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To everyone fighting their demon, the hardest but most worthy fight of

all.



 
 
  
    



Prologue
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The trip down from Harmony was a long one. That meant a lot of
time to think, to remember how this all started. I was so different back then,
just a giggly girl with my trendy clothes and bedazzled phone that was
practically glued to my hand. 

I was at school that day and on my way to meet my friends, Missy
and Stephanie, at the cafeteria for lunch. It was a beautiful spring day.
That’s why I was so surprised when the air turned cold around me.

“Gwen?”
It was my mom. Where'd she come from? I didn't see her approach

or anything.
“Mom.” I glanced around me. “What are you doing here?” 
It was so embarrassing, her just showing up like that. I tried to be

upset, only I couldn’t. Something about her seemed off. She was so pale,
and her face was so expressionless. 

“I just wanted to say goodbye.”
I wrinkled my nose. "What are you talking about?” 
Mom’s body to started to shake. Tears ran down her cheeks. Her

mouth fell open as she sobbed. She lunged toward me, arms outstretched.
"Uh, Gwen." I turned to see Missy and Stephanie standing behind

me with puzzled looks their faces. "You okay?" Missy asked.
I turned back toward Mom – but she was gone. Where’d she go? I

didn’t see her anywhere. 
"Gwen, is something wrong?" Stephanie asked.
I didn't know how to answer that. It took a moment, but I managed

to laugh it off, pretend it was a joke. We headed to the cafeteria, ate, and
dished about people like we always did. 

Actually, Missy and Stephanie did most of the talking. I was still
freaked-out about what had just happened, seeing Mom appear out of
nowhere like that then just disappear. I tried calling her after lunch, only I
got her voicemail. I hoped she'd call back soon. 



My next class was Language Arts. I checked my phone when the
teacher, Ms. Rhodes, wasn’t looking, to see if Mom had called or texted. No
such luck. 

Halfway through class, someone came in and gave a note to Ms.
Rhodes. Turned out it was for me. I needed to go to the office. Great. 

When I got there, the first person I saw was Grandma. She sniffed
and dabbed her red, puffy eyes with a Kleenex. I went to her, to see what
was wrong.

Grandma ran up and hugged me. She started to cry. "Oh, Gwen.
Honey."

"What is it? What happened?"
"Your mother. There's been an accident.”



Chapter One
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My demon’s hot breath blasted the back of my neck. The tips of his
claws danced along my skin. My heart raced. Sweat gathered along my
hairline. 

I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and made circles with my finger
on my desk, to the left, over and over. This little ritual of mine was my only
protection against him. 

Slowly, my demon faded away. I let out a sigh of relief.
“Gwen?” a shrill but familiar voice called out.
I opened my eyes to see my math teacher, Ms. Files, looming over

me, flashing her wicked witch smile. “Earth to Gwen Gladstone. Are you
there, Gwen Gladstone?”

Everyone in class laughed. I glared at them then at Ms. Files. She
pointed a bony finger at the Smart Board.

“Perhaps you’d like to answer the question I posed to the class.” 
She was already smirking, waiting for me to get it wrong. I just

grinned and crossed my arms as I leaned back in my chair. 
“Do we really have to do this? You know I wasn’t paying attention.

You know I don’t know the answer. Are you trying to embarrass me? That’s
not very mature of you. I thought as an adult and a teacher you were
supposed to act as a role model to us impressionable youth.”

Ms. Files stammered then said, “Excuse me, young lady?”
“I know your life must be pretty much suck, seeing how you teach

sixth grade math, but do you really have to take it out on your students?”
By then, everyone in class was speechless. They watched me and

Ms. Files, wide-eyed. Half of them looked like they were ready to cheer.
“Young lady, I’ll have you know math is a very important subject.

You use it all the time.”



“The basics, maybe. Addition, subtraction, multiplication. I’ll even
give you division. But who doesn’t have a calculator on their phone these
days? As for the rest of it? Algebra? Geometry? What use does any of this
garbage you’re shoving down our throats actually have?”

“It’s not garbage!” Ms. Files answered in almost a high-pitched
squeal. She glanced around the room as if she expected someone, anyone,
in the class to back her up. “Math is about structure, logic, and reason!
Everything this world is based on!”

I laughed. “I used to be like you. I used to think this world was
logical, and there was a reason behind everything.” I narrowed my gaze.
“Then a drunk driver plowed into my mom’s car, killing her. And since he
was only sixteen and didn’t have any priors, he got to plead out. He got four
years. For killing my mom. Four. Years.”

The kids in class looked real uncomfortable now. Some reached for
their phones like they’d just gotten a text. Others stared at their books like
math had suddenly become interesting.

The color drained from Ms. Files’ face. She was already pretty pale
to begin with. Now she was practically see-through. Her mouth quivered
like she was about to cry. She was shaking when she pointed at the door.

“To the office! Now!” she screeched.
I shrugged and started packing my things. I took my time, really

milking it. Ms. Files stood there, trembling, getting madder and madder, the
longer I took. When I was finally on my way to the door, I smiled and
waved at her.

“See you tomorrow!”
Ms. Files groaned and leaned against the Smart Board like she was

about to collapse. I took my time heading across the quad to the office. Out
of the corner of my eye, I noticed I had an audience. Missy and Stephanie.
My former BFFs. They spotted me but turned their heads and pretended
they didn’t see me, which was typical these days.

They were so supportive after Mom died. But then, I started to
change. All that trendy stuff that used to be so important to me no longer
mattered. I dyed my hair black and started wearing black clothes every day,
along with calf-high Doc Marten boots, black make-up and silver jewelry
— skulls, pentagrams, stuff like that. I guess I wanted everything I felt on
the inside to show on the outside.



Things got worse when I was diagnosed with depression and severe
anxiety. Out of nowhere, I’d get this feeling of impending doom — like a
demon was coming to get me. He’d talk to me sometimes too, tell me how
worthless and pathetic I was. All that helped was my ritual, making circles
to the left, over and over. It helped me focus and drive my demon away.

I got to the office and sat in one of the ugly chairs near the
secretary’s desk with my earbuds in, listening to my iPod while waiting for
Grandma to show up. She was the one who came to school when I got in
trouble. 

She finally arrived and looked like she came straight from the gym
in her sweats and sneakers and her long gray hair pulled back in a ponytail.
As she approached, she gave me this tired frown — as in tired of me always
getting in trouble and her having to come to school to get me. 

Mr. Warner, the vice-principal, was ready for us. He was okay — for
a school administrator. He never yelled or made me feel like a bad person or
anything. He liked to say he disciplined the behavior and not the student. 

“We meet again,” he said to Grandma, half-joking, as he shook her
hand.

“I’m down here so often I should have my own parking space,” she
replied.

I chuckled. The looks I got from Grandma and Mr. Warner told me
that wasn’t a good idea. Grandma turned away, shaking her head. We
followed Mr. Warner into his office and sat in the two chairs on the other
side of his big boat of a desk.

Ms. Files had apparently talked to Mr. Warner already, because he
went ahead and filled Grandma in on what had happened — from her point
of view. Grandma let out a long sigh. I shrunk in my seat.

Mr. Warner swiveled his chair towards me. “I’d like to hear your
side of the story, Gwen.”

“I had an — ‘attack’ during one of Ms. Files’ riveting lectures so I
didn’t know what was going on. She then tried to embarrass me in front of
the class, and I wasn’t going to put up with it.”

Mr. Warner grinned. “As usual, I appreciate your honesty and your
directness.”

“Excuse me,” said Grandma, cutting in. “But I thought all of
Gwen’s teachers knew about her condition.”

“They do,” he said.



“Ms. Files isn’t exactly known for her warmth and compassion,” I
added.

Mr. Warner didn’t bother arguing. I had a feeling he knew I was
right. 

“I’ll speak with her,” he said.
“I don’t want anyone feeling sorry me.”
“I know you don’t,” said Mr. Warner. “Just let me do my job, okay?

And unfortunately, that means I’m going to have to suspend you from
school for a week.”

Grandma leaned forward in her chair. “What?”
“I’m afraid it’s policy. Gwen has racked up quite a collection of

referrals.”
“Do I get a trophy?” I asked.
Grandma glanced at me from the corner of her eye. She wasn’t

angry. Just disappointed. I would have preferred angry to be honest.
Mr. Warner’s secretary drew up the papers, and Grandma signed

them. Before we left, she insisted we stop by my locker to pick up my
books. My teachers posted their homework online, and Grandma promised
Mr. Warner she wouldn’t let me fall behind. 

We walked through the halls. Grandma hadn’t said a word since we
left the office. 

“I’m getting the silent treatment, is that it?” I asked. 
“I’m just trying to figure out what to say to you.”
“Look, I’m sorry. It’s just Ms. Files-"
“I understand she’s not the nicest teacher in the world. But the way

you reacted, all you did was make it worse.”
“Sorry.” This time I actually meant it. 
Grandma stopped short. “Gwen, do you think your mother would

want to see you acting like this?”
“I – That’s not fair.”
Grandma crossed her arms. “Well?”
My throat ached. My bottom lip started to quiver. Grandma rested

her hand on my cheek. 
“Sweetheart, I know you miss her. So do I. I know this last year

hasn’t been easy for you. Your condition. Your friends abandoning you.”
“Nothing makes sense anymore. It all seems so pointless.”



Grandma frowned. “Gwen, you know I don’t like it when you talk
like that.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not planning on doing anything stupid.” I sniffed
back a tear. “Fine. I’ll go back into counseling. I’ll take my meds again.
Whatever you want. I’ll do it for Mom.”

Grandma gave me this sad smile then continued down the hall. “I
think your mother would rather you did it for yourself.”



Chapter Two
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Me and Grandma returned home to our “haunted” house. I called it
that, because it felt like Mom’s presence, her spirit, still lingered there.
Even a year later, I’d turn a corner and expect to see her sitting on the couch
with a cup of tea watching the news or in the kitchen making dinner. 

Next week would have been her fortieth birthday. As usual, we’d
visit her grave, bring flowers, maybe even light a candle. I liked the idea of
honoring Mom on the day she was born instead of the day she died. 

Grandpa Jim – Grandma’s husband — was buried in the same
cemetery so we’d visit his grave after that. He died a year before Mom did.
He was only sixty-five and a health nut like Grandma. He exercised and ate
right, was in perfect health, just like her. He died of an aneurysm. I swear, it
was like our family was cursed or something.

I headed up to my room, which had gone through a lot of changes
since Mom died. For starters, all the Katy Perry and Beyonce posters were
history. In their place, I put up posters of these bands from the 80s I’d been
getting into. The Cure, Joy Division, Echo and the Bunnymen. Real dark,
depressing stuff. 

I painted the walls too. Not like with a roller. But pictures. All the
crazy stuff I’d been seeing in my head and feeling in my heart since Mom
died. 

My room looked like Hell now, literally. Or at least how I imagined
Hell would look like. With spires of blue-black flames swallowing the faces
of tortured souls. Oh, and don’t forget the demons. There were lots of those.

Dad had been away on one of his business trips when I started doing
that. When he got back and saw what I’d done, he flipped out big time. 

Grandma was able to calm him down though. At the time I was
seeing this counselor, who encouraged art therapy, so Grandma convinced
Dad this was a good way for me to vent and reminded him we could always



paint over it later. He backed off after that and would even tell me how cool
my pictures looked sometimes, even though his jaw made this weird
clicking sound every time he did. 

I knew I promised Grandma I’d go back to therapy and start taking
my meds again. Even though I knew they wouldn’t work. And as far as
therapy went, all the different counselors I saw, they all had the same thing
in common. Eventually, they all wanted me to confront my demon.
Whenever I felt him coming, they wanted me to not do my ritual. To just let
him come. In order to prove he didn’t exist. 

And I knew my demon wasn’t real. Only every time I told myself
that and tried to face him, I couldn’t. I’d get scared out of my mind. 

I stretched out on my bed, just wanting to rest my eyes for a few
minutes. When I woke up, the sun was setting. Dad was due home tonight
from his latest business trip, to Portland or Seattle or someplace like that.

Grandma had probably picked him up from the airport already —
which meant he knew about me getting suspended. I sat there for a moment
before heading toward the door. Instead of waiting for him to come to me, I
might as well just get it over with. 

Halfway down the stairs, I spotted Dad and Grandma in the living
room. Dad was still in his suit. His suitcase and laptop sat at his feet. He
was usually pretty worn-out from his trips. The last thing he wanted to deal
with when he got home was me getting in trouble at school. Again. 

At that moment, my courage fled, and I started to head back
upstairs. Too bad for me, Dad just happened to turn in my direction. 

“Well, speak of the devil,” he said.
Oh, well. So much for a quick and sneaky getaway. I walked into

the living room, Dad scowling at me the whole time. Grandma stood back. I
couldn’t quite get a read on what she was thinking. 

“I heard about what happened at school today,” he said. 
“Yeah? And?” I replied.
Dad’s eyes popped with anger. Grandma frowned at me, over his

shoulder, so I decided to dial down the attitude a bit.
“Sorry. I’m – I’m sorry.”
Dad settled down. “Your grandmother said you two talked after that.

You said you were ready to make a change. You’d go back to therapy. Start
taking your meds again.”



I stared at the floor then back at Dad and nodded. He managed a
tired smile. 

“Well, at least something good has come out of all this,” he said. “I
want you keeping up on your schoolwork this week.”

I nodded yes, waiting for some insane punishment to be handed
down. Dad checked his watch. He grinned and headed upstairs with his
suitcase. Wait. Was that it? Do your homework. That was the only
punishment I was going to get? 

“I have a roast in the oven, Craig,” Grandma called after him. “It
should be ready in a few minutes."

“That’s okay. You and Gwen go ahead and eat. I’ll make myself a
plate later.” 

Me and Grandma watched him disappear up the stairs. What was
going on? Last time I got detention, Dad took away my iPod and laptop. I
got suspended for a week, and he barely even blinked. 

Then again, he had been acting pretty strange lately. He was going
to the gym on a regular basis, buying new clothes, got a stylish haircut. And
when he was home, he’d disappear into his room for hours. I turned to
Grandma. For some reason, I got the idea she knew exactly what was going
on with Dad. 

“Why don’t you go set the table,” she said as she started up the
stairs.

I stood there until Grandma was out of sight. I was in enough
trouble already, being suspended from school and all. I should have just
gone and set the table like I’d been told. Instead, I headed upstairs. I had to
know what was going on. 

I peeked around the corner to see Grandma standing outside Dad’s
bedroom door. They were having this intense conversation. I was trying to
be quiet, but to be honest the two of them were so absorbed in what they
were saying I could have stomped around like a mad elephant, and I doubt
they would’ve heard me. 

“Craig, you can’t keep putting this off,” Grandma told Dad. “You’re
going to have to tell Gwen. The sooner the better.”

 “You know how she’ll react.”
 “Tell me what?” I said, cutting in. 
 Grandma and Dad whipped their heads my way.
 “Gwen, I thought I told you to set the table,” said Grandma.



 I placed my hands on my hips and stood firm. “Excuse me, but I
figured this was slightly more important. Now what the heck are you two
keeping from me?”

Grandma gave Dad a cross look. He nodded and then faced me. He
took a breath to steady himself before he spoke. “Do you remember that
convention I attended in San Francisco in January?"

I crossed my arms. “Yeah? So?”
Dad’s face lit up. “I met someone there. Her name’s Victoria.

Victoria Weatherly."
Uh oh. I did not like where this was going. 
“We spent a lot of time together during the convention. Since then,

we’ve been talking a lot on Skype.” Dad smiled, the way he used to smile
for Mom. And only for her. “I like her, Gwen. I really like her."

My stomach tightened up. I couldn’t breathe. All I could think to do
was run to my room.

“Gwen. Gwen!” Dad called after me. “See. I knew she was going to
react like that,” I heard him tell Grandma.

She said something back to him, only I couldn’t hear it over the
sound of me slamming my door as hard as I could. I crawled onto my bed
and clutched my sheets. 

Before I knew it, I was crying. Dad had met someone. Mom had
been dead for barely a year, and he met someone. He was already moving
on. How could he do that to her?

“Gwen?” Grandma peeked into my room. When she saw me crying,
she hurried to my side. “Oh, Gwen. Honey.”

 She reached for me, but I pulled away. “You knew, didn’t you?”
 Grandma had a very guilty look on her face. “I found out a couple

weeks ago. I could tell your father had serious feelings for this woman so I
told him, then and there, he needed to say something to you. He promised
he would. Only he kept putting it off. I’m sorry you had to find out like
this."

“Aren’t you mad at him?”
“For what? Meeting someone? Gwen, you knew this had to happen

eventually.”
“I guess. But it’s not right. It’s too soon.”
Grandma stroked my hair. “When would have been the right time?

Next year? The year after that? Ten years? Never?”



I sat up beside her. That last one sounded pretty good.
“Gwen, do you think your mother would want your father to be

alone for the rest of his life? Don’t you think she’d want him to fall in love
again? To be happy?”

“I can’t believe you’re playing the Mom-card again. Twice in one
day.”

Grandma grinned. “It worked so well the first time.”
I managed a smile. She did have a point. Mom wouldn’t want Dad

to be lonely. She’d want him to meet someone else. I didn’t like it. It was
going to take some getting used to. But I’d try my best. 

Dad knocked then pushed my door open enough for him to slip
through.

“Everything okay in here?” 
I glanced at Grandma then at Dad and said, “Sure.”
Grandma smiled and rubbed my back.
“You off to talk to Victoria on Skype?” I asked. Unfortunately, it

came out a little more snarky than I intended.
Dad slid his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, about that. The reason

why Victoria and I wanted to talk today was because — well, she’s coming
for a visit — this weekend.”

I shot to my feet. “She’s what?”
“She’ll be here on Friday,” Dad continued.
I turned to Grandma, who looked just as shocked as I did. She shook

her head at Dad. “Brilliant, Craig. Just brilliant.”



Chapter Three
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
All week long, I couldn’t stop thinking about how this Victoria-

person, Dad's new “friend,” would be invading our home. He showed me
and Grandma some pictures of her he'd taken on his phone. She looked like
she was in her thirties. And pretty, I guess. Not as pretty as Mom though.

Today was the day she was supposed to show up. Grandma spent all
morning getting ready for her, cleaning and cooking. She knew better than
to ask me for help. 

I hadn’t left my room all day. I just laid on my bed, earbuds in my
ears, trying to lose myself in some music. Only my demon wouldn’t let me. 

Your Dad never loved your Mom, he taunted me. Not for real. Why
do you think he’s replaced her so quickly?

I sat on the edge of my bed, making circles with my left hand on the
sheets, over and over, while my demon continued to torment me. 

They’ll get married and have babies, and soon they’ll forget all
about sad, pathetic little Gwen.

I shut my eyes and made frantic circles in the air. Finally, my demon
disappeared. I dropped back onto my bed, covering my face with my
hands. 

When I finally caught my breath, I wandered towards the window
just in time to watch Dad’s SUV pull into the driveway. He'd left an hour
ago to pick Victoria up from the airport. I promised Grandma I’d give her a
chance. And at the time I meant it. Only now I was having second
thoughts. 

Grandma was arranging some fresh flowers she’d placed in a vase in
the living room — but froze when she spotted me coming down the stairs. 

“You – your father told you to dress nice,” she reminded me.
I know, and I doubted the look I was currently rocking was what he

had in mind, dressed all in black with my skull rings, pentagram necklace,



and black make-up. 
Grandma rushed towards me. “Go upstairs and change now.”
“Too late.”
The door to the garage opened and Dad called out, “Hello. We’re

here.”
Grandma shut her eyes and mumbled something under her breath as

I walked past her. 
“Think of it this way,” I said. “This’ll give her the chance to get to

know the real me.”
Dad walked around the corner with Victoria. She was taller than I

thought she’d be, almost as tall as Dad. She wore a floral print dress and
flats with red beaded jewelry and a carnation in her blonde hair. She and
Dad held hands, giggling like a couple of kids. They both stopped short
when they saw me. 

Dad tensed. Victoria smiled, setting down the gifts bags she'd been
carrying and walked toward me. 

“You must be Gwen,” she said with this weird accent. “I’m Victoria.
It’s nice to finally meet you.”

I stared at her hand then at her. “You talk funny.”
Grandma groaned while Dad gritted his teeth and hissed my name.
Victoria, on the other hand, just laughed. “Yes. I suppose I do. I was

born in Manchester, in England. I moved here after graduating from
university. I’m afraid I never got around to shedding my accent. I’m sorry,
but I couldn’t help but notice your pendant.”

“Oh? Does it offend you?” I asked hopefully.
“Not at all. Do you practice?”
“Practice what?”
Dad stepped forward. “Victoria's a Wiccan. She's told me all about

it. It's really quite fascinating.”
“Are you aware of the symbolism behind the pentagram?” Victoria

probably guessed I didn’t by the look on my face. “The five points of the
star represent the four elements and the human spirit. The star itself
represents a human being, the head, arms, and legs. The circle represents
the universe. It shows how we're connected to all things.”

“Interesting,” said Grandma as she slipped past me. 
“Victoria, this is my mother-in-law, Frances,” said Dad. 
The two of them shook hands. 



“It's lovely to meet you,” said Victoria. “I've heard so much about
you. I was so touched when Craig told me how you moved in to help him
and Gwen after your daughter died.” 

I bristled when she mentioned Mom. She had no right.
“I was happy to do it,” said Grandma. “It was where I wanted to

be.”
“That's lovely,” said Victoria. “I have some gifts for you and

Gwen.”
“Oh, you didn’t have to do that.”
Victoria picked up the gift bags she’d brought with her. She gave

one to Grandma and held the other one out for me. I stared at the bag, not
wanting to touch it. Both Dad and Grandma glared at me, urging me to take
it. So I went ahead and took her stupid gift, whatever it was.

Grandma pulled a bottle of wine from her bag. “Oh. It’s from the St.
Clair Winery. My favorite.”

“Craig told me it was,” said Victoria.
“Victoria lives in Harmony,” said Dad. “Not far from there.”
“Really,” said Grandma. 
“I have a bit of an acquaintanceship with the St. Clairs,” said

Victoria. “They’re wonderful people.” 
She turned towards me, obviously eager for me to open my gift bag.

Dad and Grandma were also watching me. Talk about pressure. Fine.
Whatever. I opened the stupid little gift bag. 

My head jerked with surprise when I saw what was inside. The bag
was full of art supplies. Charcoals and pastels, a sketchpad, pencils and
erasers. It was all quality stuff too. 

“Thanks,” I said.
Victoria’s smile broadened. She looked relieved I liked her gift. 
“Your father’s told me you’re quite the artist. I hope I get the chance

to see some of your work.”
“I’d like that,” I said, grinning wickedly.
Dad dashed between us and took Victoria’s hand. “Why don’t we

show you the house first?” 
“That sounds lovely,” said Victoria.
Grandma opened her mouth, as if to say something to me, but shut it

and shook her head instead. She joined Dad and Victoria. I followed them,
carrying the gift bag full of my new art supplies. Yeah, they were cool, and



I’d definitely use them. But little Miss Smiley Face Victoria with her cute
British accent had to learn I couldn’t be bought off so easily.

I followed them through the house as Dad and Grandma gave
Victoria a tour.

“You have a lovely home, Craig,” she said.
“My mother decorated it,” I said, enjoying the awkward silence that

followed.
 Victoria approached me. “Your mother had exquisite taste. Your

father’s told me all about her. She sounded like a wonderful woman.”
 I fumed. She needed to stop talking about my mother. Right. Now.
 “You know, they say the dead never truly leave us,” she added.

“Not as long as they remain in our thoughts. And our hearts.”
“That’s beautiful,” said Grandma.
Dad just smiled, unable to take his eyes off Victoria.
“That some Wiccan thing?” I asked. 
Victoria answered me with a coy smile. “Something like that.”
Dad took her arm. “Ready to see the upstairs?”
Grandma walked past me, giving me a smug grin. I couldn't believe

this witch was actually winning her over. I headed upstairs after them. Dad
showed her his bedroom first. The flirty look on his face made me want to
heave. 

“You want to see my room?” I asked Victoria.
Both Dad and Grandma’s eyes widened. 
“I’d love to,” she said.
I took her hand and led her down the hall before Dad or Grandma

could stop us. Oh, man. I couldn’t wait. I opened the door and stepped
aside.

“After you,” I said.
Dad and Grandma caught up with us. But it was too late. Victoria

had already walked inside. She got to see my room in all its glory. My
unmade bed and clothes scattered across the floor, my posters, and — most
of all — the hellish landscape I’d painted all over the walls. 

Dad glared at me. A vein in his temple throbbed. Grandma sighed
and gave me her disappointed look. Only this time it didn’t work. I checked
out Victoria as she studied my painted walls, her mouth open.

“These are amazing,” she said. “First of all, I have to compliment
you on such an original use of the space. And your command of color. And



the texture of your brush strokes. Reminds me of Van Gogh. There’s such a
dark beauty to your work.” Victoria turned her attention back to me,
absolutely beaming. “I admire you, Gwen. When I was your age, I was
desperate to fit in. It takes courage to stand apart. To be an individual."

I was stunned into silence. Unbelievable. Was this lady for real?
Grandma approached Victoria. “Why don’t we go back downstairs?

We can open up that bottle of wine you brought.”
We headed to the living room. Grandma brought out the wine, some

glasses, and a tray of snacks. I kept trying to get a rise out of Victoria, but
nothing I said worked. 

I told her how I’d gotten suspended from school for standing up to
Ms. Files, and how I read on someone's Twitter feed that the old bat had
broken down into tears and ended up leaving for the rest of the day. Victoria
told me how much she admired my confidence and rebellious spirit.

Both Dad and Grandma shot me similar triumphant grins. By then, I
had to give up. Victoria had won the battle — but not the war.

Grandma had a bunch of questions for Victoria. She was dying to
get to know her better. Traitor. As we ate dinner, she asked Victoria what it
was like growing up in England and what her new hometown, Harmony,
was like and how she and Dad met.

After dessert, Dad offered to clear the table and do the dishes.
Grandma used this opportunity to pull Victoria aside and talk to her in
private. 

I followed them, hanging back so they couldn’t see me. Their voices
were low so I couldn’t hear them, but from the looks of it they were having
a rather serious discussion. They talked for a while, and their conversation
ended with smiles and hugs. 

Victoria passed me, on the way to rejoin Dad no doubt. She smiled.
I smiled back. Either she ignored the sarcasm I projected or missed it
completely. 

I waited for Grandma.
“Fraternizing with the enemy?” I asked.
She turned toward me. “I wanted some time alone with Victoria to

gauge her feelings about your father. I can tell she really cares for him.”
I struggled for something to say, but nothing came to me. Instead, I

ended up folding my arms and leaning against the wall.



“I like her, Gwen. I like her a lot. And the fact she wasn’t the least
bit fazed by your little shenanigans only helped win me over. You should be
happy for your father. I expect we’ll be seeing a lot more of Victoria in the
future.”

I stayed there while Grandma walked away. 
Somewhere in the back of my head, my demon laughed.



Chapter Four
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Victoria ended up staying until Monday. That wasn't the last we saw
of her either. She was an IT consultant like Dad, so she basically made her
own hours. She visited two weekends a month and would stay in a hotel. 

She'd spend most of her time with Dad of course. They'd go out on
dates, either dinner and a movie or dinner and dancing, that kind of thing.
Dad wouldn't get home until the next morning — if you know what I mean. 

Yuck! It was hard enough imagining him being, you know,
“romantic” with Mom. But with Victoria? Ugh! I didn't even want to finish
that thought.

She was always so upbeat and smiling all the time. And the way she
talked. Not just her accent. It was like she spoke another language. She
called the bathroom the loo, television telly, an elevator was a lift, French
fries were chips, chips were crisps, and cookies were biscuits. 

I didn't get it. If she was supposed to be from England, why didn't
she speak, you know, English?

And nothing I could do upset her or even phased her. Finally, I had
to give up. When I did — well, I found out she wasn't so bad. 

She insisted on spending time with me, bonding. At first, I did it,
because Dad and Grandma made me. But after a while though, I started
going, because I wanted to — although I wasn't about to admit it. 

Victoria knew a lot about art and would take me to these local
galleries and exhibits. I had to admit she had pretty good taste. We'd go
shopping too — not at the mall but at thrift stores downtown or funky little
boutiques. 

One day, she dragged me into this used bookstore. I never
considered myself a reader — that was until Victoria bought me a book of
poems and short stories by Edgar Allen Poe. Wow! Great stuff!

I had to admit I was starting to like her. She never made me feel like
a freak, even when she caught me doing my little ritual one time when we’d



gone out to lunch.
“Widdershins,” she said.
“What?”
Victoria demonstrated on the tablecloth. “A counter-clockwise

circle, like the ones you made – In magic, it’s called widdershins. It’s used
in banishing rituals.”

I nodded. That was some coincidence.
Victoria went on to me more about Wicca, how it was started in

1954 but was based on magical practices that went back hundreds of years.
It wasn’t about curses or sacrificing goats or worshipping evil spirits. It was
more about being in harmony with nature and using it to increase personal
power, which could then be used in spells. It sounded okay. A little too New
Agey for me though. 

It wasn’t long after that when I finally accepted that Victoria wasn't
trying to take Mom's place. Let’s face it, no one could do that. I started
looking forward to her visits. Not as much as Dad of course. I had to admit
it was nice seeing him happy again.

The two had planned a week long vacation in Tahiti in June.
According to Dad, they'd meet there and then fly home separately. So
naturally me and Grandma were surprised when Victoria showed up at the
house with Dad. 

It turned out there was a good reason. The two showed off their new
wedding rings. Grandma shrieked with joy and hugged them both. Me? I
didn't know what to say. Or feel. Except numb. 

Grandma whisked Dad and Victoria over to the couch and made
them tell all about how he proposed to her. I sat on the arm behind Grandma
as Victoria told us how she and Dad were taking a moonlit walk on the
beach when he suddenly dropped to his knee and asked her to marry him.
He didn't even have a ring yet. It was all so spontaneous. Grandma cooed
about how romantic it was and how happy she was for them and welcomed
Victoria to the family. 

“Have all three of you lost your minds?” I said, killing their little
moment. “Seriously, am I the only one here not taking crazy pills? How
could you two get married just like that?”

Dad stood up. “Gwen – ”
“You said you and Mom dated for two years before you proposed,” I

reminded him. “And you were still engaged a year before you finally got



married. You've known Victoria for what? Six months?”
I caught the hurt expression on Victoria's face. I didn't mean for that

to happen. I really was starting to like her.
“What are you guys going to do?” I asked. “Are you going to stay

here while she goes back to Harmony? Is she going to move in here with
us?”

Dad fumed. Victoria took his hand. One look from her and he settled
down.

“Actually, we talked about this on the flight back,” he said. “I'm
thinking we'll move into Victoria's house. In Harmony.”

I paused for a moment, trying to digest this new little bit of
information. “And you were planning on telling me this when?”

“We were going to break it to you gently,” said Dad. “Then you
decided to throw your little tantrum. And since when do I have to clear any
decisions I make with you, young lady? Last time I checked, I was the
parent, and you were the child.”

“I'm not going to Harmony!”
“Why not? It's not like you've got a life here or any friends!”
The moment Dad said that, both Grandma and Victoria stared at

him, eyes wide, mouths open. Me? I trembled and tried not to cry. 
Dad let out a long sigh, looking like he regretted what he’d said. 
“Gwen.” He reached for me, but I pulled away. Next thing I knew, I

was running upstairs to my room. “Gwen, I'm sorry! Gwen!” 
 

I slammed the door and threw myself face first onto my bed and
sobbed. My demon chose that moment to appear. He hovered over me. His
laughter filled my ears. His claws closed around my throat. And this time, I
wasn't sure if I wanted to fight back. 

Lucky for me, he disappeared the moment Grandma knocked on my
door.

“Gwen?” She sat on my bed, next to me, and rubbed my back.
“Honey?”

“How could he say that to me?” Even though, let's face it, it was a
hundred percent true.

“Your father didn't mean it. And he feels horrible.”
“Good,” I said, pulling my knees to my chest. “I'm not going to

Harmony. I don't care what he or Victoria say.”



Grandma smirked. “What exactly makes you think this is all about
you?”

“I – I didn't mean it like that. It's just — ” I sighed. “Don't you think
Dad and Victoria should have considered what I'd think, how I'd feel? Not
just about them getting married, that I can handle, but dropping everything
and moving off to this Harmony place?”

Grandma edged closer to me. “Actually, I'm starting to think this
move might be good for you.” She cut me off before I could argue. “You've
been trying hard to make a change, and I couldn't be more proud of you.
You've gone back into counseling. You're taking your medication. But I
know things are still difficult for you at school, because of the, well, the
reputation you've earned.”

True. I really was trying to change. And not just going to counseling
and taking my meds. I was also working hard in school — summer school
to be specific — doing my homework, studying for tests and quizzes, and
most importantly, staying out of trouble. But most days, it felt like people at
school didn't want to give me a chance.

Grandma stroked my hair. “I think you could get a fresh start in
Harmony. This might be exactly what you need.”

She had a point. But I still wasn't ready to say yes.
“Gwen, honestly,” Grandma continued. “What are you afraid of

leaving behind?”
“You!” 
Grandma sat there, stunned. I guess she hadn't thought of that. 
Her face softened, and she wrapped her arms around me. “Oh,

sweetheart.” 
She held me for a while. Her arms then slowly unwound. She lifted

my chin and smiled. 
“I’ll tell you what, after you and your father leave for Harmony,

well, your father will need someone to put the house up for sale. I'll take
care of that for him. And when it's sold, I'll move to Harmony too.”

“You'd do that?”
“It might take a while, the housing market being what it is — but of

course I’d move to Harmony. I’d do anything for you.”



Chapter Five
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summer school would let out a couple weeks after the Fourth of
July. The plan was me and Dad would move to Harmony after that. I’d start
seventh grade at the middle school the first week of August. 

A new school. A new school year. Seemed like the perfect time for
that fresh start. It sounded good, at least it did in my head. But I still wasn't
feeling it. Not yet anyway.

The day finally came. Me and Dad loaded up his SUV with
suitcases full of clothes and some odds and ends. Anything else we needed,
he said we could send for, and Grandma would have an estate sale while she
was trying to sell the house to get rid of what we didn’t want or wouldn’t
need.

Grandma. We hadn't even left yet, and I was already missing her.
She promised we'd talk everyday. She even bought an iPad so we could
FaceTime with each other. It took a while to teach her how to use it. Let’s
face it, this was the woman who still had trouble getting her voice mail off
her phone, but she eventually got the hang of it.

We had a stop to make before we left. The cemetery where Mom
was buried. To say goodbye. 

Well, not really goodbye. Only her body was buried there. Not her
spirit. I remembered what Victoria had said, how loved ones never really
died as long as we kept them in our thoughts and in our hearts. I liked that.

I still remembered the day I saw Mom at my locker then getting the
news from Grandma about the accident. The creepiest part was, the time I
saw Mom – apparently it was the exact moment she died on the way to the
hospital.

Dad figured the trip would take about eight hours. He'd bought me
an adapter for my iPod so we could listen to my music on the car stereo,
which was pretty sweet of him. After the first hour, I could tell it was



driving him crazy, but he didn't say anything. He even pretended to like a
few of the songs. 

We made a few more stops for lunch and snacks. This was the most
time I'd spent with Dad since Mom died. I had to admit it was kind of nice.
I'd almost forgotten how funny he could be — in a dorky sort of way.

We pulled into Harmony as the sun was starting to set. It was a
pretty bling-bling sort of town. There were all these fancy shops,
restaurants, and a big hotel for the tourists who visited the winery. I could
only imagine what the kids in town were like. Probably a bunch of snobs. 

And talk about being in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing,
and I mean nothing to do in this town as far I could tell. So much for our
fresh-start. Why did I ever agree to this?

Victoria's house was outside of town, near the forest. It was pretty
big and old by the looks of it, with a slanted roof and large windows. Dad
couldn't get out of the car fast enough to see her. I took my time of course. 

He was already through the door and kissing Victoria by the time I
got there. They managed to pull themselves apart from each other. Victoria
smiled at me. She looked like she wasn't sure if she should hug me or not
and settled for laying her hand on my arm.

“Its good to see you again, Gwen,” she said.
I didn't say anything. I just nodded and stepped inside. She and Dad

talked. Victoria asked how our drive was and what we thought of Harmony,
stuff like that. I walked around, taking in the house. It was nice. I had to
give her that. Warm and cozy. 

While I was still looking around, I turned to see an orange tabby cat
staring at me from the back of the couch. I let out a startled cry. The cat just
cocked its head and meowed. Dad and Victoria giggled, which I didn't
exactly appreciate. 

“You must be Barclay,” said Dad. “Hey, fella. I've heard a lot about
you.” He started scratching the cat behind the ears. Barclay ate up the
attention, purring like crazy.

“Would you two like to see the house?” Victoria asked. “Or if you're
hungry, I've got some nibbles ready.”

Nibbles? What did she mean by that? Was that more of her British-
speak? 

“Actually, I wouldn't mind a tour of the house,” said Dad. “We've
been sitting for the last couple hours. It'll be good to stretch our legs.”



He waited for me to chime in. I shrugged, which he took as a yes.
“Why don't we start upstairs?” Victoria glanced my way. “I have a

surprise for Gwen.”
She did? Okay, I had to admit I was a little curious. I followed them

upstairs. With each step I took, I felt Barclay's eyes on me. 
Instead of stopping on the second floor of the house, Victoria led us

up another set of stairs. I assumed it led to an attic. Great. This was
probably where they were going to keep me. I immediately imagined
myself being chained to a wall with a bucket for a toilet.

Victoria and Dad went ahead while I hung back. A moment later,
Dad peeked around the corner, looking all excited. 

“Gwen, hurry up. You've got to see this.”
I climbed the rest of the way up the stairs and found a little art

studio waiting for me in the attic. There was an easel set up by the window
and a table full of art supplies — paints, charcoals, pastels, pencils, and
erasers, along with a stack of sketchbooks and some canvases leaning
against the wall. It was really cool. I felt guilty about that whole chained-to-
a-wall-and-a-bucket-for-a-toilet scenario now. 

Victoria stood behind me with her hand on my back. “I know it
might take a while. But I really want you feel at home here.”

I managed a smile. So far, she was off to a good start. 
“It's nice,” I said. “Thank you.” 
Victoria smiled back at me relieved. “Would you like to see your

room now?”
I nodded and began to follow her but stopped short, “Jeez!”
Barclay appeared out of nowhere again. He sat on the floor in front

of me and let out a little meow, like he was talking to me.
“Where did he come from?” I asked.
Dad chuckled. “He's a cat. They do that.”
Victoria picked Barclay up and carried him out of the attic. He

stared at me the whole time from over her shoulder. On our way down, Dad
made some crack about he couldn't wait to see his and Victoria's bedroom.
Please. Make me gag. 

We stopped at my room next. It was a little bigger than my old one.
There were some nice black sheets on the bed and some prints on the wall.
Van Gogh. I remembered them from an exhibit Victoria took me to. 



“If you don't like the prints, you can take them down of course,” she
said nervously. “It's your room. I want you to decorate it any way you'd
like.”

“They're fine,” I said. And meant it too.
Victoria showed us the rest of the house. We then sat in the living

room. She and Dad had wine while I drank lemonade, and we ate the
nibbles she'd prepared, these little sausage rolls. 

Dinner was ready after that. Nothing too fancy — chicken, potatoes,
and veggies. She was a good cook too. Not as good as Mom though.

Barclay made another surprise appearance at the dinner table. Dad
fed him bits of chicken from his plate, with Victoria's approval of course.
After we cleaned up, Victoria announced there was blueberry pie and ice
cream for dessert. Me and Dad decided to unpack some of our things first. 

When I got to my room, I called Grandma to let her know me and
Dad had gotten to Harmony okay. I let her know I missed her too. 

We continued to talk while I unpacked. I put my clothes in the
dresser and the closet and then set up some pictures I brought from home on
my nightstand. There was one of me and Mom and another of me and
Grandma. 

I said goodbye to Grandma then took the art supplies I brought from
home up to my new studio and laid them out on the table. Between that and
the new stuff Victoria bought me, I'd be set for weeks. 

I headed over to the window that overlooked the forest. I didn't pay
much attention to it when we first came up here. I was sure, during the day,
it was beautiful. But now, at night, it was kind of dark and creepy — which
I didn't mind at all. 

Dark and creepy. The canvas I'd been carrying fell to the floor as I
raced for the sketchbooks I brought with me. I flipped through them until I
found the picture I was looking for. 

Before we’d left for Harmony, I’d drawn some pictures of a dark
and creepy forest. I held one up. It looked exactly like the view of the forest
through the attic window. I mean, exactly the same, down to the position of
the clouds and evergreen trees and the crescent moon cradled between two
treetops.  

 



Chapter Six
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I didn’t sleep well that night. I’d like to say it was because I was in a
new bed in a new house. But the truth was I was freaked-out about what
happened in the attic. 

How could I have drawn a picture of a forest I’d never seen before?
And with such detail too. How was that possible?

My demon loved it of course. All that stress and anxiety to feed off
of. I took some breaths and made circles with my fingers. What did Victoria
call that again? Widdershins? She said it was used in magic, for banishing.
It worked as usual. My demon was gone. For now, at least. 

Eventually, I fell asleep but woke up just after dawn. I shut my eyes,
grabbed my pillow, and laid there for a while but couldn’t fall back to sleep.
I gave up and got out of bed. I made my way downstairs, yawning and
stretching, picturing a cup of coffee in my immediate future. 

Downstairs, I spotted Victoria on the patio, dressed in a sweatshirt
and sweat pants. I inched closer to see what she was doing. It must have
been some sort of Wiccan ritual. 

She knelt in front of this little wooden altar. Barclay sat near
Victoria, watching her. One at a time, she raised a wand, a cup, a rock, and
a dagger as she chanted. She then held her hand over two candles, one at a
time, chanted, and lit them. 

After that, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Barclay
remained seated, still as a statue. A breeze came out of nowhere and blew
out the candles. 

Then – maybe it was the lack of sleep, but I swear, for a moment,
Victoria and Barclay started to glow this sort of neon-green color. They
faded back to normal just as fast. Victoria glanced over her shoulder and
smiled, like she knew I’d been there all along. What the heck did I just see?
It happened so fast I wasn’t sure.



She stood up, pointed her dagger at the ground, and made a circle. It
turned out her altar was actually a little trunk, which she put her magic tools
inside. Barclay followed her into the house. 

I watched Victoria cross the kitchen and tried to think of something
to say as she set her trunk on the counter. 

“It’s my morning ritual,” she said. “To honor the elements.”
I nodded. “Cool. Is there coffee?” 
“Aren’t you a little young?”
“I’m allowed one cup. What else am I supposed to drink when I

smoke my cigarette?”
Victoria chuckled. “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m a tea

drinker.”
“Oh. How British.”
I sat on one of the stools at the kitchen counter. Barclay rubbed

himself against my feet and purred. 
Making tea appeared to be its own little ritual for Victoria. She

didn’t just drop a bag into some hot water. She pulled out several little tins.
A pinch of this, a pinch of that, and brewed it right there in the kettle.

“So what is that?” I asked.
Victoria slid a cup towards me. “My own special brew. Trust me. It

does the job better than coffee.”
It smelled good, sort of citrusy with a hint of spice. I waited until it

cooled down a bit before taking my first sip. My eyes popped open. Wow,
Victoria wasn’t kidding. This stuff perked me up almost instantly. It was
like I'd been plugged into a wall socket.

She made a cup for herself as Dad walked into the kitchen. 
“Ah. My two favorite girls.”
He hugged me from behind and kissed me on the cheek.
I groaned. “Daaad.”
Victoria was next. She smiled and opened her arms. I stared at my

tea until I was sure they were finished with their little PDA.
“So what’s on the agenda for today?” Dad asked.
Victoria poured him a cup. “I was thinking a nice, relaxing morning.

Then, this afternoon, we could take a drive and I can show you two the
town.”

“Which should take what? All of ten minutes?” I asked.
It was meant to be a joke, but Dad and Victoria didn’t laugh.



“Harmony’s our home now, Gwen,” said Dad. “We need to get to
know it.”

I pushed myself away from the counter. “Well, you two kids have
fun. I’ll hold down the fort while you’re gone.”

“I don’t think so,” said Dad. “You’re coming with us.”
I crossed my arms. “You’re making me?”
“Yes.”
“Craig, if she doesn’t want to go — ”
Dad cut her off. “No. I’m sorry, but if you gave her a choice she’d

never leave the house.”
“Gee. I love being talked about like I’m not in the room,” I said.
“You’re coming with us, and that’s final.” 
Dad headed to the fridge. Victoria mouthed sorry to me. Whatever. I

took my tea up to my room. 
When I got there, I found Barclay on my bed. I’d just left him in the

kitchen. How did he get up here so fast? 
I tried to shoo him off. He stood up, walked a couple feet then laid

back down again. I chuckled. I had to admire his stubbornness.
I shut my door and turned on some music. Victoria came up to ask if

I wanted some breakfast, but I wasn’t hungry. I split my time between
reading and drawing. The book of Edgar Allen Poe Victoria had bought me
inspired me to draw pictures to go with the poems and stories I read, like
“The Conqueror Worm” and “The Raven.”

Dad came to get me when it was time to go. I told him I’d be down
in ten minutes. I dressed in my usual black, including a t-shirt that said One
Big Ray of Sunshine on the front. 

Dad groaned when he saw me. You’d think he’d be used to my look
by now. Victoria was. All she did was chuckle and shake her head.

I rode in the backseat. We took a scenic drive first, along the
outskirts of town. Harmony was almost completely surrounded by forest.
There were lots of tall trees and flowers in bloom. Dad oohed and aahed
over the scenery. Me, all I could think about was the picture of the forest I
drew.  

We drove through town after that and stopped at this little outdoor
mall for lunch at this 50s style diner. Dad and Victoria wanted to do some
shopping. Dad gave me the option of either going with them or striking out



on my own and meeting back at the entrance in a couple hours. Guess
which one I chose?

Before I took off, Victoria slipped me a couple twenties when Dad
wasn’t looking. “Have fun,” she said.

I shrugged. “Stranger things have happened.”
I headed off in the opposite direction. The mall here had a lot of

fancy shops and boutiques. None of the names I recognized. In fact, driving
through town, I didn't see one big chain store. Not even a Wal-Mart. I didn't
even think that was possible anymore. 

There were plenty of kids hanging around. A bunch of preppie-
types. No surprise there. They all stared as I walked past, just like I
expected. I didn't care. I was used to it. 

Up ahead was a bookstore with a coffee house called Cool Beans
attached to it. I decided to check it out. I browsed the shelves and found a
book of poems by Sylvia Plath. Victoria had turned me on to her too. She
wrote really dark stuff. I loved it. 

They also sold CDs in this store. I struck gold sifting through the
bargain bin. A live CD from a festival in England that included the Cure,
Echo and Bunnymen, Dead Can Dance, and a bunch more of my favorites.
Score! 

After paying for my book and CD, I decided to get a coffee, read,
and hang out until it was time to meet Dad and Victoria. There was a bit of
a line. As I waited, I caught a whiff of Juicy Couture perfume and glanced
over my shoulder to see a trio of trendy girls standing behind me. 

The girl in front smirked. “Nice costume. Aren't we a little late for
Halloween?”

The two girls behind her busted out laughing. The one in front
stared at me smugly, almost daring me to say something back to her.

Normally, I ignored people like her and their stupid little comments.
But this time, for some reason, I wasn't in the mood for being the bigger
person.

“Good one,” I said. “’Nice costume. Aren't we a little late for
Halloween?’ Gee, I've never heard that one before.”

The girls glanced at each other in disbelief. Their leader returned her
attention to me. “Excuse me. Freak.”

“Oo. Freak.” I set my book and CD down and started clapping.
“Wow. Bravo. I've never heard that one before either. Seriously, come on,



lay another one on me. How about Gwen the Ghoul? Vampira? Zombie
Girl? Queen of the Night? I've heard them all, Brittany.”

“My name isn't Brittany,” the lead girl said. “It's — ” 
“It doesn't matter what your name is!” I said, cutting her off. “You're

all the same. You all listen to the same music, wear the same clothes, watch
the same shows, see the same movies. It's like you're all mass-produced in
some factory. You’re all completely unoriginal.”

"Brittany" stared at me, stunned, so did her friends. Moments later, a
scowl took over her face. Her friends started dragging her away.
 "Brittany" didn't go easily. She mad-dogged me as they left the coffee
house. Like I cared.

Our little scene drew quite a bit of attention from the other
customers in the coffee shop. This one girl looked especially impressed.
She was short and curvy with long brown hair and a big, perky grin. 

She sat with another girl and two boys who were tanned and
athletic-looking, and this blonde-haired pretty boy with gelled hair. They
looked my age. Victoria said there was only one middle school in town so
I’d probably see them again.

Now that I thought about it, there was a good chance “Brittany” and
her friends went there too. 

Great. Way to go, Gwen. School hadn’t even started yet, and I’d
already made enemies.



Chapter Seven
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Over the next few weeks, I settled into Victoria’s house and life in
Harmony. I went into town a few times, once to do some grocery shopping
with Victoria, another time for back-to-school supplies, and one night, me,
her, and Dad had dinner at one of the fancy restaurants in town. 

Most of the time, I stayed at home, in the attic, drawing and
painting. The pictures I did were still pretty weird. They were of all sorts of
monsters. Werewolves, vampires — not the lame sparkly kind either, but
ones with big red eyes, fangs, and black talons. 

I drew pictures of these rat-faced guys too, carrying staves with
animal skulls on top. I did draw another picture of the forest. Only this time,
it was of this clearing, and there were several large stones, standing in a
circle, almost like that place — what was it called? Stonehenge. In
England. 

Barclay seemed to take a special interest in my drawings and
paintings. He’d follow me to the attic. At first, I tried to keep him out, but
he wouldn’t stop meowing and scratching at the door until I finally let him
in. 

After a while, I began enjoying having him around. He’d lie on my
worktable when I drew or on the floor when I painted. He was so intense,
almost studying my work. And there were some moments when he looked
at me, I swear he wanted to say something. If only he could.

I’d officially bonded with the little furball by then. Dad and Victoria
worked a lot so he was my only company. He’d sleep in my lap when I read
or watched TV. All I had to do was place my hand on him, and he’d begin
to purr. 

Victoria had told me that one reason why she preferred cats to dogs
was that cats were independent and maintained some of their wild spirit.
Dogs were conditioned to be loyal, to seek their master’s approval. Cats, on
the other hand, were a little choosier about who they gave their attention to.



She said that when you earned the affection of a cat, you’d really earned it.
It was something special.

The first day of school was coming up. August First. Victoria said
that fell on one of the sabbats. They were these special days for Wiccans.
They marked the changes in the seasons and other turning points in the
year. 

This one was called Lammas and was meant to mark the final
harvest, a time to rededicate your spiritual purpose. That made me think
about how moving to Harmony was a fresh start for me, and I was
determined now to make the best of it.

The night before, I was pretty restless. I couldn’t sleep. My demon
made his presence known of course. I drew widdershins in order to drive
him away. 

Once he was gone, I was able to fall asleep again but woke up later
when I felt something heavy crawling on my bed, moving closer towards
me. I thought maybe it was Barclay at first. But there was no way. I’d left
my bedroom door closed. 

I sat up quickly. A pair of yellow, glowing eyes stared at me. 
And there were teeth. Lots of sharp teeth. 
I opened my mouth to scream. Before any sound came out, my

bedroom door flew open. There was an earsplitting shriek. An orange and
white blur flew past me. Barclay. 

He attacked whatever was on my bed. They fell to the floor. I heard
more shrieking. Not just Barclay this time but something — unnatural.
Whatever it was, from the sound of it, Barclay chased it out of my room and
down the stairs. 

I raced into the hallway. Dad and Victoria were already there, in
their pajamas, looking just as frightened as me.

"Gwen, what is it?" Dad asked. "What happened?'
"There was something in my room! On my bed. It was moving

toward me. Then Barclay, he attacked it and chased it away. Whatever it
was."

Dad turned to Victoria, who was speechless. Barclay then returned.
He licked his chops, sat, and cleaned his claws. He’d obviously gotten a
piece of whatever that thing was.

"It was probably just a rat," said Dad.



"Right," Victoria added, after a moment. "I have had that problem in
the past. Sorry. I should have said something."

"It's okay."
"That was no rat!" I screamed.
Dad rested his hand on my shoulder. "Gwen, you need to calm

down."
"That was no rat."
"What, you're going to tell me it was a monster? Let me guess, it

was hiding under your bed? Or in your closet?"
"Stop it." My throat ached, like I was about to cry.
Victoria stepped between us. "Craig, leave her alone. She's had a

fright." She took my hand. "I'll make you some tea. I know just the thing to
calm you down, get you back to sleep."

"I'm not going back to sleep in that room!"
"Well, you're too old to sleep with us," said Dad.
"Not even funny!"
Victoria led me towards the stairs. "Come on. Tea first. Then we'll

talk."
I followed Victoria, mostly to get away from Dad. In the kitchen,

she made me some tea. This tasted different from her wake-up tea. It was
mellower, kind of, I don't know, earthy.

"Feeling better?" Victoria asked.
I nodded. After a couple of sips, I really did feel better. Calmer.
"I'll call an exterminator in the morning. If you'd like, you can sleep

on the couch."
"No. Thank you, but – Dad's right. I'm probably overreacting."
"If you'll allow me, I can cast a protective spell around your bed. It'll

help. Trust me." For some reason, she sounded so insistent. 
After a moment, I finally said, "Sure. Why not?"
Victoria smiled. "I'll go take care of that. You finish your tea."
She headed back upstairs. I took my time with the tea and set the

cup by the sink. When I got back to my room, I checked my door. I swore
I’d closed it. So how did Barclay and that thing get in here? 

When I got to my room, Victoria was waiting for me. There was a
strange scent in the air, and my bed had been pulled away from the wall.
Victoria explained that she’d burned some sage. That’s what I smelled. It
was supposed to cleanse the room.  



I climbed into bed. Barclay made himself comfortable beside me.
Victoria walked in a circle around my bed, pointing her dagger at the floor,
chanting. She then picked up a chalice and sprinkled whatever was inside
around the circle.   

"Thanks," I said. Even though I wasn't quite ready to believe in
witchcraft, the gesture was reassuring.

Victoria blew me a kiss. Barclay cuddled up close. "You take care of
her, old man,” she told him.

Barclay rubbed against my hand, purring. I smiled.
"Goodnight, Gwen."
"Goodnight, Victoria." 
I yawned. Whatever was in that tea took effect. I could barely keep

my eyes open. I was soon fast asleep. 



Chapter Eight
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
I woke up the next morning refreshed. And I hadn't been attacked by

any more mysterious creatures in the middle of the night either. That was a
definite plus. 

Barclay still lay at my side. I gave the furball a scratch behind the
ears before scooting toward the edge of the bed. I thought about Victoria’s
protective circle and could even imagine it for a moment. 

I took a breath and stepped over it, expecting to feel some sort of
energy charge. But nothing happened. I had to admit I was kind of
disappointed.

I had the normal first day jitters as I got ready for school. Sifting
through my closet and dresser, I tried to figure out what to wear. I decided
to tone down my usual look — at least for the first day — and picked out a
Cure t-shirt, denim skirt, and my black Chucks. I went with light makeup
and only one skull ring and kept my pentacle necklace tucked inside my
shirt.

As I checked myself out in the mirror, I thought about the look I'd
adopted since Mom died — the black clothes, the dark makeup, and scary
jewelry. I’d originally told myself it was about expressing what I felt inside.
But there was more to it than that, wasn't there? It was also an armor to
keep people from getting close to me. How messed up was that?

I grabbed my messenger bag full of brand new school supplies and
headed downstairs. Victoria had cooked breakfast. Bacon and eggs. Dad sat
at the kitchen table, dressed in a suit. He had a meeting in San Francisco
that morning. 

I picked at my food, too nervous to eat. Dad teased me about last
night, asking if any more monsters came after me while I slept. He would
have keep going if Victoria hadn't shushed him with a stern look.



After breakfast, Dad drove me to school on his way to the commuter
train station. He wouldn't be back until tonight. Victoria had some IT work
to do in town and said she'd probably be home around five. That meant I'd
have to take the bus home, which I was so not looking forward to.

It took only took a few minutes to get to school, not nearly long
enough to get myself properly psyched up. By the time we got there, my
breakfast was still tumbling around my stomach like clothes in a drier. 

I stared at the school through the window. It looked nice enough,
cheery white buildings, green trees, and lawns. But it was still a school. Do
I need to say more? Me and Dad sat there, in the car, parked outside of the
admin' office. 

“Want me to go in with you?” he teased.
I managed the weakest of smiles.
“I can walk you to your classroom, like I did your first day of

kindergarten.”
I laughed. “Shut up.”
“Oh, wait. That's right. You're in middle school now. You have more

than one teacher.” He checked his watch. “Not sure I have enough time to
meet them all.”

“That's a relief.”
Dad took my hand. “Relax. You're going to do great.”
“Thanks.”
“Just try not to make any teachers cry your first day.”
I reached for the door handle. “I make no guarantees.”
Dad waited until I was inside the office before driving away. I got

my schedule, my locker assignment, and a map of the school. The secretary
highlighted where my locker was, along with each of my classes. 

I reached the quad and stood there for a moment, taking it all in. I
spotted the different cliques, each gathered in their little spots, just like at
my old school. The preppies, the jocks, the nerds, you name 'em.

I took a deep breath, put one foot in front of the other, and started
walking. Even though I'd toned down my normal look, everyone still stared
at me. I supposed, in a small town like this, these kids had probably gone to
school with each other since kindergarten. A new girl like me must really
stick out. 

Sure enough, my demon was right behind me, the whole time,
whispering in my ear. You really think you're going to make a fresh start



here? You think you'll actually make friends? Have a life? You're a loser,
Gwen. You're pathetic. Just a sad, little girl who misses her mommy.

I drew widdershins on my messenger bag. It took forever, but my
demon finally vanished. I kept my eyes on my map, trying to find my
locker, and not make eye contact with anyone. The one time I did glance up
I instantly regretted it. 

It was “Brittany” from the coffee shop and her little friends. They
did go to this school, just like I thought. I averted my eyes. Too late. She
saw me. She didn't just stare daggers at me. She threw spears.

I could tell she was the queen bee by how quickly she got her
friends' attention. Soon, they were all mad-dogging me. I walked even
faster now and didn't stop until I found my locker and stowed a few things I
wouldn't need until later. 

The bell rang, and I was off to Homeroom. I sat in the back, trying
not to draw any attention to myself. When the teacher took attendance and
called my name, all eyes in the room shifted to me, the new girl. They were
all sizing me up and checking me out. 

All except one. I recognized her from the coffee house. She was the
short, curvy girl with the long brown hair and perky grin. She was the only
friendly face in the crowd.  

After Homeroom, I had Art. When I stepped inside that classroom, I
was instantly relaxed. This was my kind of place. There were prints of
famous paintings on the wall like Van Gogh's “Starry Night” and Edvard
Munch's “The Scream,” alongside Shepard Fairey's “Obey Giant,” posters
for the Ramones and Black Flag, and a poster of this Mexican singer named
El Vez. 

I found an empty seat at one of the worktables. The teacher's name
was Mr. Rodriguez. He was a big guy with a goatee dressed in a bowling
shirt and jeans. 

Like every teacher on the first day of school, we went over the class
rules and procedures. After that, he pointed out the supplies on each table.
There was paper, pencils, charcoals, and pastels. You name it. He then gave
us our first assignment. Draw a picture of anything we wanted. 

He grinned. “I want to see what I’ve got to work with this semester.
Show me your artistic personality.”

We all grabbed pieces of paper. I picked up some charcoals too.
Staring at my paper, all I could think of was the forest outside of town. I



didn't want to draw it. It still freaked me out. But the vision was so strong, I
had no choice except put it on paper.

Once I drew that first line, I couldn't stop myself. My fingers
worked furiously. I alternated between charcoals and pastels, smudging to
create shading. I jumped when Mr. Rodriguez tapped my shoulder.

“I called time's up. Didn't you hear me?”
I shook my head.
Mr. Rodriguez smiled. “In the zone, huh? I can relate. May I?” He

reached for my picture. His eyed widened. “This is amazing. The tone, the
detail, your use of color. The layers of shading create so much depth. What
was your name again?”

“Gwen.”
Mr. Rodriguez smiled, even brighter. “Nice to meet you, Gwen. I'm

going to enjoy working with you this semester.”
I smiled proudly.
Mr. Rodriguez returned his attention to my picture. “I love these

creatures you've added in the shadows. They're so subtle, I almost missed
them.”

Wait. What did he say? I stood up and stared around him, at my
drawing. It took me a moment, but I soon saw what he was talking about.
There were these monstrous forms hiding in the shadows, with sharp claws
and jagged fangs, their yellow eyes glinting in the dark.

“Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant,” said Mr. Rodriguez.
I was glad he liked them. Thing was, I didn't remember drawing any

of those things. 



Chapter Nine
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mr. Rodriguez kept raving about my picture. I pretended to enjoy
the attention, but honestly I wanted him to stop. I was seriously freaked-
out. 

What was going on with me? First, I drew a picture of the forest
from Victoria's attic window without ever seeing it. Now, I drew it again but
added all these monsters lurking in the shadows — without even realizing
it. 

My demon chuckled in my ear. I drew widdershins on the worktable
until he disappeared. I was so focused that when the bell rang, it scared the
you-know-what out of me. 

Before I left, Mr. Rodriguez said I was welcome to stop by his
classroom whenever I wanted, before school, during lunch, any time I felt
the urge to work on a new piece. That was nice of him, and it would be cool
to have a place to hang out. But I wasn't sure I wanted to do any more
drawing or painting. Not if this weird stuff was going to keep happening.

After a quick stop at my locker, I headed to my next class, Language
Arts. The teacher, Mrs. Clark, assigned us seats, in alphabetical order, by
our last names. She then passed out copies of the syllabus, and we went
through it as a class. When we were finished, she assigned us to write an
essay about what we did over the summer. Kind of corny. But what choice
did I have? 

I finished the first paragraph when my pen started to leak all over
my paper. Great. This was all I needed. There was ink on my fingers too. 

I asked for the pass, headed to the bathroom, and washed the ink off
the best I could. When I got back to class, to my desk, I spotted a new pen
there, waiting for me. The boy sitting at the desk across from mine smiled
shyly.

“Thanks,” I said.



“You're welcome,” he answered in this timid, little voice. He was a
little taller than me, pale with these kind of bug-eyes. He also had this sort
of funny looking bowl cut and was dressed in black slacks and a black shirt
buttoned all the way up to the collar. 

I crumpled up my ink-stained paper and chucked it in the trash,
along with my leaking pen, then returned to my seat and started the
assignment all over again. 

The boy leaned across the aisle towards me. “I liked the drawing
you did. In art class.”

“Oh. You're in that class too? I didn't notice you.”
“No one ever does. Notice me,” he said, trying to make a joke out of

it. “I like your shirt. The Cure is one of my favorite bands. Disintegration is
one of my all time favorite albums.”

I caught myself smiling. “Mine too. My name's Gwen. Gladstone.” 
We shook hands.
“Richie. Parker.”
Oh, man, were his palms sweaty. 
“Sorry.”
“It's okay,” I said, wiping my hand on my skirt.
Me and Richie continued to talk music while we worked on our

essays. We whispered, back-and-forth, when Mrs. Clark wasn't looking. He
liked all the same bands I did. He wasn't pretending either. He not only
knew every album by the Cure but Echo and the Bunnymen and Joy
Division too.

The bell rang. Richie packed up his briefcase – Yes, I said briefcase
— and followed me out. He walked with me, and we talked music the
whole way. 

I had Math next. When I got there, I remembered I still had Richie's
pen.

“Keep it,” he said. “I've got plenty.”
I smiled and thanked him. He smiled back excitedly. Okay, he was

definitely crushing on me, which was cute. And I liked him. I didn’t like
him-like him. But he was definitely a nice guy. 

After Math was Social Studies. Lunch was after that. I stopped by
my locker. As I stowed my books, I got the feeling I was being surrounded.
Probably because I was. 



I turned around and immediately got shoved into my locker. There
were these two preppie-boys in front of me, one with a faux-hawk and
another with close-cropped hair. Behind them were “Brittany” and her
friends. 

“This her?” said Faux-Hawk. “This the freak?”
“Brittany” nodded. “She's not as gothy as she was that day at Cool

Beans, but, yeah, that’s her.”
I managed a weak smile. “You remember me? I'm touched.”
My little joke got me shoved into my locker again. Every muscle in

my back stung. I glanced at everyone passing through the hallway. They all
averted their eyes and kept walking, which I did sort of expect. I mean, this
was middle school. I was stupid to think someone might actually come help
me.

Faux-Hawk stepped aside. “Brittany” got in my face.
“By the way, my name's not 'Brittany.’ It's Sarah. Sarah Dupre. And

you better not forget it.”
I held out a shaky hand. “Gwen Gladstone. Nice to meet you.”
Sarah looked to Faux-Hawk and nodded. He slammed me into my

locker again.
I swallowed. “Okay. You made your point. I'm sorry.”
“Not sorry enough. You need to learn your place.”
“That's enough, Sarah. Frank. Dominic,” a boy behind them called

out. He sounded like he meant business too.
My attackers turned around, and I got a look at my rescuers. Two

dark-haired boys, a dark-haired girl, and a blonde pretty-boy. Off to the side
was the short, curvy girl with brown hair from my Homeroom. The other
kids were the ones she was with that day in the coffee shop. I recognized
them now. 

Sarah and her friends backed down. I didn't blame them either. My
rescuers gave off a serious don't-mess-with-us vibe. Even the dark haired
girl looked like she was ready to throw-down.

Faux-Hawk cocked his head toward me. “She your friend?”
“You can think of her that way,” said the dark-haired boy who stood

up front. 
Faux-Hawk glanced at Sarah and the others. They all slunk away,

following Sarah. My rescuers kept an eye on them, making sure they didn't



come back. I was suddenly able to breathe again and held myself to keep
from shaking. 

“You okay?” the dark-haired boy asked.
I nodded. “Thanks.”
“My name's Brody Sullivan.” He pointed to the dark-haired girl.

“This is my sister, Brenna.”
“Uh, excuse me. I can introduce myself,” she said.
The other dark-haired boy held up his hand. “Dillon Howell. Hi.”
The blonde-haired pretty-boy winked and flashed a charming smile.

“Patrick Cook. Nice to meet you.”
“You too.” I got a pleasant little chill when I shook his hand. Man,

was he cute. 
The short, curvy girl with brown hair stepped forward and offered

her hand. “I'm Gabby St. Clair.” 
“Gwen Gladstone. Hi,” I said to them all. 
As I shook Gabby's hand, she stared at me like I was her favorite

pop star or something.
“Thanks again for the save,” I said.
“No problem,” said Brody. “If they give you any more trouble, let us

know, okay?”
“I will. Thanks.”
They invited me to sit with them at lunch. I figured sure, why not?

Beat sitting alone. I walked with them to the cafeteria. Dad had given me
money, and the food here actually looked pretty tasty. There were
sandwiches, pasta dishes, and fresh-looking salads.

Gabby waved to me, excitedly, from their table. I sat with her and
her friends. 

“You probably don’t recognize us,” she started to say. “But we were
there that day at Cool Beans when you told off Sarah. That was so epic.”

“I remember seeing you guys,” I told her.
“Looked like we showed up at the right time,” said Brenna.
I smiled. “You can say that again.”
“Have you been in Harmony long?” asked Brody.
“No. I mean, my step-mom has lived here for a while, I guess,” I

said. “But me and my dad just moved here in July.”
“Where are you originally from?” Patrick asked.
“San Diego.”



Dillon smiled. “Really? I’m from L.A.” We bumped fists from
across the table. “So Cal in the house.”

I laughed.
“So does your mom still live in San Diego?” Gabby asked.
My smile drooped. “She died. Little over a year ago.”
Gabby’s mouth became on O. “I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks,” I said.
Brody immediately changed the subject. He got everyone else

talking about school, their teachers and who was in their classes. They then
began talking about a friend of theirs named Miles, who used to live in
Harmony and went to school with them. He’d moved, but it sounded like
they still kept in touch. In fact, they were planning on chipping in on a
birthday present for him.

We continued to talk while we ate. Call me slow, but I eventually
remembered that Gabby's last name, St. Clair, was the same as the winery
and vineyard, and, according to Victoria, the St. Clair family founded
Harmony back in 1855. 

I brought this up, and as soon as she could Gabby changed the
subject. For some reason, she looked uncomfortable talking about her
family's money and influence in town. Best I could figure, she wanted
people to like her for herself instead of for who her parents were — which I
had to admit was pretty cool. 

After lunch I had PE. Brenna did too. Good thing, because so did
Sarah and her two girl friends, whose names I learned were Lori and
Natalie. 

We were playing soccer. Sarah, Lori, and Natalie were on the team
opposite me. They looked like they seriously wanted to mess me up. Lucky
for me, Brenna was on my team. She had my back for sure. 

Back at my old school, I managed to conveniently forget my
uniform everyday so I'd have to sit out of PE. I didn't care about my grades
back then, especially in PE. Here, I decided to give it a try. 

Man, was I out of shape. I was huffing and puffing as I ran up and
down the field. I'd played soccer since I was little but stopped after Mom
died. I was rusty for sure, but it slowly started coming back to me. I even
managed to score a goal and gave a couple of assists to Brenna.

PE ended. My legs were rubbery after all that running. I was going
to be sore in the morning. I walked with Brenna from the gym. We split up,



and I continued on my way to Chemistry, my last class of the day. 
“Where do you think you're going new girl?” a voice behind me

growled.
I turned around, quick. It was Brody, Dillon, and Patrick. They

grinned and chuckled. “Sorry. We couldn't resist,” said Patrick.
I smiled back. “Jerks.”
The three of them walked with me after that. I said goodbye when

we reached my Chem' class. They kept on walking. I watched them go,
especially Patrick. Definite hottie. 

Then – okay, this was seriously weird, but, for a moment, I saw this
hippy-kid with a big afro walking and talking with them. I blinked, and he
was gone. Only the boys kept talking to him like he was still there.  



Chapter Ten
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I FaceTimed with Grandma the moment I got home. It was so good
to see her. She wanted to know how my first day at my new school went. I
told her, leaving out the weird parts of course. 

I asked how selling the house was going. She said she had a young
couple that seemed interested. I told Grandma I'd keep my fingers crossed. I
really hoped she could sell the house as soon as possible and get her butt up
to Harmony.

I was deep into my homework when Victoria came to get me for
dinner. I went down as soon as I finished the math problem I was working
on. She and Dad were already at the table. Like Grandma, they wanted to
know all about my first day at Harmony Middle.

“Don't keep us in suspense,” said Dad. “How was it? Give us all the
gory details.”

I picked through the steamed veggies on my plate. “I'm pleased to
report there were no casualties. Not even a drop of blood was shed. Just a
normal typical day at a normal typical school.”

Dad looked like he bought it. Victoria, I don't know, she gave me
this suspicious glance from across the table. 

“Did you make any friends today?” she asked.
Dad chuckled. “Honey, this is Gwen we're talking about here.”
I immediately gave him the stink-eye. “Actually, I met quite a few

people. I don't know if I'd call them friends yet, but they were pretty cool.”
Dad smiled awkwardly. “Oh. Sorry, kiddo. I was just thinking about

how things were at your last school.”
Victoria moved in for the save. “So what are their names?”
“There's Richie Parker. He's in my art class and my language arts

class. Then, there's Gabby St. Clair. Turns out she’s in my homeroom.
Brody and Brenna Sullivan. Brenna's in my PE. Then, there's Patrick Cook
and Dillon Howell.”



“Wait, wait, wait,” said Dad, butting in. “Did you say Gabby St.
Clair? As in St. Clair winery and vineyard?” He turned the wine bottle on
the table so the label faced me. It was from Gabby's family's winery. “As in
the same St. Clairs, who founded this town?”

“The one and only.”
“Brody and Brenna Sullivan,” said Victoria. “They're the sheriff's

children.”
“They mentioned that,” I said. 
“I'm impressed,” said Dad. “You've made some mighty influential

friends your first day at school.”
“Thanks.” I stared at my plate, thinking about that hippy kid I saw

with Brody, Dillon, and Patrick, how they talked to him, but no one else
seemed to see him. And how he disappeared, just like that. 

After dinner, I headed back to my room. Victoria called out to me as
I was halfway up the stairs. 

“I just wanted to let you know I had an exterminator over this
afternoon,” she started to say.

“I thought you had to work today,” I said.
She paused for a moment then said, “I took care of it during my

lunch hour. He found some rats in the basement. He took care of them. We
shouldn't have any more problems.”

I flashed back to last night. What I saw. Those teeth and glowing
eyes. I still had a hard time believing that was a rat. 

“You should've just let Barclay loose in the basement. Save yourself
some money,” I said, remembering how he saved me last night. 

Barclay then meowed. Me and Victoria turned to see him trotting
towards us. This wasn't the first time he'd come over after someone
mentioned his name. I swear, that cat knew when we were talking about
him.

Victoria picked him up. “She's got a point, old man. You should be
earning your keep." 

We both had a little chuckle over that. I then told Victoria, in all
seriousness, “Thanks again. For last night. For taking me seriously. And for,
you know, the whole spell-thing.”

Victoria smiled. “Anytime, love.”
I went up to my room and finished the last of my homework. When

I was done, I headed back downstairs. Victoria had me hooked on this



Italian ice cream called gelato. There was a store in town that made it
themselves. After a couple scoops, I was ready to turn in. It had been a
long, strange day, and I was exhausted.

As I got ready for bed, I thought about that thing I saw last night.
Next thing I knew I was checking under my bed and inside my closet, like I
was looking for the Boogeyman. I laughed at how silly I was being. Dad
and Victoria were right. It was just a rat. It had to be. 

The next morning, I woke up over an hour before my alarm went
off. I laid there, trying to go back to sleep but couldn't. The rising sun soon
lit my room. 

I headed downstairs. Victoria was on the patio with Barclay,
performing her morning ritual. I waited for her and Barclay to glow that
same neon-green color they did the last time I saw them. But they didn’t. I
must have imagined it the first time.

When she was through, Victoria packed her magic tools into her
little trunk, and she and Barclay joined me inside. She made us some tea,
and we talked while she made French toast for breakfast.

Dad joined us. After breakfast, he drove me to school on his way to
the train station. I got there with just enough time to stop by my locker then
head to Homeroom.

Gabby called out my name when I entered and pointed to the empty
desk next to her. I smiled and sat down.

“What’s up?” she asked.
“Not much. You?”
Gabby shrugged. “Eh. Have Sarah and the others been leaving you

alone?”
“I haven’t seen them since yesterday.”
“That was still so cool the way you stood up to them that day at

Cool Beans.”
The way Gabby said that, I got the impression she wished she could

have done the same. 
Sitting there, all I could think about was the hippy kid I saw with the

boys the other day. “So, uh, is there anyone else in your group I haven’t met
yet?” I asked.

“No. Why?”
“Yesterday, I thought I saw Brody, Patrick, and Dillon talking to

some hippy kid with blonde hair.”



Gabby’s eyes widened for a brief second. She covered her surprise
with a quick smile. “Doesn’t sound like anyone I know.”

I nodded okay. Gabby was about to say something else when Mrs.
Farley, our Homeroom teacher, got the class’s attention and started taking
attendance. When she was finished, she read the morning announcements.
We had a little time to hang out after that. When the bell rang, Gabby
followed me out. 

“So, what do you have next?” I asked.
“Math,” Gabby groaned.
“I take it that’s not your favorite subject,” I chuckled.
Gabby rolled her eyes. “What about you? Where you off to?”
“Art.”
“Sweet. I thought about taking Art for an elective, but I ended up

taking Computers. Again. It’s too bad we don’t have any classes together.
We could be like homework buddies.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, that’d be fun.”
We continued to walk and talk until we reached the quad. Actually,

Gabby did most of the talking. I just listened. Man, that girl could talk.
“What’s up, Gabs?” Brenna asked, joining us. “Gwen, how’s it

going?”
“Good.”
“You ready for today’s math quiz?” Brenna asked.
Gabby groaned. “Don’t remind me.”
“You always act like that. And you always end up acing every quiz

and test we take.”
Gabby giggled. She turned to me. “What are you doing for lunch?”
“Eating,” I said.
Gabby giggled again. “Eat with us. I insist.”
I agreed. Gabby headed off with Brenna. They both waved goodbye.

I watched the two of them walk off. 
Then, it happened again. That hippy kid appeared out of nowhere.

Gabby and Brenna talked to him, just like the boys did. What was going
on?

I turned around, not looking where I was going, and almost tripped
over my own two feet. Somehow, I managed to keep from falling on my
face and made it to Mr. Rodriguez' class. 



Richie was already there. He sat up straight, on the very edge of his
stool, at a worktable by himself. He smiled this nervous, excited smile when
I approached him. 

"Mind if I sit with you?" I asked.
"Of course not. Not at all." 
He scooted over to make room for me. That day’s lesson was on

using shading to create depth in our drawings. Mr. Rodriguez put different
objects on each worktable. 

Richie's and mine was a bowl of wax fruit. Apples, oranges, grapes,
and bananas. Nice and normal. No way any monsters could creep their way
into that. Right?

Richie had our pencils and erasers neatly organized in front of us.
The pencils were in rows, in order from smallest to largest, and two erasers
were lined up on either side of the pencils. 

The first pencil I used had gone dull so I reached for another one.
After I grabbed it, Richie placed the pencil I'd used back in line with the
others and rearranged them so they were in order again, from smallest to
largest. 

He noticed me staring. "I like things to be in order.”
I smiled back at him. I couldn't believe it. Richie had OCD. He had

his own demon plaguing him. 
I leaned in close. "It's cool. I've kind of got OCD too."
"There’s no such thing as kind of having OCD."
"Well, my official diag-nonsense is that I suffer from severe anxiety

and depression.”
Richie smiled. “Diag-nonsense. I like that.”
“I draw these circles.” I demonstrated for him. “Whenever I get

scared or anxious, it feels like a demon’s trying to get me. That’s the only
thing that keeps him away.”

“Demon?” Richie appeared intrigued by this.
I nodded. “It’s funny, because it turns out those circles. They’re

called widdershins. They’re part of actual magic rituals.”
For some reason, Richie didn’t seem surprised by that. “Where did

you learn that from?”
“My step-mom, Victoria. She’s a Wiccan.”
Richie nodded and went on to change the subject. We talked about

our conditions, what kind of medications we'd been on, what therapies our



counselors had tried with us.
Class ended. We walked to Language Arts. I let drop how frustrated

I was with that class, and Richie immediately offered to help. He said we
could meet at the public library after school. It was just a couple blocks
away. I figured, sure, why not. 

After Language Arts, Richie walked with me to Chem’. Later, I
headed to the cafeteria and bought my lunch. Gabby waved me over. I sat
with her and the others. 

It was all nice and normal. But I still couldn't forget about seeing
that hippy kid with them and the way he appeared and disappeared like that.
I mean, it happening once was one thing, but twice? That was a little too
hard to write off as my imagination getting away with me. 

The bell rang, and next thing I knew Brody and Brenna were
inviting me over to their house to hang out and do homework. Gabby,
Dillon, and Patrick would be there too. Gabby was really insistent, but I had
to say no. I told them I'd already made plans to meet Richie and couldn't
just stand him up like that. 

"That's cool. I understand," she said, staring at the ground, trying not
to sound too disappointed. She then looked at me with this big, hopeful
smile. "Some other time?"

She glanced at the others, specifically Brody and Brenna, who
agreed.

"Sure," I said, not really certain if I'd actually go or not.
"Awesome," Gabby squealed and clapped.
After my last class, I met Richie at the front gate, and we walked to

the library. He knew the names of everyone who worked there, and they
knew him too. Apparently, he was a regular. 

One lady told him that some books he'd put on hold had arrived.
Richie nervously accepted them and held them so I couldn't see the covers.
He should've known that would only make me want to see them that much
more. 

We sat at one of the tables. Richie tried to hide the books in his
briefcase, but ended up dropping one of them. He hurried to pick it up. Too
bad for him I was quicker.

Richie had this almost panicked expression on his face as I snatched
it up and looked at the title. The Encyclopedia of the Supernatural. I turned
to Richie, who swallowed nervously. 



I smiled, hoping to put him at ease. "Cool."
His eyes widened. "Really? You think so?"
I nodded.
Richie fidgeted with his hands. "I thought you'd think I was weird."
I chuckled. "You're a little too late for that, pal. But for me, weird’s a

compliment."
Richie stared back at me, relieved.
"So what else do you have there?" I asked him. 
Richie showed me the rest of his books. One was called Paranormal

Encounters, the other one was called Unexplained Mysteries. 
Supernatural. Paranormal. Unexplained. Those were definitely

words I could use to describe what that had been happening to me since I
arrived in Harmony.



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I got quite the education about the supernatural from Richie. Now
that I knew it was an interest of his, and he knew I didn’t think it was
stupid, it was all he wanted to talk about. It was interesting — at least it was
at first. But he was so obsessed. 

It was one thing to listen to Victoria tell me about Wicca and spells
and nature spirits, but Richie took it to a whole other level. We’re talking
ghost encounters, demonic possession, and monster sightings. He was so
intense about it too. It was starting to creep me out a little.

Some of the things Richie talked about hit home, like the stories of
ghost encounters he told me about. Was that hippy kid I saw with Gabby
and the others a ghost? Then there was what had happened with Mom last
year, the day she died. 

Another time, Richie told me about people who’d had precognitive
visions. They would see something before it actually happened. Like me
and my picture of the forest. 

I finally decided I’d had enough. All the weird things that had been
happening to me, they were driving me crazy. No. I was driving myself
crazy. That’s what all my therapists would have said. I had to do
something. 

I may not have been able to confront my demon, but I could
definitely confront my other fears and prove to myself that all this
supernatural nonsense was just that. Nonsense. And I knew exactly how to
begin — with a nice relaxing walk in the forest.

I decided to go that very day, after school. My timing couldn’t have
been better. Both Dad and Victoria were out of town for work and wouldn’t
be back until late. 

As soon as I got home, I pulled the textbooks and binder out of my
messenger bag and put in a couple bottles of water, some trail mix, my
keys, and my phone. I left the house, started walking, and didn’t stop until I
reached the forest.



I stood there for a moment. It wasn’t too late to chicken out. No. I
had to do this. I took a deep breath, put one foot in front of the other, and
continued down what looked like a hiking trail. Sure enough, there were
plenty of shoe prints in the dirt, evidence that other people had been
through here. 

I was still a bit nervous. I could hear my heartbeat, and my mouth
had gone dry. I jumped at every noise I heard — only to find out it was a
rabbit or a squirrel or some other small animal. 

Later, a doe dashed across the path followed by her fawn. A warm
feeling rushed through me, and I flash-backed to seeing Bambi with Mom
when I was five. 

After that, I started to relax. Crisp, clean air filled my lungs, and my
head was on a swivel, going back and forth as I admired the scenery. The
tall green trees. The colorful wildflowers. Next time I came out here, I’d
have to remember to bring a sketchbook. 

I kept walking until the hiking trail ended, but there was still plenty
of forest up ahead. I knew leaving the path was a no-no in just about every
fairy tale I’d ever read, but wasn’t that the point why I was out here? To
prove stuff like that was just superstition and fantasy? That none of it was
real?

I could see the makings of another trail up ahead cutting through the
brush. Other people had gone on further than this. 

“Let’s do it,” I said to myself and continued through the brush up
ahead.

People had definitely gone through here before. The grass was worn
down, and branches had been broken like someone was trying to clear the
way.

I stopped short. In front of me was a circle of mushrooms. I
remembered Victoria telling me about these. She even showed me a picture
in one of her books. It was called a faerie circle. 

According to legends, faeries would meet at night in these circles
and dance. When you came across a faerie circle, you were supposed to
leave it alone. The faeries would take revenge on any human who damaged
one. 

I decided to walk around it. Better safe than sorry. 
I’d been walking straight the whole time, so I should have had no

trouble finding my way back. Just in case, I dug into my messenger bag and



pulled out a yellow pastel. I’d grabbed it at the last second before I left the
house. I was glad I did. I drew an arrow on the closest tree, pointing back in
the direction of the hiking trail.

A sensible girl would have told herself this was far enough. That she
didn’t need to go any further. That she had nothing left to prove. Me, on the
other hand? I kept going but made sure to leave more marks on trees and
rocks so I’d be able to easily find the way back.

After a while, the brush opened into a clearing surrounded by lush,
tall trees. I walked to the middle of the clearing, my eyes wide and a huge
smile plastered to my face.

Victoria liked to talk about nature spirits and how people believed in
them, even worshipped them, for centuries. I thought the idea was cute. But
now? Standing there, in the middle of all this, I started to realize why
people might think such a thing. 

The trees, the flowers, the plants, even the ground beneath my feet
buzzed with energy. For a moment, I imagined faeries springing out from
all around me. 

I wasn’t used to all this walking. My legs were a bit tight so I
decided to kick back and relax for a few minutes. I used my messenger bag
as a pillow, laid down and stared at the sky.

When the sun settled over the treetops, I decided it was time to head
home. I may have felt comfortable in the forest during the day, but I wasn’t
quite ready to face it at night. I snatched up my messenger bag and headed
toward the arrow I’d left on a tree where I’d entered the clearing. 

So far so good. I kept going, found one arrow, then another.   
After that — nothing.
My heartbeat started to speed up. I took a breath and started

checking for familiar landmarks — but couldn’t find any. It was like I was
in a completely different part of the forest. I had no idea where I was. 

I figured if I doubled-back to the last arrow, I could get my bearings.
I retraced my footsteps exactly. After a few minutes, I should have come
across it. Only I didn’t.

I was completely lost.
The sun continued to set. The sky was now gray. The brush around

me rustled. Only this time I doubted it was cute little rabbits or deer. I
fished through my messenger bag until I found my phone. I had one bar, but



it faded in and out. I kept moving around, hoping to find a sweet spot so I
could call for help. 

Something struck my legs, and they went out from under me. I let
out a yelp as I fell. My phone went flying. I hit my head when I landed. I
looked up and saw three little men standing in front of me. 

No, not men. 
It was those rat-faced guys from my drawings. They even had on the

same raggedy clothes and carried staves with animal skulls on top.  
No. No way. I must have hit my head harder than I thought and was

hallucinating. They couldn’t possibly be real. Only I doubted hallucinations
smelled as bad as they did. Not just their clothes but their breath too. It was
like roadkill. 

I sat there, unable to speak, unable to move. Still doubting what
every one of my senses told me was all too real. 

The rat-face in the middle grinned. He was slightly larger than the
others. “Hello, lovely. Just in time for dinner you are.”

The other two laughed hysterically. 
“Just in time for dinner,” said one.
“Yeah. Good one,” said the other.
The rat-face in the middle looked pretty pleased with himself. “I’m

glad me dear old Mum’s not around.” His beady little eyes narrowed on me.
“She’d scold me good for playing wif me food.”

The other two laughed again.
“Playing with our food,” said one.
“Brilliant you are,” said the other one.
I jumped to my feet, chucked my messenger bag at the first rat-face,

and started running. All three laughed this time.
“She’s running,” said one. “How adorable.”
“She actually thinks she can get away,” said the other.
“We’ll give her a bit of a head start, lads,” said the first one. “It’s

better when they’re afraid. Gives the meat a nice gamey taste. Don’t you
agree?”

All three rat-faces laughed again. I started crying. But I kept
running.

There had to be a way out of this forest. Or at least a ranger station.
Or something. Or somewhere I could hide.



The rat-faces were after me now. I couldn’t see them. But I could
definitely hear them, racing through the brush, laughing and taunting me.   

One leapt out of the bushes in front of me. I skidded and fell flat on
my back. He just stood there, waiting for me to get up and run away. It was
like some twisted game.

I ran until I was out of breath and my sides ached. No more of this. I
picked up a nice big rock that fit perfectly in my hand and found a broken
tree branch the size of a baseball bat to hold in the other. 

I heard one of the rat-faces laugh. It sounded like the one who did
all the talking earlier. He was right behind me. I turned and swung the tree
branch. He leapt out of the way like a rabbit. 

“We’ve worked up a nice appetite running after you, love,” he said.
“Bet you’re tasty. Nice and tender.”

“Where are the other two?” I asked, looking around.
“Off getting the cooking fire ready. I told them I could handle a little

morsel like you on me own. You’ll make a nice roast for tonight. While
you’re cooking, we can pickle your innards, salt some of the leftover meat
for later. Make jerky out of the rest.”

My stomach lurched. I tried not to hurl. Rat-face kept moving
slowly towards me, grinning his big rat-face grin. At one point, he actually
started doing this little tap dance, twirling his staff like it was a cane. 

He then snarled and leapt at me. I swung the branch again. Rat-face
knocked it out of my hand with his staff. I tried to hit him with the rock, but
he struck my wrist with his staff, forcing me to drop it. 

I screamed and kicked him between the legs. Rat-face squealed and
fell to the ground, clutching himself. 

I ran but didn’t get far. Something struck me between the shoulders.
I fell to the ground. It was rat-face’s staff. He’d thrown it at me like a spear. 

Rat-face was a few hundred yards away, still doubled-over but
recovering quickly. The look on his face — no more jokes, no more
dancing, no more games. He was ready to finish me.

I don’t know why, but I started making circles on the ground,
widdershins, just like I would when I wanted to drive off my demon.

Rat-face yelled and raced towards me. My hand felt hot all of a
sudden and started to glow. He leapt at me. 

I raised my hand, which was still making circles. A green energy
spiraled from my fingertips and shot outward. It blasted rat-face. When the



energy faded, he was gone. Vanished.
I collapsed flat on my back, panting for air. I held up my hand. It no

longer glowed but still tingled. What was that? What did I just do?
The nearby brush rustled. I sprang to my feet, praying it wasn’t one

of the other rat-faces. It was Barclay. What the heck was he doing all the
way out here? I’d never seen him go any further than the backyard. 

Whatever he was doing out here, I didn’t care. I was just glad to see
him. He ran straight to me. I scooped him up in my arms. He purred and
nuzzled me then patted my face with his paw like he was trying to comfort
me. 

I hugged and kissed him. “Please, tell me you know how to get
home.” 

Barclay wriggled out of my arms. He trotted back toward the brush
he emerged from. He stopped and meowed at me, over his shoulder, like he
wanted me to follow him. In fact, he didn’t move until I did start following
him. 

The little furball stayed ahead of me at all times and kept glancing
back like he was making sure I didn’t fall behind or something. Before I
knew it, we were back at the hiking trail again. 

I let out an exhausted but grateful groan. I took a moment to catch
my breath. I don’t know where I got the energy from, but somehow I
managed to run all the way back to the house with Barclay at my heels. 

When we got back to the house, the garage door was closed. I
couldn’t tell if anyone was home or not. Since I didn’t have my phone, I
had no idea what time it was. I didn’t have my keys either. Great. How was
I supposed to get inside?

Just then, the front door opened. Victoria hurried onto the porch, her
phone in her hand. She looked close to tears, frantic but overjoyed to see
me. Before I knew it, she had me in her arms and was practically squeezing
the life out of me. 

“Were you on the phone with my dad?” I asked when she let me go.
Victoria sniffed and wiped her eyes. “The sheriff. Lucky, I saw you

from the window. Honey, what happened to you? You look a fright.”
I thought back to the rat-faced guys and stared at the hand I blasted

that one with. It still tingled a bit.
“Gwen?” 
Victoria put her hand on my shoulder. I flinched.



“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“What?”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
I headed towards the house. Victoria grabbed my arm. 
“Let me go!” I yelled, yanking my arm free. 
“Gwen, just tell me what happened out there. In the forest.” There

was an intensity in her voice that frightened me.
“Leave me alone,” I muttered. 
“Gwen!”
“I don’t have to tell you anything! You’re not my mother!”
I ran into the house, leaving Victoria standing there with a stunned

look on her face. I didn’t stop until I reached my room. I threw myself onto
my bed and cried until I ran out of tears. 

After that, I just laid there for a while. I felt guilty now for what I
said to Victoria. I may have been upset about what happened to me in the
forest. But I had no right to take it out on her. 

I was on my way downstairs to find Victoria and apologize when I
heard her voice coming from the attic. 

“I don’t understand,” she said. “First an attorcroppe sneaks into her
room and then — you’re certain it was a fear-dirgh?”

“There’s no mistaking that scent,” said another voice, a male voice,
with an accent like Victoria’s.

“It’s almost as if something’s marked her,” Victoria added.
“She’s outside the door,” said the male voice.
I hustled up the stairs and into the attic. Who the heck was Victoria

talking to? 
When I got there, she was alone. Except for Barclay.
Victoria flashed a weak smile. “Hi. Sorry for sneaking in here like

this. Just looking at some of your drawings.”
“No worries,” I said, staring at my feet. “I’m the one who needs to

apologize — for getting upset with you — for saying what I did.”
“Thank you. I appreciate that.”
“Does Dad have to know about this?”
Victoria sighed. “It’ll be our little secret. But you owe me, missy.

Big time.”
I smiled gratefully. “Deal.”



She was on her way out, with Barclay right behind her. I wanted to
ask her who she was talking to, but that seemed insane. 

But another question suddenly came to me. “Victoria? How did you
know I was in the forest?”

She walked back to me and pulled a tiny twig from my hair. “Lucky
guess.”

I laughed. Of course, that was it. Victoria then left, saying she’d call
me when dinner was ready. I wandered over to my worktable. Some of my
sketchbooks were out, open to pictures of the forest and of the rat-faced
guys and other monsters. 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Victoria kept her word. She didn’t tell Dad about what happened,
and I was grateful. That night, I tossed and turned, reliving everything that
happened to me in the forest. Rat-face. Me blasting him out of nowhere like
that. It was all so unreal. 

Of course, my demon took advantage of this and came to torment
me. He wouldn’t leave either. Not without a fight. 

The next morning, I was a wreck. Dad let me stay home from
school. As he so “sensitively” put it, I looked like “death warmed over.”
Both he and Victoria had to work. Victoria seemed a lot more concerned
than Dad did and insisted I call her if anything was wrong. 

I appreciated that. But at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a
little uneasy around Victoria. She acted pretty weird yesterday, the way she
was so sure something had happened to me in the forest. 

Then there was what happened in the attic. She was definitely
talking to someone. I knew I heard two voices. But she was alone. Except
for Barclay. 

Thinking about all the weird stuff that had been happening to me
since I arrived in Harmony made my head hurt. I stayed in bed all day,
sleeping off-and-on. I played just about every album on my iPod. The music
helped drown out my thoughts. 

Eventually, I made my way downstairs to get something to eat.
Barclay followed me. The little furball hadn’t left my side all day. I was
headed back upstairs with a plate of fruit and cheese and crackers when the
doorbell rang. It was Richie. 

“You weren’t in school today. Is everything all right?” He sounded
genuinely concerned.

I smiled, touched that he’d come to check on me. 
“I’m okay. Just a bit of a cold.”



“Are you drinking plenty of liquids?” he asked. “Sports drinks to
prevent dehydration and juice for the Vitamin C?” 

“I’m good, Richie. You don’t need to worry about me.”
He nodded and held out some books and papers. “I brought you the

Language Arts homework.”
I put on a fake smile. “Oh. Thanks. You shouldn’t have.” 
Seriously, he shouldn’t have. The last thing I wanted to think about

right now was homework.
“The books are mine. I finished the assignment during Study Hall.”

Richie swallowed nervously. “If you’d like, I could stay and help you.”
“I’ll be okay. Thanks.” I reached for the door with my free hand.

“And thanks again for stopping by.”
Richie turned to walk away. He stopped short. 
“Isn’t this your bag?” he asked.
“What?”
Richie picked it up and showed it to me. It was my bag. But how?

I’d lost it when I tried to get away from the rat-faces. How did it get here?
Next thing I knew, I was shaking so hard the books and papers I’d

been holding hit the floor. Richie rushed to my side.
“Gwen, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”
I couldn’t answer him. My knees felt like they could have been

stirred with a spoon.
“Come here. Sit down.” 
Richie walked me over to the couch and sat next to me.   
“What’s going on?” I asked myself out loud. “What’s happening to

me?”
“What are you talking about?” asked Richie. “Gwen?”
And just like that it all came out. I told Richie everything – I mean,

everything — seeing my mom the day she died, the pictures of the forest I’d
drawn, seeing that hippy kid with Gabby and her friends, all the way up to
getting lost in the forest and my run-in with the rat-faces. 

“Those creatures you encountered in the forest,” he said. “They
sound like fear-dirghs.”

Fear-dirghs. That’s what Victoria called them.
“How did you get away?” he then asked?
I stared at my hand and wondered if I should tell him how I blasted

one of them and made him disappear. “Just got lucky, I guess.”



Richie nodded. He’d listened to everything I had to say, totally
serious. He didn’t smirk or look like he was trying not to laugh. 

I sniffed and wiped my eyes. “So you believe me?”
“Of course I do.”
“You don’t think I’m weird?”
“Of course I think you’re weird.” Richie cracked a tiny smile. “But

to me weird’s a compliment,” he added, repeating what I told him that day
in the library.

I laughed, so did Richie. He then got all serious again.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“Something happened to me too. In the forest. Last year,” he started.

“I was on a hiking trip with my class. It was a Life Science project. I
stopped to take some pictures. It was only a couple minutes. But when I
was done, I couldn’t see my teacher or the rest of my class anywhere. I
started running around, looking for them, calling out. Then I heard
laughing. I thought it might be them. I followed it to this pond. There was a
girl swimming. She was so beautiful. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I
walked to the edge of the pond. Next thing I knew, I was wading into the
water. I got close, and she took my hand. Then – ” Richie’s mouth crinkled
like he was going to cry. “She changed. She was — a monster. Her grip
tightened, and she dragged me under the water. I tried to break free, but she
was too strong. And she was smiling the whole time. While I was
drowning.”

He started shaking. I reached over and took his hand. 
“How did you get away?” I asked.
“My teacher and the rest of my class showed up, looking for me,

shouting my name. That thing – I learned later, it was called a nixie — let
me go, and I was able to make my way back to the surface. My teacher
dove in and pulled me out. The whole time I kept asking if he’d seen it, if
he’d seen the monster. He thought I was delirious.”

Richie was shaking even harder now. I gave his hand a squeeze. He
smiled and squeezed it back.

“It’s been a long time since I told anyone about what happened to
me,” he said. “At least not in person. I mean, I go online — in chatrooms.
Do you have a computer?”

I nodded.
“Go get it. I’ll show you what I’m talking about.”



I hesitated for a moment. Then, out of curiosity, I decided to head up
to my room and get my laptop. When I returned, I noticed Barclay crouched
in a corner, watching me and Richie rather intensely.

I set my laptop on the coffee table. Richie took over. He went online
and typed in a URL that took us to a chatroom called Supernatural
Sightings.

“After my encounter, I started reading everything I could find on the
supernatural,” Richie explained. “Books. Online. Last year, I came across
this chatroom. It’s for people who have had encounters with the
supernatural. Monsters. Witches. Ghosts.”

I smiled uneasily. “You sure these people aren’t just making stuff
up? You know, just to mess around?”

Richie gave me a look that made me sit up straight. “How can you
ask something like that? After everything you just told me?”

I was about to argue but stopped. Richie did have a point. Besides,
what would it hurt to just listen?

Richie’s finger glided along the touchpad. He then hit some keys.
“A couple months ago, I got in contact with some people who used to live
in Harmony. They told about encounters they’d had. Here. A house on
Steiger Road that’s supposed to be haunted. Faerie sightings in the forest.
Missing persons. One woman told a story about seeing creatures in her
daughter’s bedroom, ten years ago. She said they were small with yellow
skin, big eyes, and pointed ears. She screamed, and they leapt out the
window they’d pried open.”

A chill ran through me. Did these things really happen here in
Harmony? 

Me and Richie both jumped when, out of nowhere, Barclay leapt on
the keyboard. His paws hit random keys causing chaos on the computer
screen. 

“Barclay, what are you doing? Get off.” 
I swatted his backside and sent him to the floor. Only he jumped

right back up on the coffee table. I snagged my laptop before he could get to
it again. He got on his hind legs and started batting at it with his front paws.
I pulled my laptop away from him.

“What’s your problem, furball? What’s gotten into you?” 
“That’s all right.” Richie sneezed. “I should go. I’m allergic to cats.”
“Oh. Sorry.”



Barclay then strolled towards Richie, purring. Richie sneezed again
and backed toward the door. “I’ll see you Monday?” he asked.

“Yeah. Sure.” 
I walked Richie to the door. He turned to me with another serious

look. “Gwen, I need to ask, considering your step-mother’s practice, do you
feel safe here?”

I blinked with surprise. “What are you talking about?”
“She is a witch.”
I swallowed. “Uh, yeah. I guess. She calls herself a Wiccan though.

Not a witch.”
“Is there a difference?”
I hesitated for a moment then said, “What Victoria does is pretty

harmless. It’s just crystals and incense and stuff. She’s not sacrificing any of
the neighborhood pets or anything.”

“That you know of.”
I cringed and made a face, feeling that was a bit out of line. 
Richie grinned apologetically. “Sorry. If you need me, if you need

anything, please call me or text me at once.”
I nodded, okay. After assuring Richie, one more time, that I was

going to be all right, he finally left. I closed the door after him. 
It was sweet that he cared so much, and yeah, I had to admit it felt

good to have someone I could finally talk to about the weird things that had
been happening to me in Harmony. And who believed me too.

I picked up my computer. The screen was still open to the
Supernatural Sightings chatroom. I checked out the titles of some of the
posts. Some of them were pretty crazy like “My neighbor is a witch” and “I
live with my husband’s ghost.” I clicked on one about a werewolf sighting
in Wisconsin and continued to read it as I wandered into the kitchen.

I set my computer on the counter and grabbed a bottle of water from
the fridge. When I shut the door, I spotted Barclay sitting in front of my
computer, staring at me rather intensely. 

His mouth then opened and — “You and I need to have a little talk,
missy.” — He spoke. Barclay, the cat, spoke. 

The water bottle slipped from my hand. My head felt heavy, and my
legs gave out beneath me.

“No. Don’t do that,” I heard Barclay say before I hit the floor. 



When I came to, I was in my bed. I sat up quickly — a little too
quickly. I felt dizzy and waited until I was okay before I stood. How did I
get here from the kitchen? 

“Are you daft?” I heard Victoria talking to someone in the hallway
outside. I crept closer to the door to hear what she was saying better. “What
were you thinking, talking to her like that? And without my permission?”

“I had no choice.” It was Barclay. His voice was the same one I
heard the other night in the attic. “She told that boy, Richie, everything that
had been happening to her, and I mean everything. I had to do something.”

Victoria sighed. “This wasn’t how I wanted her to find out.”
There was a moment of silence before Barclay spoke again.
“The girl’s awake now.”
I stepped away from the door. How would Barclay know that? Then

again, why wouldn’t he? He was a cat. A magical talking cat, apparently. 
Victoria knocked on the door. “Gwen?”
I turned the lock real quick then darted away. 
Victoria knocked again. “Gwen? Honey? We need to talk.”
My mouth went dry. Victoria knocked a third time then tried the

doorknob. It didn’t budge. 
Then the knob started to glow this sort of neon-green color — the

same color Victoria and Barclay glowed that one morning. The lock turned
on its own, and the door opened. 

Victoria stood there, holding Barclay. 
“Gwen,” she said.
“Stay back. Leave me alone.”
“Just listen to what I have to say. Please.”
We stood there, locked in silence. Victoria waited for me to answer

her. Part of me wanted to hear what she had to say. Too bad the part of me
that was scared half to death outweighed it by a ton. 

“Victoria, Gwen, I’m home!” Dad called out.   
Victoria sighed and shook her head. Talk about bad timing — for

her at least. I ran past her, down the stairs, and hugged Dad so hard I almost
knocked him over.

He laughed. “What’s this about?”
I glanced over my shoulder, at Victoria, as she came down the stairs.

Barclay walked beside her. 
“No reason. Just happy to see you,” I said.



Dad held me at arm’s length and gave me a weird look. “Who are
you, and what have you done with my daughter?”

I chuckled nervously. Dad let me go. He met Victoria with a hug and
a kiss. 

“Dinner?” he asked. 
Victoria smirked. “You want your pipe and slippers too?”
Dad grimaced with embarrassment. “Ouch. I had that coming, didn’t

I?”
Victoria nodded. “I was thinking we could order pizza tonight.

Gwen and I will make a salad to go with it.”
“Works for me.” 
Dad kissed her one more time before heading upstairs, leaving me

and Victoria alone once again. She waited until he was out of earshot. I
looked around for an escape route, but there wasn’t one.

“This isn’t how I wanted you to find out about all this,” she said.
I swallowed then spoke. “I know. I heard you tell — ” I glanced at

Barclay. “Your little friend over there. So, all this Wiccan stuff — ”
Victoria chuckled. “I call myself a Wiccan, dear, because, well, it’s a

little more socially acceptable than telling people I’m an actual, proper
witch. Which is what I am?” Her gaze narrowed on me. “And so are you.” 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

“What makes you think I’m — like you?” I asked.
Victoria smiled. “I saw it the moment I met you. Your Spark.”
“My what?”
“Your Spark. It’s a life energy all beings possess. In most people, it’s

very faint. But if you’re connected to the supernatural in some way, it’s
brighter, stronger. It’s what allows people like me — us to perform magic.”

“I’ve never performed magic before in my life.”
Victoria grinned. “How do you explain the pictures you’ve been

drawing? Or seeing ghosts?” 
“How do you know about that?”
“Barclay was listening to you and Richie. He told me everything.

I’m hoping you’ll let me help you develop your gift. To realize your
potential.” 

Victoria waited for my answer. But I didn’t know what to say. Lucky
for me, Dad chose that moment to head back downstairs. My poor, clueless
Dad. He had no idea what was going on, did he?

Victoria leaned in close. “We’ll talk later.”
“I thought you two were going to make a salad,” said Dad. Victoria

gave him a look. Dad winced playfully and held up his hands. “Sorry.”
“For that, you have to help,” she told him.
“Yes, ma’am.”
The two started towards the kitchen. Dad glanced back, expecting

me to follow them.
“Sorry, but I’m still not feeling so great. I’m going to lie down.”
“Okay,” said Dad, sounding worried.
Victoria glanced at Barclay, who nodded back to her. 
“We’ll save you a plate,” she said.



“I don’t know,” said Dad. “You know how much I love me some
pizza.” Victoria slapped him playfully on the chest. “Ow.”

“We’ll save you a plate,” she assured me. 
I headed upstairs, Barclay at my heels. I let him in my room and

flopped onto my bed. Barclay leapt up and sat at the other end. He stared at
me for what seemed like the longest time. 

“This is a bit of an awkward silence,” he finally said.
I groaned and pulled my knees to my chest. Barclay stood up and

padded towards me. “What is it, love?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”
“You. Talking. All of this.”
“I know it’s a lot to adjust to. Your world’s been literally turned

upside down.”
“The weirdest thing of all is how okay I am with all this. Like this is

right. That this is meant to be.”
“That’s because it is.”
I reached over and scratched Barclay behind the ears. He purred and

rubbed against my hand like a normal cat. Even though he obviously
wasn’t.

“So what’s your story?” I asked.
“I’m what’s called a familiar,” said Barclay. “A faerie spirit in

animal form.”
Okay. Good to know. 
“Does every witch get a familiar like you?”
“I assure you, love, there’s no other familiar out there like me,”

Barclay boasted. 
I chuckled. “Sorry to offend you.”
“I’ll let it go this time. But to answer your question, no, not every

witch gets a familiar. Only the special ones.”
“Like Victoria?”
“Aye, she’s special. Some witches’ Spark burns brighter than others.

Hence, she was blessed with me. I add my energy to her spells, make them
more powerful.”

“Lucky her.”
“You better believe it.”
I chuckled and scratched Barclay behind the ears again. “So how

does it happen? How do you get to become a witch?”



“Well, anyone can call themselves a witch. Wave a magic wand, say
a few words. But unless your Spark is bright enough, nothing’s going to
happen. It started with the first shamans. It’s said they were chosen by the
spirits. Their Sparks were brightened, and they were blessed with the ability
to commune with the elements and borrow their power to make their will be
done. 

“When it was discovered you could pass your Spark onto your
offspring, magic users began marrying other magic users. You’ve got
families of practitioners going back centuries. That ensures each generation
will be born with a strong enough Spark to begin practicing when they’re
ready.”

“So you have to be born into some sort of magical family?” I asked.
Barclay nodded.
“But no one in my family practices magic.”
“You sure about that?”
“Don’t you think they would have told me?”
“Point taken. Don’t worry, love. We’ll get to the bottom of this. If

not me and Victoria, I’m sure the St. Clairs will help.”
“The St. Clairs?”
“They run the coven.”
“Coven? What’s that?”
Barclay scoffed. “You’ve got a lot to learn, don’t you? A coven is a

group of witches who practice together. Antoine St. Clair founded Harmony
as a place where witches could practice in safety without fear of
persecution. He started the coven. The current members are all descendants
of the original ones.”

“Is Victoria part of this coven?” I asked.
“No. Solitary practitioners like her are allowed to stay here as long

as they abide by the rules. One of the biggest is that solitaries can’t get
together and form their own coven.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”
“It’s the price you pay for being allowed to practice in Harmony. As

you’ve seen by now, it’s a rather special place.” 
“Gee. Really?”
“There’s no need to be sarcastic, missy.”
“Sorry. You were saying.”



“There’s a place of power here in Harmony, a vortex of magical
energy. Antoine St. Clair built the family estate and vineyard on top of it.
The coven meets there on the sabbats. You know what those are, right?”

I nodded. “So there are witches living in Harmony? Anything else I
need to know about?”

“Well, you now know to steer clear of the forest at sunset. Dawn
too, for that matter. But there are other supernaturals living in town.
Vampires. Lupoi – humans know them as werewolves, but you better not
call them that. They get kind of tetchy.” Barclay cocked his head. “You
okay, love?”

“Yeah, it’s just a lot to take in.”
“I understand.” Barclay curled up beside me. “Why don’t we watch

some telly? Or we could listen to some of that depressing music you enjoy
so much.”

I reached for the remote. “Sure, why not?”
“Ah. Allow me.” Barclay’s eyes glowed. As they did, my TV

remote rose into the air and landed in my hand.
“That’s awesome.”
“Of course. What else would you expect?”
I laughed and shook my head. Man, was this cat full of himself. I

picked up the remote and flipped through the channels. There was nothing
on, so yeah, I put on some of that depressing music I loved so much. 

Victoria came up a bit later with a couple slices of pizza, some
salad, and a can of soda. I wasn’t hungry, at least not at first, but before I
knew it I was scarfing away. 

“I assume Dad’s in a carb-induced coma,” I said between bites.
Victoria chuckled. “He fell asleep half-way through Dateline. I

thought I’d take advantage of that and see how you were doing.”
“I’m good. Me and Barclay have had quite the chat.”
“Is that right?” Victoria asked, settling in next to me.
I filled her in on what Barclay told me. Barclay, of course, chimed

in whenever I forgot something or corrected me when I got a detail wrong. 
Victoria filled in the blanks from there. She explained how there

was this world and another one where the faeries and these evil creatures
known as the Host lived. During sunrise, mid-day, sunset, and midnight, the
two worlds overlapped, and creatures like the fear-dirgh could cross over. 



She also explained how not every solitary practitioner was allowed
to practice in Harmony. The St. Clairs were very particular. They checked
bloodlines and decided if that person’s family was acceptable or not.

When she told me that, I immediately got worried. “What’s that
going to mean for me? I don’t know of anyone in my family that’s practiced
magic. I have no idea where my abilities come from.”

Victoria frowned. “I’ve got to confess. I’ve already told the St.
Clairs about you and your ‘unique’ situation. Now, that you’re aware of
what’s going on in Harmony, I’ll call them in the morning. I’m sure they’ll
want to meet with you at once.”    



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Victoria wasn’t kidding when she said the St. Clairs would want to
talk to me as soon as possible. She called them first thing in the morning.
An hour later, we were driving to their estate. 

We told Dad we were going to see an early movie then get some
lunch. It was Saturday, and his alma matter UCLA was playing their
dreaded rival USC, so we were sure he’d welcome the chance to watch the
game in peace and be allowed to whoop and holler as much as he wanted to
without bothering anyone. 

Before we left, Dad told me how happy he was that me and Victoria
were spending more time together. I smiled back at him while trying to
ignore the big ball of guilt churning in my stomach. 

Not to sound too terrible, but this wasn’t exactly the first time I’d
played Dad like that. In the past, it was little things like being at a friend’s
house and saying their parents were home when they weren’t or bringing
my phone to school when I wasn’t supposed to or hanging out with kids I’d
been forbidden to have any contact with. But this — this was huge.

Victoria wasn’t exactly okay with it either, but according to her
keeping our abilities a secret was necessary. It had been that way for our
kind for centuries, ever since a little thing called the Inquisition. 

Our kind. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact I was a
witch, that magic was in my blood — like it was with Victoria. But where
did it come from? Were there some deep, dark secrets in my family no one
knew about?

Dwelling on it gave me a headache, so I just decided to relax and
enjoy the rest of the drive. We listened to Joy Division on the way. Victoria
had been getting into them ever since I told her they came from her
hometown of Manchester. 



A few minutes later, we arrived at the St. Clair estate. We stopped
outside the big wrought iron gates. Victoria talked to someone over the
intercom. 

A moment later, we were buzzed through. The gates opened up, and
we drove through them. When they closed behind us, it felt like some great
big monster had swallowed us whole.

We drove through a patch of woodland on our way to the house. I
could smell the wildflowers as we passed, and for some reason the colors of
the trees seemed richer, brighter than they did on the other side of the gate.
They almost didn’t seem real. It was like they came out of a painting. 

The whole time, I got the impression we were being watched as we
drove. I tried to see what it was, expecting it to be some sort of animal. But
I couldn’t see anything. And whatever was out there continued to stare.
Like it couldn't care less I knew it was there. 

Victoria pulled her car onto the circular gravel driveway in front of
the house. House – I should have said mansion — or castle even just by the
sheer size of it and the turrets and the gargoyle statues perched on the roof. 

This little old lady, who Victoria called Ms. B, greeted us at the
door. Victoria didn’t even knock or anything. Ms. B just opened the door
like she knew we were there. Weird. 

What was even weirder was Ms. B herself. I couldn’t put my finger
on it, but something about her wasn’t right, especially that mysterious smile
of hers and her eyes, which were same color as the evergreen trees outside. 

She led us through the house, which was filled with all sorts of
artwork and antiques. All that were missing were the velvet ropes. I kept
my hands pinned to my sides. I didn’t want to touch anything. Heck, I was
afraid if I stared at anything too hard I’d break it.

A girly shriek stopped me short. 
“I can’t believe you’re actually here!” a familiar, perky voice called

out. 
Gabby raced down some stairs toward me, arms outstretched. 
I held up my hands. “I don’t hug. Sorry. Nothing personal.”
Gabby looked disappointed for a split-second. Then that toothpaste

commercial smile of hers reappeared. “Well, anyway, it’s so cool that
you’re here. That you finally know. It’s such a relief.”

“Wait. You’ve known? All along?”



Gabby nodded. “Victoria told my parents. Then they told me so I
could keep an eye on you. But now you know. Now we can finally talk
about magic. Maybe even do some spells together.”

“So you’re a witch too.” Duh, Gwen. Both her parents were, and
didn’t you just learn how it’s in a person’s blood?

Gabby frowned. “I prefer calling myself a sorceress. Witch has such
negative connotations, don’t you think?”

I didn’t quite know how to answer that. I glanced to Victoria, who
just smiled.

“Hello, Gabby. Good to see you again,” said Victoria.
“You too. Isn’t this exciting? About Gwen?”
“Yes, it is.”
Gabby grabbed my hand. “Why don’t I show you around?”
I glanced at Victoria again, this time wanting her to save me from

being swept away by Hurricane Gabby. Instead, Victoria just chuckled.
“You might as well go with her,” she said. “I’m sure Mr. and Mrs.

St. Clair will want to speak to me first. Alone.”
“I’ll come get you when they’re ready to see you,” said Ms. B, in a

birdsong voice.
Gabby was already dragging me away. 
“How will you know where to find us?” I asked her.
Ms. B grinned. “Believe me. I’ll know.”
Somehow, I got a weird feeling she would. Gabby whisked me

through the house, room by room. As usual, she didn’t stop talking. I swear,
the girl must have had the magical ability to breathe through her nose while
she spoke. 

“So what’d you think of Ms. B?” she asked as we headed upstairs.
“She’s okay.”
“No. Really. What do you think about her?”
I swallowed. “That there was something odd, different, about her.”
“Wow! You were able to tell that already?”
“Tell what?”
Gabby stepped closer. “Ms. B isn’t human. She’s a Ban-Tee. A type

of faerie.”
“A faerie?” 
Gabby nodded. “I know what you’re probably thinking. ‘But she

doesn’t look the least bit like Tinkerbell. Blah, blah, blah.’ Faerie is actually



a generic term for nature spirits. There’s all different types. I’ll help you
learn them all.” She squealed. “This is so exciting.”

Gabby went on to tell me how there were more faeries living on the
estate. I told her how I felt like I was being watched as we drove past the
gate up to the house.

“Yep. That was them. Sho’ ‘nuff.” Gabby sounded impressed I was
able to detect their presence. 

Our last stop was her room. It reminded me a lot of mine, back in
my old house, before Mom died. The walls were plastered with posters of
One Direction and Justin Timberlake, and there was a big canopy bed with
dolls and stuffed animals carefully placed in a row against the pillows. 

A white trunk stood at the foot of her bed. Gabby opened it to reveal
all sorts of magic tools. 

“I got to keep it on the down low,” she said. “In case we have guests
that, you know, aren’t in-the-know.”

“You mean Muggles?”
Gabby laughed. “Good one.”
She pulled the items out of her trunk and explained to me what each

one was, such as her censer for burning incense, and her athame, a dagger
used in casting spells and in rituals. Gabby then pulled out these tiny bags
filled with different kinds of herbs and explained how they were used in
spells, such as jasmine for balance, dragon’s blood for courage, and
bayberry for good luck.

“We’re going to have to go picking herbs on the estate sometime,”
she said.

Next, Gabby took out a bunch of different colored candles and told
me how each one was used in different spells too, just like the herbs. Blue
was for health, gold was for luck, and purple was for protection. 

“You’re also going to have to start a Book of Shadows,” she added,
holding up a leather-bound journal. “It’s what you write down all your
spells in. I’m sure Victoria will go through all this too. You are so lucky to
have her as a step-mom. She’s really talented. You know, my parents are
considering opening the coven up to new members. Let’s just say Victoria’s
on the short list for membership.”

“That’s cool.” I smiled, feeling a bit of pride.
We talked magic more for a while before deciding to hit the kitchen

and raid the fridge. Ms. B stood on the bottom of the stairs, waiting for us.



Looking at her, now knowing she was a faerie, was a bit unsettling.  
“Mr. and Mrs. St. Clair will see you now,” she told me. 
My stomach did a quick flip-flop. Gabby looked as nervous as I did

but tried to cover it with a smile. 
“Don’t worry. You’ll do fine.”



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I followed Ms. B. down a hallway. Victoria passed us, going the

other way. She smiled encouragingly. I glanced behind me and saw Gabby
peeking around the corner. She flashed a big cheesy grin and gave me a
double thumbs-up. 

I chuckled and held my hand over my mouth. That definitely helped
relieve some of the tension I was feeling. Ms. B. led me to a library. There
were shelves of books along each wall and comfy chairs and couches for
sitting and reading.

Gabby’s parents sat in two chairs by a big box window that
overlooked the backyard. Mr. St. Clair was tall and slender with a thin
mustache and dark hair that was graying on the sides. Gabby’s mom looked
just like her – Actually, I guess I should say Gabby looked like her mom.
Same round face. Same wavy brown hair. You could easily see what Gabby
was going to look like in thirty years.

They both smiled.
“So you’re Gwen,” said Mrs. St. Clair. “Our Gabby has told us quite

a deal about you.”
“As has Victoria,” Mr. St. Clair added. “Come in, dear. Sit down.”
I wiped my sweaty palms on the back of my skirt before sitting in

the chair facing the St. Clairs. 
“Tea?” Mrs. St. Clair gestured toward the teapot and cookies sitting

on the small, antique table between her and her husband.
“Please,” I croaked, needing something to wash away the copper

taste in my mouth. I couldn’t believe how nervous I was. It was like I was
meeting royalty or something. In a way I was. After all, the St. Clairs would
determine my fate here in Harmony.

Mrs. St. Clair poured me a cup and held it out to me. I hesitated.
“This isn’t some sort of magic tea, is it?”
Mr. St. Clair chuckled. “A simple hibiscus, I’m afraid.”



I laughed at myself then took the cup and sipped. It was the perfect
temperature, not too hot but far from lukewarm. And sweet with just a
touch of spice. Mrs. St. Clair offered me a cookie. There was an assortment.
I chose a chocolate wafer and took a bite as I settled into my chair. 

Mr. St. Clair poured another cup of tea for his wife then for himself
as he spoke. “I have a feeling, Miss Gladstone, you’d appreciate it if we
skipped the small talk and proceeded directly to the heart of the matter.”

“Yeah, I would actually — if you’re cool with that.”
Mrs. St. Clair gave me a tiny smile. “I think we’re quite cool with

that.” She took a sip of tea. “Victoria told us about your experiences in
Harmony, as well as some of the isolated incidents that occurred before
your arrival.”

I willed my hand not to shake as I thought about those
“experiences.” 

“May I ask how you were able to escape the fear-dirghs you
encountered in the forest?” Mr. St. Clair asked. 

I hadn’t even told Victoria about that yet. But something told me I’d
better not keep anything from the St. Clairs. I started by telling them about
my demon – Mr. and Mrs. St. Clair gave each other this weird look when I
said that — and then explained my ritual for driving him away.

“Widdershins,” said Mrs. St. Clair.
“Yeah. That’s what Victoria said. Anyway, one of the rat-faced guys

came after me. I started, you know, making widdershins in the air.” I
showed them, tracing a counter-clockwise circle. “Next thing I knew, there
was this energy coming off my fingers, and I – I blasted him, and he just
disappeared.”

“The fact you knew to use widdershins to banish this ‘demon’ of
yours,” said Mrs. St. Clair, “does indicate that you possess an innate
knowledge of magic.”

“Yes,” said Mr. St. Clair. “And normally, when using widdershins,
one walks a counter-clockwise circle. They don’t make it in the air. And this
is definitely the first time I’ve ever heard of it manifesting itself as the type
of energy blast you described.”

“It’s even more remarkable that you would possess these abilities
before your initiation,” added Mrs. St. Clair.

“Initiation?” I asked.



“A magical coming-of-age ritual,” said Mr. St. Clair. “It allows you
to access your Spark and use it to cast magic. Victoria has explained what
the Spark is, correct?”

I nodded and fiddled with my teacup. “She also said you have to be
born into it. That your family has to have been practicing magic for
generations.”

“Typically, yes,” said Mrs. St. Clair. “However, there are exceptions.
When a practitioner gives up the craft and marries a normal human, the
ability becomes dormant in their children and could remain that way for
generations, waiting for the right circumstances to emerge.”

“So that’s what happened to me?” I asked.
“That’s the most logical explanation.”
Mr. St. Clair frowned. “There is another way.”
“Leo,” Mrs. St. Clair breathed, sounding worried.
“She must know, Catherine. Especially if she’s destined to walk this

path.” Mr. St. Clair turned his attention to me. “A normal person can obtain
magical abilities by making a pact with a dark spirit. A demon.”

A chill ran through me. “Demons? Actual demons? They’re for
real?”

Mrs. St. Clair nodded. “They’re not to be trifled with.”
“I swear to you. I’ve never — trifled with any demon. I don’t plan

on trifling with any demons either.”
Mr. St. Clair smiled. “Good. And if you were a Maleficia, as we call

a dark practitioner, you’d have a certain taint to your Spark. Which you
don’t.”

I sighed and relaxed into my chair. That was a relief.
“Your Spark is quite powerful though,” added Mrs. St. Clair. 
“Yes. It’s fluctuating,” Mr. St. Clair added. “Burning bright one

moment then ebbing the next. It’s safe to assume it will stabilize after
you’ve been initiated.”

“And when will that be?”
Mr. St. Clair topped off his tea. “In due time, dear. In due time.”
He and Mrs. St. Clair then asked me about my family history on

both my mom and dad’s side. I told them as much as I knew. I could only
go back to my great-great-grandparents — thanks to a family tree
assignment I had in fifth grade — but that appeared to be enough. The St.
Clairs said they’d take it from there.



They walked me out of the library. We chit-chatted on the way. They
asked me how school was going, things like that. Victoria and Gabby were
waiting for me by the stairs. 

Mr. St. Clair told them how we had a nice talk and that he and his
wife would discuss my future in Harmony. My stomach flip-flopped. I
didn’t like the sound of that. Victoria and Gabby glanced at me, offering
some reassurance. 

The St. Clairs then excused themselves, saying they had winery
business to attend to. 

Victoria brushed her fingers through my hair. “How about we go see
that movie? Have some lunch after?”

Gabby jumped in before I could answer. “Actually, I’m heading
over to Brody and Brenna’s,” she told me. “Everyone’s going to be there.
Dillon, Patrick, Shawn.”

“Shawn? Who’s Shawn?” I asked. 
Gabby didn’t answer. She turned to Victoria. “Is it okay? Can she

go?”
Victoria smiled. “It’s fine with me. Gwen?”
Gabby clasped her hands in front of her and gave me some serious

puppy dog eyes. 
I sighed. “Sure. Why not?”
Gabby snatched my hand. “Great. ‘Cause I already told them you

were coming.” 
Before I could even respond, Gabby whisked me out the front door.

There was a big, fancy car waiting for us. Me and Gabby piled into the
backseat. Gabby introduced me to the family driver, Harrison.

“He’s normal so no magic talk,” she whispered.
I nodded and sank into the car’s soft leather seats. Me and Gabby

may not have been able to talk about magic — but, trust me, Gabby had
plenty of other things to talk about. Music, movies, TV, school. She did not
stop talking until we got to the Sullivans’ house on the other side of town.

Instead of knocking or ringing the doorbell, Gabby simply opened
the door and called out, “Hello! Anybody home?” 

“In the kitchen!” a lady with a southern accent called back.
I followed Gabby into the kitchen. The woman by the stove was tall

and gorgeous with shoulder length blonde hair and crystal blue eyes. She
welcomed me with a warm smile while Gabby greeted her with a hug.



“You must be Gwen. I’m Mrs. Sullivan. Brody and Brenna’s mom.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking her hand. 
Gabby opened the refrigerator. “What do you want to drink, Gwen?

We’ve got Pepsi Max, water, milk, juice.”
“Don’t touch the juice,” said Mrs. Sullivan. “We’ve only got enough

left for tomorrow morning. And I can’t get to the store until after that.”
“Gotcha.” Gabby still waited on my drink order.
“Water’s fine.” 
My attention was split between Gabby and whatever was going on

down the hall. It sounded like someone was watching a football game on
TV.

“Oh, come on!” a gruff voice called out. “You call that defense? Son
of a – !”

“Language!” Mrs. Sullivan called back.
A moment later, a man in a California Golden Bears t-shirt and

cargo shorts wandered into the kitchen. “Sorry, Mom.” 
This had to be Mr. Sullivan – or Sheriff Ron as I heard he was

called. Man, was he tall. And built too. Like a professional athlete or
something. Gabby greeted him with a hug just like she did with Mrs.
Sullivan. Sheriff Ron narrowed his gaze on me. 

“I see we’ve taken in another stray,” he said. I wasn’t sure if he was
joking or not until he smiled and winked. “Just kidding. You must be,
Gwen. Hi.”

Sheriff Ron’s hand swallowed mine, but he was real gentle when he
shook it.

“Are you watching the USC-UCLA game?” I asked.
“Nah. Berkeley-Stanford.” 
Sheriff Ron pulled a bag of tortilla chips from the pantry. He then

reached over for a piece of whatever Mrs. Sullivan was cooking. She
slapped his hand with a spatula.

“Ow.”
“Those are for the kids.” She pointed to a plate with a paper towel

covering it. “That one’s yours.”
“All right. Jeez.”
Sheriff Ron grabbed his plate and his chips. He made sure to give

his wife a kiss on the cheek before leaving. “It’s nice meeting you, Gwen.
I’m sure we’ll be seeing you around.”



Mrs. Sullivan grabbed a plate stacked with chicken quesadillas.
“Gwen, do you want to grab the guacamole?” she asked, pointing to a bowl
with her elbow. “Gabby, there’s another bag of chips in the pantry, want to
get it?”

Me and Gabby did as Mrs. Sullivan asked and then followed her
into the living room. The whole gang was there. Brody, Brenna, Dillon, and
Patrick. They were huddled around an Xbox and the TV.

Brody and Dillon were up first, playing what looked like Call of
Duty, while Brenna and Patrick cheered them on.

“Who’s ready for a break?” Mrs. Sullivan asked. 
Brody and Dillon immediately hit the pause button on their game.

Everyone greeted me as we were about to set the food on the coffee table.
Before Mrs. Sullivan could even put the plate down, Brody, Brenna, and
Dillon were about to tear into the quesadillas.

“Let Gabby and Gwen get theirs first,” she ordered. 
Brody, Brenna, and Dillon withdrew back into their seats. Patrick

watched, chuckling. I couldn’t take my eyes off his smile. 
Mrs. Sullivan handed me and Gabby a plate. We each took a couple

pieces of quesadilla and dabbed a spoonful of guac’ on them.
Brody and the others then helped themselves.  
“So how are you doing?” Patrick asked as he filled his plate.
“Good,” I said in a tiny voice.
Dillon grinned. “I think he meant, how are you adjusting? I know

it’s a lot to take in. I just moved to Harmony at the beginning of the year.
Before that, I had no idea the supernatural existed. Except for me. What I
was.” He glanced at Brody and Brenna then Mrs. Sullivan. “I thought I was
the only one of my kind too. You don’t know what a relief it was to meet
the Sullivans.”

The Sullivans smiled back at him.
“So what are – ?” I tried really hard to choose my words carefully.

“I mean, what’s your, you know, your deal?”
Everyone chuckled. I tried not to take it personally. 
“We’re what you’d call werewolves,” said Brody.
“You mean lupoi?”
Dillon and the Sullivans looked impressed.
“Gabby tell you that?” Brenna asked.
“No, uh, Barclay did,” I said. “He’s my, uh, step-mom’s familiar.”



Everyone nodded. Obviously, I didn’t need to explain what a
familiar was to them. I glanced at Dillon and the Sullivans. So they were
lupoi, huh? Werewolves. 

I don’t know, but I had a hard time imagining Mrs. Sullivan
sprouting fur, fangs, and claws. Dillon and Brody, maybe. Sheriff Ron, for
sure. And Brenna? I could see her “wolfing out,” now that I thought about
it, especially after seeing her get angry a couple times.

My attention then turned to Patrick. 
“So what about you?” I asked him.
He swallowed a bite of food then said, “Vampire.”
“Seriously?” 
Patrick nodded. “Yeah. Why?”
“No reason.” Great, I had crush on a vampire. How cliché. 
“Don’t forget me,” someone else called out.
I looked up to see the hippy kid I’d spotted at school. My eyes went

wide. 
“You can see him?” Gabby asked.
“Of course I can. Why shouldn’t I be able to?”
“’Cause he’s a ghost,” said Patrick.
I blinked with surprise. The hippy kid smiled and flashed me the

peace symbol. 
“Name’s Shawn. What’s up?”
I stared at him, still in disbelief. “Gwen. Hi. Have you been here all

this time?”
“Nah. I just popped in.”
“You can do that? Just appear out of nowhere?”
Shawn nodded. “Yeah, I got my own crib downtown. I’ve just come

over to chill with my peeps.”
I tried not to laugh, listening to a hippy kid like Shawn talk gangsta.

I guess he thought it helped him fit in or something. 
“Your crib, it wouldn’t happen to be on Steiger Road, would it?” I

asked.
“Yeah. How’d you know?”
“I’ve heard things,” I said, thinking back to those posts Richie

showed me about the ghost sightings in the house Shawn apparently still
lived in — or haunted, I should say. 



I settled back into the couch with my quesadilla and guac’. It was so
good. My compliments to the chef. Shawn sat on the edge of the couch next
to me, watching Brody and Dillon play. He then glanced at Gabby and
Brenna as they each took another slice of quesadilla. 

“You better hurry and get something to eat,” I told him. “There’s not
much left.”

Shawn grinned. “No, thanks. Goes right through me.”
Everyone chuckled. It took me a moment to get the joke. Shawn was

a ghost. He didn’t eat. Duh. 
“Sorry,” I told him.
“It’s cool,” he said, his eyes still locked on the screen. 
Brody got knocked out of the game. Patrick took his place. I

couldn’t believe how normal this all felt. The fact we were three lupoi, a
vampire, a ghost, and two witches seemed almost secondary. We were
really just a group of kids, like any other, just hanging out and having fun.

When it was Brenna and Dillon’s turn to play, Mrs. Sullivan came in
with a plate full of fresh baked chocolate chip cookies and glasses of ice-
cold milk. I bit into a cookie. It was ooey, gooey, chocolaty heaven. 

“Good?” Mrs. Sullivan asked.
I nodded. Mrs. Sullivan hung out with us for a while. She seemed

especially interested in making sure I was comfortable and felt at home.
“As you can see by now, our house is where everyone hangs out,”

she said. That was pretty obvious. “You’re welcome here anytime, sweetie.”
I thanked her. As Mrs. Sullivan left, I felt myself getting choked up.

Moments later, I hurried to the nearest bathroom, locked the door behind
me, and leaned against the sink. My hands over my face, I started crying. 

There was a knock at the door. “Gwen?”
It was Gabby.
“Gwen, I can hear you crying. What’s wrong?”
I sniffed and dabbed my eyes.
“You might as well let me in. I’m not going anywhere until you

do.” 
I sighed, unlocked, and opened the door. Gabby hustled to my side

concerned.
“What is it?” she asked. “What’s going on?”
“It’s nothing,” I said. “It’s just — thank you for bringing me here. I

needed this.”



Gabby smiled. “You’re welcome. And you know, everyone’s always
over. I don’t think Mr. and Mrs. S. will mind another mouth to feed.”

I smiled and wiped away a tear. “Yeah. Mrs. Sullivan’s great. She
reminds me a lot of my mom. Our house was the one everyone used to hang
out at after school. My mom made everyone feel welcome. And she was
always cooking. I don’t think she could stand the sight of someone not
eating.” My lips trembled. Another sob poured out. “I miss her. I miss her
so much.”

Gabby reached out to hug me but stopped. “Sorry. I forgot you’re
not a hugger.”

I smiled and held out my arms. “I think I can make an exception.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I had a nice time at the Sullivans’. But eventually, it was time to go

home. Before I left, I traded phone numbers with everyone. 
When Victoria picked me up, she had some big news. The St. Clairs

had already called. They’d given their okay. I’d be allowed to practice
magic in Harmony – under Victoria’s strict supervision of course. I was
surprised they’d decided so quickly and without checking my family
history. 

“They said they’d make an exception in your case,” Victoria
explained. “That you’ve got potential for great power. And they want you to
learn how to control it as soon as possible.”

First I needed to be initiated. It had to happen under the full moon,
which was a couple weeks away. Still, Victoria figured I might as well be
ready and learn as much as I could before then. 

On our way home, we stopped at the new age store in town. Victoria
introduced me to the silver-haired shop owner, Luna, who was all excited
when she heard about my initiation. She was a real witch like us, a solitary
practitioner who’d been allowed to practice in Harmony.

Victoria told me what magical tools I’d need. When it came to
picking them out, she said I’d “know” which ones were supposed to be
mine. I took some deep breaths and tried to clear my mind. I didn’t know
how this was going to work. There was a large selection of everything I was
supposed to need. 

But sure enough, Victoria was right. I found myself drawn to certain
items. First, I picked out an athame, then a censer for burning incense, and
this cool candlestick holder shaped like a sleeping cat that reminded me of
Barclay. 

I went on to pick out a goblet, a small cauldron, and a pentagram
carved from stone. Last but not least was a leather-bound journal. It would
be my Book of Shadows, where I wrote down my spells.



Victoria helped me pick out some stones, candles, and incenses I’d
use for different spells. Luna was so excited about my “big day” she gave
us a twenty percent discount. 

When we got home, Victoria announced to Dad that I had something
to tell him. We’d worked it out already. I’d say I decided to become a
Wiccan like her. That would give me an excuse to practice in front of him.
He’d just never know how deep our practice actually ran. 

Dad was excited, not necessarily about the Wiccan-thing, but more
for the fact that me and Victoria were getting closer, and we now had
something to officially bond over.

I took my new magic tools upstairs to my room, feeling like a kid
with new toys. I laid them out on my bed, admiring them, before finally
placing them in the little trunk Victoria bought me to keep them in, just like
hers.

Gabby called the next morning. We talked for a while, and before I
knew it she’d invited me over to her house to hang out. I wondered why
we’d be going there instead of the Sullivans’. Maybe they’d be joining us
later.

Dad insisted on driving me over, because he desperately wanted to
meet Gabby’s parents. Unfortunately, for him, they’d been called out of
town unexpectedly — which was lucky for me, because I knew he’d do
something to embarrass me. 

“Last time you were here, I said we’d gather herbs,” said Gabby
after Dad left. “What do you say? Today’s perfect for it.”

“Uh, sure. Are the others coming over later?” I asked. 
“Nope. Just us.” Gabby suddenly looked worried. “That’s okay, isn’t

it?”
“Of course. I just figured you guys hung out all the time is all.”
Gabby sifted her sandaled feet through the thick carpet. “Don’t get

me wrong. Brody and Brenna have been my besties since forever. And I
love Dillon, Patrick, and Shawn. But they don’t know how to do magic. It’s
been so long since I’ve had anyone to do anything magicky with. What do
you say?”

I smiled. “Sure. Why not?”
Gabby squealed and grabbed my hand. Next thing I knew, she’d

whisked me outside to the greenhouse, where we picked up some baskets to
gather herbs. 



The St. Clair estate had a huge garden. I mean, seriously huge. You
could’ve gotten lost walking down it's winding, tree lined paths, looking at
all the colorful flowers and neatly trimmed shrubs. 

There were fountains and statues, including some of those little
garden gnomes. Only not all of them were statues. I found that out when
one of them giggled and dashed into the bushes. 

I stopped short. Gabby chuckled like it was no big deal. Then again,
for her, it wasn’t. She grew up with all this. Me? This was going to take
some getting used to. 

We finally reached the herb garden. It was stretched out over a
gentle slope of ground. Gabby appeared to enjoy herself as she taught me
more about all the different kinds of herbs, continuing our lesson from the
other day. She explained what each one did when you burned them as
incense or used them in teas or tinctures. 

Once our baskets were full, we took them back to the greenhouse,
where Gabby showed me how to soak and then dry the herbs. There were
already some batches laid out, ready to use. Gabby filled up these little
leather pouches with a variety of herbs and gave them to me. 

From there, we headed to her room, where she went through some
more candle magic like she did the other day. It was a lot of info’. I needed
to take notes then transfer it into my Book of Shadows when I got home. 

I chuckled to myself as I wrote. There was something not quite right
about writing down ancient magical secrets with a Hello Kitty pen and
notebook, but that was all Gabby had to loan me. 

“Ready to do a spell?” Gabby asked.
“But I haven’t been initiated yet,” I reminded her.
“Doesn’t matter. I’ll be the one doing all the work. You’ll just lend

your energy to it. What do you say?”
Gabby looked so excited and hopeful. It was hard to turn her down.
“How about a clairvoyance spell? That’ll allow us to see things far

away.” Gabby flashed a mischievous grin. “We can use it to spy on Brenna
and the boys.”

I giggled. “Sure. Why not.”
Gabby got the tools we’d need. She set a yellow candle inside her

little cauldron and placed four rock crystals around it. They were supposed
to amplify the spell’s power. She lit the candle and burnt an incense made of



an herb called mugwort. It smelled like pipe tobacco — the kind Grandpa
Jim used to smoke.

We sat on either side of the cauldron and held hands. 
“Just breathe naturally,” she told me. “Don’t force it. Pay attention

to each breath. Follow its path through your nose into your diaphragm and
then back out again. And relax. Let your flesh just sort of hang off your
bones.”

“Should I shut my eyes?”
“No. Just relax them. But if they want to close, let ‘em.”
I did as Gabby said, paying attention to my breath and relaxing my

body, feeling every muscle loosen. My Spark grew brighter, warming my
flesh. Gabby’s did too. I could feel it. We’d created this circuit of energy
between us. 

My eyes half-open, I watched the candle’s flame dance hypnotically.
Threads of smoke wove through the air. Suddenly, the flame jerked and
twitched. With a whoosh, it flared and sent a cloud of smoke into the air.

The smoke cloud hovered between us. I started to make out figures
and shapes inside of it. The details grew sharper, and I soon saw Brody,
Brenna, and the others as clear as if I was sitting with them. 

They were in the Sullivans’ living room. Dillon and Brenna sat on
the couch. He had his arm draped around her, and her head rested on his
shoulder. Ah ha, I knew there was something going on between those two. 

Brody and Patrick sat on the floor playing what looked like Saints
Row on Xbox with Shawn cheering each of them on. This was incredible.
Absolutely incredible.

The smoke dissipated. The vision faded. I let go of Gabby’s hands.
Mine still tingled a bit. I caught my breath and wiped away the drops of
sweat that ran down my forehead. 

“That was sick,” I said. “Does that happen every time you do that?”
Gabby stared at me for a moment then said, “No. Not like that. Not

that vivid.”
I grinned. “You must have upped your game recently.”
Only Gabby didn’t grin back. “I think it was you, Gwen. You were

the one who made it possible.”
“Me? But I haven’t even been initiated yet.”
“That’s just a ceremony. And yeah, for most people, that’s when

their abilities start to manifest. But you?” Gabby paused. “You’ve got some



serious power inside you, girl.”
“That’s what everyone’s been telling me. Can we try another spell?”
“Why don’t we wait on that,” suggested Gabby. “Besides, I’ve got

something else we could do that’s even cooler.”
“Sweet.”
I helped Gabby put away her magic tools then followed her

downstairs. We walked to the end of this long hallway and stopped in front
of a big wooden door. 

She turned the knob. It didn’t budge at first. Then the gem in her
necklace glowed bright green, and with a click the door opened.

“Magic lock,” she explained. “Only a St. Clair can open it.”
I nodded, impressed, and followed her inside. Rock walls

surrounded us. The place was lit up, but I couldn’t see a light source
anywhere. 

“Illumination spell,” said Gabby, obviously anticipating my
question. “It activates once the door is opened.” 

Again, very impressive. But I still had no idea what all this was
about. Gabby then took my hand and led me down a spiral staircase. We
reached the bottom, and my eyes went wide. I couldn’t believe what I was
seeing. 

It was like some old-school wizard’s lair. There were cases full of
books, worktables with rows of funky looking vials and beakers, and
shelves filled with strange looking charms, talismans, and artifacts.

“What do you think?” Gabby eagerly asked.
I nodded, trying to act cool. “It’s nice.”
Gabby giggled and nudged me with her elbow. I could tell she saw

right through me. She led me over to the charms, talismans, and artifacts
and began explaining what they were. 

There were sacred stones and jewels, wands, and chalices. There
was a sword that was supposed to belong to a French hero named Roland,
and a ring with a six-sided star on it she said was called the Seal of
Solomon – as in the guy from the Bible. According to Gabby, he had some
experience with demons.

Demons. I shuddered at the word. 
“Your folks said demons are real,” I said, barely able to spit the

words out. “That they’re bad news. Not to be messed with.”



Gabby gave me a serious look. “Some are like spiritual attack dogs
that the bad guys can sic on people. Did my parents tell you about the
Maleficia?”

I nodded.
“The kind of demons they make deals with,” Gabby continued.

“They were humans once, centuries ago, some even millennia ago. They
passed over and learned the secrets of deep magic that’s unreachable by
living beings. They feed on negative energy. That’s why Maleficia, in order
to keep their power, have to do horrible things.”

“Like what?”
“Use your imagination,” said Gabby. “A demon’s one weakness is

that they miss the physical world sometimes. They’ll take hosts in order to
experience it again.”

“What happens to the host?”
“Humans aren’t strong enough to contain a demon for long. They

burn out after a few months. The hosts get messed up really bad, physically
and mentally. Back in the day, when Harmony was still a mining town, a
demon called Mammon ruled over it. He’d taken a host, a real bad guy, I
guess you could call him a gangster. He ran the saloon and a gambling
house. You name it he did it. Then Antoine St. Clair came to town.” Gabby
smiled proudly. “He originally came out west, from his family’s home in
New York, to make his fortune. He was the younger brother. His older
brother inherited the family estate. When Antoine arrived in California, he
got called to this area by Arduinna, the faerie regent, to help get rid of the
demon.”

“Antoine kicked his butt good, huh?”
“He had a little help — from a guy named John Dupre.”
“Dupre? Like Sarah Dupre?”
Gabby frowned. “John was her ancestor. He not only helped

Antoine found Harmony but the coven too.”
Great. No wonder why Sarah acted like she was all-that and a bag of

chips. 
“I can’t believe your parents are cool with you showing people

around here,” I said.
Gabby scoffed. “You kidding? If they knew I was in their sanctum

without their permission, I’d be dead.”



I gave Gabby a surprised look. Here I thought she was a goody-
goody.

“So where are your folks?” I asked. “You said they were out of
town.”  

Gabby sighed. “Yeah, way out of town. They’re in Prague right now.
That’s in the Czech Republic. They’re chasing down some magic artifact,
you know, trying to keep it from ‘falling into the wrong hands.’”

“Cool. Like Mr. and Mrs. Indiana Jones.”
“Something like that.”
Okay. I knew that was a weak joke, but she could have at least given

me a polite chuckle.
“Your parents take trips like this a lot?” I asked.
“They’re important people. They not only have the coven to think

about but the winery and the vineyard. They also sit on the town council.” 
Gabby tried to sound proud as she mentioned this. But I could still

hear the sadness in her voice. No wonder why she spent so much time at the
Sullivans. From what I could tell, they were the perfect family. 

I could sort of relate to what Gabby was going through. Dad was
always going on business trips, even before Mom died. I remembered
missing him a lot when I was younger. 

But I was never completely alone. I had Mom. And Grandma and
Grandpa Jim didn’t live too far away back then either. Gabby did have Ms.
B. and the rest of the servants. But I knew it wasn’t the same.

Her eyes lit up for a moment. “Hey, you want to spend the night?”
“We’ve got school tomorrow. I don’t know if my dad and Victoria

will let me.”
“Oh, come on. At least ask them.”
Looking into Gabby’s eyes, I could tell how much this meant to her.

When I called home, Victoria picked up, and I asked if I could stay over.
Gabby waited anxiously for an answer, her fingers crossed in front of her. 

Victoria said she’d check with Dad. A moment later, she told me
that she’d talked him into it and would be by later with a bag for me. Gabby
was excited. Me too. I couldn’t remember the last time I was invited to a
sleepover. 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The night started out normal enough. We watched this Johnny Depp
movie from the 1980s called Edward Scissorhands on the huge flatscreen
TV in the living room that came out of the floor. 

It was a really cool movie, weird and quirky but still sweet and
romantic. Gabby said it was one of her all-time favorites, which surprised
me since most of her likes ran pretty mainstream.

We watched another Johnny Depp movie after that, this time Sleepy
Hollow, and pigged out on mint and chip ice cream, cheese popcorn, and
Cherry Coke for dinner. 

After the movie, we laughed and gossiped. During a game of Truth
or Dare, Gabby got me to admit I had a crush on Patrick. She laughed and
teased me mercilessly.

“I guess we’ll have to start calling you Bella now,” she said.
She got whacked with a sofa pillow for that. A little bit later, Gabby

smiled mischievously. 
“Let’s do something really fun,” she said.
“Like what?”
“You’ll see.”
I followed her into the backyard. The security lights came on

automatically. Gabby stared at the roof, at the four gargoyle statues at each
corner. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on or what?” I asked.
Gabby giggled. “You’ll see. Just watch the roof.”
I sighed and did as she said. Gabby held up her hands and wiggled

her fingers. The gem in her necklace glowed. 
My attention returned to the gargoyles. They were moving, rising

from their crouching positions. They stood tall. Their wings snapped open,
and they launched themselves from the roof. 



They flew into the air then came directly toward us. I backed away a
couple steps, ready to run.

“It’s cool,” said Gabby. “They’re our guardians. They protect the
mansion.”

I drew a sharp breath as the gargoyles landed in front of us. Gabby
ran up and gave each of them a hug, starting with the big one with the lion’s
head and ram’s horns. She then waved me forward and introduced me to
them. 

The big guy’s name was Silvain, the two with eagle’s heads were
Valentin and Pascal, and the little guy with the horn sticking out of his
forehead was called Enric. They talked like knights, all chivalrous and
gallant, and had these great French accents. They were easily the coolest
thing I’d seen since arriving in Harmony.

“Shall we go?” Gabby asked.
“Go where?”
“Flying.”
Silvain crouched down to let Gabby climb onto his back. She

hurried up there as easily as could be. 
Valentin gave me this rather courtly bow. “I would be honored to

serve as your valiant steed, Mademoiselle Gladstone.”
I giggled and glanced at Gabby. She waved for me to hurry up. I

climbed onto Valentin’s back and wrapped my arms around his neck. He
was made of stone but still warm, like a living thing. I could even feel him
breathe and his heart beat. 

Valentin ran, on all fours, flapping his wings. I screamed with joy
and terror, like I was on a roller coaster, when he propelled himself into the
air. 

Gabby and Silvain were ahead of us. Valentin and Pascal flew side-
by-side. Enric flew behind us. Gabby sat up on Silvain’s back as
comfortable as could be. She glanced at me and smiled. 

I was feeling pretty relaxed by then too. I released my death grip
around Valentin’s neck and sat up just like Gabby did. 

My heart raced ecstatically. I smiled from ear-to-ear as the cool
night air brushed my face and sent my hair flying behind me. We flew
through the inky black clouds, beneath the light of a half moon. Before I
knew it, I was throwing my hands in the air, whooping and hollering.
Gabby laughed and did the same.



She then whispered in Silvain’s ear. He nodded and descended
toward the forest below us. Valentin and the others followed. 

We streaked above the treetops, which soon opened into a clearing.
My eyes went wide. There were seven tall stones standing in a circle. In the
center was a small stone, flat and waist high.

We landed inside the circle. I slid from Valentin’s back and began to
wander around in kind of a daze, unable to take my eyes off the stones. I
turned around to find Gabby standing behind me. 

“I saw this place,” I said. “I thought I imagined it. I painted a
picture.”

“For real?” said Gabby.
I nodded and then told her about the other things I’d drawn or

painted and then saw later.
Gabby smiled. She looked seriously impressed. She explained that

the stone circle was called a megalith and how each stone marked a ley line,
a vein of mystical energy that ran through the Earth. Those ley lines
spiraled together and met at the altar in the middle. Gabby said this was
where the coven met on the sabbats, because it was such a powerful place. 

I stood next to one of the stones and could feel the ley line beneath
my bare feet. My skin tingled. Energy from the ley line rose through me,
feeding my Spark, making it burn even brighter. If this was what it felt like
on a normal day, I could only imagine what it felt like during one of the
sabbats. 

We spent some more time at the megalith. When the sun began to
rise, we headed back to the mansion. I couldn’t believe we’d been up all
night. 

I was starting to feel it. Gabby took that moment to teach me a
rejuvenation spell. Boy, did it work. I felt totally refreshed, like I’d gotten a
full eight hours sleep. 

We got ready for school. It was funny, sharing a bathroom, having
cereal and juice in the kitchen, and riding to school together. It was almost
like we were sisters. 

When we got to school, we spotted Brody, Brenna, Dillon, Patrick,
and Shawn waiting at the lunch table where they usually hung out before
the first bell rang. Brody snuck up behind Patrick and messed-up his hair.
Brenna, Dillon, and Shawn laughed. 



Patrick obviously didn’t appreciate it and stalked off to the
bathroom to fix his hair. I noticed Brenna and Dillon making goo-goo eyes
at each other. Yeah, there was definitely something going on there. 

Me and Gabby stopped to say hi real quick then headed to our
lockers, telling them we’d be back in a couple minutes. I got to my locker.
Richie stood there, waiting for me. It looked like he’d been standing there
for a while. 

Great. He’d been calling and texting me all weekend long. I’d been
ignoring him, not knowing what to tell him.  

He spotted me and hustled over. “Are you all right? Is everything
okay?”

I put on a big fake smile. “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”
Richie responded with a stunned look. “I’ve been trying to reach

you the last couple days. You never got back to me.”
“Did you?” I let out a nervous chuckle. “Sorry about that. My

phone’s been a bit wonky lately. I think it’s time to upgrade.” 
Richie stared at me like I was some math problem he couldn’t quite

figure out. I knew he didn’t believe me. He was too smart for that.
“I just wanted to see if you were okay,” he said.
“Thanks,” I answered in a tiny voice, feeling even guiltier now. 
“I stopped by your house on Sunday. Your step-mother said you

were spending the night at Gabby St. Clair’s.”
I nodded. “Mm. Hm.”
“Even after you saw a ghost talking to her and her friends?”
My shoulders rose a bit. I clutched my messenger bag. Richie was

doing it again, staring at me, like he knew something was off. 
“I wanted to tell you that I was talking to someone in the

Supernatural Sightings chatroom-" he started to say.
“Yeah, let’s just forget about all that, okay?”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“Gwen.” Richie glanced around, as if wanting to make sure no one

could overhear us. “How can you say ‘just forget it?’ After everything you
told me? After everything that’s happened to you?”

“I just do, all right?”
Richie stepped closer. “Look, I know what you’re going through.

When I had my — encounter, I didn’t want to believe it really happened



either. I tried shutting it out, pretending it never happened. It doesn’t work.
Trust me.”

I glanced around, making sure no one could hear us. “Have you ever
stopped to consider what you might be getting yourself into? You know
what’s out there now. You were able to survive that first time. What if
you’re not so lucky the next time?”

Richie straightened up. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take. Look
around you, Gwen. How many people around us do you think have had
encounters like us and are too afraid to say anything? How many do you
think will become victims too someday?”

Okay. Richie was now officially starting to scare me. 
“I’m serious, Gwen. Do you know how many unsolved missing

persons cases there have been in Harmony over the years? The decades?
People disappearing, sometimes from their homes and never being seen
again? There’s an evil here in Harmony. And someone needs to do
something. There’s a war coming, Gwen. When you’re ready to join the
fight, let me know.”

And with that, Richie turned and walked away. The bell rang for
next period. The kids still in the hallway hustled to their classes. Me, I
leaned against the row of lockers behind me, not in real hurry to go
anywhere. 

That day, Richie didn’t sit at the same table with me during Art, and
in Language Arts he asked Mrs. Clark if he could move to one of the empty
desks in the back. 

He didn’t speak to me anymore after that. It hurt. It really did.
Richie was the first friend I’d made in Harmony, and he was there when I
needed him too. 

If only I could have shared my secret with him, let him know I was
still the same Gwen, and that supernatural didn’t necessarily mean evil. But
I had a feeling he wouldn’t have believed me. The encounter he’d had last
year had left him too traumatized to think any different.



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

I moped around for a few days about Richie. After talking to
Victoria and then Gabby and the others, I realized there was nothing else I
could have done. I may not have liked it. But I had to accept it. It sucked,
but what other choice did I have?

The fact that my initiation was coming up helped take my mind off
the whole Richie-situation a little bit. The day finally came. Victoria and
Gabby were psyched for me. 

Dad actually asked if he could come along. Knowing him, he’d want
to bring a camera and take pictures. Thankfully, Victoria said no. That it
was a private ritual. 

I was too wound up to sleep the night before. When Victoria came
for me at dawn, I was awake and ready. Barclay joined us. We headed out
into the backyard. Victoria set her trunk of magic tools down and started
preparing the ritual. 

I stood next to her. Barclay sat at our feet. Victoria drew a protective
circle around us. Bright green flames ignited, out of nowhere, as she did.
Victoria consecrated the circle in the name of the Mother and Father so they
might manifest and bless me, their child.

She faced the east, raising her athame. “We come to you in this
place that is not a place, on this day that is not a day, to stand at the
threshold between worlds. May the Mother and Father protect this girl as
she takes her first steps on her magical journey.”

Me and Victoria knelt on either side of her altar. She reached into a
dish and placed a pinch of salt on my tongue. I swallowed it then recited the
words she’d made me memorize earlier.

“I have come here, willingly, to dedicate my life to the ways of the
Mother and Father. I give my word-bond to follow their path to true
wisdom and power.” 



I held out my left hand, which Victoria told me would be my power
hand. She dabbed a bit of scented oil on my fingers. 

I touched my forehead. “My mind shall be open to the truth.” 
Then my upper lip. “My mouth silent to the unbelievers.” 
And finally my heart. “My heart will seek you always.” 
For the final part of my initiation, Victoria told me I’d need an

emblem, a piece of jewelry that was special to me. I had a ring my mom
had given me, set with a topaz, my birth stone. 

I didn’t wear it on my finger anymore but on a chain around my
neck, close to my heart. I reached for it and set it on Victoria’s altar, on top
of the pentagram. 

“This ring I shall wear for all things magical. Mother and Father, I
ask you to bless it so that I might be blessed and protected in all ways.”

By then, my breath was ragged, like I’d been running. My skin
tingled. My body twitched and jerked on its own. Victoria told me that
would happen. It was the energy gathering inside me. She told me not to
fight it, to just go with it.

My flesh grew warmer. My fingers and toes tingled. My eyes slowly
opened on their own. When they did, everything around me gave off this
neon-green glow. The grass, the flowers, the trees. Even the birds
overhead. 

Victoria and Barclay glowed too. It bubbled up from their bellies
and flowed outwards, charging every cell of their bodies.

I stared at my hands, my arms. I was glowing too. In that moment, I
became aware of these subtle currents of energy all around me. 

They radiated from every living thing and touched every other
living thing in return in a continuous circuit. I shuddered and wiped tears
from my eyes. I’d never experienced anything so beautiful.

The next thing I knew, Victoria’s hand clasped mine. “Ready to go
exploring?”

I nodded, unable to speak. She flipped the latch on the backyard
gate, and we walked across the field, toward the forest, with Barclay right
beside us. 

Energy ebbed and flowed all around me, transferring from one
living thing to another. I was part of something much larger now. I was
connected to everything in the world, and all of it was connected to me. 



Victoria smiled. She looked so happy for me. And Barclay too. He
purred and rubbed my legs and batted at the hem of my gown.

“Stay close. The faeries will be active tonight.” 
She made a point of reminding me that faerie was actually a generic

term for all sorts of nature spirits and had loaned me a book to read the day
before so I could be ready in case we saw any. 

I gasped. My breath caught in my throat. A couple of dwarves with
lambskin jackets peeked around a tree at me. As soon as they knew I saw
them, they ran off. 

“They sensed your power,” said Victoria. “They know not to mess
with you.”

I nodded. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
We continued walking. I heard music tin pipes and tiny drums. I

followed the sound to a faerie circle. In it, there were at least a dozen pixies
playing music and dancing about. I was giddy, giggling like a little kid. 

I crept towards the pixies, trying to get as close as I could without
scaring them. But they weren’t the least bit afraid. They glanced at me and
continued dancing and playing their music uninterrupted. 

My heart skipped as one of the pixies hopped toward me. It was so
tiny, only a few inches tall, and had a sharp angular face with big almond
eyes. It smiled and giggled. 

“Careful. They’re known pranksters,” said Victoria.
The pixie made a face at her. Then hopped off disappointed. 
The nearby brush rustled. A beautiful black pony wandered into

view. A smile took over my face. I hadn’t been into horses for years, but
this one was so beautiful, almost mesmerizing. I couldn’t take my eyes off
it. 

“Gwen, no!” Victoria screamed suddenly. “Get away from it.”
I didn’t understand what she was talking about. The horse blinked.

Its eyes turned to fire, and its face contorted into a demonic mask. Oh, no. I
remembered this now from the book Victoria gave me. It was called a
phooka.

It charged me. Before I could even scream, it had thrown me on its
back and was galloping wildly through the forest. I was too terrified to even
scream. All I could do was hold on to its mane as hard as I could. 

It raced through the forest then up a hill toward a rocky outcrop. I
knew immediately what it wanted to do. It wanted to chuck me over the



edge.
The phooka came to a sudden halt. It reared and seemed to screech

fearfully. Two hulking figures with glowing yellow eyes leapt into view,
blocking its path. They growled and snarled. Three more, smaller figures
appeared behind it. 

The phooka bucked and tossed me in the air. I screamed and flailed.
But instead of hitting the unforgiving ground, I landed in a pair of muscular,
and very hairy, arms. 

I looked up to see a wolf’s face gazing down at me. Not a wolf. A
werewolf. I mean, a lupoi. It was the Sullivans and Dillon. Gabby told me
how they patrolled the forest, to make sure creatures like the phooka didn’t
get too close to town. Boy, was I glad they did. 

The phooka had taken advantage of the distraction and fled. The
Sullivans and Dillon didn’t give chase. They were more concerned about
me and stayed to make sure I was okay. 

It was Dillon who had caught me. As I slid from his arms, his body
began to shrink back to normal size. So did the others. 

Their fur slid back beneath their skin, and their features returned to
human. The clothes they wore — the kids were in baggy shirts and shorts,
the adults in sweats and flannel shirts — hung from their bodies now, but
had been tight when they were in werewolf form – I mean, lupoi form — or
whatever you called it.

When the Sullivans and Dillon were convinced I was all right, they
walked me home. Their keen senses led the way. Soon, I was back with
Victoria and Barclay. 

Victoria threw her arms around me. She checked to make sure I was
okay, just like the Sullivans had, and stayed behind with them while
Barclay walked with me back to the house. 

As we left, I heard them talk about the phooka. Sheriff Ron
mentioned to Victoria how rare they were in the forest and that the last one
he and Mrs. Sullivan had seen was before Brody and Brenna were born.
Just my luck, huh? 

Victoria said something to them about the fear-dirghs I encountered
and the attorcroppe that sneaked into my room that one night. Part of me
wanted to hear more. But I was too tired and too covered in bruises. I just
wanted to go home.



Chapter Nineteen
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
We got a pleasant surprise a couple weeks later. Grandma

announced she’d finally sold the house. A week after that, she arrived in
Harmony. Me and Dad and Victoria met her at the airport. I raced to her and
gave her a huge hug.

“Gwen, darling, I can barely breathe,” she laughed.
“Sorry,” I said, loosening my grip.
Grandma was still laughing. “That’s quite all right.” She held my

face in her hands. “Look at you. I can’t remember the last time I saw you
this happy. You’re practically glowing.”

I blushed at her compliment. It made me think about my Spark and
how powerful it had become – although I knew that’s what Grandma wasn’t
referring to. 

Me and Dad waited in baggage claim with Grandma while Victoria
picked up the SUV from the parking lot. Grandma had packed her clothes
and some odds-and-ends. The rest she was having shipped and put away in
storage until she found a condo in town to live in. 

She would be staying with us until then, which was fine by me. We
had a long drive from the airport. I talked to her, non-stop, the whole time
about every little thing imaginable. I seriously could not shut up. It was like
I’d swapped brains with Gabby or something. 

We helped Grandma bring her bags up to the guest bedroom. I
stayed to help her unpack while Victoria got dinner started. In one of her
suitcases, I found a shoebox full of old pictures. We took a break from
unpacking to go through them. 

There were a lot of Grandma when she was a teenager and even
younger. There were pictures of Mom too when she was a little girl.
Grandma let me pick out a few of those to keep. I also asked for a couple
pictures of her when she was my age.



I then came across a picture of a tall, dark haired man. “Oo. Who’s
this hottie?”

“That’s your Grandpa Jim.”
“Yuck.” I let the picture fly from my hand.
Grandma picked it back up. “I will have you know your grandfather

was a very handsome man, young lady.”
“I know. But he’s my grandpa and I called him hot. Eww.”
Grandma chuckled and pulled me close. She gazed at the picture

fondly. “I remember this. This was from when we were in college, not long
after we met. It was love at first sight. I was dating another boy at the time.
But one day, as we passed through the hallway, we made eye contact, and
that was it. I knew he was the one. I liked to joke that he cast a spell on
me.”

The sound of the word spell made me a bit uncomfortable. I
reminded myself it was a figure of speech. 

“So you dumped the guy you were seeing for Grandpa Jim?” I
grinned. “You bad girl.”

Grandma blushed. “Well, the heart wants what the heart wants. We
were inseparable after that and got married after graduation.” She dabbed at
her eyes. “We never fought. Never had an unhappy moment.”

I reached over and gave her a hug. Grandma rested against me for a
moment then pulled away and smiled. She got back to work unpacking. 

I stood up slowly, still holding the picture of a young Grandpa Jim.
It suddenly grew warmer in my hands. Then hot. Seriously hot. I shrieked
and tossed the picture as it burst into flames. As it flew through the air, the
image of Grandpa Jim changed. He was screaming in agony.

“Gwen!” Grandma called out sharply.
I shook my head like I’d woken from a trance. The picture laid on

the floor, still in one piece, the face of young Grandpa Jim smiling back at
me. Only there was something different about that smile. Something
mysterious. Even a little sinister. 

I told Victoria about what happened. Not just with the picture. But
how Grandma said she and Grandpa Jim got together. She listened carefully
and said she’d talk to the St. Clairs as soon as she could. 



Chapter Twenty
 

 

 

 

 

 

Later that night, my demon returned. It had been gone for so long I
thought I’d finally gotten rid of it. Apparently, no such luck. 

My demon showed me all these old memories of Grandpa Jim, like
when he taught me how to whistle or when he and Grandma used to take
me on bike rides around the lake, and we’d feed the ducks. All that time,
did Grandpa Jim really have some dark secret? Did he practice magic? Is
that how I got my ability? 

I tried not to think about it. It’d only drive me crazy. Victoria called
the St. Clairs, see what they had to say about the matter. It turned out she
called at the right time. They wanted to see me and Victoria at once. We
met them in the library again, but this time there was no tea and cookies.
Just straight facts.

“It turns out there was a very powerful witch on your maternal
grandfather’s side of the family,” Mr. St. Clair explained rather seriously.
“Her name was Maggy Ballantine, a very powerful Maleficia.”

Maleficia. A dark witch.
“She and her daughters were the scourge of the Highlands during

the late 17th century,” Mr. St. Clair continued. “They blasted crops to ruins,
caused terrible sicknesses amongst the local townspeople. It was said she
and her daughters rode on the backs of goats to a clearing to cavort with the
Devil. It’s all in there.”

He pointed to an old book sitting on a coffee table with a worn
leather cover and a silk bookmark stuck between the yellowed pages. My
hand shook as I reached for it. I glanced at Victoria. She nodded, urging me
to open it. 

I opened the book to the page that had been marked. The moment I
did, images flooded me. I saw her. Maggy. She wasn’t some twisted old



woman from a Grimm’s fairy tale. Instead, she was beautiful and cold. And
so dangerous. 

She laughed as she laid waste to crops and infected both
townspeople and their livestock with horrible diseases. She had three
daughters that helped her spread her mayhem. Each one as beautiful and as
deadly as their mother. 

The images faded. Mr. St. Clair was talking — or still talking I
should say.

“… Once Maggy and her daughters were identified as witches,
several towns rallied and captured her. She and two of her daughters were
tried-"

“Two?” I asked.
“The youngest, Glynnis, escaped,” said Mr. St. Clair. “Fled to

Glasglow. There’s no record of her ever practicing after that. Either she
stopped or was able to keep her practice a secret from those around her.”

“Since it’s uncertain whether or not your grandfather was a
practicing Maleficia, I’m afraid we’ll never know,” Mrs. St. Clair added. 

I swallowed and wrapped my arms around myself. Victoria rested
her hand on my shoulder. 

“What does that mean for me?” I could barely spit the words out.
The St. Clairs glanced at each other. 
“Having a Maleficia in your family tree doesn’t necessarily mean

you’re doomed to follow that path,” said Mr. St. Clair.
“Yes. I’m sure Victoria has told you by now that magic is neutral. It

effects are dependent on the users’ motivations,” added Mrs. St. Clair. 
“Just don’t go entering into any pacts with demons,” Mr. St. Clair

seemed to half-joke.
I waited until the others chuckled before I responded. We made a

little small talk after that. They seemed especially interested in how my
practice was going so far. 

Before we left, the St. Clairs asked to speak with Victoria alone.
Maybe I was still a little freaked-out about the whole Maggy Ballantine-
thing, but that seemed a little suspicious. Was there something they weren’t
telling me? 

I tried to get some information out of Victoria, but she played it
cool, said she and the St. Clairs talked about some IT work they needed



done for their business and how they’d contact her in the next day or two
with the details. Yeah, right. 

My demon, of course, loved it. All that stress and anxiety over
having an evil witch like Maggy Ballantine in my family and whether or not
Grandpa Jim was involved in dark magic or not. It kept me up that night
and was heavy on my mind the next morning. 

Later that day, at school, I was between classes when my messenger
bag got flipped off my shoulder. It hit the floor, and everything spilled out. I
turned to see Sarah and her crew behind me, smiling, oh so proud of
themselves. 

“Oops. My bad,” said Sarah.
The others giggled. I simply stood there, knowing that if I bent

down to pick up my stuff it would leave me vulnerable. 
“What do you want?” I asked, crossing my arms.
Sarah sneered, glancing around, making sure no one was listening.

“So I heard you’ve been initiated. I guess you think you’re special now.”
“Who? Me? No, of course not,” I said, my voice dripping with

sarcasm.
“Just remember how it works in Harmony. It’s all about the coven.”

She held up one hand. “We’re here.” She held another hand down lower.
“You’re here. And when you’re here — oops.” She pretended to drop
whatever was in her hand and then crushed it under her sandaled foot. “Get
it?” 

“Got it,” I answered, my jaw clenched.
“Good.”
She and her crew turned and walked away, looking very pleased.

Once they were gone, I finally bent down and began picking up my books
and binder. 

You’re going to let her get away with that? My demon spat out at
me. Everyone’s saying how powerful you are. Why not use it? She deserves
it. She has it coming.

I clutched my binder. My demon was right. Sarah did have it
coming. It wouldn’t just be for me either. I’d seen the way she and her
clique treated other people around school. 

Gabby told me how she and Brenna had been special targets of
theirs ever since they started middle school. I wouldn’t be doing it for me.
I’d be doing it for them too.



I stopped by my locker and then headed to join Gabby and the
others for lunch. No way would I tell them what I had planned. I wasn’t
sure they’d approve. 

When Victoria had me copy a bunch of spells into my Book of
Shadows, she told me to include some revenge ones she had. She said they
were important, but they needed to be respected. Used rarely. And wisely.
Not just at random. Rarely. Wisely. 

In other words, not against some middle school queen bee. 
I sighed and shook my head. 
“You’re lucky day, Sarah,” I muttered to myself. 
Besides, who was I kidding? According to Victoria, those spells

were really advanced. And yeah, everyone had been talking about how
powerful I was. But there was no telling if I’d be able to pull one off or not.

As I approached the lunch area, I spotted Gabby running away in
tears. Brenna was right behind her. I caught up with them in the bathroom,
where Gabby had locked herself in a stall. Her sobs echoed throughout the
room. Brenna was almost in tears herself, trying to comfort Gabby the best
she could through the stall door.

“What happened?” I asked. “Is Gabby all right?”
“You haven’t seen it yet?”
“Seen what?”
She headed towards me, pulling out her phone. “Sarah sent this to a

whole bunch of people in school and told them to forward it to even more
people.”

Brenna pressed the touchscreen then handed the phone to me. It was
a video of Gabby eating lunch at school, only there were these pig noises
added into the background. 

I remembered Gabby telling me one of the things Sarah liked to pick
on her about was her weight, even though she wasn’t really fat. Well,
compared to Sarah and her friends, maybe. But calling her Flabby Gabby
was one thing, this — this was going too far.

“How many people have seen this?” I asked.
Brenna shook her head. “I don’t want to think about it.”
I couldn’t take it anymore. I shut off the video and shoved Brenna’s

phone back into her hands. 
“So what are we going to do about this?” I asked.
“What are you talking about?”



“Come on, we can’t let her get away with this.”
Brenna grimaced. “You want me to Change? Rip her throat out?”
That actually sounded pretty good to me. 
“Let’s go to the principal then,” I said.
“Sarah’s the mayor’s daughter. You really think he’ll want to get

involved?”
“Fine. Then we’ll go to Gabby’s dad. He runs the coven. Doesn’t

Sarah’s dad have to do what he says?”
Brenna sneered. “Like her parents are ever around. Besides, the St.

Clairs and the Dupres have been tight since — forever. That makes things
kind of complicated.”

Gabby finally stepped out of the stall, rubbing her red puffy eyes
with toilet paper. “She’s right, Gwen. Just let it go. Please. For me?”

Brenna glanced my way, urging me to do the same. I nodded okay.
We walked Gabby out of the bathroom and back to the cafeteria. There
were snickers and giggles from the people we passed, even the occasional
pig sounds. Brenna shut those people up with a hard stare.

And Gabby? I had to give her credit. She walked all the way back to
our table with her head held high. She refused to acknowledge the laughers,
the pointers, and the whisperers. Brody, Dillon, Patrick, and Shawn waited
for us at our table to offer Gabby support. 

I glanced at the other end of the cafeteria, at Sarah and her friends.
They were watching the results of their handiwork, smiling and bumping
fists. 

Let it go? She just humiliated your friend in front of the entire
school. You’re really going to let that go? Asked my demon.

No, I wasn’t.



Chapter Twenty-One
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Gabby didn’t feel like hanging out at the Sullivans’ house after
school that day. We didn’t blame her, and no one tried to change her mind.
By then, the others seemed to have gotten over it. How could they? Wasn’t
Gabby their friend? They’d known her longer than me. Why was I more
upset about this than them?

For the first time, I welcomed my demon. I let him feed my anger,
my hatred, my need for revenge. 

Finally, the time came. I’d set my alarm for a quarter to twelve. That
way, I’d have everything set up by midnight, the time when the spell was
supposed to be performed. I may not be able to pull it off, but I had to try. I
had to do something.

I cast a circle, setting an amethyst at each point of my pentacle, then
placed a dark blue candle inside my cauldron and lit it along with an
incense made of cedar and elder. I sat up, legs crossed, hands in my lap,
breathing deeply. I lowered a piece of paper with Sarah’s name into the
candle’s flame.

As it burned, I recited, “Serpent and crow. Old signs of might. Lend
your power to me this night. Hark my call, great Powers all. Make my
enemy feel my suffering. Make them feel my wrath.”

My body trembled as my Spark began to glow brighter. Tendrils of
energy reached out from inside me to touch the elements, to make my will
be done. 

In a vision, I could see my spell working. A dark cloud formed over
a big house at the far end of town. This had to be where Sarah lived. I
followed the cloud as it seeped through a window. 

It was Sarah’s bedroom. She lay asleep in her big, frilly bed. She
almost looked innocent, even sweet, for a moment. Then I remembered
what she’d done to Gabby. 



I took a deep breath and exhaled, pushing the cloud towards her.
Sarah started to toss and turn as it lowered over her. The cloud solidified. 

When Sarah opened her eyes, she was face-to-face with a giant
serpent. She opened her mouth to scream, but the serpent’s coils wound
around her throat, squeezing the air from her. 

Wisps of the dark cloud lingered over the serpent. They then formed
a large crow that dove toward Sarah’s face and began pecking and clawing
at her flesh. She writhed and screamed in silent agony as the serpent and the
crow continued to attack her.

Yes. That’s it, said my demon.
Satisfaction swelled inside me. This felt so good. Sarah had this

coming. She’d caused so much suffering. It was time for her to know what
it felt like. 

Sarah soon stopped fighting. Her face turned purple. She sputtered. 
Finish her. 
Yes.
No! What was I doing? This wasn’t me. Yeah, Sarah deserved to be

punished — but not killed. I shut my eyes and concentrated.
What are you doing? This is your chance. Finish the job. Finish it,

and she’ll never be able to torment anyone again.
I trembled. The serpent and the crow fought against me, wanting to

complete their duty. My head felt like it was going to explode, but they
finally disappeared into puffs of smoke. 

Sarah tumbled from her bed, clutching her throat, coughing and
gagging. I couldn’t watch anymore. Thankfully, the vision faded. 

By then, I was shaking and felt like I was going to hurl. What came
over me? It was like I was out of control for a moment. 

I then realized I wasn’t alone. My door was open. Victoria stood
there with Barclay at her feet. Her eyes were wide with horror.

“Gwen. What have you done?”
Out of nowhere, I started crying. I stumbled from my circle. Victoria

caught me before I fell and led me to my bed where we sat down. 
Once I’d calmed down, I told her what had happened. Both Victoria

and Barclay listened. Both of them were equally shocked. 
“I told you those spells were supposed to be respected,” Victoria

finally said, sounding disappointed and more than a little angry. 



“Why do you have them in your Book of Shadows then? Why did
you want me to have them if they’re so dangerous?”

 “In magic, darkness must be there to balance the light. You cannot
have one without the other,” Victoria sighed. “And the effects you described
— they weren’t supposed to be part of the spell. The spell is supposed to
inflict suffering but not be fatal. Something went wrong.”

“It was me, wasn’t it? You and the St. Clairs have been talking about
how powerful I am. I added something to the spell, didn’t I? Then there’s
Maggy and Grandpa Jim. There’s something evil in me, isn’t there?”

Victoria didn’t answer. At least not directly. Why? What was she
hiding? Was I right?

She glanced at my circle and my magic tools. “Let’s clean all this
up. I’m holding on to your magic tools for safe keeping.”

I nodded obediently. 
“I’ll call the St. Clairs first thing in the morning,” she continued.

“You’re definitely staying home from school tomorrow. I know that might
sound like a reward, but believe me it isn’t.”

I tried to get some sleep, but before I knew it morning came. I
concentrated a little, raising my Spark. It warmed me up, giving me a
temperature of one hundred one degrees. Enough to convince Dad and
Grandma that I needed to stay home. 

Dad was soon off to work, and Grandma had officially started her
search for a condo so she’d be busy that morning, meeting with her real
estate agent. As soon as they were both gone, Victoria called the St. Clairs. 

She sat on the edge of her bed. The door was open. After a few
seconds, she got up and closed it, giving me a look. This was so not good. 

Less than a minute later, she opened the door and told me to get
ready. When we arrived at the St. Clairs’ mansion, there were several
expensive-looking cars parked out front. They must have belonged to the
other coven members. 

On the way up, Victoria explained how, after my spell, Sarah’s
father contacted Mr. St. Clair. They immediately assumed a Maleficia, a
dark witch, was attacking the coven members through their children. But
only Sarah was attacked. None of the others. 

Victoria told Mr. St. Clair that I was the one responsible. I needed to
stand before the coven now. 



“It would have only been a matter of time before they found out it
was you anyway, Gwen,” Victoria explained. “At least we earn points for
being upfront about it.”

Ms. B. met us at the door. She didn’t have her usual whimsical
smile, and the glimmer in her eyes had faded just a tad. 

She led us down a hallway to what looked like a huge conference
room. The coven sat at long table before us. They were members of the
oldest and most influential families in Harmony and looked it too with their
expensive clothes and impeccable style. 

I reached for Victoria’s hand, and we walked toward Mr. St. Clair,
who sat at the middle of the table. Mrs. St. Clair sat on his right. On his left
was Mr. Dupre, Sarah’s father.

I almost didn’t recognize Sarah at first. She stood there, all meek
and timid behind her father. No make-up and her hair just hanging. She
wore a turtleneck sweater, probably to hide the bruises left by the serpent.
She also still had scratches on her face from the crow. 

I didn’t understand. Her family should’ve known some healing
spells. She shouldn’t have any wounds to show. Did I really hurt her that
bad?

Her father sneered at me, the same way Sarah would. I mean,
exactly. “So this is our young Maleficia,” he said. 

“Matthew,” said Mr. St. Clair.
“The evidence is clear, Leo. She attacked my daughter using a

powerful spell.” He waved Sarah forward. “Look what she did to her. Go
ahead, darling, it’s all right.”

Sarah’s mouth crinkled like she was about to cry, as she lowered the
neck of her turtleneck, revealing her bruises. The coven members looked on
in shock and then shot me some hard glances. Sarah then rolled up her
sleeves. Her arms were still pretty scratched up.

“And that was after three rounds of healing spells,” Mr. Dupre
continued. 

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, young lady?” Mr. St.
Clair asked.

“I’m — sorry.” It seemed so inadequate. And it was too, considering
the looks on Mr. Dupre and some of the other coven members’ faces. 

“The Serpent-and-the Crow is a powerful spell, Gwen,” said Mrs.
St. Clair. “It’s not to be taken lightly. Victoria, the girl was placed in your



charge.”
I stepped forward. “She had nothing to do with this! Victoria had no

idea what I was going to do. I swear. It was all me.”
Mr. St. Clair smiled. “Your loyalty is commendable. So is your

honesty. Gwen.” He sighed. “Why did you do this to Sarah? Why?”
I checked Sarah. So far, she’d been playing the victim, but there was

something cold and hard in her eyes now. She was daring me to say
something. 

“Sarah made a video of Gabby and sent it to a bunch of people at
school. It was really embarrassing. I can’t even describe it to you, it’s that
bad.”

All eyes were on Sarah now. 
“I don’t know what she’s talking about,” she replied, acting all

innocent.
I reached for my phone. “Someone even posted it on YouTube.”
I brought up the video and handed my phone to Mr. St. Clair. He and

Mrs. St. Clair watched it horrified. Mrs. St. Clair looked like she was about
to cry. 

The other coven members couldn’t see it, not from where they were
sitting, but they could hear the pig noises and most likely guessed the worst.
Mr. Dupre had a good view of the video too, sitting right next to Mr. St.
Clair. He turned to his daughter, demanding an explanation.

“I don’t know anything about that video. I swear,” she said.
“If you give me a few minutes, I could trace the user account,” said

Victoria. “If it isn’t Sarah’s, whoever it belongs to might still be able to tell
us where they got it from.”

I smiled but tried not to be too smug, knowing I was still in trouble.
All attention returned to Sarah now. She sighed. Her shoulders slumped. 

“It was just supposed to be joke,” she whined. “I didn’t think anyone
would put it on the Internet.”

“So you admit it,” Mrs. St. Clair demanded furiously. 
Sarah turned to her dad for help. 
“Let’s not forget this girl used a very dangerous spell,” he said. “My

daughter could have been killed.”
“Excuse me,” another coven member spoke up. “We seem to be

ignoring the fact that a young girl, an initiate like Gwen, shouldn’t even be
able to use the Serpent-and-Crow spell. It’s much too advanced.”



Some of the other coven members appeared to agree. I glanced at
Victoria, who looked to the St. Clairs. Mr. St. Clair nodded.

“This matter is now closed to the coven,” he declared. “Catherine
and I shall handle it in private.”

“But Leo,” said Mr. Dupre.
“The matter is closed, Matthew. Accept it.”
Mr. Dupre backed off. Mr. St. Clair’s decision obviously didn’t sit

well him. It didn’t look as if it was too popular with some of the others
either. 

Mr. St. Clair didn’t pay them much attention. As the coven left the
room, he and Mrs. St. Clair asked us to follow them. We exited through
another door and down some stairs that led to their sanctum.

“What do you think?” Mr. St. Clair asked.
“It’s quite an honor to be invited into your sanctum,” said Victoria.
“Yeah. Totally,” I added, trying to act like I hadn’t been here already

with Gabby.
“Unfortunately, you weren’t brought down here for a tour,” said

Mrs. St. Clair as she approached me. “Gwen, we need to know exactly what
happened last night when you cast the Serpent-and-Crow spell. Don’t leave
out a single detail.”

I looked to Victoria for reassurance. She nodded, urging me to do as
she said. I started with when I saw the video and how my anger just kept
building and building. 

I told them how I couldn’t let go of what Sarah had done. I didn’t
want to either. I let those feelings carry me as I cast the spell and confessed
how, at one point, I wanted Sarah to die, but then – I came to my senses,
and it was like I’d snapped out of some sort of trance.

Victoria and the St. Clairs glanced at each other. Mr. St. Clair
nodded. I could tell that meant it was time — time for them to tell me,
whatever it was, they were keeping a secret.

“Gwen, the thing you call a demon,” he started. “The name you’ve
given to your fear, your anxiety, all your negative emotions. It’s a real
demon, Gwen. And it’s trying to possess you.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
 

 

 

 

 

 

My head swam. My demon was real. An actual demon. Trying to
possess me. I wanted to deny it. Only I couldn’t. 

Somehow, deep down, I knew it was true.
“How?” I started to ask, but my mouth went dry. “How can this be

happening?”
“We figure it started after your mother died,” said Victoria. “You

were vulnerable, and the demon stepped in. The change in your appearance.
In your personality. The depression and anxiety. Those are common signs.”

“A demon can’t enter a healthy host. It needs to break them down
first,” said Mr. St. Clair. “Mentally, physically, emotionally.”

“But why me?” 
“It sensed your power, Gwen. Your potential. It thinks you’ll be an

ideal host.”
“Your own instinctual magical abilities have been keeping it at bay,

namely drawing widdershins to temporarily banish the demon,” said Mrs.
St. Clair. “Meeting Victoria, by fate or by chance, helped protect you as
well.”

“The creatures you’ve encountered in Harmony,” Mr. St. Clair
added. “We think they might have been sent by the demon, either to break
you down further or to test your growing abilities.”

I groaned. Victoria was there to hold me. The St. Clairs looked on
sympathetically. Once I was okay, I asked, “So what happens next?”

“This is no simple parasitic demon,” said Mrs. St. Clair. “If it was,
we would have been able to detect it easily. If it’s able to cloak itself from
us, that means this is one of the major demonic spirits.”

My stomach rose into my throat. I did not like the sound of that.



“I’m afraid this demon will continue to plague you, Gwen, until it
succeeds in breaking you down completely and taking possession of you.”

I swallowed. “What can we do?”
The St. Clairs glanced at one another. 
“There is a ritual we can try,” said Mr. St. Clair. “It could drive the

demon away from you, Gwen.”
Try? Could? I didn’t like the sound of that. The St. Clairs were

supposed to be these big-time magic-users, who when they weren’t leading
a powerful coven searched the globe for lost magical artifacts. 

They didn’t look very confident right now. But they were still
willing to try. For my sake. For a girl they barely knew.

We went through the magic artifacts the St. Clairs kept in their
sanctum. They grabbed The Scrolls of Solomon along with something called
a Mirror Daemonicus. 

Victoria asked if we’d be performing the ritual here. Mr. St. Clair
said no, that they’d need somewhere with more power. I knew what that
meant. The megalith.   

We stepped out onto the patio. Dark clouds began rolling in. By the
time we reached the megalith, they filled the sky. Winds battered us. 

Victoria and the St. Clairs set up the altar. The mirror was the
centerpiece, along with a brass bowl and some dark blue candles, just like
the kind I used in my spell against Sarah. 

Mr. St. Clair sliced open his palm with an athame. His expression
didn’t even change a bit. Mrs. St. Clair was next then Victoria. They let
their blood drip into the bowl. 

It was now my turn. I took a deep breath, counted to three, and
sliced. I hissed with pain then let my blood join the others’ in the bowl. 

The bowl was placed in front of the mirror. Mrs. St. Clair lit the
candles. They’d been anointed with oil and had runes carved on the sides.
Mr. St. Clair used his athame to cast a circle. 

I stood in front of the mirror wearing a pendant with the Seal of
Solomon on it that was supposed to protect me. 

“You’re crucial to this spell, Gwen,” Mr. St. Clair explained.
“You’re the channel through which our energies will flow. Once the demon
is summoned, it will try to rattle you. Whatever it says, don’t listen.
Demons lie. Don’t believe anything it says. Understood?”

I nodded. Victoria then came over and gave me a hug. 



“You can do this,” she whispered.
Again, I nodded. Her faith meant a lot to me. She and the St. Clairs

stood outside the circle, at three points, forming a triangle. Mr. St. Clair led
the chant from the Scrolls of Solomon. Mrs. St. Clair and Victoria added to
it, in this sort of call-and-response pattern. 

The winds continued to beat us. Birds squawked like crazy. They
threw themselves into the air and scattered in all directions. 

I held the bowl between my hands. It started to heat up. The blood
inside bubbled. It then flew from the bowl, at the mirror. 

As it flecked the glass, it formed a face. The two eyes in that face
blinked open. A mouth formed then smiled.

“Hello, Gwen,” said a gravelly voice. “Nice to finally meet you in
person.”

I couldn’t believe it. That voice I heard in my head every time I felt
down on myself, that told me I was weak and pathetic. It was outside of my
head now and talking to me. 

 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Well? Got something to say?” asked my demon. “Spit it out!”
“Concentrate, Gwen,” Mr. St. Clair ordered. “You too, Victoria,”

who watched on concerned. “Name yourself, demon!” he commanded.
My demon cackled. “I am Amduscias, Grand Duke of Hell.

Commander of twenty-nine legions.”
Mr. St. Clair gnashed his teeth and continued to chant.   
“I’m quite a favorite amongst the Maleficia,” Amduscias bragged.

“Your ancestor, Maggy Ballantine, was one of the jewels in my crown.
Such beautiful malevolence. I helped her youngest daughter escape, so her
line could continue. All the way to your grandad. Your grandma knew all
along what he was doing, did you know that? So did your mother.”

“Shut up!” I screamed. 
Amduscias smiled. He was trying to rattle me just like Mr. St. Clair

said he would. 
“Once I didn’t need your grandpa anymore, I gave him that nasty

old aneurysm. Then – Oh, yeah. I killed your mom.”
“No. Stop it!” 
“Sent her right in the path of that drunk driver. He walked away

unscathed. Poor Mommy wasn’t so lucky, was she? She’s with me now,
know that?”

“You’re lying.”
“Those are the rules. Any life I take on Earth is mine to keep.”
“No!” I screamed.
The blood on the mirror swirled, reforming into a woman’s face.

Mom’s face.
“Gwen? Honey, is that you?” It was her voice. I’d know it

anywhere. 



“Mom!”
“Where are you? It’s so dark here. I can barely see.”
No. This wasn’t real. Amduscias was messing with my head. I

concentrated, shutting him out, focusing only on Victoria and the St. Clairs’
voices as they continued to chant. 

A sudden pain stabbed me. I doubled over, grabbing my stomach.
“Know what that is?” Amduscias asked. “That’s the spell they’re

working. It’s literally ripping me out of you. Hurts, doesn’t it? Here’s
hoping you survive the experience.”

The pain hit me again. It hurt so bad I couldn’t even scream. My
knees buckled. I dropped the bowl and grabbed the altar to keep from
falling over.

“Why are you putting yourself through this, Gwen?” Amduscias
asked. “Let me end your suffering. Join with me, and I’ll make the pain go
away.”

I whimpered and bit my bottom lip. No. I wasn’t going to let him
win. I stood tall and focused through the pain. 

The St. Clairs and Victoria looked on. I nodded, urging them to keep
going. They did, slowly at first, but their words soon built up speed.

Amduscias cackled. “You’re a tough little cookie. I’ll give you that.
Oh, well. Time to go to plan B.”

Plan B?
“I hope you don’t mind, but I invited a few friends to this little

soiree.”
The brush in the distance rustled. Dark figures emerged. They

became visible as they stepped closer. 
There were four hulking figures with pig heads and huge tusks.

They held giant clubs in their hands. I remembered them from a book
Victoria showed me. They were called luraks. 

Next came three nucklavee, skinless giants that rode skinless horses.
It was hard to tell where the riders ended and their horses began. They were
super tough and could exhale poisonous gas.

My heart pounded so hard I thought it might bust from my chest. I
stepped from the altar. 

Victoria held up her head. “Stay in the circle! We have this.”
I gritted my teeth. Was she kidding? The three nucklavee charged

Victoria. She raised her right hand. It started to glow. A blast of energy shot



out and nailed one of them in the chest. It screamed and fell to the ground. 
The other two halted, rearing onto their hind legs, eyes wide,

obviously thinking twice about attacking. Wow. I had no idea Victoria could
do that. Although that one shot looked like it took a lot out of her. 

 The luraks charged the St. Clairs. Their hands glowed like
Victoria’s. They each fired a blast of energy. Mr. St. Clair’s engulfed one of
the luraks in flames. It squealed and ran back into the forest. Mrs. St. Clair’s
blast froze another one in a sheath of ice. 

A third lurak tossed its club. It hit Mr. St. Clair in the chest and sent
him flying. Mrs. St. Clair cried out and ran to his side. The last two luraks
charged. She waved her hand, and a circle of protective green flame rose
around them. 

The two remaining luraks swiped at the flames with their clubs.
There was a strain on Mrs. St. Clair’s face as she tried to maintain the
protective circle while healing her husband.

I turned my attention back to Victoria. The last two nucklavee had
her surrounded. She blasted a second one, staggering it. The third shot a
stream of poisonous breath in her face. She dodged most of it but got hit
with enough to force her to the ground, coughing and gagging. 

That was it. Forget the spell. I was ready to rush and help Victoria
when a dark blur sped from the sky and slammed into the closest nucklavee,
sending it flying. 

It was Silvain. The other gargoyles were there too.
Valentin and Pascal each grabbed a lurak, swept them into the air,

and smashed them together. Their limp bodies fell to the ground. 
Mr. St. Clair smiled, his head resting in his wife’s lap. “What took

you so long?”
Silvain grunted, fighting the last nucklavee with Enric’s help.
“Forgive us, Monsieur,” he said. “The air currents were against us.”
Mrs. St. Clair helped her husband to his feet. He continued to chant,

so did Mrs. St. Clair and Victoria. The pain forced me to my knees, but then
my Spark started growing brighter and brighter, flooding my body with
mystical energy, protecting me. 

I grinned and spun my hand in a circle. So much energy flooded my
hand, it felt like it was on fire.

“No. No!” It was Amduscias’ turn to be scared now.



I blasted the mirror. It glowed bright green. Amduscias screamed.
When the light faded, the blood that had formed his face dripped down the
glass.

“You think this is over?” he sputtered. “You think this is it?”
I grinned. “Looks that way to me.”
Amduscias managed one last chuckle. “Allow me to leave you with

a little parting gift.”
A chill ran through me. Parting gift? What was he talking about?
“I suggest you get home as quick as you can,” were Amduscias’ last

words.  
I turned to Victoria and the St. Clairs. They had no idea what the

demon meant either.
Mr. St. Clair grimaced from his wound. “Go. We’ll take care of this

here.”
Me and Victoria just about broke the sound barrier getting home.

When we got there, I was the first one out of the car and through the door. 
“Nooo!”
Grandma lay sprawled at the foot of the stairs, blood pooled around

the back of her head. I raced to her side. I felt for a pulse, for a breath. Any
sign of life. But there was none.

Barclay stood by her. “She was coming down the stairs. I heard her
cry out. By the time I got to her, it was too late. She was already gone. I’m
sorry, love.”

Victoria was behind me now, holding me. 
“Do something,” I begged her. “Please!”
Tears gathered in Victoria’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Gwen. There’s nothing

we can do. Some things are even beyond the reach of magic.”
I screamed again and wept uncontrollably.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I wouldn’t let go of Grandma until the coroner arrived to take her
away. The official cause of death was an aneurysm. Just like Grandpa Jim.
Amduscias’ parting gift. 

We made arrangements to take her body back to San Diego so she
could be buried next to Grandpa Jim like she’d wanted. The trip down from
Harmony was a long one. That meant a lot of time to think, to remember
how this all started. 

After the funeral, the three of us visited Grandpa Jim’s grave. I kept
thinking about what Amduscias said. Was he really involved with the
demon? And if he was, did Grandma really know about it? Did Mom? 

I forced those thoughts from my head, remembering what Mr. St.
Clair said. Demons lie. That’s what they did. I’d only be torturing myself if
I kept obsessing on what Amduscias said — which I imagined was exactly
what the demon wanted.

We stayed the night and returned to Harmony the next day. Gabby
and the others met me at my house shortly after we got back. Their support
meant a lot and really helped me through the weeks that followed. 

Eventually, things settled back to normal — or at least as normal as
things got here in Harmony. 

One Saturday, I decided I was in need of a change so I washed the
black dye out of my hair. It took a few rinses, but it was soon back to the
sandy blonde it used to be. Except there was this single lock of black hair
that wouldn’t rinse out no matter how hard I tried. I eventually chose to let
it go. To be honest, I kind of liked it. 

Victoria met me downstairs. She complimented me on my new look
and asked if I wanted a turkey sandwich. I said yes as I plopped down on



the couch. 
Dad was gone for the day so it was just the three of us. Me, Victoria,

and Barclay. Speaking of the little furball, he was sitting in front of the TV,
wearing a blue and white striped scarf and watching soccer.

“Who’s playing?” I asked.
“It’s City versus United. Full-on footie war.” On screen, someone

scored a goal. The crowd cheered. Barclay leapt to his feet. “Ole’! Ole’!
Ole’! Ole’!” he sang.

I started to laugh. Once Barclay settled back down, I watched the
match with him. Victoria brought in my sandwich and a soda and set them
on the coffee table in front of me. 

“Thanks, Mom.”
As soon as I said it, I paused. Victoria too. We both just stood there,

staring at each other, not sure what to do or say. Finally, I took a bite of my
sandwich, settled back in the couch, and smiled at her.

Victoria smiled back. She leaned over and kissed my forehead
before disappearing back into the kitchen. 

Well, isn’t that sweet.
I sat up at the sound of that unwanted familiar voice. 
You. We got rid of you, I told him in my head.
Amduscias laughed. Oh, sweetheart. No one gets rid of their demons

that easily.
I got up from the couch and wandered in the hallway. What do you

want?
You to accept me. Of course.
Not gonna happen.
We’ll see about that. 
I sighed and glanced back into the living room. Barclay was still

watching TV, and Victoria was in the kitchen. It took me a moment, but
then I realized I was standing at the foot of the stairs, almost the exact spot
where we found Grandma.

Actually, I’m glad you’re going to be around now, I told
Amduscias. 

He laughed. Is that right?
You killed my mom and my grandma. I don’t care how long it takes.

I’m going to make you pay. 



Amduscias laughed so hard it hurt my ears. Oh, kiddo. I knew you
were special the moment I saw you. Oh, well. Ta for now. I’ll tell Mom and
Grandma you said hi.

With that, I wanted to scream, but that would have caught Victoria
and Barclay’s attention. I didn’t want them or anyone else to know that
Amduscias was back. 

This was between me and the demon. Our own personal war.
 

THE END
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