive I’d never been to before, where I was going to once again be forced to focus 100 percent on spells. It sounded too much like summer school, and tests and homework were so not my idea of a good time. I wanted to find a balance, a way to have it all.


But I couldn’t ignore what Asher was saying. We had to stay on top of our magical game, and since Jackson, who’d been in charge of training us, had expired in the fire along with our parents, there was no one to run our magic classes anymore. So, after a few emergency meetings between the guardians of the remaining Cleri members, the adults had decided the best thing to do would be to send us all off for the summer, where we could learn more about our heritage in a safe and supervised environment.


Just the way I fantasized spending my first summer with Asher. Not.


The only catch was that the Brighton Summer Intensive was an exclusive program—one that twitches had to be invited to attend. Which meant that it wasn’t as simple as our parents just handing us over for a month. We had to prove that we were among the best and brightest in the witching world. I’d received invitations to attend in the past, but since it fell during the same time that I was away with my squad at cheer camp, I’d always politely declined. Still, it was an honor to be invited, and this year, most of the Cleri had made the cut. This was mainly due to their ability to survive the war with Samuel, but none of them were complaining.


So me, Asher, his sister Abby, Sascha, Jasmine, Fallon, and Jinx were all welcomed to come to the witch-owned cabin in Colorado for the summer. Peter had been invited as well, but was stuck in summer school. Poor kid was totally broken up about it, worrying that he was going to lose his place in the coven if he didn’t go. No matter how many times I told him this wasn’t true he wouldn’t believe me.


“Maybe you’re right,” I said, with a sigh.


Asher smiled at me, brushing my long dark hair out of my face. “Think of it this way: It’ll be like our first vacation together . . . just us and sixty strangers.”




Chapter Two


It was going to take us roughly two and a half hours to get to Colorado. Asher, Abby, and I were the only ones who’d ever been on a plane before, so that was an interesting experience for all involved. Jasmine, the goth-looking girl in our group with a badass attitude to match, turned out to be terrified of flying. We were all more than a little surprised to see her squeezing her eyeliner-smudged lids shut on takeoff and chanting the same thing over and over again.


“Please don’t let me die in this flying tin can,” Jasmine prayed as the jet took off down the runway. Her pleas didn’t stop until we’d been in the air for at least a half hour. And even then, she gripped her armrests so tightly that her knuckles turned white.


I would’ve laughed if she weren’t so clearly terrified.


Sascha saw this as her chance to bond with her polar opposite, chatting nonstop from the time she sat down next to Jasmine in their assigned seats to the time we landed. With bouncy blond hair and a look similar to Glinda from The Wizard of Oz, Sascha couldn’t have been more different than Jasmine. Upon first look, you’d probably think she was a bit of a dumb blonde, but underneath her bubbly exterior was a smart witch with natural talents that allowed her to juice up fellow witches who’d been depleted of their powers. Sascha had the uncanny ability to fight her enemy one minute, and then apply lipstick meticulously without a mirror the next.


We’d barely gotten through the in-flight movie when the captain announced that we were beginning our descent into Colorado. As the plane started dipping lower and lower, I felt an uncomfortable tickling in my stomach.


Nerves.


It was something I rarely felt when heading into new situations. In fact, maintaining my high level of confidence at all times had always been easy given my natural ability to charm those around me. My mom called it the gift of persuasion. Not that I could control people—they still had basic free will—but you know how some people can convince others of anything? Well, that was me. The joke in our family was that I could sell ice cubes to an Eskimo.


Even though I imagined that camp would be no different, here I was with butterflies. And I had no idea why.


Of course, I knew enough by now not to ignore these feelings. After having been betrayed by our former Cleri member, Emory, I’d begun to read up on honing one’s intuition. I couldn’t help but think if I’d just quieted my mind back then and listened to my gut, I could’ve somehow known that Emory wasn’t our ally. Unlike psychic phenomena—man, I wish I had that power—intuition, according to scientists, was something each of us had within us, but didn’t necessarily use. Children were so much better at utilizing this skill, because they hadn’t yet been bogged down with what adults called “logic.” So lately I’d been trying to look at the world with childlike faith and listen to my instincts. All of them.


And right now my instincts wanted me on guard for some reason.


Asher must’ve noticed that I’d grown quiet over the course of the trip, because he squeezed my hand and gave me that smile of his that always stopped my heart.


The butterflies started fluttering even harder. But in a good way this time.


“Everything okay?” he asked. I was still amazed how in tune we’d managed to become in just a few months.


“I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face. No use stressing anyone else out with my intuition. “I’m just itching to see what this place is like.”


“I can’t wait to be around other twitches,” Fallon said, obviously eavesdropping from the seat in front of us. He’d just turned sixteen, but I still saw Fallon as the immature, little pain in my ass that was constantly challenging me. True, we no longer looked at each other as enemies, considering that we’d saved each other’s butts on more than one occasion, but we weren’t besties, either. Fallon might not have turned out to be evil, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t still push my buttons.


“And what are we?” I asked, hitting the back of his chair lightly. His brown hair, which had grown longer over the last few months, went flying around his face. When he turned to glare at me, I noticed that he was starting to grow into his features. His hair was getting lighter now that the weather was warm again and his locks fell into his blue eyes haphazardly. He still looked especially young to me, but I swore he was getting taller every day. Pretty soon he’d tower over me. “You realize you won’t find a better group of twitches than us, right? Who do you want to impress, anyway?”


Fallon licked his lips nervously and his eyes darted over to his right, briefly settling on Asher’s sister, Abby. She’d opened up a book right after sitting down in her seat and had barely looked up the whole trip, except to stare out the window listlessly a few times. Even now, as this exchange was going on, Abby seemed glued to her page. Not that I could see her face, since it was currently being covered by the same dark hair that Asher had, falling around her shoulders like a curtain. When you were able to see her face, though, she was surprisingly pretty.


I had to admit, her looks matched her personality. Ever since we’d brought her home after vanquishing the Parrishables, she’d pretty much kept to herself. It was like she didn’t want to be noticed at all. Asher said this was how Abby had always been, but it felt like something more than that. I couldn’t imagine what she’d been through while being held by Samuel Parris and his cronies, and wondered if this was why she wasn’t as outgoing as the rest of us. She was still dealing with what had happened while she was gone. Per Abby’s request, Asher dropped the subject and let her be. He explained to me that it was the least he could do considering he let her get taken in the first place. Of course this wasn’t true, but his guilt was alive and strong.


And I wasn’t so self-absorbed as to think her actions were all about me, but I did worry that it was me that Abby didn’t like. That she just didn’t approve of her brother’s choice in girlfriends and that’s why she never hung out with us. But there was no way that was the whole story.


Since we were rooming together at Brighton, I was hoping it would give us more of a chance to bond. Because although I wouldn’t admit it to her—or even to Asher for that matter—I wanted her to like me. She was the most important girl in Asher’s life besides me, and I knew our getting along meant a lot to him.


But the look on Fallon’s face just now made it clear that I wasn’t the only one interested in getting to know Abby better. Fallon stole another look at Asher’s sister before rolling his eyes at me.


Interesting.


“Calm down, Princess. You know I’m Team Cleri all the way,” he said, his usual snarkiness back. “I just think it’ll be cool to see how other twitches do things. We’re not the only ones on this planet, you know. Contrary to popular belief, I mean.”


I heard Abby snicker, but I couldn’t tell if it was at Fallon’s comment or at something she was reading. Apparently Fallon thought it was the former, because a satisfied smile crossed his lips before he turned back around in his seat and prepared for the plane to hit the tarmac below.


I frowned, but let the comment go as everyone got to their feet and gathered their things from the overhead bins. Asher took both of our bags in his hands and led us off the jet. Jasmine practically ran up the ramp and didn’t stop until she had reached the terminal. This time, I did laugh, and so did the rest of the twitches.


As soon as we stepped into the baggage claim area, I knew exactly where we were going. Bouncing in the air not ten feet away from the exit was a highly decorated sign. Glitter, foam letters, painted images, and stickers were strewn across the three-foot poster board. It read WELCOME BRIGHTON CAMPERS! in all caps.


The color assault didn’t stop there. Attached to the welcome sign was a woman in her mid-forties, dressed like a walking collage. Waving her arms spastically, she had dozens of pins covering every available inch of space on her vest. They clanked against each other like an off-key tambourine. My eyes drifted down to the final touches of an already unfortunate outfit: old, faded acid-wash jean shorts that stopped just above her kneecaps. The overall effect was nearly too much to bear.


“I thought witches were supposed to fly under the radar,” Asher said, quietly.


“They are,” I answered as I plastered a smile on my face and walked forward to meet our TGI Fridays tour guide.


“Hi! I’m Hadley Bishop and this is the rest of the Cleri group,” I said to her.


“Oh, super-duper-iffic!” the woman said, jumping into the air as if she were making an exclamation point with her body. I winced at the sudden movement and took a slight step back. “I’m Miss Peggy, one of your counselors, and we’re so happy to have you at Brighton this summer! Why don’t we get you all packed up and into the van, and we’ll be on our way! You’re the last to arrive, so you have the car all to yourselves!”


“Goody!” I said, clapping my hands together and then making a face at the others.


Every word Miss Peggy said was delivered with major enthusiasm and I could practically feel the energy buzzing off of her. The stimulation was almost too much to handle, and besides Sascha, who seemed to have found her emotional doppelganger, the other Cleri appeared hesitant to follow such an enthusiastic person to an unknown cabin in the woods.


“Is she for real?” Jasmine asked quietly as Miss Peggy ran ahead to start the engine of the big rainbow-colored van.


“Do you think it’s safe to get into a car with her?” Jinx asked me nervously.


Jinx wore worry on her face like it was an extra layer of makeup and I instantly felt guilty. Because I knew that if I’d been stronger and quicker and smarter, I could’ve prevented everything that had happened to her.


And Jinx wouldn’t be the scared little girl she was now.


With light brown hair that always lay perfectly in its place and a string of delicate pearls that fell just above her clavicle, Jinx looked every bit the part of classy witch on the rise. But underneath the sophisticated clothes and naturally pretty looks, she was damaged. The wounds she’d incurred while fighting the Parrishables had almost killed her. A particularly nasty spell had blown her side wide open, charring the skin surrounding the gaping hole and leaving her in the hospital for weeks. Even though the injury had been healed for a while now, the black tint to her skin in the spot where the magic had hit her was a daily reminder that she’d come close to dying.


“I don’t think we have much of a choice, Jinxy,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure she’s harmless.” Giving her a reassuring smile and a careful pat on the arm, I gestured for the rest of the Cleri to follow Miss Peggy to the car.




Chapter Three


“Holy mother . . . ,” I said, leaning forward in my seat to get a better view of where we’d be staying for the summer. I barely flinched as my forehead smacked against the window; I was too impressed with the massive structure in front of me to care.


A sprawling log-and-brick lodge sat in the middle of a lush field of green. The place was shaped like a tiara, the tallest part of the house in the middle, followed by smaller sections on either side, making up five parts in total. Windows spanned from floor to roof and decks separated the three stories. White brick stacks crept halfway up the sides of each section, like it was some kind of castle/cabin hybrid and the roofs each curved up slightly at the ends like a mischievous mustache.


I’d never seen any place like it in my life.


Then again, I wasn’t sure if anyone outside of the witching community had seen anything like it, either. After leaving the airport, we’d ventured about a half hour outside of the Denver area before the van began to slowly crawl uphill and into the mountains. The last fifteen minutes of driving had been devoid of other cars and houses. With thickets of woods surrounding us on all sides, it was clear that we were alone out here.


Asher whistled out loud as he took in the grounds. “Dad used to show us pictures from his summer camps, and they didn’t look anything like this,” he said, as Miss Peggy pulled up and around the circular driveway. “His cabins were practically falling apart.”


“This place looks like a freaking resort,” Jasmine blurted out.


“He said they’d go hiking in the woods and have to pitch these tents—” Asher continued his trip down his father’s memory lane.


“If I’d known Brighton was like this, I might’ve come sooner,” I murmured, taking in the scenery in front of me.


“Dad said they taught him how to boil stinging nettles and eat them for dinner. Said it tasted like soggy salad.”


“I have a feeling we won’t be eating stinging nettles here,” I said, shooting him a grin. I hadn’t heard Asher talk about either of his parents much over the last few months, so it was nice to hear him bringing up his dad now. Sometimes I even forgot that he’d lost his mom and dad a few months before Samuel Parris had killed my mom. That I wasn’t the only one who was hurting.


Sometimes our own personal grief had a way of blinding us from the pain that others were going through. I made a mental note to ask him more about it later. Right now I was in utter awe.


Listening to our banter, Miss Peggy turned and smiled with pride. “Sounds like your dad went to a mortal camp growing up,” she said. “Brighton’s a different beast entirely. Since the location and its inhabitants are hidden to the outside world by magic, there’s no chance that nonwitching people will find it. Attendees can use magic with impunity here, without having to worry about being caught. And that means there are no boundaries to what you’ll find on campus. If your imagination can come up with it, it can—and probably does—exist at Brighton.”


As we watched from the van, kids and their parents unpacked cars around us and wandered the grounds. People used spells to transport their bags into the enormous main cabin while others showed off tricks they’d learned to their friends. All the faces were new to me and the tingling in my stomach that I’d had on the plane started to come back. Everyone looked so happy to be there. Adults welcomed kids as they entered the main cabin. Campers approached each other, exchanging hugs and talking excitedly.


It was clear they all had their cliques, those they’d hung out with in summers past. And not just within their individual covens, but it seemed like everybody knew each other. To them, I was no one. A stranger. But that would change . . . it always did. Even if it didn’t though, I had my own clique with me, so it’s not like I was on my own or anything.


“Come on, guys,” I said, opening the van door and stepping outside. I sucked in a deep breath of fresh air and then let it out slowly. God, it smelled great here. Like it hadn’t been totally polluted by the rest of humankind yet. It sort of reminded me of my family’s cabin, the one we’d retreated to when the Parrishables had come after us. Only, this appeared to be the MTV Cribs version. Less rugged and cozy, more hidden luxury.


Turning back to the others, I flashed them an encouraging look and then nodded my head in the direction of our bags, which Miss Peggy was busy piling up on the curb with a wave of her hand. “Let’s check out our new digs, Cleri.”


Little luggage carts like they had at fancy hotels littered the pathways and we grabbed a few that weren’t in use and began to stack our bags on top. Taking our cues from the other campers, we charmed the carts to follow us toward the building in front of us.


It was going to take me some time to get used to not having to censor my magic here. And a quick look at my friends showed that I wasn’t the only one. Back home, even when we were inside our own houses, we were constantly looking over our shoulders to make sure no civilians saw us using our “skills.” Because if we were caught, well, let’s just say none of us wanted to find ourselves in a witch trials sequel.


With my luggage now balancing precariously on the cart, I carefully bent down to pick up the last of my things: my purse, a few rag mags that I’d bought for the plane ride, and my iced coffee. Unfortunately, my cheer equilibrium must have been a bit off because of the flight or the altitude, and I teetered on my feet, which forced me to reach down and steady myself.


Maybe four-inch heels weren’t a smart choice for my arrival at Brighton.


Of course, I’d been thinking more about fashion than function when I’d gotten dressed that morning. And my black patent-leather pumps were the perfect complement to the apple-red leather shorts I was wearing. So, I’d just have to be okay with walking a bit slower as I moved my stuff in. Not that I hadn’t performed strenuous activities in shoes like these before.


I was a firm believer that anything worth doing could be done in sky-high heels.


Recovering as quickly as I could, I snatched up my things and stood up straight. Was it possible that no one saw that?


Hi, I’m Hadley and apparently I just learned how to walk. And stand. Either way, I looked clumsy. So not the reputation I was planning to have here at Brighton.


Luckily, it seemed like people were too preoccupied with their own stuff to notice my faux pas. In fact, I wasn’t sure anyone had noticed me arrive at all. For once, not everyone was studying my every move, waiting to see what I’d do next, say next. No one was waiting for my approval or leadership. Oddly, there was a sort of freedom in this.


The feeling lasted for about five seconds, before I realized how weird it was. When you’d been in the public eye for so long, switching back to obscurity was a bit . . . jarring. If this continued, I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d do with myself.


“This is a side of you I haven’t seen before,” a voice said from behind me.


My head jerked around to see Fallon standing less than five feet away from me. He had his hands in the pockets of his blue plaid shorts and was sporting a white polo shirt. An amused smile cut across his face and to be honest, he was looking very un-Fallon-like. I replaced my surprise with annoyance and gave him the look I reserved specially for him.


“I lost my balance, so what?” I said, trying to play it off. “It happens to the best of us.”


“Not to you,” he said, cocking his head to the side and fixing his gaze on me. “You’re supposed to be this perfect witch and everything. Looks like someone might be a little off her game this summer.”


Fallon looked around at the other campers, who still hadn’t realized that I existed. He’d noticed it, too. Well, I wasn’t going to let him know it bothered me.


“My game is just fine,” I said, but I wondered if he was right. I wasn’t usually clumsy. And I certainly wasn’t ignored. Something felt . . . off about being here.


“Don’t worry, Had,” he said, coming in close for what he said next. “Change can be a good thing.”


Then he winked at me.


Gross.


“What’s going on?” Asher asked, stepping into the space between us and breaking up the weirdest conversation I’d ever had.


“I have no clue,” I said, giving Fallon a pointed look.


“Right,” Fallon said, raising an eyebrow. Just then, a group of younger girls walked past and smiled at him before giggling and scurrying off. Fallon smirked as he watched the attractive campers disappear into the cabin and then looked directly at me with a smile I didn’t want to try to decipher. “Things are definitely looking up.”


And then he grabbed his stuff and headed inside after the girls.


“Have we entered the Twilight Zone or something?” I asked Asher, confused by what had just happened. “Seriously, is this an alternate universe where I’m invisible and Fallon’s actually . . . cool?”


Asher laughed and watched the other male member of the Cleri disappear through the doors. “Give him a break, Had. He’s almost two years younger than us, and he’s just now figuring out that girls can be more than just adversaries. Took him a while, but he’s growing up. And by the looks of it, the girls here are recognizing that. Let him have his fun.”


“Just as long as it’s not with me,” I muttered. Then, I added, more loudly, “I don’t know, Asher. I have a weird feeling about this place.”


He walked over to me, placing his arms around my waist and pulling me to him tightly. Just being near him made me feel more at ease. “Better?”


“Much,” I said, nodding before giving him a long kiss.


“You two gonna stop sucking face long enough to come inside?” Jasmine yelled from the entrance to the cabin.


Forgoing magic for the time being, Asher grabbed the rails of our luggage cart and began to push it up the ramp and into the entranceway. A blast of cool air hit me as I walked inside and I was grateful to be out of the sun for the time being. I’d always thought of Colorado as being all snow and cold, but apparently during the summer temperatures rose as high as ninety degrees in some areas. Looks like my plans to get a sun-kissed tan the natural way were still a possibility.


Losing Asher in the crowded hall, I turned my attention to the other girls. “What do you think?” I asked Jasmine, Sascha, and Jinx. We got into line behind a few guys who were waiting to be checked in. One of the boys, a cute blond around our age, glanced back to check us out. Almost instantly, Sascha began to move around like she was posing for the mental pictures he was no doubt taking.


Uh, oh. It looked like we were already losing Sascha to the boys at camp.


“I think that if I have to share a room for the next month with this, I might have to perform an exploding spell—on myself,” Jasmine growled as she motioned to Sascha, who was only slightly paying attention on account of her new crush.


As the guy turned back to his friend, Sascha finally realized that Jasmine had been talking about her and folded her arms across her chest defensively.


“Oh, no. What happened?” I asked, almost scared to hear it.


“Somebody decided Sascha should be let out of her cage,” Jasmine said dryly.


“Look who’s talking,” Sascha said, irritated. “How’d you fit your coffin in the overhead bin?”


“Whoa, seriously, what’s going on here, guys?” I asked, more than a little impressed with Sascha’s ability to dish it back to Jasmine. Few people dared go up against the goth girl. Not if they didn’t want a target on their back, that is.


“They fought the whole car ride about whether Heidi Klum is really just a genetic experiment funded by the beauty industry to make women feel inferior and men feel inadequate,” Jinx said, clearly not taking any sides in their argument.


“And who won?” I asked, glad that the two had been sitting in the far back of the van and I hadn’t had to listen to their bickering.


“I did!” both girls said in unison.


“Okay . . . ,” I said, thankful to be saved by the registration table that had just opened up in front of us. A man sat there and motioned for me to come to him so he wouldn’t have to yell. “Hi! I’m Hadley Bishop and I’m checking in.”


The man in front of me had dark brown hair that was thinning on top, leaving little spots of exposed skin that the lights above would periodically reflect off. He was dressed in a faded green T-shirt that read BRIGHTON INTENSIVE, MAKING MAGIC SINCE 1864. His ’70s-style mustache made him look more like he belonged at a dude ranch than a witch cabin in the woods. As far as temperament went, his was the exact opposite of Miss Peggy’s.


“Group name,” he barked, without returning my greeting or smile.


Rude.


“Um, the Cleri?” I said, taken aback by his total lack of communication skills. It was sort of an important thing to have if you were in the business of being around actual people. But I deduced that now wasn’t the time to let him in on this little fact.


“Bishop. Ah, yes, here you are. You’ll be rooming with one Abby Astley and one Colette Jordan,” he said.


“There’s someone else in our room?” I asked, surprised to hear this, considering we’d requested it just be the two of us. “But we asked for a double.”


“There are only a select amount of doubles and they typically go to returning members or those who require special treatment,” he said, completely unapologetic about it.
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