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ACT ONE






ONE
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Joan Greenwood’s grand homecoming was ruined by the fact that no one remembered to show up.

Nearly seven years after she fled for college, then her master’s degree, Joan stepped off the train at Grand Central with all the fanfare of a slowly deflating balloon. Her duffel bag felt like the heaviest thing on earth, and her ratty sneakers nearly twisted her ankles as she trudged up the stairs from the platform. Moving with the approximate grace of a bike with a flat tire, she wove through the crowds flowing out onto the street.

There, she found no car waiting, no parents loitering, no sister waving amid the swirl of New York City.

This was no great surprise to Joan, but she had expected better anyways. When her father had said he’d send a car, she’d believed him. She scanned the street and hoped to see his ghost chauffeur idling by the curb.

Her mother had offered to take her out for lunch, and Joan had browsed restaurants in the area.

Her sister had said they’d meet up and take the witch subway back home together.

Joan had believed each of them.

Her aunt was too busy to even pretend, and that, in the end, meant she was the only one who had not, for the millionth time, let Joan down.

People shouldered past her to exit into their splendid lives. With a huff, Joan found a corner to wait on, out of the way, in case they were running late. But her phone held no notifications, and the minutes aggregated into despairing blocks of time. Joan didn’t even want to be back; she hadn’t ever really wanted to come back. Everyone assumed she would return, and as she ran after jobs post-graduation at respected witch architecture firms, she was repeatedly met with surprise.

I just thought you’d be returning to the city. An endless variation on this, until Joan began to suspect that it wasn’t so much that everyone had made assumptions as it was that her father, Merlin, had spread the word behind her back.

Joan was returning to New York. Period. End of sentence.

She allowed her eyes to prickle and burn for precisely four seconds, breathing in the smell of food vendors and car exhaust and dirty cement, hating that it felt like home in a way New Haven and Yale hadn’t, even though she’d only been back nine times in seven years. Hating that it felt like home because it was home, and no matter how far she ran, for how long, she was always going to end up here.

Alone.

At Grand Central.

Disappointed.

You should have known better, she thought, because this also meant she owed CZ five bucks.

“So? I assume if you’re calling, it isn’t good,” CZ said on the phone as Joan gathered herself, telling her eyes to unprickle and unburn, even though they did neither, because nothing ever went the way she wanted it to.

“No one showed,” Joan replied, crossing the street and really starting to sweat in the growing June heat. She valiantly fought the strap on her shoulder as it began to slip off. Her bag held her entire life.

“I’m sorry, Jo,” CZ said. “I can be there in like five. No, two—the light just changed.”

“Two? Why are you around Grand Central?”

CZ was suspiciously silent.

Joan stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and was rewarded with several pissed-off heckles from the people around her. “CZ—”

“Forty-five seconds!” he said, and then hung up.

Less than a minute later, CZ had located a bewildered Joan on the sidewalk and was weaving toward her, a wide grin on display, slightly elongated canines betraying his vampire heritage. A smile split her own face, wide enough to make her cheeks burn. That was the kind of guy CZ was; he smiled and you had to smile back.

“Jo!” he said, throwing his arms wide—they were really blocking the sidewalk—and Joan responded with a laugh, opening her arms so he could scoop her up, lifting her off her feet like she was a child, like she still housed every innocent thing she’d already lost.

“CZ,” she said into his neck, and if it was a little teary, who could blame her? And if she squeezed tight enough to choke out anyone whose heart beat faster than twelve beats per minute… well, then he was kind enough not to comment on it.

He swung her a little before setting her down, patting her shoulders. He was tall and Black, with his hair cropped close to his head.

“I know this is a terrible day for you, but for me? Personally? It’s so nice to have you back in the city,” CZ said sincerely, which reminded her of how quickly he’d arrived.

She punched him in his extremely well-toned bicep, earning herself a set of stinging knuckles. He rubbed at the spot, pouting.

“It’s one thing to bet on my family not coming; it’s a whole other thing to be so confident I’m going to be abandoned that you show up and wait for my inevitable call,” she scolded. They’d been friends, best friends, since freshman year of undergrad, and each of the nine times Joan had visited New York in the last seven years, it’d been to come home to him.

“You keep enough faith for both of us,” he said, tucking Joan under his arm so they could continue walking. “Not my fault I can’t stand the thought of you out on these streets, alone and so, so small.”

“I’m not that small.”

“Small and weak.”

“Is this supposed to help boost my spirits?”

“You’re a cat that I have lovingly taken home from the shelter. Oh! Bonus to returning—you can finally get a cat.”

“A cat as small and weak and abandoned as me,” Joan said, and flicked another tear from her eye, because even though the joking was fun, it kind of didn’t matter how old you were, fifteen or twenty-five—abandonment was still abandonment.

CZ planted a kiss on the top of her head, furthering his small theory, but only because he was over six feet and she was merely five ten.

“You hungry?” he asked. “We can go somewhere, or we can go to my new apartment. You owe me five dollars.”

“Yes to everything,” Joan said.

“They’re not going to be furious you didn’t go straight home?” CZ asked, knowing better than to pose such an obvious question but asking anyways, to be polite, because CZ was a LaMorte vampire the same way Joan was a Greenwood witch; they both lived at the whims of their families.

“They absolutely are,” Joan said, disappointment morphing into annoyance in the safety of CZ’s arms. “I just don’t care at the moment.”

CZ squeezed her shoulder. “So bold! Bets on how long it lasts?”

She huffed a laugh. “One hour, max.”

“I’ll be the optimist this time, then, and say two.”
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An hour later they were leaving the café they’d stopped at—because even if her mom hadn’t remembered her, Joan’s restaurant research didn’t need to go to waste—so Joan could have a huge, late lunch and CZ, who did not consume human food, could watch her eat with a vaguely disgusted look on his face. It was familiar and comforting and meant absolutely everything to Joan as she tucked into her messy sandwich.

Once she finally reached her family, she would not be allowed to dine so sloppily. There would be napkins in laps. She’d have to fix her posture. All meals would be spent contemplating which utensil would best allow her to gouge her own eyes out. She had to enjoy it while she could as the minutes counted down.

The café had been almost entirely human, though there were plenty of magical creatures who worked service roles, hidden in plain sight. CZ was chattering in that way he did to keep Joan’s mind off things. About his pack, something his brother, Abel, had said, and a fae he’d met recently at the magical underground market run by Moon Creatures, a classification of magical species encompassing the fae and vampires that were tied together by fabled connections to a single mythical ancestor, Empusa.

“Do not hang around Times Square. There’s a new information broker there who frolics with pigeons—nasty—and the pizza place on 42nd that you liked closed.”

“Kill me now.”

“And there’s a new witch family gaining power, the Proctors or something. They’re cutting deals left and right in the Night Market, but jury’s out on if anyone likes them or just their money. Oh, and that witch who can create new spells—Grace something—she’s being courted by all the New York elite, but she’s based in Brooklyn.”

“Dad can’t be happy about that,” Joan murmured. Merlin collected interesting people like they were coins, keeping them in drawers until the time was right. The ability to create new spells was quite rare, and Merlin would be extra pissed off if Grace ended up working for Wista Redd, the High Witch of Brooklyn, rather than Merlin’s sister, Valeria, the High Witch of Manhattan and Head Witch of New York State.

“Your dad isn’t happy about anything,” CZ said. “That’s what happens when you’re a dickbag.”

Joan didn’t correct him—Merlin was the king of dickbags, and half of Joan’s life was playing out fictional arguments with him in her head, thus keeping her therapist in business—and CZ continued, cycling through the most pertinent changes to the witch world before swapping into the vampire one, then the fae one.

There were myriad magical creatures, but only three factions with populations large and organized enough to hold political sway. Witches, who were the smallest group at thirty million worldwide, set the laws that kept the magic world hidden and regulated trade across the human-magic border. Then there were vampires, who numbered sixty million, and the fae, who were over eighty million, both with lobbyist groups and microgovernments. The rest, the ancients—dryads, harpies, banshees, a thousand other creatures with different names across different cultures—were old magic, and mainly unconcerned with the human world. They kept to themselves and ranged in population from only a few dozen to less than a hundred thousand worldwide.

CZ had moved on to a story about his brother’s new boyfriend when time ran out for Joan.

Her phone vibrated incessantly, and the caller ID showed her sister, Molly, which was smart, because Joan might have been a bitch and sent her father to voicemail if he’d been the one to call.

“Mol,” Joan said by way of greeting. CZ raised an eyebrow, checked his watch, and then dug in his wallet to hand her back her five.

“I’m so sorry,” Molly said, loud over the din in the background. “I just realized.”

Over an hour late? CZ mouthed at her with exaggerated movements.

“CZ met me,” Joan said in reply, turning from CZ so she wouldn’t laugh outright on the phone.

“Of course, oh good,” Molly said, and the noise started to dim. “I’m really sorry, I mean that. It’s, well, it’s been kind of a morning at work. With the family.”

“It’s midafternoon,” Joan said.

“It’s been kind of a morning and midafternoon, whatever. Are you close? Aunt Val’s—um—well, I think you’d better come. There’s been an event.”

“And people want me there?” Joan asked incredulously, and she hated the note of wanting that seeped into her voice. She was the child who refused to come home, the one who had received all the finest training at witch prep schools but still couldn’t cast actual spells.

“Well.” Molly drew out the word.

Which answered her question perfectly.

“Tell me even a single one of them remembered I exist and I’ll come home right now,” Joan said. “Tell me Mom or Dad or Aunt Val said, just once, ‘Where’s Joan?’ and I’ll sprint uptown. Gods, an event. Whatever the fuck that means.”

In the high-drama world of Joan’s family, that could indicate truly anything: Someone had gotten the wrong napkins for the latest witch soiree. Merlin’s watch had gone missing and tracking spells weren’t working to locate it. Perhaps New York was caving into a magma bath and the Greenwoods, as the family in charge of the state, were responsible for pulling the earth back out.

Molly’s silence was a death knell. No one would leave Molly at a train station. She had recently started a position at the family’s investment firm.

She sighed loudly over the line. “Jo—”

“Don’t make excuses for them,” Joan said, and CZ wrapped a hand around her arm, squeezing sympathetically.

“Joan, I’m only saying this over the phone because I suspect the news is going to hit everyone else in like an hour, and CZ’s going to know, and he’s going to tell you anyways, and I know he’s listening right now with his super vampire ears, and I’m evil and rotten and my ancestors are ashamed of me, but, Joan, come home now. There’s been a rumor—”

Joan snorted. “A rumor.”

“That we’ve spent all morning verifying,” Molly continued. “A human who managed to ascend to witchhood via some kind of spell. The whole magic world’s talking about it.”

A wave of horror smashed through Joan’s body, leaving the hairs on her arms standing upright in its wake.

That was impossible. A complete nonstarter—witchhood was inherent, not gained. Credited to a single shared ancestor, Circe, earning them the classification Sun Creatures. And only witches could cast spells or channel magic; ancients and Moon Creatures had innate magic that tended to manifest in physical abilities, like speed, heightened senses, or fae shape-shifting.

Humans were entirely unmagical—the softest, weakest species and nothing more to witches than moneymaking sheep to herd. The magic world operated beyond the sight of humans to hoard resources, not out of fear.

Hearing this was like being told the sheep had turned into Godzilla. It was just not possible, not without threatening every structure and hierarchy that witches held so dear.

But impossibilities didn’t earn her a call from her sister. Impossibilities didn’t send her family scrambling to verify it.

CZ drew back and pulled out his own phone. Joan knew who he was calling without seeing his screen—his older brother, Abel, heir to the powerful LaMorte pack in Queens.

“You’re sure?” Joan whispered.

“Every source we have is saying the same thing: A human managed to become a witch and is now casting,” Molly said.

CZ whipped around, eyes wide, before responding to his brother on the phone, too far away to be audible. That was all the confirmation Joan needed.

“Come home, Joan,” Molly said. “Now.”

“On my way,” Joan reported, and the line went dead.







TWO
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They parted at the mouth of the subway station with promises to call each other later that night and recap their respective families’ level of sheer alarm, CZ heading toward the human side to take a train to his pack’s headquarters in Queens and Joan heading uptown via the HERMES transport network to the Greenwood Mansion, her heart lodged in her throat, strangling her half to death.

As she fumbled in her duffel bag, fishing for the black plastic card she hadn’t used in nearly a year—dredging the horrible depths of her disorganized packing job and dislodging ChapSticks, receipts, a small lotion, pens, more pens, an endless stream of pens—she was left to parse why exactly Molly’s phone call had unsettled her so.

On the surface, it was obvious why this news would send the Greenwoods straight into a panic. If humans started becoming witches left and right, they’d need to be properly taught and acclimated to witch society somehow, which would be a burden on the magic world’s infrastructure. If it was a spell that made this happen, then the Greenwoods wouldn’t want that power in any random person’s hands—they’d want to control how the witch population grew, and when, and who these newly turned humans were loyal to.

There would be those in the witch world who viewed this as a threat to their power. Joan, however, cared little for the power of witches. That was the byproduct of not being able to cast herself, an affliction entirely unheard of before her birth—sometimes children were born without the ability to channel magic and were thus deemed human, but no one had been born with the ability to channel, indeed an unusually strong ability to channel, yet completely unable to control the magic with spells. Without the power to form magic into spells that could influence the world, Joan’s ability to channel was utterly useless. Like drawing breath but never actually processing the air in her bloodstream—inhaling without breathing. She had been forced to find other ways to define herself, and an architecture degree, grad school, they had all guided her forward.

She located the dingy card and jogged down the steps, swiping the card through a nondescript seam in the wall tile and stepping through an invisible barrier with the surface tension of a bubble. The moment she was through, the noise of a thousand commuters faded.

Inside the HERMES 51st Street Station, a large, polished lobby greeted her. Anywhere there were major transit systems, witches had hacked them, creating mirror realms over human stations and using portals instead of trains to move faster. Witches were entwined deep in human history and innovation.

Joan navigated quickly to one of the four lines, picking the one she thought would move fastest and, as always, somehow managing to select the slowest. She tapped a foot impatiently, pulled out her phone, and put it back. There was no reception here. Too much raw magic charged the air, and though it was present everywhere, latent in the world, anywhere witches concentrated, it could sicken humans and mess with electronic signals. Magic was only manageable when schooled into spells.

Around her, all types of witches murmured to one another scandalously. Apparently, Molly hadn’t had as much of a head start as she thought, because as Joan shuffled forward behind an East Asian man and a South Asian woman, she could hear their excited whispers.

“It can’t honestly be true.”

The woman scoffed. “If it were, someone would have figured out how to do it by now. Why today? Why now?”

“Something old that the historians unearthed? Or a hobbyist? I don’t know,” the man guessed. “Or a new spell.”

“They keep track of spellmakers. If it’s new, then the person behind it would be a fool to send it out to the public without letting the Greenwoods know.”

“Unless the Greenwoods do know,” the man said with a waggle of his eyebrows. “Who’s to say they’re not the ones behind this?”

“Valeria seems too competent to leak it.”

Dad would, Joan thought. Anything to try and destabilize Aunt Val so he can get named Head Witch of New York. The fast way would have been to challenge her to a Scales Law duel that granted the winner their opponent’s social title and property, but doing so would weaken the family.

“Merlin might.” The man’s voice hushed here, and he glanced around fearfully without actually noticing Joan, which was fine; she was kind of a recluse, so people likely didn’t know her face that well. Plus, it had been seven years, and in that time, Joan had cut all her ringlets to her collarbone, gotten a septum ring, nose ring, cartilage piercings, a couple of tattoos—

“Next,” the attendant called, and the man and woman stepped forward to show their black cards and identify a destination. The HERMES system was nationwide and extended from the local subway portals to secret airport-like buildings that could pop you across state or country lines.

No one around her seemed overly concerned with the news; it was still just a rumor. To them, maybe it wouldn’t make a difference at all if humans could become witches. Maybe it was the dawn of an amazing new age, a way to shift the demographics to favor their kind and force a closer merger with the human world, though witches tended to enjoy the exclusive club that was the magic world.

Why did Joan feel so concerned, then?

If Joan were a good little soldier, she’d already be thinking about telling her family the news had hit and people were gossiping that the Greenwoods themselves were behind it. Joan liked to think she was not a good little soldier, even though she was currently on her way to the Upper East Side because her older sister had said Jump! and Joan had replied How high?

“Hello?” said the attendant, an androgynous white person with perfectly coiffed blonde hair. Likely for at least the second time.

“Right, sorry.” Joan fumbled her card out again, nearly throwing it at them. They were clearly not paid enough to put up with her nonsense, and they swiped it nimbly out of her hand and held it to the magicked tablet that registered her identity.

Their eyebrows shot up. “Joan Gre—”

“Madison, East 63rd,” Joan interrupted, with what she hoped was an apologetic smile but maybe was more of a feral grimace. Please do not out me in this subway station, dear gods.

“Of course,” the attendant sputtered, turning to the massive mirror behind them, raising their hands to cast in a few quick movements that helped shape the spell they were forming.

Joan stepped through the mirror, in one side and out the other, entering the next station with the feeling of walking through mist.

Shaking off the odd, small feeling of vertigo that resulted from changing locations so abruptly, she hustled up the stairs, really starting to feel grimy from the hours-long train ride, then the sweating around New York City. The Greenwood family mansion (one of several, but the main one) was around the corner, and when she arrived at the front gate, she needed only to put a hand on it for the powerful wards to recognize her and open up.

It was her aunt’s house, technically, and the central working hub of New York witches, though the whole Greenwood family lived there. All the (many) windows were lit up as she approached through the small front courtyard, though the only person outside was George, Merlin’s ghost chauffeur, sitting on a bench and going fuzzy around the edges the moment a breeze shifted through him.

“Miss Joan!” he said excitedly, standing up.

“George! Is that a new bow tie?” she teased.

“Did you just get in? Who picked you up?” he asked, wearing the same dark blue bow tie he’d probably been wearing for thirty years at least, his suit crisp, his gray hair slicked, and his mustache well oiled. Merlin didn’t like to be reminded that George was dead, so he was in a mostly corporeal form, with colors solid enough that he couldn’t be seen through.

“No one,” Joan said cheerily. “Well, CZ. I was completely forgotten about until Molly called.”

“Ah,” George said sympathetically. “Welcome home, then.” Ghosts didn’t classify as a specific magical species, as everyone died eventually and almost no one really wanted to, so they tended to hang around for ages until the universe recycled them. Magical creatures, though they lived much longer than humans, moved on the quickest, since their magic usually got folded back into the worldwide magical currents long before humans did.

Joan hopped up the first step to the door. “How bad is it in there?”

“Judging by the number of people who have come and gone… quite,” George said pleasantly. “But, of course, the spells are meant to keep me from overhearing.”

“If only magic worked on ghosts,” Joan said dryly. But it passed right through them. No body, no way for magic to manipulate it.

George gave a little bow. “If only, Miss Joan.”

Joan shook her head with a laugh and hopped up the remaining stairs to the door before placing a hand on the knob.

But her hand wouldn’t turn.

The moment she crossed the threshold, their problems would become hers. She was here to serve the family and whatever the family was wrestling with. She’d been eighteen when she left for college, and she’d never had any real responsibilities, being so young, but what contact she’d gotten from her parents over the years had been clear: We paid for your degrees, so now you return home to do as we say.

“Miss Joan?” George asked politely.

“Sorry, George,” she replied softly. “Cold feet.” Another breeze made goose bumps rise on her arm.

“I think often, Miss Joan, about how few things there are in this world that cannot be undone.”

Joan whipped around, searching his face for some deeper meaning, but it was perfectly composed, as always. George was unwaveringly committed to Merlin in death, as he’d been committed to Merlin’s father in life. Joan had spent years trying to worm her way into a joking relationship with him, and what they had now was as far as he had ever seemed willing to go.

But that statement hit her like a truck.

There were so few things that could not be undone. She stepped over the threshold. She… could step back one day. One day.

She could do that; she could change her mind later.

Carved into the stone above the door, the Greenwood family logo looked down on her, a coffin with a scythe in the background, wrapped in ivy.

Joan pushed the door open.
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Inside, witches bustled from one side of the grand lobby to the other, their voices joining in a murmur loud enough to drown out the edges of Joan’s thoughts. The two-story lobby was framed by double curved staircases on either side, and as the door shut resolutely behind her, no one paused in their various quests.

There were menacing-looking witches watching everyone, dressed in matching black uniforms. Likely a private defense company that had been contracted by the Greenwoods to guard the house, which was a truly terrible sign of what was to come. The average witch knew only a small amount of offensive magic and certainly wasn’t trained for physical combat. These witches looked lethal.

Well, now that she was here, she would need to get things over with: find her family, listen to them talk at and over her for a while, retire to her childhood bedroom upstairs, sob in the shower, call CZ. A nearby potted plant stretched its leaves out to her in her agitation. It wasn’t real witchcraft; the magic in plants just liked Joan a lot.

If she knew her family—and despite her recent best efforts, she thought she did—they would be in Valeria’s study on the first floor.

Joan shoved through the crowd, stepping past expensive vases, priceless wall art, and the grand chandelier to fight her way to the wooden double doors of the study.

“You can’t go in there,” a sharply dressed witch said, half stepping into Joan’s way.

Joan shied back in frank shock. “Why not?”

“The Greenwoods are having a private meeting,” the witch said impatiently, tucking their long black hair behind their ears. “Wait out here.”

“The Greenwoods are having a private meeting,” Joan repeated faintly. She clamped down on a do you know who I am? because that was obnoxious, and this assistant or whatever was just trying to do their job. But come on now, this was a bit ridiculous, wasn’t it? Did she have to be on some sort of guest list to roam her own childhood home? Worse, was she so entirely unrecognizable? She’d passed portraits on her way over, an endless stream of stately oil paintings. Grandparents, great-aunts, distant cousins. Down the hallway Joan could see her mother’s portrait done in deep brown skin tones, her father’s pale face staring down at her, Valeria’s stately grace and eternally gray hair, Molly’s springboard curls and brown skin—but not Joan.

“Okay, can you please move?” Joan said, trying not to be mean but really starting to reach the end of her roughly one-inch rope.

The witch looked alarmed. “I said—”

“Pardon me,” a voice said behind Joan. “I think we’re meant to join that meeting?”

Joan whirled to find a frankly gorgeous Black woman behind her, dressed in a neat dark blue button-down and black pencil skirt, sensible heels on her feet. Her box braids were pulled back into a matching blue scarf. Her lips were a respectable dark red. Her chin was held high, which gave her a commanding enough aura that her complete lack of height was less noticeable.

She was looking at Joan as curiously as Joan was looking at her.

Beside her was a white woman with orange-brown hair, dressed in very expensive-looking clothing. She barely glanced Joan’s way.

“Ms. Collins, Ms. Ganon,” the doorkeeper said, “we’ve been expecting you. Please step in.” They nudged Joan out of the way, knocked, and opened the door, ushering Ms. Collins and Ms. Ganon inside.

Joan came to her senses in time to wedge her foot in the door as it closed—which, ow—and bodily shoulder the outraged gatekeeper to the side so she could palm the door back open.

“Ma’am!” the witch cried, wobbling before they lifted their hands, settling into the start of a binding spell Joan could recognize on sight alone—even if she did suck at casting, she still knew all the standard spells by heart.

“Oh my fucking god,” Joan ground out, shoving the door open wider to reveal the study. “Someone tell this person I am a Greenwood.”

Inside, Valeria, Head and High Witch of New York and Manhattan, respectively, was sitting behind her massive wooden desk in a lovely gray suit. Her lips quirked in the ghost of a smile as she looked at the door, and Joan, the flustered attendant, and Ms. Collins, who had wheeled in alarm, though this Ganon woman was scanning the room.

“Francesca, darling,” Valeria said, “you don’t know Joan, my niece?”

Someone, presumably Francesca, gasped like she’d been shot in the stomach, but Joan’s pride kept her from turning. Pride and maybe some animal instinct that knew better than to put her back to her father, Merlin Greenwood, who was standing behind one of the large leather armchairs, gripping it like it had personally wronged him, his salt-and-pepper hair looking a little run through.

“Joan!” Molly said, rising from the couch where she’d been sitting next to their mother, Selene. “Sorry, I forgot to warn everyone you were coming.”

“She should have been recognized on sight,” Selene said disapprovingly, her wavy black sew-in gathered neatly over one shoulder.

“Forgive Francesca; she’s new,” Valeria said. “And you, Joan, never come home.”

“I am so sorry!” Francesca said, on the verge of a wail, and Joan wouldn’t have been surprised to find Francesca had fallen to her knees in outright horror at the faux pas, but Joan still wasn’t turning around; she was accepting a hug from her sister, who was wearing neat beige work attire that blended in perfectly with all the wood and leather in the sizeable study.

“Hey, Mol,” Joan said softly, pulling her sister to her chest, avoiding eye contact with their father over Molly’s back. “Can you maybe euthanize me real quick? Preemptively.”

“Sorry again,” Molly whispered.

“Joan!” Merlin said, straightening. “You’re back in town?”

This was the first knife to Joan’s ribs.

“You’re early, aren’t you?” Selene said with a frown, another knife.

“I sent you all my information,” Joan protested weakly.

“She’s perfectly on time,” Valeria said. “You two forgot about her.”

“So did you,” Merlin replied, a bit petulantly.

“I did not. I simply never made any promises to her in the first place.” Valeria rose from her chair. “Come here, Joan.”

Joan obediently separated from Molly to hug her aunt, becoming acutely aware of her own griminess as she pressed against her aunt’s silk shirt. “Sorry,” she muttered generally, because it seemed the safest way to cover her bases.

“You really should have showered before coming here,” Merlin said, having made no effort to cross the room to her. “You look a mess.”

“Merlin,” Selene sighed, rubbing her forehead in irritation, but also not moving from her seat. “Joan, you should have called. I’d have sent a car.”

Ms. Collins cleared her throat. “Should we come back?”

“Nonsense,” Valeria said, having already left Joan to sit back down. “We need your expertise, Grace. When we called Fiona in, she insisted you come with her. She says you’ve studied with her?”

“I did, back home in Atlanta,” Grace confirmed. “She tutored me in spellmaking.”

Fiona smiled, wire-rimmed glasses glinting on her face. “My best student.”

Grace… why is that name familiar?

The room resumed their work as if the youngest Greenwood child hadn’t just returned home to build a life here after seven years away.

Joan let her bag slide off her body, ignoring Merlin’s disapproving glare when it thumped onto the Persian rug.

Valeria forged on. “Fiona’s been throwing around the word prodigy like it’s nothing, but you did always have a flair for the dramatic, didn’t you?”

Joan, staring at Fiona Ganon’s back, watched it stiffen.

“I don’t use the word lightly.”

Valeria’s smile was icy. “I assume you’ve both heard about this ascended human?”

Grace kept darting nervous glances Joan’s way as Joan noisily took a seat in an armchair, but Grace cleared her throat and addressed Valeria. “I have heard, yes. At least, the rumors of a human who seems to be attracting magic.”

“We have eyewitness reports of a human channeling magic into some sort of light spell last night before disappearing into the Night Market. We are beyond the scope of rumors,” Selene said dryly. “Witches on the scene confirmed a spell signature that indicated the human had been cast on.”

“Our top priority is, obviously, ascertaining how this happened,” Valeria said, picking up the threads. “A new spell? A freak accident? We need to know, and we would like you to stay close by, should you have any insight into how one might achieve these ends.”

“Do you?” Merlin said. “Have any insight?” There was a sharp, suspicious gleam to his eye. “Perhaps Wista Redd employed you to—”

“Enough, Merlin,” Valeria cut in. “This is not an accusation.”

Merlin threw up his hands. “Maybe it should be. We’ve been getting nowhere all day—no one can point a finger, but everyone knows a finger must be pointed.”

“So, you’re looking for both the human and the witch who must have changed them? I can assure you, I did not write such a spell,” Grace said. Grace. Grace, Grace, Grace who has ties to Wista Redd in Brooklyn—oh, CZ mentioned her.

“Neither did I,” Fiona said. “I got into town only an hour ago.”

“All we have is your word,” Selene said apologetically, always smoothing over what Merlin had done. “We know Fiona, but you, Grace, are a new player on the scene.”

Joan gnawed on her knuckle to avoid letting out a scream. Selene made meaningful eye contact with her.

Joan removed the knuckle from her mouth, a chastised toddler.

She had to quietly get through being in this room. Despite the fact that she wanted to crawl out of her skin expeditiously. Time away had lowered her tolerance, she could feel that acutely. Merely existing in here made her a bit winded. Her body still knew what her mind had tried to bury—looking at Merlin, she saw every screaming match they’d ever had. Every school play he’d ever missed, every senseless comment that had hurt her feelings. Looking at Selene, she saw every time her mother had apologized on her father’s behalf, then proceeded to tell Joan it was easiest to just do what he asked.

Fiona leaned into Grace subtly, a small signal sent.

“I will submit to a truth spell,” Grace said, her voice carefully level. Rehearsed, like she had expected this. Smart. Or maybe completely naive, to expect this and still walk into the room.

“Perfect,” Merlin said, rolling back the sleeves of his dark gray button-down. “I’ll do the honors.” His eagerness rubbed Joan precisely the wrong way—as did his personality, his dismissal of her, the fact that he had forgotten his own child was coming into town—and she felt she might burst as waves of familiar ire crawled up her chest. She was so, so mentally unstable. Her previous commitment to silence vanished into thin air.

“No, no,” Joan said, just to be a complete dickhead. “Let me.”

“I see your time away hasn’t cured you of your poor sense of humor,” Merlin replied.

“No, I remain deathly ill in that regard,” Joan said.

A smile flickered across Grace’s lips before she crushed it like an ant.

“Be gentle, Dad,” Molly said with an apologetic smile in Grace’s direction. A smile Grace did not return as she faced Merlin’s magic with her spine ramrod straight.

Joan watched with her arms crossed tightly over her chest as her father’s fingers danced in the air. He muttered a string of words under his breath as the truth spell took shape. The most advanced spellcasters could manipulate magic without moving or speaking, but Merlin certainly wasn’t among them.

Not that Joan was in any position to judge.

Magic, latent in the air, thickened into threads and flowed toward him to be caught and manipulated by the bounds of the spell. Unlike most witches, Joan could see it without the help of spelled glasses. Like ghostly hands around Grace’s neck.

“Grace Collins,” Merlin said, “did you write the spell that produced witchhood in a human?”

Grace’s voice came out of her in a burst. “No.”

“Do you know how to craft a spell like that?” he continued.

“Only the basic considerations—you need to first grant them the ability to channel magic, then teach them to shape it. The former is, as far as I know, an impossibility on any sort of permanent basis. Spells fade, eventually, as they use up their magic manipulating the world.”

Words pushed at Joan’s lips. And on a temporary basis? she wanted to ask. Could someone temporarily grant themself the ability to attract magic? But she was not going to help her family with this quest; she was still trying to puzzle out why she cared at all.

Valeria spoke up to tack on a question. “Do you have knowledge of anyone who might be able to create a spell like that?”

“Not specifically,” Grace said. “Any spellmaker could write it, but I can’t think of one who might have possibly solved the problem of how. No one was publishing research on it, at least.”

Merlin did not look particularly strained by the spell, likely because truth spells weren’t so far off from persuasion spells, which were his specialty. Grace, on the other hand, was gripping her handbag so tightly, it was pushing the blood from her fingers.

“Let her go,” Joan cut in.

The room looked at her, as if remembering anew she was even here.

“She can handle it,” Fiona said. She was vaguely familiar to Joan; perhaps they’d met before. If the family wasn’t making her undergo a truth spell, then they must have worked with her rather extensively in the past.

“If you have no more questions,” Joan added. “It’s not good for her, and I can’t imagine you’re winning her favor by forcing her to do this. I thought we wanted her to work for us.”

“She submitted willingly,” Merlin said gruffly.

Valeria waved a hand, and Merlin released Grace after a few moments of deliberate hesitation, just to prove Valeria didn’t control him (even though she did). Grace sagged, looking for a moment like she might collapse entirely under the strain. But as Joan prepared to lunge out of her chair and catch the woman, Grace straightened.

Fiona kept her chin high. They were close, Joan could see that, but not close enough for Fiona to look anything less than perfect before the Greenwoods.

“If I learn anything, you will be the first to know,” Grace said to Valeria.

Valeria hummed a pensive note, sitting back in her chair. “I want you to recreate it.”

“Valeria,” Selene said chidingly. “We agreed that wasn’t a path we wanted to go down.”

“That was several hours ago, when we thought our informants might turn something up and we could squash it or buy it off this rogue witch,” Valeria said. “This is now. Someone’s already cracked it, and I cannot deal with a spell I do not understand. We’re well past simple containment. Grace, recreate this spell. You will have whatever resources you need at your disposal. Fiona claims you will be better positioned to do such a thing than she is, but she’ll help you. Or not; I don’t care which of you it comes from.”

Grace’s lips pressed into a line. She slid a glance Fiona’s way. “I don’t feel that sort of magic is to be messed with.”

Merlin clucked his tongue, a patronizing smile on his face. “Leave the repercussions to us, Ms. Collins.”

Grace’s hard gaze settled on Merlin, unflinchingly. Joan was beginning to feel like she wanted to befriend this woman, and quickly.

“She’ll do it,” Fiona replied. “Her abilities allow her to see and predict the movement of magic; it’s one of a kind and makes her spellmaking more advanced than mine.”

“Of course I will,” Grace said in acquiescence, giving Fiona another meaningful look, and the moment Valeria dismissed them, Grace was out the door.

Fiona hesitated a moment longer, gaze tracking to Joan curiously, but Valeria sent her an impatient glance. “We’ll be in touch, Fiona.”

Fiona’s mouth snapped shut. She nodded, once, and left.

Joan had seen enough social climbers to recognize one on the spot.

“She wants an official place in your employ,” Selene said, once the doors had closed behind them. “You know that.”

“If she can solve this spell for me, I’ll give it to her gladly,” Valeria replied. “We are our reputation; we cannot risk this spinning out of our control. Whoever holds that spell could gain unimaginable financial, political, and social power.”

“Hell, if she can solve the spell, I’ll make her rich,” Merlin said, fingers drumming. “If we can control that sort of magic, we control the humans entirely. An endless supply of people grateful to the Greenwoods for giving them power.”

“That is not what we’ll use it for,” Valeria said. “We won’t be growing the witch population recklessly.”

Merlin huffed. “Like how the vampires can turn anyone they want, on top of biological procreation? They outnumber us two to one. Don’t get me started on the fae population. They have a million kids each, all guaranteed to possess abilities and, worse, outlive us.”

“Then it’s a good thing we’re not at war,” Joan said sharply. Merlin wasn’t the only witch who nervously eyed the vampires’ ability to turn humans, but with the power and money he wielded, he was one of the most dangerous. It was a small mercy he wasn’t technically in charge here, but there were plenty of people like him across the witch world. In California, witches trained in offensive magic and operated as a sort of police presence, enforcing witch rules on other magical creatures.

“Don’t be naive, Joan,” Merlin dismissed, not even paying her the courtesy of looking in her direction.

“The vampires keep track of their own population, produce very few biological children, and there are rules about turning humans,” Valeria said.

“Rules we set in place,” Merlin countered. “Rules that they could, at any moment, decide to stop following.”

Joan groaned, loud enough to make a point, and rubbed her face.

“Maybe you want to go upstairs and shower, my love?” Selene said, not unkindly, but still a clear indication that Joan was absolutely not needed here.

Joan kept rubbing her eyes, and eventually her family settled back into their discussion about next steps, but her brain was humming with new information. I don’t feel that sort of magic is to be messed with.

Was that why this news had freaked Joan out? Some feeling that they were messing with cosmic forces whose consequences could be vast? No, that was too abstract.

Her family was in a real, genuine tizzy with this news, the house was full despite the evening hour, and they were calling in spellmakers, both people they’d worked with before and random witches who had no track record of loyalty, to do things like craft forbidden spells. And it was in such contrast to the HERMES and the buzzy but generally nonchalant way the news had hit all the regular magical creatures in this city. Exciting, but not disastrous.

Joan sat up straighter.

That was it. She didn’t have some personal fear of the repercussions of this power. No, as Joan looked around at her bickering family, she saw why this news unsettled her—because she didn’t know what her family would do.

Because Merlin was already talking about turning his own personal army.

Because Joan wasn’t afraid of what humans might do with the ability to become witches or what another witch might do with this magic—she was afraid, very specifically, of what lengths the Greenwood family would go to in order to protect, to grow, their power.

Shit.
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Joan excused herself from the room after fifteen of the longest minutes of her life, swinging by the kitchen to raid the well-stocked pantry for whatever dried fruit was Selene’s latest obsession and then getting in the shower.

She stood under the spray, contemplating her family’s alignments. Valeria, at least, had said she didn’t intend to turn humans into loyal followers en masse. She could typically be trusted to keep her brother in check. But Joan had been away for a long time, and Merlin had spent his life obsessed with the Greenwood legacy. This was a major carrot dangled in front of him.

She exited the shower. Her childhood bedroom was a patterned green, and it looked like something out of Architectural Digest rather than the mind of a ten-year-old because Joan had only been allowed to pick some colors, not the actual furniture. Children ruined interior design, her parents had explained to her—in vaguer, more passive-aggressive terms than that, but the message was clear. This would always be the official Greenwood residence, not so much the warm, fuzzy home of a kid.

She had a queen bed as the centerpiece and a small balcony off to the side. The adjoining bathroom was also green and respectably large. By the time Joan emerged from her shower to pull wrinkled pajamas out of her duffel bag, the house was still buzzing very faintly with noise.

It was abominably early, but she’d rather be crushed in a trash compactor than venture back into that hellscape downstairs, so Joan got into bed and closed her eyes, just for a second. She’d had a very hard day and deserved a moment of rest.

She woke to darkness outside her window and her phone vibrating on her nightstand. She’d been awake only a second ago, and the level of disorientation she was now experiencing forced a despairing groan from deep in her chest as she slapped around, trying to pull her phone to her ear. Her watch indicated it was one AM, which was embarrassing, because it had been no later than five thirty when she closed her eyes.

Words wouldn’t form in her mouth, so she kind of made a high-pitched questioning noise, like a particularly fucked-up bird.

“Oh, finally,” CZ said, panting slightly, which meant he was really in a bind, because he truly didn’t need much air. “I need help.”

Another bird noise, this one slightly more formed, but still unintelligible to anyone who wasn’t her best friend in the whole entire world.

“You didn’t call me, so I assumed you were sleeping, or dead; I didn’t know which you’d find preferable. Anyways, I went on with my life after meeting with my family and took a little stroll around the Night Market and—No don’t touch that, okay, okay, sit tight—” CZ’s voice muffled as he talked to someone in the background.

Joan managed to coherently say his name and hoped she’d tacked a question mark onto the end.

“I need you to come over,” he said. “I have committed crimes the likes of which the world has never seen.”

That woke Joan up. She threw the covers off her body, darted a glance at the door, and still cupped her hand over the phone to shield her voice. “Murder, CZ? On my first night back? Really?”

“Not murder—TRASH CAN, THROW UP IN THE TRASH CAN—something worse.”

Joan scrambled to get out of bed, looking desperately for a pair of pants. “Worse than murder? Also, who the fuck is there?”

“The person I stole,” CZ said.

Joan set her phone down on the dresser to shimmy into her joggers, leaning toward it to whisper-scream, “You stole a person!?”

“Get here first, answers after you arrive, and hurry up. I need to go clean up vomit,” CZ said, and hung up the phone. He texted moments later with his new address.

Though she was utterly bewildered, Joan’s hesitation was nonetheless brief. CZ called, she answered. This was a law of the universe. The only uncertainty was how to get out of the house. It sounded like people might still be awake, which made sneaking down the corridor risky. The only other way out was…

Joan rifled in the back of her closet and was relieved to find her rope was still in its little, innocuous box, left between several sketchbooks and her clarinet from when she’d been forced to pick up the instrument for two years until her parents begged her to stop making such gods-awful noises.

She pulled the rope out triumphantly, and the movements returned like muscle memory—throw open the balcony doors, tie one end to two of the metal bars, swing her leg over the banister. She’d snuck out in high school this way many a time, mainly to wander the grounds and sketch because she didn’t really have friends to party with. After Joan twisted her ankle once and made enough noise that Molly had caught her, Molly had then been so kind as to charm the rope to make Joan semi-weightless when on it, and thus less likely to crash down to her untimely death.

Time had eaten away at the spell, dwindling the amount of magic that had been pushed into it during Molly’s original casting. Luckily it still held, though it was less effective.

Joan was grateful for it as she lowered herself into the hedges, remembering only when her feet hit the carefully manicured mulch that she hadn’t jammed shoes on. She pulled herself back up to gain a pair of sneakers.

By the time she was darting around the house for the side gate, she was enormously sweaty from all the stress. Joan was reaching for the handle when a voice cut through the courtyard.

“You know you’re an adult, right?” Valeria said, and Joan yelped, effectively annihilating her stealth mission. Valeria was sitting on a stone bench, entirely shrouded in shadow. Her gray hair was unbound, loose around her shoulders.

“You just sit out here? At one AM?” Joan gasped, clutching her chest like she was one hundred and eight. “Shouldn’t you be in bed with your wife?”

“Ronnie gave up waiting for me on nights like this long ago,” Valeria said. “Don’t deflect—as I was saying, you are an adult. If you’d like to leave at all hours of the night, you can exit through the front door instead of over the balcony on that ridiculous old-fashioned rope.”

Joan straightened her hoodie self-consciously. “You know about that?”

Valeria’s returning look was long-suffering. “I know about everything on these grounds.”

“Do Mom and Dad?”

“This isn’t their house,” Valeria said. “Technically. All the spells are keyed to me. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. Besides, I thought it was funny. A rope, Joan? An honest-to-Circe rope? What are you, a pirate swinging from the mast of a ship?”

“Better than a string of bedsheets,” Joan grumbled. “I’m going; don’t tell anyone.”

Valeria’s chuckle was soft. “It’s good to have you back in town, Jo. But don’t worry, I won’t hold my breath waiting for you to say it back. Be careful out there.”

Joan nodded her agreement, unsure if Valeria could even see her through the darkness, before slipping out the gate, orienting herself toward Hell’s Kitchen, and taking off.
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Joan hadn’t been to this apartment before. It was new, the result of a pay raise at CZ’s soulless, corporate Wall Street finance job. And generational wealth.

She knew it had been a little bit of an event in his family when he moved—his brother lived close to their parents and aunt in Queens, as it was their pack’s home territory. But CZ had insisted on carving out a life for himself away from their long shadow, and it had taken him here.

The exterior looked like every other New York apartment building in the area, and Joan texted the moment she hit the front door to be buzzed up. The response was instantaneous.

As she climbed the steps to his unit, sweating even worse than before, her thoughts began to catch up with her. CZ had kidnapped someone. Likely for good reason; CZ wasn’t prone to making bad decisions. He was silly sometimes, sure, naturally rather nocturnal, and he could drink you under the table, but he was a good guy, Your Honor, and she’d testify to that effect on the stand.

Before she could knock, CZ was practically ripping the door off its hinges, a wild look in his red-brown eyes.

“Finally.”

“I can’t run at superspeed,” Joan said, stepping inside without preamble. “Oh my god, this is so much space.”

“I know, right, and it was a deal. I feel like it needs a renovation, blackout curtains, whatever—you’ll have to design it for me, Mister Big Man Architecture, and find me some nice plants to liven the space up,” CZ said, gesturing at the entryway, the kitchen bordering it, the living room beyond. It was a warehouse-esque space with exposed metal rafters and impossibly high ceilings.

“If you dodge the federal kidnapping charges, absolutely,” Joan said.

“Right.” CZ closed the door, then locked and deadbolted it. “Mik!” he called. “Come out!”

Well, the person was at least not chained up, another point in CZ’s favor. A likely indication that it wasn’t a full kidnapping. She’d present this evidence on the stand beside her testimony. It was unclear if this would be a witch trial or one set in the human world—maybe a vampire one? She’d need to be prepared for all legal systems.

From the block of rooms at the back of the rectangular space, someone shuffled out of a doorway, a trash can in their hands.

Their head was shaved close, their skin a very light sun-darkened brown, and their cheekbones high, rounded, and flushed red. They were dressed in a hoodie Joan could recognize as CZ’s and boxer shorts that Joan guessed were also CZ’s.

Joan turned to CZ, eyebrow raised. “A hookup?”

“What, no,” CZ said, walking to Mik’s side and gesturing at them. “Joan, this is Mik. I found them at the Night Market and had to lend them some clothes after they threw up on theirs because of the magic.”

“Hi, Mik, I’m Joan,” Joan said, walking forward and offering a hand.

Mik stared at it, dazed and sweaty. “I’m sorry for my appearance,” they said. “I’m having a really bad night. Or week, really. A bad life.”

“We’ve all been there,” Joan assured. “The market’s magic can be tough on humans, but the adverse effects will fade in a few hours.” Any creature would get magic poisoning from a high enough dose of raw magic, but humans had the lowest tolerance.

“Oh no, sorry, wow, I really didn’t explain anything on the phone, did I?” CZ said with a wince and a laugh that bordered on delirious. “This isn’t because of the Night Market—this is a reaction to their own magic.”

“You’re a witch?” Joan blurted. She’d assumed human based on how sick they seemed. “Did you channel past your limits?”

“I’m not a witch,” Mik confirmed. “I don’t remember much, but I remember that. I am totally human.”

Joan made meaningful eyes at CZ, explain what the fuck this is eyes.

CZ performed a stupid flourish. “Joan, let me introduce you to the human who recently ascended to witchhood: Mik Batbayar.”

Mik, to punctuate this point, threw up in their trash can.
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This was, maybe, the worst-case scenario.

“I’d rather you’d killed someone,” Joan said, pacing the floor.

“Hey,” Mik said weakly, a bag of wrapped ice on their forehead as they reclined on the couch.

CZ stood protectively over Mik with his arms crossed. “Trust me, I also would rather I killed someone.”

“Hey,” Mik said, louder this time.

“Of all the people in New York to bring home, you chose someone witches are desperately searching for?” Joan said, pointing viciously in Mik’s direction. “My family wants them bad; they want to know how to replicate the spell.”

“My family is also looking for Mik, as are the fae, most likely,” CZ said. “Maybe even people beyond the regular Sun and Moon Creature split are looking for Mik. I don’t know! Maybe the fucking dryads are looking for them! I am well aware of how hunted they are. Witches aren’t the only ones interested in the ability to grant casting magic to another species.”

Fuck. That made sense.

“It’s my fault,” Mik said. “I begged CZ for help. I was… very disoriented. I don’t remember anything that’s happened in the last week. My name is Mik, I’m from New Jersey, I come into the city regularly. I work in book publishing. I heard about a magic market that happens in Owl’s Head Park at night, which was a total joke, but my coworker managed to score us an in, so I thought—okay, maybe it’s a really cool market, I wonder what sort of tricks they’re playing to make people think it’s magic. I went a week ago and then”—Mik made some exploding gestures with their hands—“poof. Gone.”

“Until tonight,” Joan prompted.

“Until last night. I woke up in a strange tent, no coworker to be seen, stumbled outside, and just kind of took off running. I didn’t know who was after me or whatever? But I had a feeling someone wanted me, and I had to get out. And I freaked out, and it had been so dark in the tent, and, like, a bunch of light burst out of my skin and everyone was looking at me, so I ran and hid. I moved every time someone got close. For like a day, but then I was getting hungry from all the throwing up, so I was looking for food and trying to figure out how to get out of the damn market because maybe my parents could help? And I ran right into CZ.”

“Casting magic is nullified within the Night Market,” Joan said. “How did you cast a light spell inside the borders?”

“It’s not totally nullified for them,” CZ countered. “But whatever they were doing was pretty tame, until I got them out of the market bounds and things kind of exploded.”

That was its own question, tacked onto an increasingly long list of them.

Mik went on, their tone growing in urgency. “Do you think my friend is dead? She wasn’t even really a friend, more an acquaintance. But I got out, and one moment I was shoplifting some food—”

“Fae food,” CZ muttered. “I thought I was rescuing some hapless human from dancing all night. I’ll never be merciful again.”

“You save humans from the market all the time,” Joan muttered back.

“And then CZ was showing me out of the market,” Mik continued, a worryingly frantic gleam in their eye. “And telling me to go home. But as soon as we crossed the boundary, I got scared and… I don’t know, reached for something, and it felt like a tornado was funneling into my body, but I had no idea what to do with all the energy, and then I passed out, and when I woke up, CZ was carrying me. I threw up on myself.”

“Nightmare, by the way,” CZ said, wrinkling his nose. “I guessed that they were indeed casting based on the way Mik described it as funneling energy. Then the nausea—that happens to you too!”

It was true, when Joan attempted to cast, she usually felt a great gust of energy flowing through her before her spell broke and she got nauseous. And now that Joan focused, she could see the way magic was curling curiously around Mik, attracted to them.

“It’s not necessarily casting,” Joan murmured.

“You’re going to be pedantic right now?” CZ said.

“I’m just saying. Casting is the part where you manipulate magic into changing the world, through spells typically. Mik is mostly just channeling, like what I do. Do you know spells, Mik?”

“Maybe some rhyming stuff from books. Is that real?”

“No.” Joan hesitated. “Mostly no. How did you make the lights burst from your skin?”

“I said, ‘I wish it wasn’t so fucking dark,’ and then something happened—ah!” Mik slapped at their arm, where a tiny orb of light was emerging. Joan’s gaze snapped up to where an unsteady tide of magic shifted toward Mik.

“That’s ridiculous as fuck, is that a spell?” CZ asked.

“Mik, say never mind,” Joan instructed, watching magic wind through Mik. This was actually rather fascinating, and for just a second, Joan wondered if a spell like the one on Mik could grant her the ability to cast properly.

Another orb emerged; Mik scratched at their skin. “Never mind, never mind! I really don’t want this—oh, I’m gonna be sick again.” They gagged, but the light snuffed out.

“Spells are containers for our desires,” Joan said. “Words, gestures, they create an impression of our will, and witches have found that certain words, in certain orders, under certain conditions, can produce consistent results with magic. Hence learned spells. But usually any witch will have a special affinity to a type of magic, and magic will respond to your simple desires without having to use a formal, preestablished spell.”

“So Mik has a light spell affinity, probably,” CZ said. “Mik! Congrats!”

“Can we get back to the story?” Joan said. “All this happened, and you decided to bring Mik here. Here, of all places.”

“The fuck else was I supposed to do, leave them half dead on the ground, throwing up, while magic swirled around us like a homing beacon?” CZ protested, looking meaningfully at Mik. I was saving my own ass was the implication, and that was probably true, though Joan was suspicious. CZ did regularly save humans from a prowling vampire or teasing fae. But she couldn’t believe he was silly enough to save this human while knowing they were also now a witch. Probably. Maybe.

He was such a softie.

Joan sighed, scrutinizing them both. “Mik, setting you loose in the world seems like a bad idea. Going to my family isn’t an option.”

“Or mine.” CZ paused a beat too long, dredged his next words up from the bottom of some deep well. “We need to figure out how to reverse it; it’s clearly making them sick, and it was against their will,” he said miserably. “We should figure out who did this to them, before they do it to some other human.”

Help them. CZ wanted to keep helping them. Keep harboring them. Protect them from several of the most powerful magic factions in the city. Find out who made them a witch.

“Cane,” Joan said warningly.

CZ threw his hands up, helpless, flustered. “Well, now that they’re here, how am I supposed to kick them back out? They are seriously unwell.”

“I am,” Mik said. “I am so unwell.” Their eyes were big and beseeching. “I’m unwell and I can’t go home to my parents like this. Right? I can’t, right?”

Joan searched desperately for a way out. Helping Mik would be throwing their lot in with a sinking ship, and Joan and CZ weren’t particularly capable people, something they’d spent many an evening lamenting, Joan drunk and CZ regrettably sober. They were second children, and though CZ did his best to help his family where he could, it was his brother who would be in charge one day.

But what were they supposed to do with Mik? Pack them a lunchbox and put them on the street corner to wait for a bus that would never come? Little more than blood in the predatory water of New York City? They were sick. They were sick and—and Joan didn’t want her family to be the one to find them.

Against her better judgment, Joan was feeling curious herself about what this spell could do.

So maybe it was empathy here, and maybe it was because CZ already seemed rather implicated, and maybe, just maybe, it was selfishness too.

“Cane,” she groaned.

CZ, clearly having gone through all five stages of grief before Joan even arrived, and having landed on helping Mik, sensed her crumbling resolve and latched on.

“It’s fine, it’ll be breezy. We find out how to undo it and never tell anyone about this ever. You’re unemployed, you’ve got time,” CZ pointed out. “And my apartment is warded.”

Joan’s glare could melt steel beams. “Uncalled for. I’m between jobs.”

“Unemployed with a trust fund,” CZ said. “So, you’re helping? I’d really like you to help me, because the more we talk about it, the more certain I am that I can’t throw them out onto the street at this point, pesky morals and all, but I also really don’t know what the fuck to do here. At least you managed to help them when they did the light thing.”

Mik moved the bag of ice back over their eyes. “I’ve probably been fired by now for missing a week of work. Maybe it’s not that bad? Could I go home and grab some clothes and stuff, buy a plane ticket? Disappear off the face of the earth? I don’t know.”

“Mik, I really don’t mean to scare you, but you will be more than fired if the people after you get their hands on you. They will dissect you,” Joan said, and saying it out loud was the final nail in her coffin. Her family wasn’t touching a hair on Mik’s shaved head. Not one tiny little stub of hair.

“Tell me you don’t mean that literally,” Mik said, sitting up. They hugged their arms to themself, fingers digging into the flesh of their biceps. “What the actual fuck are witches doing?”

Anything, anything they could. Joan had seen her family screw people over again and again. Humans, Moon Creatures, ancients, even other witches were all pawns for the Greenwoods to move across a board, to use and discard. No one wanted to be the one who lost the Greenwoods their five-hundred-year legacy of power, so anything was fair game. Even holding a human against their will and tormenting them with magical experiments to reverse engineer this spell. Joan had watched Valeria and Merlin ruin reputations, run families out of the city, mandate that vampires turn new vampires only within strict quotas, and even put attendance limits on certain fae revels to keep too many of them from banding together at once. All in the name of order. Power.

“You have no idea what kind of awful things they’ll do to stay on top of the magic world,” CZ said bitterly. The Greenwoods had kept their boots on the necks of the LaMortes for centuries. “Plus, you can’t afford to keep channeling magic and making yourself sick.”

“We should keep you here,” Joan continued, before swallowing past the tightness in her throat. “At least until I determine if my family can come up with a counterspell or a cure or whatever, and then I’ll steal it. Just… give us some time. Stay here.”

“But—”

“Mik, I know we haven’t known each other long, but I’d like to think we’re friends now,” CZ said.

“A stretch,” Mik muttered.

“And as your friend, I am asking you to give us a few days. I know maybe you can’t parse the magnitude of how fucked we all are, but Joan and I are really fucked if we’re found harboring you, and we have no idea what happens if someone else finds you. But, at minimum, if whoever took you originally gets their hands on you, they will probably continue whatever sick experiment they started. So. Stay inside. It’s a nice apartment—isn’t it a nice apartment, Joan?”

“It’s dusty,” Joan said. “But nice.”

“Dusty but nice!” CZ exclaimed.

Mik, after a long moment of silence, grunted. Joan chose to believe this was acceptance and waved CZ over so they could whisper by the door.

“Okay, you need to subtly ask around the Night Market to find out what happened to Mik and their coworker a week ago,” Joan said as they bent their heads together.

“And you need to use your big, sexy brain to figure out how to undo this, before the magic poisons them and makes them puke their organs out,” CZ said, bobbing his head along vigorously.

“I am not qualified for that,” Joan said. “And I can’t cast anything that will undo this spell, not without chaotic, sets-fire-to-things consequences.”

“But you’ve gotta know something? What leads does your family have?”

Nothing, apparently. They were spinning their wheels; they didn’t even know that this rumored human-turned-witch was someone in their early twenties who clearly hadn’t wanted this. They were looking for a witch and human like they might be in cahoots, when they should be looking for a solo witch with completely unknown intentions who was willing to kidnap to reach their goals.

All they had was…

Grace Collins, the spellmaker. And if pressed, maybe Fiona could be motivated to help Mik, if Joan could promise her the right things. But Grace was apparently the more skilled of the two.

“I’ve maybe got something,” Joan said begrudgingly.

“Perfect, keep me updated,” CZ said. “I’m heading back to the market before it closes to see if Mik’s disappearance made any ripples. You stay here and watch them.”

“What? I have my own house I snuck out of,” Joan protested, but CZ was already putting shoes on. It wasn’t fair; he’d had too long to think this all through, and Joan’s feeble brain was only now catching up.

“Mik, Joan’s gonna take care of you!” CZ called out. “Be back soon!”

Another groan.

“Have fun!” CZ said cheerily, and shut the door in Joan’s face.
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Joan risked leaving Mik alone long enough to run to a twenty-four-hour pharmacy to get anti-nausea meds and whatever food she could get her hands on, since CZ’s fridge was mainly décor. Décor filled with blood bags he got on ration via one of the many vampire bars that regulated blood distribution. Joan felt it was best Mik not look in there.

After a very brief crash course on the magic world and spellcasting specifically—This shit is real? Yes. You’re like an actual witch? Yes. With a broom? That’s a myth. But you cast spells. Witches do, yes, but I specifically can’t control my spells, so I usually avoid them. That sucks. Thanks—they watched TV while waiting for the meds to kick in and swapped backstories.

Joan was the misunderstood artist child of a prominent witch family; Mik was the second-generation immigrant child of two humans from Mongolia whom their parents had pinned their hopes and dreams onto, before they failed them by going into publishing.

Mik and Joan argued at various housewives in the show, then passed completely the fuck out before CZ returned, almost entirely empty-handed. Two missing humans wasn’t a big deal in the market. Humans went missing all the time—dinner for a vampire, a toy for the fae. Victims of their own curiosity. Truthfully, Joan wasn’t optimistic Mik’s coworker had survived. But everyone was still buzzing with the news that some human had ascended. Rumors were beginning to spiral out of control. Mik was the greatest con artist of their generation. Mik actually wasn’t a witch. Mik was a four-headed rat that had been blasted with magic by accident one evening and mutated.

Joan was quite fond of this last theory, and even Mik found it a little funny.

The next morning, Joan traded off the babysitting shift with CZ after confirming Mik’s nausea had faded, fairly certain they’d be okay so long as they stayed calm. They seemed to channel only when upset, like their body was unhappy with the world and reached out to magic to change it until Joan managed to distract them or talk them down. All they had to do was keep Mik temporarily calm. And around enough light that they didn’t panic and accidentally summon more orbs.

And locked up in a strange man’s apartment.

Joan returned to her own family with haste.

She entered through the front door this time and marched straight for Molly’s room, only to find it empty and bare. Unlived in.

It was almost eight AM, and enough of the house had risen that Joan could go down to the kitchen, corner the chef—very nicely—and ask about Molly’s whereabouts.

“She’s likely at home, Miss Joan,” the cook said, pulling out a container of oatmeal.

“She’s not up there,” Joan countered.

“I mean her home in Tribeca, with her boyfriend.” The chef was too familiar with the Greenwoods to be much bothered by Joan.

“Molly moved out?” Joan blurted in shock. “And in with Nate?”

“A few months ago,” the chef said, finally sparing the youngest Greenwood a pitying glance.

Oh, Joan was terribly out of the loop. She was so out of the loop, she didn’t even know what the loop was.

“Do you have an address?” Joan asked, and waited impatiently for the chef to write it down for her before she ran upstairs to brush her teeth, change again, and pull up the rope still dangling from her balcony. She fled the house as she saw her father emerging from his suite, his eyebrows furrowing at the sight of her.

“Joan, where are you off to?”

Nowhere was her best and most pedantic answer.

“Did you eat breakfast? I’m about to eat; we should chat about your job prospects.”

“I’m busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Meeting CZ.”

Merlin’s face transformed into something long-suffering, the beginning of an argument about who Joan spent her time with that they’d had one thousand times already. Didn’t he ever get tired of hating absolutely everything Joan did? Everyone she chose to hang out with? Couldn’t he, just once, say she had done something right?

Worse, why did she keep giving him chances? She still lived with the family, despite how much she ragged on them. She still accepted their money. She still yearned to find her place among them. She still hoped when Merlin opened his mouth, he might be saying something perfectly normal instead of starting a fight.

“There are some people I want to introduce you to tonight who might be a better use of your time than running around the city with your vampire.”

“I’m busy,” Joan repeated, and luckily some random witch in her family’s employ walked past, distracting Merlin long enough that she could book it out the door.

In Tribeca, Molly’s town house was on a quieter side street, and Joan stormed up the steps to pound on the door.

Molly’s boyfriend of over a year—at least Joan knew that—answered, a puzzled but kind smile on his face.

“Joan? Welcome back,” he said. He was in work attire, a businessman like Molly. His family owned some hospitals, Joan thought. His curly hair was only a few shades darker than his warm-brown skin.

“Thanks, Nate,” Joan said, heart still beating a little too fast from talking to Merlin. She really needed to schedule an appointment with her therapist. “Is Molly home? I need to talk to her.”

Nate shifted out of the way so Joan could step inside. It was a very cute house, tastefully decorated in warm tones, and Joan fought against her admiration so she could remain pissed off her sister hadn’t told her about this.

Molly was sitting at the breakfast nook, nursing some coffee, when Joan walked in.

“Uh-oh,” Molly said, putting down her phone.

“You didn’t tell me you moved out,” Joan accused, trying not to sound sulky or get too distracted by the gorgeous tile backsplash in the kitchen.

“I didn’t think you’d come back to New York if you knew,” Molly admitted.

“And what did you think I’d do once I got back and realized?”

Molly shrugged. “I don’t know, I thought you’d be in too deep to leave at that point. You are in too deep, right?”

Joan had joint custody of a magical fugitive, so yes, she was in way too fucking deep, but she wasn’t going to give Molly the satisfaction of admitting that.

“I’m off,” Nate said, leaning down to kiss Molly’s cheek. “Joan, I hope you come over for dinner sometime soon?”

Joan really could not be mean to Nate, who clearly was obsessed with her sister, as she felt the dynamic should be in a straight relationship. “Maybe,” she grumbled. “Probably. Yes.”

“Wonderful,” he said, and gave her a half hug on his way out the door. “And the party thing tonight, I’ll see you there? We can catch up.”

Joan made big, pitiful, questioning eyes at Molly.

“She’ll be there,” Molly answered. “Dad’s orders.”

Nate huffed a little laugh. “Sorry, Joan,” he said, and made his final exit.

Molly was still looking after him with a sappy expression on her face when Joan snapped her fingers. “I fucking hate people in love,” Joan grumbled.

“Of course your single ass does,” Molly said, rising to bring her cup to the sink. “Is everything okay? Normally you’re passed out until at least ten AM.”

“What’s this party?”

Molly’s back was turned and her wince subtle, but Joan still saw it.

“What, Molly?”

“There’s been another event.”

Joan groaned. “I can’t handle more events. We aren’t even finished with the first one.”

“News hit California,” Molly said, sitting back down and leaning forward, the charm necklace she always wore swinging from her neck. It was filled with luck magic, Molly’s specialty. “They’re sending someone to watch us.”

Joan levied another mighty groan, for the drama of it all, and sank into the chair across from her sister. New York was the most powerful witch state in the US, but California was a close second. The population density of magical creatures was high there, and a number of institutions, academic or otherwise, sported some very impressive witch thinkers. The Wardwells, who ran California, hated the Greenwoods with a mutual passion. Joan was pretty ambivalent on the topic, but it made everyone around her snippy, which she’d rather avoid.

“Who’re they sending? Poppy?” The High Witch of LA and Head Witch of California was, Joan would freely admit, a woman she didn’t want to meet in a dark alley. Or a lit one. Or at all. California’s witch patrol system was everything Joan despised, a malignant evolution of human policing that fell victim to its same inequities.

“Astoria Wardwell,” Molly said. The daughter, then, heir to her mother’s empire. “It was Poppy, but we negotiated them down to Astoria last night while you were asleep. Official word is they’re here to help.”

Joan had absolutely not been sleeping, but she wasn’t going to reveal she’d been harboring precisely the person everyone was searching for instead. “And unofficially, they’re here to figure out the spell before we can.”

Aunt Val had said she didn’t intend to use it to turn humans, she wanted to understand it to stop it, but California had not and would not make any such promises. Joan wasn’t sure what she wanted here—was it fair to wipe knowledge like this spell from existence? Deny humans the chance to cast? It was making Mik horribly sick, but maybe another spell could cure that. Or maybe humans wouldn’t care, and they’d kill themselves with magic poisoning in their quest for power. Scores of untrained humans, suddenly casting—that was dangerous.

Who was Joan to decide all this? Whatever the moral implications, she would leave that to smarter people to puzzle out. She could get an ethics lecture from Abel wearing his professor hat later; what she needed now was to focus specifically on helping Mik. She could do that, she could conceptualize that—one innocent person in need of Joan’s help.

Molly blew out a breath. “I’ve been named Astoria’s babysitter, and in the interest of cordiality, we’re throwing a get-together tonight to welcome her to New York.”

“And try to intimidate her,” Joan muttered. Gods, now they were going to have New York and California after Mik. “I need Grace Collins’s phone number. If you don’t have it, I need you to secretly get it for me.”

Molly’s eyebrows rose inquisitively. “Why?”

Deny, deny, deny. “No reason.”

Molly’s eyes said, You can’t fool me, but Joan wasn’t the teenager she used to be. She’d grown at least a little bit of a backbone in college, so she kept her mouth shut.

“I’m not giving it to you without a reason,” Molly said, which was what Joan had been afraid of. She flitted through her most compelling lies, ready to roll one out with all the fluent charm of a Greenwood: I want her to write me a spell, something innocent to help me figure out where I should be applying for jobs. I think I can convince her to help us; she looks around my age, and I’m a bit of an outsider, so maybe she’ll trust me.

But she didn’t have to use any of them, because Molly, bless her heart, jumped to her own conclusions.

“If you think she’s hot, just say so,” Molly said. “I’m not entirely sure that’s a good enough reason for me to get her number for you—I mean, if you were a man, I’d definitely call it stalking—but I really want you to find someone.”

For once in Joan’s life, her gayness was working out deeply in her favor.

“Yes,” Joan said slowly, like a robot. “Grace Collins is a smoke show.”

This was true, but simultaneously, Joan didn’t actually feel attracted to the woman. She was beautiful, but like a work of art, and Joan didn’t want to kiss art. Well, not totally true—there was something beautiful about a Zaha Hadid architectural drawing or an Auguste Toulmouche painting that maybe she did want to kiss. With tongue. Respectfully.

Grace Collins was neither of those; she was a Kehinde Wiley—gorgeous, fascinating, a liiiittle too photorealistic for Joan’s tastes.

Molly was still talking about how Joan needed to open herself up to the world, date seriously, find love like what she and Nate had, all in a well-meaning though kind of patronizing manner. When Joan had come out, Molly hadn’t even blinked, which maybe wasn’t a surprise considering Valeria’s lesbianism and the fact that most witches didn’t follow human religions. Or any religion. Hard to worship other beings as gods when you had the power of one. When you were reportedly descended from one.

Even among people who valued biological children to pass witch traits down to, witches followed power, and power set the structures of their world. It mattered what you could do more than how you loved or who you were, so much so that even interspecies children who could cast were given access to training. CZ had a couple of witch-vampires in his pack.

“Molly?” Joan interrupted. “The number?”

Molly sighed. “I’ll text you. I have to go to work. I’ll see you tonight? Find something to wear or let me know if you need help.”

Hmm, Joan was supposed to be babysitting Mik tonight, but she was likely going to attract Molly’s suspicion if she showed up abruptly, asked for a woman’s number, then cited vague plans she couldn’t reschedule, all after a single day back in the city. Especially since Molly knew that Joan’s plan for her return was mainly to fall into a deep depression and lie in bed for weeks until she rotted away and died.

Which, perhaps, explained why Molly was so desperate to believe Joan was trying out dating.

This was also, unfortunately, probably what Merlin had been trying to tell Joan that morning when he’d said he wanted her to meet some people.

“Thanks, loves yah,” Joan said on her way out the door, skipping down the steps feeling much better about her prospects. At least in terms of solving the Mik problem. In all other, broader aspects, her issues had tripled, top of the list being California’s forthcoming presence. Joan had sort of known Astoria, once. They’d gone to one or two summer camps together as children when they’d all been learning to cast, then again as teenagers when they’d all decided they hated themselves, as teenagers often did. Astoria had been eternally silent, a rule follower Joan had never been able to provoke into laughter. Fierce, but quietly gentle, and in the end, uninteresting to Joan.

While Joan hadn’t seen Astoria in nearly a decade, she’d heard plenty of rumors about how the other woman had changed. Astoria Wardwell was a highly trained machine now, her mother’s bloodhound.

Their timeline had just shortened.
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Joan got the text from Molly with Grace’s number not even an hour later, accompanied by a warning to not come on too strong. Also, please make sure to find a suitable outfit for tonight, Mom is worried you’re going to wear jeans.

Joan promptly texted Grace: Can we meet up today?

And was rewarded about thirty minutes later with: who is this?

Oh sorry, Joan Greenwood, we met yesterday? I’d love to take you out for coffee? I can meet you wherever you want

Perks of being unemployed.

*Unemployed with a trust fund.

respectfully, I don’t need a minder, I promise I will report on my findings the moment I have them.

Joan: One coffee date

She elected to skip over the minder accusations, because maybe if Grace felt like this was an order from the Greenwood family itself, she wouldn’t be inclined to blow her off, as Joan would be inclined to blow off a stranger who had somehow procured her phone number.

Joan had to wait another twenty minutes before Grace replied.

i can do 12:30. Buy me lunch
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After a trip back uptown to shower and take intense psychic damage from her father, who tried to corner her into another conversation about the Manhattan architectural firms he wanted her to interview at, Joan took the regular subway to Brooklyn, because she had time to kill and because, if she was being very, very honest, she didn’t particularly enjoy watching witches cast.

She was old enough that she’d long ago accepted her own shortcomings, but after extensive therapy, she knew she hadn’t necessarily forgiven herself for them. Even if she, long before her parents and aunt, had given up on herself—spitefully, hopelessly—she still saw people around her doing incredible things and felt acutely what she could not do.

Mik was a long shot. Maybe if a very smart person reverse engineered the spell on them, they’d uncover the basic mechanics of a witch’s power and determine why Joan could channel but not cast. And, critically, fix it. And maybe then Joan’s depression would be cured and her skin would clear and her crops would flourish. Or maybe the parameters of a spell geared toward granting a human the ability to channel magic could not realistically explain why a witch could channel but not create spells strong enough to contain the magic she pressed into them.

Joan was going to choose to live in the optimism though, if only privately, and quietly, and with a little hopeful thrill that she fostered in her like a tiny orb of light.

She hopped off at the 36th Street station, found the café Grace had picked, and realized she still had thirty minutes to kill. Enough time to order a chai, pull out her sketchbook, and idly draw as she tried to determine her next steps.

What was she actually going to ask Grace? How do you undo this mystery spell? The Greenwoods had already asked that, and Grace didn’t know yet. What are the potential side effects? Seeing Mik, Joan had a pretty good grasp on them.

“Ordered without me?” Grace said, appearing behind the chair in front of Joan suddenly enough that she yelped and sloshed her drink a little.

Grace raised an eyebrow as Joan dabbed at her hand with napkins. “You had a clear line of sight, how did you not see me coming?”

Joan fumbled with her sketchbook, hastily closing the scene on the café drawing, and checked her watch to confirm that no, it had not been thirty whole minutes, Grace was fifteen minutes early.

“I make no excuses for my idiocy,” Joan said, putting on a weak smile. “Thanks for meeting me. I ordered a drink to kill time.”

Grace thumped into her chair. “Well, I ordered food, so now you’re behind.”

Joan grumbled as she rose, because she did not, as a rule, miss meals. “Okay, power play.”

Grace’s smile was utterly beguiling. “Like forcing this meeting was a power play?”

A laugh burst out of Joan, soft and surprised. “Be right back.”

After ordering, Joan slid back into her chair and steeled herself for the coming conversation. Sincerity, she would try that before the many tricks she’d seen her family use to get what they wanted. “This meeting was not meant as a power play. As you will likely learn, I have very little power in my family. I needed to talk to you. Off the record.”

Grace was sitting neatly in her chair, in a way that almost reminded Joan of Valeria’s impeccable elegance. Her braids were tied back in a dark green headscarf this time, and she was in stylish work attire.

“Off the record,” Grace mused. “What is this about? I’m not inclined to do any more favors for the Greenwoods. I only did it in the first place because Fiona’s been on me to try and establish myself in the New York scene so I can settle into an area of research and make a name for myself, like her.”

Hostility toward Joan’s family, she was used to that. It was intriguing, though, that Grace would take so bold a stance without a family to back her. Joan had asked around the house as best she could that morning—Grace Collins had been born to two humans, one utterly unmagical and the other with sleeper witch genes, who never manifested the ability to channel. They ran a pizzeria, and her entire family was in Atlanta, Georgia, not here. If Fiona hadn’t noticed Grace and taken her in, she wouldn’t be on the radar of New York at all.

“I thought you hadn’t picked a borough to work for yet,” Joan said.

Grace tapped her fingers. “Who says I’m going to work for any borough? I have a chemical engineering degree; I can easily work only in the human world.”

Huh. A spellmaker shunning their gifts to stay out of the witch world? Grace Collins was only getting more interesting.

“Time’s ticking,” Grace said, as their food was delivered and she picked up her sandwich.

Alright, fuck it. Joan was getting bogged down in the big picture, trying to play politics when she should be focusing on the details. In architecture, when Joan hit a dead end in one perspective, she swapped to a new one. Forget plans, try elevations. Forget drawings, try models. “Forget how the spell was made. My family asked you a string of questions yesterday, but what did we forget to ask you?”

Grace stopped eating. “What are you getting at?”

“You’re a spellmaker, we are not. And I won’t fall victim to the same ego that fuels my family. What did we fail to ask you? I’m sure there’s something.” Joan could already think of one thing; she’d thought the question herself—Grace said it was impossible to pull off this spell long term but hadn’t clarified its potential temporary possibilities. If she was right, maybe whatever this was would wear off Mik eventually.

Grace’s long hesitation was filled to the brim with obvious suspicion, but she answered anyways. “Power source. A spell like that is a constant drain, and you’d need to find some way to keep it automatically renewing. You’re fighting against the human’s basic nature by granting them the ability to attract magic, casting ability aside. There would have to be some constant level of magic expended. Maybe with enough effort, you could take a look at the magic patterns in New York and see if there was somewhere it was all funneling. The city’s in constant chaos, eating up and spitting out magic, but a spell this complex and this consistent, if tracked over time, might be visible.”

This was terrible news for hiding Mik, but—“Did you tell my family this?”

Grace shrugged, picking up her sandwich. “Like you said, no one asked.”

“And you… aren’t worried about this ascended human? Enough to try and track them down? Or the witch who made up this spell? We have no idea what their motives are.” A new thought dawned on Joan in a burst of brilliance. “Or you’re working for someone else, helping them find the person first.”

“I can almost see the lightbulb above your head,” Grace said with a snort. “But no, I’m not double agenting the Greenwoods. I have a greater sense of self-preservation than that. I personally don’t care if a human became a witch. It doesn’t pay my bills or put food on my table. I’m sure the witch did it for the chance at money—a spell like this could make you a modern-day king, with the right bidders, but that’s so boring. Whoever did this was a genius. How does one make a human attract magic?”

Grace launched into this topic with a curious gleam in her eye. “That’s interesting to me. While magic twists unconsciously through witches at some low level at all times, humans are never permeated.”

“Because it makes them sick?” Joan said, prompting her on as she ripped into her own sandwich. “The body’s natural defense against something that makes you unwell?”

“Right. So if humans have some level of protective barrier, then witches have a much more porous one. To make a human a witch, you’d need to punch a bunch of holes in that barrier to allow magic to flow through. That’s how you unlock channeling, and casting is just a matter of learning spells, like all witches do.”

Didn’t mean the spells would work.

“But that doesn’t solve the fact that humans aren’t made to process magic.” Grace was clearly energized by the thought, which didn’t seem like the actions of someone ready to give up spellmaking to work in the human world.

This all meant something profound to her.

“It’s an interesting reframing of the problem,” Grace theorized. “If we keep breaking it down into smaller pieces, the question isn’t how to get a human to cast, it’s how to get them access to magic. And it isn’t just how to get them access to magic, it’s how to make it so they can tolerate it.”

Okay, here went nothing. Joan focused intensely on her food to avoid looking at Grace and seeming too eager. If they couldn’t “fix” Mik entirely, they could at least help make it so their life wasn’t so miserable and sickening. “And how would one make it tolerable? Do we at least know the answer to that, if not any of the other bits?”

Grace didn’t look amused, not at all. “What are you up to?”

“Lunch, mainly.”

“You’re here for my help.”

“They’re innocent questions.”

“I kind of doubt you’re innocent though.”

“You wound me, Grace Collins. I’m wounded,” Joan said, even as her mind danced a little jig, looking for a rip cord to get out of this conversation.

Joan was two seconds from spilling her drink on herself so she’d have an excuse to skitter away like a bug up a wall when Grace’s flinty stare flicked away, her displeasure melted into something more accommodating. Joan had seen it many times—people giving up on trying to figure her out.

“Reducing the harm of magic instead of blocking it entirely?” Grace’s fingers were back to drumming; her gaze had become distant, far-off, as she returned to Joan’s question. “In some ways, that’s an old question. Magic poisoning doesn’t just affect humans—it can rip through a witch too if they channel more than they’re naturally built to. No one’s answered it though. The pain we feel is the body’s method of saving us from potential death; it’s critical. That’s Fiona’s research interest, and she’s on the cutting edge of it, but even she hasn’t cracked it. It’s hard to imagine some random did it before us.”

“Us?”

Grace snapped back to the table abruptly, gaze clearing. “I work with Fiona a lot. I think she’s hoping that if she never cracks magic poisoning, I will. But nonetheless, you’re the first person to ask me these very good questions.”

Joan gave a nervous laugh, aiming for oh, you know me, instead of I am hiding a person in Manhattan. “I’m an outside-the-box thinker.”

“Makes sense,” Grace said. “What with your own unusual magic.”

Joan was piling dirty napkins onto her plate, longing for a moist towelette to wipe her greasy fingers. “What about my magic?”

Grace waved a vague hand. “You don’t have any barrier at all. A current of magic does not enter you and take a new shape; when a current of magic enters you, it exits in the exact same form. Fi and I have never even heard of anything like this.”

“How do you know that?”

“I can see and predict magic without the intervention of magical tools.”

“Huh,” Joan said unintelligently. Though Joan could also naturally see magic, she couldn’t see herself from a third-party view and had never seen herself cast successfully, nor paid too much attention. She hadn’t heard this about her channeling before and had no idea what any of it meant. But that wasn’t her priority at the moment; Mik was.

Grace had taught her two key facts: Someone could track Mik with enough effort, and Mik must be somehow linked to some broader power source or perhaps even the caster themself. Maybe they could follow that thread back to the source.

Grace sighed, clearly mistaking Joan’s furious hamster wheel thinking for disengagement. “I’m boring you, and my lunch is nearly over. My best guess is that the way to reverse or mitigate the effects is the same as stopping the spell as a whole—seal the witch’s magic. We have the spell for that. Essentially, a team of witches can thicken that barrier so the subject can’t channel. If you can locate this person, you can seal them. But I’ve told your family all this already, before they made me trek all the way to the Upper East Side. So has Fiona, so have all the spellmakers the Greenwoods have called up. The other problems, how to keep the magic from corroding a person, they’re all secondary to this fix. I know it doesn’t help track down the witch who did this, but it would undo whatever was done to this human.”

It took Joan’s brain, stumbling toddler that it was, an embarrassingly long time to catch up to the implications of Grace’s statement.

“If it’s that simple, why are they making all this fuss about figuring out how the spell works?” Joan asked, dread settling in her. Valeria had said…

Grace gave her another Look. One that was equal parts confusion and exasperation. “Is this a test?”

“I am genuinely asking,” Joan said, desperately afraid of the answer. “If they know how to undo it, why do they need the spell recreated at all? They can seal people to control the consequences of a spell like this being released.”

Grace rose from the table. “Why do they need a spell to turn humans into witches? Gee, I don’t know, Greenwood, maybe to turn humans into witches?”

Valeria had claimed—and Selene had said… but Merlin. Merlin had stated the obvious. It didn’t make sense why Valeria would say they weren’t going to recklessly turn humans and then commission the spell.

But maybe the operative word had been recklessly.

Valeria didn’t do anything without careful consideration, but that wasn’t a guarantee she was never going to do the thing.

And with California after the spell, it seemed all the more likely Aunt Val’s restraint had been little more than a stall. Grace could be lying, but as Joan sized her up, every horrible thing her family had ever done stacked the scales. It was much more believable that the Greenwoods really were looking for a way to capitalize on this spell, no matter what they’d said last night. Hell, since Joan had left the room yesterday, they’d also planned a party and determined Astoria Wardwell would be coming to town.

Joan wasn’t necessarily the first person they’d tell if they had plans to use the spell to create loyal followers. It didn’t even seem like they cared about motive. Grace could chalk it up to a witch wanting to sell the spell for incredible wealth, but if that were the case, wouldn’t they have gone public by now? Mik was an escapee, and the spell on them was unfinished, but even a partially finished spell would be worth an incredible amount of money. It made Joan think there was something else at play.

“Grace,” Joan said, as the other woman turned away. “Do you think it’s right? Doing this?” Do you think it’s okay? Because for Mik, it seemed like torture.

Grace lifted a shoulder, dropped it. “I told you all at your house—I don’t think this is magic to be trifled with. But I don’t set the moral code of the witch world, people like the Greenwoods and Wardwells do. The rest of us are cogs in a machine; ethics don’t factor into my ability to turn.”

“But they should,” Joan said. “It should be your choice.”

Grace pulled her purse up higher on her shoulder and snorted. “Like working for the Greenwoods is ‘my choice’? No, Joan. When your family calls, the magic world bends. It doesn’t matter if I work for Manhattan or Queens or Brooklyn—I’m only free if I stay out of the witch world entirely.” She gave a half wave. “I’m only free if I coven break and turn my back on everything. This has been profoundly interesting. See you around.”

“Wait—Grace, those aren’t your only options,” Joan said, standing in a rush. Coven breaking was a serious split from one’s family, community, or state at large. The term covered both a self-imposed, informal exile and something more official.

“Is this where you say I could work for you specifically?” Grace called over her shoulder, not breaking stride. “Pass. You’re clearly after something, and I don’t like being used.”

No! Joan wanted to scream, left behind with her crumbs and her doubts. This whole lunch soured in her mind. She had forced that woman to come here and talk to her. It hadn’t been kind. It had been all sorts of desperate. Joan was using her, but Joan didn’t have a choice in the matter. She had to dig herself and CZ out of a Mik-size hole. She had to dig Mik out of their own coffin. Her hands were tied.

That was probably what Merlin told himself so he could sleep at night.
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Joan stayed out of the house for as long as she could.

She’d have stayed away for eternity if it had been possible, but Molly’s indication that Joan’s presence had been requested at the evening’s party was reinforced with a call first from their mother, then from George, because Merlin didn’t debase himself by talking on the phone.

She was taking her shift at CZ’s, watching Mik sleep, as the clock ticked down.

Mik had, reportedly, woken up, eaten, watched TV, reorganized CZ’s entire apartment, attempted a breakout, been thwarted, and was now sleeping again. Joan had quietly cleaned CZ’s kitchen so the space seemed a bit more livable, running her hand over the raggedy money tree CZ was rapidly killing on the counter and watching it perk up under her fingers.

Mik was still sleeping by the time she finished with all that, so Joan sat down.

They were wrapped in a knit blanket on the couch, the TV low, snoring in a super ugly, kind of adorable, deliriously funny way. Joan recorded a video. Or two. Then second-guessed herself, because they really didn’t know each other that well and maybe this was bullying.

A socked foot dug into Joan’s thigh. “Where are you going tonight? CZ said he’d be home early to take over.” Mik yawned, stretching obnoxiously as their shirt rode up to reveal a cute stretch of soft belly. “You can head out if you need to.”

“What, so you can make another escape attempt?” Joan said half-heartedly. She was not CZ; if Mik ran, she didn’t possess the strength to stop them. She could maybe cast and blow up the whole building.

“Yes,” Mik said. They flopped onto their back. “No. How was your meeting with the spellmaker?”

“Only sort of helpful. I mean, the good news is I think we know how to fix you, we need to seal your magic, but that usually takes four witches in tandem and I’m just me,” Joan said. “Bad news, apparently, you’re probably a constant magic suck, and once someone else figures that out, they can generally track your location. Sort of medium news—that might mean you’re linked to whoever did this to you.”

“Then can’t I surrender myself to witch authorities? Won’t they strip me of the magic?” Mik said. “And then follow that thread back to the source?”

Joan patted their foot. “If you’d asked me that yesterday, I’d have said yes. Today, I’m thinking it’s less likely. They’d probably follow the links back to your kidnapper—”

“Original kidnapper.”

“Original kidnapper, instead of us, the secondary kidnappers,” Joan corrected. “But I’m not convinced they’ll seal you and set you free.”

“You think they’ll guinea pig me.”

It wasn’t a question, so Joan didn’t answer. Joan herself might benefit from Mik being guinea pigged. It was an intoxicating thought.

Mik rubbed their eyes. “I want to see you cast.”

“Oh, I can’t cast,” Joan reminded them quickly. “Things backfire. Spectacularly.”

Mik leveraged themself up, sitting crisscross on the couch. “Last week, I’d never seen magic. I was a perfectly ordinary person. Boring, even, and I barely had any friends, and I wasn’t a part of anything, and I thought I could disappear and no one would notice.”

They took a deep breath. “Now my memories are a mess, and I live with a vampire, and magic is real. I mean, that’s like the coolest thing that could ever possibly happen to me, and it’s also apparently the worst. I don’t know if anyone missed me or noticed I was gone besides my parents, and I don’t want to think about it. Let me see what happens when you try magic, please. One itty-bitty spell. It’ll make me feel better if I’m not the only messed-up witch. I mean, my grandmother had, like, premonitions, and she claimed she made the hens lay better eggs, but that’s the closest I’ve been to real magic. That I remember, at least.”

Joan had long ago stopped giving people demonstrations of her ability or lack thereof. People always wanted to see for themselves. The Greenwood curiosity.

But Mik, sleep-addled Mik, was a human, mostly, and the apartment was empty, and while Joan hadn’t been the one to do this to Mik, a weird mix of guilt and pity churned in her, leading her to make bad decisions. Like track down Grace to try to help Mik. And this, as she cleared the coffee table of everything but a loose receipt from the pharmacy she’d gone to last night for their meds.

“Keep the vomit bucket close,” Joan muttered, and Mik dutifully picked it up, hovering beside Joan as she leaned forward over the receipt, concentrating.

She’d attempt a little origami, maybe set the crane she’d make flying. It was an easy, low-level spell they taught to five-year-olds. And, critically, it did not involve any combustible magic. Joan had made that mistake too many times.

She breathed out, settling into stasis as she hovered her hands over the receipt. The hand movements the spell required helped her focus on guiding the magic, which swirled in agitation over the receipt as Joan forged onward. She thought of Grace’s assertion that Joan had no barrier, that magic moved through her at all times. It was always at her fingertips, sparking around her, and she so rarely let it rise. She breathed in, and magic funneled into her body, an icy rush that flashed along her veins and made her feel invincible. She breathed it in and held it like a breath.

Trying to be cautious, she pushed a little bit of magic into the spell to actualize her intentions and held the rest within her. She finished with a small flourish.

The magic rushed into the paper, folding it rapidly. Mik’s face shone with awe, and Joan couldn’t help the bubble of happiness that bloomed in her chest. That was her, she was doing that, she was changing the world around her. Magic felt like a cool river on a hot day, soothing her and reminding her simultaneously of the great currents that fueled it, the lakes and oceans it flowed into. She wanted to bathe in it forever, and for a second, she was buzzing with the very fabric of the universe.

But only for a second.

Her magic didn’t properly portion itself—only a sliver was needed here—it funneled into the spell, making it swell to outrageous proportions despite her efforts to hold it back. The magic in her unraveled like yarn, gaining speed.

“Oh fuck,” Joan said, scrambling back on the couch. She saw the moment the spell burst, too weak a container for the amount of magic slamming into it.

The paper disintegrated at an atomic level, reassembled itself just as fast, ripped into shreds, and then bumbled itself together in a perversion of the original folding. Then the ball took off, shooting across the room, bouncing off a wall and taking a new angle.

“Not planned?” Mik said with a yelp, defending their head as the ball rocketed toward them at roughly Mach 5.

“Not planned!” Joan yelled, letting loose her own shriek when she was sliced across the arm. The ball returned to bonk her on the head, then took off again, whipping around the apartment. But that wasn’t even the worst of it; the worst was the nausea that grabbed her by the gut. Joan released all the energy in her on an exhale and bodily cut off the magic greedily funneling into the spell. Dizziness overtook her. She scrambled for the bucket, letting a thin stream of bile into it. She could channel more magic than she could handle, and it made her sick every time.

Mik was cursing, vaulting behind the couch and crouching in a defensive position. Even though Joan had stopped pouring magic into the spell, the paper was still full of the energy that had already streamed into it, and it wasn’t running out of steam.

She knelt on the floor, carpet digging into her knees, spitting into the bucket as a CVS receipt assaulted her continuously.

“Can I trap it?” Mik yelled, army crawling to the kitchen with the receipt tearing after them.

Joan groaned, spat again. “You can try. It’ll tire itself out eventually.”

Mik started making sobbing noises, and Joan stood up in panic, worried they’d had an artery sliced by paper.

They were laughing. Uproariously, in great peals of mirth that were punctuated by the occasional “ow” and “please have mercy.”

“I’m being killed via paper cut,” they howled. “This is incredible. Magic is incredible.”

“I told you it always goes wrong!”

Mik only laughed harder.

There was the sound of the door unlocking, and CZ walked in with several ginormous grocery bags. He promptly dropped one to snatch the magic ball out of the air. It struggled raucously in his grip, but he held on to it without issue.

“What the hell, guys,” he said. “My apartment!”

His throw pillows were on the floor, his curtains askew. The paper ball had knocked the loose mail off his counters and only now gave an angry dying buzz before going still and disintegrating in his hand. He sighed and dumped the ashes in the trash.

“What was the goal?” he asked.

“Origami,” Joan said, fumbling her way to the bathroom to wash out both her mouth and the bin she’d baby barfed into. When she walked back out, CZ was leveraging his grocery bags onto the counter as he talked to Mik, who was up off the floor and, on the whole, looking much cheerier than Joan had ever seen them.

“I didn’t super know what was good,” he said, shrugging off his coat, “so I got every food Joan likes.”

“You could have asked them,” Joan said, but Mik didn’t seem to mind, already rummaging through a bag and producing some chips.

“Quiet,” Mik said. “I want it all. Turns out vomiting your guts up makes you hungry. As does being assaulted by paper.”

CZ walked over to Joan and dropped a kiss on her head. “You ready for your thing? Feeling okay?”

“No,” Joan grumbled. She hadn’t even found an outfit, like Molly said she had to.

“You never are,” CZ said. “Go, confront your aunt about her illicit plans to reverse engineer a magic-granting spell, eat some canapés, come back here.”

“Easy,” Joan said, gathering her phone from where it was wedged in the couch, because it was getting to be time, and while her family likely wouldn’t notice if she was late, they would notice if she didn’t show up at all.

“Speaking of family,” CZ said too casually, “can we please ask Abel for help? If anyone knows if this spell is something brand-new or very old, it’ll be him and his stacks of occult knowledge.”

Joan, midway through jamming her phone in her pocket, paused. “CZ, you’re seriously telling me you called me before your brother?” Since vampires were often infertile, there was a large age gap between Abel and his brother. Over fifteen years. But they were close nonetheless.

CZ slumped onto the couch. “Is that really so unbelievable? Of course I called you. Only you would be reckless enough to become an accomplice, no questions asked.”

Joan’s eyes burned with unshed emotion. “Babe.”

CZ gave her one of his prettiest smiles. “Babe.” His expression dropped too soon. “And also, I was a bit ashamed to go to him.”

Joan knew the rest—CZ had long tried to measure up to his brother, heir to his pack, a leader to the community, and acutely felt that he was falling short. Asking him for help rather than being able to handle things alone… Joan gave him a sympathetic grimace.

“You should find out at this party or whatever if there are other witches you trust who can come seal me,” Mik said, crunching noisily in Joan’s ear.

Joan jumped with a little shriek at their stealthy movements. “What the hell!”

Mik crashed into the couch next to CZ. “You have to have friends, don’t you?”

CZ winced, flashed Joan an apologetic smile. “You’re looking at him.”

Mik snorted. “I’m so fucked, then.”

“Not fucked,” Joan said, regaining control of her heart so she could pull on her light coat. “I’ll figure this out,” she muttered. Molly felt like an option, but not a good one. Joan wasn’t completely sure she could trust her not to let something slip to their family, and even if they recruited her, they’d still need three more. Better to find them all at once so no one could leak the news early. “And yes to Abel.”

He was a classics professor at Columbia, teaching standard mythology and translation classes to humans while serving as a leading expert in magical lore to those who knew better.

They definitely needed his help, at least in determining if this was a new spell or something old. They’d passed in over their heads roughly three crimes ago.
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Joan returned to the Greenwood house to find a golden-yellow jumpsuit laid out on her bed with a blue sticky note on top that read Knew you weren’t gonna find something to wear.

And Joan knew it was Molly without a second thought. She donned the jumpsuit, a bit grumpy that it fit perfectly, and walked downstairs amid the growing swell of party noise.

The house looked almost the same as always: Polished wood. Priceless art. Expensive furniture. But everything seemed a bit brighter, like it was shimmering slightly, likely Selene’s doing. She specialized in illusion magic and could make any space look grander.

An increasingly large swarm of witches was passing through the front door, smiling at one another with false warmth and engaging in verbal sparring sharp enough for Joan to willingly slit her throat on.

She couldn’t linger on the stairs without drawing attention, but being swallowed up by the crowd felt impossible. Her hands started to sweat; she rubbed them on her thighs.

Come on, Joan. It was a simple party. It was every party she’d ever been to. She was just going to walk around. She was going to get skewered and cooked by every witch in the building who could spot weakness from ten miles away and would want to know what the youngest Greenwood was up to.

Nothing.

Some bad things.

Well, arguably, some good things that were bad only because they were in opposition to her family.

Joan watched said family navigate the foyer. Merlin was laughing boisterously with a group of men. Molly was surrounded by a semicircle of friends. Valeria was across the room with her wife, Ronnie, speaking with an old family friend.

Ronnie turned and caught Joan’s gaze, her eyes a light, almost-unnatural blue. Aunt Val and Ronnie had been together for over thirty years, but Ronnie avoided witch society as much as she could, so Joan rarely saw her. She leaned down to whisper something to Valeria, whose eyes flicked to Joan briefly before resettling on the person in front of her.

Which reminded Joan why she was here. There had to be some other solution to this crisis, one that didn’t make witches even more powerful gatekeepers than they already were. She was going to confront her aunt about what Grace had said and do what she could to convince Valeria that thinking ethically about the repercussions of this spell and the concept of humans turning into witches was what was important here. Not racing to get the spell before California to turn a fleet of loyal followers. It would help if Joan could effectively convince Valeria that the spell was unfinished and not worth using—that it let the human channel but didn’t grant them a tolerance to magic. They couldn’t scale it up without making a lot of people very sick.

But Joan couldn’t reveal how she knew that the spell had side effects.

She’d try it all anyways, and then she’d flee into the night and figure out her secondary problem—how to find a witch to help them track Mik’s magic back to its source, without asking any pesky questions. As the receipt had proven, Joan herself was not the one for the job.

She’d just taken another step when the room hushed, then surged, stopping her in her tracks.

Because there, entering now, was Astoria Wardwell.

She was dressed in a tailored black suit with a red vest peeking from underneath her jacket. Her hair was down, curling around her shoulders, a deep brown shot through with warmer highlights that matched her brown skin. A decade could change a lot; a decade could apparently change everything. Last time Joan had seen the Wardwell heir, they’d both been fifteen and awkward, with acne and bodies they were so clearly uncomfortable in. Joan had been a year away from coming out to her family. Now Astoria was broad shouldered and fucking tall as hell. Joan’s gaydar started screaming at her so loudly—I mean, what straight woman wears a suit that well?—that she barely noticed the much shorter, slighter woman behind Astoria. Skin pale, hair dark, features sharp. The two Californians were rapidly folded into the party, pulled in every direction by witches vying for their attention, equal parts starstruck and curious about the interlopers.

The short woman stood slightly in front of Astoria, steering conversations as Astoria looked broodily across the crowd, scanning it like a predator, until her eyes lit upon Joan.

And stuck.

And stuck.

Joan couldn’t look away.

“Joan Greenwood, back among the wolves,” said a woman with incredibly red lipstick, breaking Joan’s concentration and drawing her down the last two steps.

Her gaze followed Joan’s, and she smirked. “If my son stares any harder at that Wardwell girl, his eyes might pop right out.” She gestured toward the crowd watching Astoria. As if they were old friends. As if they were anything to each other.

Joan stopped a waiter to white-knuckle a flute of prosecco. She sipped it as a hot flash of repulsion overcame her. “Someone should remind him not to ogle. Who are you?”

A Greenwood never admitted they didn’t know anything. Joan knew every rule of the witch world; it was why she was so excellent at breaking them.

The woman laughed that stupid fake laugh they all employed so confidently. “Janet Proctor,” she said.

Ah, the Proctors were money magicians. They likely had little raw power but a great deal of subtle control over fickle things. They were, apparently, cutting business deals with Moon Creatures. And, apparently, had become important enough to be invited to the welcome party for Astoria Wardwell.

Joan noted that neither Grace nor Fiona seemed to be in attendance. They were useful enough to work for the Greenwoods, but not respected enough to appear among them.

“I hear you have trouble casting,” Janet was saying, a sly smile on her lips. “Is that so? My children, they were late bloomers, but now they’re such strong casters.”

“Can I help you with something, Janet?”

A Greenwood never showed impatience.

“You can, actually,” Janet said. She fluttered a hand to her chest, as if scandalized by Joan’s directness. “This plan of your aunt’s… raiding the Night Market. Is she really so desperate? The business that would be disrupted—well, isn’t there another way to get what we need out of the Moon Creatures? I could certainly work my own contacts, if the sway of the Greenwoods is slipping—Valeria! It’s wonderful to see you.”

Joan’s arm was caught by her aunt, polite but a little rough.

Valeria smelled faintly of lavender. “Janet,” she said neutrally. “I need to borrow my niece.”

Sound had dimmed in Joan’s ears. What the hell was Janet talking about, raiding the Night Market? It was unthinkable—a violation of Moon Creature sovereignty. It was a plan straight out of California.

Joan twisted like a heat-seeking missile, hoping to catch sight of Astoria, but Valeria’s grip was unyielding. Unable to find Astoria, Joan focused her nuclear capacity on her aunt, attempting to incinerate Valeria with her mind. Her mouth was halfway through launching the first word of the admonishment swimming to life in her brain when Valeria squeezed, hard enough to really hurt, cutting off Joan’s speech with a small, pained whimper. The currents of the room shifted, sweeping Janet off to other schemes. The Greenwood matriarch, still strong-arming Joan, pulled her along to the back terrace. The stone balcony was drenched in roses, gaudily so, supernaturally vibrant.

“Where have you been all day?” Valeria asked. “Why were you in Brooklyn with Grace Collins?”

“Can you unhand me?” Joan said as forcefully as she could manage through gritted teeth.

Valeria let go with a noise of scorn deep in her throat, and Joan shook out her arm finally, mercifully.

“You were having me followed?”

Valeria shook her head and snapped her fingers, refilling Joan’s champagne glass with prosecco and taking it from her hands. It looked like some sort of time magic variation, turning back the clock on the cup to mimic a previous state. Her specialty. “You children are constantly underestimating me.”

Joan rested her hands on the railing, the roses and thorns alike tangling with her fingers in glee. She slipped them off and shook her hand, blood welling from a cut. “I have some concerns.”

“Don’t you always,” Valeria muttered. The world gusted, an uncharacteristic chill for early June. “What is it this time, Joan?”

Valeria’s tone grated. Joan worked to tamp down on her frustration. “Grace says she told you how to reverse this new spell. You seal the person’s magic. But you want her to recreate it anyways, why? You said we weren’t going to use it to turn a bajillion humans.”

Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.

“No, that’s your father’s ill-founded idea. I have no intentions of pursuing half-baked plans. There must be systems in place before such a thing can happen,” Valeria said. “Ways to train these new witches. We have to think through who gets turned, and how. This is not a move to make out of rabid fear. We are not afraid of the humans or the vampires or the fae, in the same way the predator does not fear its prey. Fear begets recklessness, and we are at the top of the food chain. Even without the numbers in our favor.”

There it is.

Valeria was working herself up a little bit. “Do you have any idea how many people covet our power? We are one major event away from mass unrest. The Greenwoods are a very small family, and our reputation protects us. If people didn’t trust and fear me, we’d have witches invoking the Scales Law to duel me every other day.”

“Why not make it illegal, then?” Joan countered. The duels were a relic of a time when titles and land were more formal, but a powerful relic nonetheless.

“You, who’s always railing against our authoritarian rule, want me to take a foundational witch custom and make it illegal? One of the only checks on our family’s power? Make up your mind, Joan.”

Chastised, Joan couldn’t come up with a good response. Witches were suckers for custom and tradition, and duels were rare because those who won tended to be those with more thorough witch educations, and the already rich and powerful could afford those educations. Power was in settled lines these days; it was a suicide mission to try and challenge them.

Valeria continued, refilling and draining her glass again. “No, we’ll be careful here. We need to determine how this spell might impact the balance of the magic world and its intersection with the human one. All answers to be determined once I know the exact parameters of this magic. Its costs and consequences. And whoever this witch is who wrote it, I’ll need them in my employ.”

Even after all they did to Mik? It’s not finished, Joan wanted to tell her. It makes you sick.

Valeria’s gaze was eagle-eyed. “Why do you look guilty?”

Joan straightened. Denying was easiest, but the Greenwoods were born liars; she’d been doing it since she was eight and Merlin had told her to stop crying in public. “Because you didn’t say we weren’t going to do it, you said it was a question of when. The magical world’s social and economic stratification will worsen if you swell the witch population. You may not feel guilt about that, but I do.”

“And why do you feel this magic should be suppressed?” Valeria asked. She always seemed to be debating Joan, but it was a falsehood in itself—Merlin shut you down fast when you didn’t have a chance. Molly was a people pleaser, and she made sure to actually consider your viewpoint. But Valeria’s methods were insidious; she’d argue you into a corner just to make you feel heard, but her mind wasn’t changed by other people. She was the great Valeria Greenwood.

As Grace had said, when the Greenwoods spoke, the magic world bent unquestioningly toward them.

“Janet Proctor says you’re eyeing the Moon Creatures,” Joan said. “And the Night Market. Tell me that part isn’t true, at least.”

“We know the transformed human was casting within its borders, and they’re likely still being harbored there. It would be the perfect place to hide; not enough witches go there to recognize something going on, so casting magic might go mostly unnoticed.”

A jolt seized Joan. They were closer to Mik’s trail than she’d thought, which meant they were closer to CZ’s than she’d thought. Joan had family protection, but Mik and CZ weren’t witches—if they were discovered, Mik could be taken and CZ exiled or heavily sanctioned or really anything the Greenwoods might deem appropriate, despite the influence of his family. Even if the LaMortes did shield him, it would be a huge blow to witch-vampire relations.

“Casting magic is negated within the market’s wards; it’s not just unnoticeable. Why would you look there?” Joan said, and to her own ears, her tone sounded level, a fact as disturbing as it was reassuring.

Valeria refilled her glass again. “You think no one’s clever enough to have figured out how to get around that? I can think of three options off the top of my head—pocket realm, portal to another location, ward nullification in a small area of effect. Think, Joan.”

Joan was thinking. She was thinking so hard, it felt like her brain was going to burn to a crisp. It wasn’t that she was opposed to this magic; it was that she opposed how badly everyone seemed to want it. “You’re trying to race California to the spell. You don’t know what it might do—”

“Do you, Joan?” Valeria interrupted, eyes narrowing. “Do you know what this spell might do?”

“Of course not.” It was smooth, so smooth, easy. Joan injected some frustration into her tone. “But we should slow down. Everyone’s trying to figure this out, not just witches and not just New York. We should think about the repercussions of this, what could happen if a place like California gets a spell that can swell their ranks. They’re already essentially a police state—”

“Exactly, Joan, exactly,” Valeria said. “That’s why we’ll get to it first, because I am the lesser evil here, because casting magic in the hands of Moon Creatures will drive the magical world to war. Because this spell in the hands of Poppy Wardwell and her daughter will drive the Moon Creatures even further into the dirt.”

Scorn roiled in Joan, sharp and cresting. “But this magic in the hands of Valeria Greenwood, well, all will be right in the world.”

Valeria sighed. It looked involuntary, a true bit of exasperation. “What on earth is behind this latest act of rebellion? When will you settle into your place here? You’re impossible, so much like your father. In the end, it’s always nothing but posturing with you two.”

Joan might as well have been slapped in the face for the impact it had on her. Her fingers clenched the banister; her clothing felt suddenly too tight. “What?”

“Joan,” Valeria said, clearly struggling to say it patiently. “I absolutely adore you. You are strong-willed and curious and have been that way since you were a child. But you’re also twenty-five, and I am nearly three times your age, and I know what is best for the magical world. Please trust that with this spell in hand, I will make the right decisions. Stop trying to work against us all the time and put your head down. You don’t always have to fight.”

Joan’s fingers curved and straightened. It was all too easy to cut to the core of her. You’re like your father. That shouldn’t have stopped her in her tracks as thoroughly as it did. But for all Valeria’s great evils, she still spoke to Joan like a person, and so Joan had always preferred her aunt and her straightforwardness to her own parents.

“It’s not just about what you do with this spell, Aunt Val. It’s about what you’re willing to do to get there. I know you can be a decent person. Leave Moon Creatures alone. Do not invade the Night Market.”

“I won’t sit idly by,” Valeria said.

“Then defend Moon Creatures from people who think it’s their right to invade the market,” Joan countered. “And promise me that when you figure out this spell, you aren’t going to use it for the direct benefit of the Greenwoods and crush the other magical factions of this city beneath your heel.”

Valeria’s eyes softened uncharacteristically. “A promise, Joan? That’s what you think still holds power? We aren’t children.”

Joan’s eyes burned with frustration. Everything she said was wrong and naive. All she was in the eyes of people like the Proctors was the weakest link in the Greenwood family chain.

“When are you going to do it?” Joan asked. “Invade the market.”

Valeria looked genuinely pitying, which after everything shouldn’t have felt like such a sledgehammer to the chest, but it did. It did. “So you can warn them? I don’t think so.”

“You can’t even trust me with family secrets?”

“Don’t make me answer that.”

Joan blinked away the tears prickling at her eyes. “I’ll see myself out,” she said coolly.

“This is your own home,” Valeria protested.

But it wasn’t, not really. Joan walked through the wide-open French doors and melded with the crowd.
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Joan reentered the party feeling deeply unenthused.

She headed for the door as spite dug its claws in deeper, began its transformation into righteousness. Joan didn’t know what the future held, but she had to beat her family to sealing Mik, before they followed the trail right to CZ’s doorstep.

And now, she also needed to figure out who had done this to Mik to protect Moon Creatures. If Joan could use the clues from Mik to deliver this person to Valeria, then Mik and a whole bunch of Moon Creatures would be spared.

On the downside, Joan would be delivering the spellmaker to her aunt, to use in ways she might not agree with. She didn’t want to protect whatever sick bastard had done this to Mik; it was only because, in Valeria’s hands, this power was dangerous. Joan, in a fit of bloodlust, thought she’d rather eradicate the spellmaker from the earth, but she shook the thought out of her head before it could take hold.

She wasn’t having much luck making it to the door. They’d entered the dancing portion of the night, a rare break from the endless small talk. The foyer had cleared in a circle, and couples were dancing together in easy spins like it was the 1800s. Molly and Nate rotated around, laughing. Valeria and Ronnie joined in, swaying, Valeria looking totally at peace, like she wasn’t planning to forgo all diplomatic relations and enact the equivalent of invading Canada by storming the Night Market.

“Excuse me,” a voice said at her side.

Joan, having been stopped by the dance floor, dragged her gaze from her family, and it landed, instead, on Astoria Wardwell.

“Would you like to dance?” Astoria asked, one hand out.

Her face was unreadable. She’d shed her jacket at some point, and the sleeves of her dress shirt were rolled up her forearms, revealing a neat constellation of small, jagged scars. Her hair was set off beautifully against her warm skin. Her eyes were thickly lashed and exquisitely hazel, and she was so tall that Joan felt positively weak in the knees. Astoria Wardwell, legendary fighter, heir to the Wardwell estate and future Head and High Witch of California and LA. She wasn’t just hot, she was beautiful. Like, Owl’s-Head-Park-at-sunset beautiful. Like, the-Met-at-night beautiful. Gorgeous enough that her face belonged in magazine ads. She had a perfect little beauty mark above her lip and there was a tiny curl fluttering by her forehead.

“Shit,” Joan said. Fifteen seemed so long ago. Had Astoria always been so good-looking? Impossible—Joan would have developed a violent crush as a teenager if so.

Astoria’s hand receded. “No, then.”

Joan grabbed it, despite herself. “Definitely yes,” she said, and winced. Her desperation was surely showing. She saw a beautiful woman and her brain became a nonsensical place.

There was a scar in the corner of Astoria’s mouth that tugged it down slightly in a perpetual frown. She led Joan onto the dance floor, and the two assumed the position of a waltz.

“Who’s leading?” Joan asked, trying to remember how to waltz.

Astoria responded by taking the lead, moving them into the first steps as they joined the fray. The music was live and mostly violins, a band tucked away in the corner. Astoria had a couple of inches on Joan, but not too many, and the pair slotted together easily.

Too easily. Joan’s breath was getting a little wispy, and her thoughts were definitely running away from her. “How are you liking New York?” she asked, scrambling to find something to say.

Astoria was analyzing Joan, her gaze scrutinizing. Joan hoped she didn’t have something in her teeth.

“It’s cramped,” Astoria said. “And I’ve only arrived. I heard the same is true for you, that you’re freshly back in town.”

Joan stumbled a step, and Astoria held tight, sweeping her along. Her Greenwood body remembered enough to hang in there, but only so long as she didn’t actually think about the dance.

“I just finished grad school,” Joan said.

They kept gliding. “At the same time this new magic popped up?”

Joan’s brain hit a brief dial tone before she could form a reply. “Is there an accusation in there?”

“More of an observation.”

“You must have heard I can’t cast,” Joan said, “much less spellmake. You think I wrote and cast a spell on someone against their will?”

“Is that the Greenwood theory? That the human is an involuntary participant, not themself the source of anything?”

Oh shit. Joan was not excelling at this subterfuge. There wasn’t a specific reason to keep this information from her own family, except for the fact that she accidentally had.

Astoria’s grip on Joan tightened. “More than a theory? Do you know for sure?”

Maybe this was for the best; maybe this would get people more focused on Mik’s torturer than Mik themself. Word spread fast in the witch world. “That’s my personal theory.”

Astoria stopped looking directly into Joan’s face, which was helpful, because Joan couldn’t think when Astoria was looking at her. “You had an argument with your aunt.”

Joan fumbled another step but caught herself this time. She had the sinking feeling she was being pumped for information.

Astoria nodded her chin toward the French doors. “I saw you two walk out. You came back in looking upset. Am I right, then? You argued? What about?”

“Private family matters,” Joan said through clenched teeth.

“Private family matters, in a family you’ve only just returned to after seven years out of state,” Astoria said.

Joan very deliberately stepped on Astoria’s foot.

Astoria’s attention snapped back down to Joan, mouth a tight line.

“Next time you ask me to dance, Wardwell,” Joan said, “you had better want to dance with me, not my family name.”

Joan let go before the song ended and darted back to the edges of the crowd. This was not the most disastrous party she’d been to, not by far, but after seven years of freedom, it was wearing her down faster than ever before. She was tempted to try some origami again and see how these witches fared against a storm of vicious paper balls.

“Sorry, did she come on too strong?” Joan looked down to find the other California witch standing next to her, a friendly smile on her face. Yeesh. These people appeared out of nowhere.

Joan should have said, How about you both leave me alone, and instead asked, irresistibly curious, “Does she do that a lot?”

The woman laughed. “She’s very to the point. It’s one of her best qualities, but I think it makes it tough for her to make new friends.”

Astoria was now in a discussion with Merlin, her brow furrowed.

“Was that her trying to make friends?” Joan asked.

The woman stuck out a hand. “Wren Dahl-Min,” she introduced, as Joan paused for long enough to be rude, then shook the hand. “I’m here as Astoria’s sidekick.”

“I thought she’d been sent solo.”

“We’re a package deal,” Wren said.

Joan raised an eyebrow.

“Not like that,” Wren said. “Just best friends, which I know sounds juvenile, but it works for us. Joan Greenwood, right?”

“Is this where you attempt to pump me for information too?” Joan said.

Wren’s face fell into a frown as she looked at Astoria. “No, that’s not why I’m in New York.”

“Right.”

“I mean it, I’m here for her,” Wren said with a tilt of her head. “Trust me, my only interest in this new spell is its application to Moon Creatures.”

Cherry on top of the godsdamn sundae. “And that’s supposed to make me trust you? I doubt I make the news too much, but my best friend—best friend like it seems Astoria is your best friend—is a vampire. I have no interest in further worsening the power divide in the magic world,” Joan snapped.

“You’re misunderstanding me,” Wren said with an apologetic smile. “My focus isn’t on keeping this magic from Moon Creatures; it’s on giving them the ability to cast.”

The ability to cast… spells. The thing Valeria had said was liable to cause a magical civil war. Well.

That was new.
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Joan’s head whipped around like one of those inflatable guys in front of a car wash, trying to ascertain who might have overheard, but the two of them had a little circle of space around them.

Joan was a little bit of a radical, sure, but she wasn’t enough of one to talk about Moon Creatures casting at a witch party. She might mention it in a one-on-one or behind closed doors, certainly. To herself in the mirror, late at night, in a soundproof room.

“I heard about your best friend, the LaMorte vampire,” Wren said, nonplussed by Joan’s cartoonish panic. “I thought you might hold similar values. Values that are certainly rare among named witch society.”

Joan tried not to look like she’d been run over by a car. “I… Is this a trap?”

Wren shrugged a little. “No, but I guess there’s no way for me to really prove that. Just know, Astoria might be here to do what her mother says, but I am under no such constraints. There’s no reason only witches should cast—it’s an incredible ability, and I don’t believe in whatever genetic deterministic bullshit currently dictates things. I also don’t believe in the disgusting, fearmongering police system that Poppy Wardwell runs in California. If you feel similarly, we might help each other. And if not, well, then it would be bold to accuse a guest witch here with the heir to California of saying all this. Publicly.”

Joan performed another evaluation of Wren, scanning her from head to toe. “How are you both trying to get on my side and threatening me?”

Wren sipped her drink. “It’s an art I unfortunately had to hone running in the same circles as Astoria. We met when we were only three, you know. Grew up together. A friendship like that… sometimes your values diverge, but you find ways to stay together.”

“Does she know you’re trying to convince me to help you give casting magic to Moon Creatures?”

Wren downed her glass, glossy manicured nails clinking against the cup. “I better go rescue Astoria. She can’t hold a conversation that isn’t about fighting tactics or swords. Or romance novels.” Her face was soft, fond.

She turned to Joan, flashed her a bright smile. Her dark eyes had a gorgeous iridescence to them. “We’ll run into each other again.”

Her tone did not indicate a question, and Joan was left baffled as Wren slipped into the conversation Astoria was having. Astoria visibly sagged with relief.

Hmm.

“I still can’t believe Poppy let her come,” Molly said, sidling up and poking Joan in the side. “How did the thing with Grace go? Will there be a second date?”

“Let who come?”

“Wren.” Molly looked at Joan expectantly, and when Joan failed to deliver whatever recognition she was looking for, elaborated with a sigh. “Because of the whole fae thing?”

Joan absolutely could not connect the dots.

“Wren Dahl-Min is half fae, half witch,” Molly supplied. “She was adopted by a witch family as a kid. But Poppy’s a purist about her inner circle. Astoria must have lobbied hard to bring Wren. Are you avoiding my Grace question?”

Joan focused in on Wren’s nails, a little bit too long. Her ears, just slightly pointed. Both signs of the fae. Adopted into a witch family… Joan wondered, rather rudely, what had led to her being put up for adoption. Mixed kids weren’t always accepted by their birth families, depending on the species, and witches were usually eager to get the children into witch training as soon as possible.

“Joan. Please. Grace?”

“Did you tell Aunt Val about it?” Joan grumbled, swatting Molly’s still poking hand away.

“Was it a secret?”

Yes, absolutely, and also… “No, but I don’t think it’s going to work out.”

Molly deflated. She looked stunning in a dark red dress, her hair pulled back into a knot at the nape of her neck. “I’m sorry, I hope you keep trying.”

Joan kept her eyes glued to Astoria and Wren, trying to puzzle out their presence and apparently diverging interests. Wren Dahl-Min, half fae herself, wanted to give casting magic to Moon Creatures. Astoria Wardwell represented the desire to use casting magic to oppress Moon Creatures further.

Maybe in the race between New York witches, California witches, and Moon Creatures, Joan was on Mik’s side, but she could also be on the side of Moon Creatures. It would fundamentally transform the magic world if vampires and fae could cast too, if they could manipulate others the way witches so easily did, nudge the stock market in a certain direction, grease some political palms, create wards on their own. Not that Joan felt people should be manipulated. But it would make it impossible for witches to do something asinine like invade the Night Market. Which could happen at any time, apparently. But not tonight, not while witches were getting drunk uptown.

And she had CZ right there with her, if they found the answers first. She could give them to him or Abel. To the LaMortes.

“Joan?” Molly was saying, voice fuzzy in Joan’s ear.

“I’m going to go,” Joan said. The world sharpened. “Mol, if the family tries to go after the market, I need you to stop them.”

Joan might as well have asked for Molly to rip the sun from the sky, reverse the tides, alter the orbit of the planet—but she asked anyways, because she could. Because if either of them had a chance, it was Molly.

Molly’s gaze was sad, the corners of her lips slightly downturned. “What are you going to do, Jo?”

Joan leaned in, bumped her sister’s shoulder. “Plausible deniability, Mol. Promise me you’ll try.”

Molly hesitated a moment before bumping Joan back. “I can only stall. You know the moment they feel really backed into a corner, they’ll do whatever they think they have to.”

“I know,” Joan said. “I’m going to try to fix it before they hit that corner.”

She patted Molly on the shoulder, snatched another glass of prosecco, and downed it as she walked out the door.
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In Hell’s Kitchen, Joan entered CZ’s apartment to find him standing on the kitchen island with a fistful of popcorn in his hand and Mik, mouth open, below him.

The two of them froze comedically upon her entrance.

Joan broke the silence. “You have a kidnapped person and didn’t lock your door?”

“No one ever comes by!” CZ protested.

At the same time, Mik replied, “Isn’t he kind of an apex predator?”

Which was so blissfully normal after the string of conversations she’d had at her family’s house. Joan was overwhelmed with the desire to gather them both into a hug and kiss their faces in gratitude. Instead, she joined Mik by the counter and opened her mouth.

CZ plucked out a popped kernel and threw it.

Joan was no athlete, but she was a pro at this game and caught the popcorn to raucous cheers. She bowed dramatically at the waist.

“CZ,” she said without preamble. “I need you to get me into the Night Market.”

The cheers cut off. Mik shuddered. CZ tossed the popcorn back in the bag and scrambled to grab Joan by the arms.

“Why, what happened?”

Joan gave him the rundown. The Greenwoods thinking of invading the market for answers, their knowledge that Mik had stumbled out of there, Astoria Wardwell’s presence in New York, and Wren Dahl-Min’s odd proposal.

Mik rubbed at the stubble of their shaved head, agitation rising. “So we’re no closer to having enough witches for a sealing spell and they’re getting closer to us?”

CZ was staring contemplatively out the window, like he was in an old movie, but Joan knew him well enough to know he wasn’t being faux dramatic. The usually ever-present humor had dropped entirely off his face.

“It’s a risk,” he admitted. “Giving us casting magic. You don’t know what we’ll do with it any more than you know what your aunt will do with it.”

“Actually, I think I do have a good sense of what Aunt Val will do,” Joan said. “And Merlin. And California. The gamble of Moon Creatures is feeling best to me; at least in the uncertainty, there’s some possibility this doesn’t all go totally sideways. If I were a spellmaker, maybe I could study Mik right now, but that’s not my wheelhouse, so we need to either get a spellmaker on our side or find the original one.”

“You want to join up with Wren? What if it’s just a way of weaseling into your trust?” Mik said. “Do you know her?”

No. Before today, Joan had never even heard of Wren. “I think this is a ‘rock and a hard place’ kind of situation,” Joan admitted.

“A rock and a hard place with my life liable to be crushed between them,” Mik muttered.

CZ rubbed his chin, turning from the window. “Alright, I’ll go back to the Night Market and look around again. I haven’t been able to retrace Mik’s steps exactly, but I’ll try. Abel can probably meet me there, and he’ll be able to help. I filled him in on the phone. He is not pleased with us.”

“Probably for good reason, and me too. I’m going,” Joan said. “I can help you cover more ground.”

CZ was already shaking his head. “Absolutely not, the Night Market is no place for witches.”

“Witches go there,” Joan argued.

“Not Greenwoods.”

They quickly descended into a sharp little bickering match, interrupted only by Mik.

“I’ll go, then,” they said a bit snappishly. “I’ll be able to guide you best; it’s my footsteps you’re trying to retrace.”

CZ and Joan wasted no time before uniting in a shared cause.

“And what happens if you accidentally get upset and suck some magic in again?” CZ said, opening his fridge and pouring himself a glass of blood. “Or get scared of the dark? If people start reporting a weird magical fluctuation in the market, or worse, see you casting again with their own eyes, it will only strengthen Valeria’s case.”

“Or what if whoever kidnapped you takes you back?” Joan added. “I can’t protect you, and CZ can only do so much.”

“Yet another reason why you shouldn’t attend,” CZ said to Joan. He tipped the glass back, and Joan absently handed him a napkin to wipe his mouth.

“I’m going if I have to walk to Owl’s Head myself and wander around until I hit the market wards,” Joan said. “I’m not taking a backseat on this one, not with so much on the line.” Just like your father, Valeria had said. All posturing. Not tonight—tonight Joan was going to grab the world in her fists.

Mik’s voice pitched toward a shout, gaze sticking to the red-tinged glass CZ set down on the counter. “Can you two stop talking like I’m not here, and grown, and capable of making my own decisions? If I want to put my fucking life in danger, I sure as hell will—oh no.”

Mik lunged toward the kitchen sink as magic in the room shifted, drawn toward Mik in their agitation. The sharp scent of vomit pierced the air.

Joan and CZ avoided eye contact, both with each other and Mik, as Mik rinsed their mouth out and rested their forehead on the cool counter.

They looked small there. Hunched over, skin flushed, and arms braced around their head. They couldn’t keep letting magic funnel through them like that—it would kill them. And Mik didn’t know how to control their channeling. Joan could try to teach them, but that was a Band-Aid at best.

“Both of you go,” Mik said, on the edge of tears. “And leave me alone for a while. I promise I won’t break out, and if I do, I won’t snitch on you two. But if I don’t get some alone time, I’m going to begin to act out in a way that would have gotten me swiftly institutionalized in the 1800s.”

This was very hard logic to argue with. Worse, Joan didn’t want to argue with it. She didn’t want to keep Mik here, being watched by strangers, even though it was safest. If it were her, if she had been the one to get kidnapped and transformed… if it had been Joan who had woken up alone and scared in that market, she’d have lost her mind much faster than Mik seemed to be losing theirs.

One glance at CZ revealed a look of guilt Joan assumed she was mirroring.

“Two hours,” CZ said finally. “We’ll be back in two hours, three max. Okay?”

Mik did not respond, only curling tighter in on themself.

“Mik,” Joan said, thinking back on their prior conversation. “If you disappear, we will notice. Okay? We will notice, and we’ll be devastated. We’re doing everything we can to make sure that doesn’t happen to you. When I get back, I’ll try to help you control your channeling.”

Still, silence.

Properly sobered, Joan followed CZ out the door.
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Joan had never been to the Night Market before.

For a witch, going to the market meant giving up any means of personal protection. Channeling was suppressed by the wards, and as such, witches at the market were little more than humans. Out of their depth and surrounded by both predators built to drain the blood from other beings and tricksters like the fae aiming to trap them in eternal servitude.

In Brooklyn, they approached Owl’s Head Park from the south, and CZ stepped confidently onto a path leading into the trees. During the day, the park was an entirely normal place for humans. At night, a warded section unfolded for the magical world.

“One more time,” CZ said.

Joan huffed a breath. “Don’t talk to anyone, don’t touch anything, don’t make eye contact. Definitely don’t drink any of the pretty fae drinks.”

CZ gave her a long-suffering glare.

“Fine,” Joan amended. “Don’t drink anything, period, and especially not from the fae; they will turn me inside out and laugh.”

CZ shifted, crossing his arms as he stared into the shadowed trees. He was in a black hoodie and dark pants. He could walk around the Night Market because he was a vampire. Better, a LaMorte vampire, and his mother ran his pack. To outsiders, the Night Market was a spooky place full of illegal dealings and illicit goods. To CZ, it was like a big family bazaar, in the way that all vampires were family to him, and even the fae wouldn’t mess with him. There were rules here, but none of them protected humans or witches.

“Bad fucking idea,” he muttered. For the thousandth time.

“There isn’t a better one,” Joan said. “We’re losing our head start in this race. We keep needing a witch or three to help us, and we have precisely none.”

“It really be two dumbasses deciding the fate of everything,” CZ muttered.

“Only if these two dumbasses find this witch first,” Joan replied.

Rubbing a nonexistent headache at his temple—vampires didn’t get sick, a fact Joan, who did get sick, loathed with a passion—CZ started forward, stepping between two trees.

Similar to the HERMES stations, Joan met slight resistance as she passed through the wards, an elastic film pressing against her body. She gasped, but CZ’s grasp was steady.

On the other side of the trees and wards, Joan stumbled slightly. Magic remained around her, but it was like she was in a winter coat and the cold couldn’t penetrate.

A clearing spread out before them, grass defiantly lush beneath their shoes. It curled over Joan’s Vans, making her steps a bit tougher, like she was walking on sand. Multicolored tents had been erected, and it looked rather like a farmer’s market, just at night. People chatted at the stalls, and various magical creatures wheeled bikes around, putting odds and ends in the baskets up front. Music was playing from somewhere, and sound washed over her as she entered this new world. To her right, a fae was peddling an array of pretty pink drinks in tiny bottles. It was a cash-only market, and to her left, a grizzled human was dealing out hard bills like an ATM. See, Joan tried to say with her eyes. A human is safe here, I’ll be safe here.

CZ wasn’t paying attention to her. He’d grabbed her hand to weave through the tents, but it was slow going because people kept stopping to greet him.

Vampires especially melted from the sides to throw him laughs, clap him on the back, and ask about his parents, aunt, brother, or job. CZ responded in turn, asking about children, how sales were going, passing jokes left and right.

Joan’s chest warmed at the sight, CZ surrounded by people who loved and knew him. For all he worried about not being useful, and all the guilt he’d started carrying around when he moved out of LaMorte territory and into Manhattan, he was still a vital member of his pack.

Joan attracted some stares, but that was the extent of it. Every time someone asked about her, CZ brushed them off easily. Witches sometimes came to the Night Market, but they didn’t come to hold sway. They came to buy or to sell illegally. Cursed magic objects changed hands. One stall they passed was selling antique mirrors, but none reflected the world around them.

Joan leaned up to whisper at CZ. “We’re going to where you found Mik?”

CZ’s face was grim. “Abel will meet us there.”

A fae brushed past Joan, close. CZ snarled, all predator, with his fangs flashing in the dim light of the market as he pulled Joan toward him. The fae backed off with a start, Joan’s phone tipping from their hands. CZ caught it and handed it back to Joan, who—well, of course she’d gotten pickpocketed. She probably looked like an easy mark. She was an easy mark.

“Alright, big guy,” Joan said, pulling CZ back and tucking her phone into her pocket, deeper this time. “Let’s just get through this.”

CZ put his fangs away. “Bad fucking idea, this whole thing,” he said, but steered her forward.

The Night Market must have benefited heavily from witch magic, despite the clear aversion to them, because it never ended. The clearing stretched large and deep around them. Even the wards smothering Joan’s magic and making her chest tight must have come from witches, even if they were witch-fae or witch-vampires. It was all casting magic.

Joan tried not to stare too hard at everyone around her, instead letting CZ pull her ahead.

But the air was charged tonight.

She caught herself staring down alleyways, watching shadows morph before her eyes.

“Cane!” Abel called, as they approached a gap in between two tents. He was tall and broad, taller and broader than even CZ, his skin dark and his hair in short little twists. They had the same smile, Abel and CZ, wide and guileless, and Joan saw both on display as they dapped each other up, CZ’s posture straightening a little.

“And Joan,” Abel said kindly, pulling Joan into a hug. “I hear you’ve managed to get yourself into trouble already. So soon after your return too.”

“I couldn’t run the risk of life being too boring,” Joan returned with a laugh, as they pulled apart. “How’re the students?”

“On summer break now,” Abel said. “Just in time for all my attention to be occupied by the… situation. I’ve done what research I can.”

“Do you know where this spell could have come from?”

Abel shook his head. “I know people were theorizing it was an old one, but I can’t imagine a historian uncovering this in some archive and not taking credit for their find, and no archives I know of have reported anything missing. There’s no history of humans being granted casting magic, this would have come out of nowhere. My knowledge isn’t complete—”

“—but it’s pretty comprehensive, nerd,” CZ mumbled.

Abel cuffed him across the back of the head. “But it’s extensive, and unless someone somehow made a completely unforeseen discovery in some very obscure archive or archaeological site, there is no historical precedent. I suspect we’re looking at something new.”

CZ rubbed the back of his head and sighed. “Well, we’ve kind of been operating under that assumption, but I guess this more distinctly confirms some sort of spellmaker did this. Let’s hurry through this so we can get Joan out of here,” he said.

Abel and Joan put on their best listening faces.

“I was here,” CZ explained. “I’d been hanging out with Jeremiah and was heading home for the night when I saw Mik standing there.” He pointed way down the gap in the tents they stood in. “They didn’t seem okay.”

“What kind of not okay?” Abel asked, arms crossed as he contemplated the information.

“Shaky, haunted. And I know humans get tormented here all the time, that’s just the way things go, but something felt different here. They turned and started eyeing the fae food, and I’ve seen that go wrong too many times, so I walked over…” CZ started walking down the gap, and Abel dutifully followed. Joan had made it only a few steps when she felt a whisper across her back.

She whirled, clamping a hand down on her nape, searching for the source of the sensation, but there was no one there. Her eyes saw nothing, but her body was sounding all sorts of alarms. The grass waved frantically at her feet. There were eyes on her back. Eyes on her front. Eyes, watching from everywhere.

CZ called her name distantly, but Joan was frozen in place, reaching out with every single one of her senses to try and determine what had just happened.

A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. She inhaled a gasp, and her breath frosted in the air, even in the warm night.

Her mind fractured like a kaleidoscope, spinning through images. The party uptown, taking the N to Brooklyn. Hell’s Kitchen—

“Jo, what is it?” CZ said urgently, and his voice rang like a thousand bells, and Joan’s lips were numb. She couldn’t think or breathe or—

There was a rush of warmth, and the pressure in her mind cut off abruptly. Sounds resumed at a normal cadence as she heaved in a breath and blinked frost from her eyelashes to find Abel holding her shoulders and CZ several yards to her left, holding the wrist of a woman who was furiously talking at him.

Joan blinked again and the image crystalized.

CZ, fangs out, eyes an incandescent red, hand rising to grasp the woman’s throat.

And the woman—not just anyone.

“Grace?” Joan said around a dry mouth. She lurched forward, Abel moving with her. “CZ, don’t hurt her.”

CZ paused, thrumming with violence. “What the hell just happened?”

Grace snatched her wrist back, rubbing it unhappily. “Someone fished around in Joan’s memories. I stopped it. You’re welcome.”

“Grace, what are you doing in the market?” Joan gathered her wits, leaning heavily on Abel, who was scanning their surroundings.

Grace gestured violently at her tote bag, which was full of produce and a couple of books, each wrapped and kept away from the other. “Shopping. I live around here, I just met up with a friend. What are you doing here, getting sucked into a mind-invasion spell? Someone pocket realmed you. I had to step into the realm to undo it.”

Valeria had mentioned there were plenty of ways around the wards, for someone skilled enough.

“I…” Joan trailed off. “From afar?”

“No, they’d need to be close—”

Abel’s reassuring weight disappeared as he whizzed off. Joan stumbled and was righted by CZ tucking her behind his back.

Joan wiggled forward. “I’m being so rude,” she said a bit breathlessly. “Grace, this is my best friend, CZ. CZ, this is Grace Collins, the spellmaker I was telling you about. Grace, I appreciate you saving my life. Or my mind.”

CZ winced. “Sorry I manhandled you as thanks.”

Grace’s chin rose proudly. Her gaze very obviously flicked up and down CZ, who in turn gave her his own once-over.

Joan took advantage of CZ’s distraction to completely escape his protective stance.

“Whoever it was, they aren’t close by anymore,” Abel said, appearing in a rush of air and startling CZ and Grace apart.

Grace recovered quickly. “It was advanced work, and I’ve never seen the spell before. Why do you have someone hunting you?”

“Can you use what you saw to figure out who cast it?” Joan asked urgently.

Grace’s eyes flickered between the three of them. “Another Greenwood favor?”

“If it helps, you can count it as a LaMorte favor,” Abel said. “And your discretion would be similarly appreciated.”

“How do we know she’s not the spellmaker who did it?” CZ asked. “There aren’t that many in the world. First, she’s conveniently summoned by the Greenwoods, then shows up here? I told you not to come with me, Joan. I don’t know why you never listen.”

“I know you’re very worried about me, so I’m going to let that comment slide,” Joan said.

Grace hefted her tote higher on her shoulder and put her other hand on her hip. “First of all, I’ve been in New York for years, I wasn’t ‘summoned’ here, so take the bass out your voice. Secondly, Joan Greenwood comes to me outside her family to ask me a series of abstract questions about this new spell, then shows up at the Night Market, where people are saying the spell originated, and is attacked by an exceptionally skilled witch who rifles through her memories. Leading me to believe that, one”—Grace held up her fingers to punctuate her points—“Joan is not acting on behalf of the Greenwoods and might actually be acting in opposition to them, and two, that you, Joan, know something about this spell. Something others are desperate to know. Which maybe makes sense as someone who can’t cast herself.”

Joan sputtered. “Meaning what, exactly?”

“The chance to gain casting ability would be of particular interest to you,” Grace said. She ended her monologue in a huff, glaring them all down, her words such a rapid assault that Joan felt like she was being slapped repeatedly.

“No!” Joan cried out at the final insinuation, at the same time CZ burst into surprised laughter.

“You think Joan created the spell?” he asked incredulously.

“Or someone Joan knows well,” Grace said firmly. “It makes sense.”

“No, it doesn’t!” Joan interjected. “Well, maybe it does! But it isn’t true—we just—” Joan looked at the LaMorte brothers helplessly. Joan had, in the privacy of her own mind, ruminated fairly extensively on whether Mik’s spell could help her fix her own issues. But she had never uncaged the thought, and she’d only acted on it as far as it coincided with her urge to help Mik. She knew better than to pin her hopes of finally regaining status in her family on a half-baked spell cast on a human.

“Not my problem,” Abel said, raising his hands. “Witch business belongs to witches.”

CZ was bent over, palms on his knees, laughing even harder. “Joan! An evil mastermind! Do you know how many times I caught her burning her bagel in the dining hall in college because she can’t even use a toaster?”

“They’re all different!” Joan snapped. “The settings vary, and sometimes one minute on one is too much or too little!”

“It was the same dining hall every time, Joan! Same toaster!”

“Guys,” Abel chided. “Please focus.”

“I wonder what your family would think about all this,” Grace said coldly to Joan.

Joan slapped CZ on the back, hard, but it only sent him deeper into his fit of laughter. “Do not tell my family,” Joan said.

Grace, to her credit, only stood straighter. “Or what? You’re gonna throw around your privilege and bury me? I have no interest in protecting people trying to mess with magic like this. You have no idea what the repercussions are, and with your family history, I can only assume it’s a mess of ethical dilemmas ignored for the sake of power.”

CZ straightened, dusting off his clothes and letting out one last amused sigh. “This has been a real pleasure. I’ve never seen someone so fundamentally misunderstand Joan. It’s beautiful, really.”

“Grace, I need you to forget everything you saw tonight,” Joan said urgently. “Not for my sake.”

Abel winced. “This is coming off as a threat, Joan.”

Joan waved her hands. “No! No, no, it’s—CZ, help me.”

CZ shrugged. “I don’t know her well enough to know if we should trust her, and I have no intentions of kidnapping or killing her to keep her quiet. Her presence here is still suspicious to me.”

“So now you’re drawing a line,” Joan snarked without thinking. “Maybe you should have made a no-taking-people rule before you took—Oops.”

Abel rubbed at his temples. “I can’t believe you guys haven’t been caught yet. It’s honestly so sad to listen to this. Either send her away or bring her into this fucked-up little group of confidants. If she’s the one behind all this, she deserves to win at this rate, because the two of you are just fumbling around, bumping into things.”

Unfortunately, Joan needed Grace. Well, any spellmaker, or really any witch who could cast, but Grace was both. Joan needed to know who had rifled through her head and how to undo the spell on Mik. She needed witches for a sealing spell, and Grace now had some information to hold over Joan’s head. Very dangerous suppositions that could really mess up Joan’s life—and, more importantly, CZ’s and Mik’s.

What Joan knew about Grace was hearsay and instinct. Grace didn’t seem to want to be involved in witch politics, and she was willing to break from the whole witch world to stay away. She wasn’t even from the city, though she’d been here several years. Her mentor was encouraging her to establish herself, but she resisted. She shopped at the Night Market like it was no big deal, indicating she clearly had no problem being in community with Moon Creatures. She didn’t feel that this magic should have been messed with in the first place. If Joan didn’t do something, Grace could turn around tomorrow and tell Valeria.

Joan wasn’t proud of it, but she suspected the best way to get Grace on their side was to make her complicit. Staring her down hard, Joan felt, in her heart of hearts, that Grace was not the one who had just been in Joan’s head. That touch had been freezing cold, and Grace was warm, vast.

Joan would have to trust her gut here.

“We know the human who was turned into a witch,” Joan confessed. “We have them, and they’re not well—the magic, it makes them sick. It happened against their will, and we’re trying to track down who did this to them before my family catches up to us.” Joan looked at the brothers. “Before either of our families catches up to us.”

Grace’s eyes were wide and round and dark, drinking in the lights of the market. Her hand fell off her hip; her mouth lost its tension. That was surprise on her face, genuine surprise, Joan was sure of it, and it morphed into horror moments later.

In that transformation, Joan saw the heart of Grace Collins—this was not a woman playing the game of witches. This was someone who genuinely cared. This person, despite reason, believed Joan.

Grace’s gaze turned flinty. “How can I help?”
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Clustered together in an alley, Joan, CZ, and Abel filled Grace in on what little they knew.

Grace was tapping her foot, face unreadable. “You definitely need a witch to help you,” she said. “You’ll have to take me to Mik, and I’ll do what I can to suppress the magic a little, and then we can figure out how to determine if there’s still some sort of tether in place. Or I can try to rummage around in their memories like someone did in Joan’s.”

Joan relaxed with each confident word Grace uttered. Grace clearly possessed the ability to stop another attack. CZ looked absolutely starstruck by the woman.

“Wait,” Abel said suddenly. “Someone rooted around in Joan’s head.”

The three of them looked at him questioningly. He grabbed CZ’s arm to usher them all rapidly through the market, walking backward for a second to hiss at them. “Someone rooted around in Joan’s head, a head that knows exactly where Mik is at this moment, totally alone.”

CZ whirled on Joan, and panic had transformed his face. Mik, all alone. Mik, being taken again. They had known each other a sum total of two days but—

“We can’t let anything happen to them,” CZ said.

“Human subway’s an hour, but if I take the HERMES, I don’t know how to bring them back with me, and I’m not—I mean, if there is an intruder, I don’t think I can…” Joan trailed off in a bit of a breathless gasp as the four of them picked up speed, now running for one of the boundaries of the market.

I don’t think I can protect them. Joan wasn’t like Grace, who could cast, or Abel and CZ, who could rip a person apart.

She couldn’t protect the people who mattered to her.

Desperate tears welled in her eyes, an overload of frustrated helplessness. “How fast can you run there?” she asked CZ urgently.

“Less than twenty minutes,” CZ said. “But where do we bring them after? My apartment isn’t safe anymore.”

They burst through the wards, moving at a dead sprint for the witches and a casual jog for the vampires, ignoring the alarmed looks they were getting. The park was deep and endless in the darkness around them.

“My apartment,” Grace said without hesitation, and listed an address nearby in Bay Ridge. “My wards are strong. We’ll meet you there. And be careful.”

If Grace was the spellmaker behind all this, they’d be delivering Mik right into her waiting hands.

But Joan didn’t know where else they could possibly move Mik.

CZ sent a questioning glance in Abel’s direction.

“I’m not sending my little brother into potential danger alone,” Abel said. “Mom and Dad and even Aunt Lila would kill me. I’m with you.”

CZ’s fingertips brushed Joan’s bare arm lightly in reassurance, and then the brothers were gone.
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After pausing so Grace and Joan could put their hands on their knees and gasp a bit in tandem, Grace led the way to her nearby apartment.

It was on the fifth floor of a building in Bay Ridge, and they were both wiped enough that they took the little elevator rather than attempt the stairs.

“Hanging out with vampires makes me feel like shit,” Grace grumbled, fanning herself with a hand.

“Tell me about it,” Joan said, slumped against the wall. “You know, I used to run track in high school?”

“And how long ago was high school?”

“Long enough that I’m wheezing in an elevator,” Joan said, straightening as they hit the fifth floor and Grace exited, walking down the hallway to an apartment that fizzled with magic.

Joan concentrated for a moment, narrowing her eyes, and magic manifested like a golden web on the apartment. She whistled low, impressed, distracted at least for a second from the thought of Mik being snatched. “Those are some kick-ass wards.”

Grace didn’t look back as she opened the door, but there was a clear smile in her voice. “All my private tutoring had to be good for something. When Fiona visits, she does her best to poke holes in them. Mik should be safe here for the moment.”

“Fiona comes by often? You must be close.” Joan had run all her tutors off, eventually.

“She has an apartment in the city, New York’s better for finding odd magic jobs, but she remains based in Atlanta,” Grace said, flicking on a light in the entryway and making room for Joan to step in. “And we are close. My dad is totally human, and my mom doesn’t have magic, though her parents can cast. It meant a lot of my exposure to the spellmaking world came through Fiona. I wouldn’t have had half the opportunities I’ve had if not for her. She works really hard, you know.”

There was something accusatory about Grace’s tone. “I never said she didn’t.”

“Tell that to your aunt. Fiona’s been gunning for an actual job for years. Spellmaking isn’t particularly lucrative unless you work in academia, which Fiona hates, or as a private contractor for corporations, and those positions go to people with family connections,” Grace said bitterly. “She can only make a living by pulling in jobs here in the city, but she can’t afford to live here full-time either and has to rent it out half the year.”

“Grace, I know my aunt is watching you two closely. If you help with this spell, I’m sure she’ll help Fiona get placed,” Joan said. She was pretty used to people taking out their Greenwood family grudges on her. It went hand in hand with being the least intimidating Greenwood.

“Sorry,” Grace said after a beat. “I guess that was a lot. It’s just… I know Fiona can be a bit cold, but underneath she’s one of the best and most generous people I know. I’d do anything to help her. We used to dream of this city together. I gave her a stupid snow globe of it, some tourist nonsense, back when I was still a kid in Georgia, and she used to bring it out all the time to show people.”

“It’s no problem.” Joan toed off her shoes, massaging her still-burning thighs. The apartment was actually fairly well sized, with a hallway that bent at an angle with a few doors off it, and a kitchen and living room in front of her. It was very sparsely furnished. A window at the back of the kitchen showed, way off in the distance, the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge lit up in the night.

“Water? There’s no use standing there worrying,” Grace said, stepping into the kitchen and placing her produce bag on the counter. “They’ll probably text soon to confirm if they have Mik. Can CZ run back with them?”

Joan shuddered. “A piggyback ride from CZ at high speeds is a harrowing experience, but yes, it’s possible.” She had mainly done it drunk, so hopefully Mik would fare better sober. Joan accepted the glass of water, and the two of them stood there in the kitchen, leaning against the counter.

Grace seemed unconcerned with the silence, so Joan settled into it, her mind beginning to drift. Someone had clearly connected Joan to Mik, which was a distressing thought. Joan didn’t think she’d left any obvious trails—Grace was her loosest end, and she was now part of the inner circle.

“Oh!” Grace said, thunking her empty glass down on the counter. “My roommate!”

Joan came back to herself, dreaming suddenly of yet another person who might rat them all out. “Should I tell the boys not to come here?”

“No, she won’t mind, and she can keep a secret—There you are, Billy.”

Grace was looking over Joan’s shoulder, and Joan spun around to see a ghost floating in the entryway to the kitchen, hair dark and wild around her, eyes golden and shaped like a hawk’s.

The ghost, Billy, watched Joan curiously. “Finally,” she said, “I’ve been waiting so long.” Then she phased through the wall behind her and disappeared into nothing.

“You get used to her,” Grace said with a smile. “She’s a freaky little fucker, but she came with the apartment, and the haunting rumors kept the rent absurdly low, especially for a three-bedroom. Two thousand a month.”

“Three bedrooms for two thousand—” Joan began, maybe a few pitches too loud, when her phone buzzed, and she fumbled it out expeditiously to see a text from CZ.

Got Mik, they’re fine.

Very Grumpy

On our way

Joan: thank jeebus. Pls hurry

CZ: I am breaking world records rn

“They’re fine,” Joan said, glancing up at Grace, who was frowning. “Are you upset that they’re fine?”

“No, of course not. But it does make me wonder… this person had a head start, so why didn’t they grab Mik?” Grace asked. “What stood in their way?”

“Or who,” Joan said. “Two powerful vampires might be enough to deter a singular witch. Or… we’re assuming that the person who invaded my mind was after Mik specifically, but we don’t know that for sure. They could be after something else up there.” Joan rapped her knuckles on her skull.

“You are a Greenwood, I guess,” Grace said. “I’d jump into your head if I found you in the Night Market and wanted to know what your parents and aunt were up to. What are they up to?”

Joan reclaimed her glass of water. It was a weirdly reassuring thought that she might have been attacked because of her last name and not because someone knew about Mik. “I’m really taking a swing trusting you. You actually could be an ingenious villain who has just had everything you ever wanted handed to you on a silver platter. Mik’s coming here; I’m about to spill family secrets.”

“That’s true,” Grace said, in the no-bullshit way Joan was coming to know and like a great deal. “You have absolutely no way of knowing if I’m trustworthy, but it kind of feels too late to back out now. So, while we wait for your vampires, please let me know what your family is planning next. I promise I won’t tell anyone else, if that helps. I keep my word.”

A promise. We aren’t children, Joan.

But Joan didn’t want to live like her aunt did, always on the lookout. Joan still wanted to believe people could make promises to one another and keep them.

So she picked up the threads they’d left off on in the market and told Grace absolutely everything she could. By the time she was done, Grace had buzzed to let the LaMortes into the building, and then they were knocking on the front door.

Grace answered it, and CZ and Mik fell in through the door in a flurry of thrown elbows and curses, from where they’d clearly been wrestling a bit outside the door.

“Grace!” CZ said, straightening and brushing off his shirt. “Beautiful apartment.”

“Where’s Abel?” Grace asked.

“Broke off once we hit Bay Ridge. Mom called him in for something, what with him being so important and everything.”

Joan gave him a look, the one that was supposed to mean You are not your brother, and that’s a good thing.

CZ let out a breath, one that meant Sorry, didn’t mean to get too down. “He’ll link up with us tomorrow. Said he might have a trinket for Joan.”

“A trinket?” Grace asked.

“I love trinkets,” Joan said happily. Abel collected magic artifacts and occasionally passed on rings and bracelets and other jewelry to Joan if they ended up being unmagical or empty. Half the rings on Joan’s fingers now were from Abel.

“Something about a mind ward, just in case,” CZ said.

Mik coughed conspicuously. They were dressed rather ridiculously in one of CZ’s baseball caps, sunglasses, and a scarf, like a very obvious spy in a movie. They ripped the layers off, sweating.

“Hello, I’m Mik. The source of everyone’s problems these days,” they said, sticking out a hand that Grace shook. “Sorry you’ve been pulled into the crime ring.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Grace said. “If I go down, I’m taking Joan with me, which her family won’t like at all, so there might be some level of protection there.”

“Smart,” Joan said.

Mik made to remove their hand, but Grace held fast, giving them an intense stare.

“Whoa there,” Mik said, yanking their hand again.

CZ made his way into the kitchen to stand next to Joan, leaning down to whisper at her. “We trust her?”

“Mostly,” Joan whispered back. Magic danced around Grace, caressing her body. “I think she’s about to cast. Mik, hold still.”

Grace’s lips moved soundlessly, and her free hand floated up to twist in the air, where it hovered for a moment before her fists closed around a thread of magic that ran into Mik and she pulled.

Mik made a keening noise, and CZ tensed, but Joan held him back with a hand as Grace pulled out more threads of magic.

“There,” Grace said, blinking herself back into reality and finally dropping Mik’s hand. “That should help.”

Mik examined their hands. “I feel way lighter,” they whispered. “What did you do?”

“I can’t do a full seal on my own,” Grace said. “I could dim the magic a bit. We’ll have to try the magic tracing and the memory stuff tomorrow, I think. It’s been a long day for me; I’ll admit I’m tired.”

Mik’s fist bunched in their scarf. “Joan said you’d need four witches for a seal.”

“I could swing it with only one other witch, if they were really powerful,” Grace said. “But two more would be safest. It might seem counterintuitive, but it takes an enormous amount of magic to strip it from someone else, and you usually need multiple people to net that much energy and then come up with a spell powerful enough to shape it. Come in, did CZ and Abel explain you’d be staying with me for a little?”

“Ish,” Mik said. “Mostly they were zipping around, grabbing me and running. But I gathered the gist. Thanks for opening up your apartment.”

“She has a ghost roommate,” Joan added.

“I don’t know what that means,” Mik said cheerily, wandering into the living room, which had a TV and nothing else. “Did you just move in?”

“A few weeks ago,” Grace said. “Didn’t do a lot of furnishing.”

“Oh, I can help with that,” Joan said with no small amount of relief. She was standing there twiddling her thumbs. She pulled a credit card out of the back of her phone. “Here, Grace, as thanks for your help, and Mik, as apology for your house arrest, feel free to engage in some retail therapy, on me.”

“There’s no need,” Grace said, eyes narrowing. “I don’t need charity.”

“What’s the budget?” Mik asked, accepting the card. They shrugged at Grace’s glare. “I’ve decided to embrace the fact that I am crashing on people’s floors. Whatever. She’s offering.”

“The budget,” CZ said with a little laugh. “Nice one.”

“I’m really quite wealthy,” Joan said. “Spend away.”

“Then why were you acting impressed by my rent?” Grace grumbled, snatching the card from Mik’s hands to examine it, like it might start spitting out money on the spot.

“Because that’s damn good rent in New York,” Joan said. “Not that I’m trying to deny my privilege.”

“Unemployed with a trust fund,” CZ said.

“Unemployed with a trust fund,” Joan agreed. “Okay, I, for one, am so tired. Can I sleep at your place tonight, CZ? I don’t know if the party is still raging at mine.”

“Are we sure it’s safe?” CZ asked. “I was contemplating crashing with Abel.”

“You can both stay here,” Grace said. She cleared her throat awkwardly. “If you want. I’ll conjure up mattresses for now, if you don’t mind sleeping without bed frames. We’ll resume our escapades in the morning.”

“Oh, we don’t want to be a bother,” Joan said.

At the same time, CZ waved his hand and replied, “Joan and I can figure out our own stuff, thanks though.”

Mik leaned toward Grace. “They’re such a unit. They talk in unison all the time, and when they’re not doing that, they kind of look at each other and somehow communicate telepathically. Is that a vampire thing?”

“It is not,” Grace said. “And I didn’t offer to be polite. I have two more bedrooms: Mik can have one, the happy couple can have the other.” There was a curious note to the last part of her sentence.

“We get that a lot,” Joan said. “But we’re not together.”

“Tragically, Joan has turned down all my advances,” CZ said in a bad fake British accent.

“I’m a lesbian,” Joan said. “And he has never been attracted to me; he’s lying. He once referred to me as a ‘sister’ while hitting on some guy, which feels pretty damning.”

“Why I oughtta…” CZ said half-heartedly, faking a punch.

“We’re still cool to share a room though,” Joan said. “If you really meant it about staying a night. We’ll figure something out tomorrow. No need to conjure something, especially something as big as a mattress; we can sleep on the floor. We don’t want to drain your magic even faster.” Witches could, in theory, conjure up any sort of physical object but were typically limited by size. The larger an object, the more magic it took to create and the more magic it drained to keep the spell active and the object manifested. Once that magic ran out, it would fizzle out of existence.

Grace was chewing on her lip, gaze darting between CZ, who was still talking in that terrible accent and posturing himself across the kitchen, and Joan, who was still in the jumpsuit Molly had laid out for her.

“I don’t say things I don’t mean,” Grace said, “and no guests of mine will sleep on the floor.” She pivoted, waving everyone down the hallway so she could assign rooms. “My mother would beat my ass if she heard I treated a visitor like that.”

Each was totally empty, but clean and without cobwebs. Grace explained that Billy didn’t sleep and so had elected not to choose a bedroom for herself, instead appearing in the apartment at random. She then conjured up king-size mattresses for both rooms, despite heavy protest, looking a bit weary after the fact, and after showing them the two bathrooms, she sent them all off to bed.

CZ didn’t really sleep more than about three hours a day, but he was content to scroll on his phone with a borrowed charger for hours on end, so Joan curled up at his side, back pressed to him.

Faster than she’d thought possible, she was asleep.
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Joan dreamt of a garden, halfway up the mountain on a strange small island, and woke to an empty mattress beside her.

She rolled, the taste of salty ocean air fading, and was met with a pair of golden eyes.

“Good morning,” Billy said, leaning over the mattress to stare down at Joan.

Joan’s yelp was involuntary and loud, and her bladder was so full that she feared she’d pee right there in that bed.

The door slammed open to CZ, Grace behind him with a spatula in her hand, wielding it like a weapon.

Joan thumped back on her pillow. “False alarm,” she said. “Billy scared me.”

Billy had her arms folded, one hip cocked to the side as she looked at the two of them in the doorway. “I think it’s about time you all get your little show on the road,” she said. “Metaphorically—Mik really shouldn’t go anywhere.”

Grace lowered her spatula and turned back to the kitchen, grumbling. “Nag.”

“You have work!” Billy said, drifting through the wall to follow Grace.

CZ offered Joan a hand up. He didn’t really sweat, but both of them were grimy from the events of the previous night. Joan realized as she stood up—but luckily before she stepped into the hallway—that she was dressed in only her underwear and one of Grace’s borrowed shirts.

“Clothes,” Joan mumbled. “Then peeing.”

“Grace is making pancakes,” CZ offered.

“Then pancakes,” Joan added, yanking on last night’s jumpsuit. “Then Grace does the memory thing?”

“Then Grace and I go to work,” CZ finished, leading her out the door. “And you?”

“I don’t know,” Joan said truthfully, stepping into the neat little bathroom. She’d been blowing off job interviews her dad had set up because she was determined to find her own thing, but it felt like it fell to the bottom of her list of worries when she had a house and didn’t pay rent and someone else bought groceries, and oh, she was currently trying to figure out how to keep Mik safe.

She exited the bathroom after splashing water on her face and, back in the kitchen, accepted a plate of pancakes from Grace, blowing her a kiss, which Grace made a show of slapping out of the air. Mik was already chowing down on their own stack, seated crisscross on the floor of the living room.

“You need a dining table,” Joan remarked, sitting beside Mik. “And a couch. Please. Oh, and plants!”

“Joan pretends to choke to death in any room without plants,” CZ said.

Joan dug into her food. “They make a real difference in oxygen levels.”

“Everyone’s a critic,” Grace said. She pointed her spatula at Mik, who was scrambling to pull out Joan’s credit card. “No. Don’t even think about it—I don’t need a load of brand-new garbage. I intend to thrift what I can.”

“I respect it. If someone would allow me a device, I can get on my thrifting sites,” Mik said, licking syrup off their fork. “I’m kind of a savant at finding stuff secondhand. Or I was, before my whole life ended.”

Joan paused with her second bite of pancakes partway to her mouth and looked up to see Grace and CZ already exchanging a meaningful look. Mik had stumbled into CZ’s arms sans phone or computer, and CZ didn’t exactly have spares, and it had really been less than three days in total since he’d found them, so Mik had not had access to a device in that time. They’d all agreed it was likely best they didn’t contact anyone from their old life (yet) and tell them they were alive.

“I promise I won’t text my parents,” Mik said, sitting straighter. “Despite the fact that they’re probably out of their minds with worry. Look, I know I’ve made some escape attempts.”

“Several,” CZ said.

“And I know I’ve been vocally against my lockup,” Mik continued, unbothered.

“As anyone would be,” Joan reassured.

“But I’m feeling better about the whole situation, so I’m going to be better at being a team player while we sort this out,” they finished. “Stockholm syndrome is setting in.”

“That’s not real,” Grace murmured. “Cops made it up to be sexist.”

Now Joan and CZ were doing the telepathic-communication thing.

Grace is so smart and sexy, Joan imagined CZ was saying.

Is Mik trying to trick us? Joan asked back.

CZ shrugged. We’re easily tricked.

Grace stepped in again, turning back to the last of the pancakes she was flipping. “Last night CZ had to literally run to Manhattan because we thought you were being attacked, as a result of Joan being attacked, and now you’re in some stranger’s house in Brooklyn, where that stranger is preparing to delve into your memory. And all that is making you feel better about the situation?”

Mik got up to put their plate in the sink and leaned against the counter, arms folded. “Yup,” they said, popping the p at the end. “When it was just CZ and Joan, I knew you guys meant the best, but I could see how panicked you both were, and that didn’t inspire a lot of confidence. No offense.”

“None taken,” Joan said.

“Sooo much offense taken,” CZ countered.

“But Grace and Abel seem to have a better handle on things,” Mik said, and at least their tone was a bit apologetic. “We know what the next steps are. So I’m giving you all a week where I am the picture of obedience. I can be trusted with a phone.”

Grace’s matter-of-fact tone really helped her live up to the has a better handle on things reputation. “Let’s see if we can get you out of here in under a week, then.” She set down her spatula and approached Mik. “Let me try taking a look at your memories to see if there’s anything we can uncover. And Joan and I will have to figure out if there are any witches we might be able to trust to come over and do a sealing. Fiona feels like an obvious choice for me.”

“See,” Mik said. “I am but a baby bird Grace has taken under her wing.”

“Ungrateful,” CZ grumbled, sidestepping Grace and heading to the sink so he could start washing the dishes, a loathsome task.

“Oh, I’ll handle that—” Grace started, looking alarmed.

“Don’t be silly,” CZ interrupted. “You are saving the life of my dear friend Mik.”

“Still a stretch,” Mik said.

“And you let us crash here last night. I’m doing the bare minimum.”

If Grace’s skin weren’t so dark, Joan was roughly 99 percent sure she’d be blushing. Joan glared at the two of them, sizing them up. She would love to see CZ fall into a romance; he deserved it. And Joan admittedly did kind of worship the ground Grace walked on. But would they work together? They were in the shy early stages, much too soon to tell.

“I think they’d be a good match,” a voice whispered in her ear, and it was a testament to Joan’s adaptability that she only shivered as Billy faded in and then rapidly out.

Mik regained Grace’s attention with a pointed little smirk, and Grace scowled, bringing her hands up. “This shouldn’t hurt, but it might feel a bit weird,” Grace said. “Hang in there.”

She began casting a spell that looked vaguely familiar to Joan, likely some standard memory spell meant to find any blocks. As it had last night, magic danced around Grace, gleaming like bells as she wove a sort of crown and placed it on Mik’s head.

Joan couldn’t see the effects of the spell beyond that, but both of them closed their eyes and stood there, Grace’s hand gentle on Mik’s face.

Enough time had passed that CZ finished with the dishes and was drying his hands when tears began to pour from Mik’s still-closed eyes.

“Is that normal?” CZ asked Joan, tensing like he was prepared to rip them apart.

“I don’t know, but—”

“They’re fine,” Billy said. “And nearly done.” Billy leaned in close to Grace and Mik, admiring them from different angles. “I always love to watch Grace cast. Joan, isn’t it beautiful?”

“I can’t believe she’s considering working in only the human world and leaving spellmaking behind,” Joan grumbled. “She really is a prodigy.”

“She’s seen too much cruelty among witches,” Billy said. “If you’d watched your mentor kicked to the edges of high society, disrespected constantly by families like the Greenwoods, and kept on the brink of poverty, would you want to join this world? She’s not alone. So many witches just like her, talented in all sorts of magic, are never given a proper place in your community.”

That was fair, the Greenwoods were miles away from the normal everyday concerns of working-class witches, and Joan had no illusions about how much her family was liked. But she also didn’t want Grace to have to give up something she clearly loved, a field she could likely make a real difference in, because Joan’s family had ruined everything.

“Are you a witch?” CZ asked Billy.

“I’m a ghost,” Billy said.

“No, I mean… before you died.”

Billy’s eyebrows rose. “I’m dead?”

CZ grimaced. “No… of course not…”

“I’m messing with you,” Billy said. “I was a witch of sorts. Now I… I can’t touch magic like I used to, not dead as I am. It runs through me like the wind, harmless.” She gave a little smile, meeting Joan’s gaze. “Oh, here we go.”

Grace removed her hand as both their eyes flew open. Mik dashed at their cheeks, laughing a little self-consciously.

“Crying?” they said. “In this economy?”

Grace remained totally silent. Joan didn’t know her well enough to read all her facial expressions, but there was a pinching to her brows that Joan didn’t much like.

“What did you see?” CZ asked, hand drifting up slightly like he could offer some sort of physical comfort to them both.

“Glimpses, not much,” Mik said. “Entering the market, the… the wonder I felt. And I was shopping for little odds and ends to take home, I remember that, and then there was someone touching my elbow, and it felt so cold, my breath was frosting. I turned around to see who it was, and then my vision blacked out.”

They took a steadying breath. “From there, it’s just darkness, and then I wake up in a tent. It looks lived in. I’m on a bed, and the walls are dark blue. There’s another bed and lots of books, leather-bound journals. Mice in cages. There are, like, strips of sheets tying me to the bed, but one of the knots has come loose, so I get out. I get up and I stumble out and, well, the rest is history.”

Breath cold enough to frost. That sounded familiar.

“Grace? What about you?” CZ asked.

Grace was staring through them all.

“Grace?” Joan said cautiously, moving closer to the woman. When she hesitantly touched Grace’s arm, it was cold. A line of frost burst across her skin under Joan’s fingers.

Grace moved the moment she was touched, grabbing her own arms to give herself a hug. Magic rose like a shield, settling on her skin in a layer that wiped away the frost.

“What? Oh, I saw the same. The rest of the memories have been stolen,” Grace murmured. “Erased entirely. I can’t recover them.”

“Are you alright?” Joan asked, looking around to see if there was a blanket or sweater or something to hand to Grace, but Grace shrugged her off, stepping away to grab her purse off the ground and sling it over her shoulder.

“I have to go to work,” Grace said. “Mik, my computer’s in my room, and there’s a sticky note on it with my password. Feel free to do what you want. We can try to figure out your magic further once I get back; I don’t want to be late.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Mik asked, clearly as uneasy as the rest of them at Grace’s strange behavior. “I won’t even comment on the terrible security system that is putting your password on paper right on your computer.”

“Peachy,” Grace said, yanked her door open, and left.

“We trust her, right?” Mik asked into the resulting quiet. “Because that was suspicious as hell.”

“I’m inclined to believe a brilliant criminal would have lied better than she did,” CZ mused. “And would not do the computer password thing. What is she, sixty-seven?”

Joan couldn’t help but agree with both sides. Something had clearly upset Grace, but this was too obvious to fully believe. The same person who had gotten Mik delivered right to her couldn’t be silly enough to blow it all because she couldn’t lie.

Joan was very thin on proof of Grace’s innocence other than her instinct though.

Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out as Mik and CZ melted into a bickering match over the proper way to fold and hang a kitchen towel, cleaning up the rest of the kitchen. Joan, distracted by Mik’s frankly absurd assertion that it should be folded into a square, answered without thinking.

“Jo,” Molly said. “Can you come save my life?”

Joan blinked rapidly, focusing on her sister’s voice. “What happened to hello? Good morning? How are you?” People couldn’t keep calling her and saying stuff like this.

“I need you to come to my house right now, please,” Molly said. “I will owe you one trillion dollars and my firstborn.”

“I don’t know if now’s a good time,” Joan said, eyeing Mik, who was folding and refolding the towel with exaggerated movements. “And you already owe me your firstborn from the last deal we made.”

“Joan,” Molly groaned. “Uncle.”

Joan pulled the phone away from her ear as if she would be able to see Molly through it. Neither of them had cried uncle since Joan left for college. It had always been their tap-out move, less I give up and more please, I need you to help me, no questions asked.

They’d used it for help climbing out of the house in the dead of night (Joan). To get everyone to leave them alone so they could listen to music in their closet instead of doing homework (Molly). To rescue each other from conversations with their parents, one sister valiantly sacrificing herself to their parents’ ire to save the other. At witch parties, funerals, and stuffy meetings. And then they’d grown up, and it had felt silly to call on someone else to fix your problems. Molly had gone to college first, two years Joan’s senior, and left Joan behind.

“I’ll be there in half an hour or so,” Joan said, and hung up the call.

Mik was hitting CZ with the kitchen towel now in a fit of rage, but CZ caught it, looking at Joan, well versed enough in her tells to catch the simplest shifts in mood. “All good?”

“Molly needs me,” Joan said. I wish I knew what for. “I’m heading uptown, probably on the HERMES. You’re going to work? Mik, you’re going to be okay?”

Both of them nodded dutifully.

“Be careful,” Mik said.

“No more getting sucked into pocket dimensions,” CZ added.

“I will try my best. Do you think that’s a real risk?” Someone on the HERMES would notice if that happened, most likely. Joan would need to stay around witches who could save her until she reached her sister.

She couldn’t be scared of her own city. New York would devour her.

“Hopefully not,” Mik said. “But if so, run back here; Grace swears by her wards.”

“Great,” Joan said. She looked a mess, she smelled, her phone was almost out of charge, and she needed to brush her teeth, badly. But she’d worry about this after she made it to Tribeca.

“Be good, kids,” Joan called, and she fled as fast as Grace had.
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Joan knocked on Molly’s door, already tired of this day, and it swung open to reveal none other than Astoria Wardwell.

Astoria looked perfectly crisp in a black muscle tank and those really cool pants with lots of pockets and straps, except her straps were filled with little knives. Her hair was French braided down either side of her head. She was, somehow, even more gorgeous than she had been last night. Effortlessly beautiful.

Joan looked like the rats of New York were on the brink of naming her their queen.

“You don’t look very well,” Astoria said with an entirely neutral inflection. “Did you have a bad night after stepping viciously on my toes?”

“What are you doing in my sister’s house?” Joan asked, self-consciously running her hand through her curls and nearly getting her fingers stuck in a snarl.

“We were invited over for breakfast,” Astoria said.

Wren popped around Astoria’s shoulder. “Joan!” she said. “What a nice surprise.”

Astoria moved aside unconsciously, making room for Wren in the tight space. “You two know each other?”

“We had a little chat last night,” Wren said. “I think we’ll be fast friends.”

Joan gave a confused smile as her reply, because she wasn’t at all convinced that they were going to be friends and that Wren wasn’t trying to manipulate Joan into giving up all her secrets, which were many and dangerous. Joan was susceptible to manipulation, especially by a pretty woman. If Astoria tried it, she’d crack immediately.

“Is Molly in there?” Joan asked, trying to look everywhere but at Astoria. “I need to see her.”

“Oh, of course, look at us, blocking the doorway. Come on, Story,” Wren said, and tugged Astoria’s massive bicep to move her out of the way.

Joan stepped in, brushing past Astoria with a smirk. “Come on, Story,” she mocked, because she couldn’t help it. Astoria looked too good not to be taken down a few pegs, and Joan had never been particularly demure.

Astoria grumbled as she shut the door. Joan couldn’t pick out specific words, but Astoria even grumbled cutely.

Joan toed off her sneakers and found Molly in the kitchen, leaning on the counter as she spoke furiously into the phone. When Joan walked in, Molly looked up and abruptly cut off the conversation with a few words of deflection.

“Thank Circe,” Molly said, grabbing Joan’s arm and pulling her in to whisper in her ear. “Work’s a mess; I need you to watch the Californians for me.”

“What! You can’t pawn them off on me,” Joan hissed back. “I have obligations.”

“You are unemployed and freshly back in town,” Molly said.

“There are people I need to catch up with.”

“You don’t have friends; it’s just CZ, and I’m sure he’s at work right now.”

Joan’s unemployment was actually causing her a fair number of problems. You’re unemployed, CZ had argued, you have time to help me babysit Mik.

You’re unemployed, Molly was arguing, you have time to help me babysit the Californians.

Joan was going to get a job out of spite, because they were all grown, weren’t they, and they shouldn’t all need babysitting.

“Jo,” Molly said, hushing her voice a bit and darting a glance to the dining room, where Wren and Astoria were chatting. “You should know that Mom and Dad are not pleased you left the party so early last night; I’d avoid them for a while if I were you. Mom’s gone lawyer mode talking about how you don’t have the right to leave, and Dad’s convinced you’re doing it specifically to spite him.”

The thought of her parents being angry with her made her feel like she was thirteen. She was spiting them, but all of them, not just Merlin, and she was doing it quietly, in a not-so-in-your-face way. Merlin being on to her elicited a weird panic. Her parents’ voices echoed in her head like ghosts, rattling around hard enough to kick up loose memories.

Do you have to embarrass us all the time? You make me feel like a bad mother.

Stop crying, you’re giving everyone the wrong idea.

Her hands started to get clammy; her breathing thickened. Fuck, she was twenty-five with bigger problems. Why did it still feel like this?

She shook her head bodily, like the physical action would be able to crush her anxiety. It was hopeless, but it gave her enough clarity to refocus on Molly as best she could. Breathe in, then out. She really needed to find a therapist in the city.

Molly leaned in even closer. “Also, you know you kind of smell? Why are you still in your clothes from last night?”

Joan looked down at the yellow jumpsuit. “You’re criticizing me while asking me for a favor?”

“Oh!” Molly gasped, loud enough that Astoria and Wren looked over. “Is this a walk of shame?”

Joan’s face flushed with the power of a million suns. “Shut up!” she snarled at Molly. “No, it isn’t.” She held up defensive hands toward both Molly and the Californians. Wren was looking quite amused, and Astoria was as impassive as ever.

“I had a sleepover with CZ.” Technically true. “And then you called me and I came running.”

“Sure, Joan. CZ’s a convenient excuse. I’m so glad you got some!” Molly said gleefully. She grabbed her keys off the counter. “This is such good news. You’ve completely turned around my day.”

“Molly, please shut the fuck up,” Joan said, following her sister around the kitchen. “Your obsession with this is becoming incredibly concerning. Guys, please don’t listen to her.”

“We’re not hearing a thing,” Wren sang. “Congrats though.”

“Congratulating someone on having sex, that has to be embarrassing,” Astoria remarked.

Joan made a slashing motion across her throat in Astoria’s direction, and Astoria cocked an eyebrow.

“I don’t think you can get close enough to shut me up,” Astoria said.

“I’m wily,” Joan said as Molly gathered her purse. “I’m like a cat, I will claw you to shit.”

“I’m a dog person,” Astoria said. “Wouldn’t know, so the threat doesn’t scare me.”

Of course Astoria was a dog person; she seemed like the sort of person who trained hunting dogs and then raced them to the kill. All muscled and ferocious looking. No, Joan only respected cat people. Maybe rat people. Not ferret people.

Molly had taken advantage of this back-and-forth to scurry into the hallway and slip on her shoes.

“Hey! You!” Joan yelled, chasing after her sister and skidding a little on the chevron hardwood floors. She backtracked three steps to turn a plant in the window that was starting to grow lopsided, and its leaves tickled her hand. “I never agreed to this.”

“I called uncle,” Molly yelled back at the end of the hallway, already closing the door behind her. “I owe you!”

The door shut with a horrifying finality, and Joan banged a fist into the wall, but lightly because she didn’t want to actually risk the drywall and she wasn’t really that strong.

“Gods damn it,” she muttered to a framed picture of Molly and Nate on a hike.

“We’re not that bad,” Wren called from the other room.

“In fact, we don’t need an escort at all,” Astoria added. “I promise we can make it around New York City on our own. Your aunt has already tried to pack our schedules with various meetings to keep us occupied and unable to meddle in her affairs.”

Joan peeked hopefully around the corner. “So all I have to do is drop you off at some meetings?”

“Oh no,” Wren said conspiratorially. “We declined all of them. We have other plans.”

“Plans I assume I am supposed to stop you from enacting,” Joan said miserably, walking dejectedly into the room.

“Probably,” Astoria said.

Wren slapped her arm lightly. “We don’t need to be at odds with each other.”

“You can say that all you want, doesn’t mean I believe you,” Astoria said. She canted her body language toward Joan. “Wren says you aren’t a Greenwood lackey and might be convinced to defy your family.”

Joan crossed her arms, then consciously uncrossed them. Defensive body language wouldn’t help here. She glared at Wren, as if she could read the woman’s true intentions on her face alone. Grace felt like the maximum leap of faith Joan could take right now.

“Why? Are you trying to turn me over to the dark side? Make me a spy for the Wardwells? Because I should warn you, I do not like Poppy Wardwell or the way your state is run.”

“Well, neither does Wren,” Astoria said easily. “Join the club. And I’d never make you a spy.”

“I could be a spy,” Joan said. Who was Astoria to say what Joan could or could not be?

“You’d break in seconds.”

“I would not.” Astoria had no idea how many secrets Joan was holding right this very second. “What about you?”

“I could easily be a spy.”

“No, I mean where do you stand on your mother’s policies?”

Astoria took a beat to answer. “I see the logic in both sides.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to have this fight right now. It’s never-ending.”

A rare flash of emotion crossed Astoria’s face. If Joan were more generous, she might have marked it down as hurt. “I’m trying.”

“I know,” Wren said, putting a hand lightly on Astoria’s shoulder. She cleared her throat. “Joan, do you need some time before we begin?”

Joan felt like she was not supposed to have seen that interaction. It was too late to avert her eyes though; she had spent it staring both of them down in complete confusion.

She could press.

Her family would press—the chance to further a clear fission between the two interlopers from California? Priceless. Her family would squirrel away this information and feed it to Valeria to use as she deemed fit.

“Begin what?” Joan asked, following Wren’s deflection. “Time for what?”

“Take a shower first, and you can find out,” Astoria said, and perhaps Joan imagined the relief in her voice. “Against my better judgment.”

“Astoria,” Wren warned.

“Your wish is my command, Wren—just make her shower first.”

Astoria was making Joan regret being nice.

“You do whatever Wren says?” Joan said, maybe a little meanly, but only because telling someone they needed to shower outright was a bit rude, even when it was totally true.

“Yes,” Astoria replied. “She’s way cleverer than me. I’m just a big guy with a sword.”

“I don’t see a sword,” Joan sniped back.

Astoria put out her hand and cast without words or movements. A silver sword materialized in it. Gorgeous and sharp. “Better, Greenwood? I don’t issue empty threats.”

A warm shiver danced its way down Joan’s spine. A big woman with a sword. Kill me now. “I’ve yet to hear a decent threat out of you, sweetheart.”

Wren put her head on Astoria’s shoulder briefly, laughing as Astoria’s face flickered with outrage at Joan’s taunt. “Go on, Joan, we promise we won’t run away.”

“And if we do, you’ll just say we dastardly, devious Californians overpowered you and fled,” Astoria said. “You can then go about your day as normal.”

This felt like a win-win for Joan, so with a last suspicious glare in their direction—and a deliberate effort not to think too hard about what it would feel like for Astoria to overpower her, grab her bodily, wrap her big hands around Joan’s wrists—she went upstairs to raid Molly’s closet.
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After a shower, which Joan wasn’t too proud to admit did cure her depression, she thundered back downstairs in a borrowed blouse and jeans. Joan would never choose a blouse for herself, especially one with all these little bows at the cuffs and collar, but Molly’s options were limited. This was, without a doubt, the most casual ensemble Molly owned.

The entire affair had unfortunately taken Joan a full thirty minutes, because she was forced to hand-wash her underwear and then throw it in the dryer for as long a cycle as she could spare. The glamorous life of Joan Greenwood.

Downstairs, Wren and Astoria were, surprisingly, still in the house. They sat at the dining table with a large piece of paper between them covered in scribbles.

Joan paused in the doorway, watching them, a portrait of long-standing intimacy. We’ve known each other since we were three, Wren had said, and Joan could see it in the easy way they occupied space together. Wren’s finger traced something on the paper, and Astoria watched her intently, like the whole world revolved around whatever it was Wren was saying. Astoria replied, and Wren nodded along animatedly, their heads bent toward each other.

Just friends, Wren claimed, but Joan thought Astoria looked at Wren like they were something more.

Unrequited love, that was a knife to the heart. Joan felt an unexpected burst of sympathy for Astoria Wardwell. She shoved it down quickly; that was like feeling sorry for a snake that was actively strangling you.

“You’re not as stealthy as you think,” Astoria said without turning around. Her sword had disappeared. Joan kind of missed it, in a twisted way. None of her friends carried swords.

Joan stuck her tongue out at the back of Astoria’s head. Wren, who’d been sitting opposite Astoria, stifled a laugh at the action.

“I’m not trying to be stealthy; it’s my sister’s house,” Joan said, walking over and plopping into a chair on the other side of Wren.

Astoria gave her an appraising glance. “Those clothes don’t suit you.”

Wren smacked her arm. “Astoria!”

“What clothes would suit me, Wardwell, since you’re apparently a fashion expert?” Joan shot back. “Something made of knives? A giant pointed dunce hat? I can’t wait for your next scintillating insult.”

“Something with fewer ruffles” was Astoria’s serene reply. “Can we start?”

Wren shuffled the papers together and stacked them neatly, revealing a printed map of New York at the top. “Ready when you are. Joan, we’ll explain after so it’s harder for you to mess us up.”

“You underestimate what a rascal I can be,” Joan muttered. The paper was clearly important; she could snatch it away and scamper off. Knock Wren’s chair out from under her. In a rare turn of events, the wishes of her family were aligning with her own—the Californians could not be allowed to make progress in tracking down the spell that had turned Mik.

Astoria’s answering flick of her eyes was accompanied by an amused twist of the mouth. “I’d never underestimate your ability to annoy and pester.”

Wren heaved a put-upon sigh, but she was smiling too, wider and more genuine. Not like Astoria’s bare twitches of emotions. This close, Joan could see the faint jewel-tone shine, the too-large irises of Wren’s dark eyes, more hints to her half-fae heritage.

“You’re in a rare funny mood, Astoria,” Wren said. “Joan, I should invite you around more often, soften her up.”

“I’m always funny,” Astoria protested.

“Hard pass,” Joan replied. “Unless you can bring the sword back.”

Astoria smirked. “Women only want one thing and it’s disgusting.”

“Shut up, Wardwell, oh my gods,” Joan said, and she hated that a laugh broke free from behind the iron bars of her will. “Get on with your thingy so I can figure out how to ruin your lives.”

Astoria looked all too smug as she lifted her hands to cast.

Wren’s movements mirrored hers as magic began to swirl up around them, like a sandstorm kicked up in the desert. They moved beautifully together, and Joan squinted a little to clarify her vision. Magic shifted as it was drawn toward Astoria, taking on a silver hue. The longer Joan watched, the more she noticed that they weren’t casting the same spell in tandem—they had broken apart one spell. Astoria was the one drawing in the vast majority of the magic, and Wren was there as a support, helping shape the actual spell to hold it.

Perhaps Wren was not a particularly powerful witch? She didn’t seem to be attracting substantial levels of magic to herself, but her movements were highly refined. She was an adept spellcaster, and she’d scaled the magnitude of the spell to match the quantity of magic Astoria was pulling in. Her casting ability seemed to far outstrip her channeling. Joan had never, not once, seen someone split magic like this. It hadn’t even occurred to her that it was possible.

Joan blinked, and the patterns of magic coalesced above the paper, making a shimmering map in roughly the shape of New York City and its five boroughs.

Astoria’s and Wren’s hands stopped, and they leaned in, peering at it closely.

“You made a map?” Joan said, also trying to get a better look. “That glows?”

Wren scooted her chair to the side to make more room. “Ink magic’s my specialty, though I admit I normally do temporary tattoos with status-boosting effects to help us in fights, not magic maps. In LA—well, all over California—we have a series of magicked maps that track the way magic flows across the state. When something causes a blip, like a huge upsurge caused by magical creatures gathering, an attack of some kind, and so on, it shows up on the maps. Then the witches on call get deployed to investigate.”

“This is a simple version of that,” Astoria continued. “We don’t have the time or resources to make something that can pick up on or parse the nuances like we do in LA, but this, broadly, shows us the way magic flows in New York City.”

Oh no.

“Before we left, we consulted with some of our own spellmakers,” Wren said, watching Joan’s face closely. “They surmised that a spell large enough to turn a human into a witch might be a constant drain on the magic in the area.”

Joan made her numb lips move. “You’re trying to find a magic vacuum.” Don’t give yourself away. Channel every ounce of Greenwood in you into lying.

“Exactly,” Wren said. The magic signature of New York swirled, folding in on itself. Tiny rifts formed and were smoothed over. Bright spots flared and then darkened.

“Where’s this?” Astoria asked, pointing her finger at a spot in Brooklyn where the magic had gone dark. And stayed dark.

Wren furrowed her brow and wiggled her fingers slightly, and the map on the paper shifted, the ink rearranging to reveal Brooklyn in greater detail. The words hadn’t yet formed labels, but Joan knew the area like the back of her hand.

Bay Ridge.

The entire borough on one piece of printer paper wasn’t making for enough specificity to pull anything like a street number, but Wren seemed more than capable of making the map home in.

Joan had no idea how to undo this spell—she was as much a failure at casting counterspells as she was at producing the initial magic—but she had to disrupt the map, and fast.

“Isn’t this area where the Night Market is?” Wren mused. “Poppy said it was in Brooklyn, most likely in a park. Its nullification wards might trigger a dead spot.”

“Greenwood? Is that correct?” Astoria asked.

Joan’s tongue tangled in her mouth, which was suddenly completely dry. She pried it open and took a breath. She couldn’t allow them to narrow down to the Night Market or Grace’s apartment—both trails led to Mik, and the former might add fuel to the whole invade the market idea.

“The market is in Staten Island,” Joan said smoothly.

Astoria gave her a calculating look. “I doubt my mother’s intel is wrong.”

“Your mother isn’t a New Yorker,” Joan replied. This was a small delay, no more. Everyone in New York knew the Night Market was in Brooklyn. Almost everyone knew it was in Owl’s Head. They only had to ask one magical creature outside the Greenwoods and the other richest families and someone would tell them the truth.

“It’s probably a good place for them to hide,” Wren muttered to herself. “In the market itself, the wards would cover the magic vacuum they were producing.”

“Can you make the map clearer?” Astoria asked.

Whoever was behind the spell on Mik, Joan already knew they had been in that market, and now that Wren mentioned it, it was probably for precisely those reasons—to hide the effect of funneling so much magic in.

And while the Owl’s Head rift was much bigger, Joan knew what she was looking for and could see that there were two rifts on the map: one indeed over Owl’s Head, and another one over Grace’s apartment. If they zoomed in, they would see both.

Magic vacuums.

What if Joan could produce another one, then, one large enough to skew the entire map?

She couldn’t counterspell, that was a fact. But one thing she’d always been able to do was draw in enormous amounts of magic.

If she formed it into a spell, the two witches next to her would know instantly, and it would likely go awry, as always. And if she held it in her, she’d get sick.

But if she just funneled it, funneled it and released it back into the room simultaneously, maybe she could create enough movement over the whole map that she could distract them, at least long enough to lunge around Wren and burn that paper.

She’d never done it before, and if she gambled wrong, she was about to risk projectile vomiting all over both of them. Which would be embarrassing, but at minimum would likely distract them from their spell.

For Mik.

Joan drew a breath in as Wren’s hands hovered over the paper again, working to zoom in.

Magic responded to her like air.

She drew it in, in, in. Not too fast but not too slow, letting it fill her insides, watching it shift in the room itself. And just as it seemed like it might fill her, Joan exhaled, expending magic back out in one stream, asking nothing of it, trying only to be a vessel through which it might flow seamlessly.

Like Grace said it tended to.

Like Billy said happened to ghosts.

Magic shifted, pulled toward her siren song, releasing back into the room only to be pulled back in again, and the map flickered.

Astoria sat up straighter. “Something’s happening, zoom back out.”

Wren did so quickly, scaling back to the borough, then the city, to see magic across New York heading subtly in the direction of Manhattan. It made waves that crested over the whole city, sloshing over the rifts in Brooklyn.

A cold sweat broke out on Joan’s lower back as she concentrated, Astoria and Wren’s puzzled and rapid exchange of words fading out.

She was doing it.

It was like she was channeling the city itself.

Deep in the back of Joan’s mind, something opened its eyes.

It was ancient, eternal. Joan felt its attention on her like a patter of rain across her face. It nuzzled closer, intrigued, and the more magic Joan drew in, the more solid it became in her mind. A formless, vast thing made of magic itself, so much so that it had gained some level of sentience.

Green Witch, it breathed.

Welcome home.







ACT TWO






THIRTEEN




[image: ]







The sound of Astoria’s chair shifting brought Joan back to the present, shattering her concentration as Astoria stood up, hands raised as if to cast again.

The voice disappeared.

Joan’s grip slipped, and magic slowed. The map started to stabilize as whatever Astoria was doing shored up its edges.

What the hell had happened? Joan had never channeled in a cycle at that scale before—she’d never thought such a thing would be useful, probably because she wasn’t typically faced with the need to neutralize a magic map. Probably because she’d never really thought of magic across the entire city as having a pattern. Definitely she’d never imagined that if she did that, magic itself would look at her.

“It’s fixing itself,” Astoria muttered at the map.

But that wouldn’t do.

That map ran on magic. It was magic, and Joan might not be able to dismantle it, but if there was no magic, it wouldn’t run.

She could see its fraying ends, so she reached out mentally, picked at a corner, and sucked in, releasing the structured magic back into the formless air.

The magic blinked out.

“What the hell—” Wren began, and Joan took this as her chance to lunge past her, half standing to slap her palm down on the paper, whispering softly under her breath.

Astoria’s hand came down on hers. Bigger, stronger, rough and scarred. Her hand curled around Joan’s to pry it off, but it was too late.

Joan smiled sweetly up at Astoria as the paper beneath her burned away, the result of a tiny light charm that, as always, went haywire the moment Joan cast it, overloading the spell and making it burst into a little flame.

“Sorry,” Joan said, her heart hammering. “Did you need that?”

She fluttered her eyelashes a few times, smiling pleasantly.

Astoria’s face was a mask of shock, and her fingers curled further around Joan’s, as if her body hadn’t gotten the message and was still trying to stop Joan’s shenanigans.

Joan looked at their entwined hands pointedly, then up at Astoria. She aimed to knock Astoria off-kilter the best way she knew how: being a shameless flirt.

“At least buy me dinner first, sweetheart. I’ll take flowers too. Dahlias are my favorite.”

Astoria’s fingers stopped their movement. Joan watched the words process on her sweet little face. This close, with only a foot or two of space between them, Joan could smell Astoria’s cherry soap, count her lashes, feel the cool flutter of her breath. This close, Joan could read Astoria like an open book. Surprise, then confusion, then a dawning realization.

Then amusement.

“You need someone to buy you dinner before you can even hold hands?” Astoria said in a low voice. “No wonder your sister was celebrating your walk of shame.”

Joan curled her fingers into a fist, thoughts of ancient magic beings scattering. “You’re not being very inclusive right now. It’s Pride Month, you know. There’s going to be a parade soon.”

“Joan Greenwood,” Astoria said softly, and her voice was so lulling. Joan felt herself drifting away on it. “What are you hiding in Brooklyn?”

Joan took an embarrassingly long time to register the question, deep as she’d fallen into Astoria’s dark hazel eyes. She blinked, jerked back, and the dizzying sense of attraction was broken.

Astoria removed her hand from Joan’s as they pulled apart, revealing a delighted-looking Wren sitting beneath and between them.

“Oh no,” Wren said. “Don’t let me interrupt this. Ray is going to kill himself when I tell him how hard you’ve been flirting, Astoria.”

Ray? A boyfriend? Had Joan’s gaydar been wrong? That was horribly worrying. A sinking feeling settled in Joan, which was stupid, because she hated Astoria Wardwell and all she stood for. She hated Astoria’s mother, and she hated Astoria’s smugness. Her muscled arms. Her sword. The beauty mark by Astoria’s mouth. The scar in the corner of her lip. Yes, this burning feeling was hatred.

“I’m not flirting,” Astoria said. “And you were right.”

“I usually am,” Wren said.

“Right about what?” Joan asked. “And who’s Ray?”

Wren brushed the ashes on the table into a neat pile. Joan had scorched the wood. Maybe she could blame the mark on Astoria so Molly wouldn’t get mad at her.

“My boyfriend,” Wren said. “Our friend.”

Astoria took this pronouncement a bit like a punch to the gut, bending slightly and then sitting back in her chair, her poker face back on. Wren didn’t seem to notice.

Joan’s unrequited-love theory was only gaining strength, and it was worse than that—Wren was in a relationship. With a mutual friend.

“And I’m right about the fact that the Greenwoods know something,” Wren continued.

“Wren suspected if we let you in on our plan, you’d stop us the moment we started to get close to something good,” Astoria said, back to being the picture of nonchalance. “We know your family is withholding information from the broader witch community. You’ve confirmed there’s something about the Night Market in Brooklyn we should be investigating.”

This was probably very bad news for Valeria, and it was certainly even worse news for Joan, someone else realizing the Night Market was the origin of Mik’s creation. Joan flashed back to Janet Proctor cautioning the Greenwoods not to give in to the growing witch sentiment that they should storm the market. That would be disastrous, but it was at least a few steps removed from Mik themself. Selfishly, in the grand scheme of things, hearing that they hadn’t realized there was a rift above Grace’s apartment too was a huge win for Joan. Even if she had stupidly only drawn further suspicion to the market.

“Though I’d like to know how you messed with our spell,” Wren said excitedly. “I didn’t see or sense you cast. I’ve really never heard of a witch doing complex counterspells without moving or speaking; that level of talent usually only ever stretches to common, uncomplicated spells.”

“Especially surprising, considering we heard you can’t cast,” Astoria added. “Was that a lie New York whispered into the world to hide you until some later moment? You’re more formidable than I thought.”

Joan leaned past Wren again to claim the pile of ashes, scooping it into her hand so she could walk to the kitchen and dump it in the trash. Giving her room away from Wren and Astoria. You’re more formidable than I thought. Rumors of Joan must have been more pitiful than she’d known.

They didn’t even know she had done something deliriously, unspeakably cool by sucking the magic right out of their spell. She’d messed with the magic currents across all of New York.

“Not a lie,” Joan said. “I can’t cast at all. I had nothing to do with your spell going wrong. Maybe look inward.”

When she looked up, Astoria was rubbing her temples, and Wren had propped her chin on her hand, looking curiously at Joan.

“You’re a good liar,” Astoria said, and Joan chose to interpret her tone as a begrudging compliment. “You put people at ease so effortlessly.”

“And you’re a master manipulator,” Joan replied, and she surprised even herself with the current of anger that ran through her words. “I’ve apparently played right into your hands. Did you orchestrate Molly needing to run out so I’d be called in? Try and get the weakest link to snap, and all that. Like you both tried last night.”

“I have no ulterior motives with you,” Wren said. “I’ve made my intentions very clear, and I won’t lie to you. We did perhaps nudge a few things to get your sister out of the house.”

Astoria gave Wren a measured glance, then redirected the full weight of that heavy stare on Joan. “I’ve also made it clear what I’m here for. My mother wants this spell. I have been sent to get it for her. You know that. But neither of us thinks you’re the weakest link. At least, not anymore.”

But they weren’t the same intentions, Wren’s and Astoria’s, were they, and Wren’s gaze held a dare in it. Try and reveal me, it said. See what happens.

“What remains unclear are your intentions, Joan,” Astoria continued. “As I said, Wren is completely convinced you do not want New York witches to gain sole control over this new magic. So, are you an extension of your family, or do you have your own thing going on?”

Oh, how that question had always plagued Joan. Who was she, without the Greenwood name? Was she no one and nothing, or did she have her own things going for her?

Joan didn’t, in whatever form the future took, want New York, and her family especially, to gain and maintain full control over this new magic, no. But confessing that here felt like high treason. Trying to argue with her aunt was one thing, but publicly acting contrary to the family’s interests and loudly professing this to two Californian witches was another. It was betrayal. It was a line she wasn’t ready to cross. She wasn’t quite sure she’d be forgiven, and it dawned on her that, despite everything, she did want to be forgiven. She wanted to be forgiven of every crime she’d ever committed against her family, serious or not, and to have her portrait up in the hall, and for people to recognize her at the door of her aunt’s study. She wanted to feel important.

She wanted to be important. And the thought felt dangerous, pathetic, and best left alone.

Joan straightened in the kitchen, crossed her arms, and cocked her head at the door. “I think it’s time you leave my sister’s house,” she said.

Astoria’s smile was razor-sharp, barbed wire and broken glass and the dangerous crush of the tide. “Don’t make empty threats, Greenwood.”

Joan felt, in that moment, that she was perfectly willing to burn the house down with all of them in it. That was how Astoria made her feel, like she was dangerous too. Like she had power too.

Wren stood, breaking the tension between them with her hands on her hips. “Stop it, you two. Joan, does this mean you’re setting us loose in the city to do what we want, or are you still taking your babysitting duties seriously?”

“I assume you’d much prefer the former,” Joan replied, unsure yet what her plan was. Being by Astoria made her want to shed her skin and destroy everything, but Molly was going to be so pissed off if Joan abandoned her post.

“No, I’d actually much prefer to spend some time with you,” Wren replied. “As I’ve said, I think we’re on the same side.”

“Do you honestly? You really still think our goals are aligned here?”

Wren put out a hand to pull Astoria to her feet. “I do. Show us New York, if you want, take us to an endless stream of your favorite coffee shops, we won’t mind. Do whatever makes you feel best so you can trust us.”

Us, she said, but she still hadn’t said it out loud in front of Astoria: I want to give Moon Creatures the ability to cast. Joan couldn’t trust Wren until she knew she wasn’t aligned with Astoria, and as far as Astoria had admitted, she was nothing more than her mother’s puppet.

Wren was consistently light and positive, but there was an iron depth to her when she evaluated Joan. Joan remembered what Astoria had said, about Wren being the clever one here. Wren pulling the strings to get Joan today instead of Molly. Wren being convinced, somehow, that Joan would side with her desire to give casting magic to Moon Creatures.

Wren was, of course, right. Joan knew that at this point, but she still didn’t know if those were Wren’s true intentions or a masterful obfuscation. Wren’s cleverness was only providing evidence for her capacity for betrayal.

“Come on, then,” Joan said, making her decision. She’d have to run with this whole friends close and enemies closer business. “I know just the coffee shop.”
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Joan took them to four coffee shops, five bookshops, several parks, and then a street food vendor, where they happily ate street meat. By the end of the day, Joan was fairly confident she had succeeded only in tiring herself out.

Indeed, partway through, Wren had been seized by a great enthusiasm for New York City, begging to be taken to both Times Square and the Statue of Liberty, which had left Joan forging an unfortunate alliance with Astoria, who refused to go to either location.

Each time Joan had suggested their next destination, eyeing them pointedly as if to say Retire to your hotel room at any time, the devilish glint in Astoria’s eye had only flashed brighter, and Wren had only gotten herself worked up further.

The unfortunate result of which was Joan was really starting to like them.

“We do have to meet your aunt for dinner,” Wren said apologetically, after making them stop at some cheesy merch shop so she could purchase a classic I ♥ NY shirt.

“Oh nooo,” Joan said, leaning heavily against a wall. “But we were having so much fun.”

“We can always continue tomorrow,” Astoria deadpanned, adorned in blinking sunglasses shaped like the Statue of Liberty’s crown.

Joan reached out absently, pushing the glasses higher up Astoria’s nose, where they’d been slipping. “Only if you orchestrate Molly’s absence again.”

Astoria went rigid, and Joan realized what she’d done. How familiar that touch had been. She snatched her hands away, and they both went back to watching Wren, saying nothing as she babbled about key chains to bring back for Ray.

Joan dropped them off at the Greenwood Mansion, walking barely farther than the gates to see them in, Molly’s warning looming large in her mind.

“I’m pretty sure you can attend this dinner,” Wren said, pointing at the door.

“Indeed, Miss Joan’s presence has been requested,” George said, bowing low ahead of them. He’d been the one to answer the gate to let them all in, since Wren and Astoria weren’t keyed to the wards like Joan was.

“Miss Joan,” Astoria said with a snort.

“Story,” Joan shot back.

“Your mother and father have been asking for you quite urgently,” George added. “Though Miss Molly assures them you are quite alright. They insist you attend dinner tonight. Quite emphatically.”

Oh, Molly. Joan owed her a life debt. “I’m busy tonight, George. And no one wants to see me get into an argument with them while we have guests.” They’d deploy Joan’s mother for a fight with guests over—Merlin was harsh and to the point, but Selene was a maestro in a debate. She’d practiced law at a top firm up until about four years ago, when she’d left for reasons Joan didn’t fully understand but suspected had to do with Merlin’s controlling tendencies.

“I would love to see an argument,” Astoria said. “In fact, it would make my night.”

Joan flipped Astoria off, swinging open the side gate. “Rot in hell, Wardwell.”

“Hopefully with you by my side, Greenwood,” Astoria called back, before the Greenwood Mansion’s yawning doorway ate them alive.
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Joan returned to Bay Ridge on the human subway, relishing the long ride.

As she took the elevator up to Grace’s apartment, two pizzas in hand, Astoria and Wren’s general pleasantness couldn’t distract her for long from the issues at hand. A semisentient force that Joan had flirted with by cycling magic. Grace’s odd behavior that morning.

Mik let Joan into the apartment. CZ wasn’t around, which was devastating, because Joan was itching to catch him up on her major magical triumph. Grace was shut in her bedroom.

“She came home after work, said she needed to work on the spell to see if I have a tether to whoever did this to me, and shut the door,” Mik whispered. There was still no kitchen table, so they set the pizza on the counter, and Mik ate straight out of the box.

After the coffee shops and a sweet treat at each one, Joan wasn’t very hungry, but she pulled out a single slice for herself and bit into it, a queasy feeling rolling in her stomach.

“She seems nice though,” Mik said. “I mean, I like her. I just get the feeling…”

“She’s got a secret,” Joan finished. “Or a couple, something to do with what she saw in your head.”

“We don’t really have a choice in trusting her though?” Mik said, and there was a clear question mark at the end. Did they have a choice?

Joan, unfortunately, knew the answer was no. “Let’s have her do this tether-tracing spell and then decide from there. CZ texted to say he had a family thing and can’t be here with Abel until seven thirty or so, but then we can get this going. At least if something goes awry, we’ll have them.”

Mik grabbed another slice of pizza. “TV in the interim?”

They watched more housewives make terrible decisions and backstab one another as Joan very quietly did some tiny magic cycles, practicing letting go of magic as soon as she touched it. It went against instinct—normally, she held magic in and tried to proportion it in little bits into her spells. It was how she had been trained and, when they realized her spells were bursting, retrained in an attempt to get her to push less magic into her castings. She ran the trials. If she held magic in for longer than three seconds, she started to feel nauseous. She could really fuck up any magic map she wanted if she kept practicing, but more pressingly, she might effectively be able to cancel out spells by yanking magic from them.

With Mik’s eyes glued to the screen, Joan concentrated on looking them over, as if she could unravel the spell on Mik here and now, but there were no loose edges to pick at. The haze of magic on them was airtight, bending at the corners like it was slipping from this reality into the next. Joan tried anyways, trying to suck in more magic from Mik, but the spell didn’t so much as flicker. Odd.

It was seven twenty when Grace finally exited her room.

She looked tired. She’d clearly been chewing on her bottom lip. Grace was so far from the polished, put-together person Joan had come to know these last few days that she scrambled to her feet like she might physically be able to help.

“Are you okay?” Joan blurted out. “I brought pizza.”

Grace gave a tired smile as she opened the box and put a slice on a plate, eating it cold. “Fine. When are CZ and Abel coming?”

“Within the next ten minutes. Grace, are you sure you’re fine? Because you don’t really look it,” Joan said.

“Thanks.”

“And we’ve been relying on you a lot. I understand if that’s taken its toll and you need another day to rest or something, or help? You mentioned Fiona might be willing to help us seal Mik? We don’t know each other that well, so maybe you don’t trust us if something is wrong, but we have no interest in running you down.” It was only when Joan said it, her rambling pouring out of her, that she really consciously registered that worry—that in the same way Joan wasn’t sure about trusting Grace, Grace wasn’t sure about trusting Joan.

Grace set her pizza down on her plate as a strange look crossed her face. “You know what the stakes are. For all of us. Your family and Fiona have already checked in with me twice to see if I’ve made progress on recreating the spell on Mik. I can’t deflect forever.”

Mik leaned back on their hands, their head resting on their shoulder. “As the person facing the highest stakes, I don’t mind another day if you need it, Grace. I really do appreciate all you’re doing for me.”

Grace’s plate hit the counter with a thunk. “Why are you being so nice to me? You don’t even know me. I could be… I don’t know. I could be downright evil. I could kick puppies in my free time.”

“I kind of think you’re supposed to be nice to everyone,” Joan said. “At least until they’re proven puppy kickers, then you rip them to shreds.”

“Mercilessly,” Mik added.

Grace bit her bottom lip hard, like she was holding in tears. Joan didn’t think she’d done anything particularly moving here, but Grace looked ready to burst. “Guys, I—”

A knock on the door cut her off, before it swung open to reveal the LaMorte brothers. They stepped inside and respectfully took off their shoes, calling greetings.

“Everything alright in here?” Abel asked.

“Grace, did you have something to say?” Joan prompted, turning back to the woman who had finished off her pizza and was scrubbing furiously at her plate.

“Nothing,” Grace said. She finished and dried off her hands. “Okay, let’s start.”
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They gathered in a little circle in the kitchen, looking at Grace expectantly.

They’d been on the brink of something when the LaMortes arrived, but Joan felt the fragility of that peace. She didn’t want to push and risk Grace freaking out. She wanted to… extend Grace some trust and hope she did the same for Joan.

Gods, it was like she was six again, trying to make friends on the playground.

Abel held up a finger just as Grace looked like she was about to begin and fished in his pocket. “One second, sorry,” he said, pulling out a battered metal coin on a length of twine. He tossed it to Joan, who fumbled the catch and had to be saved by CZ’s deft reflexes.

Joan examined it in the light. The metal was old, with engravings she didn’t recognize.

“Mind ward,” Abel said. “It’s decent. Thought maybe you should keep it on you for the next while, until we’re sure no one else is going to try to get into that devious head of yours.” His gaze slid to Grace. “I’m sure you can make one but thought this might be less of a drain on your resources.”

“Thank you,” Grace said, her voice cracking slightly. She cleared it. “Both for the faith in my abilities and the thoughtfulness.”

Joan slipped it over her head. “What Grace said. And thanks especially for not picking something ugly. I half expected you to show up with a clown mask that you were going to tell me was a powerful relic I needed to keep on me at all times. What a horror that would be. A cruel and unusual punishment. Dare I say, diabolical even.”

“I played that prank precisely once, Joan, and it was years ago,” Abel groaned.

“It was once too many,” Joan replied, tucking the charm beneath her blouse, because yes, she was still wearing it.

Their jokes were easy and familiar, and it helped crack some of the thick sheet of tension lying over all of them. Joan wasn’t any use casting, or running across New York, or fighting anyone off, or anything. But she could put people at ease. Effortlessly, according to local grouch Astoria Wardwell.

Oh! She still hadn’t told CZ about the cycling. She made meaningful eyes at him, and he looked at her, confused, mouthing, What? Joan could tell the entire group, they were holding a lot of her secrets, but this felt new and exciting and useful, and she wanted some time to practice it first before she showed off.

Joan sighed. “Go ahead, Grace.”

Grace beckoned Mik closer, pulling them into the center of the semicircle of friends in the small kitchen.

“As discussed, I’m going to try to see if there’s some sort of tether on you, either to the spell’s caster or to whatever source of magic is keeping the power of the spell running.”

Mik saluted. “Godspeed, soldier.”

For a third time, Joan got to watch the beauty that was Grace Collins casting. This time though, none of the movements were familiar. Joan had a fairly extensive knowledge of spellcasting, but she couldn’t recognize any of the motions Grace made, and the words she spoke were cobbled together from several languages, only some of which Joan had enough passing fluency in to understand. Unravel and reveal. Trace and follow. Magic bent in toward Grace, snaking through her arms as she moved them, trailing from the tips of her fingers as they danced through the air.

Thickening into a band around Mik’s waist, a single thread led out from them, toward the door. A few more seconds, and that thread strengthened, weaving into a braid.

Grace opened her eyes, and they glowed golden. Her gaze snapped to the magic leading out the door. “You see it too, Joan?”

Joan hummed a confirmation.

“I’m not sure where it goes,” Grace said distantly. “But I don’t think it’s far. We’ll have to follow it ourselves.”

“I don’t see anything,” Mik said, looking down at themself.

“Neither do I,” CZ added.

“I’ll lead,” Joan said. “Grace, you take up the rear.”

They pulled on their shoes and fell in line out the door.
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Their little duckling march took them down the stairs and out onto the street, where the thread took a sharp right. It stretched a number of feet ahead of them, but only manifested a farther distance when Mik stepped forward. Joan prayed Astoria and Wren weren’t running their map again, because they were extra exposed right now.

They walked, CZ and Mik making nervous jokes at each other as Joan led them down the sidewalk, across streets, past stoplights, her eyes on that golden rope. There was something alluring about it, something that faded out the rest of her consciousness. The gold shimmered. In its sparkle Joan saw the endless twists of eternal magic. She could reach out her senses, just so, and touch it with the back of her hand, like petting a small bird.

The eyes in the back of her head opened again.

Joan, they whispered.

We see you.

Joan snatched her hand back, shaking, and stumbled to a stop. She found herself on a familiar path in a familiar park. The golden rope disappeared between two shadowed trees, and at her back, CZ narrowly avoided bumping into her.

“Whoa, what happened? Did it disappear?” he said, hands coming down on her shoulders as he swerved around her.

Once was maybe a fit of delusion. Twice made her think something was trying to talk to her. Something older than anything she’d ever seen or experienced.

“No, it’s still there,” Grace said, stepping up.

The bush next to Joan unfurled new leaves.

“Is that normal?” Mik asked nervously, pointing at it.

“It’s a Joan thing,” CZ said. “Don’t worry about it. She agitates plants.”

“She agitates the magic in plants,” Grace corrected, peering at the bush. “Probably a side effect of her weird symbiosis with natural magic. Joan? Why did you stop?”

I’m losing my mind.

No.

There’s some magic in New York I’ve never seen or heard of before.

“Abel,” Joan said. “Is New York alive?”

CZ groaned. “What the actual hell are you saying right now?”

“Philosophically?” Abel asked. Joan turned to him, and he looked at her patiently. “Like metaphorically? Or do you mean something else?”

“Magically,” Joan said. “Folklorically—I don’t know.”

Abel gave her a searching look. “Depending on the story, it might be.”

“Sorry to be a hater, but is this directly relevant to the magic at hand?” Mik asked, staring at the trees with wide eyes. “Because isn’t this the way back to the Night Market?”

Joan broke eye contact with Abel. “You okay, Mik?”

Their mouth was too tight and their shoulders too high for the lie to be particularly effective, but they replied in the affirmative anyways. “Besides,” they said, injecting some bravado into their voice, “if I’m facing my trauma, I’m at least glad I have two witches and two vampires to help me with it.”

CZ nodded sagely. “Your friends,” he confirmed.

Mik’s shoulders lowered an inch. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

CZ walked over and wrapped an arm around Mik’s shoulders, guiding them forward. “You’re never escaping me,” he said.

“Ward’s on?” Abel asked Joan. She confirmed, placing a hand on the coin.

CZ plunged them between the trees.

On the other side, the market sprang to life. Despite them entering through the same patch of flora as last time, this section of the market looked new. It was still all multicolored tents, but Joan felt quite turned around.

Grace, Abel, and CZ had no such issues, demonstrating a clear confidence in their knowledge of the area. The line continued to stretch ahead of them, and Grace walked resolutely on.

Joan had to hurry to catch up, darting glances around like the witch who’d attacked her might strike again. “Why is the spell you cast on Mik not fading under the wards?”

“Small-area ward nullification,” Grace said. “I had a hunch, so I baked it into the spell.”

“You thought it would lead back to the market?”

Silence from Grace.

“Grace,” Joan said, with a growing feeling of disquiet, “is there something you’re not telling us? Something we should really know?”

“Let’s see if I’m right first,” Grace said. “Then I’ll explain everything, I promise.” She put on a surge of speed, forcing everyone to pick up the pace as they stepped through the tents.

The swell of wrongness increased.

A promise. Like they were children.

Grace knew her way around the market. She was a prodigious spellmaker. Her apartment was new and empty. She did not like the way power operated in the magic world, and she had been in the market when Joan had been attacked. Nearby.

Grace was thinking of leaving the magic world entirely. She loved spellmaking like an artist loved their craft. She’d made pancakes for them that morning. She had offered to help without a second thought. She kept looking at CZ when she thought no one was watching, and she could never remember her computer password, so she wrote it down on a sticky note.

The latter version of Grace was the one Joan wanted to believe in and the one she’d trusted in first.

But the former one seemed undeniable.

Grace had a secret.

Joan didn’t know it.

“CZ,” Joan breathed, so low that only the vampires would be able to pick it up. “Something isn’t right about this. I don’t know where Grace is taking us, but be ready.”

CZ’s response was a brush of his fingers against the small of her back.

Grace turned the corner and stopped in front of an entirely ordinary brown tent. “Joan,” she said, a bit out of breath. “What do you see?”

Joan frowned. “A tent.”

“Anything else?”

“Wards on it,” Joan said, tracing a faint magic web. “Intricate ones, strong ones.”

“Wards, in the Night Market?” Abel asked. “Most of us can’t afford a witch who knows how to cast in here to set them up and keep them renewed.”

Grace nodded once, as if proving something to herself. “It’s pocket realmed in plain sight, which means it circumvents the magic rules of this realm.” One slash of her hand, and a hole bloomed.

Grace stormed inside without waiting for them, and the thread coming from Mik vanished into the blackness inside.

Joan had no idea what was waiting in there, but she couldn’t let her fear, overwhelming as it was, allow her to let Grace go in alone. She could be doing anything in there, and Joan wasn’t going to let any of her friends go in next.

Idly, she wished she’d texted Molly before starting on this journey.

Joan stepped forward, crossing the threshold and feeling her own magic spring to life inside. She braced, like Grace might swing a vase at her head.

The tent was lit by the glow of a light floating above Grace’s palm. The walls were dark blue. There was a bed. Two beds. An empty cage. In fact, the tent looked mostly abandoned, only a few small things left in disarray.

Grace did not attack her.

There was a sharp intake of air behind Joan. Mik had followed her in, one hand rising to their mouth in horror. “This is it,” they said. “This is where I woke up.”

Grace was inspecting every inch of the place, running her hands along the shelves, opening the cage to peer in. Putting on a very good show of acting like she’d never been here before. Joan desperately wanted to believe her.

“Scent’s old,” Abel murmured. “Whoever this was, they left the tent at least a day ago.”

“Probably before they went into Joan’s head,” CZ said, sniffing the air. He stood at Mik’s side, letting them lean on him. “Maybe even when Mik first escaped. Grace, are you going to explain what you’re looking for?”

“I don’t know. Anything,” she said, whipping around to examine the cots. “Something to explain that.” She pointed at Mik’s thread, which was starting to fade but still bright enough that Joan could see it was now disappearing straight into the ground.

“Oh,” Joan said. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I don’t know, hence the ransacking,” Grace snapped.

“Okay, before tensions escalate further,” CZ said with a warning note in his tone, “can you explain what you mean for those of us who can’t see magic?”

“Mik’s thread disappears straight into the ground,” Joan said. “So, unless we’re standing over the grave of whoever cast this spell…”

“It’s probably showing us what the magic of the spell is tethered to,” Grace finished.

“The earth?” Abel said. “Is that possible?”

Grace waved her hands. “I don’t know! There’s magic in everything. Everything. The air, the earth, the animals, chaos, order, plants as we’ve established, but it’s always moving. It’s not like there’s a huge stockpile of magic beneath New York; we’d be able to feel that.”

Joan paused in her rifling through the pillows on the cot, thoughts of Grace’s betrayal temporarily abandoned—she was an exceptional actress if this was all a ruse—though Joan was confident that if there was some kind of magical clue here, she wouldn’t be able to recognize it. “Wait, what if it’s a metaphor?”

“The spell has learned language and decided to tackle metaphors?” Grace said incredulously. “My spells are a work of art, but they aren’t poets.”

“That goes so hard,” Mik whispered, still unsteady against CZ. Magic sniffed them more curiously now that they were out of the market’s direct wards, shielded by the tent’s pocket realm. “‘But they aren’t poets’—someone write that down.”

“Please focus on not throwing up on me,” CZ replied. “Once was enough.”

“I’ll do it out of spite,” Mik said, shoving away from him, but they were a bit too wobbly to stand on their own and leaned back against him moments later.

“Earlier today,” Joan said. “Astoria and Wren—”

“You were hanging out with Astoria Wardwell?” Grace cut in.

“Yeah, big day—”

“Are you ill?” CZ added. “How did this happen?”

“I was tricked.” Not that she’d ever forget Astoria in those glasses. “Can I finish my sentence?”

When no one else interrupted her, Joan pressed on. “They put together a map of New York, and you could see the whole city’s magic. Like it was alive. It flowed like a bunch of currents coming together to form a singular tide, and when I channeled it, the whole city’s magic, I felt like it was… I don’t know. One thing. One entity, and I saw—” What had Joan seen, exactly? Eyes opening. A network of many somethings making one thing.

“CZ,” Mik said very faintly. “Despite my big talk, I think I’m going to throw up after all, and would rather not do it all over you.”

Magic kicked up a fuss, hissing toward Mik as they worked themself up.

“Bin! Is there any sort of bin or bag in here?” CZ asked frantically. Mik hunched over, palms on their knees, and dry-heaved, like a cat at three AM.

“Fuck, I don’t actually know how to stop this on my own,” Grace muttered, raising her hands to cast as Abel scrambled to try to find something, going so far as to pull the thin blanket off one of the cots and hand it to Mik bunched up like a bag.

Grace’s tether spell stuttered and broke as Grace canceled it. Magic in here wasn’t that thick, but there was enough that it was rapidly overloading Mik’s system. It was like watching it shift in Astoria’s map.

It was like Astoria’s map.

And Joan had disrupted that by sucking all the magic in the air into herself.

She threw open the mental floodgates. Come here, she thought, and magic reversed course, passing into Joan instead.

All of it, all of you, come here.

Joan ripped the magic from the room, let it fill her up, and then released it in a thin stream that she looped back into herself, cycling it in three-second increments.

Mik straightened, frowning. “Grace, what did you do?”

“Not me,” Grace said, face slack, looking at Joan. “Her.”

“Mik, let me know once you’ve calmed down and I can let go,” Joan said, her voice a strangled wheeze from trying to hold concentration. It took a shocking amount of brainpower to remember to let magic go again.

“You’re casting?” CZ asked in blatant shock. “And you’re still upright?”

“She is not casting,” Grace said. “She’s cycling the magic into herself so that Mik can’t attract any. It’s… it’s very impressive to watch.”

Joan laughed even as sweat broke out across her forehead, as she closed her fingers into a fist and dug her nails into her palms. It didn’t hurt, but it felt like trying to levitate something with your mind alone, a full-body concentration. She was suddenly shy under all the attention. “Don’t all sound so surprised; it’s not useful for anything besides this.”

“I’d disagree,” Grace said, slipping into the scientist tone she used when talking about the intricacies of spellmaking. “You’re essentially your own magic-nullification system—that’s fascinating. I guess any witch could do it, but absolutely not at this volume. I mean, the baseline spell on Mik isn’t cutting out; it’s like it’s effortlessly adapting to the new currents of magic to keep fueling itself. Joan would have to suck the magic out of a huge radius, for quite a while, for the spell on Mik to run out of steam and break…”

Joan wanted to hear every word of what Grace was saying, but listening ran counter to her concentration. Joan squeezed her eyes shut, Grace’s voice fading out over the roaring of blood in her ears. Her theory, that Mik was tied to New York City itself, or something like it, meant that, just maybe, her strange visions today might indicate something other than an acute mental breakdown. If Abel, in his extensive understanding of magical folklore, indicated there might be stories of New York’s sentience, then perhaps Joan was on to something.

Joan inhaled, sucking in more magic, and felt a weak flicker at the back of her head, that ancient thing rolling over.

What did you mean by “we see you”? she thought at it.

In the long silence that followed, magic danced along her bones, sparking against her marrow. Just a bit longer, just a little while.

Please.

The eyes opened, slowly, and where there would have been a mouth was really a maw, filled with a thousand voices in a thousand languages. They washed over her in a flood, too loud to decipher. If her body hadn’t locked, she’d have fallen to her knees.

The jumble grew and spread, until Joan’s own individual self felt a mile away, then five, ten. She was one of many, she was—

Joan, answer your phone.

Joan was shoved back into her body, and her connection to the magic vanished, like being dunked in the Hudson. When she opened her eyes, she was covered in sweat, and her friends were arguing in front of her. Her ears were ringing too badly to filter the information of their words in, and she groped in her pockets.

Joan, answer your phone.

She pulled it out to twenty-five text messages and five calls from Molly. Joan could only catch the top one in her notifications, the rest folded up in an accordion beneath it.

Joan, answer your phone.

Joan hit dial with a complete sense of detachment, body going through the motions, as a profound and overwhelming sense of wrongness settled on her neck like a too-tight scarf. Whatever had happened, it was big.

Molly picked up on the first ring.

“Where the hell have you been!” Molly screeched across the line. “Where are you right now? Did you read my texts?”

“I haven’t gotten a chance to,” Joan said, the tingling in her limbs fading. She looked up to catch the attention of her group, but CZ and Abel were already quiet, holding up hands to silence Mik and Grace as they listened in to her call.

“I tried to stall for as long as I could, like you said, and I don’t know where you are or why you asked me to stall or really what you’ve been up to these last few days, because you haven’t been home, and you haven’t been staying with me, and you’re leaving parties early and showing up to my house in old clothes—”

“Please jump to the point, you’re freaking me out.”

Molly took in a huge shuddering breath. “The market, Joan. Aunt Val gave the order to send a force in to search it thirty minutes ago. She asked Astoria Wardwell to lead it because of her training, that’s what dinner was about. That’s why Mom and Dad wanted you there so badly. We don’t know how Moon Creatures might retaliate. If they’ll come after the family. You need to get to the mansion, now.”

Abel leaned down to say something to CZ, who replied urgently in a low tone.

“All of you get out of here now,” Abel ordered, and ran out of the tent. Joan’s heart was, approximately, in her ass. This could not be happening. She’d thought… naively, she’d thought she might have more time before her aunt did something this uncharacteristically asinine.

“Tell me where you are, Joan. I’ll come get you,” Molly said.

Joan looked around at the walls of the tent. “You’re going to hate my answer.”

“Don’t be fucking funny right now, where the hell are you?” Molly’s breathing on the line was ragged. “Tell me you’re not in the market.”

Joan hissed into the phone, her grip on it so tight, it pushed the blood from her knuckles. “Tell them to stop it, Molly. I’m serious, get them to stop.”

She hung up, shoving her phone back into her pocket. “We have to go, now. They can’t find Mik or we’re screwed, and we can’t let them attack the market.”

“I’m going to break Valeria’s kneecaps,” CZ snarled, as he grabbed Mik’s arm and ripped the tent flap open. “Take Mik and run. My family’s here, Joan, I can’t—”

“I know,” Joan said, as they stepped outside.

“This is so messed up,” Grace muttered.

“I know,” Joan repeated.

“Stay and help,” Mik said wildly. “I’ll get myself out if I have to.”

“Joan isn’t safe here either,” CZ said angrily, as they strode around a corner. “A Greenwood hostage is about to be priceless.”

“I know,” Joan said grimly, mind clicking through the possibilities and settling on one, just one, a horrible, horrible idea. “In fact, I’m hoping so. Mik and Grace, get back to the apartment. CZ, I have a plan.”

“I assume it’s terrible,” CZ said.

Joan stumbled to a stop as a thunderous noise ripped through the air, the ground vibrating slightly.

A few rows ahead of them, a tent went up in a pillar of flame.

“Fuck,” Joan said, grabbing Mik by the back of the shirt and yanking them in the opposite direction.

Grace stumbled and CZ caught her, setting her on her feet as she clutched his arm. Around them, a wide ring of fire lit up the boundary of the market, bright as the end of the world. Bright like betrayal.

“There go the wards,” Grace said, as magic slammed back into them, rushing to fill the magical void in the area. “I’m not sure we can pass through that fire; they’re probably corralling us in.”

Screams filled the air, mixing with the ash starting to fall.

They were too late.

Around them, the market began to burn.
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They sprinted back the way they’d come, trying to avoid the front of the assault, but the chaos was rapidly spreading.

Out, out, out, they needed Mik out. The rest of them falling into the hands of witches would be unfortunate, but unlikely to result in substantial personal harm.

Mik though, what they were was evident to any witch with sense in their head. They were everything the Greenwoods and Wardwells were hunting for.

“Joan,” CZ began, distracted by people stumbling, confused, out of a tent down the aisle. He stopped, looking at her with wide, sad eyes.

“Go!” Joan screamed at him. “Help them!”

He reached out, squeezed her arm, and then he was gone.

It was pure instinct that brought Joan to a full stop, grabbing Grace and Mik so they stopped with her. Down the path, voices rose, and a group of people took shape, barely visible through the tents.

“I’m aiming for no casualties,” Astoria Wardwell instructed. “Tents searched, no more. Whoever fucked up that barrier spell and set the market on fire is going to get their shit absolutely rocked as soon as we finish up here. No more fucking mistakes.”

And then she turned.

And Joan made complete and perfect eye contact with her.

Astoria’s eyes widened slightly, a cracking of her ever-present mask. She was dressed in tight-fitting black clothing with a sword strapped over one shoulder. Surrounded by a haze of magic, she was a vengeful goddess reborn.

Astoria opened her mouth slightly, closed it. She whirled, pointing in the opposite direction to distract her comrades, saving Joan and her friends.

Why?

Grace nearly ripped the sleeve off Joan’s shirt yanking her to the side, down a path, before shoving her into a tent, Mik following a second later.

It was the one they’d just left, blue on the inside. The pocket realm.

“I have a plan,” Joan blurted. “I need—I had to let CZ go help the vampires, but if someone wields me as a hostage, maybe they can get the New York witches to stand down.”

“That,” Grace gasped, “is a terrible plan.”

“Wouldn’t it make the witches angrier?” Mik countered, swaying a little. They sat hard on the bed, magic shifting toward them, and this time it was Grace who channeled, albeit more weakly than Joan.

“It would piss the Greenwoods off to no end,” Grace said angrily. “Think, Joan. I know you don’t have any self-preservation, but the witches are invading the Night Market on the rumor of its connection to Mik. What do you think they’d feel justified in doing if a Moon Creature took a Greenwood hostage? Or even if I did within the market?”

“I’m thinking short-term solutions,” Joan shot back, jamming her fingers in her hair. “Do you have a better plan?” Joan surely didn’t, every plan she could conceive of ended with Mik falling into the wrong hands and a swarm of witches ransacking the market.

Grace looked at Joan, her mouth a thin angry line. “No, but I do have a plan. We do this, what I’m doing to Mik, to the whole market.”

“What?” Joan asked, peeking through the flap of the tent, letting in a thin stream of sound. Flames and breaking things. Snarls and howls and yells. Magic, booming.

“First thing they did was take down the wards, because normally witches in the borders of the market are nothing more than humans,” Grace said. “You have proven that you can nullify magic by channeling it all into yourself. I need you to do that on a huge scale.”

Mik spat up some bile on the floor. “Can you? You discovered this ability today.”

“There’s nowhere to put it,” Joan replied. Gods, was a witch’s heart meant to beat this fast? Joan was on the brink of throwing up herself. She leaned against a shelf, trying to get her heart out of her throat.

“I’m cycling it, but cycling that much magic in one place is only going to put it back into the air, and I don’t know if I can suck it back in fast enough to make a difference, like I can in a very small area to help Mik. It needs a container, a spell or something to hold it long enough for witches to lose the ability to cast and be forced into a retreat.”

“Then put it in a spell,” Grace said.

“You know I can’t do that,” Joan argued. “You do it!”

“I can’t suck in all the magic myself!” Grace yelled back.

“I fucking hate it here!” Mik shouted. “Why are we screaming at each other!”

Grace couldn’t suck the magic in. Joan couldn’t cast a spell.

Joan flashed, with sudden clarity, back to Molly’s house that morning. Astoria and Wren had made that map together, Astoria pulling in the majority of the magic and Wren shaping it into a spell.

“Why does your face look like that?” Grace asked, luckily at a normal level this time.

“It’s devious looking,” Mik said.

“Grace, if I suck in all the magic and funnel it into you, can you cast a spell that holds it?” Joan asked.

Grace thought for one second, two. “It should be something simple so it’s harder to break, but with unlimited depth so it can store a massive amount of magic.”

“Which is?” Mik asked.

Joan’s hand flew to her neck, clutching at the necklace there. “Mind ward,” she said. “It scales with power, and the object holds magic.” She nearly ripped her finger off tearing at one of her rings, a gold band with a small black pearl set in it. One of Abel’s empty artifacts.

“Put it in this,” Joan said, tossing Grace the ring.

Grace examined it, then stuck out her right hand as if for a handshake. “If this melts us both, I’m going to haunt your ass.”

“Likewise,” Joan said, and she took that hand.

“I’ll tell your story,” Mik said, taking a few steps back from them. “If I survive, I mean.”

“Mik, if you at any point see an opening to run away and get back to the apartment, take it,” Joan ordered.

“And if we really do die,” Grace said, “your best bet will be turning yourself in to the vampires. In exchange for information about the original spellmaker, get them to use you as a bartering chip with the Greenwoods. Negotiate being sealed by going as public as possible. The LaMortes can put you in contact with the magical-world media—there are millions of everyday witches dissatisfied with the magical world’s hierarchy who would protest if the Greenwoods or any other magical group experimented on you. And…” Her voice faltered; Grace swallowed hard. “Tell whomever you end up with that the spellmaker they’re after… tell them to look into Fiona Ganon.”

Joan’s fingers loosened in shock, but Grace’s grip was unyielding. “Do it, Joan. Every second we waste, Moon Creatures are being attacked out there.”

“Fiona—”

“Just trust me,” Grace said. “I know maybe I don’t deserve it, but trust me one more time.”

Joan looked to Mik, who seemed as bewildered as Joan. But they schooled their face into something resembling encouragement.

Joan closed her eyes.

She opened herself to the world, called its essence forth with a thunderous summons.

Magic poured into her in a wave, tumbling over itself in glee, and she concentrated on letting it out through her hand, toward Grace. Grace jolted, but that grip was steady between them as Grace channeled the magic, hard. Pulling from Joan just as greedily as Joan was pushing it toward her.

Joan opened her eyes to find Grace whispering over her hand, eyes golden suns, as the pearl began to glow an unearthly black.

“Faster,” Grace said between words, and Joan pulled deeper.

Magic was a storm around them. A wind kicked up in the tent, blowing their hair about. Power sizzled in little lines of lightning, then froze, fell to the ground, shattered, and rose again. Water condensed on the cloth of the ceiling, dripping down on them steadily, every law of physics going haywire.

And still, Joan drew the magic in.

A grinding sound started up. Magic seized in glitches, making Joan feel like a video call with a bad connection.

“The tent’s pocket realm is collapsing, that’s good!” Grace said. “We need to connect to the magic around the actual market.”

In stutters and bursts, the pocket realm collapsed like a black hole. For a breathless second, there was no more.

Then the whole world lit up, resplendent.

Grace was speaking faster and faster. The ring was a tiny star in her hand. Fire caught on the bottom edges of the tent, licking upward.

“Mik!” Joan screamed over the increasing wind. “Run!”

“I can’t leave you guys in here—if the tent goes up in flames, you go with it!” Mik screamed back. They lurched, gripping the bed frame.

“It’s magic, not real fire,” Joan called back. “I can nullify it if it gets too close. All this magic is going to tear you apart, poison you. Run now, join the crowd, and get back to the apartment!”

“I can’t—”

“Mik!” Joan roared. “If we were ever, for even half a second, kind of friends, trust me and go now!”

Mik stared at Joan, tears brimming in their eyes, for twenty-three seconds. Joan counted them, one by one, as the tempo of the magic increased. Twenty-three seconds Mik Batbayar held out for them, in an avalanche of magic that must have been tearing them apart. Twenty-three seconds, for people they’d met three days ago.

And then they wiped their tears, staggered against the wind, and ripped aside the tent flap to disappear into the world.

Joan turned back to Grace, who was throwing off sparks of gold. “I’m going to kick it up a notch,” Joan said over the wind, and she wasn’t sure if Grace could fully hear her, but her grip tightened anyways.

Joan shut her eyes again, threw open the doors of her brain.

Fireworks burst across the backs of her eyes, a luminous, never-ending array of glory. In them she saw the infinite swirl of time and space, bursting, fading, and bursting again. Skyscrapers rose from nothing to reach for nothing. New York City lay before her, its evening spread out against the sky, its streets an endless maze of possibility, the Hudson its spine. Along her back, life blossomed twentyfold, and death brushed slow feathery wings across the world. Joan was the cycle, and in the cycle, and the cycle’s death as all the magic in the area poured into her. She became a god, shrouded in an incomprehensible amount of magic.

It grew and crested, every drop burning against her skin, licks of flame wisping across her face. It grew until she felt she could crack the world in two, suck the marrow from its core, and still she could go further. Still, she could reach for more.

Balance, Greenwood, a voice whispered at her, eight million voices condensed into one.

It didn’t even slow her. Nothing could slow her when she was like this. She was made of the essence that ran the world. She could shape it with half a thought; she could break it with half a thought.

Joan brushed past the voice, stretching her seeking fingers beyond the borders of the city, because she could, because no one alive or dead could stop her now. Power, at last, an ambrosia that sloshed against her skin, filled her insides, the finest nectar ever created.

The world isn’t yet yours, it said.

Open your eyes.

Your eyes.

Open.

Eyes.

Look, Joan.

LOOK.

The blackness vanished. Joan saw Grace in front of her, golden tears tracking down her face. She sagged.

Her grip loosened.

Blood dripped between Grace’s teeth, slithered down her chin.

The magic was killing her.

Joan was killing her.

Joan was killing her and it felt good.

Stop, Joan wanted to say. Stop the spell. But her mouth was too big for her face, slow and hard to move.

Let go of me, she wanted to shriek, but Grace’s eyes were rolling back in her head, the whites filling with red.

Don’t leave me, Joan wanted to sob, and she didn’t know if she meant Grace or the magic.

Feeling flooded her hand. This wasn’t her. This wasn’t Joan. She was not made for violence; she rebelled against its very presence. Joan made one finger twitch, then another, but only the first separated from Grace’s skin. The magic churning through them glued their hands together, kept them locked.

I can’t kill her. I can’t let her die. Flames engulfed the entire tent. Joan cried, but the tears fell up instead of down. Physics twisted, a world unraveling in the fired forge of endless pure magic. Her body would shut down soon, completely. The unending magic kept her upright.

She matters to me. I can’t kill her.

I can’t let her die.

I am not a killer.

Another finger moved.

I am not a killer; I’m an artist.

Another finger, harder this time. There was a tiny pop as it dislocated under the torrent of magic. Joan didn’t even feel it. Her pain melted away into a strange relief, its absence made her surge with more power.

I’m an architect.

And another. Flesh peeled away from it in a long strip, crisping and burning in the superheated air around them. The bed disintegrated into ash. The shelves around them atomized as her abilities accelerated.

I’m a sister and a daughter. Even when I’m at my worst, I’ll never be a killer.

The last finger stuck. Grace fell to her knees.

I’ll always be a Greenwood.

It wavered.

But there are so few things I’ve done that cannot be undone.

Please, let this be a thing I can undo.

The last finger shifted and broke, the bone snapping, and their hands fell apart.

Grace dropped to the floor.

Joan followed with her.

In magic’s absence, Joan was nothing. Flames ate the tent, a halo around her vision.

She welcomed the darkness.

She met its lips with a kiss.
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There was a woman in the shadows, and her skin was black as night.

Around her head, a halo of golden curls kissed her forehead. A staff, gnarled and pale, rested against her shoulder. She reached out a hand, and it felt like the passing of a meteor, skimming by, a kiss brushed across a cheek.

Daughter of the Bind, she whispered, and her voice was every sunrise over the earth, every flame in the darkness of winter, every grain of sand on an endless beach. God or woman, in your eyes I see stars.
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The slow beep of a hospital monitor pulled Joan from the thickness of her dreams.

Her body obeyed her mind in little fits. Fingers twitching slowly, one by one, but only on her left hand. She pried open her eyes to a blurry room and that steady beep, beep.

It was a hospital room, but a nice one. Fancy, which was how she knew her family had gotten their hands on her. Her second clue was Molly, asleep in an armchair that had been pulled next to the bed.

Joan blinked. Her eyelids stuck, so maybe she fell back asleep again for a second, because when she finally opened them again, Molly was in a slightly different position.

Her hair was loose and frizzy around her face. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and she was in a college sweatshirt, HARVARD emblazoned across the front.

She looked so tired. Why did Molly look so tired?

In her haze, Joan took slow stock of her body. She felt like she’d been strapped to the wheels of a plane during takeoff. Her mouth tasted kind of rusty. Her right hand was wrapped in bandages, but her left one was free. Joan painfully shifted her head on the pillow to look at her own monitor and noted with some satisfaction her blood pressure was excellent and her heart rate steady. She wasn’t even sure why she was here. Had she had an accident?

She was still so sleepy though.

Another slow blink, too long.

There was no one in the room besides Molly. Joan turned her head back to look at her sister uncomfortably crammed in that chair. Her neck must hurt. But she was there anyways, and she’d been tired enough to fall asleep.

The blinds were drawn, but it was night. There was a vase of dahlias on the table, a riot of dazzling color. Beautiful. The thought was distant. A tear slipped from her eye at the radiance of their hue.

A last blink. There were stars imprinted on the backs of her eyelids.

She lost herself in them.
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The third time Joan woke up, it was with much more clarity.

For one, she could move her right hand, which had two sets of splints. Molly was still there, in a new outfit, though one that was still worn and comfortable. Joan was pretty sure she’d seen Nate in that hoodie before, and there was Nate, in another armchair across the room, with a book of sudoku in his hands.

Joan shifted her head, and Nate’s gaze snapped to her. She remembered his family owned a string of hospitals, stacking the ranks with hidden witches who could use healing magic. Perhaps they were in one of his own buildings.

He dropped his pen on the table. Sudoku done in pen, respect.

“You’re awake!” Nate said.

Joan wasn’t entirely convinced of that fact, but in perhaps the most herculean task ever devised, she unstuck her mouth and spoke. “Don’t look so surprised.”

She sounded like a chain-smoker had had a baby with a revving motorcycle.

Nate scrambled out of his chair. “I have to wake her, she’ll kill me if I don’t,” he said apologetically, reaching over to gently shake Molly’s shoulder. “She’s been here the whole week.”

A week?

That was too long… Wouldn’t Joan have known if a week had passed? All time before her sleep was nothing but blackness.

Molly lurched awake, hand flying up to rest on Nate’s. “Is she dead?” she gasped.

Nate laughed, which seemed a little cruel, because Molly sounded genuine. “See for yourself.”

Molly looked confusedly at Joan, dashed a hand across her face, and when Joan didn’t disappear, she burst into tears.

“You’re not dead!” she wailed, reaching out to clutch Joan’s forearm. “Joan, you’re not dead!”

Her grip hurt, but Joan thought she’d let Molly have this one; she clearly needed it. “I feel dead,” she said.

Nate went looking for a tissue box as Molly continued to open-mouth cry, snot coming out of her nose. Joan, in her saintly kindness, didn’t point out how disgusting it was.

“I’m going to kill you,” Molly sobbed. “Now that you’re alive, I’m going to kill you. The market, Joan? Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?”

The market.

Her memory swung back around like a sledgehammer, careening into her head. The market. CZ running off. Mik, the magic, Grace. Their injuries had been bad, real bad, and magic couldn’t cure all ills—it couldn’t do anything the body couldn’t naturally do, like grow new limbs, and the more severe the wound, the more magic was needed to heal it. Someone would have needed to get help very quickly for them both to survive. Very quickly and from a highly skilled team of witches who could blend their magic with human medicine.

Joan attempted to sit up and felt every fiber of her being protest the movement. Molly let out a little scream, reaching to push Joan back, and Nate yelped, running back over with the tissue box in hand, but Joan ignored them both.

“Grace Collins,” Joan said, gripping Molly’s wrist with her good hand. “Molly, is Grace Collins okay?”

“LIE BACK DOWN.”

“GRACE COLLINS, MOLLY.”

“Astoria got both of you out!” Molly screamed right back. “Grace is three rooms down, recovering. Mom and Dad wanted to keep a close eye on her. No one knows exactly what you two did in there, but we couldn’t use healing spells on you for days; magic was corrosive to you both. You looked like humans with exposure poisoning. It was close, Joan.”

Joan gaped at her sister. “Astoria Wardwell?”

“This reminds me, Nate, can you text our parents and let them know Joan is awake?”

“Sure thing,” Nate said, unlocking Molly’s phone and tapping out a message.

“Mol, focus. What happened with Astoria?” Joan asked.

Molly gave Joan a stern glare. A you’re not making demands here glower, but she continued. “Astoria said she found you both in the market passed out. Grace was covered in blood, you barely had a pulse, and she brought both of you directly to the Greenwoods. Covertly,” Molly added, like Joan gave a single fuck whether it was covert or not. She couldn’t ask about Mik—gods, had Mik made it out?

“CZ and the market, what happened?”

“Can you lie back down and focus on not dying,” Molly snapped. “I’m trying to be reasonable, but I’m like one second away from knocking you back out myself, you reckless fucking bitch.”

“Don’t call me a bitch, I’m literally on my deathbed.”

“DON’T SAY THAT.”

“STOP YELLING AT ME!”

“The LaMortes are fine,” Nate said, putting a placating hand on Molly’s arm. “For the witches, the Night Market search was a resounding failure. They lost the ability to cast and a huge fire started up before they could find anything. It’s a miracle everyone managed to evacuate in time, but Owl’s Head Park is looking a bit scorched. Not too bad—Wardwell is apparently a fire elemental and kept it mostly contained.”

“On top of carrying out two unconscious bodies?” Joan said. Astoria was so insufferably perfect. “Did Wren help?”

Molly and Nate exchanged glances.

“There was… an argument at dinner that day,” Molly said. “Wren vehemently opposed the plan and refused to partake. Astoria went alone.”

“It was honestly pretty impressive, Wren was shouting at your father,” Nate said. “Reminded me of you, Joan. I’m a little sorry you missed it.”

Wren and Astoria had seemed inseparable, despite their apparently opposing moral viewpoints. For all Wren had said, she was still in New York, and she was still Astoria Wardwell’s best friend. But she’d left Astoria behind rather than invade the market.

And for all Astoria had said about seeing the logic in both sides, she had still invaded the market.

There was a flutter at the door before it flew open to reveal their mother, who rushed in with a clatter. “Oh, baby, you’re alright!”

She gathered Joan in her arms, and Joan let her, because it had been an embarrassingly long time since her mother had cradled her. She smelled like her signature perfume, and her silk shirt was soft against Joan’s cheek.

“I’m fine, Mom,” Joan said around the thickness in her throat, patting her mother awkwardly on the side.

Selene withdrew. “You are certainly not fine! What did the Moon Creatures do to you? Grace Collins still hasn’t woken up.”

“Nothing!” Joan said, horror gripping her. “Moon Creatures didn’t do a single thing to us. Tell me you haven’t spent the last week under that assumption.”

“Astoria confirmed it wasn’t them, Mom,” Molly said pointedly.

Selene cupped Joan’s face in her hands. “Then what on earth happened?”

Joan and Grace hadn’t thought so far as to give a backstory; they hadn’t thought of the aftermath at all. But the only other party who knew what had happened in that tent besides Grace was Mik.

Joan went with the truth, or some version of it. “I was in the market with Grace. She lives in the area and was showing me around. When it was attacked—”

“Don’t use such charged language,” Selene admonished.

Joan’s heart rate monitor beeped faster. “When the market was attacked, viciously and without due cause—”

“Joan.”

“Mom, if you’re pissed off about me saying that, you’re really not going to like what I say next,” Joan said hotly, shaking off the haze of her coma with every jolt of rage that flashed through her veins. “And I’m not saying it to be contrary, I’m saying it so you stop falsely accusing Moon Creatures. I am the one who nullified the witches’ casting magic. It was me.”

Every lie Joan had ever told primed her for this next bit. “Grace tried to stop me and nearly died in the process. I knew that without casting ability, the witches would have to retreat, and the Moon Creatures would have more time to get somewhere safe.”

Selene’s hands dropped off Joan’s cheeks, leaving them cold. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You can’t even cast.”

“I interrupted your big plan,” Joan said. “It was me. I channeled without casting, enough that the other witches didn’t have enough magic left to work with.”

Selene’s eyes were a set of lasers, boring through her youngest child. Joan had been incinerated by this look many times before, but she wasn’t about to back off. She’d compromised so many principles in her life, being a Greenwood. Bent her head, borne her way through things, but the stakes had never been this high.

Joan didn’t cower, and she didn’t apologize. She straightened her spine and stared her mother down.

“Molly, Nate,” Selene said, tone icy. “Give us a moment.”

“Mom, you should really—” Molly began.

“Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do, Molly Greenwood,” Selene said. “Go get your sister some ice chips.”

Joan broke eye contact with her mother to nod at her sister, but Molly hesitated another second. Her mouth shaped a word: Uncle?

But Joan didn’t need Molly for this; she’d stand on her own feet. Or sit in her own hospital bed. She didn’t regret what she’d done. The thought gave her a flush of strength.

She didn’t regret what she’d done at all.

“Can you check on Grace for me?”

Molly withdrew. She turned once, like she had more to say, but Nate was there with a hand on her back, and whatever she saw on Joan’s face didn’t prompt her to say more.

Left alone with her mother, Joan had two seconds of silence before Selene exploded.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Selene snarled, pacing back and forth, hard enough that Joan feared her stilettos would pierce through the floor.

“I had to right our family’s wrong,” Joan said.

Selene scoffed. “Oh, so noble. Did you prepare that? Do you honestly think that’s going to work on your aunt? Your father?”

Joan’s willpower was enormous—somehow, she managed not to flinch at every word out of her mother’s mouth. “I’m not trying to game Aunt Val or Dad. As hard as it is to believe, my actions don’t revolve around either of them.”

“Watch your tone. I don’t care how old you are, you’ll talk to me with respect and about your family with more care,” Selene said, jabbing a finger in Joan’s direction. “I know this family can be suffocating. I know the rules are endless and the eyes are always watching. But when you act out, it isn’t just you who bears the consequences. It’s all of us.”

“Mom,” Joan said, a bubble of some upset feeling rising in her chest. “Listen to me, please. You’re not hearing what I’m saying.”

“No, Joan, listen to me.” Selene came to a stop at the foot of the bed. She hadn’t ever been the one to yell at them as children; they had Merlin for that. But she’d always been stricter, because she paid closer attention. Joan had known exactly what Selene’s lines were, what things her mother would hate: doing poorly in school, antagonizing Merlin, embarrassing her in public—all of it was a hard no. When she got pissed, she was Lawyer Mom, and she could out-debate any opponent on any circuit.

“You come back to town after I barely see you for seven years—seven, my own daughter—and promptly skip off,” Selene said. “No thought to check in with your parents, no sense of responsibility. I call and text, but you give me one-word answers. You were supposed to be at dinner a week ago; if you’d been there, you wouldn’t have been in the middle of that market.”

“Mom—”

“You wouldn’t have nearly died, Joan,” Selene thundered. She slapped a hand to her heart. “My daughter, my Joan. You nearly died because you insist on being so hardheaded.”

Her eyes shone suspiciously, and that was enough to make Joan feel worse than she ever had. She’d made her own mother cry. What sort of monster did that?

“I’m fine, Mom, I’m good,” Joan said.

“But you almost weren’t, and now you’re saying that the raid’s failure was your fault.” Selene leaned forward over the bed to grip Joan’s ankles. “Joan, you don’t know what it’s like not to be a Greenwood, but I do. I was a Lacey before I met your father, and the life I lived then is worlds apart from the life I live now. Everyone’s eyes are on us. Everyone’s. People will use any excuse to try to unseat Valeria’s rule. Our family’s rule. You feed them ammo like it’s nothing. You have no sense of consequence. You have no shame.”

Joan looked at her splintered hand, the IVs trailing from it. She was no hero, but she did understand consequence. She’d always done that weighing: What could she do that wouldn’t piss off her parents? How could she conduct herself in a way that made her as unnoticeable as possible?

“Is that what you want from me, Mom? Is shame your greatest wish for your child?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You want me to feel ashamed—you just said that. Should I be ashamed that I didn’t go into law or finance like you, Dad, and Molly? Should I be ashamed that I can’t cast? Should I be ashamed that I disagree with your opinions? I told you I channeled enough magic to nullify the entirety of Owl’s Head Park, and your first thought is I should be ashamed. Which is it, do you want me to have magical prowess or not?”

The pressure on Joan’s ankles lifted. “You’re twisting my words.”

Joan clenched her left fist in her blankets. “I don’t think I am.”

In the ensuing silence, Selene lifted a manicured hand and wiped a tear out of the corner of her eye before it could spill.

“If you won’t listen to me,” Selene said finally, “we’ll see how your father fares.”

“Great, because you know how we always see eye to eye.”

“I can’t deal with your attitude right now,” Selene snapped. “We can talk when you’re feeling more reasonable and I’m not feeling like I might say something I’ll regret.”

And like she wasn’t in Joan’s hospital room, like Joan hadn’t just woken from a nearly weeklong coma, Selene left the room and her youngest child behind.

The quiet was punctuated only by the beep of Joan’s monitor and her uneven breath. She leaned back on her pillows. She squeezed her eyes shut, and her own tears slipped out.

You did what you had to do, she sternly told herself.

You do not regret it.

You’d do it again.

They left her alone in that hospital room. At no point before she eventually fell asleep again did another person enter through that door.
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Two lonely days later, Joan had regained enough strength that they could bring in a healer to cast over her, and not long after that, she was cleared to go home, albeit with two of the fingers of her right hand still taped together for another week. Those injuries were resistant to magic.

Molly had come by frequently and smuggled Joan her phone, so she could at least text CZ.

Mik? Joan asked, once she’d confirmed CZ and his family were alright.

Not in Grace’s apartment. I’m sorry, Jo, I haven’t been able to find them.

Joan didn’t want to ask her next question, but it felt like cowardice not to. Casualties from the market?

CZ’s response was quick. No fatalities, some injuries and huge property damage. The market is shut down, which is going to completely screw the livelihoods of so many people, but we’ll come together and rebuild. Mik didn’t die there, but I don’t know where they are.

Not dead. Not dead at least. Mik was not dead. Probably. Joan could find them as soon as they let her out of this godsdamn bed.

CZ: I’ll come see you once you’re out of the heavily guarded hospital

Joan: everyone keeps saying they’re glad I’m not dead. It feels weird.

CZ: Being perceived? Please make no mistake, once I see you I am grabbing you in my arms and never letting go. I can’t believe you were so stupid

Joan: can’t you?

CZ: Hush

Jo, you’re absolutely singular to me, I hope you know that. Idgaf about your family and what they think. I can’t lose you, okay? It’s all about me.

Joan: you’re being sappy

CZ: I literally love u bro

Joan: bro

“If you’re smiling like that, you must be texting CZ,” Grace said, pushing open the door.

Joan nearly ripped her IVs out in her haste to swing her legs off the bed, sniffling back some tears. “Shit, Grace. I’m so sorry.”

Grace was in street clothes, and there were no bandages in sight, but she looked absolutely exhausted. She strode over faster than Joan could stand and, to Joan’s ever-loving surprise, threw herself into Joan’s arms.

Grace squeezed, hard. “I’m really glad you didn’t die,” she whispered. “Thank you for doing that with me. Molly says we saved a lot of people. Though she also for some reason is under the impression I tried to stop you.”

“Please tell me you furthered that lie,” Joan said.

“I promptly refuted it. It was my idea in the first place, and we did it together.”

Joan groaned. “Grace, you know they can’t really get mad at me—I was trying to protect you.”

“And who was going to protect you?” Grace said. “No, I know I’ve been harsh with you, but I’m not going to hang you out to dry.”

Joan breathed slowly, trying to stifle the tears.

“Mik is missing,” Joan murmured into Grace’s shirt.

Grace stiffened. “We’ll find them. I’m getting out today, and I can do a tracking spell once I get back to my apartment.”

“You’re always coming up with a plan.”

“My last one nearly killed us.”

“I brought half the idea to the table. Are you okay to cast?”

“I don’t know,” Grace said after a pause. “I apparently tolerated magic worse than you did but responded more quickly to healing spells. I’m tired. Bone-tired. And my job is probably so pissed at me for missing a week. We have to keep going, right? We already left them alone in the world for eight days.”

Eight days with no phone, cards, cash, IDs, and they hadn’t returned to Grace’s apartment.

“I’ll meet you at your place this evening,” Joan said.

Grace was still hugging Joan. “I doubt your family is going to let you out of the house for a good long while.”

Joan hadn’t realized how badly she needed a hug, a real one, unconditional and fond, but judging by Grace’s grip, Grace needed it too.

“Grace,” Joan whispered into her hair.

“Mmm?”

“Let’s never do that again.”

Grace laughed. It sounded a little wet. Joan pretended not to feel the tears falling on the bare skin above her hospital gown. “Is it awful that it was kind of incredible?”

New York opening ancient eyes, the feeling of power, the whole city in her fist. “I felt invincible. And you—you were amazing. Who else would be able to adapt on the fly well enough to keep up with all that magic? I can’t believe you’re thinking about leaving spellmaking behind. You could do it on the side.”

“As if anyone would leave me be if I did. Besides, I’m good, sure, but I wouldn’t say incredible or prodigy or whatever; the world will be quite alright without my spells.”

Joan tightened her grip. What was it with Mik and Grace that made them think they weren’t important to the world? Joan had never met such tenacious, loving, generous people. “I don’t know if it would be, Grace. I certainly wouldn’t be.”

Grace’s breath in was long and shuddering. She drew back finally and dug around in the pocket of her jeans, before pulling out a ring. Joan’s ring, with a black pearl inset into its gold band.

“I kept it on me,” Grace explained, clearing her throat and blinking a few times to clear the sheen on her eyes.

Joan would let this go for now, but she had to find a way to get Grace to understand how extraordinary she was. “Does it… I mean, does it work?”

“I think so,” Grace said. “There’s magic in it, but I don’t know if I’d put it on. That much magic in a mind ward? I’m not really sure what it might do to a regular person. I’ll take it back to my apartment and hide it somewhere until we figure out what to do with it.”

Joan swallowed thickly. “We?”

Grace put the ring back in her pocket. “What, you’re gonna ditch me now that we’re in a ton of trouble with your family? No, we’re a we, Joan. You and me and Mik, at minimum, but CZ and Abel too.”

“At least until we fix this,” Joan said.

Grace shook her head. “I don’t know, I think I’ll have your back as long as you’ll let me. I’m sorry I was being such a secretive dick about things.”

Joan lowered her voice, though the room was empty save for them. “Right, gods, I forgot. Fiona, what’s that all about?”

“I started to suspect when I went in Mik’s head… The spell there had a certain feeling to it. Spellmakers all have a kind of signature that they leave on the spells they create, and the memory wipe on Mik felt familiar,” Grace said. “But it wasn’t just that. Why could Mik cast in the market? How does the spell on them regenerate with such dedicated focus? It’s a variation on a pocket realm—she changed the physics of magic around them so that the only function of the realm is to keep drawing magic into the spell, and in doing so made it possible for them to circumvent the wards in the market, just a little.”

That was… genius.

“I thought about it forever, because I didn’t want to make an accusation unless I was sure. But Fiona’s always been fascinated by New York’s Night Market, it’s the biggest one in the country, it’s why she lives in the city half the time. There’s work to be found there, and when I got in that tent, I could feel the remnants of her magic, even several days old. She’d been there. She’s good with pocket realms, like, really good. It’s her specialty. And she’s been researching a cure for magic poisoning for forever, which is not too far off the question of how to make a human a witch.”

Before everything, Joan’s growing suspicions about Grace had crescendoed. And she wanted to hug her again, believe in the best of the woman. But Grace’s lifelong mentor being the latest suspect? It was too close to her. I’d do anything to help her, Grace had said once. Fiona was struggling to find work. Would Grace create a spell that was such a mystery, Fiona conveniently got called before the Greenwoods?

“There’s one more thing,” Grace said. “The night someone rifled through your head, Fiona was the friend I met in the market. She left an hour before you got there.”

There were voices in the hallway, and it sounded like Molly and Nate were among them.

Joan’s mind whizzed through the mental calculus. It didn’t add up in Grace’s favor, but Joan’s gut was still a steady light in the darkness. Even if it was nothing more than wishful thinking, Joan wanted to trust Grace. She had to trust Grace.

“Tonight,” Joan said quickly. “I’ll meet you tonight; we can talk more then.”

Molly and Nate entered the room with Joan’s doctor in tow, rolling a wheelchair, their laughter dying down as they saw Grace in there.

“Glad you’re okay,” Grace said as goodbye, and then politely made her way out the door.

Molly gave her a quick smile before turning back to Joan with a suggestive look on her face.

Joan had forgotten Molly thought they were in love. “Leave off it.”

“I didn’t say a single word,” Molly replied. “Ready to go home?”

Joan really wasn’t, but it would be easier to break out of her family’s house than this hospital. She slid off the bed. “Let’s go.” She pointed at the dahlias. “Can I bring those?”

“Of course,” said Joan’s doctor, a Black woman in blue attending scrubs. “They aren’t the hospital’s.”

“I guess I never thanked you for them, Molly,” Joan said, seating herself in the wheelchair.

“Not mine either,” Molly said.

“Astoria dropped them off while you were both still asleep,” Nate said. He leaned in and kissed the side of Molly’s head. Joan decided not to gag and make fun of them, mainly because she was still trying to process that Astoria had brought her favorite flowers.

And single-handedly rescued her from a death of her own creation in the market.

Molly’s eyebrows had rocketed up her face. “Is there something there? Was I wrong about Grace?”

“You are absolutely wrong about Grace, but there’s also definitely not a thing with Astoria.” Joan scoffed and attempted to wheel herself one-handed out the door, nearly running over Nate’s toes in the process. Astoria has a clear and unrequited crush on her best friend.

Molly gained control of Joan’s wheelchair before anyone could suffer further injuries. “Sure, Joan, whatever you say. Nate, please grab that vase of flowers.”

“Yes, sir,” Nate said, picking up the glass vase.

Molly teased her all the way to the taxi. Inside, Joan had an abysmally short amount of time to try and figure out what she’d say to her father and aunt.

She hadn’t seen Merlin, Valeria, or Selene since Joan’s argument with her mother.

Whatever was waiting for her at that house… it wouldn’t be good.
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At the Greenwood Mansion, Joan was fussed over by every member of the staff she’d grown up with, including George, who looked quite agitated and flickered in and out as he opened the front door for them, despite Joan insisting she could still use a doorknob. She felt tired and weak, and her hand kind of ached. The doctor, who Joan was pretty sure was both a witch who specialized in healing magic and someone with a human medical degree, had told Joan to try and keep the hand above her heart to reduce swelling and sleep with it elevated, which seemed like a hassle. But other than that, she was perfectly fine. The miracles of healing magic.

Selene, at least, greeted them at the door. Joan resisted the urge to duck and cover, a thousand possible arguments rearing ugly heads at her.

But Selene did not say a single word to Joan.

“The silent treatment, really, Mom?” Joan said, gobsmacked by this behavior. There had been plenty of times in life that Joan had pissed off her mother, and Joan had felt bad because she didn’t want to get in trouble, and because she didn’t want her mom to stop loving her, and because she could do the mental cartwheels that made her think maybe, after all, what Joan had done was wrong.

But Joan had spent her time in that hospital bed trying to do those cartwheels, and she could not fathom a universe where she was sorry for what she had done, except insofar as she had hurt Grace, which she did deeply regret.

Selene didn’t look at her.

Deep in Joan, fear began to morph into annoyance.

“Come on, Mom,” Molly said, hovering around Joan like she’d fall over at any minute.

“Indeed, Selene,” Valeria said, coming out of her study to stand at the bottom of the staircase. “You can’t expect an apology out of someone who isn’t sorry.”

“That is between me and my daughter, Valeria,” Selene said. “Tell her what we decided. I’ll be in the garden if anyone needs me.”

Valeria’s face was calm as Selene left.

“I assume you want to yell at me too?” Joan said, that ember of annoyance gaining heat at the mere sight of her aunt’s stalwart face. Now was not the time for serenity.

Valeria stood there, neither leaving nor coming closer to greet Joan. Her ambivalence was infuriating.

The heat stoked higher.

“This family protects you because it must,” Valeria said. “Do not take that as a blessing on your actions, and do not take that for granted. You won’t do something like this again, Joan.”

Joan’s response was almost reflex at this point. “Don’t invade the market again.”

“Can you give it a rest for like half a second,” Molly said.

But she couldn’t. Joan couldn’t. Standing in this house—surrounded by all their wealth and power, the soft scurrying of house staff, the relative quiet—all Joan could hear were the screams of the market, and the crackle of the flames, and her conscience leaping into action without a second thought for her own well-being. Pushed into a corner, the Greenwoods had done something horrific.

Pushed into a corner, Joan had responded in turn.

“You are not in a position to tell me what to do, and you lack the clarity to see what must be done,” Valeria said. “That is why you do not rule, and that is why you are not heir.”

“You don’t have an heir,” Joan shot back. Valeria neither had any children nor had named anyone to take over should she die. By default, the position would fall to Merlin.

Valeria, for a moment, looked every year her age. Growing old at the top of the magic world. So many layers of power and privilege and time and tradition kept her on top. “Because having no one is better than running the risk of having you, Joan. If you aren’t careful, you will be the destruction of this family and its legacy.” Her words reverberated through the world with all the force of a prophecy, settling like a noose around Joan’s neck.

Molly wasn’t looking at her. Neither was Nate. Only Valeria had the guts to actually say it and stare her down too.

In Joan’s normal life, she was a creator. She was an artist and an architect. She made things from nothing.

In Joan’s family, she did nothing but destroy.

There was a choice here somewhere, between who they thought she was and who she knew she could be, but she had never been strong enough to choose the right path.

She swallowed thickly, her throat tight, her eyes burning. She didn’t want to be here; she couldn’t stand to be in this room anymore.

Valeria stepped away from the stairs. “You will not appear as a member of this family in any capacity until such a time as I decide you are ready for that privilege again. Get some rest. I’m sure your father will have words for you.”

Joan couldn’t possibly have been grounded. That’s what this was, her being grounded like she was eleven again and had accidentally smashed a vase while sliding on her socks down the hallway.

But she could be, couldn’t she? They could all lock her in a room. She didn’t have power here; she didn’t have any true use.

There’s a great magic in New York, and I spoke to it, and I called on it, and still I am grounded. Joan had spent a lifetime reaching for power in the hopes that it would earn her respect and acceptance. But now that she had some semblance of it, she saw it was the wrong kind of power. An unruly one her family didn’t understand or believe in. One they couldn’t control.

Molly hovered all the way up the steps and to Joan’s bedroom, but the moment she tried to step in, Joan blocked her path.

“I’m going back to sleep,” Joan said. “You should go back to your life. Thanks for hanging around.”

Joan shut the door in her face.
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Merlin did not make his appearance for several more hours, not until the sun had set, and Joan had cried herself out, and napped, and cried again, and taken a shower.

It was only when she was back in bed, counting down the minutes until she might be able to sneak out to meet Grace and CZ to look for Mik, that Merlin deigned to visit his youngest daughter.

He knocked once, but didn’t wait for a reply before stepping in. The top button of his shirt was undone; his sleeves were rolled up. If Joan were feeling nicer, she’d say he looked tired, but she wasn’t, and she didn’t care.

“Hi, Dad,” she said bitterly, pulling her knees to her chest. “Finally decided to see me?”

“Right off the bat, snark from you,” he said from the foot of her bed. “Stand up.”

“I’m very comfortable—”

“Stand up, Joan.”

Like a puppet on a thread, she stood. Unfolded, Joan felt terribly vulnerable, all soft belly, no hard shell.

“Since you’ve decided you’re grown, and that you can shun this family, break the law, do whatever the fuck it is you want, then you can stand up and talk to me like the adult you are,” Merlin said, voice rising in volume.

“I didn’t break the law,” Joan said, but her voice was small. Smaller than she’d like. She hated it. She hated how weak she sounded, how weak she felt. She’d managed to find some semblance of a spine with her mother and aunt, but Merlin knocked her right back on her heels.

“I am the law,” he said, gripping her footboard. “I make the law, and when you hear your family intends to make a move and you defy it, that means you are defying me and the law.”

I don’t set the moral code of the witch world, the Greenwoods do, Grace had said what felt like an eternity ago. The rest of us are cogs in a machine; ethics don’t factor into my ability to turn.

“That was your last toe out of line,” Merlin said. “That isn’t a threat—I am telling you it was your last one. You will fall in your place now. When people ask, you will tell them that Moon Creatures forced you to nearly blow up the market. If you do a single thing more to defy us, I will bring the full hammer of the Greenwood family down on your head, daughter of mine or not.”

The lie of it was outrageous. Disastrous, accusing the Moon Creatures of such a thing when they all knew it wasn’t true. No, no, no. Not in a million years. Never.

That ember grew a flame.

“But you won’t,” Joan said, “You won’t bring the hammer down, will you? Because it would reflect poorly on you. You’ll lie your ass off to avoid that.”

Merlin released the footboard to walk toward her, invading her personal space with his gesturing hands and his hot breath. “Call my bluff, Joan.”

Joan was all cried out. No tears rose to the summons of her torn emotions; there was no more wobble left to her voice. She was calling his bluff, she was, because she had never once called it before. She had let herself get corralled. She’d gone to the parties they demanded she go to, and returned to the city when they said it was time, and chased after something she’d never have: their respect.

Joan stepped back, giving herself room. Carving it out for herself, since Merlin wouldn’t grant it. “You were in the wrong,” she said.

“And you are a naive child. Don’t do this again.”

“I had to try; they’re victims, they deserve—”

“I don’t give a shit, Joan,” Merlin snarled, making a cutting motion with his hand, severing the air between them. “I don’t give a single fuck what you think they deserve. Call them victims, call them pitiful sheep, call them evil, call them gods—whatever name you come up with for them, whatever story you spin to save them, they belong to New York, which means they belong to me, and I won’t suffer them to hide this spellmaker for a second longer. You have no idea what’s at stake here.”

“You don’t own shit, and even if you did, it’s not you in power. You mean they belong to Valeria. Not you. Never you,” Joan replied, her voice gaining heat. Ire prickled along her skin, raising goose bumps in its wake. “Even now, even knowing you were wrong, you can’t for a second admit you may have made a mistake invading the market? Not even you can be so arrogant as to think you get to determine whether Moon Creatures live or die, whether anyone gets to live or die. Human or witch, man or god, I’m not bending to the whims of this family. I will not lie and blame the Moon Creatures for what I did.”

“Then perhaps, Joan,” Merlin said, and this was a guttural proclamation, a violent final ruling manifested between them as he jabbed a finger at her chest, “perhaps you aren’t part of this family at all.”

Silence gathered them both in her cruel fist, a trance broken only by Merlin’s heaving breaths, the faint traffic outside. Joan’s hospital bracelet was still on her wrist.

You aren’t part of this family at all.

What a contrast it was to every loving thing ever uttered to her by CZ. Grace. Mik.

Jo, you’re absolutely singular.

I don’t know, I think I’ll have your back as long as you’ll let me.

Joan registered her tears only when they hit her collarbone.

“Oh, don’t be dramatic,” Merlin huffed, turning from her and taking a few steps away, embarrassed on her behalf.

Joan heaved an uneven breath around her tears, dashed them from her eyes with weak hands, and straightened her spine. “There,” she said, only a little wobbly. “Was that so hard to admit?”

Merlin turned then, eyebrows rising in confusion, but Joan wasn’t going to stand around here, frozen, like usual. She wasn’t going to let Merlin’s words spell her into paralyzed complicity. She wasn’t going to let his anger hold her still, his yelling steal her will. She had a choice in front of her, a choice about what kind of person she wanted to be.

A week and a half ago, when CZ had first called to tell her he had Mik, Joan hadn’t hesitated for a moment to run to him. It was a law of the universe—Joan and CZ against the world.

She knew that if she ran, people would run with her.

If she fell, people would catch her.

Joan strode for her closet, ripping open the door to grab her largest duffel bag before planting it on top of her dresser and yanking at her drawers, still mindful of her splinted fingers.

“What are you doing, Joan,” Merlin ground out, and his tone was flat.

Joan bit her lip, hard. She could do no more than shovel her clothes into the duffel, fast, messy. Once she had the basics, she turned, brushing past him to toss in the sketch pads on her bedside, her pencil case, her phone charger, her laptop and headphones. She snatched a few of her favorite sweaters, a pantsuit Molly had given her, and one tailored suit—because who knew what she’d need in her new life—before opening a new compartment and shoving in a pair of shoes.

“Joan!” Merlin barked, but Joan was on a rampage, cataloging everything she’d ever owned, realizing how much of it, how much of this life, she was willing to leave behind. When it came down to it, she was willing to let it all go.

Merlin’s hand on the scale wasn’t enough to tip her back, his threats, everything. She’d looked up to him once—her dad was the most powerful man in New York City.

She saw him for what he was now: a coward riding the coattails of his sister’s power.

Merlin moved to block the door as Joan slung her bag on her shoulder and made for it, but she ducked under his arm, fast, and sprinted, slipping through.

“JOAN GREENWOOD!”

Joan’s socked feet thudded against the floor as she picked up speed down the hallway, sliding to the top of the stairs and then thundering down it in a way that had her afraid she was going to slip and die—and wouldn’t that be pitiful—her breaths gasping out of her throat.

She was stupid for this; she had never been more of a fool in her whole entire privileged life. She saw nice apartments and expensive clothes and vacations flit by her eyes as she rounded the corner, heading for the front door. She saw family dinners, Molly nudging her beneath the table, her mother nearby, Valeria opening the door to her home with a gentle smile on her face, all gone.

“STOP IT THIS INSTANT, JOAN,” Merlin roared from the top of the stairs.

Molly’s voice drifted down too, faint behind the screaming in Joan’s head. “What the hell is going on?”

“Merlin, what is this now?” Selene said.

Joan was too busy jamming her feet into her sneakers to turn.

The parties, gone.

The access, gone.

Her coven, broken.

And beyond the horizon, she could see CZ, where he always was, in his dusty Hell’s Kitchen apartment. Grace waiting for her at the café for lunch, Billy appearing in the middle of Grace’s apartment, Mik in a corner watching TV. A new coven, less likely, but kinder than the one she’d been born into.

Joan saw plants in windowsills, her own desk at a smaller architectural firm, freedom outside the bounds of New York City, an endless, ageless future waiting for her if she could just get out, if she could turn the doorknob and make it out—

You aren’t part of this family at all.

The doorknob hummed with magic beneath her hand and resolutely refused to turn.

Joan let out a frustrated scream, half sob, half yell, as she turned to see Merlin with his hands drifting down, having cast the door sealed.

Molly and their mom were barely visible behind the veil of Joan’s tears.

“Undo it,” Joan breathed, but Merlin paid her no mind, animatedly talking to Selene. Joan caught snippets, her hearing fading in and out: She’s being unreasonable… It’s time for her to face reality… Maybe if she stopped to think about how I feel in all this…

Joan could not counterspell the door herself; they all knew that. She lived at Merlin’s whims—to leave, to stay. She was part of the family when he dictated, and she wasn’t when he said so. Always, always she was under his control.

She tried to reach for magic and channel it in, snuff out the wards, but there were so many wards, and even as Joan tried to pull in magic, she felt winded far sooner than she used to. She tried harder, her concentration slipping, disappearing entirely. Again and again she tried, but she couldn’t focus well enough to cycle. She stopped, leaning heavily against the front door.

No.

She couldn’t be trapped here. Why, why was this failing her now? She needed more time with this skill, more practice, more grace, more learning, and to be less magic fatigued.

The words ripped out of her, larger and harsher than she’d ever been with him. “UNDO IT,” she demanded, loud enough that her voice shredded, and the snake plant by the door withered, and finally, they turned.

“Joan, go to bed,” her mother said, a placating hand held out to Merlin. “We can talk about this tomorrow. You know your aunt and I already feel it would be best if you stepped back from family duties. You had to know there would be consequences.”

Of course, Selene would soothe and make excuses. She’d say the same things Merlin had, in different words, in a different tone, and because it was gentler, Joan was supposed to forgive it. But Selene had said it as firmly as Merlin had: Joan was not part of this family. Joan was not a Greenwood witch. Joan had no place in this coven.

“You guys can’t be serious,” Molly said faintly. “You know what you’re doing to her. It’s akin to exile. A coven break in all but name. You can’t make her lie about the Moon Creatures.”

“This doesn’t involve you, Molly,” Merlin snapped. “Go back to your house if you don’t like it in mine.”

Molly looked like she’d been slapped.

Joan choked on a laugh, because if Molly couldn’t command respect here, Joan didn’t know why she’d ever, for even a second, thought she might. They weren’t going to keep her here. She had made up her mind to run, she had made up her mind to destroy her own life before Merlin managed to do it, and she had all the self-preservation of a cornered rat now. She’d chew herself out of this cage if she had to; harm was an old friend.

Her fingers wrapped around the stupid vase in the entryway, one that was suitably expensive but wholly modern, at least. Did it deserve her ire? No. But everything was collateral damage now.

It hit the window with a sharp crack, and the entryway window had been spelled against damage, but the vase had not. It shattered beautifully.

A wordless roar greeted her from the head of the stairs, but Joan was on to the next thing. The hall table, tipped. She managed to throw the runner at the glass chandelier in a way that set it swinging precariously. Her right hand throbbed as she bashed it around, but it didn’t matter. Another vase, launched at the wall. A potted plant kicked over, its leaves going limp. But, of course, Merlin couldn’t stand a rampage for long. As she skittered to the hall closet, reaching for one of his precious golf clubs, her hand froze in midair.

Paralysis spread slowly up her body, enough so that she had time to look up and see Merlin red in the face, casting.

And see Molly bring one hand up, tears brimming from her eyes. See her other hand grab Merlin’s, hard, stopping the spell in its tracks.

Her arm slashed down, and Joan was freed. Molly’s fingers moved, and the door swung open.

In her sister’s gaze, Joan saw every apology they’d never been brave enough to exchange. Every act of defiance they’d both snuffed. In her eyes, Joan saw Molly call uncle for her.

Chest heaving, Joan pulled her duffel bag on more firmly, her feet moving before her brain could fully catch up, seeing only the door and feeling the walls of this house fall away.

She paused, once, in the threshold, the infinite night at her back, the smallness of her family in front of her.

She faced down her father, incandescent at the top of the stairs.

“Fuck you, Merlin Greenwood,” she said, “you spineless, worthless worm of a man. You will never be great. You will always be less than Valeria. And you live the narrowest life I’ve ever seen.”

And Joan Greenwood, of the historic Greenwood witches of New York City, broke from her coven.
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New York threw its arms wide to its favorite daughter.

Joan stumbled out onto the street, ignoring George’s calls and Merlin’s shout, picking a direction and running.

And when she couldn’t run anymore, she jogged.

And when she couldn’t jog, her heart beating too fast and her breath a painful lance through her worn-out lungs, she walked.

And when even that was too much, the shadows of the night beginning to reach across her vision, she leaned against a building and hoped distantly that no one mugged her.

She’d walked out. Out of the house. Out of her family’s house. Out of their lives, undoing what she had begun the day she stepped across their threshold. She was not to appear as part of the family. She was not part of the family at all.

She didn’t fully realize she’d dialed until he picked up.

“Hey, how’s lockup treating you?” CZ said casually. “You need help breaking out to meet Grace?”

Joan breathed into the phone as tears dripped off her chin, struggling to control the tragic hammer of her heart. It pulverized her ribs. She was raw, and empty.

CZ’s tone flipped to something serious. “Jo? What happened?”

“I think I’ve run away,” Joan said, dazed, into the phone.

“To me, right?” CZ said, and there was a clattering of keys being snatched from a table. “Tell me you’re running to me.”

Joan looked up at the street signs around her. She was only a block off Central Park and several blocks south of her house. Headed in the direction of CZ. “I think I am.”

“I’ll meet you, where are you? Don’t bother answering; I have your location pin. I’m coming, Joan—stay right there.”

“CZ,” Joan said faintly. “CZ, what did I do?”

“I’m staying on the line,” he said. “Keep talking to me.”

Joan stood there for several minutes, murmuring nonsensically, listening to the swish of wind on CZ’s side, feeling her heart rate slow, and slow, and slow, until CZ was there, putting a hand on her elbow.

He must have hung up the call, because the phone was dead against her ear. She lowered it slowly, and he took it from her limp hand. His face caught the shadows of the streetlight, and it was full of pity, but she didn’t resent it from him. He knew what she’d done and understood the depth of it. How many times had Joan talked about shedding her family? And now here she was, alone in the night.

Not alone.

“What can I do?” CZ said helplessly. “I will do anything for you, Joan, give you anything. Ask me for anything.”

Joan pulled the words out of the depths of her body. “Take me home, CZ.”

CZ took her bag off her shoulder, slung it around himself. His arm was a solid scoop at her back. He picked her up, bridal style, and Joan let him without any quips, which was how she knew she really wasn’t doing well.

The quick pace he set wasn’t very comfortable, but Joan pressed her ear to his chest, listened to the slow thump, thump, thump of his heart, and closed her eyes to the world.
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Joan had never slept in this bed or apartment before, so the first few moments of waking up were confusing.

Dawn was barely touching the tips of the city. She uncurled and felt a body at her back.

“Hey,” CZ said softly, and when she turned, she saw he was scrolling through social media with earbuds in, likely at their lowest possible volume. He took one out. “You sleep okay?”

Joan’s eyes felt puffy, and her nose was kind of stuffy, and her body was still achy, but she had slept deeply.

“You really do need those blackout curtains,” Joan croaked, squinting at the strip of sun visible beyond his very thin, pale curtains.

Sun.

It was daytime.

Joan threw herself upright. “Fuck, we were supposed to meet Grace!”

“You fell asleep,” CZ said, setting his phone aside in a rush. “I texted her and canceled.”

“You have her number? Not the point.” Joan twisted to face him, balancing her weight on her left hand. “CZ, we were supposed to meet her to find Mik. Who is missing, lost in the city.”

“I know.”

“They could be hurt! If they’re upset, magic will keep coursing through them, and it could kill—” She choked herself off.

CZ gripped the tops of her arms. “I know, Joan. Take a second. You were completely worn out, and Grace wasn’t faring that well either. We talked about it and felt it did Mik no good to have you two kill yourselves trying to find them. We’d have heard if they’d turned up dead, so let’s assume they’re alive, and we can head over to Grace’s whenever you’re ready.”

Joan nearly tripped and went sprawling in her efforts to get out of the bed with the blankets tangled around her. She tore through her duffel bag for suitable clothes—she honestly hadn’t done a half bad job packing—and was dressed and showered in a record fifteen minutes, nudging CZ out the door so they could hop on the subway.

“I’m thinking of getting a car,” CZ said. “I know, I know, a car in the city? But I think it would come in handy.”

Joan grabbed him and tugged. “I know you’re as worried about Mik as I am, so why aren’t you looking more panicked?”

CZ’s stream of jokes died down as they crossed the street, heading for the 50th Street station.

His face was drawn. Joan said his name questioningly.

“I am panicked,” he admitted. “I’m panicked about what we’re going to find when Grace casts that spell. The two of you were hospitalized, and Abel had his hands full trying to help the displaced vampires who were run out of the market. It fell to me to find Mik, and I failed. Whatever happens next is my fault.”

Joan pulled them to a stop and made CZ face her, squeezing their hands between them. “Cane,” she said.

CZ groaned. “Not my legal name.”

“Cane Aleczander.”

A louder groan. “Am I being grounded?”

“This is not your fault,” Joan said firmly. “Whatever comes next, it is not your fault. I’m the one who sent Mik out of the tent into the middle of the market. I’m the one who brought Grace in, which is how we did that tether spell. We’re in this together, alright?” Joan was going all in on this. Her life was a pile of rubble, but Mik—Mik, she could still save. CZ, she could still protect.

CZ bumped his forehead against Joan’s briefly. “You give a good pep talk.”

Joan led him onward. “I mostly repeat stuff you’ve said to me before.”

Once they made it to Brooklyn, the increasingly familiar walk from the Bay Ridge Avenue subway stop to Grace’s apartment felt eternal. Despite her encouraging words, Joan was feeling the same concern as CZ. Mik would have had to escape through a fiery, chaotic market, and Joan had told them to go to Grace’s apartment. The fact that they didn’t surely meant they’d been picked up on the way, and the only people who would know to look for them, who had been looking out for them, who might have been able to help them, had been knocked out in a hospital or scrambling to help a wave of refugees.

They made it to Grace’s building eventually, catching the door as someone walked out and making the trek up to the fifth floor. Joan was not feeling well enough to take the stairs, but she refused to admit weakness, so she kept dragging her feet up step by step, turning down CZ’s repeated offers of a piggyback ride. She was shaking a little by the time they made it to Grace’s door.

Luckily, Grace looked similarly awful. She didn’t bother with pleasantries, leading them to the kitchen.

“Billy won’t come out,” Grace said miserably. “I wanted to ask her if Mik came and left, or never came. I went through their room, but I couldn’t tell.”

Grace picked up a mug of tea, sipping from it. “I assume you’d have heard from your parents if they picked Mik up though.”

Joan wasn’t sure anymore what they would have told her. That is, before she’d left in the middle of the night. “I’m kind of exiled,” Joan admitted.

That woke Grace up a little. “Exiled? You coven broke?”

It was nice of CZ not to have told Grace last night.

“They wanted me to pin blame on Moon Creatures for what happened to us,” Joan said with a shrug, playing off what a soul-rending event that had been. “I said no.”

She wasn’t sure what Grace would say here. She didn’t want the easy comfort of platitudes. She didn’t want someone else’s condolences or their congratulations. Neither seemed right.

“Oh.” Grace set down her cup. “We had better find Mik. And once we do, we’re going to seal them, then set up some sort of audience with your family to get the blame off Moon Creatures and back on Fiona. If you trust Molly, we can call her in to help with the sealing. Or maybe we should take a leap of faith and try Wren if she declined to join Astoria at the market.”

Joan let out a breath. “Do they know about Fiona? Did you mention her?”

“No one was interested in talking to me,” Grace said. “And your family kept quiet from everyone that I was even hospitalized. I assumed you told them?”

Joan had not. Somehow, she’d been too busy arguing with them.

CZ rubbed his face. “We’re seriously the only people on earth who are on Fiona’s trail?”

“The Greenwoods have been checking in with us both to see if there’s been progress on recreating the spell,” Grace said. “She texts me about it. I highly doubt they think it’s her just on their own.”

“Let’s get Mik quickly, then,” Joan said. “And maybe we go after Fiona ourselves.”

“Absolutely not,” CZ said.

“And do what with her?” Grace asked worriedly.

“We have more bargaining power if we get to her first,” Joan said.

With a huff, Grace fished out a shirt Mik had worn, holding it in one hand as she put the other on top of it, rapidly casting a tracking spell. There was already a roughly drawn map of New York on a piece of paper on the counter, since she still didn’t have a kitchen table.

Magic was a bit hesitant around Grace, and she grimaced a little when it funneled into her, but the spell glowed to life, the map’s black ink shining with an intense white light before settling into a dull shine, an X appearing on the map.

“Is channeling tough for you too?” Grace asked Joan.

“Like I overworked a muscle,” Joan replied, as they gathered closer to the paper. “I think it’s faded from full poisoning to fatigue, but it isn’t very pleasant.”

Grace grunted. “I think it’ll keep fading.”

Think being the operative word. But maybe it was for the best Joan not touch magic like she had been lately. It was intoxicating to finally have some modicum of power, and she’d nearly committed a murder-suicide chasing it. “Best if I stay away from it for now, though I was just getting the hang of talking to New York.”

Focus. Looking down at the map, Joan half expected it to settle over Green-Wood Cemetery, as if Mik had been killed and neatly buried there.

But instead the X hovered over an area in Manhattan.

Joan frowned. “Why would Mik be in Manhattan? What’s in that area?”

Silence.

She looked up to Grace and CZ exchanging very meaningful glances. “What?”

“Joan, my darling,” CZ said, “what do you mean you’re talking to New York? Are you feeling okay?”

“Is this related to when you asked Abel if New York was alive?” Grace added. Something clicked for her. “In the market, you said magic felt like one entity, but you didn’t say it was sentient.”

Had she seriously never told them? She picked over her memories, straightening. Yeah, that was right, she’d been kind of convinced she was having a breakdown, then the moment she was sure it was real she’d wanted to tell CZ in private, and she’d started to explain but hadn’t actually said magic was aware, only that there was a kind of aggregate to the city, then the market had exploded, and in all that time since, she had never brought it up directly. “When I cycle huge amounts of magic, it’s like I settle into the currents of energy in the area. Several times now it’s felt alive and spoken to me. A sentient being that, since it comes from the magic across the city, I’ve been referring to as New York.”

Grace leaned hard against the counter. “You’ve learned that you can not only nullify magic but also speak to magic itself? I’ve never heard of that happening. I’ve never heard of magic having a consciousness.”

“Me neither! I’m having a late awakening,” Joan said, maybe a little bit proud of herself. “Doing lots of things it had never occurred to me to do before. It’s cool, isn’t it? And I don’t know that it’s Magic, like worldwide Magic Itself, so much as it’s magic within the city, like maybe Seattle has its own identity. I don’t know, I need to have a long conversation with Abel.”

CZ clapped her on the back. “You’re such a little freak,” he said endearingly. “Look at you!”

This was much more the reaction Joan was looking for. Her family hadn’t seemed to want to dwell on her magic-nullification abilities, or at least they had been more concerned with convincing her to lie for them.

“Maybe we can seal Mik without anyone else,” Grace murmured. She refocused on the map. “Maybe if Joan pulls in enough magic, I can do it solo.”

“Last time you two were left to your own devices, you nearly died,” CZ said. “We can get one more witch, to be safe. I really think we should consider Wren.”

Joan got out her phone to pull up a map app, zooming in on the area that Grace’s magic drawing was showing. The X was large, covering an area rather than a specific building, and Joan didn’t want to strain Grace further by asking her to zoom in. “That’s by the Diamond District, not far from Rockefeller Center.”

“You’re telling me what, that Mik fled a mass fire and decided to go diamond shopping?” CZ said incredulously. “With what money? They have no cash or credit cards, were working a publishing job for a frankly laughable salary, and they’re still there a week later? Do they have a friend in the city who lives around there? I’d have assumed they’d go back to their parents, but I found their address, and Mik wasn’t there.”

“It’s mainly shopping in that area, not apartments,” Grace said, squinting at the map like it might cough up more secrets.

Something CZ had said was pushing at the building blocks of Joan’s mind. Money. How would Mik survive in the city without a phone, cash, or cards?

“Oh! Oh, they do have a credit card,” Joan said excitedly, exiting the map and opening up her banking app. “They have my card!”

Joan’s fat fingers fumbled her sign-in a couple of times before making it through and checking her credit card transactions. Mik’s full history was laid out here, purchase after purchase. Joan scrolled back to the beginning, one week ago.

“They got a cheap motel,” Joan started. “Junk food, junk food, groceries—good for them, nutrition is important, I’m told. A phone, I think. Okay, the latest version of the iPhone, that feels like overkill. And then the regular transactions stop, and…” That didn’t make a lot of sense. Joan paused, typed something into Google, went back to the app.

“Please stop with the dramatic suspense; the doctors say my heart is weakened,” Grace said.

“Gods, is that true?” CZ said worriedly. “It sounds normal.”

“Stop listening to my heartbeat,” Grace said. “And it was a joke. I tell them sometimes.”

“I enjoyed it,” CZ said. “You should tell more.”

Joan looked up. “Stop flirting.”

CZ coughed suspiciously. “I wasn’t—Shut up. Joan, the charges.”

Joan’s mischievous desire to tease him lost against the task at hand. She refocused. “Several days ago, room service charges for the Baccarat Hotel start popping up,” Joan said. “But there isn’t any sort of credit card hold for an actual room there, which is kind of nice, because that hotel is expensive as fuck.”

“You have the money,” CZ said.

“For now. I don’t know what sort of legal, financial sorcery my dad might work to get my access removed, if he’s pissed enough,” Joan said.

“Isn’t it in your name?” Grace asked.

“My family owns the bank it’s held in; I wouldn’t put it past him.” The thought was admittedly rather sobering. Joan needed a job, and fast. She’d have to polish her portfolio, look for an architecture firm elsewhere. Another borough? Or another city entirely?

Now that she could actually leave the city, the thought felt hauntingly cold. She could leave New York behind. New York, whom she’d discovered like a long-lost friend.

“So, the Baccarat?” Grace prompted. “Should we go there?”

Joan corralled her mind into logical lines. “I think it’s our best bet. Mik probably left us a trail on purpose.”

“I think I’m going to kiss them full on the lips if they did,” CZ said. He darted a glance at Grace. “Platonically.”

Joan rolled her eyes at his hurried addition. “Platonically.”

The three of them gathered themselves and stepped back outside. Because CZ was a vampire, they couldn’t save time by taking the HERMES—an unfair barrier that Joan would disable if she were in charge.

But she’d never be in charge. She’d made sure of that when she left that house.

“See, a car would be great,” CZ said, watching Joan closely.

“You want to drive on these hellish streets?” Grace said as they descended into the subway.

Joan snorted, pulled from the anxiety spiral of her bad thoughts. “See, no one thinks it’s a good idea.”

CZ grumbled all the way to Manhattan and was still grumbling when they got off and wove through the throngs to get to the lobby of the Baccarat. Joan had been to plenty of expensive parties here growing up, but Grace’s mouth hung open a little as they stepped inside.

“What exactly is the plan here?” CZ whispered. “Do you know what room number it is based on the charges?”

“I do not,” Joan said. She breathed deep. The lobby smelled expensive, like maybe they piped the air in from somewhere else to avoid the smell of the city.

Magic was the easy answer to finding the room here, but a quick glance at Grace’s ragged form made Joan’s heart pang. They relied on her too much.

“Plan A, I try to finesse my way into a key card. Plan B, a distant and last-case resort, Grace does something with magic.”

“Like?” Grace asked.

“Tracking spell to figure out the floor? Sorry, I know you’re not in good shape right now.”

“I can manage, that’s not what I’m concerned about. So I figure out the floor, fine, but I’m sure the elevators require a key card at a place like this.”

“Magic the elevators,” CZ said, wiggling his fingers.

“You are being a menace,” Grace said.

Joan shook herself a little, altering her posture, trying to look like she belonged here, despite being dressed in flower-printed shorts and a black T-shirt. “Wait here,” she ordered, and waltzed up to the front desk, shoulders back.

Mik was so close, or at least whoever had Joan’s card was. Joan had to reach them.

The attendant did not look convinced by Joan’s attire. “Can I help you?”

Be normal. You’ve been in places like this a thousand times. “Yes, I lost my key card and need a new one.”

“Room number?”

Joan donned an air of apology. “I don’t remember, I’m so sorry. But the room’s charged to Joan Greenwood—here’s my ID.” Joan slipped it over the counter, hoping against hope it would work. Joan was pretty sure the room actually wasn’t charged to her name, but maybe her card was in the system somehow based on the room service charges.

It was a long shot, a Hail Mary, and she’d already started trying to figure out what magic Grace could do.

The attendant straightened, examining the ID. “Of course,” they said. “We were expecting you. Let me call up to the room.”

Expecting her? Had Mik left some sort of note at the front desk? Hopefully Mik was behind that phone and not a dead body rotting in a fancy bathtub as someone ran up charges on Joan’s account. Was Mik maybe a genius?

Was Joan going to kiss them full on the lips?

“We have a Joan Greenwood in the lobby for you,” the attendant said into the phone. “Yes, we’ll send her right up. Yes, I’ll ask.” They moved the phone from their mouth. “She asks if your friends are with you?”

“They/them pronouns,” Joan corrected, looking over her shoulder to beckon Grace and CZ over excitedly. Only Mik would expect friends, not a random murderer who wanted to kill them. She was hopping a little in place. They’d done it. They’d done it! “Tell them Grace and CZ are here.”

CZ made big, questioning, puppy-dog eyes at Joan, and Joan kind of shrugged and put her hands out, like a caricature of I don’t know what’s going on either, but I think maybe it’s really good news.

The attendant spoke into the phone. “Right away, they are on their way up.”

They hung up and stepped away from the desk. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll send you up in the elevator. Your friend is on the eleventh floor.”

Grace, CZ, and Joan followed after them, Joan and CZ jabbing each other in the ribs with their elbows to get ahead while Grace whispered at them to knock it off, all the way to the elevator, where the attendant swiped the card and stepped in with them.

It was an agonizingly quiet elevator ride, a sharp contrast to the giddiness overriding Joan’s system. Finally, some good news. The city was fucked, Joan’s personal life was fucked, but Mik was here. Alive! Joan was going to kiss them then CZ then Grace then maybe the front desk attendant, as thanks.

Mik being alive made it all worth it. She hadn’t fully understood how much she’d had riding on finding them. If she lost her family, then Mik, who had started all this—well, Joan wasn’t going to go there. She didn’t have to, not anymore.

The final chime of arrival was a sigh of relief. The group piled out. Joan let out a delirious giggle before CZ poked her in the shoulder blade. The attendant walked down the hall, stopped in front of a door, and knocked politely before stepping out of the way.

Joan prepared herself to leap into Mik’s waiting arms as the door clicked open. They’d watch Real Housewives for days and spend so much money buying furniture for Grace’s apartment. They’d be back together, a team, and they’d follow Grace’s Fiona Ganon hunch and save everything and figure this out.

For a shining moment in Joan’s mind, everything was exactly as it should be.

Then Astoria Wardwell opened the door, a pleased smile on her face.
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Joan blurted the words out before she could think, her vision of the future shattering.

“Oh, come on. Again?!”

CZ had yelped and ducked behind Joan. Grace had stepped rapidly to the side like she could hide from Astoria’s line of sight.

Astoria’s smirk grew, and Joan hated the way it pulled at the scar across her lower lip, how cute it all was. “Good to see you too, darling.”

Darling.

Every alarm bell in Joan’s brain clanged so hard, they started to crack. Was this payback for calling her sweetheart?

Astoria was still speaking. “Last I saw you, you were in a coma. Did you like my flowers?”

Joan had, tragically, had to leave them behind at the Greenwood Mansion, and damn Astoria, because Joan did like the flowers. “I hear you pulled us out of the market. I didn’t know you were a fire elemental.”

“And air,” Astoria added. “I’m something of a double major. Is there a thank-you in there?”

Joan’s mouth was running roughly three miles ahead of her brain, because her brain was still going, Hello??? Mik??? and her mouth apparently was more than happy to verbally spar with Astoria. “There is not, seeing as your invasion was the reason I nearly got myself and Grace killed in the first place.”

Astoria shoved the door wider, standing aside. “And Mik, don’t forget about them.”

Joan reached out, almost scrunching a fist in Astoria’s shirt in her desperation, but she stopped short, kind of brushing Astoria’s shoulder, like some sort of pathetic fool. “What did you do to them? Astoria, I swear to Circe—”

“Mik!” Astoria said loudly. “Your friends are here for your playdate!”

There was a crashing sound from inside the suite, and then a figure appeared at the end of the mirrored internal hallway.

Mik’s hair was starting to grow in a little fuzzy, or maybe that was Joan’s imagination, adding differences to mark their time apart. “You came back for me,” they whispered. Their face transformed into a smile. “Guys! You found me!”

“Oh my fucking god,” CZ said, which gave Grace a head start to duck around Astoria and sprint toward Mik, smashing into them in a hug. CZ wasn’t far behind, sweeping them both up.

“I’ve never been happier to see another person,” CZ said. “And Astoria called us your friends!”

Mik’s reply was muffled by all the bodies. “My very best friends.”

Joan felt like she couldn’t turn her back to Astoria. Her body was torn in two, trapped between needing to keep her eyes on the Wardwell heir and throwing herself into Mik’s arms, sobbing and blubbering.

She struck a middle ground by cautiously edging past, feeling the heat of Astoria’s body. She looked up and found Astoria looking down at her from her precious few extra inches of height.

“They’re fine,” Astoria said softly. “This isn’t a trap. Trust me, Wren would have my ass. She’ll be back in a second.” Astoria shut the door behind Joan and nudged her forward with a hot hand pressed briefly to Joan’s back.

Joan resisted the urge to lean into it.

“Joan, hug me!” Mik said, shimmying out of the grips of CZ and Grace. This was enough to break Astoria’s spell. Joan rushed to Mik, who wrapped their arms around Joan and squeezed.

“You saw my trail of credit card purchases?” they whispered in Joan’s ear.

“You sure do know how to spend,” Joan whispered back.

Mik stepped back, holding Joan by the shoulders. “When Astoria took me in, I was kind of sure it wasn’t a trick, mainly because Wren seemed so genuine, but just in case it was, I thought maybe if I ordered some stuff, you guys would be able to find me? Astoria promised she’d tell you where I was.”

Joan turned to glare at Astoria. “She did not do that.”

“I was waiting for the hospital discharge,” Astoria said, ushering them out of the hallway and into the living room. “It was the first thing on my agenda this morning, and then I heard you’d fled your family’s house. Mik doesn’t have your number, and neither do I, so texting was out of the question.”

“If you want my number, ask for it, Wardwell,” Joan said thoughtlessly. “And don’t pretend some sort of message spell wasn’t an option.”

Joan expected Astoria to ignore her, but the woman held out her phone promptly. “Please give me your number, Greenwood.”

When Joan hesitated, Astoria reached out, took Joan’s hand, and put her phone in it. Why did Astoria’s hands have to be so warm and nice?

A bark of laughter burst out of CZ’s mouth, but he slapped his hands over it, and his hand was joined by Mik’s in rapid succession, all before Grace elbowed him hard in the ribs.

Do it, Grace mouthed, miming typing into the phone.

Joan snatched the phone away, taking a step back for good measure before plugging in her number and practically throwing the device at Astoria’s face.

“Good,” Astoria said, catching it smoothly. “Now, the next time I discover a fugitive you’ve been hiding, I can text you directly.”

“Mik, you’re being very chill, so I’m giving her the benefit of the doubt,” Joan said, shifting in place as Mik’s hand slowly fell off CZ’s face. “But I’d love an explanation as to what you’re doing with the heir to California.”

Mik sat on the arm of the couch and explained their desperate run from the tent, looking for anyone who could help Joan and Grace, slamming right into Astoria, directing her toward the tent, and fleeing.

“But not to my apartment,” Grace prompted.

“I did go there at first,” Mik said, pointing a finger of recognition at Grace. “But then I realized, if someone suspected you two, they might search it for answers. I thought maybe it wasn’t safe there, so I got a motel. I was going to hole up until someone found me, but then four days ago, Astoria knocked on the door.”

Astoria picked up the story. “I knew the Greenwoods were hiding something in Brooklyn. Then the market went to shit, and I found Joan at the center.” Her gaze was piercing. It made Joan’s skin prickle.

“Once I got the chaos under control, I went looking exactly where Mik thought someone might—Grace Collins’s home. Though I couldn’t get past the wards, I cast to see who had come and gone recently and followed a strange life signature to the motel, and Mik. We established I wasn’t going to kill them, or Wren did, and that we wanted to help, then brought them here to keep them safe.”

“See, that’s what doesn’t make sense to me,” Joan said, joining in. “Why would Mik be safe with you? Why would you take them in? Is California sending a strike force to kidnap them right now? You can’t be operating out of the goodness of your heart.”

“Why?” Astoria challenged, an edge to her voice that Joan couldn’t quite identify. “You think you know me so well. Why couldn’t I be?”

Joan’s voice was cold. “You invaded the market. I know why California was sent here.”

“And so I can’t ever change my mind?” Astoria said. “I have to be exactly what you assume I am? The market was complicated. I saved you, didn’t I?”

That… was true.

How much of Joan’s perception of Astoria was based on fact, and how much of it was based on who Joan thought she should be, considering her mother? She was easier to hold at arm’s length when Joan could simply say they were on opposing sides. But Astoria was swimming in murky waters.

“If it helps,” Mik said, looking between them, “Astoria and Wren have been nothing but kind to me.”

“Listen to your friend, Greenwood,” Astoria said, the edges of her mouth turned down, and the snarky tone she put on lost her whatever sympathy she had been gaining with Joan. What, was she hurt? Offended that Joan had used basic knowledge to draw a very clear conclusion about Astoria Wardwell?

Joan wasn’t going to abide any more patronizing. She’d had enough of that from her family, thank you very much. A thousand comebacks filtered through her head, each more biting than the last. Joan had thrown a giant fuck you at her family for this, and Astoria got to change her mind willy-nilly, no questions asked?

It wasn’t fair.

“Wren wants to give casting magic to Moon Creatures,” Joan said, and her voice had gained its own level of heat. She failed to tone it down. “Did you know that? Did you know that’s the real reason she’s in New York? That she came to me privately at my family’s party and asked for my help with that?”

“Of course she does,” Wren said, closing the door at the end of the hallway with a bag of groceries in her hand. “Astoria knows everything about me.”

Joan’s heart sank inexplicably.

“If you want to know why I took Mik in,” Astoria said, her voice a little uneven, pointing down the hallway at Wren, who was slipping off her shoes. “That’s why. Maybe I don’t have goodness in my heart, but I do have Wren. We aren’t in agreement about the right thing to do with the spell that was cast on Mik, but I would never, ever, willingly hurt a human or witch, and Mik qualifies as both.”

“No,” CZ said bracingly. “You would just hurt my people. Vampires, the fae, ancients even.”

Astoria’s jaw ticked. “I’m not perfect, but I’m not naive enough to think the world is rendered only in shades of black and white. I’m in a gray area.”

“And yet you still invaded the market,” CZ said. “You could have chosen to stand aside like Wren. Better, you could have chosen to stop it.”

“It’s not that simple,” Astoria argued. “Valeria was going to have some brainless mercenaries run it if I didn’t. At least I could run a clean, nonlethal operation. And you don’t know my mother, the repercussions if I refused—”

“You are the heir to the second most powerful state in the US,” Grace cut in. “The world is as simple as you make it.”

Joan expected Astoria to yell, or get angry, summon that sword of hers or storm away—anything to avoid almost every person in the room calling her out. Joan, in her shoes, would have been on the defensive. Joan, in her shoes, would have told her aunt no, emphatically. She had done exactly that. But Joan would have hesitated too, because she knew what it was like to have an overbearing parent. A family name that tied you up in knots.

Astoria took in a controlled breath. “I’m here now, and I’ve been convinced not to turn Mik in to anyone.”

“We’ll help seal them,” Wren said. “Then we can all work together to catch the original spellmaker. Mik mentioned Fiona Ganon, and we’re looking into it. What we don’t have is motive. Why do all this? Money? But then why not take credit for it publicly?”

“That’s all well and good,” CZ said, and Joan was endlessly grateful she wasn’t the only one who was feeling untrusting here. “But it doesn’t actually explain what you intend to do with the spell once you have it.”

“I would still prefer to give it to Moon Creatures,” Wren said. “After doing our best to complete it so it does not have the side effects it does on Mik. The magic poisoning needs to be resolved; even if you give a human or full Moon Creature the ability to channel, they have no natural ability to process magic in a way that doesn’t make them sick.”

Grace snorted. “You and every other witch on earth would love to cure magic poisoning. Doesn’t mean it’s possible. I’m years deep in that research, and so is Fiona. It makes sense that’s where her spell fell apart. And you, Astoria?”

“I have agreed to help on the condition that all of you, including Wren,” Astoria said, frowning at her best friend, “strongly and thoroughly consider the option of destroying all knowledge of the spell so no one can get their hands on it.”

“Not even your mother?” Joan asked.

“What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” Astoria replied. “That is the best I can offer.” She was looking only at Joan. Her gaze was steady, hard. But her mouth told the rest of the story, still canted down.

Please, believe me, those lips said.

“And it’s a deal I already accepted,” Wren said, a warning note in her voice. “So, now that we have the requisite number of witches, let’s seal Mik.”

Mik popped to their feet. “I’m more than ready.”

“One of you is still recovering from the brink of death,” CZ pointed out.

“I’m fine,” Grace said.

CZ looked unconvinced.

Wren’s eyebrows were a clear question, gesturing at herself, then Astoria, then Grace, then Joan. She held up four fingers. “Isn’t this more than enough?”

“Joan doesn’t cast,” CZ said, his voice overlapping with Joan’s grumbled “I can’t cast,” which matched Grace’s “Joan is strictly not allowed to cast.”

“I can channel though,” Joan offered. “Quite prodigiously, I’m told.”

Grace flicked her arm. “Don’t use prodigiously.”

“Joan, you are also dealing with the effects of magic poisoning,” CZ said.

“Having seen what Joan’s channeling can do, I am not sure we need quite that much magic for this spell. Do you have some level of control over how much you pull in? How honed is this ability?” Astoria asked.

Underhoned, underdeveloped, and in fact brand-spanking-new. Joan scowled. “Can’t I channel however much I channel and you all take in only what you need?”

“I don’t think we want to experiment with that on Mik’s sealing,” Grace said, acutely betraying Joan.

“Wren and I can shoulder the magic channeling to minimize your reaction, Grace. We split casting and channeling all the time,” Astoria said. “Just shape the spell.”

Grace’s eyebrows rose; she turned to look at Joan meaningfully.

“Yes, I got the idea from them,” Joan muttered, flopping onto the couch.

Grace, in all her mercy, didn’t say anything else.

Joan had never witnessed a sealing spell before, mostly because they were rather rare. Witches had to commit truly egregious crimes to be sentenced to such a fate, and Joan wasn’t usually around to watch the judgment get carried out.

But it was, surprisingly, easier than she’d expected, which kind of frustrated her because Mik had been suffering all this time. If only Joan could cast or had realized sooner that she could channel magic for someone else to cast with and had a couple of weeks to practice. If only Joan had trusted Wren earlier, if only she’d had a better grip on things. If only all the world were in her control and did exactly as she said, when she said it.

Within two minutes of continuous casting, a seal formed in the air and settled on Mik’s chest, over their heart, before sinking into their skin. Joan knew the theory—the spell would feed on the magic the witch would normally have attracted to themself, only now it was funneled into the seal. Every time Mik got upset, the spell would refresh itself.

Just like that, Mik was cured. Joan wanted to get past being put in time-out, but she had to admit it’d soured her mood.

Mik’s smile was radiant the moment it was done. “Someone upset me,” they said.

“Let me get a kitchen towel,” CZ said, pretending to get up.

“You’re such an asshole.”

“It’s one of my most endearing traits,” CZ replied.

“Ignore them,” Grace said to the Californians. “They’ve never been around company. Now—Fiona. Mik told you what I said about her? Joan’s convinced we should get to her first, before we try to game out how we come clean to witch society and get the Greenwoods to leave Moon Creatures alone. Public outrage will be our best bet.”

Wren subtly straightened, amusement melting off her face. “Astoria staked out her apartment, but she hasn’t gone there in what seems like weeks.”

Fiona. That, Joan had never seen coming. The why escaped her. Why would Fiona do this to Mik? How could the same person who’d taught Grace be behind this? Joan had been face-to-face with her and never suspected a thing.

“How wealthy is she? Could she have other property in the city?” Astoria asked, as the conversation continued around Joan.

“Not wealthy at all,” Grace said. “So far from it. Fiona’s well-known in the witch world, but I saw how she lived in Atlanta. All her money went toward giving the air of wealth, without actually possessing it. She’s been aiming for the endorsement of the Greenwoods for years, trying to get them to secure her a job.”

Joan remembered what her mother had said to Valeria the moment Fiona had left the room: She wants a place in your employ.

“So she’s desperate for societal power and financial wealth,” CZ mused. “Maybe that’s motive—she develops this magic, sells it to the highest bidder, or uses it to establish a name for herself.”

That was what Joan had always assumed, but Wren had been right earlier. “Like Wren said, why wait, then? The spell, even half finished, has sent everyone into a frenzy. She could have publicly claimed it and already made tons of money selling it. If it was just money, the moment Mik escaped and resurfaced elsewhere, Fiona would have been claiming to be the one behind it.”

The room sat with that thought for a harrowing minute. This must be hell for Grace.

Grace stood in the corner of the room, fingers twisted together in what Joan was rapidly learning was a telltale sign of her agitation. She met Joan’s gaze and looked away.

“Then she’s probably hesitating because she needs the spell for something else and can’t use it if it’s defective, right?” Mik said slowly. “Her priority has to be fixing it, doesn’t it?”

Astoria was flipping a little knife, faster and faster. She’d found Mik when the rest of them had lost them, saved Joan and Grace from the spell that should have killed them. For all her questionable morals, she was powerful. She could protect everyone in this room better than Joan could ever hope to.

Astoria spoke up. “Then does Fiona need Mik to perfect the spell, or are they a discarded failure?”

“Let’s be careful of language here,” Mik said. “I’m perfect.”

“You’re priceless in my heart,” CZ said.

“Suck-up.”

“We can use them as bait,” Astoria said. “Set a trap, and have Fiona walk into it.”

“And if she doesn’t? I’m not a fan of putting Mik in danger,” Grace countered. “Unlike some, I’ve never liked witches moving humans around like pawns for their own personal gain.” Grace’s parents were humans. It was an obvious fact of Joan’s life and upbringing that witches used spells to manipulate humans for their own gain, but Joan herself had never had that power and so never much agreed with it either. Humans working in witch-owned factories, persuasion spells used on human politicians—there were no laws against that sort of thing in the witch world, beyond anything that might reveal magic to humans on a wide scale and prompt them to fight back.

“Okay, so we don’t want to use Mik. Grace,” Wren said, “do you know how to fix the spell? On Mik, you’ve gotten up close and personal. Can you perfect it?”

The room turned on her, but Wren threw up her hands as everyone spoke up at once. “Wait! I’m saying, if Fiona doesn’t want Mik, we can bait her with knowledge. Grace knows her and has been in communication. But Fiona doesn’t know Grace has her figured out. Grace might be able to set a meeting, either on her own or with the promise of a solution, even if it’s fake.”

Grace gave a hesitant nod. “Like I said, the issue with Mik is essentially magic poisoning, and I’ve been working on that for forever. I can fake something. But I ask only one thing—please, let’s make absolutely sure she’s the one behind it before we condemn her to some awful fate. We’ll question her first, not just hand her over to the Greenwoods or whoever.”

She took the room’s agreements one by one, some more easily than others. Joan’s voice was a quiet rasp, but she answered when called on. Thinking through Fiona’s shadowy motivations had only unsettled her further. Her mood had continued to crash into the pits of hell after being unable to help seal Mik. She could recognize her inability to emotionally regulate in the wake of minor rejection as a standard symptom of her anxiety and depression, but in the middle of it, she could only sit there dully, running over every failure of the last week.

The group huddled together to hatch their plan for Grace’s lure. Joan looked around: three witches, a witch-fae, a vampire, a human.

When Joan darted a glance at Astoria, she found the woman already looking at her, blatantly, without enough self-respect to at least drop her gaze when Joan met it.

She held it defiantly, and if Joan were feeling more generous, maybe she’d mark that look on the Wardwell heir’s face as concern.

But she wasn’t. She was feeling pitied. Joan hated that pity. She glared right back, something sizzling between them, before Wren caught Astoria’s attention and pulled it away.
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Out on the street, CZ matched her pace.

“You good? You were kind of quiet in there.” He didn’t look down at her when he said this, like she was a frightened doe on the brink of running away. “Or maybe that’s what Astoria Wardwell does to you?”

Joan might as well have been back in middle school, passing notes back and forth. She didn’t want to follow that train of thought, not at all, because she couldn’t deny the evidence of her eyes and ears—Astoria was very much in love with Wren. Joan had fallen for plenty of straight people she’d never had a chance with and her fair share of gay people interested in others. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again here, and especially not over someone who was slated to head back to the West Coast in, hopefully, a matter of days.

The best defense was a strong offense though. “Tell me about whatever thing you’ve got going for Grace first.”

Now CZ did look at her. “Not fair.”

“I ship it,” Joan said, spooling her energy. She boxed up her emotions and sank them to the bottom of a lake. The air outside helped cut through her turbulent mood. “You’re a good, steady guy who could use someone to kick you in the ass sometimes; she’s a brilliant, dedicated woman who needs someone to lean on. You’d have little witch-vampire babies who rage against the establishment, and they’d like me more than they’d like you.”

“Do I need to be here, or do you want to monologue?”

“Every good orator needs an audience.”

They’d left Mik with Wren and Astoria, partially on Joan’s insistence, much to the confusion of the room. Mik had been safe there for several days, safer than they’d ever been with Joan and CZ, or even Grace. Joan could see that clearly, even if the rest of the room couldn’t. Grace had asked to meet Fiona for an early lunch and stayed behind. Astoria and Wren would settle in nearby, and Grace would try to convince Fiona to go back to the hotel room willingly. Or if not willingly, the Californians would step in.

It was decided that Joan and CZ were better off not being seen by Fiona, what with their family connections and so they didn’t reveal their full hand. They’d been ushered off, and it was just Joan and CZ now walking aimlessly.

“You’re crying,” CZ observed casually. “Does the thought of me being with Grace really bring you to tears?”

“They’re happy tears,” Joan said, wiping furiously at her eyes.

“Joan.”

“I want to be useful,” Joan said, maybe with more force than was strictly necessary.

CZ made a frustrated noise, grabbed her shoulder, and spun her around on the sidewalk, forcing her to look at him. “You are useful. When there are people better suited to a task, you let them work. When you know you can offer something, you stand and fight. You stood and fought when your parents told you to lie about Moon Creatures.”

“Very low bar,” Joan said wetly.

“And when I called you about Mik, you jumped into action. But you are not a trained fighter, you cannot bodily capture Fiona,” CZ said. “So when it came time for people who do have that expertise to step up, you stood aside. That’s not weakness, Joan. Don’t try to be a hero. You need time with your fancy new power. I don’t want to see you run headlong into something and get seriously hurt because your daddy issues made you so desperate to be useful.”

“Hey!”

“I’m just saying, your family trauma is rooted deep, and you did a huge thing by walking out. Don’t let your sense of helplessness in one area of your life drive you too far into a dangerous situation.”

“You’re therapizing me.”

“I’m helping you because your mental illness matches mine,” CZ countered. “Us second children, we develop complexes. And you always tell me I’m important, even if I’m not running my pack. I’m here to tell you the same. With or without the new powers, you are important.”

Joan gently knocked her head against his shoulder, because if she said thanks, you’re right out loud, then she’d have to face the fact that she’d thrown a minor temper tantrum at the age of twenty-five and her best friend had been forced to talk her down like she was a child. “Are you going to be mad if I ask to talk to Abel about my powers anyways?”

“No, I think that’s a very good idea,” CZ said. “I’d feel better if you were well armed with knowledge as you explored being a magic bomb. Let me ask him if we can meet him somewhere.”
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Unfortunately, Joan was no longer welcome at the LaMorte apartment building in Queens as a result of her family’s actions. Which was completely and entirely fair, she knew that, but still felt like a loss.

Instead, Abel agreed to meet them in Brooklyn at Grace’s apartment in an hour, and as Joan felt she needed to do something to avoid kicking a hole through a wall, she made CZ go to IKEA first.

With a couple of meatballs in her and CZ lugging along the table Joan had bought, Grace’s thrifting dreams be damned—she could source her own chairs—they met Abel at the foot of the building.

He looked tired.

“Are you sure you’re okay to talk?” Joan asked anxiously. “I didn’t mean to pull you away from something important.”

“I desperately need a break, and CZ’s story about your new magic is, selfishly, hugely fascinating to me,” Abel said, holding open the door so CZ could angle himself in with the table box. He grinned at Joan, eyes feverish. “It’s true, then? The city spoke to you?”

“I feel better about being an object of curiosity and not an active burden,” Joan said, approaching the lobby elevator and hitting the button. “And yes, it’s true.”

She wasn’t entirely sure what you said to someone whose pack had been partially attacked by your family. “Abel, I’m sorry. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help the displaced vampires or rebuild the market.”

“You’re always welcome to put your money where your mouth is,” Abel said, sobering up. “And CZ says you left your family, so if you’re feeling extra generous, we could use your insider mind on occasion. We’re in talks with the fae to reestablish the market.”

CZ punched his arm.

“What! She doesn’t like them,” Abel grumbled.

“I’ll think about it,” Joan said, feeling queasy at the thought. It felt like an irreversible decision if she went that far, but everything she’d already done was supposed to be irreversible. She was gone. For good. “Except the money thing, happy to do that anytime.”

They entered Grace’s peaceful apartment and set up shop in the kitchen. Joan plopped right down on the floor and started dumping pieces out of the box, her phone placed close by in case the group messaged about Fiona. The screen lit up with a text, but Joan looked away.

“Okay, so CZ told you about New York talking to me,” Joan said, as CZ joined her in trying to read the instructions. “How freaked out should I be?”

Abel was practically vibrating with excitement as he settled against the counter. “Freaked out isn’t the word. Thrilled feels better. It’s the sort of thing that you hear about in our local folklore: A witch on a quest who bargained with a god, and the god is depicted as the city. A vampire on the brink of death, hallucinating from blood withdrawal, who thinks she hears a voice coming from the Hudson. What was always curious to me is that, as much as we can pinpoint the origins of this, these stories start in the late 1600s, which is after the city’s founding. Normally fairy tales draw on some sort of naturalistic origin.”

“The woods are big and dark, and so they’re magic,” CZ supplied. “The ocean seems alive, so it’s secretly a god.”

“Very happy to hear you listen to me on occasion,” Abel said. “Also, Joan, I don’t think those pieces go together.”

Joan abandoned the two sections of wood she was trying to jam together and grabbed a third one, trying to be mindful of her wrecked fingers. “But cities are man-made.”

Abel nodded. “My theory? It’s a little less about place and a little more about population density. Magic existed naturally and individually, but as more magical creatures, and particularly witches, settled in one place and started manipulating magic, it gathered and grouped together. Spells are like mini commands for magic, but what if it started to cobble together a will from all those little commands? The ability to think? And I highly doubt those pieces fit together either. Aren’t you an architect?”

Joan nearly threw an Allen wrench out the window in her frustration at this stupid table. “I don’t specialize in furniture design,” she said back, “and I’m doing better than him.”

She gestured at CZ, who was still attempting to piece together the instructions.

“Slow and steady wins the race.”

The pieces in Joan’s hands finally slotted together neatly. “That’s something losers say,” she said. She turned back to Abel. “So witches start using spells all in one place, magic wises up to us and starts to gain a sort of localized sentience? But is it one thing? It felt like… like a million different things that occasionally coalesce into one mouth.” It felt really good to verbalize all this, and her shaky hands steadied on the furniture pieces.

“Sure,” Abel said. “I mean, you’re the only one I know who’s actually gotten it to talk to you. I don’t have answers here, just a lot of theories based on what you’ve told me and what I’ve read. Like I said, it was all fairy tale. But why you? Why not speak to any other random witch?”

“Who says it hasn’t? I mean, who’d believe them?” CZ asked. “All we have is Joan’s word.”

Joan’s responding glare was long-suffering. Her phone screen lit up once more, and her attention lasered in, but it was Molly again. There were a number of texts waiting for her from Molly. None of which she felt ready to open yet.

“Once again, I’m telling the truth,” she ground out.

“I know that,” CZ replied. “Abel knows that. But if a random witch on the street told you New York was occasionally talking to them, you’d do absolutely nothing with that information and probably see if you could call them some help. This is the sort of thing you tell a friend, and they whisper it to another friend, half joking, and thus superstitions and fairy tales are born over time.”

“You have to stop before I burst with pride,” Abel said, eyes alight. “You should audit one of my classes.”

Joan handed CZ the table leg. “Help me attach this. Okay, so what do I do? I assume it’s talking to me because of the magic cycling I’m doing, but is it dangerous? Am I about to be lured into a bargain with an eldritch god that damns my soul?”

“Is it asking you for anything?” Abel asked.

“No, if anything, it helped me.”

“Next time you talk to it, maybe ask it why,” Abel said. “Then report back to me so I can publish a paper.”

“It’s that simple?”

Abel shrugged. “Myth is a squishy thing. It seems to me like you’re not doing anything to magic, you’re just channeling it in such high quantity, and so rapidly, that you’re establishing a mental connection. You’re not hurting it, and it’s not hurting you. Can you do it right now?”

“I can try,” Joan said. “But I have to concentrate.”

Joan had closed her eyes and settled her breath—and told CZ to stop crinkling the instructions so loudly—ready to put on the performance of a lifetime, when Mik called.

CZ dove for her buzzing phone at the same time she did, but Joan came out on top.

“What happened!” she screamed into the phone at Mik. “Can we come back?”

“That is so loud, oh my god, Joan,” Mik grouched over the line. “Don’t yell at me. Everyone’s being so crabby here. Fiona didn’t show.”

CZ grabbed the Allen wrench to throw out the open window, and Joan grabbed his fist to stop him. “What do you mean, she didn’t show?” Joan asked, the dreams of the last two hours dying slow deaths. They were so close. “She told Grace she’d be there.”

“Then she ghosted,” Mik said. “You guys can head back, they’re restrategizing. It’s very intimidating, actually. Wren is like an evil mastermind, and Astoria can back up every one of her diabolical plans.”

“I am not evil!” Wren yelled very faintly in the background.

“We’re coming, we’re coming,” Joan said, gesturing furiously at CZ. “Be there in an hour, max.”

Abel was already straightening. “I should head back to Queens anyways,” he said. “Mom’s already grumbling about CZ’s attention being split. Keep me updated on Fiona, and I’ll keep an eye out for her too. And the magical New York thing, Joan. I’m really serious about the paper. You could make my career. No pressure.”

He left, and Joan and CZ surveyed the mess they’d made of Grace’s floor.

“Figure it out later?” Joan offered, nudging a screw with her leg and watching it roll gently across the floor.

“Figure it out later,” CZ confirmed, and they scrambled for the door.
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They were almost out of Brooklyn when CZ’s mom started calling him.

“She’s going to ground me,” he grumbled, letting the call ring and then checking his texts. It was incredible the calls were even going through on subway reception. “She wants me home. She probably heard Abel left Queens to see me and it reminded her that I should come home more often.”

At least your mom cares enough to call. Joan bit her tongue to keep her first words in. They weren’t children anymore. Even if Joan knew exactly what CZ meant by she’s going to ground me. “Go home,” Joan said. “Come back to the hotel when you can. We won’t make any decisions without you.”

The phone lit up again, and the train pulled into York Street. Joan nudged him with an elbow. “Go, your family needs you.”

CZ’s foot tapped. He let out a little groan, leaned over, and kissed the top of Joan’s head. “I’ll make it fast.” He rose and slipped out the door at the last second, picking up his phone with a “hi, Mama, I’m on my way.”

That had always been the difference between them, despite both having demanding families—CZ’s actually wanted him around.

Joan rode the train in silence to the 7th Avenue Station and got off, orienting herself toward the hotel with ease. She felt CZ’s absence like a cold void. His warmth had been keeping back the dark press of her thoughts all afternoon. Being back in Manhattan made her uneasy, like at any moment her aunt might pop out of a bush and have her dragged away. That was ridiculous. Right? She wasn’t being hunted, not at all. They’d just… let her go.

How could that be such a relief and such a disappointment at the same time?

When they got their answers out of Fiona, either destroyed or finished the spell, and put this whole thing to rest, perhaps then her family would publicly disown her for her role in it all. Only once Joan had done something worth noticing.

The streets were busy, and Joan felt beautifully surrounded by people. It was what she loved about this city—it always felt like it was holding you. It was wonderful and shocking and maybe only a touch creepy to know it really was holding her. That it really was alive.

Joan reached for magic, pushing past the lingering fatigue that plagued her and trying to focus in, a trickle of magic snaking into her as she walked the block and a half to the hotel.

Talk to me, she thought at magic, at New York. Why me?

When there was silence, she pulled in more magic, squeezing her palms into fists, digging her nails into her palms. The entrance to the hotel was within sight. More, more.

Something began the slow swing of its head, directing its attention at her.

A clatter behind her broke her concentration. Someone had dropped their phone and was picking it off the ground, cursing to themself. Joan’s nerves jumped and snapped, frustrated as she lost her concentration. She had been so close.

Joan swung around.

And walked straight into someone.

She opened her mouth, got halfway through her sentence. “I’m so sorry—” she exclaimed as the person bounced back, orange-brown hair spilling from beneath a ball cap.

It took her half a second to place the hair, even as large sunglasses obscured the face.

Joan stared Fiona Ganon down on the sidewalk, feet from the hotel entrance.

Fiona’s expression was grim. “Nothing personal,” she said, “I just couldn’t waste an opportunity,” and moving faster than Joan could react, she flicked her hands, fingertips trailing magic, and slapped a palm across Joan’s mouth.

No, Joan had time to think as magic slithered down her throat and wrapped around her lungs. The effect was nearly instantaneous: The world tilted sideways. She slumped into Fiona’s arms, limbs paralyzed, as Fiona cradled the back of her head, like they were old friends engaging in a loving embrace.

CZ, Joan thought distantly.

Her eyes rolled back in her head.
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Her wrists were killing her.

Joan registered that first as the slow fog of sleep slithered off her. Her wrists hurt, badly. They were stretched too far behind her back, fingers awkwardly locked together. The previously broken fingers on her right hand had tipped so far into pain that they were nearly numb.

She was bound to a chair, and when she opened her eyes, her vision blurred. There were wards chalked on the floor in a circle around the chair. It took her a second to read them upside down.

Magic nullification.

Joan could read her own name in the runes—magic nullification for Joan Greenwood specifically.

“I hear you’ve left the Greenwoods,” Fiona said. Her voice was bouncing in from a hundred different directions. Joan squeezed her eyes shut. Shook her head, opened them again, and registered the other woman’s shoes in front of her.

Joan’s gaze climbed slowly to Fiona’s face.

She had shed the ball cap and sunglasses and looked like a perfectly normal middle-aged woman in a blouse and slacks. She looked perfectly nice.

“Oh, sorry, do you want some water?” Fiona asked, turning to step to the far side of the room, where a cot sat next to a bench covered in books and plastic water bottles. Joan’s surroundings swam into focus. Construction lights lit up the space. There was ornate street art on the walls, and turnstiles stood not a dozen feet away.

An abandoned subway station, though the tracks weren’t in sight.

Panic fought against the sticky lethargy of whatever spell Fiona had used on her, resulting in heaving breaths. Her neck felt empty. Abel’s mind-ward necklace was gone.

“Here, here,” Fiona said, tipping a water bottle into Joan’s mouth, flirting with the edge of drowning her. Joan was forced to gulp some down to avoid choking, and even then half of it spilled onto her chest.

“I haven’t quite figured out the grogginess side effect,” Fiona said, a little shaky as she screwed the cap back on. “I made it for your aunt, that spell. An easy way to subdue someone. First, a paralytic, then a knockout, then they enter a dreamlike state so you can lead them anywhere you want to go and they retain no memory of it.” Fiona noisily pulled up a folding chair and sat in it. “A piece of art. I thought it would finally get your aunt to show me at least a hint of gratitude.”

A drop of water dripped off Joan’s mouth and landed on the ground. “My hands,” she gasped. “I can’t think around it, please, free them.”

Fiona looked so pitying. Joan didn’t know how she could look so genuinely regretful after abducting her off the street. “I’m sorry, I’m so really very sorry, but I can’t risk you getting free. You’re never alone, you know that? I’ve been so hard-pressed to get you alone.”

“I won’t get free,” Joan babbled. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t think. “Please, loosen my fingers.”

She reached out, but magic was so thin around her, the wards flaring on the floor.

“Please stop doing that, Joan,” Fiona said frantically. “I’ll set you free soon, okay? I just need to finish up. You understand that, right? When this is done, you’ll understand it.”

She wasn’t particularly calm or calculating; she looked genuinely nervous about this. Unsteady, oscillating between some weird mix of guilt and excitement.

“This is… revenge against my aunt?” Joan asked. She wasn’t cool and suave like captured spies were in the movies. She was in pain; she would already do almost anything to make it stop. Both their pitches were skewing higher and higher.

“No, no, it’s nothing as mundane as a personal vendetta against your family,” Fiona said. She crossed her arms, tapped a finger against her bicep anxiously. “I’d have picked a more important Greenwood if it were about that.”

Joan, even now, flinched.

Fiona’s eyes gleamed in the dimness as she leaned in, a clear spark of interest transforming her demeanor. “It hurts? Being discarded? That’s good, because I know how it feels, Joan. You can help me make it better. You can help me reshape the New York magic world.”

Joan’d rather chop her hands off than keep feeling that pain. It rolled up her arms like cannon fire. Someone would realize she was missing, right? Not her family, but she’d been on the way to the hotel room. Mik—Mik! Fiona had been right outside. She knew where they were. “What do you want?” Joan croaked. “I won’t give you Mik.”

Fiona waved a hand. “If I wanted your friend, I’d have them,” she said. “I’d have taken them when you were still in that poorly warded Hell’s Kitchen apartment, the moment I saw them in your little memories. I’d have never let them go in the first place.”

So it really had been Fiona in the market, but she… and yet—“You don’t want Mik? You want…”

Fiona waited expectantly. Joan didn’t know half as much about her as she seemed to know about Joan. They were strangers, total strangers; Joan could only remember their one meeting. Fiona didn’t have a lot of money, she wore nice clothes, she had helped Grace, been like a second mother to her. None of that added up to a concrete personality. None of that helped Joan make sense of her situation, the musty air and the dampness. The chill of cold stone around them.

“Me?” Joan said finally.

“I want your magic,” Fiona confirmed, steadying by the minute. “Or to study it. If I can watch the way you process magic, I can duplicate it. Grace told me about it, and then I saw what the two of you did at the Night Market. When I replicate it, you could be the great equalizer of this world. Any given witch could channel incredible amounts of magic. Any witch could be powerful, no matter their family or natural-born abilities.”

She was a true believer, then. Some twisted version of Grace, whose passion never crossed lines. Grace, gods. How had Joan ever suspected her?

She scanned the room as best she could without making any obvious movements. Which way was out? Keep her talking, that would give the others time to find Joan. “Is that what you were after with Mik? Not making humans into witches, making witches stronger?”

“Both,” Fiona admitted. She stood up, and Joan couldn’t help but feel that was a bad sign. “I couldn’t fully crack the human-to-witch transformation, humans are incompatible with magic by design. The early version of my spell killed them outright, except Mik, who probably has some witch ancestry, but then we had the issue of magic poisoning.”

If I wanted your friend, I’d have them. Fiona’s actions aligned with horrifying clarity. “You set Mik free,” Joan said. “You wanted someone to find them and…” And what? If Fiona was working on something, why would she share it early with the world? Joan showed others her sketches only when she needed—help.

Fiona needed help.

“You wanted someone to find Mik and finish the spell for you. That’s why you insisted Grace be called before my family. You wanted her to study it and finish what you started.” How many people had she stolen from the market and killed before Mik survived?

“What the Greenwoods started,” Fiona corrected. “Don’t give me that look. You think no one’s tried to figure it out before? Your aunt has employed so many spellmakers to pen a way to transform humans, but they never panned out. She abandoned it, I didn’t. She wasn’t willing to go far enough.”

“Killing humans?”

“For a greater good. All great scientific leaps require sacrifice, Joan,” Fiona said. They had been so wrong to assume money was the motivator. Fiona’s mission was beyond wealth.

“Grace is a prodigy. No matter what scorn your aunt throws her way, that’s true,” Fiona murmured, putting her hands on her hips. “I knew Grace would catch on to me eventually, but I hoped, prayed, she’d finish the spell before she did. She’s not motivated, you see. We’ve been tinkering with this research for years, but her heart isn’t in it. I know she could cure the magic poisoning if she really tried. And then I could find humans with dormant witch genes and use the first part of my spell on them, allow them to channel.

“But Grace gave me you instead. The key to expanding the power of a witch. There’s still time to figure the puzzle out, make a name off turning humans into witches, build a family reputation and a following off them, sure.” Fiona continued. “But the priority is you. Amplifying my own abilities to become undeniable. Creating something witches want for themselves.”

Fiona knelt in front of Joan, likely staining the knees of her nice pants. She was smiling a little, expectant. It disgusted Joan, so much so she felt her stomach heave.

“What do you need to gain more magic for?” Joan rasped, bile burning the back of her throat.

Fiona reached up, put a hand on Joan’s cheek. Joan twisted her head in outrage. Get off, get off. Fiona’s other hand rose, until she was holding Joan’s head firmly still, fingers digging hard into her jaw.

“I’m not sure you’ll live long enough to find out,” Fiona said apologetically. “But do trust that we’re aligned in sticking it to your family. Your legacy will be one of innovation and progress, rather than the staleness of tradition. And though, in the early years, this can’t be tied to you and your death, I’ll find a way to credit you eventually. I’ll be a villain to many, but a hero to even more.”

She couldn’t be serious; she had her whole twisted logic and was prepared for people to condemn her for it, but she was rolling the dice anyways. Joan wouldn’t be able to get through to her on any moral or ethical basis. The more room Joan gave her to explain, the more confident Fiona became.

“Grace will find me, or—”

“Astoria Wardwell, or Wren Dahl-Min, or CZ LaMorte, or maybe even Molly Greenwood. Yes, Joan, you have an army behind you, and they will come eventually,” Fiona said. “But not fast enough.”

She lit up with magic. The wards burned to ash.

Fiona plunged into Joan’s mind, lodging in there like a rock splitting the flow of a river, and Joan was too slow, too stupid, too weak to stop her.

She tore open the gates to magic in Joan’s head by triggering memory after memory of Joan channeling, so her body reacted on instinct to that input. Though Joan kicked and screamed mentally, magic still poured in.

Fiona wiped a tear from Joan’s cheek, leaned in almost tenderly as Joan, paralyzed by the torrent of magic, felt it flow into her, filling her up, up, up until she thought she’d burst like a bloody, fleshy balloon. One second, two, Fiona flipped through memories like a deck of cards, before finding the one of Joan at the market and shifting from channeling into cycling right before Joan grew ill.

“I’m really sorry,” Fiona whispered softly in her ear. “I’m only trying to right the scales. If not for me, then for the next spellmaker who comes along, someone like Grace, brilliant but born to the wrong family, who deserves a chance to succeed in this world your ancestors built.”

Joan slurred Fiona’s name; it was the best she could do. How could this happen to her, again? How could she need rescuing, again? Her gaze fixated on Fiona’s desk. There was a snow globe on it, being used like a paperweight. New York City was capped with white inside. It was so tacky and beautiful. Joan could see nothing else.

She wished she’d black out.

But she was awake for every moment.
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Rest was brief and very far between.

Fiona made Joan cycle magic repeatedly, bringing her right up to the brink of blacking out before letting her go. Joan had long since hit her limits—magic was pain now, scraping against her skin. Her body was being poisoned, but Joan was in a delirious haze of reoccurring memories.

Fiona watched, at first, with a look of concentration, placing magicked glasses on her face to see the results.

Then she started to cast on Joan. Little spells. Joan was too out of it to parse their exact implications, but she felt them work or fail. Magic would shift around her, and in her, depending on the variable parameters Fiona placed on her.

One made magic funnel through Joan faster, but with less force. Another dimmed the pain of magic, at least temporarily. But then they broke, they all broke, and the pain was back, and magic still churned through her, and each draw was a fresh wound, her skin developing sores that trickled blood as magic poisoned her, slowly, slowly.

Joan didn’t know if Fiona was making progress, but the empty bottles of cold brew were stacking up. Fiona was racing against something. Maybe Joan’s impending death. Her fingers still hurt. She couldn’t quite gather her thoughts well enough to care.

They’ll come for me, she repeated to herself, over and over. They’ll save me.
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The sharp crack of shattering glass wrenched Joan from her fever dreams. Fiona had thrown something at the wall. A quick scan of her desk revealed the glass paperweight was gone.

“I don’t understand it,” Fiona said, head in her hands. “I don’t understand why it doesn’t work. It works for you!”

Joan made the mistake of shifting, looking for any kind of release from the stiffness of her limbs.

Fiona whirled, flashing with magic. “Oh, did I wake you? I’m sorry, you need to rest. Please, go back to sleep.”

“No.” Joan’s tongue was thick in her mouth. “Not again, I don’t want to… I don’t want to… sleep…” Her words slurred. She went back under.
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Joan’s memories from before she was ten years old were fuzzy and indistinct, but she had one from her eighth birthday that was always crystal clear. She woke up with a stomach bug. She couldn’t stop throwing up. She stepped out of her room, rubbing her eyes, to go tell her parents. They wouldn’t be much comfort, but they’d at least make the house staff take care of her.

They’d been at the foot of the stairs, and it was early. They didn’t hear her as she stood at the top. Something made her pause. Something made her listen.

They were arguing about her and her inability to cast. Selene wanted to give up; she was talking about a boarding school overseas, where Joan wouldn’t be around anyone they knew.

But it was Merlin who insisted they not give up on their daughter.

“She’s a Greenwood,” he was saying. “She’s mine, and no daughter of mine will be sent off in shame. Give her time, Selene.”

Joan had thrown up a little pool of bile at the top of the stairs.
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Give her time, Selene.

Fiona released the magic, and relief flooded Joan. Give her time, she mouthed to herself. It had always stuck with her. Merlin showing patience. Her memories were a muddy wasteland of lost concepts, things she hadn’t realized she still remembered until Fiona took over and Joan’s panicked brain tried to compensate.

She was eight and she was twelve. It was last year and a decade ago. Her first day of college, walking into the architecture building and knowing it was home.

Molly’s sweet sixteen. They’d stolen a bottle of wine out of the wine cellar and gotten drunk together later that night, swigging straight from the bottle. Sometimes I think this is all going to crush me, Molly had said. Joan had such a headache the next day.

Fiona was casting. This was old news. Any second now Joan would channel the magic, and the pain would be so great, she couldn’t even reach out to try and talk to the city. It looked past her. If it tried to call to her, Joan was sure she couldn’t hear it.

She was dying. She knew that with a distant certainty, in the slowing thud of her heart, the piercing pain of her kidneys. She knew it in the wheeze of her lungs and the wetness in her chest. Death bent its head toward Joan, and some moments she begged it for release. Kiss me and end it, she thought. And some moments she was so hopelessly afraid, and she cried before her tear ducts ran out of water, and she begged, Not yet, not yet, give her time, Selene.

She had no idea how much time had passed; she only knew it was too long. Too long, and no one had come for her.

Fiona’s latest spell settled on Joan like a coat, and she barely even jerked when Fiona waded into her mind, took control of her body, and forced her to channel again. She waited for the pain, and it erupted across her skin like starbursts, supernovas grinding her to ash.

Then it faded, smoothed over. The sores healed across her sticky, bloody skin. Her senses all returned, and clarity reached her for the first time in eternity. She was—free. She was—Joan. She could—see.

Fiona’s eyes were shining in triumph. Joan was still channeling, but without pain. She was weightless, like gravity had reversed, and there was a blue sheen to her skin.

“Finally,” Fiona breathed. “A loophole. And just in time, they’re close.”

A patch of runes, chalked to the wall, was glowing, slowly degrading into dust. A new patch lit up.

The clarity started to fade as the spell on her ebbed. All things were temporary in this world. Joan’s thoughts began their slow slide back into the mud, and she scrambled for purchase.

“Let… me go,” she whispered. Her mouth tasted like pennies. What a stupid thing to say. She skated further into the well of memories that stuck to her like grains of sand on a wet body. She was untethered from the earth, something in her slipping from her body. She had no power here. Her demands went unanswered. Once upon a time, everything Joan had done had been to keep Mik from this very fate: being brutally experimented upon to reverse engineer their magic.

She wished she were dead already. She wished she were a ghost and magic would never touch her again.

“Maybe a few more hours before Astoria Wardwell hunts her way to me,” Fiona said to herself, ignoring Joan. She turned to the desk and fished through the papers and books. “We’ll leave her a present. She’ll be a problem if I let her keep going. I can turn her into a message instead.”

She pivoted back to Joan, a necklace of some sort in her hand. Her eyes were unusually kind as she draped it over Joan’s head. “I wasn’t sure you’d survive,” she said. “It’s strange, I’d have expected your ability to wane, but the more damage you take, the more magic you channel. What an odd dance between pain and power. I want to thank you, for everything you’ve given up.”

“Fiona,” Joan whispered, soft, needy. “Don’t—” What, leave her? She should be praying for her to go. Don’t what—do this? It was already done. I’ll be a villain to many, but a hero to many more. Joan had never stood a chance of reasoning with that.

The thought of it made her so viciously angry. It was the first emotion in days clear enough that Joan could hold on to it. She’d never had a chance or a choice. She wanted—she wanted Fiona between her teeth, wanted to grind her to nothing, chew her to gristle. She wanted Fiona to feel even a fraction of what she’d made Joan feel.

Fiona was waiting, still pretending that all this had been done against her will. Forced into kidnapping and torturing by some higher calling, by some greater system. Did she think this was mercy, letting Joan utter her final words?

“Don’t… look back,” Joan ground out. “Don’t stop running. If I catch you, you’re dead.”

Fiona jerked away as Joan’s voice gained strength. She strained against her bindings, leaned forward in her chair, until her wrists screamed louder, until she thought her fingers might dislocate. It was all nothing to her now; pain was an old friend, death its strange and close cousin.

“Fiona,” Joan growled, her voice half in singsong, and blood wound between her teeth, spilling over, out of her mouth. The necklace dangled from her throat, a heavy chain. “I’m going to ruin you.”

Fiona’s wide eyes betrayed her, even as she adjusted her shirt and brushed off her pants. Joan was a world-class expert in this woman’s microexpressions now. “I thought we were coming to an agreement,” Fiona said.

“Fuck. You.”

Fiona withdrew, started gathering the things on her desk to pack them into a backpack. She was really leaving, and Joan was going to stay stuck in this chair.

Oh, Joan was all rage now, all frothing lips and gnashing teeth. She wasn’t going to be left here; she’d break every bone in her body before she let Fiona get away. Her fingers popped.

A new patch of runes lit up, faded.

Then the whole wall burned white.

Fiona’s attention snapped to it with a curse. She was messy now, throwing stuff into the bag, slinging it over her shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Joan called, her laugh a garbled curse. “Time running out?”

Fiona closed the bag in front of her. She didn’t look back at Joan, just twisted her fingers together, still facing the wall. Her shoulders were slumped in a downward line. Joan wished, absurdly, for her sketchbook. She’d catch the dim light on Fiona’s burnished hair and the manifold details of the abandoned room. It would be haunting, and beautiful, and on the cusp of something new.

The spell took shape, magic vibrating through the air. “Go to sleep, Joan Greenwood,” Fiona said, voice heavy and resigned.

“Never wake up.”







TWENTY-NINE




[image: ]







Fiona took the light with her.

Joan’s eyes were half closed when it happened, slumped sideways in her chair. She had been immobilized. She wanted to sneeze. She couldn’t move a single limb.

Fiona left in a rush, and she took the light with her.

Underground, there was nothing left. No hint of anything, just total, complete darkness stealing the sight from Joan’s open eyes.

This was, maybe, the worst thing Fiona had done to her.

Darkness was no friend to Joan Greenwood. It was textureless and utterly dead here. She longed for something living, a plant to draw in air, confirm she was still alive, that this wasn’t the afterlife, not yet.

I don’t want to die. I changed my mind.

Tears dripped off her face.

Please, I want to live.

Fiona’s last spell had done something to the necklace, which was growing hotter by the second. It’d scald her soon, even through her clothes. Burn a circle in her chest, right through to her heart.

Astoria was coming, that was what Fiona had said. Astoria was close, and Fiona had booby-trapped the room. Joan. Left her unable to warn anyone.

Her ears rang in the darkness, her thoughts locked in an ebb and flow and ebb of noise, building with a million voices.

I’m going to kill her, Joan thought. No, she wasn’t a killer.

But for Fiona Ganon, maybe I am.

The necklace warmed further. Where would Fiona go next? And with what, a successful spell to amplify her own abilities? The potential cure or balm to magic poisoning to go with it? Joan had to warn—someone. Anyone. But she couldn’t move.

Then she saw magic.

It glimmered faintly in the air, making its own light. The room was still silent save for the far drip, drip of some leaky ceiling, but magic moved. It shifted in the direction of where Joan thought the train tracks might be, behind the bend of the wall, opposite to where Fiona had exited. And where it flowed, it took on a silvery hue.

Joan knew that hue.

Hope was a violent thing inside her, sawing her organs in half. She was saved; they had found her.

The necklace burned.

They had found her, and Fiona had done something she’d seemed convinced Joan would never wake from. Joan was going to have to watch, paralyzed.

Astoria was too good at this to make noise, so Joan’s only warning that the other woman was in the room was the area lighting up, and by then, it was far too late. By then, through the building scream in her throat, Joan could only watch as Astoria came into view, her sword out and magic flared around her in a protective air-based barrier, with Wren at her shoulder similarly armed with an array of knives, her fae eyes surely allowing her to peer through the dark tunnels.

When their gazes landed on Joan after a quick, practiced look around the room to confirm no one else was there, the horror was evident on Wren’s face.

“Oh, Joan,” she breathed.

Astoria promptly sheathed her sword down her back, face a flickering storm, but there was no pity on it, at least. Joan, dazed, her eyes so dry that they were blurring over with tears, appreciated that deeply as Astoria walked over swiftly.

No, turn back.

“I’ll free her, Fiona can’t be far. See if you can pick up a lead in the tunnel, but don’t engage her.”

“I can handle myself, you worrywart,” Wren replied, but she moved to comply, setting off at a cautious jog.

“We don’t know what she can do,” Astoria called, gaze lingering on Wren’s disappearing back. “See if there’s a trail, do not engage, and don’t wander too far.”

“First priority is getting Joan to help, I know!” Wren called faintly, and she was gone.

The necklace was burning and Joan couldn’t so much as wince.

Please don’t come closer. She’d give anything for them to hear her thoughts, anything at all on this earth. She reached to channel and was met with a flash of pain she flinched away from. No, no, focus, Joan.

Astoria reached the brushed-away remains of the chalk circle Fiona had drawn on the floor, and the necklace’s heat hit Joan’s skin.

Astoria knelt in front of her. “Why aren’t you moving?” she murmured. “Paralytic?”

GO AFTER WREN, ASTORIA.

She was frowning, with a perfect little crease between her eyebrows and her braids tucked neatly back up into themselves. Beyond the edge of the long-sleeve she wore under a sturdy-looking vest, hand-drawn tattoos peeked out, and Joan remembered what Wren had said about specializing in supplemental ink magic.

Astoria was quick on her feet, Joan knew that, dreaded that, because she cast a counterspell on the fly and Joan’s limbs went loose.

Astoria’s hand came to rest on Joan’s knee.

The necklace reached a fever pitch.

The word burst out of Joan’s mouth in a strangled cry: “RUN!”

Astoria’s eyes widened, her lips moving in the beginnings of a spell.

The necklace shattered wholesale with a sound like a gong, and with it, magic burst into the air. If Joan had unwittingly stumbled upon it, she’d have been eviscerated by the blast, but Astoria caught the worst in her shield and was thrown clear across the room to smash into the wall with a sickening crunch, cracking the grimy tiles before falling to the floor. Magic fractured into shards of light, and one speared Astoria through the shoulder, narrowly missing her heart, her head. The tattoos vanished from her skin, used up.

Joan was—oh no, oh no, no, no. Astoria hadn’t been casting over herself, she’d cast over Joan, and a thin, half-formed shield spell that burned with fire magic kept her alive through the initial blast.

But it wasn’t over, whatever Fiona’s spell was hadn’t finished yet; the magic swirled into a compact ball, and time went breathless. Joan could see the spell’s next move, it would burst again, a double shot, and Astoria was only barely leveraging herself back up, her shields obliterated. This time, it’d kill her.

It would kill her, and Joan, and it would be Joan’s fault for getting snatched in the first place. She’d never live with that; she wasn’t going to die taking Astoria Wardwell down with her.

In the infinite void between seconds, Joan breathed in.
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Channeling magic was second nature to her now, and when the pain hit, this time she was prepared to push through. It was a familiar bed after a long night. She reached out, quick as a bird, and pulled that explosive spell’s magic into herself, where it detonated in her body.

Joan, miraculously, did not turn into a pile of goo.

This remained, nonetheless, her breaking point.

Perhaps it was all the magic she’d already channeled, poisoning her body slowly but surely, weakening it far past what it had ever reached before. Or maybe it was too much magic for anyone at any time, but though she clung to the barest shred of consciousness, Joan was nearly 100 percent sure at least one of her internal organs popped.

Her ribs crunched in.

Joan threw up blood, so much blood, and it wasn’t just that—she felt it seep out of her pores, ooze from her eyes.

Of all the ways she’d imagined her death, she’d never expected this, magic turning her inside out.

Hands fumbled at the ropes binding her to the chair, and then the pressure released, and for the first time in what felt like forever, Joan was free.

She fell.

Someone caught her.

“I have you,” Astoria was saying. “Joan, stay with me, okay? Stay with me a little while longer.”

The world smeared around them. Joan coughed and it was wet. She thought faintly that she was leaving a trail of blood on Astoria’s vest. She was being lifted, maneuvered carefully into Astoria’s arms.

Cradled, gently. She was so warm, and it felt so nice on Joan’s torn skin.

“Don’t die, you bastard,” Astoria growled, huffing a little as they started moving. “You’re not dying like this.”

Blood dribbled out of Joan’s mouth. This was really it. Astoria’s temple was cut, her impaled shoulder slick, but she was moving, heading in the direction Wren had gone.

She looked so sad.

Joan hated that. “How… will I die, then?” she forced out.

Astoria shifted her higher in her arms, picked up the pace as they moved down the hall, an orb of light following them. “You’ll die in your sleep when you’re super old, in someone’s arms, warm, with dahlias on your bedside. The last thing you’ll say will be some stupid, taunting joke. You’ll make someone laugh before you go.”

More blood and spit foamed out of Joan. She thought maybe there was some dripping from her nose too, or maybe that was her whole brain, liquefied by the spell. “You… think about my death?”

“Shut up. The point is, it’s not happening right now,” Astoria hissed. “And it will not be because you saved my life. So it’s not time yet. Say it. ‘It’s not time yet, I’m not going to die.’”

Joan shivered. Astoria’s heat wasn’t making a dent anymore; the cold was creeping too far into her. “You saved my life first.” She coughed, almost choked on it. “Astoria, tell CZ… tell him to ask Grace out.”

“We’re almost to Wren,” Astoria said, rounding a corner. “She’s close, and she’s good at healing spells. I’m shit at them. I only… I only destroy. Fuck. We can cast one together. Hold on so you can meddle in CZ’s love life yourself.”

The cold reached her lungs. They seized, and her breath skipped. Magic wasn’t a cure-all. There were limits to its ability to heal.

Joan rather suspected she was past those limits.

“Stop channeling, Joan,” Astoria hissed.

“I’m… not.” She wasn’t, was she? Magic slid through her as the world dimmed.

Astoria was screaming for Wren now. Oh gods, Joan never wanted to hear Astoria scream like that again, voice fraying, mask finally cracking into a look of genuine terror.

There was a distant answering call. The thundering of shoes. It sounded like hooves.

She was jostled. Oddly enough, the pain wasn’t as bad as it had been a minute ago. Maybe a bad sign of her impending death. There was a hand on her face, flaring hot, cupping her cheek. Someone was talking at her, but she couldn’t hear them. She was pretty sure her ears were full of blood. They felt wet.

The hand shook her face, harder, which was a terrible inconvenience. A thumb brushed across her cheekbone; she felt its softness with a jolt. Who would hold her like this? The curiosity alone was enough to get her to pry her eyes back open.

Astoria was sitting on the ground, Joan cradled in her arms, as Wren knelt over them both. Their exchange was rapid-fire, but it was all mumbles to Joan. She couldn’t believe she was going to die in Astoria’s arms. She couldn’t believe she was going to die in Astoria’s arms without ever having kissed her. That was so cruel. And homophobic.

Astoria’s grip tightened; Wren’s hands started to move over Joan. She couldn’t see the magic. That was another shock to her system—where was magic? She’d always been able to see it, but it was no longer visible. All she could feel was a deep coldness coiling through her. And the distant pressure of Astoria’s body against hers.

And then sensation lanced through her body like a white-hot brand. She wanted to scream, she opened her mouth for it, but it was so full of blood that she could only make a horrendous gurgling sound. Her ears burned, like someone was shoving pokers into them, and she heard the horrible noise she was making again.

She heard it.

Her hearing leaked back in, enough to pick up the edge of whatever Astoria was yelling at Wren.

“Keep going.”

But the magic hurt; it was like someone was taking a cheese grater to her whole body. It was all salt in the wound. It was worse than whatever Fiona had done to her, a thousand times worse. Stop it, please. Stop doing this to me. They were pinning her spirit back into a wrecked body.

“She’s magic poisoned.” That was Wren, hands shaking. “This is going to kill her, the damage is too extensive, Astoria.”

“Keep going,” Astoria ordered. “She can take it.”

She looked down at Joan. Her eyes were filled with tears. Joan didn’t ever want to see that sight again. “You can take it, Joan.”

She couldn’t, she—

Her fingers knit back together with painful snaps. She convulsed, but Astoria held her firm. She kept saying it: “You can take it, you can take it. You’re strong.”

“Astoria—”

“Give her more time, keep going, Wren.”

Joan didn’t feel strong, Joan felt like a blade of grass being ripped in half lengthwise. Her vision blacked out as her eyes burned next. Magic might as well have scooped them out of her head raw, for the way it felt. The red haze was receding but slowly, too slowly, not fast enough to keep up with the damage magic was still doing to her body.

She blinked and magic was back, funneling into Astoria in massive amounts and getting shaped by Wren.

Blood trickled from Astoria’s nose, but she didn’t stop her mantra. “You can do it.”

It was so much magic, it was—Astoria couldn’t process all of it. She was showing the same signs of poisoning that Joan had, that Grace had shown at the market. A sore opened on her neck, gently weeping blood. The more there was to heal, the more magic it took, and there was no witch on earth powerful enough to reverse the damage done to Joan’s body.

But Astoria didn’t relent. When Wren questioned her, worry so evident in her hesitation, Astoria told her to work faster, a snap to her tone.

Joan needed them to stop.

Joan needed them to stop because it was going to kill Astoria if they didn’t, and then Joan was going to die anyways. The moment they stopped casting, Joan was going to die.

Their spell was the only thing keeping her alive.

Some ribs popped back into place. Joan’s nose gradually stopped bleeding as the burst vessels of her body knit back together.

Bloody tears leaked from Astoria’s eyes. The wound in her shoulder gushed blood harder.

Enough. “Stop,” Joan gasped. “Astoria, you can’t.”

“You don’t tell me what to do,” Astoria said. Red spread across the whites of her eyes.

Joan wasn’t going to let her do this; Joan would rather die herself than let Astoria tear herself apart for her. The spell slowed as Astoria struggled to keep channeling.

Darkness began to creep across Joan’s vision again. She could see magic once more. It was a whirlwind around them, thick and cloying, close enough to taste on her tongue. Joan would do anything to reach it, strike any deal.

I know you’re listening.

New York heaved around them.

I know you can hear me, Joan said, around the burning in her abdomen as the spell fought to regenerate blood as fast as Joan was losing it. New York, don’t touch her.

The words were a faint laugh, wind over a lake. She offers willingly.

Don’t. Touch. Her.

Magic wiggled away. She’s ours. We could take her now, save her so much heartbreak. She’d be grateful for it, eventually, to avoid the pain coming for her.

Wren’s hands slowed; Astoria snapped at her again, but her voice was weaker this time. Wren wouldn’t let this go on. Thank everything, thank gods Wren prioritized Astoria’s life over Joan’s.

But the spell kept going.

Wren looked blankly at her still hands, and then her head snapped up. “Stop it, Astoria. You’re at your limit.”

“Not yet,” Astoria ground out, maintaining the spell herself. “She needs more.”

“No one…” Joan coughed wetly. “No one can save me. Stop, Astoria.”

Her heartbeat was a hummingbird against Joan’s body. So fast, it’d burst.

“I’m not facing them without you,” Astoria said. Her fingers loosened, her strength failing. “I promised CZ. I need… a little more magic.”

Why wouldn’t she give up? She needed more than a little more to fix Joan, more than any normal witch could bring in, more than Wren could give her in tandem. Maybe as much as Joan was uniquely capable of channeling.

She’s not yours, Joan thought. Her hand came up; she wrapped it around Astoria’s arm. Don’t touch her, she’s mine.

Joan reached for magic, and though its touch was a pyre, though its slide into her was a superheated knife, she wrenched as much as she could away from Astoria. Astoria’s spell faltered, and she bled harder, like the effort of it was all that was keeping her conscious too.

“Heal us both, Wren,” Joan hissed. Maybe the channeling would kill her faster than the spell, but maybe in the race, she could save them both. Being alive hurt more than dying, but it was life she’d be choosing.

“You fool,” Astoria started, but Joan dug her fingers into her arm.

“Share, Wardwell,” Joan said. Let me in. “Share it with me.”

Astoria’s eyebrows knit together in confusion.

“Split it with me, you dense, gorgeous, self-sacrificial woman, so we can both live.”

Astoria stopped struggling.

Moments ago, you were ready for death, Green Witch. Now you fight against it. In your half-life state, the world unravels for you, New York murmured. We enjoy the feeling.

Come and get me, Joan snarled, and wrestled magic like a slippery fish, kicking it up a notch and releasing it directly into Wren. Astoria strengthened her when she faltered, took the edge off when it was too much, both of them feeding it into Wren’s spell.

The skin began to knit back together on Astoria’s shoulder. The red receded from her eyes; her nose stopped bleeding. It moved faster through Joan too, keeping up with the damage and then surpassing it, pulling her body back together quickly enough for her to stabilize. They locked eyes, Joan and Astoria, and Joan held the gaze, a lighthouse in the burning currents of magic.

It might have been seconds, it could have been hours, but finally, the spell stopped.
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The three of them lay breathing on the filthy floor of the station for several long minutes.

Joan kept thinking one of the others would speak first, but time stretched out and they didn’t. Perhaps they were each individually going over how close Joan and Astoria had gotten to a point of no return.

Joan was still in Astoria’s arms, leaning into her as Astoria leaned into the wall. In another world, she’d be in a panic, because damn if she didn’t really like this woman. In this one, she was too tired and achy to freak out. She curled closer into Astoria’s arms, and it was likely just reflex that made the Wardwell heir tighten her grip.

Joan was safe. For the first time in what must have been two days, she was safe.

Her fist curled in the sleeve of Astoria’s long black shirt. She licked her lips. “Fiona,” she rasped. “She left.”

“Her magical trail is faint,” Wren said, voice cracking briefly before she leveled it out. “It heads to the surface, then gets lost up there in the crowds.”

“CZ, Mik, Grace…”

“Are all fine,” Astoria rumbled, chest vibrating against Joan’s cheek. “Worried sick about you, but fine. I’m…” She swallowed, hard. “I’m sorry it took us so long to find you.” Her hand twitched up, thumb brushing against Joan’s jaw.

Joan’s breath hitched.

“Her wards were good,” Wren said, a voice at Joan’s back, startling her back to the present. “Really good, confused all sorts of tracker spells.”

“It took two hours for us to realize you were missing, then another forty to find you,” Astoria said. “Too long.”

“Grace cracked it, in the end, refined the map enough to tune it to your specific magical signature,” Wren admitted. “We should get back to them; there’s no reception down here, and they’ll be anxious about not hearing from us. CZ wanted to come but we had to leave someone to guard Grace and Mik. We only have thirty minutes left on the clock before they call the Greenwoods and tell them where we went.”

That was enough to get Joan to try and sit up. Astoria’s grip was too tight for a second, but Joan must have imagined the hesitation, because a second later she helped Joan sit properly.

“I can walk,” Joan announced. “But I might be a little slow, sorry.” An understatement. She was fairly certain crawling was her best bet.

“Don’t apologize,” Astoria said, an undue harshness to her tone. Joan turned to her in surprise and found that they were nose to nose.

Astoria’s eyes were a shifting tempest in Wren’s hovering light. Tension pulled the corners of her mouth into an unhappy frown. She was grimy, but Joan could still detect hints of her cherry soap.

“Don’t go soft on me, Wardwell,” Joan whispered, and Astoria’s gaze flicked to her mouth.

The fearsome woman swallowed. Again. “I’m not,” she said roughly. “We need you alive to tell us what Fiona’s after.”

Joan knew a lie when she heard one.

Wren rose to her feet, breaking the spell, and Joan looked away to take Wren’s outstretched hand, rising with a groan.

She was not well, not at all.

But she was alive when she was supposed to be dead. She’d do a little tap dance if she thought her feet would obey.

“Fiona set Mik loose on purpose to get Grace to solve the spell, or the magic poisoning part of it specifically,” Joan said, as Astoria stood behind her. She was close. Really close or a normal amount of close, Joan couldn’t tell.

Wren swore, rubbing the back of her hand against her temple. “And she went after you because…?”

“She wanted my magic,” Joan said, wincing as she took a step. Astoria was there instantly, slinging one of Joan’s arms around her shoulder and guiding her forward. “Grace didn’t help, so she used me as a guinea pig to test out magic-poisoning cures and to try to mimic my channeling ability so she could boost her own power.

“I said I can walk,” she protested, Astoria’s touch sending a riot of goose bumps across her body.

“Sure you can,” Astoria said. “It was someone else who was almost exsanguinated a few minutes ago after being tortured for two days and then resurrected in a magical miracle.”

“And then I was healed, and now—”

“I’m not letting go, Greenwood,” Astoria said. “Walk. And explain more about Fiona.”

Joan walked.

She laid out all the bits and pieces she had. Fiona wanted power more than anything, not just physically but in the witch world too. Her focus was on some level of systemic change, not solitary fame and fortune. She was smart and well resourced, at least in terms of knowledge of the city and spells. She had gotten whatever it was she needed out of Joan and set her trap.

Now she could be anywhere.

They climbed a set of old steps to a door, and when Wren pushed it open in front of them, the world was so bright, Joan had to squeeze her eyes shut completely. Wren murmured an apology, guiding them out onto a New York side street.

“I wish one of your friends had a car,” Astoria grumbled. “We can’t go on the HERMES or subway looking like this, and we’re too worn out to portal.”

“Walking’s out of the question,” Wren added, surveying the street. “And we need to figure out where Fiona’s going next. If she’s got a grudge against your family, Joan, I hate to say it, but it might be time to warn them. Your sister’s been texting CZ a lot asking about you.”

Molly. Gods, Joan had almost died ignoring all of her sister’s texts. She’d helped Joan get out of that house, and Joan had repaid her by not even confirming she was okay.

They took a few more steps, Joan grimacing as each one shot pain up her body. They did need a car, and Joan knew only one person in New York with one. Her father.

She tugged Astoria to a stop. “Can I borrow someone’s phone?”
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CZ cried, unashamedly, when he heard Joan’s voice. There was a fair amount of blubbering, and it became so much, he had to hand the phone off to Grace, who seemed kind of shell-shocked, and so it went next to Mik, who was the most coherent.

“I’ll get him to call Molly,” Mik confirmed. “Hanging up now to do so—Joan, holy shit. I am gonna hug the fuck out of you when I see you.”

They found a bench in a nearby park to sit on and wait. The grass wiggled happily at Joan’s feet, and she managed to discover they were in Queens. Not too far from CZ’s pack headquarters. They could swing by and say hi to his parents.

Joan giggled, then smothered it at the odd looks from Wren and Astoria, who were sitting on either side of her like she might keel over at any minute.

The air was so delicious. Had air always been this delicious? Gods bless you, New York City, and your dirty streets, and your car horns honking, and the way summer settles on you like a veil.

Another giggle.

“Now I’m getting worried,” Astoria said.

Everything had taken on a shiny new cast. Gorgeous Astoria Wardwell, worried about little old Joan! When was the last time she’d sat on a bench? Weren’t benches a wonderful invention? And parks, they’d really done something when they’d invented parks.

“Californians,” Joan said grandly, leaning back, “I may disagree with your way of life, but I adore you both right now.”

Wren laughed, bumped Joan with her shoulder. “See, I told you we’d be friends.”

Astoria looked suspiciously like she was blushing. Joan poked her side—why was she so muscular and firm?—and Astoria caught her hand before she could do it again.

“Enough out of you,” Astoria said, but the haunted guilt had faded out of her eyes a little, and there was some amusement settling in there. “Is everything funny to you?”

“Everything is horrible to me,” Joan said. “My dad always said I was too sensitive. That’s funny to me.”

Astoria’s face darkened. “Merlin Greenwood is a fucking loser.”

Joan couldn’t help her shocked inhale. Wren was cackling madly.

“Wardwell! I didn’t know you could curse,” Joan said.

“I save it for the Greenwoods,” Astoria said, a little pleased. “And don’t worry, I have always found Merlin smarmy, so this isn’t just because CZ explained that he’s been a huge dickwad to you.”

“Dickbag,” Joan corrected. “CZ’s partial to that term.” Oh, CZ. She wanted to rub her cheek against his like a cat.

Astoria’s rejoinder was cut off by a shadow that crossed her face. “Wren,” she said.

Wren was already sitting forward, looking a bit less tense than Astoria was, but only marginally. “I know. No sudden movements, Story.”

“Witches,” someone said behind them, and Joan was the only one uncool enough to twist on the bench to see who had spoken.

A group of four people stood behind them, two Latino men and two Black women. Joan had no idea how Wren and Astoria had sensed them, because their appearance was sudden enough to startle her. Her eyes flicked across them. The predatory stillness, red-tinted eyes.

Vampires.

“We aren’t doing anything but sitting,” Wren said, casually leaning back. “Our ride will be here at any moment.”

“Covered in blood?” one of the men asked. “We don’t want trouble from your kind, and you’re too close to vampire territory for your own good.”

“You know those boundaries aren’t official,” Astoria said.

Wren shot her a sharp glare. “We understand and acknowledge your territory; we genuinely aren’t looking for any trouble. Our friend here needs medical attention, that’s it.”

Not just any vampire territory—LaMorte territory. Wren and Astoria were clearly on edge, and while Joan had been ensconced in the world of witches for the last week and a half, she’d known tensions were high between species after the Night Market.

But Joan couldn’t quite be afraid. One of the women looked familiar to Joan. Strikingly so. “Aunt Lila?”

The woman stepped forward, peering more closely at Joan. She had tied-back braids and the same cheekbones as CZ. “Joan Greenwood?”

Joan turned fully, going up on her knees on the bench, despite her screaming body. “Aunt Lila! It’s been a while.” Someone she knew! She’d thought for a while there that she’d never again see someone she knew, feel that flutter of recognition in her. This, too, was miraculous.

Lila shook her head. “I couldn’t recognize you, you look terrible. You smell unrecognizable.” Her face shifted. “Tell me CZ is okay. I don’t want him caught up in your witch nonsense. We’ve had enough of you all.”

“CZ’s fine, he’s in Manhattan right now,” Joan said. She swung to the side laboriously, remembering her manners. “Astoria, Wren, this is Lila LaMorte, CZ’s aunt.” Joan had met his whole family a couple of times, though it had certainly been a while.

Wren relaxed more fully. “Pleasure to meet you.”

Astoria was silent. Joan lightly smacked the back of her head in chastisement, and Astoria actually growled at her.

“Hello,” she forced out.

“You’re really waiting for a ride?” Lila asked suspiciously. “Girl, there’s enough blood on you to drown someone in. We could smell you a mile away.”

Joan opened her mouth to reassure Lila she was alright, but Lila put up a hand to cut her off.

“You know what, I don’t need to know anymore. Tell CZ to get his ass back home. I’m sick of that boy’s escapades, you hear me?”

“We can’t let them walk away, not a Greenwood, not after the market,” the woman next to Lila said. Her eyes flashed red. “That’s livelihoods they fucked with, and all for some witch we don’t even know.”

News apparently still hadn’t spread widely that Joan was coven broken, if people thought she had any sway in her family. The words were at the tip of her tongue, but she swallowed them. It would sound like an excuse. It was an excuse.

“We’ll wait for this alleged ride,” Lila said. “We aren’t touching Joan. CZ and the witches would have my ass.”

Thus passed an excruciating twenty minutes. Joan’s attempts at small talk were batted away. CZ’s family had never loved Joan, but they’d been friendly enough to her. This was something new, and it didn’t spell good fortune for the magic world.

When Joan faltered, spirits tanking, Wren picked up the threads, trying to coax the group into some semblance of friendship, even as Astoria refused to do much more than glare at everyone.

That was as far as they got before a car rolled to a stop in front of them—Merlin’s car—and the door was flung open for Molly to tumble out, dressed in a rumpled suit, and throw her arms around Joan, knocking her back into the bench.

“You can’t keep almost dying,” Molly said, squeezing hard enough that she was really hurting Joan, her charm necklace pressing into Joan’s skin. “I don’t—Why the hell didn’t you tell me what you were up to? I could have helped. Kidnapped! For almost two days, kidnapped, and I didn’t even know! You look so horrible.”

Joan hugged back just as hard, breathing in the smell of Molly’s expensive perfume, letting her eyes prickle and burn. “Thanks for coming,” Joan said.

Molly pulled away, eventually, and greeted Astoria and Wren rather awkwardly, with unhappy looks at both of them. As their appointed babysitter, Molly likely wasn’t pleased they’d been committing crimes under her nose.

Joan spun again to introduce Molly to Lila and the other vampires, but they were gone when she turned.

Wren gave Joan a little pat on the back and a sympathetic wince. “Sorry, I’m hopeful things will get better.”

Maybe if they delivered Moon Creatures a complete spell that would grant them the ability to cast without magic poisoning, sure, but they still didn’t have the spell figured out, and if they did that, witches would lose their collective minds. Or at least the Greenwoods and Wardwells would.

Molly ushered them all into the car, and they piled in, Joan in the front and the Californians in the back, before they set off for Manhattan.

“Okay,” Molly said, waiting at a light. “CZ told me you’d been kidnapped by Fiona Ganon and needed to be picked up, and said you’d fill me in on the rest. Go on, fill me in.”

Joan was too sore to look back at Astoria and Wren, but they were suspiciously silent, letting her take the lead.

Molly’s eyes were focused on the road—she was not a very good driver, an endearing failure Joan much enjoyed. She tapped her fingers on the wheel. “No lying,” she said. “I’m in too deep not to tell me the truth now.”

She had a point. And Wren had one too, about Fiona’s grudge. Though she’d claimed she wasn’t specifically after the Greenwoods, they seemed to represent everything Fiona found wrong in the magic world. As angry as Joan was with them all the time, she did not, for even a moment, wish the pain she’d experienced for the last two days on them. Not Valeria, not Selene, not even Merlin, and especially not Molly.

“You have to promise not to tell Mom and Dad,” Joan said. “And Aunt Val.”

“I’ll make that judgment call after I hear this story,” Molly said. “You were kidnapped, Joan, this isn’t a joke.”

“I’m not laughing,” Joan replied. “I’m so dead serious, Molly. Not a word.” This was why Molly hadn’t been brought into the fold in the first place. Her sister was still loyal to the Greenwoods, still believed in them.

“Jo—”

“Uncle,” Joan said.

Molly’s gaze finally left the road to pass over Joan, bloody and covered in cuts and bruises, a half-healed burn on her chest, clothes singed, likely smelly as hell. Whatever she saw there was enough.

She bit her lip.

Joan started as best she could at the beginning—with the phone call from CZ, Mik, all of it.
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By the time they made it up to the hotel room, Joan was finishing up the tail end of her story.

“So we’re not sure if Fiona’s going to go after the family. We were hoping maybe you could give Mom and Dad and Aunt Val a fair warning without actually revealing that we have Mik,” Joan said, as Astoria unlocked the door.

Molly looked aged by a thousand years. “I need to process,” she muttered to herself. “Gods, Joan, this is so bad.”

Joan, still on the heels of almost dying, actually felt better about her situation than she ever had before. Maybe it wasn’t helpful to say so to Molly, but she was going to anyways when she was bowled over by a moving body.

CZ kept them from careening into the wall, but his hug was still forceful, bordering on violent. “You’re never leaving my sight again,” he said into her neck, as Joan wrapped her arms around him and squeezed back. “Never ever ever. You’ll come to work with me, come home with me.”

“Go to the bathroom with you when you have to pee, like I’m a cat,” Joan said.

“My tiny, helpless little cat who is not leaving my sight,” CZ said.

“Cat people,” Astoria said with derision, stepping into the room as Mik and Grace crowded out. CZ didn’t let go of her, and that was perfectly fine with Joan, so the two of them piled into the group hug. Joan, convinced she had no more moisture left in her body, still managed to shed a few more tears. Grace sternly told her that she needed a shower, but she also wouldn’t let go of Joan’s hand. Mik climbed CZ’s back to get closer.

“We ran into your aunt,” Joan said at a lower pitch into CZ’s ear, once the main fuss had died down and they’d started to migrate back into the room, leaving Joan and CZ, still attached, to trail after them.

CZ finally pulled back. Sniffled a little. “Out on the street? I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”

“Big time,” Joan replied. “I’m sorry you getting dragged into all this is pissing your family off. I think we all understand if you have to split your time between here and Queens a bit more.”

“I left, and you were literally taken and almost killed,” CZ said. “If there was any doubt in my mind about where I am most needed, this has squashed it. You needed me, Joan, and I left you.”

“It is absolutely not your fault that Fiona kidnapped me,” Joan said. “CZ, it’s so important to me that you know that.”

He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I wanted to be here. I needed to be here. And I was needed here. There’s a place for me in my pack that allows me to make my life here,” he said firmly. “I’m not turning my back on them, but I’m not turning my back on any of you either.”

All words were inadequate, so Joan took his hand and folded him into this group, one that had never demanded more from him than he could give.
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Joan endured their constant glances, even though sometimes someone looked too hard and she thought of Fiona’s calculating stare. She allowed everyone to bump up against her to make sure she was still there, even though sometimes a rogue touch made her flinch, and she had to work to calm her heart down after. And she appreciated that they all scrambled to figure out dinner while she was in the shower and offered up various pieces of clothing she could sleep in because CZ had dashed home to get her underwear and regular clothes but failed to bring pajamas. She ended up in Astoria’s big shirt and a pair of pants Mik had bought. It didn’t matter what she wore, so long as it covered up her bruises.

Molly pulled her aside after dinner to confess she needed to go back home. There was another hug, luckily not as tight as the first one.

“I’ll be back first thing tomorrow,” Molly said. “I need to give them a broad warning about Fiona, check in on Nate.”

“Do you know how you’re going to phrase it?” Joan asked, not wanting to nag but needing a reassurance that Mik wouldn’t become collateral anyways.

“I’ll figure it out, while keeping you safe,” Molly said with a lopsided smile. “I’ll keep you all safe. Us Greenwoods, we have a way with words.”

Once she left, it was Mik who proposed the movie and cuddle puddle, and Joan got put in the middle, CZ on one side, Astoria somehow maneuvering to end up on her other side, and before the movie even ended, Joan was fast asleep.







THIRTY-TWO
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A noise woke Joan in the middle of the night, and she blinked awake with a pounding heart, straining to hear it again.

She must have been having a nightmare, though she couldn’t remember it, because she was a little sweaty and a little wired, and the noise had not helped. In front of her, CZ had vacated his spot on the floor, and across the gap, Mik slept, mouth wide open.

Joan tried to turn and couldn’t.

There was an arm around her waist. Someone’s legs slotted into her own. Their body was recognizably warm, and so was the scarred hand limp across her.

Astoria was cuddling her.

She was also snoring, very softly. That had been the noise in Joan’s ear; it was intermittent but there.

Very carefully, so very, very carefully, Joan turned incrementally.

Astoria’s face in the darkness of the hotel room had all the drama of an oil painting, rendered in thick slashes of dark colors. Her hair was in a messy bun on her head, curls coming loose to brush her cheeks. Her eyelashes were a triumph, and breath fluttered out in those little snores.

This was now the second time Joan had ended up in the woman’s arms, and she was so selfishly glad Astoria was sleeping and couldn’t pull away and so wholly disgusted by herself at the thought, because she was being a creep. She was. She wanted something she couldn’t have.

A soft cough made Joan tilt her head up to look past the back of the couch. CZ stood in the darkness, red eyes neon in the night, a little smile on his face.

“Be more obvious,” he whispered.

She raised her eyebrows at him.

“Need to eat,” he said. “Shockingly, there’s no blood in this hotel room, and I ran out at home. I’m restocking.”

Joan scrunched her nose.

“Don’t be cute. I’ll go to a bar nearby and be back tomorrow morning,” he said. “I wouldn’t leave if I didn’t have to; I hate letting you out of my sight right now.”

Go, Joan tried to make her face say. I’m surrounded by people who will protect me.

“Alright, sleep tight, little lesbian,” he whispered, and pushed off the couch with a chuckle, striding for the door.

She was going to kill him, just as soon as she managed to get out of Astoria’s arms.

Astoria, as if sensing the thought, curled her arm tighter around Joan, forcing her into her chest with a hand on her back.

Oh my. Joan’s face was pressed to Astoria’s neck. She couldn’t help it, she breathed in. Why did Astoria have to smell so nice? Why did she have to smell so nice and be so deadly and have feelings for Wren? Why did she have to be from another state?

Another inhale. Drowsiness settled on Joan, her fingers curled between them, pressed to Astoria’s chest, feeling the steady thud, thud of her heart. She’d give anything to press her lips to Astoria’s skin, but that was a line she couldn’t cross.

Joan matched her breaths to the other woman’s. Let herself fade.
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When dawn stretched her rosy fingers across the sky, Joan’s eyes fluttered open again.

This time, to a chill.

CZ was still out, and as Joan took stock of her aching body, she realized there was an arm missing around her.

Astoria wasn’t in bed either.

Mik was still sleeping. Grace had somehow secured a bonnet, and her braids were tucked away as she slumbered; even Wren had wrapped herself up like a burrito and passed out. Joan didn’t much relish trying to throw herself back into dreams of dank rooms and orange-haired women. And she had to pee anyways.

She rose cautiously, stepping carefully over everyone’s sleeping bodies, wincing when she made even the smallest noise, until she could tiptoe to the bathroom. When she exited, she heard the faint slash of something whizzing through the air coming from one of the bedrooms.

The door was closed save for an inch. Joan peered in.

Astoria had moved all the furniture she could to the side and was practicing with her sword. It swished as she twirled, her concentration absolute, wearing a sports bra and spandex. Her hair was still in that infuriating bun; she was glistening with sweat.

She spun to the end of a series of movements and then backed up to the start. “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked in a low voice, and Joan’s ruse was up.

She guiltily pushed the door open. “Apparently neither could you.”

Astoria restarted her forms as Joan stepped inside. The twirling sword made Joan nervous, but Astoria wielded it so expertly that she was fairly sure she wasn’t actually in danger.

It had switched, somehow, from Joan distrusting the woman to Joan trusting her with her life.

“I’m thinking,” Astoria said.

“About how best to stab someone?”

“Funny.” Astoria swung her sword extra hard. “Is that all you think I think about?”

“Hard not to make that assumption when you’re… you know.” Joan waved a hand at Astoria, trying to encompass both the fact that, in this day and age, the woman used a sword and that she looked so good doing it.

“You don’t understand what it’s like, in California,” she said abruptly. “The way we run things—it’s not to control Moon Creatures, as you say. We’re the ones who get called when the ancients go berserk, when a banshee starts terrorizing a family, or when a rogue curse starts killing people off. Here, there’s no central system. The people have no one to call on.”

“We do,” Joan argued back. “When one of the fae does something wrong, we leave them to the fae to deal with. Same for vampires and witches, and the ancients don’t bother us much, but if it’s bad enough, the Greenwoods will figure it out, or dispatch someone to. Like hiring private contractors to deal with individual issues.”

“And it works, for you,” Astoria said. “That’s what I’m thinking about. That’s what I don’t get.” She swung her sword a few more times. “Could it work for us?” she muttered, and lapsed into silence.

The kind of community self-governance that ruled here happened because the Greenwoods didn’t usually spend their time squashing Moon Creatures completely, Night Market raid aside. Packs like the LaMortes could amass enough power and respect over time to establish their own systems. That didn’t happen in California, where witches ruled with an iron fist.

But change could still come for them, slow as it might be, and Astoria was one of the few who had enough power to lead it. Maybe, just maybe, if Joan gave her room to evolve instead of assuming the worst about her, Astoria could start something new.

“Can I hold it?” Joan asked.

Astoria paused her footwork to smirk at Joan, and it was such a relief to see amusement back in the woman, rather than worry or guilt or whatever had her up exercising at six AM.

“I’m holding back so many jokes,” Astoria said.

“Wardwell, you dog,” Joan said, but she approached anyways, because Astoria was holding the sword out.

Joan wrapped her fingers around it, grip warm from Astoria’s hand.

Astoria let go the moment Joan had a firm hold, and the sword nearly speared through the floor.

Joan let out a curse, but Astoria was back in a flash to lift the weight again, like she’d been expecting this.

“You didn’t trust I was strong enough to hold it!” Joan accused.

Astoria looked meaningfully at how low the point of the blade had gotten. Looked back up at Joan. “You have other strengths,” she said.

“A boatload of weaknesses, you mean,” Joan snarked, but maybe it sounded a little pained. Their fingers were touching. Joan was a Victorian waif, and she’d seen an ankle. Her skin was all buzzing.

“No, Joan,” Astoria said, and Joan’s name on her tongue was velvet. “You have other strengths.”

Joan tilted her head up. When was the last time she’d kissed someone? At least a year ago. Now was not the time to be fantasizing. “Like?” she breathed.

“Fishing for compliments?”

“Well, you’re so insistent that I have strengths, I am waiting to hear what the great Astoria Wardwell might admire in another person.”

“You can make anyone feel like they are the most important person in the world,” Astoria said, surprising Joan with her ready answer. “Like they have indisputable worth. You listen so intently when other people are talking. I know all your friends feel it. They bend toward you. You love people and things and places like it’s easy.”

“Alright, I didn’t mean it.”

“Don’t chicken out now, I’m not done,” Astoria said. “Your ability to put people at ease is extraordinary. Your moral compass is striking. I understand you’re also a very talented architect. Look, I don’t care if you can’t lift a sword or can’t cast a spell. I will lift it for you. Cast it for you.”

Perhaps this was what Agamemnon had felt like, leading his men to war. Or maybe Joan was Patroclus, donning a borrowed suit of armor to inspire false confidence. She wasn’t the true hero here. She’d get struck down eventually.

And what a heady feeling it was, to think Astoria might follow her down.

Joan was a thousand things, with a thousand weaknesses, but standing in front of Astoria, she felt she had only one, and it was the strung bow of Astoria’s lips.

She leaned in.

Their lips brushed, featherlight. Every atom in Joan shivered alive, like the stars were watching them now, like Fate had started back up at their loom and all threads bound Joan to this moment.

Astoria pulled away.

Her absence was a vacuum, she left Joan poised with her eyes closed, took the sword from their shared hands, and stepped back with a ragged inhale.

Joan’s eyes fluttered open. She wished she’d left them closed, looking at the agony on Astoria’s face.

“I’m sorry,” Astoria said, voice rough. “I shouldn’t have—”

“No, it was me,” Joan assured, strangely calm. “I shouldn’t have done that.” I was just… feeling so glad to be alive.

Astoria’s fingers squeezed and loosened on her sword in alternating beats. She wouldn’t meet Joan’s eyes. “I was leading you on. You’re… I don’t really know what I feel for you, but I do know I am in love with someone else. So I can’t.”

“Wren,” Joan said softly.

Astoria jerked in surprise, and she met Joan’s gaze again, but there was panic in her eyes.

“I won’t tell,” Joan said. “But she must know by now, you’re so close.”

Astoria loosed a breath, made her sword vanish into whatever little realm she normally stored it in. Joan was a million miles away from her own body. Nothing that was happening now surprised her at all, and still she had leaned in. Reckless.

Astoria tried again after a few false starts. “She does know, or she did. I confessed years ago, but she doesn’t feel the same way. She loves me. She does.” Astoria didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. She put them on her hips, and then that seemed wrong, so she dropped them again.

“But she loves you like CZ and I love each other,” Joan offered. “Entirely platonic.”

Astoria finally crossed her arms, muscles bulging. “I can’t lose her. So we don’t talk about it. And it doesn’t even matter, because she’s straight and I’m not out. Not to my mom, at least. Attraction, sexuality, they’re things I’ve never wanted to look in the eye, I guess.”

Joan closed her eyes and made herself draw in a breath, steady, steady.

“I really am sorry,” Astoria said, so soft and pitiful, and Joan added it to the list of things she never wanted Astoria to do again. Her Astoria wasn’t meant to sound like this, not because of Joan. “You deserve better than me.”

Joan had called this from the start, from day one, hour one. Minute one, from nearly the first dazzling moment she’d laid eyes on the woman, Joan had known, deep in her bones, that Astoria was going to wreck her life. And still she hadn’t seemed to be able to get off this path. Still, she’d driven this car right into a wall, pushed something she never should have touched in the first place.

She opened her eyes.

“I understand,” Joan said. “I really do. And I guess I’ll only say—you deserve better too, Astoria. Better than holding a torch for a woman who doesn’t feel the same way, and better than wading through life afraid of your own ability to love.”

The silence between them was excruciating, but Joan was drinking her fill of the sight of Astoria like she’d never see her again.

Astoria cleared her throat, voice suspiciously gravelly. “I need you to know, there’s a version of me somewhere who kissed you back.”

Joan left the room so Astoria wouldn’t see her cry.
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Hours later, Joan was pretending to sleep, curled up with Mik, when CZ returned to the apartment. Grace and Wren were already up cooking, hashing out plans for Grace to return to Brooklyn to grab some stuff.

“Not alone, I hope,” CZ said in a hushed voice.

“I might have an idea,” Grace was saying. “About the spell, or about magic poisoning, I don’t know. It’s bugging me, and I think Billy could help me.” There was the sound of her standing up from the table.

“Billy?”

“Or any ghost, really,” Grace amended. “Joan said something strange about… dying. That New York commented on her being half dead, and that Joan longed to be a ghost so magic would run through her.”

“Quoting Billy,” CZ supplied.

“Was that exactly what Billy said?”

“Yeah, that magic runs through her like the wind and it can’t hurt her. What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know. Nothing maybe. Causation versus correlation. Again, just an idea.”

“I’ll go with you, we should have a buddy system,” CZ said, standing too.

“You went out alone,” Grace pointed out.

“I could kill half the room before one of you so much as raised a hand to cast,” CZ said casually.

“Try me,” Astoria said. Her voice squeezed Joan’s ribcage.

“Astoria.” That was Wren.

“The vampire is right,” Astoria continued. “Buddy system for those who aren’t trained in offensive magic.” A pause. “Or eating humans.”

“I can eat a witch too.”

“Stop, stop,” Grace said sarcastically. “You both have super huge dicks.”

“Breakfast is ready!” Wren called. “Stop pretending to sleep! Mik! Joan!”

Joan opened her eyes and found Mik’s eyes were also open. Mik put a conspiratorial finger to their lips. Despite herself, Joan grinned at them.

Mik stood, pulling Joan with them, then making exaggerated yawning movements. “Eggs?”

They headed for the table, Joan trailing after them and trying very hard not to make eye contact with Astoria, who had showered at some point and was back in one of her cool, tight-shirt, loose-pants outfits.

CZ planted a kiss on Joan’s head as she sat down and then walked backward as Grace picked up her purse and headed for the door. He pointed a finger at Astoria, then Joan.

“She doesn’t leave your sight until I get back.”

“Come on—”

“Of course not,” Astoria said, interrupting Joan’s protest.

“I’ll rip out your throat if something happens to her again,” CZ said cheerily. Joan groaned his name. “Or maybe I’ll rip it out for fun, for leading the raid on my people.”

Mik whistled. “Guard-dog privileges from two predators,” they said, sitting down too.

Wren was smiling into the scrambled eggs she was cooking. Joan hated them all.

Once CZ and Grace were out the door, Joan dug into the eggs Wren set in front of her. She was on her second plate, absently listening to Mik and Wren discuss the relative merits of making different kinds of eggs in different styles, when there was a loud knock on the door.

Noise cut off abruptly.

“Room service?” Wren said cautiously, looking around at the group.

Astoria cast under her breath, pulling her fingers apart to create a little magical window.

A window that revealed Valeria Greenwood at the door, with a team of five witches at her back.

Valeria, here. Joan shoved back from the table violently, her sore right hand protesting. Why was she here? It was Astoria and Wren’s hotel room, that was normal, but why bring five extra witches? Wren motioned frantically for Mik to file into the bedroom, then tugged Joan’s arm to get her out of her seat and herd her in the same direction, hissing furiously at her, but Joan’s mind was a sluggish hellscape.

Yesterday, Joan had brought Molly into the loop.

Today, Valeria Greenwood was at the door of the place they’d been hiding Mik.

Wren had wrestled her halfway to the room when Valeria’s patience apparently ran out.

With a pop, the door unlocked, and the witches poured in, leaving Valeria to take up the rear, stepping inside delicately. They were quick, well trained.

They’d come expecting a fight.

It was too late for all of them, Joan had known that the moment she saw Valeria at the door. No rush into a bedroom was going to save them from her.

Joan planted her feet. “Aunt Val,” she called. “What do you want?”

Valeria was in a green satin blouse and black slacks. Her witches blocked the hallway. Astoria had edged in front of Joan, who was in front of Wren, and while her sword hadn’t been summoned yet, her hand was out like it could be at any moment.

“Mik Batbayar,” Valeria said, in the most frigid of all her cold tones. “You’ve been called to face witch questioning.”

Wren was solid at her back, her hand wrapped around her bicep, lending her strength. Joan could ask all the obvious questions: How did you know we’d be here? Who told you about Mik? But the answer was obvious.

Joan had cried uncle. Molly had still betrayed her. At the end of the day, for all her decency, Joan’s sister was Merlin’s favored daughter.

“They’re sealed,” Joan said. “And of no use to you. You know about Fiona?”

“We were informed,” Valeria said, looking interestedly around the hotel room. “Your friend can come out of that room.”

“You can’t haul them in against their will,” Joan said.

“They’re a human, I can do anything I’d like,” Valeria countered.

“You think they’re a witch, which means they have the rights of a witch and deserve protection,” Joan replied.

“So pedantic. Fine, then, they can come with us so we can protect them.”

Valeria always came out on top.

“Don’t do this,” Joan begged.

“Or what,” Valeria said, and there was a rare note of impatience to her tone. “This can happen by force or by choice, but it will happen. Mik will come with me to the Greenwood Mansion. We will locate Fiona. If you’d like, niece of mine, you can set aside your tantrum and accompany us to discuss what comes next. You may make your petition to me there.”

“They’re innocent in all this,” Astoria said. “The spell was cast on them against their will, and they have no desire to live as a witch.”

“If that’s the case, they will have no problem saying as much at the house,” Valeria said. She gestured at the bedroom door, and her five witches moved like a bunch of cartoon goons to storm it.

Astoria’s sword materialized. “Back up, Greenwood,” she murmured at Joan.

This morning she had said Joan with such a softness to it, but now she was back to Greenwood.

The witches slowed, looking nervously at fearsome Astoria Wardwell and the murderous look on her face.

“Do you really mean to swing that at us?” Valeria said. “New York would consider it an act of war.”

“And what, California is meant to roll over and show you our belly when you storm unannounced into our hotel room?” Astoria threw back. “You mistake us for cowards.”

“I make no mistakes here,” Valeria said. “You must honestly know you don’t have a chance. Your mother would more than support this move. But I’ll show you mercy.” She beckoned her witches back, and they moved toward her again.

“Children,” she said dismissively. “All of you, children, an unlikely coven of spoiled, naive creatures. As I said, you’re welcome to make your case at my home. You can meet us there.”

Us? Joan had time to think, before Wren swore, and Valeria reached out, making some quick hand movements.

With a yelp, Mik appeared next to Valeria, drawn by the spell the High Witch of Manhattan had cast.

Valeria faced the room. “Come home, Joan,” she said, and a portal shimmered to life behind her.

Joan lunged as Valeria unceremoniously pushed Mik through it. Lunged and hit an air barrier that one of Valeria’s henchmen had cast before they all filed through. She rebounded back into Wren’s arms, and though Astoria’s sword slashed down in fury, shattering the spell, Valeria was too fast.

The portal closed, popping them out of existence, and the hotel room returned to silence.

Every time Joan thought they might be in a reprieve, the universe stepped on her neck. For two weeks, Mik falling back into the hands of either Fiona or the Greenwoods had been her biggest fear, and now it had come to pass.

Joan hadn’t been tortured for two days for this. She had not nearly died to let this go.

“Portal me in,” Joan said in a strangled voice. “Take me to the Greenwood Mansion.”
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Wren and Astoria both started channeling, though Astoria’s hand drifted up to rest on the wound from Fiona’s magic bomb.

She was too stoic to wince, but Joan knew what it was like to draw in magic on the heels of a magic poisoning—that had to hurt.

Still, Astoria did it.

And despite it all, it was Joan who stopped her, grabbing her arms to break her concentration.

“I have it solo,” Wren said. “Let me do this.”

“I can help—” Astoria started, looking over Joan at Wren. Seeing past Joan.

“You worry too much.” Wren laughed, and though a full portal was a clear strain on her abilities, she brought it to life within seconds. She gestured through. “Let’s go get Mik.”

Joan, still dressed in baggy pajamas, snatched a flannel she was pretty sure was Mik’s off the couch, before pulling it on over her shirt as she jumped through first.

The portal took them two blocks over from the house, unable to break through the wards on the Greenwood Mansion or its direct vicinity, so Joan took off at a run, barely checking to make sure Wren and Astoria were behind her, her body a rusty machine.

Her mind flashed through the possibilities. Would Mik be treated as a curious guest or chained to a chair? What damage could the Greenwoods have done in the mere minutes of a head start Valeria had gotten them? Maybe they’d already removed the seal and were trying to make Mik cast; maybe magic was ripping through them at this very moment.

Joan slapped the gate open, registering faintly that it did indeed still open for her, despite the way she’d left.

Come home, Valeria had said. How absurd. They genuinely thought it was a temper tantrum. They couldn’t fathom Joan leaving. Meanwhile, Joan had never once imagined she’d be able to go back after an outburst like the one she’d had. She’d assumed her exile would be mutual, and absolute.

“Miss Joan!” George called in alarm from where he stood by Merlin’s car. Returned by Molly. That traitor. If they’d touched a hair on Mik’s head, Joan was going to bite her sister’s arm off.

She stormed up the steps, the Californians hot on her trail, and shoved open the front doors in a huff, ignoring every cut and bruise that protested at the action.

The lobby looked the same as always: Every vase Joan had destroyed was back in its place, seamlessly put together. The rug was spotless. The chandelier looked fine. It was all the same, like Joan hadn’t even been here at all, save the audience of witches.

The Greenwoods were assembled at the far side of the room, Molly included, a hand around her father’s forearm, eyebrows slanted down. In front of them were important witches Joan recognized from various functions, the wealthy families that held sway. All the High Witches of New York’s boroughs were in attendance.

The room moved in surprise when Joan burst in, the crowd going concave to whirl on her, scandalized.

“So glad you could join us,” Valeria called. “We were getting started with our line of questioning.”

Mik looked terrified, standing up there facing a horde of witches, disheveled from sleep, but they seemed unharmed. For now.

“How the hell do you know about Fiona, what she did to me, and still feel it’s a priority to grill Mik for answers?” Joan said, furious, pushing her way to the front of the crowd.

“We will find Fiona too,” Valeria said calmly. “I can walk and chew gum at the same time.”

“This is a circus to reassure your loyal followers,” Joan said, throwing a hand wide to the room. She knew her family’s games; they moved in public to solidify their reign. It would be a good look, the Greenwoods bringing in Mik before a crowd so no one could deny they’d found them first. They were staking a flag on Mik’s body. They were squashing rumors of Greenwood weakness that people like Janet Proctor were spreading.

“Our daughter isn’t well,” Merlin announced loudly to the room. “She was viciously attacked, first by Moon Creatures at the market, then by a rogue witch.”

“I’ll escort her up to her room,” Selene said, holding out a hand for Joan to take.

Joan looked at it in disbelief. Then up at her parents, the warning glimmers in their eyes, the triumph in Merlin’s.

This wasn’t just about Mik; this was a trap her family had set for Joan too.

They really thought she was going to come back.

They really thought that she was that pathetic, that they meant that much to her, that the Greenwood name meant more than anything.

“If there was any chance of me returning, Molly shot it in the head the moment she snitched,” Joan hissed. “Go all the way to hell.”

Molly’s face had gained a look of horror Joan hated with every fiber of her being. “I didn’t tell them,” she said. “Joan, you think I told them?”

They could all act, the whole lot of them—it was a Greenwood trait. Us Greenwoods, we have a way with words, and Joan had fallen for Molly’s act hook, line, and sinker.

“No one’s touching Mik,” Joan said, whirling and backing up toward them. “I swear to the fucking gods.”

“No one wants to hurt them, Joan,” Merlin said, with a sympathetic glance shared with the crowd. Kids, am I right? it said. So unreasonable. Every action of Joan’s painted her as someone who needed to go under a mental hold. Joan could see it clearly—they were paving the road for her to disappear from public life. A mental breakdown in front of a crowd before her family shipped her off to get help—it was better than everyone knowing Joan had, in full control of her faculties, cut her family off and worked directly against their interests.

Merlin reached for Joan and, in her stunned agitation, got his hand on her arm.

He pulled up short at the sword to his throat.

“You’re not going to touch her,” Astoria growled, and a hot wind kicked up around her. A sword to her father’s throat. Astoria Wardwell had put a sword to Merlin Greenwood’s throat in front of everyone. She was so screwed, oh gods. Joan had screwed her; the room’s collective gasp was proof enough of that.

But Astoria’s hand was steady as a surgeon’s. “Hands off her, Merlin.”

Merlin put his hands up slowly, an exaggerated movement he paired with a nonchalant smile, a charming laugh. “Come on, now,” he said. “I’m trying to help. Don’t you think this is inappropriate? You hardly know her.”

Astoria didn’t waver. Merlin took a step back, then two.

“Joan, I think I hate your family,” Mik whispered at Joan’s back, hand twisted in Joan’s flannel.

“I didn’t tell them,” Molly repeated, looking shell-shocked. “I swear I didn’t, they called me down minutes before you got here.”

Astoria’s hand came down, sword pointing at the floor. Her chest was heaving; Joan knew her well enough now to see the panic in her eyes. So many times she’d insisted none of them understood how unreasonable her mother was, and now Astoria had threatened a New York Greenwood. For them. For Joan.

“How do you think this plays out?” Valeria said. “You hold the whole room hostage so that, what, we cannot question one human? You are more than welcome to petition for Mik Batbayar’s release, after questioning.”

The room murmured in agreement, polished witches looking appalled by all these unhinged moves. Damn witches and their respectability politics, and damn Aunt Val for sounding so reasonable. Joan wasn’t entirely sure what her plan was here; she’d only known Mik couldn’t be here alone, that she couldn’t let her family get to them. But what, she was going to fight her way out and go on the lam? What now? Whatever Joan chose, she had the strong feeling Wren and Astoria would back her up.

That was the most frightening thing that had ever happened to her.

“I think I should answer the questions,” Mik said, low in Joan’s ear. “I don’t think we can hide things anymore. I’ll answer, and it’ll prove I’m innocent, and then we can all go.”

As if a justice system had ever operated that easily. Humans were nothing to witches; they didn’t have rights in this world. They could easily be swept under the rug, as could witches without powerful families behind them. Merlin would find a way to twist Mik’s confession. He’d have all of them strung up for harboring Mik, even if technically it wasn’t illegal to have done so.

He was the law.

When Joan defied him, she defied the law.

Joan opened her mouth to speak to the expectant room, unsure what she was even going to say, how she was going to spin her way out of this one.

Then the wards popped.
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They snuffed out like a set of birthday candles, extinguished all around the Greenwood estate. Joan saw the magical haze normally present on the walls vanish.

The panic was instantaneous.

This was not a room full of warriors; it was a room full of sniveling rich people. Someone screamed as they felt the magic disappear, and several raised their arms as if they might cast something but were unsure what.

Astoria had her sword out, facing the door, head on a swivel, Wren next to her, having manifested a knife.

“Stay behind us,” Astoria murmured, and Joan reached back to find Mik already reaching for her.

Valeria was a thundercloud of wrath; she raised her arms, and magic shot to her like a meteor, amassing faster than Joan had ever seen, faster than she herself had ever managed to make it. The wards went back up an instant later.

“Too late,” Valeria murmured to Merlin, who was partially behind Selene, like the stupid-ass coward he was. “They’re on the property. Whoever this is, I’ve never seen magic like it.”

George flickered into being in front of them. “Mr. Greenwood,” he said rapidly. “There’s a woman here. Based on the description Miss Joan gave Miss Molly in the car, I believe it may be Fiona Ganon, and she’s being bolstered by some immense magic.”

In the car?

In the car, yesterday?

George hadn’t been in the car.

Joan turned to Molly.

Had he?

Molly reached out as if to throttle George, but her hands passed through his incorporeal form. “You were eavesdropping on us?”

The front doors, heavy and wooden and so old, splintered into a million pieces.

Valeria stepped in before they could pulverize anyone, pulling out her signature time magic to slow the trajectory of the wood, then tossing all the pieces to the side. “Enough!” she shouted, and strode forward. “Your dramatics bore me, Fiona.”

Fiona ascended the front steps of the house and crossed the threshold like a biblical plague, all rage and horror. The wards blipped out again, the magic sucked directly into her body. She was channeling an unbelievable amount, her hair whipping around her face.

“Valeria Greenwood,” Fiona announced, stepping into the house, her foot hitting the floor and causing the hardwood to fracture. “I invoke Scales Law.”

Valeria’s face was a masterclass in wrath. No one had dared challenge a Greenwood witch to a formal duel in two hundred years. No one did it unless they thought they could actually win.

Another step, more fractures in the floor. Fiona was venting magic like it was nothing, cycling it back in to keep it close. Joan could see it all in brutal clarity. Maybe if they’d tracked her down instead of going after Mik, Fiona wouldn’t even have gotten a chance to do this. Maybe if they’d trusted Joan, followed her lead, Joan wouldn’t be staring down the woman who had copied her magic.

“She crossed our wards uninvited,” Merlin was hissing at Valeria. “You don’t need to answer the challenge, you can have her tried on those grounds alone.”

“And have everyone say I am too weak and old to lead? I am not afraid of Fiona Ganon,” Valeria hissed back, stepping forward as she darted a glance at the audience.

No! Fear was a jolt through Joan. Valeria had underestimated Fiona over and over again; if she did it here, they’d all be in danger. They never should have gathered witches for the spectacle of Mik’s trial in the first place. Now they were the jury analyzing Valeria for weakness.

Joan reached past Astoria to draw her aunt’s attention over the din. No matter what idiocy her family had wrought, she still didn’t want them to die.

“Listen to Dad,” Joan urged. “She’s boosted her power by experimenting on me, Aunt Val. Not only could she outspell you, if she sucks in enough magic, there won’t be any left for you to work with.”

Valeria dislodged her niece’s hand. “I don’t have a choice here, Joan.”

“Of course you do,” Joan argued. “She kidnapped and tortured me—she doesn’t have the right to call a duel. You’re Head Witch, you make the rules.”

Valeria took another step forward. Her words were partly snatched away by the roar of magic. “There are some forces even I bend to.” She raised her voice. “I accept your challenge, Ganon.”

Ego. Stupid fucking ego.

Fiona’s grim satisfaction was more infuriating than any glee might have been. Still, with all this drama, Fiona believed what she was doing was righteous. A reluctant soldier forced to walk a specific path.

The audience scrambled to the edges of the room, leaving a gap at the center for Valeria to face down Fiona. Valeria flicked her fingers, and a white chalk circle appeared on the floor. Joan had seen a duel only once in her life, between two minor families. You could win by forcing your opponent out of bounds, forcing them to yield, or killing them.

So many witches specialized in a certain type of magic. Molly’s was luck, Mik’s was light, Astoria’s was air and fire. Valeria was particularly adept at time magics, a powerful and tricky subspecialty that should have won her any duel.

Still, Joan wasn’t sure that’d be enough. She was herded, helpless, to the sides of the room as Fiona and Valeria entered the circle. It seemed the witches around them were fully prepared to fall in line with tradition and see how things turned out.

“What happens now?” Mik whispered in Joan’s ear.

“Challenger goes second,” Wren said, grim. “So Valeria takes the first move. It’s turn-based: One witch mounts an attack that the other can defend against and reroute into a counterattack, then they swap.”

There was no telltale show to Valeria; this wasn’t some grand performance for her. Every second was a dalliance she couldn’t afford, one where people, some of the most influential people in New York, watched her take on an out-of-state witch from a no-name family.

Fiona shifted, and the floor cracked further under the force of her magic, but the cracks were a slow creep. Valeria’s first strike was brutal, an opening offensive meant to end the game. With her right hand, she grabbed time within the circle, slowed it to a fraction of its creep. With her left she formed an offensive spell, blasting Fiona with a shock of air meant to fling her out of bounds.

Fiona didn’t move. Joan’s first thought was that she couldn’t, not with time moving so slowly for her, but as Valeria’s left-hand spell struck, it simply dissipated across Fiona’s body, a sheen of energy that rippled with an icy-blue hue.

Fiona lifted her own hands, moving at normal speed, and the force of Valeria’s spell sucked into her.

“What am I looking at?” Mik prompted, fingers digging into Joan’s side.

The room seemed just as flabbergasted. Valeria seemed shocked, though she handled it better than everyone else, revealing it only in a pinching of her brows. The moment she dropped her time magic, her turn was over.

Wren was shaking her head in confusion. Fiona had performed no visible counterspell, and Valeria’s attack had clearly hit her head-on. It was mind-boggling. Joan flitted through everything she knew about Fiona’s magic.

Grace had told Joan about Fiona’s specialty, once.

“Pocket realms,” Joan said from numb lips. The crowd around her, friends and strangers alike, swung toward her. Now that Joan looked, she could see a faint dark blue glow hugging Fiona’s body. “Fiona specializes in pocket realms. She’s encased in one. She’s nullifying attacks by changing the magical rules right outside her skin. Aunt Val’s abilities will need to adjust to cross a minor realm wall to actually hit her, and it’s a realm Fiona controls completely.”

“Can your aunt do that?” Astoria murmured.

Joan, quite honestly, didn’t know. Maybe before, Valeria could have outlasted Fiona’s abilities. Eventually, her pocket realm would have dissolved without enough magic to sustain it. But Fiona had the thing on magical steroids.

Valeria dropped her ineffective time spell, and Fiona launched her attack with a rapid, explosive force. Her hands danced, cobbling together pieces of half-recognizable spells. A blue cube formed around Valeria, glitching for a second, then stabilizing.

It shrank.

Rapidly.

Threatening to crush the older woman in a pressurized mini-realm.

Valeria flung her arms out, slowed the spell’s execution, and reversed it until it burst open again. Triumph lit her body language, but it was Fiona Joan was focused on. Fiona and the little upward tick to her lip.

She’d expected that.

Astoria tensed, right hand kneading into her left shoulder in the phantom hint of pain.

Joan wasn’t a fan of her aunt at the moment, but she couldn’t watch Fiona kill her. “The shards, Aunt Val!” Joan screamed.

Valeria’s attention flickered up to the still-formed blue shards, fast enough to shield against the first five.

Not fast enough to protect herself from the one that tore through her knee, sending her to the ground with a cut-off cry of pain. The shards flickered in and out of being, like Fiona was struggling to control them, and her brow furrowed.

“How do we stop them?” Mik said desperately.

“That circle’s lethal to anyone not in the duel,” Wren said, flinching away from the sight of Valeria’s blood pooling on the floor. They traded turns rapidly now, Fiona pounding her with pressurized spells that burst, folded, ripped Valeria apart, Valeria desperately trying anything she could to avert them and only barely surviving.

Against logic, Joan had hoped her aunt might still win. She’d always seemed infallible.

But hope was a lead balloon, and it crashed at Joan’s feet. Valeria was outmatched in every way, against a spellmaker with greater casting knowledge than her, wielding an unbelievable amount of power. Joan didn’t know what Fiona had done to circumvent magic poisoning.

Fuck the rules. Joan reached out to channel.

She’d flirted with her limits too many times already; the shock of agony cut off her concentration. She folded with a stifled groan.

Valeria was fading fast, bleeding from a couple dozen cuts. Fiona managed to catch Valeria’s left hand in a cube and crush it, the bones cracking, before the box vanished. Fiona’s hand was still outstretched to control that spell when it disappeared. She looked down on it in confusion. Valeria’s response was a muffled whimper.

Molly had a hand over her mouth in horror. Selene had her face turned away, tears spilling down her cheeks. Merlin had his hands laced behind his head, pulling at his own hair, watching wide-eyed. None of them moved to do anything. There was nothing to do; no one could stop the magic of the duelers inside the circle. Merlin’s lips were mouthing something, and Joan had to watch them for several long seconds to understand it.

Yield.

Yield, Valeria.

“You stubborn old goat,” he whispered.

Mik’s fingers left Joan’s ribs.

The blue haze around Fiona dimmed; Joan was probably the only one in the room who could even see it unassisted. Fiona’s next spell was a bit wild, zinging around the circle, a shard of magic even hitting Fiona, though her pocket realm shield dissolved it. She was breathing hard now, hair sweaty around her temples.

“Give in, damn you,” Fiona growled. “You can’t win.”

Valeria responded with another time spell, using up a turn by casting on herself, turning back the clock on her hand so the bones knit together. “What have you done to yourself, Ganon? You aren’t supposed to have this much magic.”

Fiona’s betraying glance was less than a second long, focused in on Joan. “I am supposed to have anything I’d like,” she said, and summoned a massive lance of energy, drawing in what must have been all the immediate magic in the room to form it. She launched it, but the trailing edge of the spell was unfinished, still attracting more energy. Unable to draw from the air, it pulled from the barrier magic of the chalk circle, snuffing it out.

“Shield the crowd,” Joan ordered, hand coming down on Astoria’s shoulder. Bless the woman’s quick reflexes, because she reached for magic, Joan could feel it, but she was as magic fatigued as Joan. Astoria winced as she started channeling what thin magic was left, and in that hesitation, Fiona’s bomb exploded.

The force rushed past the barrier, slamming the crowd, pressing Valeria so hard into the ground, she cracked the floor. They all skidded back a few feet, but as Joan brought her hands up to protect her face, she found she was entirely intact.

There was only one person still standing in their original spot by the circle, fingers splayed wide, panting under the force of the yellow shield she’d thrown over everyone. Molly’s hands dropped, her breaths wheezing. She was looking at her sister.

“I didn’t tell them,” she gasped out, and then fell to her knees.

Joan slid to the ground next to her, propping her sister up. “How the hell did you do that in time?”

Molly slumped into Joan’s shoulder. “Luck,” she said, with a little smile, and one of the charms on her necklace dissolved. “I heard what you said to Astoria.”

Merlin roared, storming back up to the circle. “Ganon! Not another move until the magic barrier can be reestablished. You could have killed us.”

Fiona’s hands were shaking, but her magic channeling hadn’t faltered. Still it rushed into her, building up in her body until she released it in these huge bursts. “Not my fault,” she said. “Nothing against it in the rules.”

Valeria wasn’t moving. She lay in a pool of her own blood, skin a deathly blue, but the chalk remained even if the barrier spell was down, which meant she was still alive.

Her wife wasn’t even in the room. If Valeria died right now, they wouldn’t even get to say goodbye. Ronnie would have been somewhere outside this house, oblivious.

This couldn’t be how Valeria Greenwood died, on her back in her own home, felled by someone wielding an imitation of Joan’s own magic.

Fiona raised her hand for a last spell. “Who knew the answer was right in front of me, all these years,” she said, eyes shining at Joan. “Cycle the magic, don’t channel it; holding it in speeds up the poisoning. Use the pocket realms to reverse the laws of physics and protect your body from the aftereffects. Amplify your ability to channel and cycle so much magic, you can use it to heal yourself faster than you kill yourself.”

Legs blocked Joan’s view from the floor, Molly still limp in her hands. Astoria looked down at them. Her face was pained.

“You shouldn’t watch,” she said.

No. No way, this wasn’t how things ended. Molly let out a low cry.

Despite everything, Joan tried again, reaching for magic, grimacing past the aches that rippled to life in her body as she tried to sink desperate fingernails in. Pull it all to herself.

But Fiona’s grip on the room was stronger, smoother. Joan was scrabbling against a glass wall, fingers leaving nothing more than smudges.

“Move, Astoria,” Joan ground out. She wasn’t taking the coward’s way out.

Astoria hesitated.

“Move, Wardwell,” she screamed. Astoria stepped aside in time for Joan to see Fiona bring her hand down.

And then fall to her knees in a shatter of porcelain, spell aborted, hands clutching her head and coming away red.

Mik stood behind her, chest heaving, eyes crazed as they grabbed another vase and launched it at Fiona too. It shattered on the woman, stunning her further.

“You stupid bitch!” Mik was screaming. “You stupid fucking bitch, you can go to hell! You ruined my life!” They dashed for another vase. “You kidnapped my friend!” Fiona dodged this one. “I’m not letting you kill another person!”

Fiona had taken down the barrier spell and left herself open to outside interference.

Outside, nonmagical interference.

Mik was reaching for something new to throw, tears streaming from their eyes, when Fiona finally gathered her wits well enough to counterattack.

“You should have died,” Fiona growled, and magic swelled in her again.

Joan screamed, so high that it was nearly soundless, unashamedly leaving Molly so that she could scramble across the floor to Mik, who had just saved Valeria’s life. Mik, who had never deserved this and had no magic to protect themself. Mik, who really had to stop watching so much reality TV, and folded kitchen towels into squares, and laughed just to make everyone else laugh, and held the dreams of their parents in them.

A sizzle of magic streamed through the air.

Fiona’s hands froze. She looked down in shock at the fried hole in her chest.

Valeria’s eyes, already swelling, had cracked open. Her hand flopped to the floor.

Fiona’s body toppled sideways, lifeless, and the chalk circle dissolved completely.
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Three more people clattered through the gaping hole where the front door had been in a rush, coming to a harried stop in the shell-shocked silence.

On the floor of the Greenwood Mansion, Fiona and Valeria both lay still. Joan’s momentum pushed her up to her feet, dashing to Mik, who was standing on the other side of the room with a hand pressed to their chest, like they felt the same blow that had killed Fiona.

“Are you alright?” Joan asked, shaking them slightly. “Mik? Mik! I can’t believe you.”

Mik’s eyes finally met Joan’s, brimming over with tears. “Can’t believe I started throwing things like a toddler?” they said weakly. Then they dissolved into sobs. Joan pulled them tight to her chest, and she was joined by another set of arms, CZ looking wild on her other side.

“You weren’t at the hotel,” CZ said. “You weren’t at the hotel, you were all gone.”

Grace put a hand on Joan’s back; Joan knew it was her, even without turning. She reached for her, and Grace laced her fingers with Joan’s.

“Fiona…” Grace said dully. “She’s…?”

Joan couldn’t say it. She looked back at Grace, who was unable to look at the body, and Grace’s lip wobbled before she bit down on it. For as much as Joan hated Fiona, she had been Grace’s mentor. Fiona had people who, despite everything, would still mourn her.

“Sorry,” Grace whispered, wiping her eyes with her free hand. “I should be glad.”

An anguished cry made Joan turn.

Ronnie had arrived at the same time as Grace and CZ, her black hair wired through with gray. She had sunk to her knees over Valeria, and she shoved Merlin and his paltry healing spell aside, her hands lighting up an icy blue. “She needs a hospital,” Ronnie said. “I can put her soul in stasis to keep the damage from progressing, but we must move her to a team of actual healers.” She smoothed a tender hand across Valeria’s hair. “Oh, my darling, what have you done?”

From the crowd, one or two people rushed over to Valeria, glowing with healing magic.

Merlin hovered nearby. “Come on, Val,” he murmured. “You won, now get up.”

Grace’s brow furrowed as she looked at Ronnie, then Joan, then Ronnie. She blinked, and a gold film fuzzed over her eyes. “She pulls in magic like you, Joan.”

Joan realized she’d never actually seen Ronnie cast. She tried to concentrate, see what Grace was seeing, but though Ronnie was alight with magic, she wasn’t the only one.

Joan swore. “Grace, tell me you see what I see, on Fiona.”

Grace’s breathing went shallow. “She’s still channeling.”

One of Fiona’s fingers twitched.

She was gaining strength every second.

A hand jerked.

“She was dead!” Joan said. “I saw. She stopped channeling for a moment. I felt it.”

“A resurrection spell?” Grace said fearfully. “No one’s ever successfully written one.”

“No one had done what Fiona did to Mik,” CZ said grimly. “Until Fiona.”

Astoria’s sword was out, pointing at Fiona’s body as the other hand spasmed, then the arm. “Is it one and done?” she asked, and Joan knew with a horrifying finality that Astoria would do it, she’d go over there right now and kill Fiona a second time.

Grace was furiously trying to yank some magic to herself to cast. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know. She’s hooked to some huge power source, so as long as there’s a link, it might keep regenerating her. Is it New York? Is it the same thing as Joan?”

The flesh on Fiona’s chest began to knit together.

“How do we deplete it, then?” Astoria asked, voice gaining strength, so practical, a good man in a storm.

Grace burst out another desperate “I don’t know!” Then: “I can’t undo whatever spell she cast on herself to increase her channeling ability without seeing it first, and it’s buried under layers of whatever else she has on.”

Fiona’s head twitched.

The moment she came back fully, she’d attack again, and this time, without the bounds of a duel, she’d go after the whole room. She had that ability, whatever she’d done to herself to boost her magic, to imitate Joan—

To be just like Joan…

Joan stepped forward, closer to Fiona. She’d seemed so unsteady during the fight, barely able to control her spells, like they weren’t strong enough containers for her abilities. Whatever she’d done to herself, she hadn’t had enough time to hone it. She was like Joan, channeling huge amounts of magic into flimsy spells one wrong move away from going berserk, like the paper ball Joan had made with Mik.

If she was like Joan, then she was channeling New York too, cycling magic so fast that she was sucking it from across the city, moving quantities so vast, it was like touching a live wire. Shielding herself with manipulated pocket realms to circumvent her body’s inability to process that much magic. Maybe Fiona didn’t even know about its sentience. Did it speak to her like it spoke to Joan?

The thought triggered a hot burst of jealousy. How dare Fiona use ancient magic for her own selfish, human desires, paying it no respect, offering it no sacrifice? Joan had nearly given it her life, time and time again. It was Joan’s city. It was hers and it was alive.

New York was alive. It would be nearly impossible to deplete, as Astoria wanted to, which meant Fiona could resurrect again and again and again.

Fiona’s eyes drifted open. Astoria must have noticed at the same time as Joan, because she brought her sword up, slashing down at the woman to kill her again, to gain them more time.

The sword clanged against a blue cube.

Fiona sat up, shaking her head, magic flowing toward her faster now as she sat protected by the spell she’d cast over herself.

Selene’s voice rose. “Run! Out of the room, everyone get out of here!” All the faces were a smear as people began to stampede.

The Greenwoods were still huddled around Valeria, trying to keep her tethered to life with their tiny spells. Joan’s friends remained at her back, but the rest of the room evacuated in a flood of rushing feet, including the two healers who had previously been trying to help Valeria.

Joan had to do something. She looked down at her hands. How? Fiona now had the ability to suck in endless magic, without the limits magic poisoning placed on her. Limits Joan herself faced. If only New York could turn its back on her, use its mind to deny her.

Joan’s head snapped up.

Fiona was rising to her feet with a groan.

Joan had bargained with the city before. She’d told it not to kill Astoria, made it funnel into her, split it so Astoria wouldn’t get overloaded. If it had a mind, maybe it could make a decision. She breathed in, winced. Fiona’s grip was getting stronger, and Joan’s toehold was closing. She had to think past the pain, channel harder.

She tried again, tasted blood in her mouth.

“Stop that,” Astoria snapped, grabbing Joan’s shoulder to spin her to face the group. “Why the hell are you trying to channel? You’ll kill yourself; you can’t take in as much magic as Fiona in your current state.”

CZ’s face lit up. “Grace can help! Grace—help?”

“I can!” Grace cried in a burst of inspiration. “We left this morning because I had an idea about magic poisoning, and I needed to go home to—whatever. I think I can help shield you from the effects.”

“Fiona’s using pocket realms,” Joan said. “And cycling.”

“It’s a loophole,” Grace said. “A way to dodge the effects by never letting magic accumulate in her body. It’s half the puzzle. She was looking at humans for a reason. She looked at Joan for a reason. Humans naturally protect themselves from magic by possessing a sort of barrier; it’s what makes them sick and keeps them from channeling. Joan demonstrated how to channel more magic—by having little to no barrier around her. Or, by having less of the thing that keeps humans from magic, she can draw in more magic. But it’s true for the poisoning too—curing it isn’t about the symptoms, it’s about removing that which makes us resemble humans. Making us less human and more magic. And who are the only creatures truly immune to magic, who are essentially just figments of magic themselves, and so spells don’t work on them?”

“Ghosts!” CZ helpfully supplied. He tilted his head conspiratorially. “She explained all this to me already, with Billy. Repeatedly, because my brain is small and I didn’t totally follow how she arrived at her conclusions.”

“So your intention is…?” Joan asked.

“To kill you, just a little.”

“Absolutely not,” Astoria said.

“If I untether her from life, temporarily, and slowly, controlled, we’ll boost her channeling ability and lessen the friction between her body and magic,” Grace insisted, eyes lit with a feverish light. “She’ll become magic.”

Did Joan want to die? No, not even a little. She remembered what it was like to die. She’d almost died at the Night Market and in Astoria’s arms.

And each time the pain in her body had faded right before she passed out. Each time, she’d channeled even more magic.

She’d assumed it was shock, but what if it wasn’t, what if Grace was right?

“Greenwoods,” Fiona called. She laughed, stumbled sideways. “Greenwoods, your time is up.”

“Do it, then,” Joan said.

“You don’t even know what Joan’s plan is here,” Astoria argued, as Grace started casting. “It’s likely reckless—”

“And stupid,” CZ added.

“And terrible.” Mik sniffled.

“But she’s gotten us this far,” Grace finished, yanking magic to herself hand over fist as she struggled to gather enough to cast. “And it’s controlled, meant to mimic the very specific window between being alive enough to channel and too dead to channel.”

“Here,” Wren said, stepping up, and she started channeling too, drawing in magic and feeding it to Grace. “Astoria, help us.”

Astoria’s face warred between obeying Wren and stopping Joan.

Wren, as always, won.

Astoria channeled, the three witches attracting enough magic to let Grace pull off her new spell.

Astoria coughed and spat a bloody globule on the floor.

Grace’s spell settled on Joan like the closing of a casket. Joan lurched to her knees, gasping as her heart slowed, her vision dimmed.

A shard fractured off Fiona’s cube, whizzed for the Greenwoods, and was only just thwarted by Selene, who nudged it off course.

No time, no time. Grace didn’t quite seem finished, but it was good enough. Joan was dead enough, and she didn’t want to die more, because, gods, her body was moving slow and sluggish, her thoughts were coming to a stop. Before she faded too far, Joan let her panic carry her. She pushed past her fading discomfort and reached for the heart of magic.

“Not yet!” Grace yelled, but Joan channeled, hard.

Grace’s spell stopped, incomplete, as Joan took the magic from it, from the air. Astoria and Wren were forced to leave off as Joan gained strength.

Joan dug her fingernails into the wall of magic swirling around Fiona and ripped off a chunk. Then another. I am alive.

I’m still alive.

Her head split open with a headache; it hurt, still, even with Grace’s spell, it still hurt so badly, but Joan kept enough strength to keep going. Furiously, she waded into the stream of magic Fiona was stealing.

Come to me instead, she thought at it.

It shuddered, this uncertain magic, and began to diverge.

Fiona turned on her, abandoning her attacks on Joan’s family. “What are you doing?!” she yelled, and Joan doubled down, pulling more magic in. She needed enough to talk to New York, just a bit more.

Fiona threw a magical attack at Joan, but Astoria was there to slice it away with her sword.

“I have you,” Astoria said. “Keep going.”

Joan channeled harder, fighting for every inch of purchase, wearing her mental grasp down to bare, stubby finger bones. Every inch she gained over Fiona was a triumph. All the practice she’d had under Fiona’s experiments prepared her for this moment, this fight.

This magic’s mine, she wanted to say. This magic is me. You will never beat me at it.

Fiona’s face transformed with panic as she fought back, trying to gather the magic into her lap, her only defense. “I’m so close,” she said, voice muffled, echoing strangely in the back of Joan’s head.

Magic gave way like the opening of a dam, diverting to Joan in full. Joan sucked it in, and relished the pain, and leaned into the burn, until she felt the city shift.

New York! she called. I’ve come to strike a deal.
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Joan’s body was very far away from her.

New York’s eyes opened, peering down at her in sets of two, then four, then a million. In the room around her, Joan knew Fiona was still leeching enough of a thread to both launch attacks at Joan and keep her own defenses up. Joan didn’t have much time before her concentration was inevitably disrupted and Fiona gained the upper hand.

I need you to cut off Fiona Ganon, Joan pleaded.

Why should we turn from one of you? magic whispered, dancing around Joan’s body. What right do you have that she does not? Magic belongs to all of Circe’s children; that was decreed long ago, when we were set free and given many names, and fractured into many pieces with many minds, and over time allowed to come back together as one.

That was a bit hard to reason with. How did you convince magic itself, which was an impartial force, that it should stop working with one witch?

Then dismantle the spell she cast on herself to increase her magic capacity, Joan asked. She isn’t meant to use that much magic, you can see it in her casting. She can barely control her spells.

Again, Green Witch, magic said. We ask, why?

Why, why? Because Joan said so, but who was Joan to decide such a thing? No, no time for self-doubt. She had only her heart and her wants, great enough to encompass the world.

What can I give you in return? Joan asked desperately.

What needs do we have? We are endless, magic replied. Its attention was fading, Joan could see that. We care not if one witch can or cannot maintain control over how much of us she consumes. She should only pray she keeps a tight enough grip.

Joan knew that fight well. All her life she had been unable to cast precisely because her spells would always break, but Fiona had managed to scale her spells to match her power.

Or… had she? Joan didn’t actually know if the spells were more powerful, or if Fiona was merely regulating how much magic she was putting into any given one, toeing the edge of what it could hold without actually bursting it.

So long as she kept a tight enough grip, magic obeyed her.

But what if Joan could overload her enough that Fiona was forced to put more magic than she’d intended into a spell that couldn’t hold it? Would it go haywire, burst, and backfire? That would put everyone in the room in danger; magic wouldn’t discriminate if Fiona cast something lethal, it would rip everyone to shreds. It was a recklessly stupid move, which Joan couldn’t risk. She had limits. Like Grace said, all spells had limits.

Even the one Fiona must have cast on herself to mimic Joan.

New York, if you won’t turn your back on Fiona, will you channel into me? Joan asked. I will give you anything.

Magic’s laugh was the distant ringing of a thousand church bells.

Your fate is prewritten, Green Witch. We see it. In this half-formed state, your ancestors dream of you. The world waits; if you want it, take it, it sang, and vanished.

Joan could feel it like a massive wave on the horizon, just out of reach. All she had to do was throw out a hand and take it.

A deep breath in.

Joan tunneled deep, deeper into herself than she’d ever gone before, deeper into magic, and when her muscles screamed at her, when her ribs squeezed, she took it gladly, she let it kill her, she let it twist her into something less human and turned the pain into more magic.

She reached, and New York met her.

Magic tore through her system, galloping with the force of ten thousand horses, sailing with the might of a thousand ships, but Joan needed to hold on only long enough to do what she’d once done with Grace.

Grace’s spell on Joan failed under the onslaught. Her heartbeat resumed a normal speed; her vision cleared. Magic turned to poison within her, wrapping like a serpent around her organs and squeezing, hard. But it was all a trick, because whether she died for a second by Grace’s hand or she died under the magic, she was still untethering herself from this mortal realm.

Legs, I have legs. I need them. She searched for her body, plunging back into it. Magic sparked off her like an electrical fire. Joan pushed past Astoria and her startled protest. Fiona’s projectiles shattered off the surge of power surrounding Joan. The woman’s eyes were wide, furious, as Joan lunged for her, and her magic overloaded Fiona’s barrier spell and fried the cube, taking it down, and Joan reached out, grabbing Fiona’s face in her hands.

“I’m really sorry,” Joan breathed, lips trailing magic in a fine green mist. “I’m only righting the scales.”

She poured every ounce of magic she had into Fiona. Far beyond what Fiona had been channeling, far beyond what should have been in that one room. Joan pulled on all of New York, wiping out magic across the city as she drowned and drowned and drowned Fiona.

And Fiona, in all her greed, in all her stupidity, took it in.

“You ignorant girl,” Fiona said, hands coming up to secure Joan’s hands to her own face, sucking it in greedily. “What are you playing at?”

Joan kept going, stretching the limits, until she reached out of the city, her hands claws that raked across the state.

Fiona’s face shifted in increments, from triumph, to confusion, to, finally, fear. Her hands dug into Joan’s now, trying to pry them off, but magic glued them together, and Joan was as endless as the earth. She pushed harder, her vision doubling, tripling.

Not yet, not yet.

Not until—Then she felt it.

Something in Fiona popped.

Whatever spell she’d come up with to channel like Joan disintegrated, and without it, her pocket realm magic, the healing she was doing on herself, flickered and faded out. Fiona’s tolerance tanked, wounds blooming like roses across her body. Red clouded her eyes; blood leaked from her nose. If Grace was right, there would be a small window between death making her more tolerant to magic and the magic killing her. Joan needed to surpass that window.

But right in that moment, Joan’s own window closed. She tipped too far, and her vision blacked out completely. And she felt it; her heart paused on the edge of too long. She let go of magic with a gasp.

Fiona shoved her away, sending her flying in a magical burst that threw Joan into Astoria’s waiting arms.

Fiona let out a wordless scream. “What did you do?”

Joan’s legs were jelly, her breath wheezes. Astoria’s arms were a protective cage around her. She whispered words of healing in her ear, and Joan’s heart began to stabilize. Don’t die, she sternly told herself. Live. Live even though it hurts more than dying.

“I bargained with New York,” Joan said.

Fiona’s face creased in confusion. “New York?”

She was lit up like a firework, staggering as her body overloaded with magic. She needed to let it out, fast, but the moment she did, she’d be back on everyone else’s level, and someone like Astoria could subdue her.

Fiona’s eyes darted around, and magic trailed between her and Joan, disintegrating, but in that connection, Joan could feel the edge of Fiona’s thoughts.

I’m too close to fail. She tripped back, barely staying on her feet as blood sprayed from her nose. They don’t know what’s coming for this city.

I almost had it.

Almost.

Fiona’s trembling body stabilized slightly. No, no no no. The window. She looked up, past Joan.

Grace. I’m sorry.

“Just let it out!” Grace shouted. “Fiona, you don’t have to do this! Please, release the magic!”

But Fiona’s face was defiant. “If I go down,” she said around a mouthful of blood, “the Greenwoods go down with me.”

There was no spell on earth powerful enough to contain that amount of magic; if she released it into a spell, it wouldn’t explode as normal. It would turn Manhattan into a crater.

Did she know that?

Fiona’s eyes were alight. “Grace,” she said, “don’t let them do to you what they did to me.”

She must not know, or she wouldn’t risk Grace like that. Still she thought she had the upper hand here, that she could control the magic.

Fiona released the spell.

It swirled as intended for one second.

Then it broke, magic losing its confines to expand out of control.

For the first time, Joan saw regret on Fiona’s face. She was still staring at Grace; Fiona’s hand came up like she could cancel the spell in time.

Joan knew better. She threw her hands wide, imagining a ring around Fiona. Magic nullification, Grace had said, that was what Joan was good for.

That was something she was willing to die for outright.

Fiona’s spell incinerated the woman, turning her to dust, but where it stretched beyond the mental circle of chalk Joan had drawn, Joan sucked it in, nullifying the spell and releasing it instantaneously back into the air. But it was so much, and Joan knew this time she wasn’t going to be able to gather it all.

She was going to fail.

Everyone, everyone she loved.

Joan gasped, tears filling her eyes. Please.

The air superheated, her friends crying out and shying away from Fiona.

Green Witch, New York said with some begrudging admiration. You have proven yourself beyond death.

A pause.

This, and this alone, we will aid you with at no cost.

The room shivered with power. The pressure lifted off Joan. Magic swept through her cleanly, dispersing neatly, defanged, into the world.

A hole opened in the Greenwood Mansion’s ceiling. The debris rained down in the circle where Fiona had stood but disintegrated under the force of the magic trapped inside Joan’s barrier.

Joan held on, magic tumbling through her painlessly, until the light began to fade, until the magic turned sluggish, until there was nothing left to channel.

She held on long after all the magic had died out, and the room had settled, and everyone started murmuring to one another to check that they were still alive. She’d have held on until the end of time, if it meant keeping everyone safe. Even as her lungs heaved, and her vision faded, and her ears rang with the rush of her own blood.

Joan kept at it until CZ stepped in front of her to fold her shaking fingers into his own fists.

“You can stop,” he said gently. “Joan, we’re all safe.”

She looked into his eyes. He nodded encouragingly.

Only then did she let go.
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Ash drifted like snow, down through the hole in the ceiling, raining on the people still inside.

CZ’s grip on Joan’s hands was firm. They all coughed in the dust, taking stock of one another. Joan, alive. Grace, Mik, Wren, alive. Astoria, gray with ash, but alive. CZ, as alive as he ever was.

And Joan’s family, covered in Valeria’s blood, with Ronnie holding Valeria in her lap, and Molly sitting next to them, shuddering, and Merlin and Selene standing over them all.

Valeria was blinking slowly, lips ashen.

Merlin let out a disbelieving breath. “Joan, that was—”

“Incredible,” Selene finished. “We didn’t know you could do that.”

“She tried to tell you,” Molly said. “At the hospital, she tried.”

Ronnie’s eerie blue eyes unnerved Joan, though the woman was silent, only clutching Valeria to her, both of them still shrouded in Ronnie’s stasis magic.

Merlin brushed the dirt from his shirt, stepped closer.

Joan’s step back was involuntary. The way her friends shifted closer to her, she knew, was not.

Merlin didn’t seem to care; he was turning, inspecting the ceiling. “The Greenwoods come out on top again,” he said with a little laugh. He laughed harder. Cleared his throat. Transitioned in an instant from grateful relief to something more businesslike.

“Valeria needs a hospital. In the interim we’ll need to make some sort of public statement. Joan, everyone will want to talk to you about what you did, so we’ll move into one of the other properties and make it our home base.”

“This guy really doesn’t change, does he?” CZ muttered.

“Dickbag,” Astoria said firmly.

CZ looked at her in delight. “You listened to me!”

“I’m not giving any sort of statement or talking to anyone,” Joan said over them.

Merlin had fished his phone out of his pocket and was texting. “I’ll help you prepare what you’ll say,” he said, tapping away.

He had never understood no. That had always killed Joan—how did you fight against someone who just kept going? “Dad,” Joan said. “I left this house and this family. I will not do it.”

Merlin jammed his phone back in his pocket, and Joan could already see the argument stretching out in front of her. The same as it always was. But this wasn’t Joan posturing; she was not like her father.

Merlin was cut off by Valeria’s weak voice. “Listen to her, Merl,” she said, struggling to sit up with copious aid from Ronnie and several admonishments. “I think she’s serious this time.”

“She can’t be serious, that’s ludicrous,” Merlin said, arguing with his half corpse of a sister. “She can’t leave, she knows too much. She’s… she’s my daughter. What would it look like if—”

“I will destroy this family before I come back here,” Joan said. “Call my bluff, Dad.”

Selene sat down on the floor, suddenly weary. “I can’t believe you,” she whispered. “You… how do you walk away?” She looked up, something strange in her eyes. “Is it really possible to walk away?”

Merlin was struck speechless.

Valeria drew in an unsteady breath. “Well, then. I suppose we will have to choose another path.”

“Like?” Joan was shaking with rage and fatigue. She’d saved their miserable lives, and they were still going to end up on top, and the magic world would still keep wheeling on.

“You will no longer appear as part of the Greenwoods,” Valeria said, focused entirely on Joan, the ends of her hair red and clumped with blood. “You will reside in the city, still, so no one thinks a major rift has formed in the family. Only that you made a personal choice to shift residences.”

“I’m not going to play your stupid games,” Joan said impatiently.

“We will not bother you,” Valeria said, louder. “You will not join any rebellions against this family, and you will stick to whatever story we come up with to explain today’s events.”

“Aunt Val—”

“Listen, Joan, for Circe’s sake, listen for once,” Valeria snapped. “In exchange, we will not, in any way, shape, or form, go after or otherwise harass Mik Batbayar, Grace Collins, CZ LaMorte, or either of the Californians you seem to have befriended. We will pretend that your involvement never happened. None of you will ever speak of it—not even you, Wardwell. And Grace, you will not complete the spell on Mik and disseminate it.” She heaved a breath. “Do we have a deal?”

Joan’s silence in exchange for the safety of her friends. She barely had to think about it, but it wasn’t just her silence she was promising. She looked around at her friends. No one contradicted Joan’s aunt. The message from them was clear: Your choice.

“I won’t blame Moon Creatures,” Joan said, finding strength. “For this or the market.”

“Fine,” Valeria said.

“And you’ll pay reparations to them, the ones whose market stalls you destroyed. You’ll cover their lost wages, out of the Greenwoods’ personal coffers,” she added.

“This is ridiculous,” Merlin said, throwing up a hand.

“And you will never again violate the sovereignty of the Moon Creatures by pushing into our territory and conducting a raid without permission from our individual governing bodies,” CZ said firmly.

Merlin’s face was the perfect picture of disgust. “We’re never agreeing to this. Where do you even intend to go, Joan?”

“She’s coming home with me,” Grace said, stubborn chin held high. She addressed Joan: “Brooklyn is farther away from your family than CZ’s place in Hell’s Kitchen. One of my rooms is yours, if you want it.”

Joan did want it. Badly. She wanted it more than she’d realized until right this moment. A quiet life in Bay Ridge with Grace and her enigmatic ghost roommate. She’d willingly get scared by Billy every day for the rest of forever for that privilege. She was too choked up to speak, so she only nodded at the offer.

“And Mik,” Grace said, “the last room’s yours, if you want it.”

Mik, much less restrained, threw their arms around Grace, knocking the wind out of her. “Thank god,” they said. “I was worried I was about to get left behind.”

Grace hugged Mik back. “Never.”

“Touching as this is, the point remains that we will certainly not be funneling money into the hands of vampires and fae,” Merlin said. “All magical creatures fall under the Greenwoods’ jurisdiction; there is no sovereignty to violate.”

“Then you don’t have a deal,” Joan replied. “Astoria gets to go home and tell her mother all about how the Greenwoods nearly crumbled today and what she saw of Fiona’s spell before we sealed Mik and Fiona eviscerated herself. CZ tells his parents, Grace finishes the work, and I tell everyone I can find every last dirty Greenwood secret.” Abel had already asked for them.

“My mother will love this,” Astoria said helpfully. “I can call her right now.”

“I’m not going to negotiate with the lot of you,” Merlin snarled.

“Then it’s a good thing you aren’t the one in charge here,” CZ said.

“Dickbag,” Mik chimed in. The room looked at them, and they held up their hands. “Sorry, got carried away, still not super fluent in magic-world etiquette.”

Joan smothered a smile. “We’re talking to Valeria.”

Valeria’s soft laugh cut the tension in the room before Merlin could go on. “You’re a Greenwood to your core, Joan. You can leave us, but we’ll never leave you,” she said, and before Joan could find some way to violently refute that statement, Valeria seemed to decide something.

“I know you all think I’m unreasonable,” she said. “But ruling isn’t as easy as you think. You make tough decisions to protect people. I did not enjoy invading the market.”

“Too little, too late,” CZ snarled, his canines flashing.

Valeria sighed. “You have a deal. We’ll be in touch with your family, LaMorte, along with the other leaders among the Moon Creatures, to discuss payment for those displaced.”

Merlin started turning quite red in the face.

“Quiet, Merlin,” Valeria said, groaning softly as she tried to sit up better. “They have us beat. We’re in a precarious position, and they could ruin the family. Now everyone look away—I’ve nearly died, and I’d like to kiss my wife.”

In the aftermath of that acquiescence, the group bumbled around for a few seconds, bumping into one another as they navigated the torn-up floor to flee before Valeria could change her mind.

Joan turned at the Greenwood threshold, looking back at her family trying to piece themselves back together. They’d be alright; they’d live. Molly met her eyes. Put her hand to her ear in the universal symbol for call me.

Joan smiled back.
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Mik burst into giggles the moment the group hit the street.

“Is this a trauma response?” Astoria asked dryly.

“Definitely,” Mik said. “I feel like we got away with murder.”

Grace winced.

Mik’s giggles ended. “I meant that as a figure of speech! I’m so sorry! Too soon, too soon.”

CZ’s arm brushed against Grace’s with every step. She didn’t move away from him. In fact, she leaned her head briefly on his shoulder.

“I’m not going to mourn a terrible person,” she said, though she didn’t sound that convincing.

“She was…” Joan swallowed hard. “She cared about you. That was always clear to me.”

Grace lifted her head. “I don’t think we should tell anyone that getting close to dying makes you temporarily more powerful. I think Fiona had the right question and the wrong answer. The magic world is unfair, but gaining more power to ascend its ranks isn’t the way to go. You don’t fight to overcome magic poisoning; it’s there for a reason. To protect us.” She looked at each of them, swallowed hard. “You find a way to undo the system, a kinder way to live, and when you gather together, maybe then the world changes.”

Joan sniffled pathetically. “Does this mean you’re not hightailing it out of the witch world and leaving spellmaking behind?”

Grace scowled at her. “Let’s take things one step at a time. I might consider keeping up with my spellmaking, carving a place for myself like you have—Joan, wipe that smile off your face—but not for any single High Witch, and still in tandem with my day job in the human world. And I hope I never have to use my death spell on you again.”

Joan had no intention of poisoning herself again or slowly shuffling off her mortal coil, but she also suspected that talking to New York was a privilege she wasn’t going to let go of lightly.

She smiled sweetly at Grace, who rolled her eyes. “Rascal,” Grace said.

“I’m good, right?” Mik said suddenly. The group swung to look at them. “I mean… the sealing spell. I’ll be good forever?”

“You should be,” Grace said. “We could look into why Fiona’s spell worked on you, at least partly, but to do that, I might need to undo the seal.”

“No thanks,” Mik said, swinging their head wildly. “Nope.”

“Fiona’s theory was that you have some sort of fairly recent witch ancestry that made you friendlier to magic,” Joan piped up. “Oh! You said your grandmother made the hens lay good eggs. Maybe she had a little something to her she never told you about.”

“That was a joke,” Mik said. Paused. “Unless…? She did have double-yolk eggs all the time.”

“Case closed,” CZ said. “Though I suspect someone’s going to find some way to recreate that aspect of Fiona’s work eventually. Some sort of spell that’ll at least make it possible for those with chicken-raising witch grandmothers but who aren’t born with magic to gain it. Or people like Grace’s mother.”

Grace sighed. “It never ends.”

They were two blocks away from the house when Joan realized Astoria and Wren had drifted behind the group. Joan slowed, waiting for them, a sinking feeling in her gut.

She turned to walk backward, confident she was going to trip over something shortly, but even more confident someone would catch her.

“You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

Astoria and Wren exchanged glances, and whatever they decided there, it was Wren who spoke. “Poppy’s going to recall us the moment she hears the Greenwoods are closing the case on Mik. We’ll have to come up with something to tell her, and it looks more suspicious if we hang around until she forces us to return, rather than rush back willingly.”

“You’ll lie?” Joan said.

“That’s what the deal with your aunt required, isn’t it?” Astoria said. Joan couldn’t read her tone. Maybe she was projecting the bitterness in it.

“I appreciate you doing so to protect Mik,” Joan said.

“To protect all of you,” Wren added warmly. “All of us.”

Joan couldn’t help the way she looked to Astoria, though Astoria wouldn’t look back.

Joan glanced at her constantly over the rest of the journey back to the hotel to pack up Mik’s things. They parted at the door, the New York group heading back to CZ’s place to grab Joan’s belongings before they went to Brooklyn, where they’d help Mik figure out how to reemerge in the world after going missing for two weeks. Joan suspected her family would want to weigh in on that one.

Joan was the last one out the door after some surprisingly tearful goodbyes were shed. She’d gained Wren’s number, promising to text her and go out to California sometime. Her friends were down the hallway, heading to the elevator, and Wren, with a knowing smile, stepped back into the room to give Joan and Astoria a last moment alone.

Joan didn’t know what to say, staring Astoria down in the doorway. They were both filthy and scratched up. Against all reason, Joan still thought Astoria was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. She wanted to say something. Needed to. A real goodbye. But she feared if she opened her mouth, she’d embarrass herself by crying.

How to say I wish I’d never met you, and I’m so glad I did? How to say I am going to think of you often and wish that I didn’t? How to ask her to stay, here, in New York? All of that was too much and not enough. Joan’s mouth was always running a mile a minute, but here it failed her.

Astoria’s thumb brushed Joan’s cheek, wiping away a tear, so tender, with such care. Joan swallowed, hard.

“I meant what I said,” Astoria whispered, and that hand withdrew.

Joan could think of only one thing she might mean.

There’s a version of me somewhere who kissed you back.

Joan sniffled, wiped her tears away herself. “If you ever find her, call me.”

She turned so she didn’t have to see the woman’s response, half raising her hand in a wave.

Down the hallway, Joan’s friends waited for her, having let an elevator pass to call a new one. Their faces were sympathetic. CZ held an arm out to fold Joan in, hugging her tight. Mercifully, they did not say more.

Mik cracked a joke about the dirt they were tracking everywhere. Joan could see her future here among them, bright and endless, with room to grow into whoever she was without her family squashing her smaller. She turned as the elevator doors closed.

Astoria was still standing in her doorway, watching them move down the hall, until they vanished from sight. Until someone left someone else behind.
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The abandoned subway station had been strongly spelled to ward off intruders, but in the coming days, the Greenwood family would crack it open like an egg and scoop out its double-yolk insides.

Fiona Ganon had left nothing of major importance there: Some books she owned or had stolen from various places. Empty bottles of cold brew. The mysterious glass-shard remains of something that looked rather like a snow globe.

They wiped Joan’s blood from the scene, incinerated the rest.

But they never found the backpack she’d taken with her when she left Joan with a bomb around her neck.

A ghost with hawk-shaped eyes watched it sink, weighed down with heavy rocks, to the bottom of the Hudson. Billy had seen this coming, at least a flash of it, the remnants of her own magic giving her that much. These days she relied on her memory to know the future, but sometimes the universe still threw her a vision.

Fiona’s research had gone deeper than they would ever know. Water would pour in and destroy the papers, the journal, the scribbles, the passage about the end of an empire, stars crashing to earth, in a book of myths tracing back the lineage of witches.

Dead gods? Two years had been written and circled a few times. Billy had waited centuries, clinging to this half life and her mother’s secrets, and still it wasn’t enough time. Two more years until the anniversary of the Bind came again, and Billy learned if her vision would come to pass. Two years until the sweet, sorrowful end of Billy’s afterlife.

The end of Joan, really.

Billy waited for the last bubble to emerge before she turned away. She couldn’t do much to protect Joan from what was coming, but she could give her a bit more time to live obliviously. That was the greatest mercy she could offer.

She didn’t know if it would doom them all. That was up to other fates.

Two years.

New York was opening ancient eyes.

They merely had to give her time.
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CHAPTER ONE

Astoria Wardwell

Los Angeles, California

Astoria Wardwell had been remade four times over the course of her history.

In that way, she was like her house, which had been redone in 1929, 1940, 1983, and then two years ago when Astoria had acquired the property. This third time was Astoria’s third remaking too. She had moved fully out of her mother’s house and started to make something for herself that was her own.

Something that she could build, and something that she could ruin.

The throwing knife left her hand and embedded in the plaster of the wall. Astoria was on her back patio, surrounded by an arsenal of weapons: Swords stacked on racks around the garden, shaded from the sun. Crossbows and whips and staffs. The throwing knives, tearing up the wall. The back of Astoria’s house was full of pockmarks, scuff marks, and jagged tears. She used it as target practice. Often. Anyone who saw the wall looked on in horror. Astoria often sent Joan pictures of it, just to rile her up into a string of key smashes. That was always safe territory. A picture, uncaptioned, instead of you changed my life two years ago.

A May wind was whirling the soft strains of music coming from Astoria’s speakers when her mother stepped out of the tiles imprinted with triple spirals. The Wardwells had an affinity for charms, seals, and wards. They were the last two Wardwells, Astoria and Poppy, and Poppy was, like her mother before her, Head and High Witch of California and LA, respectively.

Poppy had embedded a portal spell in her daughter’s courtyard so that she could pop right over whenever she liked, and she had the right to do so, she insisted, considering she had bought this house for Astoria for quite the pretty penny. Astoria’s beige-and-white Ibizan hound, Zelda, bounded over to beg for affection from Astoria’s mother. Her white-speckled greyhound, Prospero, dangerously attempted to get in between Astoria and her knives. They were two years old too. So much of Astoria felt like it had been reinvented only in the time since she’d left New York and Joan Greenwood’s merry band of troublemakers behind. Wren kept up communication with them all much better than Astoria did.

“Story, there’s something we need to check on,” Poppy said, calling her daughter by the nickname Astoria had tried to leave behind when she was six. Poppy sat in one of the metal chairs by the outdoor table and scratched Zelda behind the ears.

“Check on?” Astoria said, walking over to yank a knife out of the wall. It was hot out, and she had been at this for an hour. Tiny curls had escaped her braid and were sticking to her temples. She hadn’t slept much; there was a four-planet parade that was meant to become visible in the night sky soon, riling up the magic world, and crime had spiked. Astoria had been on call until the wee hours of the morning; despite the fact that research did not indicate a clear connection between celestial bodies and worldwide magic, if enough people thought it did, then the truth didn’t matter. Chaos reigned.

She had three hours before she was meant to meet Wren for lunch, and she did not feel like going on one of her mother’s errands beforehand. Not that her mother ever gave her a choice in the matter.

“It wouldn’t be any fun if I told you, sweetheart,” Poppy said. They shared the same dark hair and middle-brown skin, though Astoria’s father had been half Mexican, so her hair was looser than Poppy’s coils, currently held back with a multicolored headband. Poppy wore gold in her ears and on her throat and around her fingers, dripping with the pieces of metal she had charmed: To understand this language, or that. To make her quicker on her feet, see better, hear better, anything that would give a leg up to the Head Witch of a faction that specialized in training their witches to patrol and police. California was ordered and neat, and any Others who stepped out of line would face the swift justice of a witch.

Moon Creatures.

Joan and Wren both hated when Astoria called Moon Creatures Others, like her mother.

Astoria threw the knife again, grabbing hold of the air to guide it, and it hit home perfectly. She’d assumed last night’s upset had been temporary. Poppy’s surprise appearance and cryptic mission meant otherwise.

Poppy wrinkled her nose. “After you shower, we’ll head right out.” Prospero and Zelda were now both begging her for attention. “And you can come too, yes, you can, little ones. Would you like to go hunting?”

“So it’s a hunt,” Astoria said. “I can go alone.”

“She stinks, doesn’t she, sweet ones?” Poppy continued to coo to the dogs. Prospero let out an excited yelp. Astoria pulled out her phone to a picture of Wren and her first-grade class of little witches. Wren was making a face in the selfie, but she looked like she had always looked to Astoria: Like LA at sunset. The Pacific Ocean beneath a cool morning sun. Everything beautiful left in a cruel world. Like home.

Group lunch? We can get them back before the school day ends, the text read, and Astoria, smiling despite herself, texted back a firm that would be considered kidnapping.

“Just tell me what it is. I can bring Wren,” she said.

Poppy scratched Zelda’s chin. “Little darling, don’t you think my daughter knows she doesn’t get to go on special solo assignments with Wren anymore, not after her disastrous trip to New York?”

“Mama.”

Poppy’s gaze was lethal, her tone a fine-edged blade. “Don’t test my patience.”

Astoria cycled through her breathing and cut her gaze away. Losing, always losing, against the steely resolve of her mother. Poppy, to this day, didn’t know the depths of what Astoria and Wren had done in New York, but they had come back empty-handed, and the stories had run rampant. Astoria had held a sword to Merlin Greenwood’s throat.

Astoria didn’t stand a chance. She whistled sharply, and both dogs left Poppy to follow their mistress to her shower.
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Death Valley wasn’t yet at its seasonal hottest, but it still sweltered under a blazing middle-of-May sky.

They had portaled into the Panamint Dunes section of the three-million-acre national park, and Astoria was immediately sweaty again. Poppy knelt in the sand, billowy dress dragging, to attach little charms to the dogs’ collars that would keep them cool.

“Come,” Poppy said, leaving the rune circle behind and setting off into the dry landscape. Astoria and the dogs followed obediently, through the scruffy trees and the lizards and the plants starved for water. She hovered on the edge of her sword-summoning spell, so familiar to her that she could manipulate it without words or movements.

They walked for an hour, Astoria casting spells under her breath to keep herself from getting dehydrated and overheated, Poppy serene in the baking landscape.

“Mama,” Astoria said at last, her crankiness increasing with every gods-forsaken step. “The dogs weren’t made for this, what are we here for?”

Poppy held up a hand to cut her off, tattoos winking at her daughter. “Hush. There.”

Between the dip of one sand dune and another, a flock of vultures feasted on a field of corpses. Vultures would eat anything: human, animal, vampire, and what they were feasting on now—fae.

Astoria summoned her sword on instinct, the worn grip settling perfectly into her calloused hands.

Her second remaking had been the moment her mother placed a blade in her hands.

There were a dozen dead fae ranging in size, splayed out in the sand with a hexagram burned into the center of the circle their bodies formed. The tang of summoning magic was bitter in the air. A vulture turned to look at the women, mouth smeared with blue blood and flesh clutched in its beak. The bird threw back its head and swallowed, throat bobbing. It screamed at the world, high and hungry.

“Get your dogs to chase off the birds,” Poppy said.

Astoria was not about to send them anywhere near that mess. Every sense in her was buzzing furiously. Fae. Wren would be heartbroken to see this. Her parents had leaned hard into her witch side, keeping her away from the fae, and Wren had only in the last few years gotten a chance to try and reconnect with her mother’s side.

Astoria whispered a cool, gusty sentence, funneling magic through herself and twisting declensions to shape the spell and lock magic into her desired form. A breeze scattered the vultures. Wardwells were notorious for their charmwork, but Astoria was a solid elemental, specializing in air and fire. The spells she shaped in those areas were easy, fluid.

“What did this?” she asked.

“They did,” Poppy said. She picked her way down the dune, and Astoria was forced to follow, Prospero and Zelda zigzagging behind them.

The scene was even more gruesome up close, pecked-out eyeballs and twisted limbs. The eyes that did remain stared sightlessly at an unforgiving sky. Their gauzy wings were shredded. Their slender pointed ears were coated in blood. It was clear they had died in pain, died screaming, died full of regret.

Poppy knelt near one to examine them. “They bled out,” Poppy said.

Astoria paced agitated lines around the crudely drawn hexagram. “If they were full fae, they should have had no access to casting magic.” And they all looked full fae—full-size wings, elongated nails. Witch blood tended to strongly dilute a fae’s physical traits. Wren lacked the ability to shape-shift or manifest wings or full fae claws, and her vision wasn’t as sharp.

Prospero growled at a lizard, and Zelda sniffed at a decaying fae. Astoria whistled them both over, but she didn’t want them here at all. She didn’t want to see them surrounded by all this blood, all this death, a blazing desert landscape and the pain that hung thick in the air.

“What was this?” Astoria asked, half to herself. She had spent her life patrolling LA and had drawn her sword often, but she had never seen something like this. Unless they were part witch, Moon Creatures did not channel. They did not cast. They had only the magic innate in their physical forms. Wren had not succeeded in getting Moon Creatures casting magic all those years ago. She hadn’t.

Had she?

“Look at the hexagram. It was a summoning, and whether or not they succeeded in what they were trying to raise, the magic killed them anyways,” Poppy said. “If the spell cannot contain the magic, and you cannot contain it, you will die. The question isn’t what, Astoria; this is some sort of magic, that much is clear. Don’t ask simple questions.” Poppy was always in teaching mode, always testing Astoria.

“How did they do this? Moon Creatures can’t—”

“And yet, they clearly did,” Poppy said.

Astoria thought hard before she spoke her third question. “What were they summoning?”

Poppy dipped her chin as if to say Finally, the right question. She traced a sigil in the air, an old symbol that meant reveal, and the air shimmered and dyed itself red, beginning to flicker in a thunderstorm of violent color.

Prospero and Zelda whimpered in tandem.

“That’s not casting magic,” Astoria said. Magic didn’t look like that; it was stabler, drifting in gentle currents, not mashing like the sea. Magic didn’t feel like that; it was gusty and powerful, not heavy enough to drown in. Magic didn’t taste like that, like choking on ash and steel in a firescape.

“It is,” Poppy said, the words coming slow and thoughtful. “A twisted sort. Magic is as we make it. This just isn’t a sort we usually make. Whatever this means, it’s not something I’ve seen before. I do not know what they raised.”

Poppy paused and cocked her head. Astoria knew that look. She shifted the grip on her sword and scanned the area, running through breathing patterns to focus her mind. Prospero and Zelda, picking up on it, growled.

“Something is still alive here,” Poppy said.

All sorts of magical creatures existed in the national park, most of them ancient. Banshees caught in their death loops, harpies that dwelled deep in untouched lands, any manner of sand dweller, too low-level to even have names, drawn to flesh and fear. They didn’t end up in cities much, driven away by all the bustle. But there was enough sprawl in LA to keep them here, and they swarmed any park big enough. This was what New York City witches never understood—the world they lived in was more domesticated than the one Astoria had been born to tame.

Astoria twisted her wrist in three quick circles and caught hold of the air. Magic groaned like it didn’t belong to Astoria. Despite the fog hanging over the summoning, she could harness none of that strange magic. It roiled, as if sentient, and resisted.

Astoria knew better than to discredit the potential that magic was alive, at least after knowing Joan, which struck a chord in her, deep and fearful. She tried again, channeling harder, and cast her spell. The wind died and the world stilled. Astoria took slow, quiet steps toward the bodies again, tense as she scanned for movement, breath, magic. There were bodies on top of other bodies, half hiding faces and torsos and limbs. Astoria made a slow sweep, registering not even a twitch among them. She took a few more steps and turned back to her mother.

“Are you sure?” Astoria said. Her ears rang faintly. The world was caught on an exhale, waiting.

“Move aside,” Poppy said, raising her arm and preparing to cast. Astoria moved a pace to the side, another, was on the third when her foot refused to move.

Her sword swung down on reflex, narrowly missing the hand that was stretching out of the ground, grasping Astoria around her ankle. Its jagged fingernails drew blood, and she swung again as the hand was snatched back. Astoria was nearly obliterated by the blast as the creature erupted from the ground, throwing a trillion grains of sand into scattered glittering arcs.

Her heart rate gave a steady uptick, adrenaline flooding her, and Astoria jumped, fueled by spells and the charms woven into her boots, propelling herself upward and away so she could evaluate the situation. React, make room. Assess, attack. Astoria’s every move was a choreographed dance. Her feet connected with the earth and sent a thrill up her body. Her ankle was bloodied, but she could still fight.

“Fae, stand down,” Poppy said from her position several yards away. “Tell us what happened here.”

Astoria got a good look at her attacker, who indeed looked like a fae, though their eyes and elongated fingernails dripped golden blood and the wings at their back looked crooked, wrong. They had a sword in their hand. The flesh that gripped it smoked and burned.

The fae made a noise, as if they were trying to speak but their vocal cords had been mangled.

“What’s the plan?” Astoria asked Poppy. Assess. Attack. She ran through everything she knew about fighting fae. The claws were an issue, as was their ability to shape-shift.

The sword matched Astoria’s own, though it was a bit more ornate.

“Is this what they were summoning?” Poppy said, mostly to herself. “Did it not go quite right?”

Astoria warily tracked the fae’s movement. There was something magnetic about that sword. It hummed at her.

“Mama—” Astoria began, and then the fae moved.

Faster than they had moved before, faster than Astoria had ever seen a fae move. Their wings streamed behind them as they lunged for Poppy faster than Astoria could track, despite the spells pressed into her that heightened her senses. Her question turned into a strangled yell as she reacted, reaching out a helpless hand as she tried to cast fast enough to save her mother.

Poppy sent a blast of energy at the fae with a twitch of her fingers, slowing it, then forcing it back a step or two. Astoria was there a moment later, throwing out her own blast of energy. The fae sidestepped that one, rushing for Astoria, and was met with her blade. They clashed, steel against steel. Astoria’s sword developed a fissure with a high-pitched cracking noise as the magic in it fractured.

The fae was moving faster than Astoria’s spells could keep up, and they slipped around her guard once, twice, landing little slices on Astoria each time, face flickering between features, like they were struggling to control their shape-shifting abilities.

Astoria took hold of the air again with great effort, thickening it to slow the fae, and whistled once. Prospero crashed into the creature, bowling them to the ground, and Astoria cast immediately to bind them in place. She thought they would interrogate the creature, but Poppy, from her comfortable position on the sidelines, twisted her fingers into claws and pulled them apart.

The fae screamed in agony before the spell completed and blood spilled from their mouth. They choked on it, golden and thick, before going still. The sword fell from their hand.

Poppy approached calmly and knelt to inspect the body.

“Did you really have to kill them?” Astoria asked, mastering her breathing. Death was an old friend, but it never stopped being tragic.

“You should have been able to handle that on your own, Story. Do we need to increase your training?” Poppy said, as Astoria wiped her damaged blade off in the sand. Zelda growled at the remains of the creature, crouched low to the ground.

“I’m maxed out on patrol shifts. We’re already strict to the point of being unreasonable.” It was Astoria who said this, but both the women knew they were Wren’s words.

“You know how I feel about this kind of talk,” Poppy chided. We’re here to keep the humans safe, the Head Witch of California insisted. Astoria agreed. Defending the defenseless was something she believed in: Humans and witches should be protected.

But she had seen that there was a world of freedom between California and anarchy, and it looked rather like New York.

Astoria dropped the topic before it could escalate; her change was slow going, and she’d been picking away at Poppy for two years.

“What was it? That’s the wrong color for fae blood,” Astoria said. “And I’ve never seen one with a sword.”

Poppy stood. “I’m not quite sure.” She said no more, hands on her hips as she looked down at the corpse. Astoria’s mother, despite it all, was a fearsome presence. She always had an answer. Always. She made them up when she had to. This was a very bad sign.

Astoria broke the silence. “What are we doing about this?” she asked, gesturing vaguely at the dead desert fae and their magic end.

Poppy’s lips were turned down at the edges, though her eyes were unreadable behind the reflective circles of her sunglasses.

“Leave them. This blip showed up on my map, not on the official one.” She turned back the way they’d come, back to the center of the valley and to the runes burned into a rock there.

“The heads of family should know about this,” Astoria said. “And we should bury them.”

“Speak of this to no one,” Poppy snapped. “If Others are summoning things, we’ll need to increase patrols, set a curfew, and get to the bottom of this. That isn’t something you do in bits. I expect silence out of you until I roll out comprehensive marching orders, and then—”

“And then?” Astoria said, her temper showing itself in a rare uncontrolled flash.

Poppy’s gaze was level when she flipped up her sunglasses to stare her daughter down. “And even then, I expect you to keep your mouth shut and do as I say.”

Astoria still had her broken sword in her hand, and her wrist flexed involuntarily. She breathed in, calmed her rage as she counted to ten, breathed out. Made her voice level and reasonable as she repeated herself. “The heads of family should know about this.”

“No, Astoria,” Poppy said, brooking no argument. “Not a single word.”

She turned away.

Astoria stared at the fae, that ringing in her head gaining strength. She blinked and found herself kneeling by their body. Another blink, and that strange sword was in her hand. Her grip tightened. She stood.
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Astoria met Wren in Venice Beach, both of them blipping across Los Angeles via the portal system witches used to travel in California.

Astoria arrived at their customary restaurant early and ordered for them. Wren arrived ten minutes late, as always, aviator sunglasses slipping down her nose. She was still dressed in her cute work clothes—button-down and nice jeans—and launched into a discussion of the half day at school and something funny one of her kids had said.

There was no hello, only a wide smile out of Wren and a general softening out of Astoria as Wren said, “You’re such a stickler for time,” which was her own sort of apology.

They paced the beach, well versed in the process of walking and eating. Around them the beach was full of sun tanners, even in the middle of the week, and the waves crashed gently.

When they’d met, Astoria Wardwell had been remade for the very first time.

Wren finished up her lunch and a short story about her boyfriend, Ray, and Astoria tried to ignore the way Wren lit up at the mention of him. Her feelings for Wren were eternal—Astoria feared they might be the building blocks of her whole person. Pull a piece, and Astoria fell apart.

She’d tried, to pull the pieces. What she wouldn’t give to excise Wren from that corner of her heart.

“It will be nice to visit New York again,” Wren said. “Even if it is for a Coven meeting. I have a roster of events lined up with Joan and the gang.”

New York was hosting the annual US Coven meeting this year, and Astoria had insisted Wren and Ray be allowed to tag along with the Wardwells when they went to report on events in their state over the past year. It would be a predictably tense meeting: Poppy hated that Valeria Greenwood refused to implement her Californian patrol system.

“New York is—” Astoria began.

“I know,” Wren said. Astoria’s least favorite place on earth, big and loud and stinking and crowded.

New York was the last place Astoria ever wanted to go, at least when it contained people Astoria would rather avoid until the end of time, just so she never had to untangle her emotions.

A dawn-lit room, and an almost kiss.

New York was everything Astoria wanted and couldn’t have.

“It’ll be good for you to see her,” Wren said vaguely. “All of them. You’re better with them.”

Astoria took this like a knife to the gut, looking at Wren in betrayal, and whatever Wren saw on Astoria’s face made her laugh lightly. Astoria felt weightless at the sound; she felt sick. Walking around as if nothing were out of the ordinary, as if the Coven meeting would be a fun little vacation, when this morning Astoria had watched birds feast on mangled fae flesh.

“So,” Wren said. Her tone had changed to become deceptively light. She slipped an arm through Astoria’s and leaned away to lob their containers in the nearby trash before returning to Astoria’s side. “Are you going to explain why you were out patrolling this morning? I saw the schedule. You weren’t on call.”

Astoria’s mind was sparking senselessly at the feeling of Wren against her, but she had enough of her wits about her to process the question. And her mother’s warning. And the fact that she hadn’t told Wren anything about this morning.

Wren had closed her eyes to feel the ocean breeze on her face, trusting Astoria to lead her. The smile on Wren’s face was fragile, and she spoke to fill Astoria’s silence.

“You only wear your hair like that when you’ve been fighting.”

Two tight braids against her skull. Astoria’s free hand drifted up to touch her head. “My mother called me in,” she said.

“To do what?”

Poppy had laid down a direct order, and Astoria did not disobey her mother. “Patrol.”

Wren knew Astoria better than anyone, which meant she knew when Astoria was keeping something from her. She veered them toward the water and disengaged to strip off her shoes and stand in the ocean, teeth gritted against the cold. The waves tugged at her feet, greedy and grasping, trying to pull Wren closer. Astoria joined her, close enough to touch.

Wren didn’t ask Astoria to elaborate. They both knew, in the end, Poppy always won.

Astoria’s skin buzzed with the chill of the water and the proximity to Wren and the way staying silent felt like lying. It was Wren, and she could be trusted; some magic was affecting the fae, and Wren would want to be the first to know and the first to help. Astoria ran through a hundred reasons why Wren should know, and still she could not make her mouth move.

“All that space,” Wren said, staring out across the horizon. “Looking at it makes the world seem infinite, endless. And yet somehow Poppy always crushes it to the size of her ego.”

Astoria wasn’t pathetic enough to say sorry or so far gone she’d tell Wren off for talking about her mother like that. But she felt the apology pushing against her lips, and she bit down to keep it in. Wren already knew she was sorry; there was nothing else to say. They’d done everything together since the time they were three. Swimming lessons, vacations, sleepovers. Astoria had listened to Wren fret over her first crush. Wren had dragged Astoria through their support magic classes at the Akademie when Astoria was struggling. They’d roomed together at their human college and been inseparable even as they diverged to different majors, coming together for late-night food hunts on campus, whispered conversations in the dark, and physical training as part of Poppy’s patrol system.

When Astoria got into a fight, it was Wren who always had her back, despite everything, despite the fact that Wren had a visible dislike for Poppy’s ruling methods and they both knew, but wouldn’t say, that Astoria was merely an extension of those very methods.

Wren brightened with a smile, directed its full wattage at Astoria. “Well, I’m here,” she said. “If you decide you want to tell me later. I’m always here.”

Astoria bobbed a nod, not trusting herself to speak, and when she could not bear to look at Wren anymore, she looked out across that same horizon.
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Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. As an
author, | am so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you,
and | hope you will join me in passing our love of books on to the next generation
of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

+In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

+ In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

« Read to children in your life daily.
» Model reading as a fun activity.
Together, we | . Reduce screen time.
can commit to | « Start a family, school, or community book club.

Raising Readers Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

dch Listen to audiobooks.

an ,C ONGE | | Read the book before you see the movie.
this trend. | . Encourage your child to read aloud to o pet or

How? stuffed animal.
« Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.org, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consurmer”
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