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      The steady drip, drip, drip of brewing potion marked the passing seconds in my Great-Aunt Agatha’s quiet library. Vanilla mixed with the scent of the old spellbooks crammed into the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, easily making this room my favorite place on earth. But even snuggled into a cozy armchair with a juicy book on witchcraft, I couldn’t settle and relax.

      Something was wrong with my magic.

      Weeks after my warlock run-in and a meet and greet with an early grave, my brownies came out like charred pans of meatloaf. I’d burned an entire batch of angel food cakes just by standing near the oven and my never-fail meringues had booked me a 24-hour bonding session with the upstairs toilet.

      Meringues.

      How do you even get food poisoning from a meringue?

      Agatha had banned me from her kitchen until my mojo stopped its tour of destruction.

      Tension squeezed my ribs.

      Not a gentle squeeze like a hug from mom. A sharp, panic-spiking squeeze. Like Seth’s weight on my back, grinding me down, down, down into the mud and muck in his failed attempt to drown me to death.

      I’d thought my life was on its last flush, but I’d survived.

      Now I had Agatha, the bakeshop, and the job of my dreams, right downstairs.

      I just wasn’t allowed inside.

      My great-aunt had taken me on as her apprentice for our shared blood and hypothetically for my potential as a baker, but if I lost my magic, I lost my use to her. Then I’d be packing for “home,” wherever that was now. Mom was being cagey about her location, probably because she was still busy cleaning up after my last arson.

      I could either hit the books or hit my head against one of the brick ovens while I tried to find the problem.

      I’d chosen the book option.

      Agatha’s library took up a good chunk of the second floor of our house. Although “our” was debatable. I’d only been at Agatha’s Bakeshop a few weeks.

      When Agatha first unlocked the library door with a giant brass key, the lock had clicked with a shiver of magic. She’d folded her arms across her pastry chef coat and treated me to a chocolate-melting warning.

      This room was for magic research.

      No fire spells or dodgy incantations while my powers were wonky.

      Agatha’s familiar would be watching me.

      Now Fondant was perched in a cushy bed balanced on top of the highest shelf. When I jammed a bookmark into my chapter on cleansing spells and hopped up to check on my potion, the pure white nightmare cat lifted her head to glare.

      “I’m following the rules.”

      Research.

      Not casting. Not baking.

      Research was the only thing I could do right now.

      Fondant’s ears flicked, but she didn’t curse me or banish me to hell or bust out whatever other magic she could cast. I took that as an okay to move to the corner table where my in-progress potion was steeping.

      I pushed stray vials out of the way and leaned my elbows on the tabletop to peer at my Elixir to Clarify Spirit.

      The purple solution shimmered and swirled in its round-bottomed glass even though I hadn’t stirred it in hours. The liquid at the bottom was more lavender than grape and the drip, drip, drips that plopped from the spout into a cauldron glittered as clear as spring water.

      It looked perfect, according to the instructions.

      It had to be perfect if it was going to fix me.

      Someone tapped at the door.

      I jumped and tried to block my potion setup from whoever walked in. Brewing a potion wasn’t breaking any rules and Fondant hadn’t yowled for me to stop, but my first instinct was always hide the magic.

      “Anise?” Agatha’s assistant, Lonnie, opened the door. “How you feeling, dear?” Her blonde hair was bobbed and glossy and her cheery energy warmed me from across the room, but not even that could crack my funk.

      “The same.” My tone fell flat and then kept falling, settling a few stories beneath Agatha’s jam cellar.

      “I thought you might need a treat.” The hem of her apple-print dress ruffled with her movement, and she set a plate on the table.

      A scoop of Agatha’s home-churned vanilla bean ice cream melted all over a slice of ooey-gooey brown pie topped with a tower of whipped cream. I’d memorized Agatha’s whole rotating menu, but I’d never seen this beauty before.

      “Is it caramel pie?” My voice rose, clawing itself back from the underground.

      “Salted caramel with a cheering-up enchantment.” Lonnie patted my shoulder, her touch as warm as the fresh-from-the-oven dessert. “Agatha baked it just for you.”

      “She did?” Only half believing, I grabbed the fork. When the caramel slid across my tongue, coating it with salty-sweet magic, my heart gave a wobbly, happy thump. Only Agatha could bake a pie so good it made your eyes roll back and spoiled you for anything else.

      I tasted the caramel alone. Then just the whipped cream. A 50/50 bite, then three-quarters of each, testing how every possible flavor combination changed the taste and the spell.

      The cheer enchantment had me smiling around my fork. Smiling for the first time in…

      Days? Weeks?

      “Agatha needs you in the shop.” Lonnie’s voice grabbed me like she’d yanked the neck of my T-shirt and a blob of pie plopped off my fork.

      Agatha needs me.

      I was halfway out of my chair when I noticed Lonnie’s face. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at Fondant.

      Agatha’s familiar leaped off her shelf and darted into the hall.

      Because Agatha wanted Fondant.

      Not me.

      My lungs popped then pooled, falling flatter than a matzah.

      The corners of Lonnie’s eyes tightened in confusion. “Is something wrong, dear?”

      My disappointed lips wouldn’t form words. I worked up some spit. “I’m fine.”

      She didn’t look convinced the way she kept staring. I took a bite of pie, glancing away and trying to chew, but Agatha’s Michelin-star caramel suddenly had the texture of a big wad of gum scraped from the bottom of a public bathroom garbage can.

      Maybe Lonnie sensed I was faking okay because she gave my shoulder a comforting pat. “What potion are you brewing?”

      “A clarity elixir.” Somehow, my voice came out smooth. “I have to fix whatever’s gumming up my power.”

      “After eighteen years outside Taos, you’re bound to need some readjusting.” Lonnie’s motherly, everything-will-be-okay tone shone sunbeams on my pessimism. “Your body’s building red blood cells to handle the altitude, and your spirit is adjusting to handle being near the vortex. Keep yourself busy and trust in your magic. You’ll be back to normal soon.”

      “I hope so.” The keeping busy part was the ant in my ice cream. How could I keep busy when I couldn’t bake?

      “Are you following Agatha’s advice?”

      “She told me to wait out the problem, but…” I breathed until my lungs were so full that I had to let out the air and share the thought that scared me most. “I don’t think waiting’s going to fix me.”

      “What else could be hurting you?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” The vortex was definitely a potential culprit. The energy field/portal/mystic force leaked pure power and energies from other worlds. It used to have my ears ringing on a daily basis.

      But I was pretty sure I was fully adjusted.

      Now I was worried my trouble baking had more to do with recent events.

      I clutched my arms tight to my chest. I was two for two at choosing psychopathic guys. Trust-busting Dylan, the jerk who’d outed my witchcraft to our whole high school and forced me to drop out. Followed by Seth, the hot but murdery warlock who’d ended up floating down the Rio Grande.

      If I kept up the trend, my next crush would be a death row serial killer.

      But who needed guys? I was finally ready to give them up and just practice magic twenty-four seven.

      My cauldron was filling up with potion, so I tried to make puppy-dog eyes at Lonnie. “Can I test a quick recipe? My elixir can’t be taken as a liquid.”

      Lonnie hesitated long enough to make it feel like egg beaters were churning inside my stomach, but I must’ve looked too pitiful because she finally gave a tiny nod. “Give it a try, dear. I’ll let Agatha know you’re doing a test bake in the house.”

      “Thanks, Lonnie.”

      She left and shut the door. Finally alone, I grabbed my silver ladle and did a twirl.

      This is going to work.

      I scooped the liquid into a vial and dashed into the hallway.

      Then skidded short.

      Wynn crouched against the wall in a T-shirt and gauntlets with a sword balanced across his thighs. One of my Shield’s hazel eyes creaked open. “Going somewhere?”

      “Downstairs.”

      He’d saved my life enough times that I couldn’t complain about him carrying a sword around the house. But honestly, how was he going to swing it in here? Agatha had her hallways crammed with little tables and vases of purple roses. She’d be pissed if he went on an antique-busting rampage.

      Plus, with Seth’s spirit scattered, there was no one out to kill me anymore. Seth’s landlord might be cursing me after I burned his place to ash, but Agatha said insurance was covering the damage.

      Either way, a bodyguard was officially overkill.

      Wynn’s contract was the other thing I needed to look into. There had to be a loophole. A way to unsubscribe.

      Or at least a way to convince him to stop following me around the house?

      He was driving me batty with the overprotectiveness.

      As soon as I cleared up this hiccup with my magic, I’d spend a few days in the library researching Shields and their contracts so I could finally figure out why we were stuck together.

      I’d probably read through the whole room before Wynn told me the truth.

      His footsteps creaked against the floorboards behind me on the way to the kitchen. All I could do was ignore him and focus on my spellwork.

      I headed for the smaller house kitchen. It had normal home appliances instead of all the fun industrial equipment and tools the bakery had. Not that I needed anything fancy. I was going to use the simplest possible recipe—a basic sugar cookie, bespelled with spirit-clarifying goodness.

      Taking a big breath, I anchored my hands against the purple-tiled countertops and focused on the sensation of my magic. It felt like the warm hearth fire that fueled who I was, and I called it out until red-orange light pooled underneath the skin of my fingertips, crackling like the static from a sweater fresh out of the dryer.

      At least I wasn’t having trouble reaching my power—just baking with it.

      I flicked on the oven with a snap of magic, starting the pre-heat, and then moved around the kitchen selecting my tools and utensils.

      With every motion, I repeated the same incantation.

      Let my spirit be cleared and my energy purified.

      I sifted flour into a bowl and shook it out in the shape of a pentagram, adding a little extra prayer to the incantation. And please let this fix my power.

      I measured a teaspoon of vanilla, then dripped in exactly seven drops of the elixir.

      Let my spirit be cleared and my energy purified.

      When the dough was mixed and shaped, I carefully lined the cookies on one of Agatha’s custom Silpat sheets, complete with purple pentagrams. I slid them in the oven with a last prayer.

      Please, please work.

      Resisting the temptation to press my face against the glass, I set a timer on my phone and started on the real glamorous part.

      Washing the dishes.

      The window above the sink looked out toward the backyard, but my gaze slipped sideways to the breakfast nook. Wynn had pushed aside the lazy Susan to lay his sword in reach and camp out at the kitchen table. I stole glances at him in between sudsing, half because he was asleep again and wouldn’t notice, and half because I couldn’t get used to his new look.

      He’d taken the worst of the damage when Seth ran us off the road in the gorge to Santa Fe. The cut on his head had needed stitches, and even though magic sped up healing, it couldn’t make his hair grow back faster.

      Or it could, but nobody was going to waste their magic on hair-growing spells for Wynn.

      Now, the shaggy mess that used to shield his eyes and dark expressions was gone, replaced with a skull-tight buzz that didn’t leave any of his features—or moods—to the imagination. I had the clearest view of his sharp cheekbones, strong nose, and disturbingly angelic lashes.

      How could such a cranky guy look so peaceful? So relaxed?

      “What?” Wynn’s voice cracked the silence.

      I jumped.

      The soapy bowl in my hands slipped and hit the sink. A mini tidal wave sloshed out, dousing my shirt in suds.

      If my fingers weren’t sopping, I would’ve pressed them to my chest to hold my heartbeat steady.

      Wynn’s sixth sense was freakily superhuman. I picked up the bowl and my sponge. “Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      Wynn shifted his weight, making his chair creak. His hazel eyes were fully open now and fixated dead in my direction. “Ask the question.”

      “Question?”

      “The one you want to ask.”

      I wanted to wrinkle my nose at his assumption, but he wasn’t wrong and he was giving me an opening, so… Why not ask what I’d always wanted to ask?

      I squeezed out the sponge and patted my hands dry against my apron. “Why are you always sleeping?”

      “Because I’m always tired.” He leaned back, closing his eyes yet again.

      My jaw opened wider than a black hole.

      Was that supposed to be a joke?

      “Why are you always tired?” I asked, hoping to spark an actual conversation—although four words in a string was already pushing Wynn’s gab-o-meter.

      By way of an answer, his breathing evened out.

      Asleep. Again.

      I bent back to over the sink, dreaming of the day I’d be able to bake without an audience.

      The kitchen filled with the scent of warm vanilla.

      The cookies smelled juuuuust right and my head was clear. No panic. No stray emotions mucking up my mojo. No worries so deep they’d shoot craziness through my spellwork.

      I couldn’t feel sad or sorry for myself surrounded by the smell of fresh-baked cookies. I was finally back where I belonged.

      So, there was no reason the enchanted cookies should fail.

      I tiptoed to the oven.

      The edges were the perfect golden brown and—

      Energy rippled inside the oven.

      I rubbed my eyes, hoping it was my imagination, but the tell-tale feel of magic whispered across my skin. The ripple turned into a shudder of power and black clouds poofed into the oven like I’d stuffed it with a smoke bomb.

      Not again.

      Heart clawing up my throat, I didn’t dare wait to find oven mitts. I threw open the door and grabbed the cookie sheet bare-handed.

      In the split-second before the pain reached my brain, I cast a protective heat barrier over my fingers. I flung the cookie sheet onto the stovetop.

      I hadn’t had time to set up a cooling rack, but I wasn’t going to need one.

      Ten seconds ago, my sugar cookies had been perfect little circles. Now they weren’t golden. They weren’t round. They weren’t even cookies.

      Smoke twisted around the blackened lumps that looked like sad, radiation-damaged turtles, hard shells and all.

      I let my fingertips hover over the mess.

      Their energy…

      The pure, silver feeling of clarity was nowhere to be found. Instead, a thick sourness—like rancid buttermilk—formed a big lump in my throat and plunked down to my stomach, landing with a splop.

      A failure.

      But not the end.

      I had a whole vial of elixir left. I could—

      Before I could finish the thought, the glass vial cracked with a stuttering c-c-ce-crash.

      Tar-colored paste oozed onto Agatha’s countertop.

      Seriously?

      What the hell was wrong with my power?

      Wynn pushed past me, the neck of his T-shirt yanked up to cover his nose. He kicked the oven door closed, cutting off the smoke belching into the kitchen.

      Right.

      The smell.

      Exactly how you’d expect an irradiated turtle to smell. Like a swamp fire with a whiff of disappointment.

      Wynn edged away from the counter like the cookies were dangerous.

      Maybe they were.

      I dumped mismatched plasticware from the cabinets, digging for a safe container. Plastic would melt.

      Instead, I grabbed the grubbiest, rustiest cast iron pan in the cupboard—one that already needed to be re-seasoned and Agatha hopefully wouldn’t kill me for ruining.

      I scraped the shattered vial and oil slick of a potion into the pan before it could eat through Agatha’s counters and then clapped a metal bowl on top to capture the turtle-butt smoke.

      The potion looked zero percent like the glittering original.

      A bubbling blub-hiss drew my gaze back to the cookie sheet. The mutated blobs pulsed like they were baked with boiling volcano mud.

      Using the longest spatula I could find, I corralled the cookies into the middle of the sheet and trapped them under glass before they became self-aware and rose up to overthrow the bakery.

      This failure had nothing to do with the vortex. Or with my emotions.

      My thoughts, feelings, and actions had all matched the intent of the spell. I’d nailed the incantation and the recipe.

      So I was positive the problem wasn’t the vortex or my casting.

      Something else was happening.

      Something bad.

      Something I hoped could still be fixed.

      A muted blub, blub, blubbing matched the seasick motion of the pancakes in my stomach.
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      I finished scrubbing the goo off the counter but didn’t have time to hide the rest of the evidence before Agatha busted into the kitchen. Her sharp gaze snapped straight to the smoking baking sheet.

      “Were you scavenging in Fondant’s cat box?” She leaned over the tray and plugged her nose.

      “What’s wrong with me?” I jammed my hands into fists. If she fed me another line about the vortex, I’d crack.

      Agatha untied her purple apron and tossed it over a chair back. She wore her chef’s jacket with Agatha’s Bakeshop embroidered over the pocket in black and purple thread. Just seeing the logo reminded me of everything I had to lose.

      This shop was my home now.

      Or I wanted it to be.

      I gripped the counter, hoping Agatha had some witchy wisdom or a magic cure-all spell, but in the pit of my stomach, I knew the solution would never be that easy.

      She removed the glass bowl keeping the cookies captive, then grabbed a knife from the drawer and poked at one of the misshapen lumps. “What were these meant to be?”

      “Sugar cookies. I brewed a spirit-clarifying elixir and—”

      She made a noise in her throat, cutting me off. “How’d that work out for you?” Using the tip of the knife, she sliced one of the cookies in half. Liberated from its outer shell, the middle plopped out like the guts of a stepped-on slug.

      “Not well.” I clapped a hand to my mouth, suppressing a gag. “How did cookies turn into that?”

      “Not the foggiest, but…” Agatha spread her fingertips, letting them hover over the baking sheet. The mostly purple, sometimes rainbow light of her own magic buzzed at the tips of her fingers. With a wince that made my stomach shrink up into my throat, she drew back her hand. “It feels like death magic.”

      “Death?” My voice squeaked out. Death was not my power. I put happy feelings in sugary cakes. Never curses. Never even bad intentions.

      Dizzy dread made the room wobble. I grabbed the counter to keep steady.

      How did I get infected with death magic?

      I wasn’t a necromancer.

      I did know a couple necromancers who might be able to help figure out what was happening, but the idea that my power was corrupted made it feel like a dark shadow was gnawing at my spirit.

      Wynn shifted warily, gripping his sword. What was he going to do? Slice and dice a bunch of cookies to keep me safe? The ridiculousness helped me stand up straight and take a deep breath.

      “Weapons aren’t going to help this time.” Agatha pulled a container from the cupboard and knocked the cookies inside. They made disturbing wet plops as they hit the glass. “We’d better pay the Wu family a call.”

      “Now?” I hoped so because I wanted the answers.

      “Give me twenty. I need to change.” She plucked the sleeve of her white coat.

      Not a bad idea. I hadn’t planned on leaving the house today, so I wore my thinnest, grubbiest leggings and a T-shirt with wear holes around its neckline. It was comfy as anything, but not the most appropriate for visiting a funeral parlor.

      I finished off the last of the dishes, then hurried to my bedroom on the third floor, careful to avoid the thorns on the purple roses that wound up Agatha’s banisters. I’d already pricked my fingers bloody more than once.

      Wynn moved too quietly to make footsteps, but I could feel his presence at my back stronger than ever now that we’d shared blood and power. He didn’t have the energy of a witch, but he had some kind of magic. I’d only seen him use it when he fought Seth and his warlock Hands.

      I shuddered. If those were the only situations where Wynn’s power came out, I hoped I never saw it again.

      When we reached the end of the hallway, I hoped he’d finally peel off and give me some privacy. Instead, Wynn crouched across from my door, taking up his post.

      I hesitated, hand on my doorknob. After everything that happened with Seth and even what was still happening with my magic, I shouldn’t be annoyed by something so little. Wynn only intended to protect me.

      But I was annoyed. Almost all the time. Homeschooling myself the past few years while Mom was at work, I’d gotten used to quiet and solitude.

      When he wasn’t in my sight, I could still sense Wynn beyond the doorway or sitting in the next room. He kept me from ever fully relaxing and the tension of his constant presence wound me tighter and tighter when I was already worried about my power.

      I couldn’t keep doing this.

      I whirled to face him. “Could you stop following me around the house? Please?”

      “No.” He crouched in the same holding position as always, with his eyes closed and that stupid sword resting across his knees.

      “Why?” The word came out sharper—a little more crazed?—than intended.

      Wynn opened one eye, and somehow crammed a monologue’s worth of disdain into that slit-eyed glare. “I’m keeping you alive.”

      The cold heat in his voice dried up my arguments. I swallowed. I couldn’t give in to him that easily. “But when we’re inside—”

      “Keeping you alive.” He was on his feet before my brain could process his movement. Both eyes open. The fury in that hazel glare backed me against the door.

      I’d caught flashes of Wynn’s anger before. He’d been rude and cranky all along. But this anger sank its fangs into my soul. I couldn’t meet his gaze.

      After we’d saved each other’s lives, I thought we’d at least made a truce. Apparently, I’m the only one who thought that.

      I still gripped the doorknob. It would be the easiest thing to disappear into my room, leaving this rift between us.

      But the rift was exactly what bothered me. He was seething and wouldn’t tell me why.

      My heart vibrated like a laundromat washing machine, but I straightened up my spine. “I don’t understand you. You’ve hated me from day one.” I remembered his furious glare the first time we met—that same rage cut into me now. “I don’t know you. I don’t know your story. If you’d tell me what’s wrong instead of giving one-word answers, I might even help you fix it. Otherwise…” I gulped, regathering my courage. “Otherwise, you should leave. Contract or no contract, this is making us both miserable.”

      As he studied me, the hate radiating from his body dialed itself down click by click. He relaxed from an eleven, muscles tense as a steel bar, to a four, leaning back on his heels and shooting me more suspicion than hatred.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said at last.

      “Exactly!” My fingers went rigid, and I would’ve shaken the guy if I thought he’d let me. “How could I know? No one has bodyguards where I come from, and no one I ask tells me anything about the Shields. Including you! I can’t exactly Google magical contracts, Wynn.” It pained me not to have the answers, but it was even worse when someone else had them and wouldn’t share.

      “So you want to know my story.” His weight shifted back, tension easing one more click.

      Seven words. I was really making headway. “If you tell me, I’ll listen.”

      “Not now.” Wynn dropped back into his crouch against the wall.

      “When?” I finally turned the doorknob, but I wasn’t letting this go.

      “Later.” He closed his eyes, ending our makeshift heart-to-heart.

      “Fine.” If he could one-word answer, I could one-word answer. I locked the door behind me and sank back against the wood.

      Was I the cranky one now?

      Probably.

      But at least when Wynn and I bickered, I didn’t have to think about death magic creeping through my soul.
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      Because Lonnie was out running errands in her SUV and Agatha’s purple hot rod only had two seats, we hopped into my fancy electric car. The custom lavender paint had a hint of glitter. Agatha never missed a chance to make something purple. Because even if she called the car mine, it was hers.

      She let me borrow it, but it would stay in Taos if and when she kicked me out.

      You’re not getting kicked out.

      I had to keep reminding myself, but a lifetime of being booted from schools, clubs, whole towns, and even a sandwich shop once was a lot of history to ignore. The other shoe always dropped, and it was usually a combat boot.

      I jittered the whole ride to the Wu house. Luckily, it was just down the main drag from Agatha’s. The locals called Warwick Street Witch Way and I still hadn’t gotten to explore it from end to end. I wanted to comb through every single shop from the peddler/possible gnome guy who made enchanted stilettos that felt like fuzzy slippers to the cluster of food stands where a witchy Italian granny cooked up paper bowls of zero-cal ravioli.

      But today Agatha, Wynn, and I were destined for the town’s only funeral home and necromancy parlor. Thankfully, it didn’t look like there were any services today. The huge parking lot was empty except for the Wu fleet of vans, SUVs, and hearses.

      One of their undead Servants was already waiting under the overhang when the three of us climbed the short steps. I hadn’t figured out how many Servants the Wus had on staff, but I was starting to think they could resurrect a limitless number of them.

      “Welcome.” The man wore a slick black suit and a piney cologne—looking more businessman than zombie. “Mistress Wu is waiting for you.”

      The subtle scent of incense wafted around us as we stepped through funeral home’s main entrance. I managed not to shiver, but the place gave me serious creeps.

      Blair Wu strode to meet us, flanked by two more black-suited Servants. “Anise. Agatha. My mom’s in the workroom.” She gave Agatha a polite nod that made her short hair bob. She wore a gauzy black top over black pants instead of one of her usual print dresses, and with her naturally dark hair and eyes, she was in full-on necromancer heiress mode.

      When Blair glanced my way, her energy rolled over me. The dark, spectral feel of her magic usually left me shivering, but now it hit me like a wall of warmth—as if the hearth of my own power was already dead cold.

      She winced. “What’s up with your power?”

      This time, I did shiver. “That’s why I’m here. Any ideas?”

      “Mom will know.” Blair waved me down the hall.

      I was already rubbing my arms. This place had the temperature of a walk-in freezer, and the dread sluicing through my veins wasn’t helping. I tried to focus on something other than the my-magic-is-seriously-screwed-up problem.

      The decor looked reassuringly normal for a necromancy parlor/funeral home. A flower-patterned carpet and generic landscape prints decorated the main hallway. No skulls or black flowers or human-shaped candles. Nothing that screamed we resurrect the dead.

      Until Blair stopped in front of one of the doors. Peggy Wu waited in an empty box of a room with zero furniture except for a gigantic marble slab.

      What the—?

      Peggy wore a pencil skirt and suit jacket and was busy arranging an altar at the head of the slab. The spread included sprinkles of what I’d guess was grave dirt, silver instruments, and little ivory rods that the swoop in my stomach said were finger bones. I’d seen Blair cast with them before, but they still gave me the creepy-crawlies.

      Peggy glanced at my entourage. “Can I have Anise to myself for a few moments?”

      Wynn moved behind me, stepping so close I could feel him bristle at the idea of leaving me alone. I kept my mouth shut. There was no need to speak up when Peggy was already staring at him like a gnat in her espresso.

      When the air shifted between them, Wynn retreated back into the hall and a Servant closed the door behind him, leaving Peggy and me alone in what I was struggling not to think of as a crypt.

      “Have a lie-down.” Peggy gestured to the slab.

      I tried to convince myself this was like a checkup at the doctor’s office, but instead of a crinkly paper sheet, my back hit cold marble. Wiggling back and forth, I tried to find a comfortable position but had to give up.

      Comfort wasn’t happening. Not when I was probably the first non-corpse on her table in who knew how long.

      Instruments tinkled against the stone behind my head. I couldn’t see what Peggy was doing, but as long as nothing touched me, I wouldn’t freak out.

      Well. I wouldn’t freak out more.

      “Tell me how you’ve been feeling,” Peggy said.

      “I feel fi—” I cut myself off before I gave a stupid answer.

      Did I feel fine? I’d only really thought about my wonky magic.

      Closing my eyes, I let out a breath and tried to sink into my body. The hard marble pressing my hips and shoulder blades. The sting from seared fingertips. And a blanket of tiredness that made me want to keep my eyes closed and turn this necromancy session into a nap. There was my answer. “I haven’t been sleeping much, but nothing is off besides my magic.”

      She offered me a shallow dish. “Can you remove your jewelry? Anything that’s enchanted. I don’t want any stray magic interfering with your energy.”

      “Sure.” I slid off my rings and earrings, which held protective spells and power wells courtesy of Mom. I hadn’t had a chance to recharge them after the fight with Seth, but I felt naked without my charms.

      Peggy moved the jewelry dish out of view. “Now I’m going to dab some oil on you.” Her thumb rubbed down my forehead, leaving behind a cool slick of herby-smelling essential oil.

      “What does it do?” Whatever it was tingled against my skin, colder than the marble. I should’ve worn a sweatshirt instead of a dressy top.

      “This will protect you from the pull of my power. It’s safest to take precautions when we cast on the living.”

      Good to know, except that Blair had never taken any “precautions” in front of me. Was that why my magic was wonky?

      “Try to relax.” Peggy moved to stand near my waist, stretching her arms out over my body.

      I should’ve asked her what spell she was going to cast, but I didn’t want to screw up her flow now. Swallowing nerves, I reminded myself that Peggy was my mom’s best friend. She’d only ever looked out for me and had my best interest at heart.

      Her power billowed over me thick as a cool fog, lifting every one of my hairs on end and coloring the air between us spectral green. The chill of it leeched into my bones, but something in the magic kept my jaw from chattering with the cold.

      I couldn’t shiver. Couldn’t twitch.

      But instead of making me panic, the magic made me relax.

      My shoulders sagged, loosening their tension. My breath and heartbeat eased, and my feet naturally spread open wider. Everything cold, calm, and deathly still.

      I would’ve been more worried, but Peggy’s power was meant to feel like that. Necromancy was death magic—it wasn’t meant to be sunshine and rainbows.

      “Bring out your power,” Peggy commanded. “Let it pool in your fingers as if you’re about to cast.”

      I did as she asked, reaching for my inner fire. My flames were inside me, but they were dampened somehow. Like my hearth was full of ashes.

      Black and gray and green ashes.

      I summoned magic to my fingertips, already fearing what I’d see. Instead of cheery red and orange, my magic glowed with wisps of sickly green. Like molding oranges.

      Decaying oranges.

      Peggy touched three fingers to my hand. The green light inside me flowed to meet her, magnetized, then merging.

      Because our powers matched.

      Death magic.

      Static crackled down the tunnels of my ears and panic jolted me rigid.

      I’d really been tainted with death magic.

      Peggy’s gaze flicked to the door. “Blair.”

      A creak sounded, and I lifted my head to find Blair peeking through the crack.

      “In,” Peggy said.

      Blair slipped inside, not looking even a little embarrassed to be called out for eavesdropping—although maybe that wasn’t what was happening? I couldn’t read either of them while they stared each other down, mother and daughter both wearing identical ice masks.

      I also couldn’t read either of them while my heart was beating this fast.

      When I wiggled on the slab, Peggy patted my ankle. “It’s not permanent.”

      I let out a breath at the same time as Blair, who flinched when her mother’s gaze rocketed back to her.

      “Feel her energy,” Peggy said.

      Blair’s magic whisked over me. When she pulled it back, the little twitch between her eye and cheek confirmed my guesses.

      “Her energy feels like she’s a necromancer, but…”

      “But you know whose necromancy opened her to this.”

      “Mine.” Blair’s nose crinkled. “My bad. Sorry, Anise.”

      I sat up on the slab. This wasn’t a lie-down conversation. “I would’ve died if you hadn’t done…whatever you did. I just need to know how to fix it.”

      “Wellllllll…” Blair’s tone circled up to the ceiling with her gaze.

      Peggy folded her arms. “There’s no fix. What Blair did was hold your spirit between life and death when it should’ve passed over. We’re all grateful she was able to save your life, but keeping a witch at the border has consequences. For you, that seems to mean lingering death magic snarling with your natural energy.”

      “But you said it’s not permanent…” How did we switch from “not permanent” to “no fix” in the space of a few breaths? I clenched the stone slab, trying to ignore the hope bleeding from the bullet hole in my soul.

      “It can’t be cured in the way you’re hoping.” Peggy shelved the half-glare she’d been giving Blair and sat next to me at the foot of the slab. She didn’t hug me or offer a shoulder to cry on or anything, but her tone softened enough that I could tell she was trying to comfort me. It worked enough to keep me from hyperventilating with dread. “It’s a snarl. Your power’s so mixed up with death magic, your body’s being tricked into acting like you’re a necromancer. But seeing as you’re not a necromancer, you can’t easily work with this kind of energy. That leaves you two choices. You can give the power an outlet, practicing and controlling it until it fades, or you can wait for it to dissipate.”

      “Wait how long?” Months? My stomach roiled. Please, not years.

      Peggy shook her head. “No way of knowing.”

      “Why now? I was fine until the past few days…” Kind of. I’d been fine when I fought Seth, and all the time after Blair saved me from that house fire. Had I done something to bring the death magic onto myself?

      “This energy was seeded in you,” Peggy said. “Now it’s bearing fruit.”

      The idea that I’d been carrying this energy around not knowing it made me feel half stupid and half queasy. “What do you mean give the power an outlet?”

      Because I was not raising any zombies.

      Blair clicked her tongue. “I could take you out to the cemetery and show you a few things.”

      Nope. No way was I doing any magic that had to happen at a graveyard. “I think I’m going to wait this out.” Even if it took months for my body to clear itself out, better months without magic than months messing with ghosts and corpses.

      In the meantime, I could keep researching cleansing spells because there had to be a third option.

      “That may be for the best.” Peggy’s diamond-hard gaze turned to her daughter. “Blair will take responsibility for her actions and help you however you need.”

      “Yup.” Blair pointed to herself with two thumbs. “I’m very responsible.”

      I didn’t roll my eyes in front of her mom. If Blair hadn’t saved my life, I would’ve been a whole lot more annoyed. “Is there anything else I can do?”

      “Live,” Peggy said. “Dance, kiss, love, and don’t fixate on what’s wrong. If you can be passionately yourself, death will never hold sway over you.”

      She made the solution sound easy enough—if slightly like a motivational poster.

      But I danced like a plank, had no one to kiss, and was about to be cut off from the thing I loved most.

      No baking cakes when my magic was soaked with death.
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      We had a quiet car ride home after I broke the news to Agatha and Wynn. All of us were lost in our own thoughts, Agatha drumming fingers against the steering wheel, and Wynn glaring lasers at the back of my neck. I kept my hands pressed firmly under my legs, just in case my death magic started acting up.

      It hadn’t done that yet—it only turned into a problem when I actually used my powers—but who knew? I wasn’t assuming anything about life with death magic. Now that I was sure what was happening inside me, it was like bony fingers squeezed my heart.

      When we reached the driveway, Agatha peeled off to check on the shop. Wynn followed me upstairs, but I slammed my bedroom door closed behind me before I could see where he posted up.

      There was a cat on my bed.

      Marshmallow white with grape-candy-colored eyes, Fondant sat on the lavender quilt, tail snaking back and forth. She wasn’t giving off any magic and hadn’t shredded my clothes yet, but that could change fast.

      I froze. “Can I help you?”

      Fondant leaped from the bed and padded to sit at my feet. I clenched my teeth, wishing I’d worn sneakers to protect my toes from claws. My sandals left open too much skin.

      Instead of attacking, Fondant delicately sniffed—first my left foot, then the right. A low rumble built in her chest. Not a purr. More like wasps about to swarm.

      I curled in my toes, wondering what I’d done to piss her off this time.

      After a few endless seconds, the door clicked open. Fondant butted through my ankles, letting herself out.

      Wynn held his sword, warily watching Fondant pad down the hallway. I closed and locked the door.

      Flopping onto my bed, I let out a heavy sigh.

      Magic cats set me on edge.

      I had no idea what magic Fondant was capable of and no way of finding out. No two familiars had the same set of powers and no smart witch would blab her familiar’s abilities.

      Putting her out of my mind, I grabbed my phone to dial Mom. The line rang long enough that I thought she wouldn’t answer.

      Finally, she picked up. “I’m here! Sorry, sweetie. Just got off work. How are you?”

      “I’m—” A jackhammer sounded through the line. “Mom? Where are you?”

      “Leaving the site. I’m bartending tonight.”

      The site? I jerked upright. “You’re not working construction.”

      “I hold a big sign all day. Much easier money than bookkeeping.”

      More jackhammering rang in the background and bounced between my ears because I couldn’t process what she was saying. “It’s October. In New York.” And my mother was out in the freezing cold while crazy drivers zoomed past her, probably on black ice. I was supposed to be the kid, but I felt like I was the one who’d failed her. “Why?”

      I knew the answer. She needed the money after I ran off. It was bad enough I wasn’t there to help her pay for the car or rent or groceries, but I’d left her with the mess of a burned-down fairground and questions from the cops.

      “Don’t worry about me, sweetie.” Her voice was disturbingly calm. “Tell me how things have been in Taos.”

      I wanted to spill. I’d told Mom all my problems up until now. But when I thought about dumping this death magic thing on her, my jaw locked up.

      It would make me feel better to let loose, but guilt had crawled up under my ribs and was inflating black balloons in there. I couldn’t give her more worries. “Fondant visited my room without destroying anything. I think she likes me now.”

      “Ugh.” The sound came from deep in her throat. “That cat is the moodiest thing. But ‘cat’ is a loose word for it anyway. Fondant’s been with Agatha more than fifty years.”

      “Ugh.” I made the exact same sound as Mom. “I locked the door.”

      “How are the girls?”

      “Mine or yours?” The daughters of her childhood best friends—Peggy Wu and Vanessa Salessario—were slowly becoming my best friends, too.

      “Both.” The smile in her voice carried through the line. “I’m so glad you connected with them.”

      “Everyone’s good. I’m doing something with Blair and Gabi tomorrow.” Or, I assumed we still were? I’d have to text Blair and see if she wanted to cancel our plans because of rogue death magic.

      My lips parted, wanting to slip the truth to Mom, but I bit down the words.

      My problems were my own.

      We chatted about nothing in particular until Mom had to clock in for her next job. “Call me again tomorrow?”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Be safe, sweetie.”

      A double dose of guilt hit my conscience. She’d be disappointed that I was holding back when I needed to vent, but I couldn’t do it, even if it meant suffering alone.

      I couldn’t talk things out with Agatha, either. Not that she wouldn’t listen, but my aunt was more hard truth than tough love, and I didn’t know her well enough.

      And Wynn? He’d stare me down with that killer anger/disdain glare he’d patented before offering as many as five words telling me to leave him alone.

      Instead, I messaged Blair and Gabi. Are we still doing something tomorrow?

      Blair’s instant response vibrated my phone. We’re living life. Want to go shopping?

      I read her message a few times before it processed. Shopping? Is that a good idea?

      Gabi answered next. Can we hit Santa Fe? I need supplies from the big pet store and a few other places.

      I hadn’t left Taos since arriving—other than that one bad trip down the gorge—but maybe it would be good to get away from the vortex for a few hours? It had to be amping up the bad energy in my magic.

      I’ll drive as long as we can do more than look at kibble. Blair texted back. You in, Anise?

      The other option would be sitting at home reading, which was honestly what I’d usually choose. But no way would I be able to focus on books. I needed to talk to someone or I’d go crazy, and I finally had the kind of friends who’d understand why it sucked to have wonky witchcraft.

      I wasn’t alone.

      I’m in.
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      We met at Blair’s in the morning. It was cool, but not frigid cold yet, so I walked, pretending Wynn wasn’t stalking behind me. The good thing about hanging with Blair was that he’d blend in with her bodyguards.

      Gabi was already waiting. She leaned against an SUV wearing jeans and a sunny yellow sweater, pouring over a shopping list the length of a drugstore receipt with five million coupons attached.

      “Morning, Anise. Wynn.” She shot us a smile that matched her sweater.

      “Morning.” I leaned against the car next to her. “What do you need to pick up?”

      “Just a few things.” She offered over the list. “We order most of the clinic supplies in bulk, but we always end up needing odds and ends.”

      I skimmed the items and frowned on a few of the odder ones. “Dinosaur nuggets?”

      “For the rabbits.”

      The rabbits? “Huh?”

      Gabi chuckled. “I forgot you haven’t been to the clinic yet. The winged rabbits? They love chicken nuggets, but they’ll only eat the dinosaur-shaped ones. Weird animals.”

      “Oh.” I was three steps behind just wondering why rabbits ate chickens. Meanwhile, her rabbits could fly. “And the bolt of black silk?”

      “For the battle crow. She’s been refusing gauze for her wing bandages.”

      “Right.” I really had to visit her family’s cryptid clinic one of these days.

      “Almost ready,” Blair called out from the house before I could ask Gabi why she needed poker chips and a sack of sweet potatoes. Or where we were going that sold all these things.

      Blair pushed two Servants out the house’s side door. “Just have to remind my brother that he wasn’t invited.”

      “Bradley can come,” Gabi called.

      “No, he can’t. He has to work at the shop.” Blair moved to block the door, but her brother pushed through.

      “Hi, Gab.” He had the same dark hair and eyes as Blair, but he worked a lot harder than his sister at looking good. Bradley’s pop-star grin pointed straight at Gabi and his whole face lit up when he saw her.

      “Hi, Bradley.” Gabi grinned back, but it was just a smile and not a smile like his. Did she really not notice? I glanced between them and caught Blair’s gaze. She did a head shake/eye roll.

      Wow.

      Why would Gabi say no to Bradley Wu?

      “Go. Back. In.” Blair punctuated each word with a shove and finally managed to jam her brother back into the house. “We ready?” She twirled a set of keys around her finger on the way to the SUV.

      “Ready,” Gabi said. “And I’ll treat you both to sopapillas at lunch if you don’t mind taking me around on all my weird errands. We’re going to the diner on the plaza, right?”

      “That’s not negotiable.” Blair opened the side door. “I’ve been craving their chai.”

      Blair’s main Servants took the front seats. One middle-aged woman and one younger with a long ponytail, both wearing pantsuits today instead of their usual sweat suits. Thankfully, there were only two instead of the army of them we’d needed when we were in danger.

      Shopping was only a danger to my bank account.

      Not that I’d be buying anything. The twenty in my wallet would pay for lunch, and then I’d be back to my natural state of brokeness.

      Being Agatha’s apprentice gave me a lot of perks but no salary.

      Not that I was complaining.

      When my training was finished, I’d be ready to open my own magic bakery. I’d be happy eating ramen every day for the next decade for the chance to bring my biggest dream to life.

      Blair banished Wynn to the back row of seats while the three of us got comfortable in the first row. Wynn was already snoozing by the time we hit the first stoplight.

      If I ignored the zombies and my bodyguard, this trip was straight out of another of my craziest dream sequences—I had friends.

      Gabi and Blair did most of the talking and laughing, but I chipped in often enough that I felt included. When we passed the tire-skids and flattened grass marking the spot where Wynn and I had flown off the road not too long ago, my heart hopped into my throat, but a few deep breaths and a few car lengths made everything normal again.

      When we finally popped out from the gorge’s cliffs and river, my head felt emptier, with less pressure on my ears. Less altitude. And less magical pressure. The magical hum of the vortex still nestled at the base of my skull, but it was way less insistent than it was in town.

      I let out a relieved breath. Gabi was rubbing her arms.

      “How often do you get away from the vortex?” I asked, already sensing the answer in the way she was fidgeting.

      “Not very often,” Gabi said. “I’ve never been farther than Albuquerque. It’s too uncomfortable having such weak magic.” She shuddered. “I don’t know how witches live like this.”

      I’d survived, but never thrived outside. Taos had dangers, but for the most part, it was a witchy, wonderful bubble and being farther from the vortex wasn’t what worried me about re-entering the real world. People were way harder to deal with than the lack of magic. “I wouldn’t want to go back to life outside.”

      “I’m not sure I’d mind.” Blair pressed a hand to the window, and her sleeve slid down, revealing an armful of crystal bead bracelets strung with shiny black tourmaline for psychic protection.

      Being a necromancer meant communing with spirits, but it had never clicked with me that the dead bothered her all the time. Thankfully, spirit apparitions didn’t seem to be a side-effect of my death magic problem.

      When Santa Fe’s buildings started filling up our windows, Blair checked her phone. “Food first? I’m already starving.”

      “Food first.” Gabi nodded.

      Blair’s Servant threw on the turn signal. When we parked at the plaza, the first nerves prickled my arms. Tourists packed the sidewalks, clustering around the tables and blankets where Native artists sold jewelry and carvings and art prints.

      Crowds were not my favorite.

      Not even crowds of witches. These were crowds of normal people.

      Blair made a charge to the diner, pushing through anyone in the way. We were in-between breakfast and lunch, but even at the off hour, every booth and table was packed.

      I stepped from foot to foot in front of the hostess stand, looking out over a dining room filled with screaming kids and bustling busboys. Nothing looked weird, but that creepy spotlight feeling pointed in my direction, pushing, pounding, pulverizing my ability to do anything but shrink.

      It was a feeling from my not-so-long-ago past life. That throat-closing, cheeks-boiling, they-know-you’re-a witch feeling that split my feet in two directions.

      Half freeze, half flee.

      These people didn’t know what we were.

      They couldn’t know.

      But my throat still scrunched up like bent wire.

      They couldn’t know echoed down the abandoned alleys of my brain. How many times had I told myself they couldn’t know?

      At school. At the movies. At the grocery store, taking out the trash when three wide-shouldered, wannabe witch hunters had cornered me. Cornered me and backed me up against a dumpster that reeked of fish.

      Witch.

      I’d never known you could ram so many razors into a human word.

      She’s a witch, witch, witch.

      No matter what I did or how I hid, they always saw the truth. It didn’t matter who they were. It didn’t matter where they were.

      The spotlight never lied.

      Freeze? Or flee?

      The hostess grabbed her stack of menus and I made my choice. I could freeze and still keep moving, but I struggle-stepped to the table behind my friends and bodyguards.

      Their feet moved normal.

      Heel-toe, heel-toe.

      The spotlight only captured me.

      When I sat, I tucked my hands guiltily under my thighs. I wasn’t wearing any charms for once, but only because Peggy had kept my jewelry, fearing the enchantments on my rings and earrings would conflict with the death magic.

      Blair drummed her fingers against the table without a thought, flashing pentagrams and crystal bracelets for all to see. I glanced from table to table, checking to see if anyone had noticed, but all the families and groups of tourists were focused on their plates and conversations.

      The knot in my stomach loosened a little, but the uneasy feeling stuck to my bones. I dropped my voice. “You should hide your charms.”

      “No one’s going to look that close.” Blair sent a glare around the restaurant, almost daring them to try.

      “We should be careful anyway.” Gabi tugged her sleeve over her charm bracelet and rotated one of her rings to hide a pentagram.

      “I’m not trying to get us in trouble, but we shouldn’t have to live in fear. We’re the ones with the power.”

      Were we? When those guys cornered me, I hadn’t felt like the one in power. If Mom hadn’t been waiting to pick me up… I didn’t want to think about what would’ve happened, and it wasn’t the first or last time I’d been cornered. “People are scary.”

      But I relaxed a little at the sight of our table.

      I wasn’t alone. Blair and Gabi wouldn’t freeze in a crisis, and Wynn and the Servants were literally here to make sure that nothing bad happened. Wynn leaned against the front window glaring, while a Servant sat at either end of our table, not even pretending to flip through their menus.

      “What’s good here?” I asked, trying to ignore the weirdness.

      “Their huevos rancheros are the best,” Gabi said.

      “With the Christmas sauce,” Blair added.

      “What’s that?”

      “Half red sauce, half green.” Blair folded her menu flat, choice already made.

      I followed their advice on the meal but stuck with water instead of one of the fancy drinks. I’d be mortified if I overspent my budget. Thankfully, Wynn ignored the waitress when she asked for his order because I hadn’t budgeted for him eating.

      The food was so good it made me forgot about all the evil in the world. I ate every bite of my eggs, then had to resist the urge to lick the sauce off my plate, even though the chilis made my eyes water and my lips sting.

      Gabi ordered us a basket of sopapillas as promised. I would’ve said I was too stuffed for dessert, but they smelled like clouds of deep-fried goodness. When the waitress set down a squeeze bottle of honey, willpower wasn’t an option. I watched Gabi and Blair drizzle their sopapillas before copying their motions.

      I was licking a stray blob of honey from my thumb when shattering glass killed the buzz of conversation. Everyone at our table reflexively turned to the source of the noise.

      Them, because everyone turned when someone broke a dish.

      Me, because I’d never stopped expecting trouble.

      An old man with tufts of white hair around his ears stood transfixed in a puddle of hot coffee. A waitress buzzed around him, trying to pick up the pieces of his mug, but the man stared straight ahead.

      Straight at our table. My lungs seized up in pre-emptive fear. Something was wrong. Wynn moved to my shoulder, tense as a spring.

      “What have you done?” The old man muttered.

      I tried to connect his gaze to our table. Who was he asking?

      Me? Gabi? Blair?

      He waded through the spilled coffee, plodding straight toward us. “What have you done?” He shouted so loud that all conversation cut off.

      What had we done? Definitely nothing wrong.

      I pushed back my chair, rising to my feet. Ready to run. Because we’d have to run. Using magic on civilians always led to more trouble.

      The man took another step and I could finally see where his gaze was fixated.

      He glared at Blair’s end of the table—straight at one of her Servants. The younger one with the dark glossy ponytail.

      “Shit,” Blair muttered under her breath.

      The Servant stood, face as blank as if she was staring at a wall. “You have to calm down, sir.”

      “Sir?” The man spluttered. “Sir? Beth. What have they done to you, Beth?”

      Holy…

      A name? He recognized Blair’s Servant?

      If I stumbled onto the reanimated body of someone I’d thought was dead, I’d freak and I knew magic. The closest this guy had ever gotten to the supernatural was probably a rerun of Ghost Hunters.

      We needed to get out of here.

      The man took another step, reaching like he was going to grasp Beth’s shoulders.

      She moved back, avoiding his touch, but her eyebrows furrowed. “Carl?” The name popped out like she’d dredged it from the depths of her memory and remembering didn’t make her happy. She pointed to the door. “You need to leave.”

      “Baby. How are you here? Forty years… You!” Carl snarled at Blair. “You stole her from me?”

      “I didn’t steal anyone.” Blair slapped a pile of cash down on the table. “We’re going now.”

      “Like hell you are.” Carl sidestepped to block the front door. “You’re not taking my Beth again.”

      Blair’s fists bunched at her sides, but she kept her voice even. “Sir. I know this must be a shock, but we shouldn’t talk about it here. If you’ll come—”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you witches.” He spat the last word like a hex and a collective gasp echoed through the restaurant. I jammed shaking fingers into my pockets, willing my magic not to spill out, but I’d been through this enough times to recognize that the can was open and worms were already wriggling all over our shoes.

      “Witches and demons.” Carl whirled to face the other tables. “They stole Beth from her grave.”

      Mutters broke out along with a slick of cold sweat on my neck. Wynn had shouldered in front of me, forming a one-man wall.

      I tugged his shirt. “We have to split.” Wynn gave a tight nod, but unless he body-slammed the guy, we couldn’t make a move yet.

      A few men jumped to their feet and moved in front of their families like we were the ones who were dangerous.

      “Give me back my wife!” Carl bellowed.

      His wife?

      My jaw officially hit the linoleum.

      Beth had taken a defensive stance, but beyond that, her expression was flat. Zero recognition or excitement to reunite with her long-lost husband.

      Did she even remember him?

      “Sir.” Blair spoke through her teeth, fighting to keep cool. “This isn’t the place to—”

      “Demons!” His eyes were glassy. Bloodshot. Crazed.

      Demons didn’t exist, but when people started hysterically calling you one, it wasn’t the time to explain the finer points of spirits and magical creatures. We had to get this guy away from our exit before someone pulled a gun.

      Fire burned in my fingertips, but I forced myself to breathe evenly, keeping the magic from leaking. No fires this time. If I burned down the building, I’d just be enforcing why everyone in the restaurant was gaping at us in knee-shaking terror.

      Carl lunged for Beth.

      She caught him by the wrists and hurled him away from the rest of us. He banged into the closest table, shaking plates and glasses, but he was beyond noticing if it hurt.

      “Carl.” Her voice was calm as a preschool school teacher talking down a toddler mid-tantrum. “I’m dead. I died a long time ago. You need to stop acting like this.”

      “Beth!” He lunged again, this time almost tipping her over.

      Beth caught her balance, but she was done being gentle. She did a weird judo move and levered the man over her hip. I should’ve bolted for the door, but I was transfixed as he sailed in an arc to land flat on his back in the seeping edge of his spilled coffee.

      A crack echoed in the silence.

      “Let’s go,” Blair whispered, hustling for the door.

      Beth and the other Servant peeled off without a second thought. Wynn grabbed my wrist, trying to yank me away.

      I needed to run with them, but…

      Carl groaned. His eyes were unfocused and no one was coming to help. Maybe someone would help after we left?

      But if they didn’t, we couldn’t leave him concussed or worse.

      I couldn’t let him die.

      I pulled away from Wynn. “I know first aid.” Maybe I hadn’t used it much, but I could at least check his pulse and call 911.

      “Anise?” Gabi hovered half out the door, glancing between me and Blair, who’d already bolted with her Servants.

      “I’m coming. Have them bring the car.” Then I could flee the scene as soon as I made sure this guy survived.

      Gabi darted off, leaving Wynn and me alone with the mob. People started grumbling and one of the ladies at the edge of the room had her cell phone out, taking a video.

      Fear flowed down my spine like a feathered cloak.

      I knew how this worked. People would get bolder now that the rest of the group was gone.

      “We called the police,” a waitress said from behind the menu she was holding up as a shield. “Don’t you dare run.”

      I was so going to run. But not yet.

      I hurried to Carl’s side and crouched to feel his pulse. It took me a second to find it, but the thumping was strong—maybe too strong? No blood pooled around him. No cracked head, I hoped. His eyes were half lidded.

      Was he conscious? I leaned closer to lift up his eyelid.

      Both of his eyes popped open.

      I jerked in response, almost tipping backward. His arms lifted. For a split-second, I thought he was reaching out to steady me.

      Instead, he grabbed my neck so hard I choked on my own throat.

      Wynn flashed into motion at my side, but I couldn’t make out what he was doing. All I felt were the fingers digging into my airway. All I saw were Carl’s bloodshot eyes, still glassy, still glaring with deepest hatred.

      I clawed at his hands. And Wynn—

      Wynn pressed a gun to his temple.

      No!

      The word came out as a gurgle.

      He couldn’t. Not here. Not because of me.

      My vision narrowed, smaller and smaller until the tip of Carl’s bulby, pore-spotted nose was the center of my universe.

      I wasn’t going to die.

      My magic roared, aching to come out. I was beyond the will or ability to hold it back.

      I gripped the man’s hands as the first flames flared around my fingertips. Orangey-red like hearth flames.

      His grip released. I sucked in a gulp of air. I had to stop before I burned—

      The red flames were gone.

      Green and black wisps of spectral power oozed from my hands.

      Carl had let go, but my power wouldn’t. I tried to pull back. To stop it. My inner flames obeyed the command to dampen, but the death magic kept doing what it wanted.

      Straining forward. Yearning. Aching to kill.

      Wynn hauled me to my feet, but I couldn’t break the connection to Carl. Death magic crept closer to him in reaching cords of smoke that bled from my hands. The urge to see this man dead wouldn’t let my feet budge.

      I had to send him to the other side.

      Had to watch the light fade from his eyes.

      I wasn’t stuck so deep that I couldn’t sense how insane that was, but even knowing, I couldn’t pull myself back from the edge.

      “Let him go.” Wynn tried to haul me toward the door, but it was like hands rose from the floor to hold my ankles steady. He ducked down and tried to throw me over his shoulder, but my feet wouldn’t lift. I was cemented in place.

      Now Carl was the one choking.

      His eyes rolled back into his head. He clawed at the smoky cords that twined his neck, but his fingers passed through the magic like air.

      Stop! I torqued my whole body, trying to pull away from him, but I couldn’t break the connection.

      Something screeched. A car flew onto the sidewalk, breaks squealing. Its door flew open.

      “Move!” Blair dove into the restaurant.

      She tackled me to the floor. As soon as her arms wrapped around me, the cords of death magic vanished. We clattered into a table, but I couldn’t feel a thing except relief.

      “Come on.” Blair grabbed my arm, hauling me to my feet.

      Wynn grabbed the other arm, and together they dragged me through the door, practically tossing me into the car.

      I hugged my knees to my chest and closed my eyes, but I couldn’t stop myself from shaking.

      My magic wasn’t broken.

      It worked fine.

      The real problem?

      It wasn’t my magic anymore.
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      We broke the speed limit the whole way back to Taos. I managed to sit up an hour into the ride, but all I could do was press my forehead against the cold window glass.

      I’d lost control.

      Or not lost. I had zero control to begin with. I couldn’t control death. I wasn’t a necromancer. The power was just riding along with me. I rubbed the goose bumps that still pebbled my arms

      “Well that was a trip,” Blair said when we pulled back into town. “Do you want to come over and talk to my mom?”

      “I don’t think that’ll help.” Peggy had told me I needed to live my life to let the hitchhiking death magic fade. After that clusterfudge, waiting wasn’t going to pan out.

      I needed to find an outlet and drain this power like pus from a wound.

      Even though my brain was only firing at fifty percent. I had a pretty good idea what that outlet had to be—if Agatha would agree to let me do some test baking.

      When I stumbled out of the car in the bakeshop’s driveway, it finally hit me that I’d almost killed a guy and just walked away. “Was that man okay?”

      “He was stunned,” Blair said, “but in no danger of crossing over. The ambulance was right behind us.”

      Thank goodness. I let out a huge breath. I couldn’t deal with a death on my conscience.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Gabi rolled down her window to ask.

      “I don’t know.” But I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I just wanted to be alone, preferably under a thick blanket with a giant chocolate chip cookie. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Be careful.” Gabi leaned farther out the window.

      “I’ll keep an eye on your energy but call if you need me.” Blair’s voice crept closer to concern.

      “Thanks.” I waved back and headed up the driveway. Wynn stalked behind me. He’d been seething the whole drive, but I’d ignored him and I didn’t need him letting loose now. It wasn’t like I could feel worse about what happened. I already knew I shouldn’t have gone back to check Carl’s pulse.

      Too late.

      And I really did want something sweet to ease away the day before I talked to Agatha. It felt I was carrying a pizza oven on my shoulders.

      I beelined for the shop door and skipped straight to the front of the line of people waiting for their turn to get in. Samira stood posted at the purple velvet rope, controlling the flow of customers.

      “Hi, Anise, what’s— Whoa. What happened?” Her bright smile rounded into a look of horror.

      I glanced down. My shirt was stained with coffee and my knees were all scraped from rolling into tables and chairs. And the way my neck ached, I wouldn’t be surprised if I had finger-shaped bruises. “Rough morning.”

      “Get a box of the optimism eclairs.” Sam waved me through the door, wards tingling over my scalp and shoulders. “Looks like you need them.”

      Eclairs weren’t going to do it.

      I needed serious chocolate. Maybe a whole brick.

      In the center of the shop, I stood and took a huge breath. My aches and tiredness faded away as I inhaled the scent of buttery pastry. I smelled hints of strawberry jam, a dozen types of chocolate, and the pure sugar deliciousness of fresh buttercream. Cakes and donuts and pastries were lined behind the glittering glass cases like tiny packages of temptation.

      I already knew exactly what I wanted.

      Jasmine stood behind the register, and her arm in its cast was the only reminder how recently this whole shop had been destroyed. “Can I have one of the double-chocolate contentment cookies?”

      “Of course.” Jasmine eyed me up and down but didn’t ask any questions. She grabbed my cookie with a piece of purple tissue and slipped it into a black paper bag with an Agatha’s Bakeshop logo stamped on the front. “This one’s on me.”

      “Thanks.” I took the bag and headed for the house, cutting through the kitchen. I shouldn’t have risked coming this way and hurting anyone, but I was so drained, I didn’t think I was a threat.

      Wynn grabbed my shoulder, yanking me around so fast I almost dropped my cookie. I shot him a glare as I grabbed the bundle to my chest. “What?”

      “We need to talk.” Lightning crackled in his eyes, but I was too floored to worry about his anger.

      Talk?

      With Wynn? “About what?”

      “You should’ve run.”

      My shoulders tensed. “I couldn’t let him die.”

      “You should’ve.”

      My nose wrinkled. That was cold, even for him.

      “Who almost died?” Agatha’s cheery voice echoed through the kitchen.

      I spun. Up to her elbows in dough in the corner, she’d paused kneading to listen to us.

      I hadn’t even noticed she was there.

      “Don’t mind me.” Agatha patted her dough into a big ball. “Continue the conversation.”

      I gripped my cookie, crinkling the paper. “We had…trouble in Santa Fe.”

      “Doesn’t sound like the fun kind.” She brushed the flour off her hands and tossed her apron onto a stainless steel work table. “Do tell.”

      “A man recognized one of Blair’s Servants. It was almost a mob scene.”

      “And she,” Wynn’s voice dripped contempt, “went back to save a crazy man.”

      “And he,” I echoed his tone, “wanted to leave the poor man there to die.”

      “Poor man?” Thunder rumbled in Wynn’s voice. “He had his hands around your throat.”

      “What else happened?” Agatha lifted my hand to examine my palm. She smelled like flour and cinnamon, but it wasn’t comforting when she stared at my skin with such intense focus, feeling her way into my energy.

      I drew my fingers back as soon as she’d let me and curled them back around my cookie.

      Agatha took in the coffee stains and scrapes and her eyebrows lifted, but this time her gaze swept to Wynn. “What else happened?”

      “Necromancy.”

      His one-word answer sparked a wave of shivers that curled my toes. “I couldn’t control it. At all. Blair stopped me before I could…”

      I didn’t want to finish the thought.

      “No surprise there, cupcake. You’re not a necromancer.”

      I squeezed my cookie tight, hoping I could count on Agatha’s help. “I wanted to wait this death magic out, but I can’t if it’s this dangerous. I need an outlet. I was wondering if you had a death recipe I could test…”

      “Oh?” Her face lit up like I’d handed her a gift in purple paper instead of this huge problem. “I have all the recipes. Let’s reconvene in the house. I don’t want you mucking up the mojo in here.” She nodded to Wynn. “You’re off duty, partner.”

      He stalked through the house door and pushed through so hard it hammered back and forth like a tornado had just touched down.

      If Wynn wanted to go through life angry at me, that was on him. My stomach gurgled, and I set down my cookie, suddenly ill at the idea of taking a bite.

      I couldn’t believe I was volunteering for a death magic bake-off.

      “Come on,” Agatha nudged my shoulders. “Let’s have an experiment.”

      “Now?” I was still achy and drained and possibly partly crazy.

      “You’d rather sit in your room miserable?” Agatha held the house door open.

      I sighed. “No.” I would be miserable if I sat upstairs, knowing I was waiting for my problems to solve themselves.

      Another layer of wards tingled, this time almost pinching when I crossed from the kitchen into the house. The redrawn wards were stronger than ever and I was grateful I could cross over at all.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if the barrier read me as a threat.

      After grabbing a stack of pans and tools, Agatha joined me in the house kitchen in a clatter. “Set these down for me.”

      I took the most precarious cookie sheets from the top of the pile and set them on the black-and-purple tiled counter. Agatha tossed me a fresh apron.

      “What are we making?” I asked, looping the apron around my neck.

      “You mean, what are you making? Macarons.”

      “Really?” My voice lifted. I’d never been able to bake them because almond flour was right up the luxury chart with caviar and champagne.

      “Really, cupcake.” Agatha pulled a tiny leather book from her apron pocket and thumbed it open to a page before smoothing it flat on the counter.

      I practically jumped to read the text. I’d been dying to check out Agatha’s baking spells. She’d had me chopping nuts and weighing ingredients the whole time I’d worked in the shop.

      Now I greedily drank in her secret recipe.

      The first ingredients were more standard than I’d expected—almond flour, 10x sugar, egg whites—but then it got dicey. “A drop of my blood?” I read down the rest of the instructions.

      
        
        After folding in dry mixture, use a silver needle to pierce the flesh, adding a single drop of blood to batter. Fold in, forming a pentagram and repeating the incantation:

        Death be swift, death be true, sweetness be the death of you.

        

      

      My eyes bugged out. “Agatha, this is—”

      Intense?

      Not at all sanitary?

      “It’s what?” She tilted her head to the side like I was the one being slow. “You asked for a death spell.”

      “But…” Yes, I’d asked, but there were so many problems with this spell. For starters, the health code?

      Because we for sure weren’t supposed to serve people baked goods that contained bodily fluids, including blood. “Why do you have this recipe?”

      “I have a lot of recipes there’s not much occasion for. Now we have an occasion.” She grabbed the carton of eggs from the fridge. “We’d usually age the egg whites overnight, but we’ll make due with fresh since this is just a test bake.”

      Egg whites?

      Who cared about egg whites right now?

      I closed the recipe book and started to untie my apron. “I can’t do this.”

      “I won’t force you.” Agatha shrugged. “But it’s worth testing whether you can bake out the bad juju. The sooner we get the death out of your system, the sooner you’re back in the kitchen and I’m understaffed.”

      My fingers paused on what was left of the apron knot. She was right.

      Even if the idea of playing with death magic made bile bubble in my throat. I couldn’t do nothing. “No one’s going to eat these, right?”

      “Why? Anyone you want dead?”

      “Agatha!” Did she take anything seriously?

      “If you can execute the spell, we’ll burn the results in a ritual flame.” Agatha tucked a few stray pieces of hair back into the net that covered her bun. “That’s a big if. Either way, no tasters will be sacrificed.”

      That was a relief. “I’ve never made macarons before.”

      “Then I can teach you the right way. Grab a sifter while I get the almond flour.”

      I tried to ignore the uneasy feelings swooping through my stomach while I dug our utensils from the messy kitchen drawers. Casting spells to harm—baking spells to harm—was exactly the opposite of my brand of witchcraft.

      I wanted the people who tasted my food to be happy, not to keel over in a heart attack. If that was even how it worked?

      The recipe hadn’t mentioned how it killed. Would it look like poison? Or maybe you ate a macaron and then died in a convenient car accident? Rubbing my arms, against a chill, I tried to focus on outcome instead of the recipe.

      No one was eating any murder macarons and we didn’t even know if the spell was one I could execute. Even amped up by the vortex, my magic wasn’t all-powerful and this morning had shown exactly how skilled I was at channeling death magic.

      At the rate I was going, I’d be scraping batter off the ceiling.

      When Agatha came back, she thunked canisters of flour and sugar onto the counter, then cracked her knuckles. “Shall we?”

      I tied my hair back, straightened my apron, and went to wash my hands. “I’m ready.”

      She walked me through the recipe step-by-step, showing me how to gently fold the dough with an African blackwood spatula, and reminding me to keep my intention clear.

      I needed a lot of reminders.

      How were you supposed to keep thinking death, death, death when baking was so fun? While I stirred soft pentagrams into the batter, my own reddish magic flared at my fingertips.

      I’d assume my power was back normal—I felt normal—but I’d been here before. Whatever I baked warped at the last minute.

      Except maybe it didn’t when I tried to work with the death magic.

      Agatha offered a silver needle. “Clench your teeth. And only one drop of blood.”

      The needle looked like it was for an elephant instead of a human being. Queasy waves roiled in my stomach as I positioned my thumb over the bowl.

      Death be swift, death be true, sweetness be the death of you.

      The prick seared like fire. I drew the needle away before I passed out or it cut too deep.

      A blood droplet formed, glowing doubly red with my magic. I squeezed it out and the fat drop plopped into the center of my bowl with a sizzle, followed by a curl of black smoke.

      Not exactly delicious.

      I stirred in a pentagram, repeating the incantation again and again.

      Death be swift, death be true, sweetness be the death of you.

      I’d expected the batter to turn an off-white color, but instead, it morphed into an unsavory gray, darkening as I folded. I glanced to Agatha, but she’d stepped away to avoid her energy messing with mine. She nodded.

      So it was supposed to look like wet concrete?

      Wonderful.

      I spooned the batter into a pastry bag and piped it in little circles on Agatha’s Silpat mats. I wasn’t sure if the pentagrams on the silicone added anything at this point, but the little circles made great guides, so the macarons came out pretty even. “Now we let them set?”

      “Usually yes but this recipe is modified.” Agatha offered over an obsidian bowl filled with cocoa powder.

      At least, I thought it was cocoa until I caught a whiff. It was something more acrid than chocolate, sharp and stinging at the back of my nose. “This wasn’t in the recipe.”

      “As if I’d write down the secret to a death spell? Keep your best magic where it’s safe, cupcake.” She tapped her temple. “Now give each macaron a sprinkle.”

      “A sprinkle of?” I wrinkled my nose at the bowl. The powder was coarser than cocoa.

      “Grave dirt.”

      Ew. “You feed this to people?”

      Agatha lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Does it matter what they eat if they’re about to be dead? Less talking, more sprinkling.”

      Hesitantly, I took a pinch. The dirt warmed my fingertips, which started to glow the green-black color that had never been mine. At least this time, the magic didn’t spill everywhere or call for me to murder anyone. It seemed content to stay with the dirt.

      When I sprinkled the littlest bit of dust on the still-wet shell of a macaron, a puff of green magic sparked. The wet cement color insta-dried to asphalt black.

      I repeated the motion over each macaron.

      Sprinkle, puff, sprinkle, puff.

      The shells all blackened. It wasn’t like using my own power where I felt the energy draining and really had to sweat. That would’ve been nice.

      Instead, I felt weirdly content. Like a lead blanket was weighing me down, but now it felt cozy instead of suffocating.

      The death magic was part of me.

      And that was not a cozy thought.

      When the dirt was all sprinkled, I dashed to the sink to scrub my hands. Hard. My preferred ingredients were cinnamon and vanilla. Not blood or anything shoveled out of a cemetery.

      “Into the oven,” Agatha said.

      I followed her instructions, even though this whole thing made me queasy. I set the oven timer for ten minutes and crouched down to watch the macarons bake.

      Their color darkened.

      At five minutes, Agatha handed me a length of cloth that I assumed was some kind of shroud and I rotated the baking sheet. When the timer dinged, the macarons were midnight black.

      Holding my breath, I pulled them from the oven.

      I mixed a simple vanilla filling while they cooled, but from the energy leeching off the tray, I knew the spell had worked. No need to taste-test. The cooked black shells seemed to suck up light, and I felt a weird smile on my face whenever I glanced at them.

      I forced my lips to straighten. The death magic was part of me for now, but I wasn’t trying to make friends with it.

      Agatha leaned against the wall with her arms folded while I piped filling onto the baked shells. I stacked the finished ones on a plate. Black with a sparkling white filling, they looked disturbingly like killer Oreos.

      Stepping back from the stack, I waited for them to implode.

      The filling started to ooze a little, but the macaron shells held. A roaring success compared with my messed-up sugar cookies, but it felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach.

      This wasn’t an ability I wanted.

      I wanted it to go away.

      Careful not to touch the macaron itself, Agatha sliced one in half with a silver knife. She squinted at the inside before giving a little nod. “Success. Did that drain off some of the death magic?”

      “Maybe the opposite.” Now I could feel death worming inside me, twisting through my own power like a visitor with blood on its shoes. “I can feel it more now.”

      “Yikes.”

      Yikes? “Any other ideas?”

      Agatha carefully moved the entire plate of macarons into the bowl of a stew pot and pressed on the lid. “You have to embrace death magic if you want to bake with it, let alone control it. The power might get stronger before it goes away. Now, I’m off to burn these before anyone has a bad day.” She hauled the stew pot off toward the backyard.

      When I closed my eyes, I could feel the alien chill invading my spirit.

      Let that get stronger?

      Not happening.

      Not unless it was my last, last option.

      I had to find another way to make the death magic go away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the next few days in Agatha’s library digging for better answers. She had a few volumes on necromancy that finally answered my questions about the Wus’ Servants.

      Servants were made from spirits who had strong lingering feelings of guilt, unworthiness, or other unfinished business that kept them from passing into rest. So mostly people who were convinced they belonged in hell.

      Except there wasn’t a hell, so they could only wander the earth, turning ghost or torturing themselves. Necromancers could reanimate a spirit’s body, giving it a chance to work out its issues and find peace.

      Or not peace, depending on the necromancer? But I’d never gotten a sense that Blair and her mom were resurrecting people for dirty purposes.

      It was interesting but did nothing to help me purge my own death magic.

      Whether or not I could raise the dead wasn’t a question I wanted answered, even if Blair kept messaging me midnight invitations to the cemetery.

      Halfway through a chapter on spirit-gathering artifacts, my stomach started rumbling. I marked my place with a stray chunk of angel quartz and checked my phone.

      It was four a.m. A weird hour anywhere else, but primetime at Agatha’s Bakeshop. Agatha and the other bakers would be downstairs kneading and portioning dough, filling doughnuts, and frosting cakes.

      I’d offered to at least help wash dishes, but Agatha didn’t want me hanging around and I couldn’t blame her. Resigned, I headed to the house kitchen for a snack or maybe a full meal. I vaguely remembered eating a turkey sandwich, but the way my stomach was eating itself, that might have been yesterday.

      Or the day before?

      Wynn lay flat on his back in the hallway. His sword rested at his fingertips.

      I tiptoed and held my breath, but all attempts to sneak were useless with him. The floorboards creaked when he hopped up to follow me downstairs.

      We were safe inside the über-wards cast by the entire Spellwork Syndicate. I’d mentioned that to him at least ten times, but he wouldn’t stop following me. I’d had to renegotiate the right to keep the office door closed after my slip-up in Santa Fe, and I wasn’t going to argue with him and risk losing what little privacy I had left.

      I seriously needed chocolate.

      In the kitchen, I grabbed a candy bar from Agatha’s stash—the big cookie jar on top of the fridge. It took the edge off my frustration, but my stomach kept complaining. I probably also needed actual food.

      I pulled out the carton of eggs and some vegetables to make an omelet that would probably turn into a scramble when I messed up the flip. Rummaging in the fridge for a stick of butter, I caught Wynn out of the corner of my eye.

      For once, he wasn’t tuning me out or sleeping. Was he actually peering toward the fridge? “Have you eaten anything?”

      Wynn shrugged.

      So, no.

      My lip twisted. I was locking myself in the library all day, every day. Was he not taking breaks to feed himself? “Do you want an omelet?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” But I was still making him an omelet. Otherwise, I’d be sitting eating while he watched me eat on his empty stomach.

      No thanks.

      I cracked a few extra eggs and sliced double the veggies. When I flipped the partly cooked mix, it didn’t get totally wrecked. It actually looked like an omelet.

      When it was finished, I cut it in half and brought two plates and two sets of silverware to the table. I set a plate in front of him. “Want ketchup?” I was already heading back to the fridge.

      “Ketchup? For eggs?”

      “Yes?” I grabbed the bottle and squirted a blob onto my plate.

      His nostrils flared.

      I let out a heavy breath. “Every breakfast place in the world has ketchup on the table. It’s normal. And delicious.”

      “In your world.”

      “Isn’t it yours, too?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      I fought the urge to scowl. What a ray of sunshine, that Wynn. He took a tentative bite of the eggs, lifting the forkful to his lips like he was my poison-taster instead of my bodyguard. His expression didn’t shift to hint whether he approved of my cooking, but he shoveled down the rest of the omelet in record time.

      That was as close as I’d get to his seal of approval.

      I chewed my breakfast a little slower, craning my neck and trying to catch the noises that echoed from the bakeshop kitchen. I caught the clatter of pans and occasional snatches of chatter, but I couldn’t quite tell what they were talking about or baking. After a while, a vanilla pound cake smell drifted down the hall.

      Would it be so bad if I just poked my head in?

      I was pondering the consequences when someone rapped hard on the back door. Startled, I jumped in my chair. Wynn was even faster, drawing his sword and lunging between me and the threat.

      But what threat came knocking at five in the morning? Curious, I peered around him.

      “Coming!” Agatha’s voice echoed down the hall. She stopped short when she caught sight of me. Her chef’s hat was askew and pieces of her red-brown-black-gray hair stuck out the edges. “What are you doing awake?”

      “Early breakfast?” I gestured to my plate. “Who’s that?”

      “A customer.”

      My gaze shifted to the black bakery box in her hands. It was smaller than a donut box, the size we used for cookies or mini tarts. But why would Agatha be selling cookies out the back door of her own shop?

      Agatha didn’t tell me to leave, so I stayed put at the table, even curiouser. She waved off Wynn, who sheathed his sword, but didn’t sit back down.

      She opened the door but not the screen. “You’re early, Xavier.”

      “Sunrise is early.” The man wore fancy sunglasses that reflected Agatha’s image and a crisp navy suit that would’ve been immaculate if not for the collar. Because if I wasn’t imagining things, his white shirt was spattered with blood. Fangs peeked out over his dark lips as he grinned my way. “Who’s the cutie?”

      Cutie? I ducked back behind Wynn. I hadn’t showered in days, and I for sure didn’t want any vampires thinking I was cute. His energy reeked of death like an aura of gray smoke seeping from his skin.

      I found myself leaning in instead of away.

      Yuck.

      “Be nice to my apprentice.” Agatha unlocked the screen and shoved the box his way. The vamp produced something glittery that Agatha palmed before I could see.

      “Is that death I smell?” Xavier lifted his nose in the air, giving an appreciative sniff. Wynn shifted when the vamp did, fully blocking me from view. Thank goodness. If anything, the undead should fear me right now, but I didn’t want to be on the vampire world’s radar.

      For any reason.

      Agatha tsked. “That’s you, honey. Have you been overfeeding?”

      “Only on the willing.” Xavier’s fangs poked over his lips as he grinned and offered a saucy wave. “Catch you same time next week.”

      “I’ll pencil it into my calendar.” Agatha shut the door behind him and whatever he’d given her disappeared into her pocket. She fixed me with a look so stern that the question I wanted to ask shriveled in my throat. “This stays between us, cupcake.”

      Seriously? What was she selling under the table? I nodded, but I still had questions. “I didn’t know there were vampires in Taos.”

      “Mannikins. All flavors, including vampire.” She waved a dismissive hand. “They stay their enclaves around the vortex unless they get peckish.”

      “What did you make for him?” Might as well press my luck.

      Agatha waved a finger. “Between us.”

      “Okay. Between us.” If Agatha was baking snacks for mannikins, I wasn’t sure I wanted to stick my nose in her business. Mannikins passed as human but were either partly or wholly something else, and that something else could be a real killer.

      If Agatha was selling to them, I could only hope she had Syndicate-approved contracts. Either way, I didn’t need the extra trouble I’d get from being nosy.

      But I was going to keep an ear open, just in case anyone else knocked on the back door.
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      More days passed in a haze of old leather bindings and yellowed book pages. It pained me, but I ended up skipping my baking classes at Taos Community College. I was better off hibernating when I might accidentally kill my classmates.

      As much info as there was on death magics, the books only talked about gaining or harnessing power over the dead. Not one scholar or spellbook mentioned how to get rid of that power when it was stuck to you.

      I tried a few other minor cleansing spells meant to purge evil energies—burning ritual candles and surrounding my bed with selenite crystals. I drew the line at skinny-dipping in moonlight because Wynn would insist on following and no way was he seeing me naked.

      Nothing worked.

      I needed more books.

      After my first shower in more days than I’d admit, I was ready for an excursion to the Wus bookshop. Their entire upper floor was packed with spellbooks, and I’d never gotten the chance to poke around, but I couldn’t imagine anywhere else having a better necromancy section.

      Wynn shadowed me on the short walk down the street. I was wishing we’d taken the car by the time we made out of the cold. I jammed my mittens into my pockets and rubbed my hands together in the bookstore’s heat. The place smelled like new paper and ink, and I took a second to admire the new additions to the cookbook display.

      “Anise.” Bradley Wu shot a toothpaste-commercial smile from behind the register. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      “I was hoping to do some necromancy research.” I’d forgotten Bradley would be here or I would’ve put on makeup. Or a ball gown. With his dark hair gelled up, he was model-hot, but more in the way that I wanted to stare at him than do anything about it.

      “In the upstairs collection? What do you need?”

      “Necromancy books.” There were no tourists around, so I figured it was okay to ask.

      “Well…” He glanced at the ceiling. “We have a few books that Agatha probably doesn’t have, but Mom keeps the good stuff locked up in her office. Or the bad stuff, depending how you see it.”

      “That makes sense.” Necromancy tips and tricks weren’t the kind of thing you wanted out on the streets, even among witches.

      “Want to head up and I’ll call home? I’m sure she’ll lend you a few in these trying times.”

      “Thanks, Bradley.” I headed behind the counter to the narrow secret stairway, but I felt a presence at my back and stopped short. “Wynn?” He usually napped on the sofa in the kids’ section when I visited. “What are you doing?”

      “You remember the last time we were here together.” His voice was flat and not at all asking a question.

      I scrunched up my face. “If I’d known I was going to get abducted—”

      “So I’m following.”

      This time, I couldn’t argue. I tromped up the stairs and into the shelves. Converted from a regular house, the upstairs was a maze of little rooms and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. I remembered a room that looked like a walk-in closet with a Victorian armchair and a whole lot of black-spined books. That was my best guess on the necromancy section.

      And I was right.

      I scanned the spines and pulled down a few promising volumes. Wynn took up his post in the doorway, folding his arms and closing his eyes for a catnap. I hadn’t planned on sticking around to read, but I got sucked into a handwritten journal detailing how to use crystal grids in death magic meditations.

      When footsteps thumped up the stairs, Wynn snapped to attention. Blair popped through the doorway, and Beth followed behind her, holding a stack of books—a mixed bag of glossy spines, old leather bindings, and spiral-bound notebooks. Beth set the stack on the floor next to my chair.

      “Sorry.” Blair pushed back her long, black hair. “I meant to send these over sooner, but that guy from Santa Fe tracked us down. He’s been hanging around the parlor, having reporters call and ask us questions. Total nightmare.”

      I winced. Human attention never ended well in our world. They either wanted problems fixed or made problems of their own.

      Beth stood with her hands tucked behind her back like none of this bothered her. I couldn’t help but ask. “Were you upset meeting Carl again?”

      “Why would I be?” She tilted her head to the side.

      “He was your husband.” I frowned. She wasn’t so much working out her life’s regrets as bleaching them away.

      “Forty years is a long time.” Beth pursed her lips in thought, showing as much expression as I’d ever seen on her face. “If I hadn’t died, I would’ve hated him by now.”

      Wow. What a love story.

      “How about you?” Blair held out her hands, one palm up, one down.

      I held my breath as I mirrored the gesture. Palm to palm in a witches’ greeting, our magics sparked.

      Her energy was dark and rich, like melted chocolate. It also had a smoky green quality that I recognized because the same energy bled from my palms, glowing brighter than my own reddish power.

      “No improvement, huh?” I didn’t need her to confirm.

      “If anything, it’s worse.” Blair snatched back her palms.

      I sighed. “Maybe I should start learning to raise the dead.”

      “I’m up for it if you are.”

      “On second thought…” I’d never be up for zombies.

      “What else have you tried to do to purge the energy?”

      “I baked a death spell.”

      “Like, killer cookies? You can do that?”

      “More like murder macarons. I can now.”

      “Wild.”

      “I know.”

      “No. I don’t mean wild like crazy, I mean wild like that shouldn’t be possible. Do you know how rare it is to be able to enchant an object with death magic?”

      “How rare?” My throat tightened.

      I wasn’t going to like this answer.

      “You’ll read about enchanted weapons that kill anyone who touches them, but that’s the thing. No one ever touches them willingly. They give off this obviously deathly energy that repels anyone with a brain. If you can charm death into something without making people run in the opposite direction, it’s the rarest, most dangerous kind of magic you could imagine.”

      “But it’s temporary.” It wasn’t something I’d carry my whole life. That couldn’t happen.

      “Still.”

      I grabbed the stack of books at my feet. “I’d better visit Sylvia.” My mom’s old friend was the cleansing queen of Taos, and I needed the magical equivalent of a hot shower. Not that it was likely to fix my problem, but it couldn’t hurt.

      “I’ll look through the rest of Mom’s restricted books and message you if I find anything,” Blair said.

      “Thanks.” I’d accept help from anywhere at this point.

      I carefully balanced my book stack on the way down the stairs and said my good-byes to Bradley and Blair. Shifting the books, I maneuvered to open the front door.

      Wynn surprised me, pulling it open.

      I gaped up at him. “Thanks.”

      He nodded without really looking at me. His gaze was already flicking back and forth, scanning the deserted plaza. I was extra conscious of him at my back. He was a great bodyguard—maybe even too dedicated of one—but he so rarely did anything nice or even polite.

      Maybe I should feed him more often?

      Sylvia’s herb shop was only a short walk down Witch Way. We passed cottages and castles and a squat strip mall, each one with a sign bearing the Spellwork Syndicate’s sigil, a pentagram flanked by mirrored S’s.

      I could see Sylvia’s mailbox when Wynn wrenched me by the shoulder.

      So much for polite.

      “What are you—?” My question choked off.

      Wynn stood between me and a man in a trench coat. “What’s your business?” His gruffness was finally situation appropriate.

      The man grinned, flashing unnaturally sharp teeth. His trench coat covered his bunched shoulders, and his nose was oddly stumpy on his narrow face.

      Something about him looked more cartoon character than monster. Like he’d been drawn instead of born.

      A mannikin?

      “You’re Agatha’s apprentice.”

      The certainty in his deep voice made my heart putter. I kept my mouth shut. There was nothing I could answer that wouldn’t put me in a spot, because odds were, he wasn’t approaching me on the street for baking tips.

      “I’m Girrar.”

      “And?” Wynn shifted his weight, ready for a fight.

      I relaxed the tiniest bit. I wasn’t alone. “Can I help you?”

      “Heard you’re cooking up death cakes. I’d love a taste.”

      “You heard wrong.” I ducked back behind Wynn.

      How had word gotten out? Not from Agatha.

      Xavier? He must’ve told the other vampires.

      But was Girrar really a vamp?

      Xavier had looked like a regular rich guy. Girrar looked lumpy, odd, and out of proportion. If not for his fangs, I wouldn’t have thought vampire.

      “We’ll make a deal.” Girrar flashed a palmful of gold and crystals that sparkled for a second before he palmed them back into his pocket.

      “Not interested.” My voice was firm. He would’ve had a better chance of winning me over with a handful of twenties.

      Girrar stepped forward. When he smiled, his fangs dug into the flesh of his lower lip. With a little face paint, he’d look exactly like a nightmare clown.

      I shuddered.

      “Are we going to have a problem?” Wynn reached underneath his coat, grabbing for a knife or a gun or something else dangerous.

      I focused on the power in my soul, ready to call it out if this turned ugly.

      Death magic and all.

      “No problems.” Girrar lifted his palms. “I’ll see you again. Make a deal.”

      “I don’t want to make a deal,” I insisted, already shuffling away from him.

      Girrar stayed planted, grinning that uneasy grin.

      Wynn followed me up the walkway to Sylvia’s herb shop, keeping a wary eye on the mannikin. I hurried inside and shut the door behind us.

      Long minutes passed before Girrar shuffled away, cutting through the yard of the peddler’s shop and disappearing into the shrubs.

      A sickening feeling spread in the pit of my stomach.

      What if I’d been alone? Would Girrar have taken no for an answer?

      I sagged against the door, trying to take deep breaths of the sage-scented air. “Thanks.”

      “It’s my job,” Wynn said.

      “And?” We’d had this argument before.

      He shrugged.

      I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms and headed back to find Sylvia. I needed this power gone before every mannikin in town dropped by for a visit.
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      Sylvia’s cleansing didn’t lead to any miracles, but it did make me feel a little lighter when I retreated to my stronghold in Agatha’s library. As much as I hated missing classes, I wasn’t going outside if mannikins were waiting to ambush me. Even if that meant repeating the semester.

      Perching on the window seat at the back of the room, I could peek through the curtains and spy on the back door. Agatha had regular early morning and late-night visitors who left the house kitchen with tiny boxes of who knew what.

      Most of her side customers looked human enough that they wouldn’t draw attention, but I flat-out gaped at the big, hairy creature who I could only describe as a sasquatch. He wore a puffy orange hunter’s vest over his Chewbacca locks and left clutching a box of donuts.

      It felt like the world spun under my feet. Nothing made sense anymore.

      Blair’s books filled in a lot of my knowledge gaps about necromancy but didn’t say what to do if you weren’t interested in death magic. I kept reading, determined to check every possible page.

      When my stomach rumbled again, I snuck down to the kitchen and tossed lunch supplies into a basket. I didn’t want to hang around in case more of Agatha’s guests showed up, asking what I could bake them.

      Upstairs, I pushed books out of the way to clear a space on Agatha’s worktable. Instead of closing the door on Wynn as usual, I’d left it open. “Do you want a sandwich?”

      Wynn hovered in the doorway, eyeing the package of ham I held up. I guessed he was hungry but didn’t want to accept anything from me? I pushed the plate I’d brought him across the table. “You can make it yourself if you want.”

      Warily, he padded across the floor and pulled up a stool. He lay his sword across the table, and I tossed him the bag of bread.

      “I’m not going to poison you.” I grabbed a slice of cheese before pushing the package to him.

      “I know.” He set two slices of bread on his plate and loaded both sides with ham.

      “Why do you still hate me?” It probably wasn’t the best time to ask, but I hadn’t spoken to anyone in days and the question slipped out on its own.

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “You don’t like me.”

      “It’s complicated.” Wynn slapped both halves of his sandwich together and bit into it dry.

      “There’s mayonnaise.” Unless he disliked me so much he wasn’t willing to ask for condiments?

      “This is how I like it.”

      “Are you just saying that?” I grabbed the bag of chips and poured a handful on my plate before flipping the bag over to him. If he refused chips, there was definitely something wrong with him.

      He took a handful and dumped them on his plate. “Why would I lie about a sandwich?”

      Because you live to be difficult? I managed to keep the words in but gave him a look that said what I was thinking while I crunched on a chip.

      “I’m not here to be your friend.”

      Obviously. “So, we can’t be polite to each other?” We were together all day, every day and the constant tension he threw out was going to give me migraines. There was only one way I could think of to make him tone down the hate vibes. Opening up, no matter how much I wanted to stay clamped shut. “Do you know what my life was like before I moved to Taos?”

      “No.”

      “I dropped out of high school after everyone found out I was a witch. My mom worked so much, I was always home alone unless I was working too. Now I can’t work, and I can’t ever be alone. You’re like my shadow and all you do is glare.”

      He took another bite of his sandwich and heat flushed my cheeks. I’d definitely said too much, but the words had been building up inside me for weeks.

      “What do you want to do about the mannikins?” Wynn asked, straight out of left field.

      “The mannikins?”

      He nodded.

      Wow. Since when did we talk about practical things? I’d take that olive branch. “I’m not planning on going anywhere they can approach me. If we see any more, hopefully, we can ignore them.”

      “Good. They’re dangerous.”

      “You’ve dealt with them before?”

      “Some.” Wynn chewed and swallowed, as wordy as ever.

      “And?”

      “And you should stay away. They all have schemes and powers.”

      I’d figured that much out on my own. “Sounds like we’re staying inside.”

      He worked on his sandwich. Instead of trying to pry out any more answers, I went back to my book.

      Wynn pushed his plate across the table. Using the underside of his gauntleted arm as a pillow, he rested face-down and his breathing instantly evened. Asleep already.

      I bit into another chip, enjoying the crunch. Wynn didn’t flinch. He wouldn’t until I tried to leave the room. I’d never figured out if his sleep alertness was a Wynn thing or a Shield thing.

      Now I had a fresh topic to research. Shields and Shield contracts.

      I spent the afternoon scanning through handwritten notebooks and pulling the ones that looked promising. I didn’t mean to start reading but got sucked into someone’s yellow-paged diary detailing the early days around the Vortex. The Taos Pueblo held their ground against the government’s attempts to drive them from their land, but then witches, warlocks, and assorted creatures had rolled in, looking to steal real estate on the vortex.

      After decades of fighting and losses all around, the witches and Natives finally formed a peace treaty, agreeing that the land—and the vortex—should stay under the care of its original inhabitants.

      But only the witches agreed. Everyone else kept fighting.

      That was when the Shields were formed. The witches recruited stray warriors from the worlds on the other side of the vortex, turning them from troublemakers into protectors.

      Intrigued, but realizing I’d gone off on a research tangent, I set the book aside for later. After my magic was fixed.

      The next of Blair’s books was Guide to Deathly Companions. I’d thought I was getting another spiel about Servants until I cracked the cover and found an encyclopedia of magical creatures associated with death.

      Cats and bats, owls and rats—that info was pretty standard.

      My fingers froze on the page with a hand-drawn picture of a gigantic black bird.

      Battle crow.

      
        
        Appearing as heralds of battle, or to wallow in the resulting carnage, battle crows feed on death and deathly energies.

        

      

      Gabi had a battle crow at the cryptid clinic.

      Right now.

      And If they fed on deathly energy…

      Could I offer myself as a meal?

      Fingers shaking, I grabbed my phone to message Gabi and Blair. What if I fed my death magic to the battle crow?

      I sucked in short breaths, waiting for a response.

      Uhh… A second message bubble hovered while Gabi typed.

      Blair responded faster. Yes! They can suck up death magic. It probably wouldn’t even hurt.

      I bit down. Probably?

      Gabi’s message finally came through.

      This battle crow is cooperative, but she’s pretty much a war god. As much as she’s grateful we’re healing her wing, she’s still in pain and might be too cranky to help. Then again, your magic might heal her faster…

      Was Gabi more worried about me or the crow? I typed fast. I’m willing to at least ask. If she’s not interested, I’ll disappear.

      I wondered what “cranky” meant for some kind of birdly demigod, but I was willing to take a risk for the chance at a quick fix. There’d be no faster way to find my normal.

      We can give it a try. Gabi messaged. But you’d better come over too, Blair. Mom and I can handle the crow, but not the death magic. We can’t let Anise get hurt.

      Now? I’d sprint over if I had to.

      As soon as possible. Gabi responded. She’s healed enough that she’s antsy to get home and we can’t hold her if she decides to fly off.

      Be there soon. I knocked back my chair.

      “Where you going?” Wynn snapped up, instantly alert. No blurry eyes or groggy wake-ups for him.

      “To Gabi’s clinic. They have a cryptid that might be able to help me.”

      “And the mannikins?”

      Oops. I’d forgotten for a sec. “If this works, the mannikins won’t be after me anymore.”

      Wynn’s eye twitched.

      I bounced on my toes. “I can’t stay cooped up forever.”

      I had an actual chance to cast off this magic and it didn’t involve zombies or embracing death. How could I shy away?

      Wynn didn’t argue, but he knocked back his stool a little too hard, dripping the trademark aloofness that shouted his irritation. I sighed. It was always one step forward, ten steps back with him.

      Ignoring Wynn’s consta-glower, I headed to grab a jacket.

      I wanted to bake again a lot more than I wanted to get along with him.
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      When I went to look for my car keys, Wynn already held them in a fist. At least he wasn’t pushing back on taking this trip, but I’d still rather drive.

      I hopped in the passenger seat and kept my mouth shut. Arguing would only make the trip take longer.

      Gabi’s family lived out toward the ski valley. We drove out of town until we hit the old blinking light—a four-way stop in the middle of nowhere.

      A man stood on one of the medians, holding a cardboard sign. Something about the bulky set of his shoulders tickled my memory in a sickly kind of way.

      When he flashed a fanged grin, my stomach dropped to the floor panels.

      Girrar.

      The creepy maybe-vampire who wanted to “make a deal.” He tossed his sign and jumped into the road. Holding out one palmful of gold nuggets, he waggled his other finger, gesturing for me to roll down the window.

      That wasn’t how panhandling worked.

      “Wynn.” I gripped the edges of my seat.

      He floored the gas so hard the tires squealed and we tore away from the stop-light. Girrar followed a few steps down the road.

      I shivered and ducked my nose beneath the hood of my jacket. “Is he going to keep bugging me forever?” My instincts screamed that Girrar wasn’t the kind of mannikin who’d keep taking no for an answer.

      “If he does, I’ll handle it.”

      The certainty in his voice helped me ease my shoulders down away from my ears. “We’ll take care of it.” It wasn’t like I couldn’t defend myself—but I had to hesitate using my full firepower until I was sure my magic was under control.

      Wynn nodded and re-adjusted the rearview mirror. There was nothing around but trees, shrubs, and the setting sunlight when we hit the sign for the Taos Veterinary & Cryptid Clinic.

      We turned off and rumbled down a long, gravel road until the house and outbuildings came into view. The land’s wards weren’t a solid boundary, but they hit me layer after layer, building up as we drove.

      The magic fell around my shoulders like fluffy blankets—calm and tranquil. Probably how they kept scared animals and mythical creatures from freaking out.

      The house was a cute, two-story farmhouse with blue shutters and sprawling gardens that were mostly bare trellises and withered vines this time of the year. A few of the barns were bigger than the house, and more little outbuildings than I could count scattered around the property.

      Gabi popped out the screen door and waved from the porch. Wynn parked us in a patch of packed dirt next to a row of three other cars. I headed straight for Gabi. “Is the crow still here?”

      “She is.” Gabi skipped down three steps and led us along a garden-tile path toward the outbuildings. “I’m not sure how much longer. She’s been antsy to leave the past few days.”

      “She’d only be interested in feeding on my magic, right?” I drew the line at offering flesh, blood, or any body parts a giant mythical bird might find tasty.

      “Just magic. We’re keeping her well-fed. Rats by the bucket.”

      I bit back a gag. “Great.”

      Strange cawing and trumpeting noises slipped out of the barns and sheds we passed, but it smelled like hay and farm animals, reminding me of the county fair.

      The one I’d burned down. I clenched my fingers tight. I would not set any of Gabi’s home on fire. “Where’s your mom?”

      “Waiting with the crow. Blair had to duck out of a service, but she’s on the way.”

      “That’s okay. I’m sure we can handle this ourselves.” Gabi’s mom was both a witch and licensed vet, and I couldn’t have Blair on call all the time to deal with my problems. Especially if she was busy with actual work.

      Gabi led us off the path, heading for one of the medium-sized sheds. “The crow’s a few units down, but we shouldn’t show up empty-handed.” She pulled a massive keyring from her jacket pocket and picked the right key on the first try.

      The inside had a dry, fishy smell that made my nose wrinkle. Gabi flicked on the lights, revealing a storeroom packed with dog food, bins of hay, and banks of humming chest coolers. When she grabbed a steel bucket, bile rose in my throat.

      Rats by the bucket…

      Blech.

      I took a step back, not wanting to see what she was scooping out, and my back bumped into Wynn. I made the mistake of catching his eye.

      “A battle crow.” His voice was flat.

      “Is that a problem?” He was making it sound like one, but what did it matter if we had to work with a battle crow or a baby dragon? “I’m taking any help I can get.”

      “We’ll see.” He smoothed along his gauntlet, and just the way he stood was tenser than his usual aloofness. He gave off this tight, focused energy that made it look like he was about to jump into a cage fight.

      I was going to ask if there was something he needed to tell me, but I caught a whiff of Gabi’s rat bucket. The rats weren’t frozen. Just chilled. Refrigeration did nothing for their stink. My throat locked up and my eyes watered. I tucked my nose into my jacket.

      “Sorry, Anise.” Gabi held out the handle. “You’d better carry this in.”

      I took the handle and held the bucket out as far from my body as I could, but dead rats were heavy and my arms started to shake. There was no escaping holding the bucket at my side.

      It reeked like rat poo and rigor mortis.

      I tried to breathe through my mouth, but then the stench clung to my tongue. Another gag contracted my throat.

      Gabi and Wynn didn’t flinch.

      Were they superhumans? Because blech again.

      I thought nothing could be worse than that smell until I felt the tingle in my fingertips. Magic chilled my whole arm to the bone and whips of greeny smoke curled down, reaching out to the carcasses.

      Stop that. I tried to pull the magic back the way I would my flames, but the smoke didn’t listen to my commands. It seeped out, waving and caressing the rats with a weird sense of familiarity that echoed inside me.

      My magic liked the dead rats. Wanted to spend more time with them.

      It took everything I had not to drop the bucket and run. Forcing my fingers to keep gripping the handle, I followed Gabi. At least the battle crow would be able to see what kind of magic I was offering?

      I just wanted these weird sensations gone because there was no universe where I’d enjoy spending time with rat corpses.

      “Ready?” Gabi paused at the double-doors of a wide, one-story barn, her hand on the handle.

      “Yes.” I needed to lose this bucket as soon as possible.

      “Follow my lead and listen to my mom. Keep your voices calm and level, and don’t make any sharp movements. All you have to do is make your request and we’ll go from there. If we tell you to get out, back away slowly and don’t make eye contact. Got it?” She glanced from me to Wynn.

      I swallowed. “Got it.”

      We followed Gabi inside and she shut the door behind us. I squinted, trying to find the light in the almost-darkness, but she didn’t reach for a switch and I suspected the windows had been blacked out.

      “This way.” She grabbed my sleeve, leading me across a barn floor covered with stray pieces of straw.

      We passed horse stalls, but none were filled. The only sound was a rustling that echoed from one end of the building. By the time Gabi pulled me to a stop, my eyes had adjusted.

      “Anise.” Gabi’s mom, Vanessa, hurried to squeeze me into a hug. She wore a puffy jacket over maroon scrub pants. “You’ve brought an offering for our guest?”

      My gaze swept past Vanessa’s shoulders, then up. And up. And almost up to the ceiling.

      I’d been picturing “giant” crows dog-sized. Like a terrier or maybe as big as a well-fed chocolate lab.

      The battle crow perched on a log in the big paddock at the end of the row. Its talons were foot-longs and the top of its head reached between the rafters. Shoulders as wide as a truck with lustrous black feathers that sucked in darkness.

      My spit dried up.

      That was one biiiiiiig bird.

      “Bring the bucket closer.” Gabi nudged my shoulder.

      I took a jerky step forward, almost spilling my rats. The battle crow titled its head, giving me a closer look at its chainsaw-sized beak. Its eyes glittered and its gaze fixated on me with human, or more-than-human, intelligence.

      I swallowed, trying to re-wet my mouth. I set the rat bucket within pecking distance and forced myself to stand up straight but kept my eyes lowered.

      “These are for you.” I gestured to the rats, keeping my movements smooth and slow. “I was wondering if you’d be interested in feeding on my death magic. It’s not really mine, exactly. I want to get rid of it. Um. And you can have it. If you’re hungry?”

      Request not smooth, but it was a start. I glanced up, checking the crow’s reaction.

      It had lowered its head again, but it wasn’t going after the rats. The crow peered past me.

      Toward…what, exactly?

      I crept out of range of that monster beak and shot a puzzled frown behind me. What had stolen its attention?

      The crow was glaring at Wynn.

      Not at Gabi or Vanessa. There was no question. It was fixated on Wynn.

      He’d pulled a long knife and matched the crow’s stare dead on.

      Was he insane?

      “Wynn.” I tried to keep my voice low and calm, but a hint of urgency slipped through the cracks in my gritted teeth. “Stop it.”

      “I won’t be the one who backs down.” He pulled out a second knife. I wanted to smack my forehead. Or better yet, smack him. Who’d start a knife fight with a mythical creature the size of a bus?

      It had us screwed on size alone, let alone magic. The four of us combined probably only had a thimbleful of power compared to this thing.

      “Wynn,” Vanessa spoke like she was reasoning with a guy about to jump off a bridge. “I need you to put those knives down and back away.”

      “I can’t do that.” Wynn kept staring.

      The crow lowered its body again, and its talons cracked into the log. I winced as the wood creaked. It was getting ready to rush him.

      I sidestepped, trying to keep myself out of its wingspan while I edged toward Wynn. By the time I made it to his side, the crow’s wings had started to spread.

      Preparing to swoop. Preparing to dive. Preparing to rip and rend and remove our souls like squirming worms fresh from the battlefield.

      Its broken wing was still bandaged, but I doubted that gave us an edge.

      The only way we’d win this fight was not starting it. I tugged Wynn’s arm, trying to pull him toward the door, but his feet stayed planted.

      “Why are you doing this?” I tugged again, throwing my weight into it.

      He barely swayed. “Ask her that question.”

      Braver than I’d ever be, Vanessa stepped between Wynn and the crow. “Has he angered you, Wise One?”

      The crow’s monstrous caw echoed down to my nerve endings.

      “Oh shit,” Gabi’s soft whisper broke the following silence. She moved to tug Wynn’s other arm. “You have to get out of here. Fast.”

      Careful not to catch us with his knives, Wynn nudged us both away. “I’m not backing down.” He didn’t turn away from the crow for a second, but he pitched his voice to me. “You need to take cover.”

      “Take cover?” While he stood here alone? “You’re crazy.”

      “Now, Anise.”

      Gabi was already creeping backward. She flicked her gaze sideways, directing to me to the horse stall open behind me.

      I should duck away. My magic wasn’t going to be much help.

      Whether I’d already frozen or I was just that stubborn, I couldn’t bring myself to move. The only card I had was putting myself in danger.

      Maybe then Wynn’s brain would start to work again, and he’d realize how stupid he was acting.

      I conjured flames to my fists, even though cold green wisps shot through my power. “I’m not leaving.”

      Wynn growled low in his throat. “You—”

      I couldn’t hear the rest.

      The battle crow hurtled into flight.
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      A caw reverberated so loud that my eardrums screamed. Wynn body-slammed me. I caught a mouthful of hay as we ducked and thunked and rolled.

      Sharp feathers scored across my back. I barely heard the rip of my jacket tearing as the crow’s wings beat against the walls and ceiling. Wynn dove again, covering my body, jamming my face into the floorboards.

      My teeth knocked wood, but the sting was nothing. Too much adrenaline pounded through my body. The walls screamed and hay spun around in a tornado.

      Wynn leaped to his feet.

      The crow had passed us. Now It hopped back, coming for another pass and no less threatening. Wynn cocked back his arm, ready to throw a knife.

      What was his problem today?

      We did not kill mythical creatures.

      I grabbed his elbow just as Gabi and Vanessa jumped in front of him. They clasped hands and started to glow in a pure, green light that reminded me of fireflies. Each woman held up her free hand.

      Tranquility and calm poured off them. Wynn’s muscles relaxed and so did mine.

      The crow shook its head and ruffled its wings. Was the calming magic taking? I held my breath, digging my fingers into Wynn’s arm, just in case he snapped out of the spell.

      The battle crow let its wings settle. It cawed again, softer this time, and insistently butted its head against the door.

      Gabi and her mom rushed forward, still holding hands. Together, they started to open the double barn doors.

      With a last screech, the crow plowed through the half-open doors, knocking them off their hinges. I sagged and let out a huge breath, finally letting go of Wynn.

      “She’s gone,” Gabi called.

      “What were you thinking?” I whirled, ready to lay into him.

      He’d lost his knives in the tussle and stood with fists balled so tight his knuckles cracked. His glare swung to me, backing me up a step.

      “You—” Wynn’s voice choked off.

      He dropped to his knees.

      “Wynn?” Time slowed as I reached out to him. His eyes pinched. And his skin was too white. Too pale. Too wrong.

      I caught his shoulders before he face-planted, but he was too heavy to hold up. He fell, pushing me back down to the floor.

      And my hands felt wet.

      I lifted one away from his shoulder.

      Blood.

      Talon marks cut through the fabric of his shirt.

      Deep, deep cuts.

      I glimpsed the frayed flesh and my head spun, suddenly dizzy. “Vanessa!”

      “Get your father.” Vanessa pushed Gabi toward the door and dove for Wynn. “It’s okay, Anise. Let go. I’ll take care of him.” Her calm voice barely reached me.

      I crawled out from under him, but I couldn’t bring myself to back away. I could only stare at the blood and the wounds.

      Put yourself in danger?

      Who was the stupid one?

      Of course, he’d saved me. Wynn always saved me.

      Rapid footsteps thudded through the barn. The man who had to be Gabi’s dad hurried to Wynn’s side with a massive med bag. He wore glasses and a Dartmouth sweat suit.

      Gabi followed behind him, but she ran straight at me.

      “You’re shaking.” She pressed her palm to my forearm and her cool magic seeped into my blood. Calming. I sagged so much I had to rest my head against her shoulder.

      I kept staring at Wynn. “He’s going to be okay. Right?”

      Gabi patted my arm, still dosing me with her magic. “My parents are the best. Dad already called for Jane.”

      Jane was a nurse and the Syndicate’s top healer. It would be better if she was already here, but Gabi’s parents moved with calm deliberation.

      Her dad snapped on rubber gloves as he bent over Wynn. His wide shoulders blocked me from seeing the worst of the wounds.

      “Come on.” Gabi tugged me. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      With the chill of her magic, my knees stopped shaking enough to support my weight, but when she pulled me, my feet didn’t budge. Gabi’s mom and dad moved fast, but efficiently, pulling tools and gauze from the med bag. Vanessa’s fingers glowed with healing light.

      And yet…

      Wynn was still limp.

      Still cold.

      I shouldn’t know that from this far away, but I did. As sure as I knew he was dying.

      Wisps of spectral smoke twisted from my fingers. The urge to pull him across into death calmed the rest of my shakes for a split-second.

      Pull him across?

      How about keep him from crossing?

      I waved my arms, trying to knock myself free of the horrible compulsion. There had to be a way to use this stupid magic to save Wynn.

      I was about to say as much to Gabi when Blair sprinted into the barn, her Servants trailing behind her.

      “Stop!” Blair grabbed my wrist. The death magic evaporated from my hands. “You were about to do something stupid.”

      “If I can save—”

      “We’ll save him.” Blair squeezed my wrist. “But let me drive, okay?”

      “Okay?” I wasn’t sure what she meant yet, but she tugged me to Wynn and we both knelt next to his legs. His legs were safer to look at. Only spattered with blood. No cuts of their own.

      “Just feel what I’m doing. Don’t use the magic yourself.”

      Magic glowed at Blair’s fingertips. She set a hand on Wynn’s calf. Her energy was greenish-black, but white sparkles rose out of Wynn.

      Answering her?

      I tried to look with the senses other than my eyes. Focusing as much as I could while I was shaking.

      My skin had chilled a few degrees, and more chill seeped from Blair. Energy swirled inside Wynn, too.

      Pearly, sparkling white. The color of an abalone shell.

      The sparkles crystalized into a mirror image of Wynn that floated over his body. His spirit or soul or essence. I didn’t know the right words, but the words weren’t important because everything that made Wynn Wynn hovered right there in the middle of the barn.

      Magic spilled from my fingertips, aching to do something—I just wasn’t sure exactly what. I leaned over Wynn’s legs, needing to get closer to that sparkling version of him. Blair yanked me back. Her magic sliced away my urge to cast.

      “We’re not pushing or pulling him,” Blair said. “Feel that? I’m holding him in stasis. When his body’s stable, I’ll pop his spirit back inside.”

      “But…” The shape of him looked so forlorn. He shouldn’t have to hover. He should go…somewhere.

      In or out.

      The door should be open or closed.

      Not jammed halfway.

      He should be at peace.

      “I know we’re going against nature.” Blair eased her grip. “You can’t help wanting to send him along, right? That’s the death magic talking. Or do you want him to die?”

      “No.” Of course I didn’t want Wynn to die.

      “Then help me hold him here.”

      Gabi’s parents kept working while we knelt on the barn floor. I didn’t see what they were doing anymore. All I could focus on was the connection to Blair and the way her power swirled hot and cold in time with the pulsing of Wynn’s heartbeat. Even his soul pulsed at the same rhythm, shimmering, sparkling, and hovering exactly where she kept him. I couldn’t tell if I was helping, but at least I wasn’t working against her.

      By the time Jane’s footsteps hit the floorboards, my brain felt three sizes too big for my skull. The swelling ached in my temples and the room blurred.

      “He’s stable enough. I’m going to ease him back in.” Blair let go of Wynn and me at the same time. The sparkles faded, settling back inside his body. Gauze already covered his gashes.

      A breath spilled from deep in my belly. Thank Goodness.

      Wynn was going to be all right.

      Eventually.
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      Blair and Gabi helped me hobble back to the house and set me down in the kitchen while her Servants carried Wynn upstairs on a stretcher.

      “Give her mushrooms for that headache,” Blair said.

      “Mushrooms?” Gabi peered into her fridge. “Any other options?”

      “Please.” I hated mushrooms. In all forms.

      “Chocolate?”

      “That we can do.” Gabi disappeared into the walk-in pantry and popped back out holding a bag of chocolate truffles.

      Much better than mushrooms.

      “Take some aspirin and have a cold bath before bed,” Blair said, “and stick your head under the water. A sensory deprivation tank would be even better.”

      Gabi rolled her eyes. “Sure, Blair. We keep our sensory deprivation tanks out by the mushroom fields.”

      “I’ll stick with the cold bath.” As miserable as it sounded, I’d follow whatever wacky remedies Blair prescribed. My head felt like a grape in a vise.

      In between numbly downing chocolate truffles, I called Agatha to give her an update, but Lonnie picked up, telling me they’d already heard the news. “Better stay there for the night, dear. Sounds like you both had a day.”

      That was the truth.

      I stuffed myself with chocolate until my stomach hurt and took a freezing bath of misery. My brain finally stopped swelling, but I’d eaten so much sugar, I felt wired instead of exhausted.

      Blair ducked out to head back to her service, and Jane left after Wynn was settled in the upstairs guest room, leaving care instructions to Gabi’s parents. “Call me if he starts bleeding again. We’ll get him into a private room at the hospital.”

      It was long dark by the time Gabi made me a nest of sleeping bags in her room. I just couldn’t sleep while my bodyguard was suffering. Grabbing a blanket, I headed to the guest room.

      Passed out, Wynn didn’t flinch when I dragged a chair in from the hallway. Someone had hooked him up to an IV and taken off his shirt. He lay on his stomach, bare arms above his head and pillow, his whole back wrapped in gauze.

      Thankfully, his bleeding had stopped.

      I wrapped the blanket tight around my shoulders and settled in for a long night.

      “Idiot,” I muttered.

      As soon as he woke up, I had a million questions for him. Like what kind of grudge could he possibly have with a battle crow? Because that thing definitely had a grudge against him.

      “Who’s the idiot?” His voice was thick but he cracked open a bleary eye that instantly zapped me with a full-force glare.

      I laugh-choked. “You are.”

      “You put yourself in danger.” He braced his arms and started to push up. “On purpose.”

      Horrified, I grabbed his upper arm. “You’re hurt.”

      He grunted and fell back onto his stomach. “Don’t ever do that.”

      “What about you? You can try a stab a giant bird and I just have to watch?”

      “Exactly.”

      “No.” I pulled away from him and tucked my arms back under the blanket before I gave in to the urge to pinch him.

      “Don’t play with your life.”

      “Why?” I didn’t like risking myself. I wasn’t a fighter and never would be, but we kept coming back to this and Wynn never answered my questions.

      “I protect, you get protected.”

      “You’ve told me that before. But why? Why can’t we work together?”

      He let out a heavy sigh but winced halfway.

      “Do you need more pain meds?” I hopped up from the chair. “I’ll get Vanessa.”

      “No.” He bit out the word. “No more drugs.”

      “Okay.” I eased back into the chair. “Do you need anything else?”

      “I need you to stop risking your life. If you die, I die.”

      “What?” The words echoed between my ears. I had to have heard him wrong. “What do you mean?”

      Was that in the terms of his contract?

      “If you die, what other witch would hire me as a bodyguard?”

      “Wait. You’re more worried about your job than my life?” I recoiled, clutching the blanket so tight it pushed against the lingering neck bruises where the crazy man had tried to choke me to death.

      “It’s not like that.” He pressed a palm to his forehead and rubbed between his eyes. For a guy who slept half the time, he looked twice as exhausted as usual. “Zedock only cares about money. If I can’t work off my debt, I’m worth more to him as an organ sack.”

      “Zed?” I’d only met the creepy Shield master once and that was plenty. “Why are you in debt to Zed?” I knew I was asking stupid questions, but the word organs kept rattling around in my head like dice made of bones.

      “For crossing through the vortex. My—” His voice cut off in a cough.

      “Here.” I grabbed the cup of water from his nightstand and pushed the straw to his lips.

      He sipped hard like he was angry he had to take water from my hands. Or anything I offered. It wasn’t the first time he’d given me this look.

      The roots of guilt dug deeper into my ribs. At the same time, heat prickled in my cheeks. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I would’ve made so many decisions differently if I’d known I was putting both our lives were at risk.

      “You’re a witch.” He spat out the straw. “I thought you knew.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Now you do.” He stretched his arms above his head, jangling the IV tube.

      I wanted to pinch that tube and cut off the flow of medicine that was obviously making his brain malfunction. “If you want to live so much, why’d you stand down that crow?”

      “Principle.”

      “It seemed like the crow recognized you.”

      “Maybe.”

      Aaaand we were back to one-word answers.

      Great.

      I leaned my chair back, balancing it on two legs and trying to put some distance between us. “I was going to spend the night here. Making sure you’re okay.”

      Wynn closed his eyes.

      Ignoring me.

      Fine.

      I shifted my blanket, ready to toss it on the floor and storm away. Leave him to spend the night alone. But the blanket corner was tucked underneath one of the chair legs.

      I tugged. It tipped my balance.

      I fell backward and a sickly pit yawned in my stomach. I reached, grabbing for anything that would keep my head from slamming into the wall.

      Stop my head from busting—

      Hands grabbed my wrists.

      Wynn’s face contorted with pain, lips pressed into a flat line, and his hazel eyes thundering like stormy skies. The stomach pit opened up again, but not because I was falling. He hoisted me until all four chair legs hit the floor then collapsed back onto the bed.

      My heart pumped at hummingbird speed. “Why do you keep doing that?”

      “It’s my job.” His voice was faint. I understood why when a muscle spasm wracked him, making his body writhe against the bed.

      I sat helplessly until his spasms faded to aftershocks.

      I wasn’t the kind of person who grilled someone for answers. I didn’t even speak that much if I could help it.

      But Wynn.

      I couldn’t take watching him in pain anymore. Pain I kept causing. “I don’t have to know your life story, but will you at least tell me what I need to know to keep you from getting hurt?”

      “What do you want to know?” His voice was weak from pain or drugs or just exhaustion.

      “Your Shield contract. What are the terms?”

      Wynn let out a wry puff of air. “Ask my mother.”

      “It’s your contract. Why would she—” My breath caught. “Did she…?”

      “Indenture me? Yeah.”

      I swallowed, a little dizzy. “When do you get to stop being a Shield?”

      “When I’ve earned enough to pay back the debt.”

      The debt was what I didn’t understand. “Why do you owe Zedock?”

      “For pulling my family through the vortex. That magic costs.”

      “But why did you risk coming through? What happened?” And what family? And how much did it cost?

      I could only fit so many questions in a breath.

      “My father died.” His matter-of-fact voice made a shudder rattle my spine. “He was a warlord, fighting to unite the four kingdoms. I was too young to take up his sword. He died, and his enemies wanted his family dead, too. My mother cut a deal. My life and my brother’s life sold to Zed’s agents for safe passage to another world. She ran free, we were contracted as Shields.”

      “That’s…” Too, too much to process. I focused in on the one piece I could handle. “Where’s your brother now?”

      “Dead.”

      Holy hell was this messed up. “And your mother…”

      “Haven’t seen her since I was seven.”

      “Wynn… That’s….” Words failed.

      “I don’t want your pity.” His gaze hardened. “I want you to stop screwing around with your life.”

      Balancing on my chair was hardly risking my life but arguing seemed stupid right now. “I’ll be more careful.” Robot-jerky, I stood from the chair and stutter-stepped my way to the hallway. “I’ll send Vanessa to check on you.”

      Outside, I leaned against the wall and tried to take deep breaths. I had no idea what to do with this information on Wynn.

      Now that I knew the truth, I had to do something about it.
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      I spent the night in Gabi’s room in that weird twilight state where I was awake enough to realize I wasn’t sleeping but too drained to do anything but stare at the ceiling.

      How could I help Wynn?

      I counted so many sheep, I’d probably be reborn as a shepherd, but I couldn’t scrape any new answers from the herd.

      A few hours past dawn, Gabi nudged my blanket. “Mom’s cooking brioche French toast. You want to head down? I’ll be there in a sec.”

      After yawning out the worst of my groggies, I made my way to the kitchen. Light streamed through the curtains, and Vanessa hummed to herself while she flipped a piece of French toast on the gas stove. The whole room smelled like cinnamon and caramelized sugar.

      “Grab a chair,” Vanessa called. “Slices on the way.”

      Already drooling, I took a seat at the table in the breakfast nook. Gabi’s dad lowered his newspaper at the sound of my chair scraping the tiled floor.

      “So this is the Anise I’ve heard so much about. We haven’t officially met. I’m Gabi’s father, Thurston.”

      His big, warm smile reminded me so much of Gabi, I had to smile back. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You two really riled up that old girl last night.” He peered over the rims of his glasses.

      “The battle crow?”

      “What’d he do to tick her off like that?”

      “I don’t know.” I fiddled with the cloth napkin at my place setting. How much could I tell Gabi’s parents? Her mom and my mom had been friends for decades so it wasn’t an issue of trust. I just wasn’t sure how much of Wynn’s story was mine to tell. “I think it was something to do with his homeworld.”

      “Ah.” Thurston folded his paper and set it on the empty bench seat beside him. “I was wondering about his contract.”

      “Thurston used to be a Shield,” Vanessa spoke over her shoulder, still flipping French toast.

      “You were?” My voice lifted halfway to the ceiling. Thurston looked more like an accountant than a warrior, with a tall, thin build and not a hint of magic in his energy.

      “A long time ago. Bought out at twenty, went to vet school, married Vanessa.” He chuckled. “Maybe went to vet school because of Vanessa.”

      She whipped her dish towel at her husband.

      He grinned at her, but the expression faded to concern as his gaze swept back to me. “How long has he been indentured?”

      I wasn’t exactly sure of Wynn’s age, but I’d always assumed he was a little older than me. If he’d last seen his mother at seven? “Maybe ten to fifteen years?”

      Thurston trilled a whistle. “Zedock’s got hooks in him.”

      “You know Zed?”

      “He’s been Shield master as long as there’ve been Shields.”

      “That can’t be.” According to that book I hadn’t finished yet, that would mean Zed had been in Taos since the 1800s.

      “As far as we can tell, he’s immortal.” Vanessa slipped a piece of French toast onto my plate. “Not a witch, sort of a sorcerer, always a mystery. And a terrible man. But a necessary evil.”

      I’d figured the terrible part out already. “So, Wynn might be indentured his whole life?” The smell of breakfast food was suddenly gagging.

      “If his debt’s big enough.” Thurston frowned. “Depends what he’s paying for.”

      My voice sounded far away. “What about bringing three people through the vortex?”

      “Three?” Vanessa exchanged a look with her husband.

      He shook his head. “He’s the only one paying down that debt?”

      “I think so.”

      “Well.” He scrubbed a hand through his tight curls. “Took me about five years to pay back my slice, but I came on a group rate.”

      “We’re from the same world,” Vanessa explained. “A few hundred of us fled the civil war. Thurston and I were only children back then. We crossed over with the same contingent.”

      “How much did you pay?” I asked, fascinated in spite of how icky this all sounded.

      “I’ve never been sure. My family arranged the passage, so I wasn’t indentured.”

      “Indenture’s only for the poor and desperate,” Thurston said.

      If Wynn’s father was a deposed warlord, he might not have been poor, but he’d definitely been desperate. “Would the battle crow be agitated meeting a warlord?”

      “Absolutely,” Vanessa said. “Wynn was a…?”

      “His father was.”

      “Heir to a warlord?” Thurston tsked. “That’d explain why he was attacked. That old crow must think Wynn’s shirking his duty.”

      “Which duty?” He’d done well enough protecting me.

      “His duty to kill. He was born for battles but he’ll never fulfill his potential in this world. The crow must feel slighted he’s not off starting wars.”

      So that was why he’d been attacked. Not that knowing helped now.

      “What about you, Anise?” Vanessa passed the maple syrup to me. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. Just a few bruises.” I took the bottle but could only stare at my bare French toast.

      “And your magic?” She asked.

      “I’ll have to find another way to fix it.” I hadn’t even thought about my death magic problem since yesterday. My problems didn’t as important when Wynn was the one lying upstairs, cut open.

      When I sipped my orange juice, it had all the flavor of a glass of pond water. Now I had two sets of problems to fix. My death magic and Wynn’s contract.

      With the battle crow flown away and no fresh ideas, helping Wynn seemed more manageable than helping myself. His problem was a money problem.

      Not that I had any money, but Agatha was supposed to be the richest witch in town. If she helped, we could maybe buy his freedom.

      It was worth asking her. Even begging her.

      As long as Wynn’s life was tied to mine in such a disgusting way, I’d never be able to hold my head up high.
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      Thanks to magical healing, Wynn was stitched up and back on his feet by the afternoon. When Vanessa cleared him to go home, he wrenched himself out of bed almost ripped the IV out of his wrist like a soap opera character.

      His steps were jerky on the way down to the car, and I thought for a dizzy moment he’d trip down the stairs.

      When I reached out to hold him steady, he knocked away my hand.

      He refused my help again going down the porch steps, but he couldn’t refuse when I held out the car keys. “I’m driving this time.”

      “I’m—” He swiped for the keys, but I dodged. It said how hurt he was that I could duck him. “Fine.” He climbed in the back to lay across the seats on his belly.

      Before I hopped in, Gabi squeezed me into a hug. “Come back when things aren’t so tense. I didn’t even get to show you around.”

      From the echoing squawks and screeches, I wasn’t sure I wanted to meet any more of the clinic’s guests, but I was definitely more than grateful for Gabi’s support. “Thanks. And sorry for making such a mess. I’ll definitely come some other time.”

      I drove as slowly as possible over the gravel but winced every time the car bottomed out in a pothole. “Sorry. I’m not doing it on purpose.”

      Wynn grunted. Now he wasn’t even using words.

      The drive went smoother after we hit blacktop. As the old blinking light came into view, my shoulders tightened.

      Girrar was panhandling again.

      He stood on the median in his lumpy trench coat, holding an ANYTHING HELPS sign even though there wasn’t another car in sight. As soon as I slowed, he tossed the sign and darted in front of the car, blocking my lane.

      Stupid purple car. Of course he recognized me.

      He cupped both palms and offered them out. Sparkling gold and gemstones materialized in a growing pile. A glittering, growing pile. One of the clear blue stones plunked onto the pavement.

      “Go around him.” Wynn popped up in the back seat.

      With no other cars nearby, I backed up, trying to make enough space. Unbothered, Girrar stepped forward and followed.

      “Make a deal.” His voice was muffled through the windows, but it still gave me the shivers.

      When the back window rolled down, my pulse spiked. Wynn had lowered the glass just enough to stick out a gun barrel.

      “Wynn!” I hit the brakes.

      He barely swayed. His posture was straight and rigid, and he supported the gun with both hands. “Get out of here.”

      Girrar lifted his palms in surrender and the treasure winked away, but he stayed planted in the center of the road. I threw the car in drive and veered into the grass to give the car room to escape. I didn’t want to spend the afternoon trying to talk my way out of vehicular manslaughter.

      When Girrar was out of sight, Wynn holstered his gun and flopped back onto his stomach.

      “You can’t solve problems by threatening to shoot people.” I held a hand to my neck, trying to get my pulse to calm.

      “Problem’s solved.” His voice was muffled by his arms. “And that? Not a person.”

      Technically. But still.

      I’d bet Girrar bled like a human, and all he’d done was act like a creep. Not enough offense to qualify for the firing squad. “Could you just try not killing as a go-to? At least in the name of protecting me?”

      “No.”

      My shoulders jacked back up to my ears. Wynn was so ready to kill in my name when he didn’t even want to protect me. I couldn’t handle blood on my hands any more than I could swallow him being forced to serve me until he paid off his shadowy debt.

      When we made it back to Agatha’s, he tried to take up his normal position behind me, but no way was I letting him shadow me around the house in this condition.

      “Go rest.” I folded my arms.

      He mirrored my stance, folding his arms and trying to stare me down, but if he wanted to have an endurance match, today wasn’t his day.

      Time stretched. I held my ground.

      “Do you want to stand here all day?” Because I could do that. He’d fall over if he kept forcing himself to stand.

      Maybe he sensed that I had the winning willpower this time because Wynn headed for the stairs. I followed just in case he fell. He clutched the railing, totally ignoring the banister roses, and a few of their thorns turned up bloody.

      That made me even angrier.

      Did he care about himself at all?

      After Wynn settled on his bed without trying to follow me, I beelined to the shop kitchen and opened the door an inch—just wide enough to peek through the gap. Agatha gripped the round end of a spoon between her knuckles, using its long handle as a wand. Soft purple light glowed the length of the wood while she traced shapes over the sheet of dough rolled out on her countertop. I held my breath, eager to see the rest of the spell.

      She was 100% focused on the work until her whole face pinched. The spoon lowered and her head swiveled.

      Crap. I jumped back, but either the swinging door gave me away or she’d already spotted me.

      “Anise.” Her voice stabbed through the door.

      Swallowing a gulp, I peeked through again, opening the door as wide as two inches this time. “Agatha?”

      She wiped her hands on the towel that stuck out of her apron pocket and headed my way. I took a few steps down the hall so the swinging door wouldn’t nail me in the face.

      “Is your magic back to normal?” The door swung hard behind her, and the way she set her hands on her hips, I was pretty sure she already knew the answer to that question.

      “It’s not.”

      “And yet, here you are. Again.”

      “I wanted to ask you for advice.” And possibly a bit of a loan?

      “Then text me. Leave a note on my desk. Don’t come dragging your underworld energy into my kitchen while I’m trying to bless the puff pastry.”

      “Sorry.” I winced. “I thought if I didn’t cross the threshold—”

      “It’s done.” She waved a dismissive hand. “What kind of advice are we looking at? How to land a man? How to land a woman? Or a non-binary elemental spirit? I wondered why that nymph was lurking around our sage bushes.”

      “Um. None of those?” And I was mystified why she thought I’d be trying to land anyone while my magic was this messed up. “It’s about Wynn.”

      “That counts as landing a man.”

      “He just got attacked.”

      “And Jane healed him, yes? He’ll be flexing his muscles again in no time.”

      “That’s not—” I cut myself off. Agatha’s weird tangents weren’t going to help either of us. “I mean about his contract. He finally told me some of the terms, and I was hoping we could help him.”

      Agatha let out a heavy breath. “I am helping. Why do you think I hired that boy?”

      “You knew how messed up his contract was? Why didn’t you tell me?” Flames of anger flared inside me.

      “I have no idea what Zed put on his side of the contract, but he set the rate to hire Wynn five times higher than he charges for any other Shield. He had no intention of letting that boy earn his way free. I’d guess Wynn’s debt is seven or eight digits. If he can’t earn out…” Agatha traced a finger across her throat.

      “Eight digits?” I tried to swallow, but my throat was ash-dry. “But why would he have to die?”

      And why was the Syndicate allowing this?

      “There’s magic and there’s magic,” Agatha said. “Wynn is a bit less than he would’ve been in whatever homeworld he stumbled out of, but that boy has the blood of a war sorcerer. Fibers from his heartstrings could fuel the wildest alchemy. His toenails—”

      “I get it.” My head spun, and I pressed cold fingers to my flushed cheeks. Who knew there was a black market for sorcerer parts? “But there has to be something I can do to help him.”

      “Zed’s a rotten egg the Syndicate has been trying to crack for decades. There’s only so much I can do if he won’t let the boy go.”

      “A fundraiser…” Even I knew how weak that sounded.

      “Sorry, cupcake. You could save your salary for a few centuries and never earn that much.”

      “I don’t get a salary.” Zero times zero would always be zero.

      Which sounded like the exact amount of hope I had of freeing Wynn.

      “Didn’t Lonnie set you up?”

      I blinked. “Set me up with what?”

      “Talk to her. She’ll get you sorted out with bank accounts and whatnot.” Agatha straightened her apron. “But why the sudden worry about Wynn? You’ve got enough trouble of your own.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      It was just easier to worry about him because no matter how much I didn’t want to screw with death magic, I was running out of options.
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      I did what I always did when I felt lost. Grabbed a bowl of ice cream, doused it in chocolate syrup, and called Mom.

      She answered after two rings. “Hi, sweetie.”

      “Hi.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      The line was quiet—no jackhammers or bar noise in the background for once—and I was about to spill my troubles. “Are you home?”

      “I don’t go back in until tonight.” Worry crept into her voice. “Anise?”

      I set my ice cream on the sitting room table and hugged my knees to my chest. “There’s been stuff going on.”

      “Stuff? Bad stuff? Do you need me to fly to Albuquerque?”

      “No. It’s not that bad. I just…” I shivered, not from the ice cream. “It started a few weeks ago.”

      She already knew about everything with Seth, but I walked her through the days and weeks after. How my magic twisted until I was baking sludge cakes and thinking fondly of dead rats. Everything from being semi-stalked by a creepy mannikin and finally learning the truth about Wynn.

      “Oh, sweetie. You’ve had a time over there.” Just hearing her voice comforted the stress simmering under my skin. “Do you want to come home?”

      “No,” I answered in an instant.

      No matter what, that wasn’t an option.

      If a warlock couldn’t chase me out of town, I wouldn’t run because of a hiccup with my powers. Agatha had cookbooks and notebooks and spellbooks galore, packed with crazy recipes she might actually teach me someday.

      Running away would mean abandoning my dream. Losing my chance to ever be a legit, licensed baking witch. Without Agatha’s Bakeshop, my future looked like a hard dead-end.

      When I spoke again, my voice shifted from a half-set, wobbly panna cotta to a rock-solid biscotti. “No. I wouldn’t leave Taos for anything.”

      “That’s more like my girl.” Mom’s smile carried through the line, boosting my newfound resolve.

      “What do you think I should do I about Wynn?”

      “I think you should ask him what he wants. Sounds like the people he cared about made some bad calls in his name. I’m guessing he won’t appreciate you forcing your decision on him.”

      “Right.” I should’ve thought of that, but asking Wynn anything was so much like clawing at a brick wall that I hadn’t thought of it as making the decision myself. “I’ll talk to him before I do something crazy.”

      “But don’t do anything crazy.”

      I dug fingernails into my forearms. “Would it be crazy if I baked more macarons?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Wynn almost died and my first instinct was to help him cross over. Not using my power isn’t helping. I either have to bake the death magic out of my system or learn how to control it. Probably both.” Even if death magic creeped me out like a stray baby doll in an abandoned basement. I needed this power out. No matter how.

      “Sounds like you already found your answer.”

      “I’ll see what Agatha says.” My guess was she’d encourage more death spells as long as they didn’t muck up her kitchen. Nothing mattered more than the shop. Which reminded me. “She said I’m supposed to be earning a salary. However little it is, I’ll send money home.”

      “Absolutely not,” she said in full-on mom voice. “That’s your money. You spend it on fancy baking pans and offset spatulas and whatever your heart desires. I’ll take care of myself.”

      “But—”

      “Who’s the adult?”

      “You are.” Like I’d forget.

      “Exactly. Buy yourself a new outfit or go see a movie with your friends. Get popcorn with extra butter and live your life like Peggy told you to. Don’t waste so much time worrying about your mother.”

      That was a little more than I could promise, but a movie sounded doable. “I’ll try.”

      “Good. And don’t bottle this ‘stuff’ up anymore. You call me with your troubles whenever you need.”

      “Okay.” My voice caught in my throat, but I wasn’t crying. Totally not crying. Just choked up. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “That’s why I’m here, baby.”

      We talked so long my ice cream melted into soup. As my heart recharged, my appetite restarted and I dug into the melty but still-delicious treat. Nothing couldn’t be fixed by ice cream and a heart-to-heart.

      My problems were far from solved, but I’d at least figured out the first two steps I needed to take. Talk to Wynn and practice with death magic.

      Simple.

      Just not easy.
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      Upstairs, I stood staring at Wynn’s closed door. Talking with Wynn was always a problem because I hated talking and he hated me.

      I held my fist up in the same position it had been stuck in for at least a couple minutes, poised halfway to his door.

      I couldn’t bring myself to knock.

      “Come in already,” Wynn said through the door.

      Him and his bat ears.

      Cracking the door, I peered carefully inside. Wynn lay on his stomach, no shirt, but his back covered in gauze. His bed was narrow as a cot and the floor was even narrower because his “room” was meant to be my walk-in closet. Knives, guns, and bullets scattered the little aisle of carpet, but my gaze snagged on the jar balanced next to his pillow. “Do you need help with your ointment?”

      “I can get it.”

      Seriously? “At least let me help.” I tiptoed over a sword and then a rifle to get to the bed.

      “If you want.” He turned his head away.

      Off to another great start.

      Perching on the edge of his bed, I unstoppered the ointment. It smelled like sage and sparkled with magic. But I was getting ahead of myself. His gauze had to come off first. “I’ll try to be fast,” I said, starting to unwind the strips.

      Wynn’s back vibrated, rigid with tension. As if having me in his space was more than he could bear.

      I’d earned that. Wynn was supposed to be some kind of sorcerer/warlord, leading armies and uniting kingdoms.

      Instead, he lived in my closet.

      With him facing the wall, it was easier to work my words through the guilt clog in my throat. “I was hoping I could help you do something about your contract.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know yet. But now that I know what I know, I don’t want to let it go.” I’d worked up the edge of the first piece of gauze, but I wouldn’t be able to get it off unless he lifted his ribs from the bed. “Um. Could you…?”

      Wynn pushed up onto his forearms and held himself there without one single muscle shake. Working fast, I unwrapped and unwound until the last piece of gauze was left on his skin. “Okay. You can lower down.”

      Blood crusted the last layer of gauze to Wynn’s stitches. “This part might sting.”

      No response.

      Setting one hand on Wynn’s back to steady myself, I gripped the edge of the bandage. Slow would be torture.

      Giving him no warning, I tore the gauze.

      It came off in one long strip. For a second. Wynn’s muscles bunched.

      “Sorry.” I would’ve been a teary-eyed baby if I were him, but all he’d done was clench his jaw.

      I pushed the dirty bandages to the floor to clean up later and grabbed the ointment. Its magic tingled against my fingers as I scooped a dollop onto Wynn’s back. Four lines of stitches bridged cuts that had mostly closed. His skin was still red and raw.

      I spread the cold, thick goo as gently as possible, trying to rub it in without pressing too hard. When the stitches and surrounding skin were slick and shiny and sparkling, I wiped my fingers on a clean length of bandage. “If you sit up, I’ll rewrap you.”

      He rolled back his shoulder blades and wrenched himself up, maneuvering until he was sitting next to me on the edge of the bed.

      Huh.

      I hadn’t really expected him to let me help. He lifted his arms and I worked fast to mummy-wrap his chest. After tying off the last bandage, I scooted away from him. “All done.”

      “Thanks.”

      Was that the first time Wynn had ever thanked me?

      For anything?

      He grabbed a T-shirt from the floor and pulled it on. “What are you planning?”

      “Nothing yet. I wanted to talk to you first.”

      He thumbed his chin with what I could only describe as a thoughtful expression. And probably the most positive response he’d ever given me. Way to go, Mom.

      “It all comes down to money.”

      “Everything does.”

      Wynn snorted. That thoughtful expression melted straight off his face, and his nose lifted into the air.

      “What?”

      “You? Worried about money?”

      “Yes, me.” Anger tasted like iron between my teeth. Wynn was in debt, but it didn’t sound like he’d ever gone hungry. “Do you have any idea what it’s like for witches outside Taos?”

      His nose tilted back level. “Figure you manipulate everyone the same anywhere.”

      The barb hit me in the gut.

      My fingertips tingled from healing magic—now tinged with a hint of flames and death as every power I had tried to claw itself free.

      I clenched my fists.

      Now I understood Wynn’s damage.

      He was lumping all us witches into an evil mass.

      I jumped over the floor weapons, heading for the bathroom that connected our rooms.

      I didn’t expect him to give me a medal. I’d messed up so many times, so many things. I wasn’t perfect. But I was trying my best.

      When I went to wrench open the door, I realized I was still gripping the jar of ointment. I hurled it at his face.

      He caught it—because of course he would—and lifted his brows like I was the crazy one. Anger flamed. “What big wrong have I done you lately?” I’d tried to reach out to him, talk to him, connect with him. I was literally sitting at his bedside and tending his wounds. And I’d cooked him a freaking omelet. “If you don’t want my help, fine. I’ll stop trying.”

      I stormed through the door and was about to give it the most satisfying slam of my life because I’d finally told Wynn off.

      But he jammed his foot in.

      I tried to pull it the rest of the way closed. Wynn curled his fingers around the door, already strong enough to overpower me. Unless I stopped fighting.

      When I let go, the door snapped back. But he was wise to my tricks. He caught it before it knocked into his chest.

      “Now what?” If he didn’t leave me alone, I’d turn him into ash. Or maybe a zombie. I wasn’t exactly in control of my death magic did.

      “Sorry.”

      I blinked. “You’re…”

      “Sorry,” Wynn repeated. “Thanks for helping with the ointment.” He gently shut the door between us.

      My rage evaporated.

      In its place, absolute amazement.

      Wynn apologizing?

      To me?
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      I spent the night in the house kitchen, cracking eggs and separating the whites from the yolks. There was a spell that made it a cinch, but I didn’t dare touch my magic.

      I was wrapping my giant bowl of egg whites in plastic when Wynn popped into the kitchen. He’d left me alone for hours in the house. Please let that become a trend.

      He flipped around one of the kitchen chairs and sat leaning his chin against a gauntleted forearm while I finished cleaning up. I almost caved and asked him what he wanted, but I wasn’t speaking first.

      Not this time.

      Instead, I busied around the kitchen, drying bowls and wiping countertops, eventually forgetting about him.

      “I’ve tried everything.”

      I jumped at his voice, almost dropping my rag. “Everything for what?”

      “To earn money. I was only allowed to work the odd security detail before Agatha hired me.”

      “Zed really doesn’t want you to pay him back?” A sour taste crawled up my throat. “He wouldn’t actually…”

      “Chop me up for parts?” Wynn’s lips twisted. “You don’t know him well enough.”

      “Not happening.” I wouldn’t let it happen. Agatha wouldn’t let it happen. And I sure hoped Wynn wouldn’t let it happen. “There are other ways to earn cash.”

      “I’ve tried pawn shops, loan sharks, blackmail. I can’t even buy lottery tickets. No one will sell to me.”

      “I can earn money.”

      “How?”

      Great question. Even if I ended up earning a baking stipend or whatever, it wouldn’t be a drop toward the crazy amount Wynn needed.

      We’d need piles and piles of—

      My breath caught.

      Piles and piles of gold and gems.

      Like the ones that weirdo vamp kept offering. Wynn wouldn’t like it because I didn’t like it, but there wasn’t any other way to make quick cash. Or quick gemstones. “Girrar—”

      “No.”

      That was fast. “We don’t have a lot of choices.” And my death magic hopefully wouldn’t hang around forever. “It might be time to make a deal.”

      “We can’t trust mannikins. Especially not that mannikin.”

      “You’re not wrong.” I leaned against the countertop, trying to think through all the hoops we’d need to hula to make this work. “First I need to figure out if I can bake the death spell without Agatha’s help. If I can, we’ll ask what the Syndicate knows about Girrar. If he’s not a total hazard, we can meet him somewhere neutral and figure out terms.”

      Because if I was baking murder macarons and putting them out into the world, I was going to have a whole long list of conditions about how they were used. I didn’t want to kill anyone or have their deaths snarling up my conscience or karma.

      “Too many ifs.”

      “Maybe. But we don’t have to rush into something stupid.”

      Wynn straightened in his chair. “You can’t get hurt.”

      “I don’t want to? I’m not into risks when I can avoid them.” Wynn, on the other hand… I could still picture him standing in front of that giant crow.

      He should give himself a lecture.

      “You done here?” Wynn hopped from the chair, giving zero sense that he’d had a near-death experience with a mythical creature.

      I pushed the bowl of covered egg whites back into the corner of the countertop. “Done.”

      “Let’s sleep.”

      “Okay.” For the split-second until Wynn started shadowing me up the stairs, I could convince myself that we sounded like friends.
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      “Are they deadly enough?” Wynn leaned over my tray.

      After casting a dozen extra wards around the kitchen, I’d spent the day baking and filling twelve dozen macarons and each one was a perfect matte-black sandwich.

      Well. Not all the rounds were perfect—it was only my second time making macarons—but the color was exactly the same underneath each sprinkle of grave dirt.

      More importantly, each macaron gave off the same subtle aura.

      A greenish-blackish death wish.

      I could feel it when I let my fingertips hover over the metal bucket where they were imprisoned, but I couldn’t feel it at all if I didn’t use my magical senses. The macarons could pass for black sesame, sprinkled with peanut powder.

      “They’re deadly enough.” I crimped around the bucket with foil and scrawled POISON on it with giant letters, hoping to avoid any accidents.

      “What next?” Wynn asked.

      “Next we’ll talk to Agatha. But I’m curious…” I pulled my bowl of egg yolks from the fridge. My magic felt as highjacked as ever, but I wasn’t as tired as I should be after using any kind of magic all day.

      As an extra experiment, I whipped off a quick batch of pastry cream over the stove.

      When I took the cooked milk and sugar mixture off the gas and started tempering my egg yolks, everything went textbook. The pale yellow color. The froth that bubbled up while I whisked. It thickened normally, too. I bit my bottom lip as I stirred in butter and vanilla—the last step.

      The custard smelled divine.

      Could I make something normal without screwing it up?

      But whisking and whisking, the color darkened. Sunny yellow soured to a sickly shade more like pus.

      As I’d feared.

      The custard curdled. Yellow churned to gray, then black. I tipped the whole thing into the sink before it started to smoke and corrode my saucepan.

      I wasn’t sad I’d tried.

      I had to keep trying.

      Wynn flicked on the garbage disposal while I hosed the mess down the drain. It sounded like bones grinding. I hadn’t even been going for an enchantment—just a plain vanilla custard.

      “Time to talk to Agatha.” I hoisted the bucket of macarons I didn’t dare let out of sight.

      Agatha and Lonnie were typing away at their computer desks in the office. Fondant jumped chair in the corner as soon as I darkened the doorway.

      Her tail plumped into a bottle brush and she hissed a hiss so piercing I had to drop the bucket to clap my hands to my ears. Lonnie did the same, but Wynn yanked me back, lunging between me and the cat.

      “Calm down, baby doll.” Agatha scooped her familiar from the floor and smoothed its fur. Fondant stopped the hiss but still growled at a frequency no regular animal should be able to hit. “I guess I don’t have to ask what you’ve been up to all morning.” Agatha nudged the bucket away from her and Fondant with a toe.

      “Success.” If success meant being able to murder people with baked goods. “I was wondering if I could do something with them?”

      “Absolutely. You can set them on fire. The way you take to arson, ritual flame will be a snap.” Agatha kept patting her cat.

      “I know how to cast a ritual flame.” Sure, I had gaps in my witchcraft knowledge, but my head wasn’t totally empty. “I mean, I was wondering if I could sell the macarons.”

      Agatha’s hand froze, mid-pet. “Sell them? To who?”

      “Do you know a mannikin named Girrar?”

      “Girrar? Do we have a Girrar on our books?” Agatha glanced toward Lonnie, who pulled up a spreadsheet. “What flavor is he?”

      “I thought he was one of Xavier’s friends. He has fangs.”

      “Sorry, dear,” Lonnie spoke up from her desk chair. “It doesn’t matter what he is. We can’t be selling death magic from the shop.”

      “You wouldn’t be selling it.” I’d take the responsibility.

      And the blame.

      “And all the enchantments we provide the mannikins are benign,” Lonnie added. “Toffees to stop blood cravings. Donuts to help our more exotic friends go unseen. Never anything that could harm. The Syndicate forbids that type of spellcraft.”

      Agatha wouldn’t meet my gaze and I wondered if Lonnie knew about all her back-alley customers. “What if I come up with a contract for the Syndicate to approve? I definitely don’t want my magic used to hurt anyone.” I believed too much in karma.

      “Possibly…” Lonnie tapped a pencil against her lower lip.

      “It’s still death magic. You’d have to strike a hell of a bargain.” Agatha folded her arms over her bodice.

      I’d been planning on that already. “Would you take my side with the Syndicate?” I’d spoken in front of them before, but I was younger than their youngest member by at least thirty years. Agatha’s voice would be better received, especially for such a batty request.

      “You get all your ducklings paddling nice and neat, then we’ll talk.”

      “Can you dig up some info about Girrar? I won’t go near him until we’re sure he’s not a threat.”

      “That I can do, cupcake. But fair warning. If he’s one of the vampire queen’s minions you don’t approach him at all without her say-so.”

      “Fine by me.” I didn’t need trouble with a vampire queen heaped on my problem pile.

      “I’ll put in a word to Fiona. She’s in charge of keeping tabs of our mannikin friends.” Agatha pulled out her cell phone.

      “She’s a Syndicate member?” I didn’t remember a Fiona, but I only knew a few of the town’s senior witches by name.

      “Bingo.” Agatha kept typing on her phone, then seemed to forget I existed.

      I was considering slinking out of the office until Lonnie gave me a finger wave. “I’m sorry it took so long to get everything set up at the bank. Here’s your credit card, debit card, and ATM card. Your salary’s set up to direct deposit, and the shop will cover anything you put on the card.”

      My name was embossed on each card in slick silver letters. ANISE WISE. “For me?”

      It was a stupid question, but really?

      All this? For me?

      “Your stipend’s set at a thousand a month.”

      “A—” I choked on my tongue. “Thousand? Dollars?”

      I’d never earned that much a month, even when I had full-time hours at the grocery store.

      “Make it fifteen hundred.” Agatha flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Let her have a little fun.”

      “I’ll wire over the extra,” Lonnie said it like she was handing over a stick of gum—not hundreds in cash.

      “That’s too much.”

      “Enjoying yourself is part of your training,” Agatha said. “Lack is the worst headspace for spellcraft. You’ve got to treat yourself right if you want to cast real magic.”

      What spellbook ever said that?

      I stared blankly at the cards until Wynn cleared his throat, snapping me back to reality.

      Agatha was handing me more money than I’d ever had in my life and it didn’t come close to buying Wynn’s freedom.
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      Agatha forwarded me Fiona’s message the next morning.

      
        
        Agatha-

        Happy to help.

        Girrar belongs to the vampires. Has a debt at the peddler and bad habit of panhandling around town, but no infractions registered with the Syndicate. Queen Anyssa says green light to a deal, but death magic is tricky business.

        Have your Anise see me if she’s serious about setting up a sale. I’ll work up a formal contract her and Girrar.

        -Fiona Sith

        

      

      I was serious. Which meant seriously approaching Girrar. Stomach churning, I headed for the garage with Wynn.

      “If you want to shoot people, you’d better let me drive.” I hopped into the driver’s seat and for one of the very first times, he didn’t argue or glare. All he did was adjust his hooded sweatshirt in a way that made me think he was actually readjusting whatever firearms were stashed under there.

      What fun.

      I was worried Girrar might’ve left his spot and we’d have to visit the vampires at home. Luckily, he was still camped out at the blinking light.

      “Throw a U-turn.” Wynn tensed in the passenger seat. “I’ll do the talking.”

      “Okay.” It was the first time he’d ever volunteered to talk to anyone, and I was all about letting him take control, especially after spotting Girrar’s fang-smile.

      With no cars coming from either direction, I swung the car around so the passenger side was closest to the patch of crusty median grass where Girrar’s feet were planted.

      Wynn rolled down the window. “We want to talk terms.”

      “Make a deal.” Girrar’s speech was half chop and half jitter. “Yes. Yes, let’s.”

      I kept my hands tight on the wheel. “Can you meet us at three o’clock?”

      “Yes. Three on the clock.” His bunched shoulders bobbed with excitement.

      “At Fiona’s,” Wynn said. “You know where she lives?”

      I wasn’t imagining the flicker of something across his expression, but I couldn’t read the emotion. Girrar smiled away whatever emotion had taken hold. “Yes. At Fiona’s. Three on the clock.”

      “Come alone,” Wynn added.

      “Alone,” Girrar agreed.

      “See you at three.” I hit the gas.

      Wynn rolled up his window. “Easy.”

      “That’s because this was the easy part.” We already knew Girrar wanted what I was offering. The hard part would be negotiating terms I could live with.

      During the next few hours, it felt like a pebble was sloshing around my stomach. When it was finally time to head out, the pebble had sprouted spikes.

      I let Wynn take the wheel because I wasn’t sure I could focus on the road. Instead, I plugged Fiona’s address into GPS and watched us drive closer to her dot.

      Fiona lived outside Taos, partway up the mountain in Arroyo Seco. I’d never been before, just seen it on the map. Supposedly, most of the resident mannikins camped around here.

      It was smaller than I expected. Not a city or even a town. Just a bunch of houses and tourist shops crowded along the one patch of main road.

      An ice cream sign blew in the wind up ahead, but we had to turn off before we could check it out. No matter how the negotiations ended, I figured I deserved a sundae after.

      Fiona’s cottage was down the only side road. Wynn parked us in the gravel driveway, but the car barely fit with the giant silver Twinkie trailer parked in front of us. The trailer was covered in a layer of brown road dust and golf-ball-sized dents.

      Shabby.

      Girrar’s?

      Wynn glared at our surroundings. “I don’t like it.”

      The two-story cottage looked cute as anything, with carved green shutters and sprawling gardens. Trailers and shacks spaced out between the landscape of sage bushes, but they were too far away to be considered real neighbors. We were too far away from a grocery store for my taste, but the mountain backdrop was almost a fair trade-off for the isolation.

      Nothing about the place gave me bad vibes. “What don’t you like?”

      “Everything,” Wynn said.

      The hum of the vortex was definitely deeper here, like a vacuum cleaner running on the opposite side of the house.

      I guessed that was why the mannikins lived so far outside town. I zipped my jacket against a chill. “If anything doesn’t feel right, we’re getting out of here.”

      “Yes,” Wynn agreed.

      We climbed two steps to the porch. The front door opened before I could knock.

      “Anise.” The sharp-chinned woman who answered the door put a little hiss on the back of my name. Anisssse. “So good to see you.”

      Fiona wore a floral house dress and her graying hair in a twist like an old-timey housewife. I offered her the bakery box I’d brought as an offering. “Thanks for agreeing to mediate.”

      When she cracked the lid, a subtle purr vibrated from her chest. “Cream puffs?”

      “Agatha said they were your favorite.”

      “Indeed. Now come in. Girrar’s already here.” She said his name with a subtle lift in her flat nose and I was positive she liked him as little as I did.

      Fiona led us past the stairs through a cozy sitting room with catnip in its window boxes. I was unzipping my jacket before we hit the next doorway. We passed her thermostat, and if I wasn’t hallucinating, she had it set to ninety-five.

      Not all my flop-sweat was from the temperature spike.

      Girrar sat on one side of the dining room table, still in his trench coat. In this light, his skin had a weird gray tinge that still didn’t strike me as vampire, but what did I know? His energy was gray, too.

      A creepy, cold energy that resonated way too much with my death magic. I gritted my teeth through the shiver that wormed its way around my backbone.

      I’m in control.

      “Have a seat.” Fiona took the head of the table and waved for me to sit directly across from Girrar. I reached for the heavy dining room chair, but my fingers flubbed.

      Nope. Not nervous at all.

      Wynn pulled the chair out for me and then pushed it in when I sat. He stood at my back, and his comforting presence helped me sit up a little straighter. I couldn’t see Wynn’s death glare, but Girrar wilted enough that I knew it was dialed up to eleven.

      And for once, it was working in my favor.

      “It seems no introductions are necessary.” Fiona grabbed a pen and a legal pad from her side table. “As you’ve called this meeting, it’s yours to make the offer, Anise.”

      I cleared my throat and tried to channel some of Wynn’s confidence. “I’m offering death magic for your consumption—and only your consumption.” I wanted that clear up front.

      “I’d never share such a treat.” Girrar tapped long fingers against the tabletop, drumming with glee.

      “State your terms.” Fiona had already started scrawling down notes. “Once you’ve agreed, we can discuss price.”

      “My recipe is for macarons.” I recited the list I’d prepared. “They can’t be shared or stored. You have to eat them in front of me so I can be sure my power isn’t being misused. You’ll pay every time I deliver a successful batch. Our deal ends when the necromancy leaves my system or when I say the deal is over. Whichever comes first. You break the contract, you pay the Syndicate’s consequences.” I peeked over my shoulder at Wynn. “Anything else?”

      Wynn leaned forward and I had to duck away to avoid his chest, but he was shooting his razor-tipped icicles straight at Girrar. “If you harm her, I kill you.”

      Really?

      Who’d agree to a murder clause?

      Fiona paused note-taking. “If it comes to that, you’ll have to stand before the Syndicate to prove you were justified.”

      “I’ll be justified.” Wynn’s voice dropped deadly low.

      I would’ve turned pale as whipped cream if he said that to me.

      Girrar just grinned. “These terms are favorable. What of payment?”

      “You don’t have any terms to add?” Wasn’t he making this too easy?

      Or was that desperate for a piece of my power?

      “I want to sample your wares before we sign the deal. A taste. To be sure your power is real.”

      I nodded. That was reasonable, and I’d brought yesterday’s test bakes assuming I’d have to prove my skills. They were locked in a cooler in the trunk, which I figured was safer than bringing them straight in front of Girrar.

      “And regarding payment?” Fiona started a new line of what I assumed was about to become our contract.

      I tapped my toes against the Persian rug. This was the hard part. I wanted however much money I could squeeze out of Girrar—and it seemed like he had a lot. “You have to know, I’m one of maybe two or three witches in the world who can cast this kind of magic. And I’m definitely the only one willing to sell to you.” Probably? I was guesstimating but not exaggerating.

      “Name your price.” Girrar’s eyes glittered greedily.

      “In dollars, or…?” I’d never seen Girrar offer paper money and I wasn’t sure the actual value of the heaps of gold and gems he kept conjuring.

      “Dollars? I don’t have.”

      “What do you have?”

      Girrar pushed his palms across the table. Wynn tensed, gripping my chair back, but he didn’t have to worry. Girrar’s hands shimmered and one after the other, glittering gold coins, piles of platinum nuggets, and rubies and rings appeared, tumbling onto the table.

      The pile had to be enough to buy my old apartment. Maybe the whole building.

      Or the whole complex?

      I pushed back against the chair, not caring if that brought me closer to Wynn. Looking at the glittering gold made my shirt cling to my back with sweat.

      “This much?” Girrar gathered the offering into a mound.

      “Per batch.” Wynn’s wasn’t negotiating.

      But that was asking too much. Girrar wouldn’t—

      “Yes. Per batch.” Girrar pushed the mound across to me.

      My gaze locked on the sparkly treasure and my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. “It’s a deal?”

      “If both parties are agreed?” Fiona glanced up from her legal pad.

      “Agreed.” Girrar made the treasure pile disappear before I could count nuggets.

      Was he really making this so easy?

      I’d expected him to negotiate harder.

      Then again, he was the one who’d approached me. He was desperate for death magic and I was the only one offering.

      Relax.

      The terms I’d asked for were locked down for safety. I took a breath, banishing the foggy unease that simmered in my chest. “Agreed.”

      “I’ll prepare the formal contract.” Fiona knocked back her chair. “We’ll sign assuming Girrar finds the test bake acceptable.”

      “Yes. After the sampling,” Girrar said.

      Fiona toted the legal pad with her into the next room. Girrar kept staring straight across the table and I couldn’t figure out how he wasn’t sweating to death in his trench. My whole back was sticky.

      Wynn pulled out my chair and grabbed my sleeve, tugging me to my feet. I let him lead the way to the door. I had zero intention of staying in the room with the kind of creature who ate death for kicks.

      Outside, I gasped in the cold air. It was too much like a furnace in there and I could feel how red my cheeks must be. The line of sweat at my hairline quickly cooled and made me shiver, but I was enjoying the break while it lasted.

      Too soon, we’d have to go back in.

      I popped the car’s trunk and unlocked the cooler to grab the pan of macarons I’d pretty much entombed in tinfoil. Maybe lead would’ve blocked out the death energy.

      I felt the magic through the layers and layers of wrapping. A gentle and disturbingly comforting pressure against my fingertips. Like I was carrying my favorite blanket—the cuddly, perfectly worn out one I kept at the foot of my bed at home.

      Cringing, I set the pan on the back of the car. “We made the right deal. Didn’t we?”

      “Far as I can tell.” Wynn leaned against the car, keeping his wary gaze fixed on the house’s windows. “Doesn’t mean I trust Girrar.”

      “I trust Fondant more than I trust Girrar.”

      “We can still back out.”

      “Back out?” Shock hit me like lightning. I’d expected Wynn to push me into this deal no matter what—Girrar’s treasure was the only way he’d ever be free.

      “Back out.” Wynn tilted his head like I was stupid. “Nothing’s signed.”

      “No. We have to make this deal. For both of us.” For Wynn’s freedom and my magic. Probably the things both of us treasured the most.

      The only things we couldn’t live without.

      “We don’t have to.”

      He was technically right. We could wait.

      Wait for my magic to right itself. Wait for Wynn to earn himself out of his contract. Wait for weeks, months, and maybe even years with no promise we’d ever get what we wanted.

      If I kept waiting, I might be stuck with death magic forever.

      Zed wouldn’t wait that long before he called in Wynn’s debt.

      “I feel better signing with Girrar than signing up for who knows how much waiting and no guarantees. At least this way we’re doing something.” I was going to be baking the stupid macarons anyway. If I had to keep pricking my fingers with that elephant needle, I might as well get paid.

      Wynn considered me for a long few seconds. “Agreed.”

      “You’ll have my back if this goes wrong?” I knew he would—I just needed to hear him say it before I could make my feet drag me back into the house.

      “Always.”

      I let out a breath of relief. “I’ll keep my eye on you too.”

      “Why?” He asked like I’d declared I was quitting baking to turn astronaut, but I was getting immune to most of his tones.

      “Because. I think we’ll be safer with Girrar if he sees us working together. A united front.”

      “It can look like we’re united.” Wynn gave the most grudging of nods—like he had to order each individual neck muscle to make his head give its curt bob. “But if you’re in danger, I take over.”

      “Fine.” I shivered, half from his look and half because the wind had kicked up and my jacket was still in the house. “Let’s do this.”

      Fiona’s heating blasted us as soon as we walked back inside. We padded across the fancy rug to the dining room where Girrar sat balancing his chin over his knit-together fingers.

      He tilted his stub nose in the air and closed his eyes. “The aroma…” When he opened his eyes again, he leaned greedily over the table. “I’ll have my sampling now.”

      “We should wait for Fiona.” I peered through the open door where she’d disappeared. I wanted her to witness this, and I was guessing she needed to if she was going to authorize our contract. I didn’t want to land on the Syndicate’s naughty list.

      “Just a taste.” Girrar’s long fingers crept closer to the middle of the table.

      I clutched the pan to my chest. Girrar couldn’t reach me unless he stood up or moved around the table.

      His weight shifted—thinking about it?—but Wynn shifted too. Motion flashed. Before I could figure out what he was doing, a knife longer than my forearm vibrated point-first in Fiona’s table. Little cracks spiderwebbed the wood.

      I pressed back against my chair, edging away from the knife. “Wynn.”

      He shrugged.

      Girrar yanked back his creeping fingers. He stared at Wynn, considering.

      I wasn’t sure if it was bad or good for Wynn to warn Girrar off, but it was disastrous for him to damage Fiona’s dining room table. Everything in the house was just so from the perfectly gathered curtains to the china cabinets displaying fancy plates and figurines that had never known a speck of dust. The table had that slightly greasy gloss to it that said it was freshly polished.

      When Fiona’s footsteps sounded, I yanked the dagger out and shoved it back at Wynn. He caught it just in time for me to clap a hand over the hole in the table.

      “Something the matter?” Fiona’s gaze moved between us.

      “Nothing.” My voice was an octave too high and more-than-suspicious, especially for something so little, but I wasn’t letting damaged furniture stop Fiona from authorizing this contract.

      My chair rumbled and I didn’t dare turn around, but I was pretty sure Wynn was holding back a chuckle.

      I would’ve kicked him if I could reach.

      “I’ve prepared the contracts in triplicate. One copy for each of you and one for the Syndicate.” Fiona set down three stacks of thick yellowy paper covered with intricate calligraphy she must’ve magicked because no one could write that prettily that fast. “Assuming Girrar finds the test bakes acceptable, both parties can sign. In blood, of course.”

      Blood. My stomach clenched. Of course.

      I peeled back the foil and slid the pan across the table. Without the cover, the death magic was that much stronger—calm and cold and enticing.

      Girrar snatched the pan and shoved a whole macaron into his wide mouth.

      His eyes rolled back. “Grrd.” He chewed. Swallowed. “Good.”

      His tone made my stomach churn worse than it did at the promise of a blood oath. One crumb would be enough to kill a human, but he munched murder macarons like they were potato chips.

      “You find Anise’s magic acceptable?” Fiona asked.

      “Very acceptable.” He cradled the pan in the crook of his arm.

      Fiona arched a brow. “You’ve had your sample. If you intend to finish the batch, you’ll owe Anise payment.”

      “I intend.” Girrar waved a hand, carelessly spilling treasure onto the table.

      If I’d thought we were getting paid today, I would’ve brought a sack. Or rented an armored car.

      Girrar savored the second macaron, taking tiny bites and groaning in bliss. I flattened out my leftover foil and scooped gold and gemstones to drown out his disturbing noises. The clinking, clanking treasure held my attention fine.

      I folded the foil into a makeshift foil pouch and then shifted the treasure bundle to hide the nick in Fiona’s table. She didn’t seem to have noticed.

      She was busy watching Girrar with a pinch to her nostrils, obviously ready to kick the mannikin out of her dining room if he did anything vile like dropping crumbs.

      When Girrar had gobbled up every macron and licked his fingers, Fiona slid the stack of contracts to him. She pulled a knife, quill, and tiny bowl from the gold box on her side table.

      Her supernatural notary gear? A fancy stamp would’ve been better than the sharp-edged blade.

      Girrar took the knife and sliced the top of his forearm without a flinch. He pinched the wound and let blood dribble over the bowl. Every pit, pat, plop made my head spin.

      I could handle a blood spell in the heat of danger, but cutting myself cold always made it hard to see straight.

      With blood glistening on the tip of his pen, Girrar signed each copy of the contract. Fiona inspected the pages, sprinkled on some drying powder, then passed the contract to me with a fresh set of knife, bowl, and pen.

      That was nice. I’d read that at certain ceremonies, witches wiped the blade with a towel and passed it along. Which was way stupid and unhygienic.

      Hello, hepatitis?

      “The blade is sterile.” Fiona plucked an alcohol wipe from her writing kit and nudged it across to me. “If you’d like to make sure?”

      The smell of rubbing alcohol always made me as queasy as the blood. I ripped the corner off the packet and swabbed my arm. Then the blade once more, just to be sure.

      And I couldn’t avoid the blood pact any longer.

      I gritted my teeth before slicing the top of my arm. Shallow. But just deep enough to spark another wave of nausea.

      Keep it together.

      I pinched blood into the bowl, feeling my pulse through the knife wound.

      Pit. Pat. Plop.

      I dipped my pen.

      Dipped my pen and prayed I was doing the right thing.

      I signed my name one, two, three times.

      Anise Wise glistened in red.
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      I left Fiona’s with a bandage on my arm and a weight in my heart. We were doing the right thing with this contract but the finality of it set me on edge.

      Even though I could opt out of my deal at any time, I’d still signed my name in blood.

      The death magic trade was happening.

      Luckily, I had a big foil ball full of gold and gems to make the risk worthwhile. I clutched the bundle to my chest the whole ride to Agatha’s and kept clutching it all the way up the back walkway to the house.

      We should probably go to Zed and make sure he took treasure as payment. If not, we’d have to find a mystical moneychanger. Maybe—

      “Anise?” Wynn’s voice was always a surprise, and more so when he called out my name, half a measure too high.

      I froze mid-step. “Wynn?”

      “The bushes.”

      “Bushes?” I turned in a circle. “What are you talking a—?” The words died, smothered in my throat.

      A row of sage bushes mirrored either side of the path from the garage to the house’s back door.

      Or a row of sage bushes used to mirror the path.

      Every bush behind me was blackened, cracked, and dry. I would’ve thought a fire had rolled through—maybe even a fire I’d started—but there was no hint of smoke in the air.

      The bushes weren’t charred.

      They were dead.

      The ones on either side of where I’d frozen were only half dead.

      They glowed with the green light of death magic.

      Death magic I hadn’t called to or felt leaving my body. I tried to pull it back, but the bushes kept burning. No matter how I tugged or strained, the death march wouldn’t stop. I fought the shiver making my knees knock.

      Wynn had taken a few cautious steps back, but I waved him to go farther. “I’m not in control.”

      “Get control.” His voice was calm but not demanding. Like he was asking me to do something as easy as passing the salt and pepper.

      I took a breath. “How?”

      He crouched on the path and cracked a branch off one of the dried-out bushes. “It’s not your magic, but it’s still magic. That’s not new.” He rolled the branch in his fingers before flicking it to the ground. “Reign it in.”

      That easy?

      No.

      Not easy.

      But my only option.

      I breathed until the air didn’t hitch in my throat. No new bushes were withering—just the two I’d half killed—so I didn’t think the death-blight would spread any more if I didn’t move.

      Just reign it in.

      Blair made necromancy seem easy. I concentrated on what her magic felt like. The cool sparkles she’d held in place and bent to her will.

      Flames were easier to call home. They wanted to return to me. To the warmth inside me.

      Was that the catch? Like wanted to return to like?

      If that was the key, then I was still screwed because all I had was hitchhiking death magic. It wanted to spill out more than it wanted to stay locked inside me.

      How did I tempt the death magic back?

      If my magic flames were acting up, I’d just have to tend my mental hearth a little. Clear out the ashes and prep the new kindling.

      So the necromancy equivalent would be…

      Sweeping off the graves and inviting the skeletons to party?

      I quieted my mind. Not just stilling it, but imagining the solemn, musty peace inside a sealed tomb. The subtle scent of dirt. A sense of darkness and of rest.

      I called to the stray bits of my magic. Come back to me.

      The green power slowed its rush to wreck Agatha’s sage bushes.

      Come back to me. I filled my head with thoughts of funeral prayers and dried white bone. Burial shrouds and weathered stone.

      The magic flowed my way, absorbing back into my inner well of power. I tried to memorize the sensation so it wouldn’t sneak up on me again. It was subtle as a whisper against my skin—maybe too subtle when I was used to roaring flames—so I’d have to learn to be more sensitive.

      I let out the biggest breath. “I’ve got it now.”

      Wynn moved down the path with an arm outstretched, testing the air. “I don’t feel anything coming off you.”

      “It’s okay. For now.” But for how long? “You should stay away from me unt—”

      “Not in the job description.”

      Right. Mr. stubborn and dutiful. “I’m serious, Wynn. I’m killing plants. If I start killing people, you’re the one who’s having the first funeral.”

      “You’ll control it before then.” He gave a casual shrug. “And I can protect myself.”

      “Sure.” Fine. Whatever, Wynn.

      Ignoring my bodyguard and the dead, blackened bushes at the corners of my vision, I headed into the house. I’d been planning on weighing the treasure, counting the pieces of gold and silver, and figuring out if any of the gems had magical properties that upped their value.

      Instead, I tossed the bundle onto my bed like a bag of stinky laundry.

      My fingertips felt numb as I dialed Blair.

      “Hello?”

      “Blair? I killed a bunch of bushes. I think the death magic’s getting stronger. It’s never slipped out before. I wasn’t even casting, it just—”

      “Whoa. Calm down.” Blair’s steady, even voice helped me take a few deep breaths.

      I was still shaking.

      “Is anyone hurt?”

      “Just Agatha’s sage.” Guilt snuck into the words.

      “Who cares about plants? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Not even tired. Just freaked out how easy it was to kill without thinking about it. If Wynn had been standing closer—”

      “Let me stop you there. You couldn’t have killed Mr. Muscles even if you were trying.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You think I’ve never lost it and murdered a flower arrangement? Plants can’t fight necromancy. People fight back. Not even I can accidentally kill someone on the spot. All Wynn had to do was punch you in the face. Problem solved.”

      That didn’t sound like problem solved, but I flopped onto my bed, my biggest fear relieved. “So that was normal?”

      “Normal-ish? Power leaks are part of the drill for baby necromancers. Once you learn control, they stop happening. For you, hopefully, it means the death magic is bleeding off?”

      I jerked upright. “You think?”

      “Did you not want it to fade?” A note of suspicion crept into Blair’s voice.

      “No. I do. It’s just, the timing…” If I lost my window to bake for Girrar, I lost my best chance at buying Wynn’s freedom. No one was going to pay me buckets of doubloons to bake my usual menu.

      “Necromancy is the same as any other kind of witchcraft. Your intentions play a role. If you don’t want it gone, it’s probably going to stick around longer.”

      I did want it gone. Just not tonight. Or maybe at least until the end of the week?

      “Ugh.” No wonder I was leaking death. My signals were more mixed than a meringue.

      “Call me if it gets worse. I can be there in two minutes.”

      “Thanks, Blair.”

      When I hung up, I thought about peeking into the hall to tell Wynn what to do if the death magic flared up again…

      But did he really need more motivation to punch me in the face?

      I was about to dump the treasure out onto my quilt when footsteps echoed in the hallway. They stopped in front of my door.

      “You don’t block me, boyo. Not in this house.” Agatha’s voice was muffled for a second before the door flew open.

      Fondant darted in first, tail puffed up. She leaped onto my bed with one of those hearing-ruining hisses. I covered my ears and hopped toward the bathroom door, hoping I could duck inside.

      “Not so fast.” Agatha’s voice froze me in place like a rose vine sinking thorns into my ankle flesh. “You killed my sage bushes.”

      I flinched. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “If you’d meant to kill them, I could’ve forgiven you.”

      “That’s—huh?”

      “What happened?” Agatha folded her arms across her bodice and directed her glare into the hallway.

      Wynn pushed past Agatha and moved to stand in front of me, blocking me from her and Fondant. I managed to keep my jaw shut, but I couldn’t help staring at Wynn’s back. I was definitely in trouble, but Agatha wasn’t a threat.

      Did he really think I needed protecting in my own bedroom?

      “Blair says I’m not a danger to anyone.”

      “What about my cakes?” She waved a hand in dismissal as if baked goods were so much more important than the customers.

      A messed-up logic, but Agatha was weird like that and I couldn’t argue. “I don’t know what happened.” And I couldn’t promise it wouldn’t happen again.

      Wynn’s left shoulder twitched, but I wasn’t in any position to analyze him while Agatha and Fondant were both staring me down. I tried to keep my head held high but somehow ended up staring at the carpet.

      “You have to leave until you’re stable.”

      “Leave?” My heart slouched down toward my toes.

      “Not forever.” Agatha’s voice softened. “Just until you’re not a risk to the shop.”

      Who knew how long that would be?

      My heart slunched. “Where should I go?”

      “I’ll have Lonnie book you a hotel.”

      A hotel? I couldn’t bake at a hotel. “Never mind. I’ll ask…” The Wus were my first thought, but their kitchen was all cold and contemporary, and I was pretty sure they didn’t have a stand mixer.

      Most importantly, it was attached to the funeral parlor. Not a great place to bop around leaking death. That left me one choice. “I’ll ask Gabi if I can stay at her place.”

      “Good.” Agatha made a come here gesture and Fondant darted back to her side. “Pack yourself up ASAP.”

      “I will.”

      Agatha shut the door behind her and I wilted, leaning back against the wall.

      Wynn shook his head.

      “What?”

      “You let her chase you out.”

      “Because Agatha’s right. I don’t want to be the reason she has to close the shop again.”

      Wynn kept staring, and something about the set of his jaw told me exactly how stupid he thought I was. I made a frustrated noise at the back of my throat. Maybe he would’ve stood his ground or dueled Fondant to get his way, but unlike him, I wasn’t looking for a fight. And I wasn’t going to argue with him.

      I grabbed my phone and texted Gabi. Do you have an outbuilding I could borrow for a few nights? Need a place to stay.

      Her reply vibrated while I was stuffing clothes into my backpack. Of course! Is everything okay?

      Sort of? I messaged a quick explanation so I wouldn’t blindside her and she could still back out if my death magic was going to upset her creatures.

      You can have the casita for as long as you need. I’ll run out and put in fresh towels for you and Wynn.

      I really hoped this casita had two bedrooms, but there was only one thing I could be choosy about right now. Is there a kitchen?

      A kitchenette. Mom says you’re welcome in the main house if you want to do any baking.

      Thanks. Be there in a few. I hurried down to the kitchen to grab the utensils I’d need for my recipe. Agatha had left her jar of grave dirt on the table, so I sealed it up in a baggie before jamming it into the backpack. I’d need it more than she would these next few days, and with my magic, heading to the cemetery with a shovel sounded like the worst.

      I was almost ready to go when I realized Wynn had been shadowing me around the house this whole time. “We might be gone a few days. Don’t you want to pack a bag?”

      “Have a bag.”

      “A bag of clothes?” I’d bet my entire foil ball of treasure that he was talking about his duffel of swords and rifles.

      His stare answered my question.

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t Wynn’s babysitter, but I would have to smell him if he didn’t bring a single clean outfit. I stomped back up to his room and picked my way over the floor-swords. The weapon duffle took up most of the narrow aisle of floor space. I nudged it with a toe and it made a heavy clang that said there were zero pieces of clothing in there. “You can pack now.”

      Wynn avoided the scattered swords more gracefully than I had, moving to the little footlocker at the end of his bed. In one fluid movement, he scooped out the entire two piles of clothes and jammed them into the duffel.

      “All packed.” Smug as anything, he made eye contact as he zipped the bag.

      “I’m driving.” I headed out while he dealt with his monstrosity of a duffel.

      He made more noise than usual following me, his weapons shifting and clanking. I skipped down the stairs with just my little backpack and beat him to the garage by a few steps.

      Now who was smug?

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      My smile withered.

      I’d cut through the grass after passing the dead sage bushes. Browned footsteps made a straight line across the lawn. Footsteps just my size that ended just where I stood.

      I swallowed a lump of taffy-hard dread.

      How could I learn to control a living death wish?
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      We were halfway to Gabi’s when I realized we needed to make an ingredient run.

      “Where are you going?” Wynn shifted when I threw a U-turn.

      “Grocery store.”

      He relaxed as much as Wynn could relax, but his wariness ratcheted right back up when I pulled into the parking lot of the town’s fancy organic grocery place.

      “Don’t park next to that van.” He was already scanning the cars like we were here to buy plutonium instead of powdered sugar.

      “Fine.” I drove to the emptiest corner and parked straight under a light post, even though it wasn’t all-the-way dark yet. “How’s this?”

      “It’ll work. Let’s make this quick.”

      “Somewhere to be?”

      He was too busy glaring at the parking lot to turn my way, but thorns cut through his tone. “Someone to keep out of trouble.”

      I would’ve asked what kind of trouble I could possibly find at the grocery store, but after the past few weeks, I just unbuckled my seatbelt. “I’ll hurry.”

      We were late enough only a few other people were meandering around. I grabbed a cart and worked straight down the ingredient list.

      Eggs. Almond flour. Powdered sugar. It took me a little longer than planned to find everything because I’d never been here before, but I’d guessed the specialty store was my best bet at finding almond flour.

      This place had it in bulk.

      Along with every other bougie ingredient I could imagine, including some I’d never heard of. The fancy labels and big price tags made my palms sweat while I pushed my cart.

      The cashier was a bored-looking teen with a pizza face like ninety percent of the staff at every grocery store I’d ever worked.

      One of my people.

      He rang me up, then squinted at the total. “It’s one-oh-eight-fifty.”

      I handed over my shiny new credit card with the vague sensation that my fingertips were smoking.

      Agatha wouldn’t mind buying me baking supplies. Agatha wouldn’t mind me buying a convertible as long as it was purple.

      But even if Agatha wouldn’t mind?

      Some part of me felt like I was spending money I didn’t deserve.

      Bags loaded into the cart, I took the long way around to the exit so I could avoid the flower section. I’d faint if I killed all those bouquets and had to charge them.

      It was full dark by the time we rumbled down the road to Gabi’s. The main cottage was all lit up and so were a dozen of the outbuildings.

      Tarps spread over the barn door the battle crow had busted. I parked in front of the house with a wince. It was a miracle Gabi’s family letting me on their property, let alone giving me a room.

      I was only halfway out of the car when Gabi darted off the porch to scoop me into a hug. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.” But I definitely squeezed her back. “Thanks for letting us stay.”

      “You’re always welcome.” She followed me to the trunk and grabbed a few grocery bags before nodding to one of the paths. “The casita’s over here.”

      I was careful not to step off the step stones. Even clenching back the death magic as best I could, I wasn’t confident I could stop myself from leaving black footprints on her grass.

      I relaxed when we reached the little house backed up to the edge of the property. “It’s perfect.” Far away from the main house and all the barns where I couldn’t hurt anything but pine trees.

      “You haven’t even seen the inside yet.” Gabi set down the grocery bags to hold open the door.

      I dropped my stuff and quickly peered around. It was a cute little adobe with a small kitchen and a seating area in front of the fireplace. Two doors led off the main room and I said a prayer, hoping they were both bedrooms, but one was a teensy powder room.

      I really hoped I could convince Wynn to sleep on the living room couch.

      I’d sleep on the couch. I just didn’t want to share a room with him.

      “Is it okay?” Gabi’s voice lifted.

      “It’s perfect. Thank you again.”

      “I’ll let you guys get settled.” Her warm smile spread to include Wynn. “Message me if you need anything but come use the kitchen whenever.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute. Have to separate eggs.”

      “Eggs?” Her voice sharpened. “Can you give me a ten-minute head start to put away the fanged rooster? He’ll get triggered if he sees egg cartons.”

      “Take all the time you need.” My voice sounded faint. I did not need a triggered rooster on my plate, let alone one with any kind of fangs.

      I parked on a barstool while Wynn bent to rummage in his sack. He set a sleeve of tiny knives on the tiled floor and started tucking them into his clothes.

      I’d lost the ability to feel surprise at this point, but I still had to ask. “What are those for?”

      “Chickens.”

      Great.

      Just grand.

      I tipped back my head and closed my eyes. Rooster calls echoed down from the house. I waited for the pained noises to stop and then waited for another solid fifteen minutes to be safe. When the darkness was finally silent, I hopped up and grabbed my grocery bags.

      The main house was empty, so I assumed everyone was outside busy dealing with one deranged cryptid or another. I worked fast, wanting to get in and out without leaking any death magic. I separated the eggs, then set my covered bowl of whites and ingredient stash on the empty sliver of counter next to the toaster.

      Tomorrow, I’d do the actual baking. And then hopefully a batch a day until Girrar ran out of gold or I ran out of magic.

      I made it all the way back to the casita without blackening the lawn, so I was calling this night a victory.

      Time for sleep.

      My backpack was heavy, weighed down by the bundle of treasure. I hoisted it over my shoulder with two hands but didn’t head into the bedroom.

      I was not looking forward to this one-sided argument about the sleeping arrangements. “I’m going to sleep on the couch. You take the bed.”

      “If you take the couch, I take the floor in front of the couch.”

      “So if I take the bed…?”

      “I’ll take the floor in the bedroom.”

      “What if I slept in the bathtub?” Surely, Wynn wouldn’t cram himself into the bathroom with me…

      Right?

      “Then I’ll take the floor outside and you’ll be sleeping in a bathtub.”

      “Never mind.” I rubbed my forehead, too tired to deal with him. “I’m taking the bed. Just give me a few minutes to change before you invade.”

      I threw on my pajamas and snuggled under the covers. It wasn’t too late to call Mom, but as much as I wanted to talk to her, I didn’t want Wynn listening in.

      After waiting more minutes than anyone but a princess would’ve needed to get changed, Wynn knocked softly. “May I?”

      “Just come in.” I rolled onto my back so I could stare up instead of watching him settle.

      Changing towns and apartments so often with Mom, I’d stared at a lot of unfamiliar ceilings over the years. This ceiling wasn’t cracked and it didn’t have bare bulbs or black mold like some of the worst places we’d lived, but it wasn’t home.

      Somehow, home had turned into the gathered purple curtains of a canopy bed. Waking up long before dawn to measure buckets and buckets of flour. The smells of fresh bread and donut glaze creeping through the hallways at all hours.

      I didn’t mean to sigh, but a heavy breath slipped out.

      I already missed the bakery.

      “I’ll go outside if you can’t sleep.”

      Wynn’s voice made me jerk the covers tighter. “I actually forgot you were there.”

      Which was probably bad? I shouldn’t forget about the guy sleeping in my room if only so I wouldn’t step on him in the morning.

      I rolled onto my side. He lay on his back on the floor. No blanket. No pillow. “At least bring in the couch cushions. Don’t sleep on the tile.”

      “It’s heated tile.”

      “A warm hard floor is still a hard floor.”

      “You don’t have to take care of me.”

      “I wouldn’t if you took care of yourself.” That was what annoyed me the most.

      “I’m not as delicate as you.”

      Lucky we’re not having a contest. “Just don’t make yourself any more miserable because of me.”

      “I wasn’t…” Wynn’s soft voice trailed off into the darkness.

      I pressed my lips tight together. Would he finish the thought or bite it back to leave me in suspense again?

      “A warlord doesn’t waste time on comfort. Neither does a Shield.”

      “You’re not a warlord. And hopefully soon, you won’t be a Shield.” I balanced my chin on my forearm so I could stare down at him, but I could only just make out Wynn’s eyes, glittering in the near-darkness. “Have you ever left Taos?”

      “No.”

      “It’s a big world.” I hadn’t seen much of it yet and wasn’t sure I ever would—I didn’t have a passport and there were still dark places where witchcraft got a girl sent to prison or the stake. “Even when everything’s a struggle, there are reasons to keep smiling if you’re willing to look for them. Your homeworld probably didn’t even have donuts.”

      He made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort. “Donuts?”

      “It didn’t, did it?”

      “Never asked. But, doubtful.”

      “We have heated floors and washing machines and pizza places that deliver in thirty minutes. Enjoy the gifts of the modern world. Like clean laundry. And pillows.” I tossed one of my bed’s extra pillows down to him, sort of aiming for his head region.

      He made a satisfying grunt when it flomped in his face. I kicked off the extra blanket that was folded at the end of my bed.

      “Thanks.” His voice was whisper soft.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Was it my imagination, or were we actually becoming friends?
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      In the morning, so many nerves tangled in my belly that I actually said no to Vanessa’s offer of breakfast burritos. I couldn’t swallow one bite.

      There’s no reason to be nervous, I told myself for the tenth time.

      Girrar was a question mark, but not exactly a problem. I had a contract backed by the Syndicate to protect this whole deal. Wynn would be with me and we were trading off the goods at Fiona’s where Girrar wouldn’t be able to make any desperate plays for more of my power.

      I was mid-spell, whipping egg whites in Gabi’s kitchen, when the reason for this new sense of offness finally clicked.

      I was playing nice with the death magic.

      Embracing it like necromancy was as much a part of me as fire. That wasn’t just creepy—it made it seem like I was betraying my elemental core.

      The thought made hot flames flare under the skin of my fingertips.

      Stop. Calm down.

      I needed to focus on the macarons or I’d mis-cast the spell. That could be disastrous with a happiness enchantment, let alone a death spell.

      Grounding myself with the feel of the wooden spoon in my hand, I cleared my head. Casting death magic wasn’t betraying myself.

      I had no other choice.

      I had to practice with this energy to control it. Had to control it to cast with it. And sure as hell had to cast with it or the touch of death would never fade from my system.

      Feeling more anchored, I pushed through until I was finishing the macarons with a last sprinkle of grave dirt.

      Then I stuck a Band-Aid on my latest fingerpick. I’d taken blood from a different finger, not wanting to jab the same one twice in a row, but now I wondered if I’d be better off keeping the damage in one place.

      At the rate I was planning to bake, I’d have bandages on every finger.

      Agatha had lent me some legit macaron boxes, so I carefully placed the finished products inside. I’d already scrawled POISON in red marker on all sides. Now I rubber-banded the boxes closed before sealing them off in a lockable mini cooler.

      “I’m ready.” I gripped the cooler to my chest. It probably looked like I was transporting organs. What I had was way worse than a beating heart—not the gift of life.

      The gift of death.

      “Let’s go.” Wynn held open the door.

      I went straight for the passenger seat. I couldn’t hug the cooler and drive, and I refused to let the murder macarons out of reach.

      The drive to Arroyo Seco took thirty seconds. At least that was what it felt like. All too soon, our footsteps were crunching down Fiona’s gravel drive.

      The Twinkie trailer had been pulled off, taking a place between the scattered sage bushes on Fiona’s property. Now I was positive it belonged to Girrar.

      A lady who decorated her place with doilies upon doilies would never own such a white trash eyesore. Its dents had dings and its rust spots had zip codes.

      The trailer creaked open and Girrar oozed out, blocking any possible view of the inside. His lips looked darker, almost plum-colored, and his skin even grayer than I remembered.

      A sickening feeling swooped in my gut. I wasn’t sure why, but I trusted the feeling.

      I side-stepped, moving half behind Wynn.

      He must be feeling the same because his whole body was tight with tension and his fingers twitched, probably about ready to grab for a throwing knife.

      “A beautiful morning.” Girrar locked his door with a long iron key. “My treats?”

      I shifted the cooler so it was behind me. “We’ll do the trade in front of Fiona.” I wasn’t giving him an opportunity to take advantage.

      “I’m already starving.” Hunger echoed in his voice as loudly as if he’d dragged his crusty fingernails down my arms.

      Goose bumps rose under my jacket. I whirled, knowing Wynn would follow. I jogged up the steps to ring Fiona’s bell and let out a breath when she opened the door.

      “You’re all early.” Fiona moved aside, letting us through the doorway. “That’s good. Come in. I’ll be right with you.”

      I wanted to strip off my coat before the warm, dry air suffocated me, but I didn’t dare set down the cooler. Fiona must’ve been burning incense because the smell of stale sandalwood hung in the air.

      I hurried into the dining room.

      A rose-print cloth covered over the knife-hole in the table. She’d decorated with fancy rose-colored placemats and rolled-up napkins. Maybe she was worried about Girrar making a mess.

      She shouldn’t be.

      The way he was eyeing my cooler, he’d be licking every speck of macaron off his fingers, the table, the floor…

      I was so put off by his greedy stare that I fumbled with the sleeves of my jacket, half-trapped.

      Wynn appeared behind me. He gently tugged my arm free and then draped the jacket over my chair back. Mid-motion, he caught my eye and I could hear the words in his gaze. Quit freaking out.

      Well. Wynn would never say freaking out, but his telepathic message was dead on.

      I needed to calm down.

      There was no reason to be this worked up.

      Yes, Girrar gave me the creeps, but he hadn’t done a thing to violate our deal. I’d even double-checked my treasure bundle. It weighed the same as ever, so he hadn’t paid in disappearing gold.

      Everything is going smooth.

      I pulled out the macaron boxes and peeled off the rubber bands, trying to ignore the laser beams shooting from Girrar’s eyes.

      Fiona must’ve beelined to the kitchen because she carried a jam-packed tea tray, which she set next to me. “Help yourself to tea and cookies.”

      The delicate china set was decorated with the Spellwork Syndicate’s pentagram and mirrored S’s. I was almost afraid to pick up one of the leaf-thin plates.

      I arranged the macarons and slid them across the table. Fiona intercepted before Girrar could make a grab.

      “Be neat,” she warned him before setting the plate in the center of his placemat.

      He jammed the first macaron straight into his mouth.

      Whole. Again.

      That was one way to prevent crumbs.

      “Tea?” Fiona was a little too prim to shudder, but she definitely turned away from Girrar while he gobbled.

      “Please.” I took a cup and saucer, happy to have a reason to look away from the feeding. But the sound of tea pouring through a strainer did nothing to drown out the muffled groan, lip-smacking, chomping noises.

      Let alone the feathers of death magic that brushed my skin every time he crunched.

      I cleared my throat. “How long have you been a member of the Syndicate?”

      Fiona carried her cup to her seat at the head of the table. “Forty-three years this December.”

      “Forty-three?” I did the math—Fiona didn’t look older than sixty. “You joined as a teenager?” She must’ve been some kind of prodigy.

      “Darling.” She gave a demure smile with the hint of a satisfied cat’s tail-twitch. “I’m already ninety and then some.”

      “Ninety?” My voice squeaked. She had the tiniest wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, but her hair was golden brown without a single gray.

      “Mannikins have our own life expectancies. Some of us are longer-lived than humans. Others…” Her sharp gaze flicked to Girrar. He was already half done with his plate when I hadn’t even sipped my tea.

      Was he one of the short-lived ones, or did she just want him out of her house? And would eating so much death magic add or subtract from his lifespan?

      I peeked while reaching for a ladyfinger.

      The macarons gave off that subtle hint of underworld I never would’ve noticed without my stuck-on necromancy. And Girrar…

      Was I imagining things?

      Or did I sense a flicker of energy in him?

      Something as soft as the flutter of moth wings in the dark.

      Whatever it was, it hadn’t been there yesterday.

      My fingers froze over the tray of cookies. The more he chewed, the more my instincts shouted.

      If death magic made Girrar stronger…

      What would happen if I kept feeding him?
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      Girrar decimated the macarons, conjured me a cooler-full of treasure, and then headed home to his trailer with the promise that he’d see us tomorrow.

      I hung back with the excuse that I wanted to finish my tea.

      I hadn’t taken a sip and I wasn’t going to because my stomach was already boiling. “Did you feel his energy shifting?”

      “Not particularly.” Fiona’s voice drifted off like she was thinking it through. “But Girrar’s power has a murky quality to begin with. It’s hard to read.”

      “What happens if the death magic powers him up?” Would he turn into some kind of super vamp?

      “Nothing to worry about.” Fiona refilled her teacup. “No matter the power bump he gains from this trade, a minion is still a minion. Never mind the Syndicate, Queen Anyssa will stomp him if he steps out of line.”

      I sagged in my chair. That was a relief. “I should’ve thought of it before.” It just hadn’t occurred to me that Girrar wanted my death magic for anything but its taste.

      Stupid, Anise.

      “He’s no match for you in his current form.” Fiona’s gaze slid over my shoulder. “Or for your Shield. If you two can fight off a warlock together, the average mannikin would never be a threat.”

      The average mannikin, sure. But Fiona obviously wasn’t average.

      What if Girrar leveled up?

      I couldn’t see Wynn gripping my chair back, but the wood creaked. “I’d end that fight before it started.”

      “I’m sure.” Fiona leaned forward, balancing her sharp chin on pointed fingers, and I was glad her cold stare pointed at Wynn. “Speaking of fights, how did my table offend you?”

      My chair back loosened and I had to turn around to see Wynn’s expression.

      He was smirking.

      Smirking at the ancient mannikin lady who could probably turn us both into apple crisp.

      “Had to give Girrar a warning. Your table took the hit.”

      Was Wynn trying to antagonize her? “I’ll pay for the damage.”

      And the money was coming straight out of Wynn’s get-out-of-jail stash.

      “I won’t push the issue this time.” She glared icicles at Wynn. “But if you’re determined to act rambunctious, Agatha will have to take over for me.”

      “It won’t happen again.” I jumped up, pushing back my chair so fast it would’ve hit Wynn in the gut if his reflexes weren’t so fast. “Right, Wynn?”

      “That’s up to Girrar.”

      His tone sounded less like an apology and more like a challenge. No way would Agatha let us make the trades in her house, and if we got booted from Fiona’s, I’d be the one running around begging Syndicate members to help.

      I stepped on Wynn’s toe. Between his hard boots and my soft sneakers, there was no way it hurt, but he couldn’t miss my meaning.

      He let out a resigned breath. “I’m already holding back.”

      Still not an apology, but from Wynn, those few words were practically a dramatic monologue. “Thank you, Fiona. We’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow, indeed. Take care.” She sipped her tea and didn’t move to see us to the door. She was too busy icing out Wynn with her eyes.

      I grabbed my jacket and shoved the cooler into Wynn’s arms. The treasure was heavy and if Wynn was getting the gold, he could carry the gold.

      He stashed the cooler in the trunk while I buckled into the passenger side. The trade-off felt like it had lasted hours, but the sun had barely moved in the sky.

      One day down, maybe forever to go.

      It won’t be forever. Just until my power goes back to normal.

      But when I looked inside myself, the situation felt exactly the same. Like deathly ashes clogging my inner hearth flames.

      And the nearest sage bush was starting to wilt.

      I gripped the edges of my seat. “Get us out of here.”

      Wynn reversed so hard our tires sprayed gravel. I rested my forehead against the cold window.

      All of this enchanting was supposed to get rid of my death magic.

      Not make it stronger.

      I’d play along a few more days, but if I kept killing bushes, my deal with Girrar was officially canceled.
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      I usually wouldn’t mind being cooped up, but the library in Gabi’s casita consisted of a grilling guide and two veterinary technology textbooks. The only other “book” I had was my planner, and it said I was supposed to be at Baking I this afternoon.

      I’d kill to go to class, but that was the problem.

      I didn’t want to kill.

      Wynn napped on the living room couch while I paced. With nothing to read and nothing to bake, I was out of hobbies.

      Wynn jumped up so fast I froze.

      Three seconds later, a soft tap sounded at the door. “Anise?”

      I opened the door to find Gabi in overalls and rubber boots with her curls pinned back. “Just checking on you. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s good.” Except for the part where I was pumped up with death magic and itching to sneak to campus. I was so twitchy, it felt like fire ants were crawling up my arms. I couldn’t handle it. “Is there anything I can do to help around the clinic? Probably not with the animals, but cleaning or carrying or something to keep me busy?”

      “Ah…” Gabi gave a hesitating glance toward the spread of outbuildings. “There’s work, it’s just… How desperate are you?”

      “I already read through the grill recipes.”

      “Okay. But fair warning, all I’ve got is dirty work.”

      “Do I have to change?” I was wearing leggings and a ratty T-shirt, but I didn’t want them ruined by farm animals.

      “The first thing on my to-do list is mucking out stables and you’re going to want all bare skin covered. I’ll lend you a set of work clothes. Still in?”

      “I’m in.” I’d never mucked out anything but a walk-in cooler, but a stable couldn’t be that bad. Working would be better than pacing the afternoon away.

      “Wynn? Are you joining us?” Gabi pitched her voice into the casita. “I can lend you a set of my dad’s clothes.”

      “I’m following. Not working.” Wynn rolled his shoulders back until they cracked.

      Right. What sane person volunteered to muck out stables?

      Gabi led us toward the outbuilding that held all the kibble and coolers full of rats. Thankfully, she kept moving to the one next door. It was also a storeroom, but instead of food, it held racks of packaged med supplies. White coats and sets of overalls hung on pegs above big galoshes.

      The overalls and long sleeves made sense, but I wondered if I’d made a mistake when Gabi handed me a set of the rubber boots, gloves, and a full-on face mask.

      Afraid to ask, I followed her across the yard to a low barn that stank of horses. Shovels and nets were propped against the wood outside.

      “We only have two winged horses right now and they’re both out at the back pasture all day.” Gabi handed me a net. “You sure you want to do this?”

      I ignored the winged horses part, focusing instead on the pole in my hands. “Not a shovel?”

      “Not a shovel.” Gabi hesitated at the barn door. “Their manure levitates for a few hours. We leave it alone when they’re outside, but they get fussy if there’s a bunch of poo floating around the barn.”

      “Fussy. Sure.” My voice sounded far away because surely this was someone else’s life?

      “It’s not too late to turn back without needing a shower.”

      Levitating poo was still a better choice than being alone with my worries.

      “Let’s do this.” I pulled up my face mask.

      Gabi did the same.

      “Have fun.” Wynn leaned against the barn and closed his eyes, but I was almost positive he was hiding another smirk.

      At least he wasn’t coming inside to watch the show. Taking one last deep breath, I stepped into the barn.

      Scattered turds floated. Most of them around knee-height. A few more dangerous ones drifted above my head.

      Gabi swung her net high, catching one of the tall ones. “Start from the top and work your way down. Then we can take off our masks.”

      It wasn’t the minefield of poop I’d feared, but it would only take one horse apple in my hair to ruin the day.

      After a few minutes, Gabi slid off her mask and came to trade my net for a pitchfork. She already held a shovel. “We’re safe now. I’ll muck out and you can fork in the clean hay.”

      Because there were only two dirty horse stalls, Gabi and I had everything clean and fresh within a few minutes. I was sweating but surprisingly refreshed. “What other chores can I help with?”

      “You can help me check the coop, but—”

      The barn door swung open.

      “Anise?” Vanessa’s voice lifted in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      I would’ve answered, but my voice got stuck somewhere in the bend of my stomach.

      Behind Vanessa was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.

      A winged horse.

      Snow white except for a black spot on its nose and the tips of its feathers. It had delicate silver hooves that levitated an inch above the ground and its hair looked as soft as rabbit fur.

      I have to pet her.

      I stepped forward, not even trying to resist the urge. When I reached out, a panicked whinny pierced my ears. The horse danced away from me to hide behind Vanessa. Its eyes rolled, showing white.

      It was afraid? Of me?

      The oddest sense of disappointment slithered down my breastbone.

      Rejected.

      By the most majestic mythical creature.

      The little girl inside me was crushed.

      “Anise.” Gabi tugged my elbow. “Let’s get you out of here, okay?”

      I let her pull me away, out of a second door on the other side of the barn. I thought I glimpsed a flash of white from another, smaller horse, ducking inside.

      A baby?

      I really wanted to pet the baby.

      Wynn was already waiting at the back door. He tensed when he saw my face, but after a once-over that showed I wasn’t injured, his posture relaxed. It wasn’t his job to protect me from disappointment.

      “Sorry.” Gabi patted my shoulder. “She must’ve sensed something she didn’t like.”

      “What’s not to like?” I was surprised to hear a defensive note in my voice. This wasn’t me. I rubbed my temples. “Did that horse just enchant me?” I hadn’t felt any magic. But I hadn’t felt much of anything but the compulsion to go closer.

      Compulsion?

      Son of a blueberry muffin.

      “It’s a thing.” Gabi shrugged. “They need to be loved.”

      “But not by me?” And I still sounded defensive about it. “Sorry. That must be her magic talking.”

      “Let’s walk.” Gabi pulled me away from the barn, Wynn trailing behind. As soon as we were a few steps away, my head cleared.

      Yes, the horses were pretty, but I knew to keep my hands to myself around magical creatures. Especially if they had teeth. “Why would it compel me, then reject me?”

      “The compulsion isn’t conscious. They attract all females.” Gabi kept talking as she walked us toward the bank of storage buildings. “All animals respond to a person’s energy, but cryptids are more perceptive. They’re sensing your vibe and your magical energy. I’m earth-centered so most cryptids like me, especially since I tend to like them back. But Blair can’t visit without starting a riot.” Gabi wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sensitive enough to feel if you’re giving off death magic, but your natural fire magic would freak most creatures. You’d have to put in serious work to win their trust.”

      Some of the hurt eased from my chest. Not that I should care. I didn’t need to be friends with creatures who cast compulsions and pooped out flying dung missiles.

      Manipulative ponies.

      “Are you calling it a day?” Gabi asked.

      “I’m up for more if there’s more to do.”

      “There’s always more to do. Want to help gather eggs?”

      “From chickens, or…?” It seemed like I should assume the worst.

      Horned chickens? Clawed chickens? Venomous chickens?

      “From the rabbits. But they’re off flying around the mountain.”

      Right. The same rabbits who ate the dino nuggets.

      “Sounds great.” If the clinic kept throwing out this level of weirdness, I’d never have the brain space to worry about death magic again.
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      For the next week, I fell into a rhythm at the clinic. Mornings, I baked macarons before driving to Fiona’s. Girrar did his greedy gobbling, and then I headed back to Gabi’s for an afternoon of manual labor.

      My muscles turned wobbly as gelatin, but my death magic was stable.

      Or so I thought.

      On the day I was supposed to deliver macaron batch number eight, I opened the casita to find a row of dead bats on our doorstep.

      All mummified.

      Five crusty brown husks.

      Acid-hot bile jumped up my throat. My feet wouldn’t move.

      “Back away.” Wynn tugged me gently away from the door and steered me onto a bar stool.

      I let him because I had no idea what to do.

      Cancel the deal with Girrar?

      Call the Wu family for backup? Because I was clearly a threat.

      And I had to leave the clinic. I couldn’t be near the animals.

      I zombie-walked back to the murder scene.

      Wynn crouched outside and nudged one of the bodies with a stick. “You sure this was you?”

      “Pretty sure.” I couldn’t think of any other reason a family of bats would drop dead on our stoop. Trying not to look too hard at their poor little bodies, I took a quick pic and attached it to a new group text. It would take too long to individually message all the people I needed to tell.

      Fiona. Agatha. Gabi, Blair, and their moms. And my mom, not because she could help from New York, but because I hoped she’d console me when I called later.

      I typed in This happened, then hit send.

      Agatha responded first. Way to ruin breakfast.

      Yes. Thanks, Agatha.

      Always so wise and helpful in a crisis.

      Running over. A few seconds after Gabi responded, I spotted her sprinting across the lawn.

      I started to shut the door. I wasn’t safe to be around.

      There’s no way you could kill anyone, Blair responded, reading my mind. But you’d better haul ass over here so we can test your power.

      Gabi skidded to a stop in the grass, a few steps from the stoop. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. But the bats… I didn’t mean to…” A thickness clogged my throat and suddenly my eyes burned.

      I’d killed mice before. Rats, too. I’d set traps and scooped their bodies into a dustpan. Dumped them in the trash.

      This felt like so much more of a tragedy. Because I hadn’t meant to kill the bats. I didn’t even remember killing them. I hadn’t felt the magic slip.

      Now they were dead for no reason at all.

      “It’s okay.” Gabi’s voice was soothing—it was probably the voice she used to talk down terrified horses.

      “I can’t stay here.” I couldn’t put anyone or any creatures in danger.

      “Let’s see what Ms. Wu says first.” She pulled rubber gloves and a baggie from her pocket. Her hands stayed perfectly steady while she plucked up the bats and sealed them away.

      My phone vibrated with a message from Fiona. Girrar’s still expecting a delivery.

      Before I could respond, a call came in—Mom. I sent her to voicemail so I could respond to Fiona. I’d call back as soon as I had longer to talk.

      I’m going to be late. I wasn’t screwing around with this power. “We better go now.”

      I made Gabi sit in the front seat with Wynn. She clutched a suspicious brown paper bag in her lap. I hunkered down in the back, keeping my distance as much as possible.

      We sped through town and Blair was already waiting for us under the overhang to the funeral parlor. The parking lot was jammed, with overflow cars spilling onto the street. We were obviously interrupting a service. Blair wore all black, which she only ever did for work.

      She waved us in before I could apologize for barging. “Mom’s ready for you.”

      My shoulders sank down as we slunk through the packed parlor. A few of the blank-eyed guests turned to stare at our procession. I kept my eyes on the carpet, trying to ignore the sad, solemn people dressed in black.

      My shoulders tingled and my fingers twitched with the need to cast who knew what. I made sure not to glimpse any coffins.

      I wasn’t ready to find out if reanimating corpses was on my skill list now.

      Peggy waited for us in the same slab room as before, her lips pressed in a flat line. I didn’t miss a breath before hopping onto the stone. “Please tell me the death magic isn’t getting worse.”

      “I’m not sensing anything to worry about.” Peggy rubbed her herby oil over my forehead. “Just relax.”

      Blair, Gabi, and Wynn hovered in the open doorway. I held my breath, shaking, even less relaxed than the last time I was here. Spectral green magic fell over me.

      Don’t be worse.

      Pleeeeeeease don’t be worse.

      Peggy drew back her power, then patted my sneaker. “You can sit up.”

      I popped up, swinging jittery legs off the slab. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. You’ve done well pulling the death magic together. Now it’s more of a pit inside you than an overflowing tangle.”

      A pit?

      In what world was that a good thing? “That doesn’t make sense. You said if I had an outlet… I thought the power would fade. Not slip out and kill things.”

      “I’d like to see the bodies.” Peggy turned to the doorway.

      Gabi moved to hand her the paper sack. Peggy cradled it in her palms but thankfully didn’t crack it open. Her power echoed at the edges of my senses like a hoarse whisper in an empty tomb. “I don’t think your magic killed them.”

      “Then what did?” Because why would there be dead bats on my doorstep if I wasn’t the killer?

      “It’s hard to say. Animals aren’t my area of expertise. Blair?” She offered the sack out to her daughter. When Blair stepped in to grab the bag, Wynn followed and took his normal post behind me.

      Whatever was happening, I was more than glad to have them all here helping.

      Blair massaged the bag a little too hard, making me swallow down a gag. Her power flared, then faded. “I’m seeing something like bad food? Poison? Could you have left out a cake they got into?”

      “No. I’ve been super careful.” I sterilized my utensils every day and cleansed Gabi’s kitchen with bleach, then sage. I didn’t leave a stray speck of flour, let alone a whole crumb. And the macarons never left my sight until Girrar devoured them.

      Gabi nodded. “Mom says Anise can stay forever if she’s going to keep our kitchen that clean.”

      Peggy tapped one blood-red fingernail against the slab and turned her considering gaze to Gabi. “If I reanimated one of them, could you communicate with it?”

      “That’s… I don’t think so. Remember when you brought back that owl?” Gabi turned to Blair, her face twisting in a mix of disgust and horror. “It was…weird. I couldn’t read words from it at all.”

      “An owl. When was this?” Peggy’s hard voice made it too clear that Blair had broken some other necromancer rule. So did Blair’s neutral, I-did-nothing-wrong gaze, that tipped up toward the ceiling.

      “We don’t have to go that far.” I cut in before Peggy could hand out any punishments. And also before she could reanimate any carcasses. “As long as you’re sure it wasn’t me?”

      “I’m reasonably sure.” Peggy’s shoulders dipped. “But that’s not good enough, is it?”

      “Not to stay at Gabi’s. Not if there’s a risk of me hurting more animals.”

      “You can’t leave. Where else would you go?” Gabi’s voice tightened up like I was about to get kicked onto the streets.

      “You’d be welcome to stay with us again, but…” Peggy’s eyes narrowed. “Did you react to the service?”

      Ugh.

      I wished I could say no, but I’d felt the mourning in my bones. And my shoulders still tingled. “I reacted.”

      “Can she stay with someone else from the Syndicate?” Blair asked.

      “Sylvia?” My tone lifted with hope. She was the only other member I’d dealt with.

      “Death magic isn’t a good mix with her powers,” Peggy said.

      “Fiona has spare rooms.” Wynn’s voice was a shock from just behind my ear.

      I did a one-eighty. “You’d let me move closer to Girrar?” And how did he even know what was in Fiona’s house? He’d never left my side when we were there.

      He did a one-shoulder shrug. “It’s not up to me.”

      “I’ll ask her.” I couldn’t see any other options.

      “She’ll agree,” Peggy said. “She’s already overseeing your contract so she’ll feel obligated to help you fulfill the terms.”

      Great.

      I loved to make people take me in out of obligation.

      I’d have to stop at the bakery and grab a sheet-cake-sized box of cream puffs to worm my way into Fiona’s heart.
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      We left Gabi with Blair—they were planning some sort of bat autopsy that I wanted nothing to do with, especially when they both jumped on me to say that an animal autopsy was called a necropsy.

      It didn’t sound like their first time at the animal corpse rodeo.

      Wynn drove toward Agatha’s while I called in an order, asking Sam to fill me up a box of cream puffs. He parked and grumbled about leaving me alone but was convinced to run inside after my fifth promise that I wouldn’t leave the car.

      I didn’t dare step into Agatha’s territory. All I could do was gaze longingly at the building, pressing my face against the car window.

      A long line of customers wound down the front walkway, waiting for their turn in magic dessert heaven. The main window display was a giant croquembouche tower, except instead of the traditional cone shape, the fried sugary puffballs were stacked to look like a massive jack-o-lantern.

      I tasted sugar on the air and bitterness in my heart.

      Soon, Wynn was jogging back down the walk. He placed the bakery box on the floor in the back seat, moving so carefully that I couldn’t possibly complain.

      When he pulled off from the curb, I watched the bakery fade behind us. Soon, I’d be back here. Back to the life I wanted.

      “You can cancel the deal.”

      Wynn’s voice made me jump so high my seatbelt locked. I never expected him to start a conversation. “It’s too soon to call it off.”

      Not that I was sure of the exact exchange rate we’d get for the mix of gold and gemstones, but I was keeping all the treasure locked in a wheelie cooler. It wasn’t even half full.

      I wanted a few coolers overflowing before we went to barter for Wynn’s freedom.

      And honestly, I was surprised that he was still willing to let me pull back. “Don’t you think we should earn as much as we can while we can?”

      “Not if it puts you at risk.”

      Simple Wynn logic. I re-loosened my seatbelt. “It’s not me I’m worried about.”

      “I am.” He didn’t turn, didn’t look my way, but I could swear there was a hint of warmth in his voice.

      Worried?

      For more than contractual reasons?

      I pressed a hand to my forehead.

      Was I hallucinating?

      “What?” His voice was the same straight-to-the-point punch as ever.

      “I’m just surprised”

      “I only have one thing to worry about.”

      I’m not a thing. But I let that one slide for now. “Shouldn’t you worry about what comes next? What’ll you do when you don’t have to be a Shield?”

      “Haven’t thought about it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ll think about it after.”

      He had to have a dream somewhere in that muscle brain. Maybe he just didn’t want to share? “Do you know how to joust?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have an idea.” Whatever that restaurant was called—the one where you ate turkey legs while the knights battled? They’d love Wynn.

      “What?”

      “I’ll tell you after.” With great smugness. I’d just have to ask Agatha if anyone in the Syndicate wanted to open a franchise in Taos. Or Wynn could make his way to Vegas.

      He didn’t push for more, because he never did. The rest of the trip was silent until we rumbled down Gabi’s driveway.

      I clutched my arms to my chest. Peggy said I hadn’t killed the bats—that I wasn’t a threat—but as long as I was carrying this death power, I couldn’t trust myself.

      And I did not want to kill any winged horses.

      I needed to start baking right away. The faster I baked the macarons, the faster I could hand them off to Girrar, the faster I could pack up the casita and move to safer ground.

      But I froze halfway up the porch steps.

      Why take the risk of baking here?

      It would be safer to move my whole operation to Fiona’s. Grabbing a quick seat on the porch swing, I pulled out my phone. It took a few seconds to work up the courage to make a call.

      Wynn stared on, probably wondering what the hell I was doing.

      I wondered that a lot, too.

      I finally pressed the button.

      “Anise?” Fiona’s voice spilled out faster than usual. Anxious? “What’s the verdict?”

      “I can’t risk staying at the clinic.” I pressed the phone tight to my ear, praying Fiona would agree with what I was about to ask. “But I can’t go to Agatha’s or Peggy’s or even Sylvia’s. Would you mind if I stayed with you? And did my baking at your house?”

      “I’ll make up the spare rooms.”

      “Thank you.” My stress melted and I leaned back, my weight so lifted that the swing started moving. “I only need one room.”

      “It’s like that, hmm?” Her tone vibrated with the hint of a purr.

      I sat up straighter, carefully not looking at Wynn. Fiona was definitely misunderstanding my relationship with my Shield. “One of us will be sleeping on the floor.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      That was one problem solved. I brushed my hands against my leggings. “We’re moving to Fiona’s. Better pack your weapons.”

      I took care of the kitchen first, hauling out my flour and eggs after quadruple-checking that the fanged rooster wasn’t out for a strut. We hadn’t brought much so it didn’t take long to empty out the casita.

      I couldn’t find Vanessa or Thurston to say thanks or goodbye, so I left a note on their fridge. They’d invited me in and taken care of me like I was family, and as soon as my mojo was back in whack, I was going to whip them up a whole gratitude cake buffet.

      Wynn drove us back to Arroyo Seco. I fiddled with the seatbelt, and as soon as Girrar’s busted trailer came into view, creepy-crawlies clenched my chest. When we pulled into the driveway, his door creaked open.

      Girrar’s bulky shoulders filled the frame, but there was only blackness behind him. Like he’d sealed all the windows, so instead of a tiny trailer, he had an extra-large coffin to call home. “My treats?”

      Wynn moved around the car, partially blocking me from Girrar’s view, and I relaxed enough to give him an answer. “I haven’t baked them yet. We’ll come get you when they’re ready.”

      And by we, I meant Wynn. I wasn’t ever walking out by myself.

      Girrar faded into the blackness inside the trailer and the door creaked shut.

      I headed for the house, clutching the cream puffs tight and wondering about the wisdom of this move. Too late to turn back.

      Fiona let us in, purring over the puffs. She waved us back through the fussy living room decked with doilies and hanging plates, down a short hallway with two open doors. She gestured to the room on the left. “I put fresh sheets in both bedrooms, but if you’re sharing, this one is biggest.”

      When I stepped inside, I had to work to keep a wince off my face. Every surface had a layer of lace. Lace bedspread. Lace runners on the dresser and nightstands. Even teensy lace lampshades on the wall sconces.

      The decorations would’ve been stuffy enough, but the room was the temperature of a sauna. The in-floor heat was turned up so high I was afraid my sneakers would melt.

      I took a breath of hot air, reminded myself that Fiona was doing me a favor, and plastered on a smile. “Thank you again for letting us stay. We won’t cause any trouble.”

      “I’m happy to host.” Fiona offered a warm smile, but her face sharpened when her gaze swung to Wynn. “I trust you won’t cause any more damage to my home.”

      “We won’t.” I side-stepped in front of Wynn, fully expecting him to pull out another one of his I’m-a-total-badass-who-doesn’t-care-about-anything lines.

      Like that depends on the mannikin or I don’t start fights, I finish them.

      Fiona gave me a tight nod. “You I trust.”

      When she left the room, I pressed my lips together and stared at Wynn.

      All he did was stare back, but we were getting to the point where I could read his mind, and he absolutely had rebellious thoughts churning through that brain. “Please don’t break any of Fiona’s stuff.”

      “Can’t make any promises if there’s a fight.”

      That. Exactly that attitude.

      I headed to grab the rest of my supplies. Wynn would destroy anything in his way, even if it meant screwing over this deal and his chances at freedom.

      Because sometimes Wynn logic made even less sense than Agatha logic.

      He’d protect me against anything.

      Including his best interest.
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      Baking in Fiona’s kitchen was an experience.

      An experience I never wanted to repeat.

      I carried the most important utensils in my backpack—a set of silver measuring cups and rolled-up Silpat mats—but I still needed to borrow the rest of the supplies like bowls and baking trays.

      Fiona’s drawers felt like portals to an endless garage sale. Every open cupboard spilled out cookie cutters and decorative seasonal trays and yellowed plasticware from the 70s. There were punch bowls and ice cream bowls and cereal bowls printed with every possible cartoon character, but not one blessed glass mixing bowl.

      And I was sweating.

      Sweating like I was hand-baking the macarons over a bonfire.

      The third time I knocked over a tower of Tupperware, Wynn knelt to pick up a lid. “Do you need help?”

      “No. Maybe. Yes?” I rubbed the back of my hand across my forehead, trying to unstick the plastered fly-aways. “Are you sweating?”

      His buzz cut was growing out, but the hair still wasn’t long enough to stick to his face. He wasn’t dripping like I was, either.

      Wynn kept picking up the dropped containers. “Fiona likes it hot.”

      “You think?”

      He blinked like he was surprised I was snapping. I couldn’t remember if I’d ever snapped at him before. I didn’t snap that often—just when I was sweaty, stressed, and potentially a small animal killer.

      None of which was Wynn’s fault.

      I dumped my armful of dishes on the table and headed for the hallway. The thermostat was a dial instead of a fancy digital display.

      The temp was set to one hundred degrees.

      Was Fiona insane?

      Or did she have that much stock with the gas company?

      I twisted left, but the thermostat wouldn’t budge.

      My fire magic made me run hot to begin with, so I did well in the cold. Not in the heat.

      I’d sweat to death if I didn’t get some air in here.

      “I’m opening the window.” Who knew why, but there was only one, positioned above the kitchen sink. I climbed onto the counter to push aside the lace curtain. It took some heaving to lift the lower part of the window. The wood was warped like it hadn’t budged in a looooong time.

      But I found new muscles.

      I needed fresh air and so did my macarons. They’d come out squidgy if the kitchen stayed this volcanic.

      I was breathing heavy when the first cool breeze slipped through. A matching sigh slipped out from my soul. “Better.” I drew the curtains shut again hoping Fiona wouldn’t notice the draft.

      Now that I didn’t feel like I was standing in a lava flow, I could actually get to work. Wynn retreated to the kitchen table, closing his eyes to nap. He hadn’t been getting as much sleep with all my running around—neither had I.

      I gave most of my focus to the spell, infusing death into every ingredient and motion, but today I gave an extra sliver of attention to my well of power. The Vortex hummed stronger in Arroyo Seco than it did in town, but a little concentration and I could push my senses past its endless power murmur.

      Peggy said there was a pit of death magic inside me. If there was, I wasn’t sensitive enough to feel the difference from before.

      When I closed my eyes, my fire felt stronger—a cheerier red than I’d seen in weeks. But now there were green flames burning too?

      It was hard to figure out my magic situation, let alone put it into words, but everything I could read said the forces inside me were coming closer to harmony. So maybe soon, I really would be back to normal?

      My new normal was tea and cookies with mannikins.

      Sweaty and exhausted, I had Wynn call out Girrar so I could deliver the finished macarons to the dining room. Girrar sat gripping the edge of the table. The second the plate of macarons hit the table, I had to snatch back my fingers to keep them from getting gnawed.

      I poured myself tea, again trying to drown out Girrar’s noises.

      Another sound rose above his tooth gnashing and lip smacking.

      “What?” I turned to Fiona.

      She tilted her head. “I haven’t said a thing.”

      “Oh?” I peeked over my shoulder. Wynn had his eyes closed. He’d be ready for action in a second if Girrar made trouble, but he clearly hadn’t spoken.

      I sipped my tea, convinced I’d finally snapped.

      Then I heard the noise again.

      A…fluttering?

      I glanced up at the ceiling. It sounded like a trapped moth, flying and flying against the light, trying to find the moon.

      But there wasn’t a single bug in this room.

      My gaze dropped, landing on Girrar.

      He was crunching, gnashing, slurping, and one-hundred percent focused on his macarons. His lips looked darker and plumper than ever. His shoulders a little larger.

      My magic was fueling him. But he wasn’t making the noise. Plenty of other disgusting noises, but not the wingbeats at the edge of my hearing.

      My teacup clattered when I set it too hard on its saucer. Was my head making up trouble now?

      The death magic kept spitting out new side-effects. Maybe I was hearing spirits?

      After Girrar licked his plate—and Fiona turned her disgusted gaze to the ceiling—he dropped another double-handful of gold on the tablecloth.

      If I wasn’t imagining things, his fangs had lengthened and they dug into his lower lip when he offered a parting smile. “I await more treats.”

      He knocked back his chair and headed out, leaving me alone with Fiona, Wynn, and the sour sensation seething in my belly.

      I wasn’t sure what was going on but something had changed.

      In me? In Girrar?

      In both of us?

      My posture slumped until I was sitting half underneath the table.

      “Something on your mind?” Fiona paused stirring her tea.

      “I’m not sure.” I wanted to think about it before I told her anything that would get my deal canceled. If it got called off, I wanted it to be my decision.

      “Casting so much death magic is bound to take its toll, even on the spirit-centered. Being fire-centered, you have a bigger hill to climb.”

      True. “I think I just need to clear my head.” Ideally, alone, but I’d given up hope that would ever happen unless I really camped in the bathtub. That sounded uncomfortable and wouldn’t solve my problems.

      “Walk on down the road. There are a few restaurants. And Taos Cow.”

      Ice cream.

      Yes.

      That would solve my problems.

      “Want to go for a walk?” I asked Wynn like he had a choice. If I went he had to go. But if he really didn’t want to, I’d stay in.

      “You’re buying.”

      “Agatha’s buying.” And I wasn’t letting myself feel guilty about using my card.

      After taking over the dishes for Fiona, I grabbed my jacket and headed out. I half expected Girrar to peer out his trailer’s windows, but it looked like they’d been blacked-out.

      I hurried past, not wanting to risk having to deal with him.

      The ice cream shop was a freestanding building across the road. It was probably packed in the summer, but on a random October Tuesday, there was only a family at a table in the corner. I beelined to the counter to order but didn’t need much time to pick flavors once I saw the list.

      One scoop of cookies and cream, one of cookie dough, and as much chocolate fudge as they could drizzle into a waffle bowl.

      When I stepped back, the cashier looked expectantly at Wynn. “For you, sir?”

      Wynn’s blank stare swung from the menu board to the guy.

      “Uh…” The cashier turned to me, already panicking at the thought of digging a legit order out of the muscle guy in gauntlets.

      “He’ll have the same as me. But half the fudge.” The sea of chocolate was an acquired taste. I handed over my black card like I owned the shop because I wanted to feel like I was in charge of something.

      But as soon as we sat at one of the sticky tables with our sundaes, my faux confidence popped like a shaken soufflé.

      I was not in control.

      As my ice cream melted, I just stared and stirred.

      “Are you not eating?” Wynn asked.

      “What about you?” I was playing with my food, but he hadn’t even touched his ice cream.

      “Not sure.” He nudged his whipped cream with the back of a spoon.

      “Wrong flavor?” He hadn’t given me anything to go on flavor-wise, but cookies and cream was somewhere between oxygen and water on the pyramid of basic human needs.

      “Not sure.” He made the tiniest bite of ice cream—like 1/32 of a teaspoon—and lifted it to eye level.

      He was acting mega suspicious...

      “Wynn.” I snapped up straight. “Have you ever had ice cream before?”

      “Never.” And he stared at the spoon like he wasn’t going to try.

      “I’ve really failed you.” I leaned over the table to grab his bowl and spoon and made him the perfect bite with just the right mix of whipped cream, both flavors of ice cream, and fudge. “Try it.”

      He pinched the spoon away from me with two fingers like he was holding a squirming lizard by its tail. I snorted at his pained expression. “It’s ice cream, not the end of the world. Unless you’re lactose intolerant?”

      “Nah.” He held his breath like I’d offered a plate of steaming dog meat. But eventually, he took the bite. Then winced. “It’s sweet.”

      “That’s the idea. Do you like it?” And would he go in for a second taste?

      He dug out a nugget of cookie dough. “Not sure.”

      The third not sure of the night. I let out a breath and went back to stirring my soup. Maybe I was pushing his boundaries too far. I could only imagine the food Wynn had grown up with.

      Mutton and hard rolls?

      Wynn set down his spoon. “Call off the deal.”

      “What?” My voice spiked so high the family in the corner turned to stare, but their looks barely registered. “Now?”

      And out of nowhere?

      “You’ve earned enough.” His voice sounded surprisingly gentle—also out of nowhere.

      “I haven’t. And my magic is still messed up.” I leaned closer to him so no one would overhear us. “If I don’t bake out the death magic, there’s no way it’s going to disappear.” It felt way too dug into my soul. “And how else can we get you out of your contract?”

      “Not worried about that.”

      “You don’t want out of your Shield contract?”

      “I want out, but we can find another way. I don’t believe you’d screw me over.”

      That we made my spoon slip from my fingers, blobbing ice cream all over the table. “You trust me?”

      “I do now.” He stared straight at me, no lie in his eyes. Just the shockingly honest truth, direct from his heart.

      A strange bubble formed between my lungs. If Wynn trusted me, no wonder my whole world felt flipped upside-down because nothing was normal anymore.

      “Then trust me a little longer?” I took a breath. “Girrar gives me the creeps, but that hasn’t changed. He wants my power bad enough that he’s not going to risk hurting me as long as I keep baking for him. I’m more worried what happens what happens when we quit.” Girrar wasn’t going to want to let me go as long as I had a drop of death magic left. “I think it’s safer for both of us if I keep baking the macarons.”

      Wynn squeezed one of his gauntlets, straining the hard leather. “I want to argue. But I can’t.”

      “That’s a first.”

      His brows lifted. “What do we do when the death magic dries out?”

      “The contract expires. I won’t be any good to him after that. And even if he wants to hurt me, I’ll be back behind Agatha’s wards with you guarding…”

      But no.

      If our plan worked, Wynn wouldn’t be in charge of protecting me anymore.

      “I wouldn’t leave you in danger.”

      But he would leave eventually. When the danger was past.

      Was I really going to miss him?

      I cleared my throat instead of asking the embarrassing question out loud. “I’m not sure I remember how it feels to be alone.”

      “I can’t forget.” His words fell out like a whisper, low and close. The soft rawness of them scraped at my heart-flesh.

      Since when was he showing emotions?

      Wynn was supposed to be all stoic and hard and I couldn’t take it if he was going to act like a teddy bear.

      I reached across the table and gave his hand the most awkward of pats. “I won’t let you wander around lost either. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Wynn gave a solemn nod before taking a second bite of ice cream.

      This time, he didn’t even wince.
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      A shrill bell woke me mid-dream. Early. Sun barely up through the curtains of Fiona’s spare room.

      I fumbled toward the nightstand. Make it stop.

      I managed to jam the button on my phone.

      The noise kept going.

      One raw note.

      Not an alarm.

      A scream.

      Wynn was already on his feet with a knife.

      “Fiona?” I shot up from bed.

      “Yes.”

      Because who else could it be?

      “Girrar?” Would he really hurt her?

      “Haven’t checked.”

      “We’re checking.” I tossed off my covers and sprinted down the hall, ready to call out a wall of flames or just drag Girrar straight to the underworld.

      The shrieking echoed from the kitchen.

      I skidded around the doorframe.

      And there was carnage.

      Just not blood.

      Fiona stood in the middle of a hellscape painted in dark splatter. It stank like the inside of a septic tank scrubbed out with ammonia.

      Bat guano.

      Everywhere.

      Fiona’s scream choked off. She bent over, gasping for breath, but a chorus of tinier screeches filled the sudden silence.

      As my gaze rose up, my jaw dropped down.

      Bats huddled in a wriggling brown mass—a solid layer of moving bodies that shellacked the ceiling. I watched another murky blob fall and spatter the stovetop.

      Guano coated everything from the floor tiles to the lace curtains. There should’ve been a couple safe square inches under the table and chairs, but bats huddled underneath them too, carpeting the floor in a spattery layer of poo.

      I clapped a hand over my nose. “What—?” My gaze locked on the still-cracked window.

      Holy.

      Literal.

      Shit.

      I’d left the window open. All night.

      Fiona’s house was warmer than the coziest cave any bat could imagine.

      “Out!” Fiona whirled to face me, spinning so fast that Wynn raised his knife. She couldn’t see his blade. Or anything, with that much madness in her eyes. “Out of my house. NOW.”

      Yellow flames flickered between her fingers.

      I grabbed Wynn’s arm. Tugged him. “Let’s go.” I didn’t know what magic she was about to cast, and I wasn’t staying long enough to get ashed.

      We ran.

      I didn’t stop to pack a bag or change out of my pajamas. All I grabbed were the car keys. Wynn and I booked it for the driveway. We both dove into the car.

      He gripped his knife and I gripped the wheel, but my heartbeat kept hammering in the silence after the locks clicked. “We can’t run away…”

      My baking stuff was somewhere in that kitchen.

      Had I put it away? In the pantry?

      A full-body shudder rocked me at the thought of scraping my tools clean. I rested my hot forehead against the steering wheel.

      “She’ll calm down.” Wynn was already scanning our new perimeter, with frequent gazes toward Girrar’s trailer off in the sage. “No one can stay that hysterical for long.”

      “No?” I might come close if it was my kitchen covered in bat—

      The porch door opened.

      Fiona zombie-shambled down the steps, staring at nothing.

      She’d swung from hysteria to shock.

      “I guess we get out?” I peered closer. Fiona didn’t look like a threat anymore, wobbling her way down the stairs.

      “I’ll shield you if she casts.” He slid out first and headed to meet me on my side of the car. But I was pretty sure we’d passed that danger.

      “I’m going to a hotel.” Fiona held herself rigid, staring straight ahead with the aura of a war survivor about to spill her last drop of sanity. “Someone else will oversee your contract.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      Instead of going for her car, she walked down the road. There were no hotels in the micro town that didn’t even have a stoplight, so I hoped she was headed to a bed and breakfast and just didn’t have the energy to say that many syllables.

      In the meantime, I had nowhere to bake or stay.

      We could at least change out of our pajamas. I’d dressed for Fiona’s sweat-box and in tiny shorts and a tank top, and fall mornings in Taos were breath-misting-in-the-air cold.

      Wynn wasn’t even shivering. Shirtless, I realized, finally looking at him. He was only wearing boxers.

      Had he been sleeping in my room like that this whole time?

      I gave myself a shake.

      I did not have time to burn wondering what happened in, with, or anywhere near Wynn’s shorts.

      I hustled back inside and then ducked, covering my head. A few bats had spread into the entranceway. It wasn’t guano-spattered yet, but it would be soon if I didn’t fix this problem.

      Except what did you even do about a bat infestation? Call an exterminator? Run around screaming with a broom?

      After I changed, I phoned my personal expert on weird animals. Gabi would know what to do. “We have a situation at Fiona’s.”

      “What happened?” Her voice tensed.

      “Bats. Lots and lots of bats.” I peeked out my bedroom door. They hadn’t made it to the hallway yet, but they were slowly taking over the living room and decorating its floor in a wet carpet. “Can you help?”

      “I’m grabbing Mom. We’ll be right over.”

      She hung up before I could say thanks.

      I tacked a few more goodies onto the list of things I was already planning on baking her. I already owed her whole family marshmallow rice treats and birthday cakes for life.
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      Shooing out the bats took most of the morning. When the last one fluttered out, I slammed the front door closed behind it.

      “Poor things.” Gabi double-checked the couch was free of guano before flopping down. “They were so confused and scared to go outside at this time of day.”

      Vanessa flopped down next to her daughter, not even bothering to check her seat. She rubbed a temple. “What a magical workout. I can’t remember the last time we had that many minds chittering at us.”

      Gabi let out a breath, then hopped up. “Where does Fiona keep her cleaning supplies?”

      “No way.” I swung open the door again. “I can’t ask you to help with the clean-up.” My eyes watered at the thought of walking back into that kitchen, but it was my garbage heap to climb.

      “Anise. That’s—”

      “Gab?” Vanessa gently cut her daughter off. “As much as I’d like to help Anise, we have too much on the schedule today. We’ll have to let her handle the mess.”

      “Yes. Go.” I hurried them out before Gabi could argue. “You’ve already helped enough.”

      “I’ll text you,” Gabi said as her mother tugged her out the door.

      I waved, then locked the door behind them. My gaze slid to Wynn, who stood next to a fussy end table with his arms folded. Trying to ignore the stink radiating out of the kitchen, I filled my voice with sweetness. “Would you be willing to help me clean?”

      His head tipped ever-so-slightly to the side in an unspoken what do you think, genius?

      No surprise.

      It was my mess. I just wished I would’ve asked Gabi to lend me rubber gloves and a mask.

      I held my breath and peered into the kitchen. The brooms and cleaning supplies were stashed in the pantry. Thankfully that door had been closed overnight, but I was dreading my first step across the floor to grab the mop.

      The minefield of splatter was still moist.

      Did I mop first? Or wait for the floor to dry and then scrape? Or should I start with the counters?

      With buckets of bleach?

      The doorbell rang, pausing the need to make the nastiest decision of my life.

      Wynn was opening the door before I made it to the entryway.

      “What?” The word flew from his mouth like a bullet.

      Girrar stood on the stoop. “A problem this morning?”

      Problem was a crazy mild word the sanitation crisis.

      It was going to take days and a serious power-washing to make anything in that kitchen usable again. “I have to pause our deal. Fiona’s kitchen is wrecked.”

      “There’s no pause. On or off. Will you cancel?” He asked like he was curious instead of desperate like I’d feared.

      That eased some of my Girrar-suspicions, but I still wasn’t going to be able to hold my end of our bargain. “I’m not canceling, but I can’t bake here.”

      “My kitchen is free.”

      “Your kitchen? Where?”

      “There.” Girrar held out a palm, gesturing at his trailer.

      “You have an oven?” I probably sounded suspicious.

      I was suspicious.

      He didn’t really expect me to bake macarons in a Twinkie trailer?

      “You’ll find everything you need in my home.” He grinned his grin. “Come.”

      Wynn slammed the door in his face.

      I sagged with relief. “Should I quit the contract?” Because how many hurdles could I expect myself to jump? I was running out of energy for mishaps.

      “Like I told you.”

      “A told you so?” I shook my head.

      Really, Wynn?

      Today of all days?

      “Tell him deal’s off.” Wynn reopened the door.

      Girrar hadn’t budged. He stood with a blank expression, hands tucked in the pockets of his trench.

      I blinked.

      My brain wasn’t reacting fast enough after the morning of excitement. But the more I thought it through, the more I realized bowing out was my best option. Baking the death magic out of my system had gotten too complicated.

      After I gritted my teeth and hosed down Fiona’s house, I was out of here. I’d book myself an isolated mountain cottage away from all human and mannikin interaction while I figured out a new plan.

      A new plan for my magic and for Wynn’s Shield contract.

      I faced Girrar, squaring up my shoulders. “Sorry. I’m canceling the deal.”

      “Very well.” He bobbed his head in agreement. Not at all the reaction I’d been expecting. “Are you needing assistance?”

      “With?” The pitch of my voice drifted upward because I was honestly confused.

      Girrar asking to help me?

      “The cleaning. I can smell the smell from my home.” His nose scrunched.

      Was it really that bad? “What kind of help are you offering?”

      “I have many of the cleaning products. Under my sink.”

      I glanced at Wynn, but his stare was its regular combination of suspicion and readiness to stab. He wasn’t giving me any hints about what to do with the suddenly helpful version of Girrar.

      I had my own suspicions, but if I could borrow rubber gloves and cleaner without having to dig them out from the layer of nightmare gunk… I was open to all kinds of help. “I’ll take whatever you’re willing to lend.”

      “Come.” Girrar whirled with a grin and cut a path through the shrubs to his trailer.

      I followed, sticking close to Wynn.

      “You want to go in there?” His watchful gaze fixed on the dented trailer.

      “I want rubber gloves.” And Girrar letting me bow gracefully out of our deal went a looooong way toward trust.

      At least I thought it did until Girrar unlocked his door. It opened to pure blackness.

      Not someone-turn-on-the-lights blackness.

      Sucking-up-all-wavelengths, swallowed by a whale, trapped in a coffin blackness.

      And a crackle of magic.

      I wouldn’t be able to tell what unless I touched the trailer, and I so was not sticking my fingers in that mixing bowl. I folded my arms and waited.

      Girrar’s grin widened. “An enchantment to block light. It stings. My eyes.”

      Stung his eyes?

      When he was standing in the noonday sun?

      No squint and no sunglasses?

      My gut clenched at the obvious lie. “Never mind.” I wasn’t that desperate for a few spray bottles.

      “Come.” Girrar’s voice dropped lower. His black eyes glittered.

      Aaaaaand I was officially backing away.

      Wynn caught the same vibe, side-stepping between me and Girrar. I was about to sprint for the house.

      Magic exploded from the gaping void of Girrar’s doorway.

      Strips of darkness stretched out from the doorway like rolls of fabric flung into the air.

      Arms of night-black energy that reached for me like grabby hands.

      Wynn slashed out. Shielding me. Trying to cut the arms away. His knives passed through, not stopping the shadows.

      Purple light burst from Wynn’s gauntlets. His magical shield flashed into being—a translucent purple field that covered his left arm. The reaching arms flinched away, then changed directions, zooming toward me again.

      Flames danced at the tips of my fingers, ready to burn, but Wynn was moving too fast, darting and ducking, and I didn’t have a clear shot. More and more arms of magic shot out from the doorway.

      I stepped back.

      And bumped straight into Girrar.

      He’d snuck behind me.

      Before I could flame him, before I could change direction, he gave my back a heavy, two-handed shove.

      I stumbled toward the trailer’s doorway of blackness. Shadows wrapped me. Cold and wet. They dragged me toward the door.

      No.

      Panic stomped my lungs, making it impossible to breathe.

      Wynn caught me. Wrenched my arm and swung me off to the side.

      Out of danger.

      But saving me cost him his defense.

      The shadow arms shot behind him, around him, twining his wrists and ankles like pythons.

      They pulled him through the gaping doorway, headfirst, swallowing him in the abyss.

      NO!

      His shoulders disappeared. His waist.

      I caught his ankle before his body disappeared. Using all my body weight, I braced my feet against the trailer. Tried to reel Wynn back.

      A shadow arm jumped from his leg to my wrist.

      More arms reached through the doorway. They caught my arms and legs and hair and waist.

      Wrapped every inch of me.

      Pulling me into the void.
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      I tipped, tumbled, and turned upside down. My grip on Wynn’s ankle was the only thing convincing me I wasn’t in a washing machine stuck on the spin cycle. I grabbed for him when the sickly motion spun me his way but swiped at nothing where the rest of his leg should be.

      When the motion stopped, it stopped hard.

      The grabby hands spat me out. I rolled a few times over stone, scraping my elbows, forehead, knees, but I couldn’t feel the bumps.

      I landed on my back.

      Staring at a dark, starry sky.

      I blinked. Blinked again.

      The stars winked in and out. And they were green.

      A cave?

      I was about to brave sitting up when a weight hit me like an industrial sack of flour.

      “Oof.” My head snapped back, should’ve hit stone. But fast hands cupped my skull.

      Wynn.

      The full weight of him ground me into the stone floor. Cave floor? I wasn’t sure yet but my lungs couldn’t fill with him on top of me.

      But why would I land before him?

      “Are you hurt?” Wynn’s mouth was so close his breath whispered over my lips.

      “Fine.” I tried to push him off, but he held my head in place, scanning me for injuries. Heavy. Hot. Suffocating. “Wynn. Need. To breathe.”

      He rolled himself off me and sprang up in a crouch. I moved like I was eighty years older and part tortoise, slowly flopping onto hands and knees, then pushing myself up in a chorus of joint creaks. That’s gonna hurt later.

      I couldn’t feel it yet.

      I was too busy gaping.

      A pinprick of light streamed in from high above. It was just enough light to reveal the walls of the biggest cave I could’ve dreamed in my nightmares. Stalagmites and tites. The choking metallic smell of minerals, mold, and mountains of guano.

      Because bats.

      So many bats.

      Chittering and screeching. Clinging to the uneven ceiling in a wriggling mass. Hundreds. Thousands. Maybe even millions of bats.

      I whirled toward the doorway or portal. Whatever effed-up rabbit-hole we’d just been kidnapped through.

      There was no door.

      Only bats and rocks in every direction I turned.

      A shudder slunk down from my shoulders, shaking each vertebra on its way to my toes.

      I’d been tricked.

      And now I was trapped.

      I knew it without seeing Girrar’s busted face.

      The frickin’ bats.

      All Girrar’s fault.

      I stepped closer to Wynn, for safety or comfort. I didn’t know anymore. “What now?”

      He was scanning at hyper-speed. “Three potential exits but we can’t run in the dark. We have no food or water. No torches.” Voice tight, he slipped a knife from his waistband. “I think we wait for him to show.”

      A blob of batshit plopped on my shoulder.

      Son of a—!

      What was Girrar’s plan?

      Why trap us in bat hell?

      “Welcome.” That traitor’s voice echoed through the cave.

      Wynn grabbed my shoulder, ready to pull me out of danger’s way, but Girrar’s voice wasn’t attached to a body. It rumbled, everywhere and nowhere. “Join me. The cave to your left.”

      My stomach churned, a lava pit of dread. “Do we have a choice?”

      “We can fight.” He grabbed a smaller knife from his pocket and pressed it into my ice-cold palm.

      I’d never fought with a knife before, but I’d stab a bat in the face at this point. “What about guns?”

      “I wasn’t packed for an alternate realm.” But going by the thread of iron in Wynn’s voice, he thought he should’ve been.

      “We couldn’t have seen this coming.” Whatever this was. I wasn’t sure if we’d been transported or if the cave was an illusion?

      I glanced at the plop on my shoulder. No way did Girrar or anyone else have the juice to run an illusion so elaborate it stank.

      We’d been transported.

      But to where?

      Another world? Somewhere on Earth?

      I couldn’t sense the Vortex, but that didn’t tell me anything beyond you’re not in Taos anymore, Dorothy. Wherever we were, I needed to find the magical keys to get us the hell out.

      I gripped my knife. “Let’s find Girrar.”

      I wasted a few steps trying to avoid stepping in guano, but the cave floor made the disaster scene at Fiona seem like a dream. My sneakers squelched through wet inches of nastiness.

      Wynn walked in front of me in calm, even steps.

      I was not calm because I didn’t dare take a full breath in this stink and my brain was starting to rebel from lack of oxygen.

      I was not calm because what the hell was this hell hole?

      Feet squelching all the way, we headed through the tunnel on the left. The ceiling dropped down until it was more claustrophobic than cavernous. We had to maneuver through a few tight squeezes. I closed my eyes through those, pretending every surface I brushed wasn’t dripping in dung.

      We popped out in a walk-in-closet-sized cave with three more tunnels.

      “Take the right.” Girrar’s voice echoed from nowhere.

      Fuming, I could only follow his directions. He coached us through the maze. I lost count of the endless tunnels and turning points full of bats, rocks, and more bats.

      “Are you keeping track?” I muttered to Wynn.

      “Trying.” His voice was tight.

      I’d left my phone in the house so I didn’t have the time but we must’ve walked for hours before popping out in a cave I could only describe as medium-sized compared to the others we’d passed. Maybe the width of a football stadium instead of a few city blocks? Its ceiling was low and bat-packed.

      But this cave had furniture.

      A metal lean-to filled with a few rickety patio chairs, a hammock, and a pile of lichen-pitted bricks that looked like they might’ve been some kind of hearth a World War ago.

      Why—

      Breath hissed through my teeth. “He wants me to bake here.”

      “Yes.” Girrar’s answer came from the shadows. He followed the word, oozing into being.

      Wynn twitched, something blurred, and suddenly a knife was buried in Girrar’s chest.

      Right in the heart.

      Holy…

      Before I could decide whether to celebrate or worry about being trapped in this fricking cave-maze, Girrar yanked out the blade.

      He wasn’t flinching. He wasn’t bleeding. And we weren’t close enough to see the if the wound had closed, but Girrar wasn’t doing anything but smiling when he tucked Wynn’s knife under his trench coat. “I’ll keep this.”

      “I have more.” Wynn already gripped another knife, ready to throw. He looked about to launch himself this time.

      Moving slow, I set his fingers on my arm.

      “Wynn.” I hoped my tone carried enough of a warning. We shouldn’t kill Girrar until we were sure we had a way out—and it didn’t look like we could kill him anyway.

      So we better not piss him off.

      Wynn’s muscles started relaxing under my fingertips, but then his whole body jolted.

      A figure had appeared at Girrar’s shoulder.

      I squinted into the semi-darkness. A hunched-up old man?

      The creature lifted its head and spread leathery wings.

      I gripped Wynn’s arm harder.

      A bat.

      A giant bat.

      Not as big as the battle crow. Bigger than a dog. Like a St. Bernard standing upright with scissor-length claws and fangs. It had a snub nose and too-big ears, but the face was vaguely, disturbingly humanoid—with fleshy lips and a pointed chin.

      Another man-bat popped out at Girrar’s other shoulder. Then another. And more. Dozens and dozens of giant, mannish bats, glaring at us with glittering black eyes.

      I hugged Wynn’s arm with one arm and gripped my knife with the other, but we were too outnumbered to fight. He tried to shield me behind his body. Then stopped moving.

      More bat-men behind us. And at our sides.

      All around the cave.

      “What do you want, Girrar?” My voice shook.

      “Feed my brothers with your magic.” His face was as smug as his words.

      “No.” Wynn’s answer echoed mine.

      Having him at my side gave me the sliver of hope I needed. We could survive. I cleared my throat so I could speak with a stronger voice. “That’s not happening.”

      “Then you’ll feed my brothers with your blood.”

      My blood? A flash of pure-white panic blacked-out my vision for a second. I leaned harder into Wynn.

      A man-bat ambled toward us.

      It moved on all fours. Using its folded-up wings like nightmare arms. All hunched over with a crooked, loping walk.

      Its jaw parted, flashing two long fangs.

      Not man-bats.

      Vampire bats.

      “No.” I could only muster a whisper.

      Wynn pulled me gently into his chest and tucked me in the shelter of his arms. He had a knife in each hand.

      And he would absolutely die fighting to save us.

      To save me.

      The bats inched forward, flashing more fang.

      We couldn’t win, but we couldn’t give in either. We needed a truce. A breath to convince Girrar to keep us alive.

      And I needed my hands free to cast.

      I dropped my knife and huddled tight to Wynn. I didn’t want him getting burned.

      Flames.

      I reached for my power center. The red of my central fire was still shot-through with green, but flames sparked, answering my call. I cast them out in a circle, first close by, then pushing back the barrier, wider and wider.

      Reclaiming space.

      The bat-things shrieked and lumber-hopped, cowering away. The little bats on the ceiling swooped and screeched in the sudden blast of smoke.

      Sweat beaded my forehead with the effort of fueling a waist-high border of flame, but I couldn’t let it drop. I had to make Girrar think I was stronger than I was.

      I stopped pushing the ring at six feet around us. My vision wavered. It was all I could do.

      Wynn gripped my shoulders, holding me steady.

      I’d thank him later.

      I peered through the flames, trying to find Girrar.

      He stared at the fire.

      Not in fear, but with the same focused look he gave my macarons.

      Hunger.

      Because tongues of green flashed within the fire.

      Death magic. Even now.

      A few of the bats chittered excitedly, daring to creep closer to the flame. I didn’t have the juice to push the wall back again.

      Girrar reached out, then drew back from the heat. “Too weak. Not as delicious.”

      “Because I’m not a necromancer.” I gritted my teeth, trying not to show the strain that would’ve had me tipping over if not for Wynn’s steady hands. “If you want the good stuff, then negotiate. Without the army of bats.”

      “You heard the witch. Flee, my brothers.”

      The giant bats chittered. Arguing?

      My eyes were crossing. Too exhausted.

      Wynn squeezed my shoulder. “You’ve got it.”

      Did I?

      When I blinked a few more times, the big bats were gone.

      Girrar stood alone.

      The ring of fire winked out with a whoosh. I sagged. I hadn’t meant to put it out. That was it for my magic.

      For a while.

      “You agree to make the black cookies?” Girrar rubbed his long-fingered hands together.

      “The macarons?” I took a half step away from Wynn. Still close enough he could catch me if I passed out. Just far enough to stand on my own. “I’ll bake but not here. I need ingredients and a real kitchen.”

      “Here. No Syndicate. More batches.”

      The dots connected in a sickly rush. He’d probably only agreed to my original terms plotting to spirit me away. Even if I hadn’t canceled our blood contract, I doubted it would’ve held here—wherever we were.

      But with or without a deal, I couldn’t work like this. “I can’t bake macarons without an oven. And if you’re planning on keeping us captive, we need food, water, beds… All the human comforts.”

      “Here is water.” He waved to the fast, tiny river, that cut through the edge of the cave, disappearing under its far wall.

      It flowed under the ceiling full of bats.

      “I need clean water that’s not being used as a toilet.” Not that I cared if his macarons were full of guano—maybe I’d even use it as filling for him—but I wasn’t touching any fluid that came in contact with the sludgy cave walls.

      “All the human comforts?” Girrar’s head tilted to the side. Then he smoothed the lapels of his trench. “This way.”

      He disappeared into another side tunnel.

      I moved to follow, but my ankle buckled.

      Wynn caught me. “You okay?”

      “Not really.” I tried to blink the fog out of my eyes, but it had settled in and probably wouldn’t budge until I slept enough to recharge my power.

      “Hang in.” He tucked away one of his knives to keep a light grip on my arm.

      “I can hang until…” When? Until Girrar left us alone? He sure as hell wasn’t dropping us back home. Don’t think about that now. “I can hang.”

      Together, we followed Girrar. Thankfully, not through another maze—just one long tunnel that led into a new cave.

      Even lower than the last chamber, the space was just tall enough to hold a copy of the bottom floor of Fiona’s house. Green shutters and all.

      I gaped so hard I actually managed to stand up straight.

      “Write me your ingredients list.” Girrar said, his voice and form starting to go hazy. “I’ll bring them from the otherworld.”

      He faded away, leaving us alone in the semi-dark cavern.

      In any other situation, I probably would’ve sprinted away screaming. But I was too exhausted to run and the low ceiling of bats writhed way too close to my head. “Let’s check it out.”

      Wynn moved ahead of me and opened the door without stepping over the threshold. I peered inside.

      It was a perfect copy of Fiona’s downstairs.

      Just the downstairs. The steps in her entry hall ended in a rock ceiling. Weirdly, the rest of the ceiling was normal paint.

      Had Girrar brought her actual house into the cave?

      I reached inside to flick on a light switch. The faceplate fell off the wall. It didn’t have a box behind it or even wires.

      But somehow it was bright enough to see? That didn’t make sense when we were so deep in the cave.

      Wynn and I stepped inside. The closer I looked, the more I spotted the problems with the copycat house. The living room wallpaper was supposed to be intricate roses and vines—now they looked like sketches in pink crayon.

      The kitchen was spotless. Not a speck of guano.

      An improvement, but the kitchen for sure wasn’t Fiona’s.

      The house ended with the dining room, which was set with Fiona’s placemats and tea set. The downstairs bathroom was there—I didn’t dare check the plumbing yet—but the spare bedrooms were missing.

      So Girrar had only given us as much house as he remembered? Or thought we needed?

      “I’m pretty sure this is some kind of pocket universe. That’s why Girrar can wink in and out and conjure stuff.” Even though I’d never been in an alt-universe before, I’d read about them long before moving to Taos, wishing I was powerful enough to make my own. No chance. “We’ll have to test the rules. Usually, if you kill or destroy whatever’s holding the dimension in place, it collapses.”

      But Girrar had never felt powerful enough to have created a world himself—more like he was middle management? We needed to find the real boss.

      “I’ll do the killing. But how?”

      “I don’t know yet.” Poisoned cakes would’ve been my go-to, but Girrar was already snacking on my best death magic. And he’d just taken a knife to the heart like a pat on the head. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Somehow.

      Later.

      When the stupid fake room stopped spinning and my vision wasn’t drowning in fog.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nineteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I passed out on Fiona’s copycat couch. The antique clock over the mantle said noon when I collapsed and it still said noon when I clawed myself back up, rubbing groggy eyes.

      We had so many problems, but if nothing in this house worked, my first fear was the bathroom. “Please tell me we have plumbing.” I didn’t see Wynn yet, but I knew he’d be close.

      “We do.” His voice rumbled from behind the couch.

      I climbed to my knees and peered behind the sofa. Wynn sat against the sofa-back with his eyes closed, facing the door. A knife ready next to each hand.

      “That’s good news.” Because my mouth tasted like bat bottom and I wanted to chase the flavor with the coldest glass of water.

      “Ready for the bad news?”

      “Yeah.” I leaned my arms against the back of the couch, ready to take the hit.

      “Magic only works in the house. I couldn’t summon my shield in the cave.”

      “Not a surprise.” I’d probably only been able to cast flames before because Girrar had never seen me use that kind of magic. If he could control this whole cave world, he’d block us from using any power that let us fight. But he needed to let me have a space for my baking magic. “What’s the exit situation?”

      “The way we came in is blocked. I spotted a few other tunnels but if we’re checking them out, we’re going together.” Wynn opened his eyes, rolled back his shoulders until they cracked, then tucked his knives away. “What do you want to do first?”

      I wanted to change out of my T-shirt that had dried guano plastered to its shoulder, but Girrar hadn’t conjured us a change of clothes. “I want to make that list for Girrar.” Both with baking ingredients and the supplies we’d need if we were going to survive here. “Does the refrigerator work?”

      “Didn’t look.”

      I did a lap around the house and confirmed that it ran on weird mystical logic rather than anything as basic as an electric grid.

      The sinks and toilets worked but drained to who knew where. No shower downstairs, which was not a good situation when you were being forced to live in a cave.

      The fridge was cold and the freezer was colder, but both were empty and the cupboard and drawers didn’t even open. Girrar had left a pen and notepad on the kitchen table.

      I made a list of things like food, clothes, toothbrushes, and anything else we might need then passed the pad to Wynn. “You think Girrar will deliver?”

      “Has to if he wants you to bake.” Wynn scanned the list, then held out a hand. I dropped the pen in his palm. He added a few more items, then slid back the notepad.

      Kitchen knives. String. Rat poison.

      “Rat poison?” I doubted Wynn was getting any gifts from his wish list, but that one was an extra stretch.

      Wynn shrugged. “Figure it works on bats. Worth asking.”

      True.

      I added a few extra herbs to the list, hoping Girrar would think they were ingredients for my death spell. If I lucked out, I could brew a poison to mix with his macarons. Then I added my cell phone, just to see how far I could push.

      When I was done, I tossed the notepad out onto the front porch. Girrar could take it from there.

      But I wasn’t sitting around to wait. “Want to explore?”

      Wynn handed me the same small knife I’d dropped earlier. “Hold onto it this time.”

      I’d rather cast than put myself in a knife fight, but at least he’d brought enough weapons to share. When we stepped into the cave, I flicked the knife into my left hand and lifted my right palm.

      Magic glowed inside me, but no amount of jaw-clenching or willpower would make the teeniest, tiniest flames appear at my fingertips.

      I shifted the knife back into my right hand and tried to ignore the sense of helplessness making my shoulders sink almost to the cave floor. If Girrar could block magic, there was no way he’d been sloppy enough to leave an exit we could find.

      We still had to check.

      I followed Wynn’s lead to the closest tunnel. Tiny bats crowded every cling-able piece of rock, whining, wriggling, and endlessly pooping.

      My hair is doomed.

      And I should’ve put an umbrella on that list.

      At least I’d thought of shampoo.

      Trying to ignore the horror growing inside my chest like an alien parasite, I forced myself to keep following Wynn. I was wasting too much brain power worrying about being dirty.

      It was way too late for that.

      I was also worried about the ceiling of bats spying on us. But if Girrar could manipulate space, he probably already knew what we were up to and wasn’t worried about us wandering.

      Wynn led the way through tunnel after cavern and I didn’t pay much attention to the route. He had the better sense of direction and I was more interested in the cave’s magical properties. I couldn’t cast or scry or do any kind of ritual to figure out the rules, but the more we walked the more I learned.

      No matter how tiny and narrow the tunnel, we could always see. Not like a light was shining overhead, but a low ambient glow kept us from bumping into the walls. I didn’t sense wind, but water flowed, sometimes roaring, sometimes dripping.

      So, whenever something plopped against my scalp, I assumed water droplet and didn’t test the theory.

      Bats were constant, too. The tiny ones.

      We hadn’t spotted any of the monsters.

      Yet.

      I stopped when Wynn froze in front of me.

      “What?” I peeked around him.

      “Look.” He stood framed in the mouth of another tunnel. This one was as black as it should be in the depths of a cave and not one baby bat clung anywhere near its opening.

      “Do we dare?” The blackness creeped me out as hard as the void we’d been pulled through to get here, but not because of magic. Just the general primordial darkness.

      Because it was probably packed with giant bats who’d be thrilled to suck me dry of my pesky, death-magic-tainted blood.

      Wynn took a step into the darkness, then backed straight out.

      A man bat followed out of the darkness.

      My breath hitched. I started to back away.

      It made a low noise in its throat. Then it disappeared back into the darkness.

      “So.” My voice shook. “That’s a no-go.” Not without light and a few machetes. Or machine guns.

      But it was a start.

      Somewhere we weren’t supposed to go. Maybe something we weren’t supposed to see?

      “We’ll come back ready.” Wynn’s voice sounded confident enough, but the way his gaze flickered back and forth over the walls, I wasn’t so sure.

      I remembered the blocked-off tunnel he’d mentioned.

      “Girrar can change the corridors.” My voice came out flat.

      “Yes.”

      A sense of hopelessness gnawed, but I refused to give in. “We’ll find it again.”

      “Yes.” Now Wynn sounded confident. “I’ve survived worse.”

      If anyone else in the universe said that, I would’ve thought they were bragging. Wynn wouldn’t waste the words. “Really?”

      “Really.” He turned, ready to leave it at that.

      “Wynn?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you tell me that story?” I’d figured out enough about the cave that I didn’t want to think about it anymore, and his voice was the only human thing giving me hope.

      “Which story?”

      “Just tell me anything.” Maybe then I wouldn’t feel like the bat-tastic walls were closing in on me. He kept walking. Not answering. “Wynn?”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Anything. What’s your favorite movie?”

      “I’ve only seen one movie.”

      “What?” The word echoed down the endless tunnels, and somehow his answer was way weirder than our cave situation. “How?”

      “You know all the Shields live and train together?”

      “Do they?” Sometimes, I felt like a total idiot with my knowledge gaps. At least I was filling them in.

      “Yeah. I’d just crossed into your world. Never saw a TV before, but the guys watched movies when we weren’t training. They put on Poltergeist.”

      “You didn’t think it was real?”

      “Couldn’t sleep for weeks.”

      “So you’ve never been to a movie theater?”

      “No.”

      “You’re missing out on the popcorn.” I probably hadn’t seen as many movies as the average person either, but Mom and I always splurged on tickets for Thanksgiving and Christmas. It was our tradition.

      “Never had that either.”

      “Popcorn?” I shook my head. “When we get out of here, I’ll take you to a real movie. A comedy. And we’ll eat all the snacks.”

      We popped out of the tunnel I hadn’t been paying attention to and Wynn paused to look back at me.

      His lips tilted in the rarest of Wynn-spressions.

      A smile.

      “Promise?” His happy, hopeful little word snuck up into my ribcage and glowed.

      I blinked, not even sure what do with Wynn except agree. “Promise.”
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      Girrar waited for us on Fiona’s fake front porch. He leaned against the side of the house, grinning, and not at all concerned that we’d been wandering the cave. “Your treasures await. Most of them.”

      If he’d forgotten shampoo, I’d seriously revolt. “How long are you going to keep us here?”

      “Until my brothers are well fed.”

      “And if I won’t give you the magic?” I was more worried that I wouldn’t be able to. Baking in a cave was one thing—but a mystical cave? It could seriously screw up the recipe.

      “My brothers must feed.” Power flickered in a whip-crack.

      The cave floor wobbled and warped.

      I threw out my arms trying to stay balanced. The floor stretched like it was made out of taffy, pulling Wynn away from me.

      When the rumble settled, Wynn was almost on the porch.

      An iron cage had sprung out of nothing, capturing Wynn inside. It had no door. No lock.

      The bars sandwiched Wynn in place, giving him no room to move. So tight his arms stuck out straight, helplessly pinned.

      Wynn bucked against the thick bars with a snarl. No matter how he shook, they didn’t budge.

      And I couldn’t magic him out.

      Girrar lumbered toward me. I could still hear Wynn’s gauntlets clanging against the cage, but the sound was dull. Numb in my ears.

      All I could see was Girrar.

      I had a tiny knife, but the hole in my stomach said I couldn’t fight and win. Not when he could warp reality.

      He stopped a foot in front of me.

      He was bigger than I remembered. Wide-shouldered and smiling. Worse of all, his power had grown. Now it fluttered like a heartbeat.

      Thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk.

      Thunk-Thunk-Thunk-Thunk.

      Getting stronger?

      “My brothers will feed.” Deep in the cave, a high, inhuman screech echoed his words. Another voice joined the chorus, then another and another—like a wolf pack crying at the moon. Only their howls were higher, hissing with bloodlust. “You choose their first meal.”

      Girrar’s power reached out, brushing against me like a hairy tongue.

      I shuddered, stumbling backward.

      The knife shook in my hand, but I couldn’t work up the courage to swing. Girrar was too big and looming.

      I would’ve sprinted away, but I couldn’t leave Wynn.

      When I didn’t make a move, Girrar headed for the cage.

      Wynn’s face was scrunched up with fury, but no matter how he bunched his muscles, he could barely wiggle his wrists.

      Girrar pulled a knife from his trench coat.

      Wynn’s knife.

      Stomach bubbling with acid, all I could do was watch while he drew the blade across Wynn’s upper arm. Girrar bent his head.

      And licked Wynn’s arm.

      He lapped the length of the wound once, catching the drips of blood. Then a second time.

      Sucking. Slurping.

      “Stop.” My voice sounded woozy. Faint.

      Girrar took another long, noisy lick. “Your power is tastier. But this sorcerer has a flavor of his own.”

      Wynn wasn’t throwing himself against the bars anymore. He barely moved. Just the slightest tremble—not in fear.

      In anger so piercing, it froze the air in my lungs.

      That look.

      I’d thought I’d seen the worst of Wynn’s hate. Hate that glued me the floor and stopped my breath. Now…

      Wynn’s eyes were pits into a hell dimension. Not a dimension of bats and darkness, but a hellscape of volcanic ash and demonic fury.

      And he would drag Girrar into those depths.

      No matter the cost.

      He was going to get himself killed.

      “Stop.” This time, my voice came out firm. All I could do was give Girrar what he wanted. For now. “I’ll bake the spell. Let him go.”

      “I’ll free him when you carry out your end.” Girrar pocketed his bloody blade. “Best hurry. My brothers smell blood in the air.”

      He winked out, disappearing into nothing.

      I rushed to the cage. “How bad?”

      Wynn’s teeth gritted so hard his Adam’s apple was about to pop free. His angry glare locked onto the spot where Girrar had disappeared.

      Gently, I tilted his arm. Blood flowed freely—either because the cut was that deep, or there was something in Girrar’s spit that stopped the blood from clotting.

      Because vampire bats.

      “I need to find you a bandage.” I whirled for the house

      “No.” Wynn’s fingers twitched. He couldn’t grab me, but I got the sense he was trying to hold on. “Stay inside.”

      “No.” For once, Wynn couldn’t make me do anything, least of all, leaving him trapped alone in a cage so tight he could barely breathe, bleeding and soaking up bat germs. “You’ll get an infection.”

      “You can’t be out here if the bats come for me. Go in.”

      I poked him in the stomach.

      Not hard enough to hurt. Just hard enough to make him stop staring machine-gun bullets at nothing and finally look at me. Hate flickered into surprise.

      “I’m going in, but I’ll be back as soon as I find you some bandages.” I picked up the knives that had fallen when he was pinned in the cage and pressed them into his palms. He wouldn’t be able to fight, but I figured they’d make him happier.

      Wynn gripped the knives, and the same tension that had his body vibrating against the bars echoed in his voice. “You can’t risk yourself.”

      “Aren’t we past the point where that’s a choice?” Our chances of escaping together were thinner than a sheet of parchment paper. Alone, even that slim chance ripped in half. “We have to work together, Wynn.”

      He didn’t nod or agree, but finally, he let out a little breath and sagged against the bars that held him upright. “Be careful.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I rushed into the house.

      Piles and piles of miscellaneous stuff mounded over the living room sofa and spilled onto the floor. Sacks of almond flour. A tower of brown egg cartons. Scattered toothbrushes in their plastic packaging.

      And heaps of clothes grouped together just enough that it looked like Girrar had dumped someone’s drawers. A pile of underwear ended at my toes.

      In total disbelief, I picked up a ball of lace-fringed socks. Underneath, were more identical pairs. Buried deeper in the pile, I spotted a few floral-print house dresses with lace collars.

      All things belonging to a ninety-year-old woman.

      All things belonging to Fiona.

      Ugh.

      I should’ve been waaay more specific when I wrote clothes on the list. Had Girrar really just raided Fiona’s closet?

      There was an upside. If we didn’t survive, she’d kill Girrar for us.

      If she ever found out he was the culprit.

      I dug until I found the first aid kit I’d thankfully tacked onto the list. Maybe I should’ve asked for surgical staples.

      I jogged back out to Wynn, hugging the kit.

      And skidded short.

      Three tiny bats clustered at his bloody arm, nestled between the bars.

      Sinking in their fangs.

      Drinking his blood.

      Little rat bastards.

      I swung the first aid kit like a meat tenderizer, fueled with anger and sheer when-the-hell-is-this-going-stop indignation. This freaking cave wouldn’t let us take a breath.

      I conked them like whack-a-moles.

      The bats dropped away. Stunned for a second.

      Before I could kick the closest one away, it managed a scamper. It moved just like the bigger monster bats. Running on all fours in that creepy, wing-arm way that made my gut clench.

      As soon as they were out of kicking range, all three of the bats leaped into flight. I knelt, still shaking a little, and opened the kit on the cave floor. I grabbed out the bottle of antibacterial gel and a bunch of gauze squares.

      Now there was so much blood, I couldn’t tell if the bats had made new fang marks or just bit into Wynn’s cut. The ragged edges made my vision spin.

      “Are you okay?” Wynn’s voice was low and so inappropriately calm.

      “Me?” The question came out a yelp. Was he serious?

      “I’m fine.”

      “Nothing’s fine.” He was going to need rabies shots. So would I, at this rate. For now, all I could do was bandage Wynn up and start baking macarons at world-record speeds, hoping Girrar would let him free. “Sorry if this stings.”

      Wynn didn’t flinch once. Not when I squeezed on the antibacterial stuff. Not when I pressed on the gauze. Neither of us spoke.

      What was there to say?

      The only sounds that broke the constant chittering of bats were the screaming, keening, nightmare noises that echoed from deeper in the cave.

      Girrar’s brothers were hungry.

      And I’d better feed them before they indulged their taste for human blood.
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      The problem with macarons was they needed time to dry out. This cave situation?

      Way too humid.

      But screw it. I didn’t need to bake textbook perfect. I just needed the death spell to work. After digging my ingredients out of the living room heap, I flew around the kitchen, mixing the speediest, sloppiest batch of my life.

      I was in such a rush, I pricked my finger too deep. A few extra drops of blood soaked into the batter.

      Maybe with more blood, I could make the recipe strong enough to kill?

      Worth a shot until I found a more realistic way of escaping.

      When I finally left the macaron shells to dry before baking, I dashed to check on Wynn. More little bats fed from the exposed skin of his arms. One had crept between the bars, sinking teeth in his neck.

      Fuming, I knocked them away and bandaged him up.

      Again.

      “I’m fine,” Wynn insisted. “Go back inside.”

      I wanted to poke him again. Instead, I gritted my teeth. “Hold on.”

      I rushed and rushed, only slowing down to double-check that the spell was working. The same deathly energy as ever hid inside the finished macarons.

      While they were hot, I scooped them into casserole tray that was the only big dish I could find in the equipment pile. I wasn’t bothering with fillings. It wasn’t necessary for the spell.

      “Ready,” I called out, knowing Girrar would hear. When I opened the front door, he and his dozens and dozens of bat brothers jammed the cave.

      They mobbed up to the porch and crowded Wynn’s cage.

      But they weren’t biting him. Yet.

      “Here.” I tossed the macarons like I was slopping pigs, sending everything in the tray flying in a huge arc. Most never touched the ground.

      It looked like bat rugby.

      The humanoid bats ripped and clawed at each other. Jumping on shoulders. Launching into half flight and fighting for every crumb. Only the biggest, strongest monster bats ended up with a mouthful. The smaller ones were pushed to the side.

      The normal-sized actual bat bats abandoned the ceiling, flying to safer perches where they wouldn’t be battered and grabbed. A few of them were snatched and gulped down like the macarons.

      Because this nightmare wasn’t bad enough.

      It needed bat cannibalism.

      When the feeding frenzy died, the man-bats bled away. Girrar stayed, holding a handful of macarons. For the first time ever, he made no move to shove them in his mouth.

      Instead, he tucked them into his pocket.

      There was no way he had the patience to wait on eating.

      Was he saving the magic for someone else?

      I’d find out. Later.

      For now, I moved to stand beside Wynn. “I delivered. Let him go.”

      “Will you keep baking?” Girrar asked.

      “Yes. Just let him out. Please.” It hurt my teeth to ask nicely, but what else could I do?

      Girrar didn’t so much as twitch, but the bars winked away. Wynn fell forward. Landed on one knee.

      I bent to help him to his feet, but he was faster than me. Already lunging for Girrar. I caught the back of his T-shirt and dug in my heels. Wynn stopped as suddenly as he’d started and I thunked into his back, jamming my nose between his shoulder blades. I gripped his T-shirt tighter, twisting it in my hands. “Calm down.”

      Girrar could kill us both with a thought. If Wynn was going to keep attacking, Girrar wouldn’t keep him breathing.

      I jumped in front of Wynn before he could make another lunge. “I promise I’ll keep baking macarons, but you have to call off the bats. I can’t work with them attacking us.”

      “I don’t control the little ones.” Girrar’s gaze tipped up toward the ceiling—the bats that had scattered were slowly reclaiming their perches. “They hunger. As do I.” His creepy gaze plastered onto me, so weirdly possessive that Wynn stepped in front of me again.

      This time, I didn’t stop him from moving.

      “We’ll be waiting for your next batch.” Girrar faded away.

      As soon as he disappeared, Wynn wobbled. Now I grabbed his arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” He braced a hand against his thigh but didn’t push me off. “Muscles cramped up in there.”

      “Come inside.” I kept a gentle grip on Wynn’s gauntlet, careful not to brush his wounds.

      He let me lead him. Another first.

      I knocked a pile of supply junk off the sofa, making him a spot. “You need to rest.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      There was his stubborn streak.

      I tried to nudge him to sit. “I’ll just be in the kitchen.”

      Wynn grabbed my wrist—not hard—just tugging until he could see my finger. “Whose blood is this?”

      “Mine.” The finger-prick that was more like a finger-puncture had oozed and I hadn’t bothered wiping or covering the wound. A trail of crusty, dried blood dribbled down to my palm. I pulled away and clutched the hand to my chest. “Does it matter?”

      We were both covered in scrapes and wounds but his were definitely worse.

      “It matters.” He maneuvered around me and suddenly he was the one nudging me to sit. “You need to rest.”

      He was probably right because I didn’t have the energy to argue. “We should both rest.” My magic well wasn’t fully recharged from casting all those flames, and between the constant bat attacks and the recipe for death, I could use a nap.

      And a deep breath.

      I kicked more of Fiona’s stuff off the couch and tossed Wynn one of the throw pillows. “Can you wake us up in a couple hours?” I didn’t want to sleep too long and risk Girrar—or his bat brothers—coming knocking.

      “Easy.” Wynn took the offered pillow and cleared a spot at the foot of the couch. He lay down next to me and for once I didn’t want him getting an inch farther away.

      I closed my eyes for what felt like thirty seconds, but I knew I dreamed of bats. Swooping, diving, pooping bats.

      Until something pinched.

      And something else crashed.

      My eyes popped open.

      Wynn was lunging for the flesh lump on my arm.

      I had just enough time to process bat! before he ripped it away and flung the thing across the room.

      Blood trickled from my arm.

      I gripped the wound, trying to cover the fang-marks that still oozed. It didn’t hurt yet, but I might throw up.

      Instead, I dry-heaved. My stomach was too empty to hurl.

      Wynn grabbed the metal shovel from Fiona’s fireplace and started swinging it like a tennis racket. There were more bats scampering through the room on all fours. A few swooping across the ceiling.

      And I used to think rats were disgusting.

      I tried to ignore the strangled squeaks as he knocked them out of the room. My compassion meter was stuck at zero while my own blood streamed through my fingers.

      Wynn scooped up the scattered remains and chucked them out the front door. “I’ll find where they snuck in.”

      He prowled around the living room with his shovel, checking windows and peering up the chimney.

      I was totally okay with sitting still and letting him handle the problem.

      He disappeared into the bathroom.

      A ceramic crash clanged through the house.

      “Wynn?” I jumped to my feet, fueled by a fresh wave of adrenaline.

      “Found where they’re coming in.”

      I hurried to the source of the noise. Wynn stood over the toilet seat, peering into the bowl.

      Bats clustered under the toilet’s rim.

      Total.

      Nightmare.

      Wynn closed the lid. I shuddered so hard I had to grab my arms. But the motion pulled my new fang wound and I hissed.

      “Let me see.” Wynn pulled my arm. He tilted it to get a closer look, fingers firm but gentle. “Where’s the first aid kit?”

      “I don’t know.” I’d tossed it somewhere, hours or years ago.

      Wynn found the kit and pushed me back onto the couch. I sat numb while he bandaged me.

      Faint chittering still bothered my ears. It wasn’t in the cave. More bats were hiding somewhere inside. The curtain next to the fireplace rustled.

      “There’s more.” My voice came out as exhausted as I felt, flat and lifeless.

      “Saw. Those aren’t the ones we need to worry about.”

      After Wynn covered patted down the gauze on my arm, I jumped to check the curtain. Because I was worried about all the bats at this point.

      A group of six white cotton balls clung to the fabric.

      I’d need Gabi or some kind of bat textbook to be able to name their species, but even I could tell these weren’t vampires. The fanged, fugly-face ones who loped around on the ground looked nothing like the teeny white ones who trembled against the curtain.

      These had big ears and—I hated that I was thinking this word—cute puffy bodies. Little poofs with big, soft eyes and the faintest, fluffiest aura of magic. They ducked their heads like I was the one who was going to hurt them.

      Wynn had just whaled on a bunch of their relatives—

      A sudden flash of lightning knocked away my foggy cloak of despair. I hustled to peer through the front window and actually look at the ceiling.

      I’d been writing it off as a writhing mass of bats—which it was—but I should’ve been looking closer. It wasn’t just vampire bats up there, waiting to swoop down and suck us dry.

      There were brown bats. Black bats. Gray and white bats. Some the size of golf balls, some the size of house cats.

      All with crumbs of their own magic.

      And Girrar didn’t control any of them.

      In a mystical cave, of course there’d be magical bats. And magical creatures, I could win over.

      Earn their trust. Get their help.

      The little ones had to hate Girrar as much as I did. His big bat brothers were eating them.

      “I have an idea.” I dug into the pile of groceries we hadn’t put away, searching for the bags of stuff Girrar must’ve pulled straight from Fiona’s refrigerator. With a little digging, I found the stash of fruit. I grabbed a banana and peeled it on my way to visit the puff-bats.

      Wynn watched as I held the banana up to the little bats. He’d have to figure out what I was up to because I didn’t dare say it out loud.

      The bats cowered and shrank tighter into their group. My arm was starting to get tired of holding the banana when one brave one finally poked its cute yellow nose in the air and sniffed. Holding my breath, I moved the banana closer.

      It took a bite.

      Then it made a noise I could only describe as a happy chitter—and all the bats in the family started chowing down. For the first time since we landed in this hellhole, I remembered how to smile.

      People, animals, mystical creatures—keeping them well fed was always the best strategy for making friends.

      If I made friends with a few million of the cute ones, we might be able to overthrow their evil overlord.

      And finally get the hell out of this cave.
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      Now that I had half a plan, I put my head down and baked.

      Baked and baked and baked.

      So many macarons that I dreamed in black circles whenever I stopped long enough to catnap.

      Batnap?

      After the first few batches, I enlisted Wynn as my sous chef. He washed dishes, measured out flour, and helped separate the endless supply of eggs that Girrar kept replenishing. With his help, I could bake more batches faster, keeping the man-bats fat and happy. That gave us more time to sneak around exploring the caves and befriending the good little bats. We had a whole colony of puffballs sheltering in the house and squeaking for pieces of fruit.

      I tweaked my macaron recipe each time, mixing in different herbs and food colorings so that each batch looked and tasted a little different. If and when I dripped in poison, Girrar would never notice.

      Wynn didn’t have any complaints until he saw me pricking my finger and dribbling red sauce into the batter.

      “Use my blood.” He stuck out his hand like he was offering me a penny instead of his actual lifeblood as the main ingredient in a death spell.

      “I don’t think that would work.” And I wouldn’t let him sacrifice himself even if his blood could fuel the magic. As little as I wanted to be casting the same death spell over and over again for an army of giant bats who might go rogue and kill us anyway, it was my death spell.

      Blood magic wasn’t necessarily good or evil—witchcraft was all about intention—but when you started casting spells with someone else’s blood…

      That was my line.

      I wasn’t crossing it just to spare myself a few finger pricks.

      “The offer stands.” Wynn hovered near my mixing station, maybe hoping I’d change my mind.

      I waved him off. “It’s done.”

      “There’ll be more chances.”

      “True.” A lot more chances, even though I’d keep saying no. But I was already losing track of time. Had we been in the cave for days?

      Weeks?

      Girrar had resupplied our groceries more than once, but we were only sleeping in short shifts. Half to make more baking time. Half because vampire bats snuck in whenever we slept at the same time. Both of us looked like patchwork people, covered in gauze and makeshift bandages.

      The only reason I was positive time was passing was my shifting magic. Leaning against the oven, waiting for the latest batch to finish baking, I conjured flames to my fingertips.

      Red, orange, and yellow, they sparkled under my skin and bled out like five dancing candle flames. After baking who knew how many batches of murder macarons, the threads of green-black poison had finally almost disappeared.

      But I couldn’t celebrate my power going back to normal.

      What happened when the death magic faded?

      What happened when I couldn’t bake the spell and keep the man-bats fed?

      My knees rattled and my flames guttered back to nothing.

      Because what happened when my blood made a better meal than my magic?

      “You okay?” Two words, slow and low and filled with genuine concern.

      “Are you okay?” I was starting to wonder if this version of Wynn was fake. A bodyguard Girrar had conjured as a joke. A softer, gentler Wynn than the original.

      “Trapped in a cave.” He shrugged. “Otherwise? Fine.”

      A sharp breath slipped through my lips. Not quite a laugh, but closer to one than I’d come in a while. “You’re being…” Nice seemed like an understatement. Wynn was an actual rock. But a shiver crawled down my neck at the thought of saying that out loud. Not happening. I twisted my fingers in the hem of the giant T-shirt I’d borrowed from Fiona’s clothing pile. “You haven’t been yourself.”

      “You don’t know me that well.”

      Not long ago, those words would’ve come out of his mouth ringing with a challenge. Now they were more a statement of fact.

      And Wynn was right.

      I didn’t know him that well.

      I crouched to peer into the oven, giving myself an excuse to look away from him. “You didn’t want me to know you.”

      The longer he took to respond, the more my shoulders scrunched up to my ears. I shouldn’t have said anything.

      But was he really not going to answer?

      Finally, Wynn let out a long breath. “I’m still not sure I do.”

      “Oh.” The boning knife that jabbed between my ribs was as much a surprise as the first prick of tears. I didn’t like Wynn. Not like that. But hadn’t I at least earned his basic respect? “I thought…”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      I peeked over. He was scratching his temple, but I couldn’t read his expression.

      “What way?” I wasn’t sure why I was pushing either, but some little part of me needed to know what he thought. Why he wouldn’t open up.

      “You’re someone worth knowing.” His words were surprisingly gentle. “But I’ve had enough of witches. Enough of magic.”

      I nodded, took a breath. This wasn’t about me. “I don’t blame you.” Even though a little sting clung to my eyes. I was the one being mushy. “I’m definitely tired of mannikins.”

      I wasn’t sure if the man-bats counted as mannikins—they might not be human enough—but I was beyond exhausted with Girrar.

      “We’re going to take care of that.” His voice was so sharp, I knew that taking care of would involve slasher-film amounts of stabbing.

      “We will.” I wasn’t as confident as Wynn—or as determined to leave a body count—but I tried to keep my thoughts focused on escaping.

      When the latest batch of macarons was as ready as it could be in cave conditions, I grabbed the trays from the oven. I’d rushed the recipe so much the macarons were squishy instead of crisp on the outside, but I wasn’t feeding food bloggers.

      The giant bats didn’t care about anything but death magic, and I’d dripped in enough extra blood that my recipe was another murdery success.

      I carried my haul outside, bracing for another feeding frenzy.

      Girrar and his cronies were waiting because they were always waiting when I was serving up fresh death.

      I winged the macarons into the mass like I had so many countless times before.

      When a fuzzy gray bat fled the ceiling, dodging the sea of teeth, it came a whisker-width from turning into an appetizer. I snatched it out of the air just before a massive set of jaws clamped down.

      The bat trembled in my palm.

      “It’s okay.” I gave the poor thing a little pat and pressed it to my shoulder. It clung gratefully to my T-shirt and squeaked a few sharp noises. It must’ve announced I was a safe perch because a few other bats dropped down to cling. I tensed when one grabbed onto my bun, but I forced my shoulders to relax.

      These were the cute bats. The ones I was trying to win over. I’d filled my pockets with dried fruits and handed out raisins as peace offerings.

      The bat on my shoulder had the weakest, most wavering magic. But power was power and all the others nestled against me had magic of their own.

      Working with them was still my best plan.

      But their barely there magic was as weak as a tapping finger compared to the pulses of power that beat like war drums around the cave.

      I fought to untangle the energies and figure out which powers belonged to who—or what. The man-bats had the most chaotic energy. It jumped and dove as wildly as they did, fighting over the last macarons.

      When they came too close, they loomed larger than I remembered. Fangs longer. Bodies thicker. They’d grown bigger than St. Bernards and were more muscle-man-on-steroids sized now.

      Because some idiot kept feeding them.

      Girrar’s energy was its own thumping heartbeat. Much stronger than theirs. He’d grown so tall he towered over Wynn, his bunchy shoulders straining the fabric of his trench. His chin was sharper, too. Like his bat side was winning out now that he was back in his horrific natural habitat.

      He’d been feeding, but he was still stashing macarons in his pockets.

      For who?

      A more curious touch of power made my scalp tingle. I glanced around the cave. I couldn’t narrow down the source, but I knew it wasn’t coming from Girrar’s brothers. Their energy was demanding. Ravenous. Violent.

      Never curious.

      Before I could find which bat was checking me out, a more sinister energy echoed from deeper in the cave. Its rhythm matched the pulse of Girrar’s, but deeper.

      THUNK.

      THUNK.

      The sound bounced against my brain and froze my nervous system so hard that the macaron tray slipped from my fingers. It hit the porch, but I didn’t notice if it broke. I stretched and strained my magical awareness, trying to find the source of that unimaginable power.

      Somewhere deep in the cave.

      A slow heartbeat, growing faster and faster.

      THUNK.

      THUNK.

      THUNK-THUNK.

      THUNKTHUNKTHUNK.

      My heart matched the pace of the drumming and then one-upped it, beating hummingbird fast and pumping my veins with the creepiest, crawliest sense of foreboding.

      Somewhere in the darkness, someone—something—was waking up.

      Soon.

      “We await your next treat.” Girrar disappeared Cheshire-cat style, his fanged-grin fading last, but I couldn’t be afraid of him anymore.

      I was afraid of his master.

      That was the only thing this power could be. The dimension’s true owner.

      I hustled back into the house and jammed the door shut behind Wynn. Agitation must’ve hummed through my skin because the bats that still clung to me started to chitter and stir.

      “Sorry.” I grabbed a blanket and tried to focus on transferring them over instead of worrying about the magical heartbeat at the edge of my thoughts. But now that I’d heard it, I couldn’t unhear it or forget what it meant.

      We had to get out of the cave.

      Now.

      Before that thing—whatever mythical force of nature it was—woke up from the ancient spell/prison/curse had kept it dormant until it got a taste of my stupid magic.

      I grabbed a banana from the pile of fruit on the coffee table and tried to peel it open, but my fingers weren’t working right.

      “What now?” Wynn took the banana and peeled it in one go before handing it back.

      I offered little pieces of banana to the bats, only vaguely hearing their happy chitters. “Something’s wrong.”

      “I see that.”

      “There’s…” How much could I even say? Girrar would hear if we started planning to fight back and I didn’t want him knowing I’d figured out what was going on.

      I was about to resort to charades when another burst of curiosity poked between my shoulder blades. I sat up straighter and Wynn did a 180, turning to glare at the window.

      “What is that?” I went to peer through the curtains, but all I saw was the same cavescape as ever.

      Bats. Rocks. Piles of guano.

      “I thought someone was watching us.”

      “Really? I just felt magic.” I opened the door and peeked through. “Should we check?” I was curious what kind of creature would be curious about us, but I mostly wanted to get Wynn alone in one of the caverns with a roaring river. That was the only way I’d be able to whisper how screwed we were.

      He produced a knife in each hand, which was Wynn for let’s go.

      The fireplace shovel was my weapon of choice.

      Easier to swing than stab.

      Outside, I opened myself to the energies swirling around the cave. I had to tone down the low-level bat chaos to pinpoint the powers that stood out. That little note of curiosity never stopped ringing. I followed it into the tunnel maze, and Wynn followed me, hopefully paying attention to our route because Girrar hadn’t delivered on his string request.

      The farther we followed, the closer we came to the drum-like pulsing at the heart of the cave. I wasn’t sure we wanted to move closer to that power yet, but I decided to keep moving forward. This smaller force had nothing to do with that pulse and I wanted to see who it belonged to.

      We kept walking until a glow filled the tunnel. It was brighter than the ambient light that kept us from bumping into walls, but not as bright as daylight.

      When we stepped into the next cave, I realized why.

      Glowing, bioluminescent mold grew around the walls of a globe-shaped cavern. Everything was bluish-white. Almost like we’d stepped inside a blue-raspberry snow cone. It was the first cave we’d been through that had a ceiling population of zero bats.

      But the cave wasn’t empty.

      I could feel the same curious presence. It brushed against my shoulders. Then the backs of my legs. The magic tingled but didn’t hurt.

      “Hello?” My tentative voice echoed around the dome and I raised my shovel, ready for anything.

      I knew Wynn spotted motion when he shifted to shield me. I followed the path of his wary gaze.

      Two round black eyes peeked at us from behind a rock pile. I couldn’t see the bottom of the creature’s face, but it had white fur and long, tuft-pointed ears.

      More cat than bat?

      Not wanting to startle it, I eased into a crouch, setting down my shovel and putting myself closer to its level. “I’m Anise. Who are you?”

      It poked its head out a little farther, blinking and sniffing.

      It had a batty stub nose, but a round, catty mouth and a ruff of thick white fur around its neck. When it hopped out of its hiding spot, I knew this thing wasn’t any kind of threat.

      It was a squeezable little fluff ball.

      It hopped on its back paws, bunny-style, but had clawed bat hands in front and bulky shoulders where its folded wings were hidden in fur.

      I wanted to pet it but not because of compulsion.

      Because, how could you not pet something so fluffy and adorable?

      It shuffled over, and my heart squeezed with every movement. Wynn tensed like he didn’t see how cute this thing was. It stopped short of my outstretched hand, peering up at Wynn’s knives.

      “Can you put those away?” I was trying to keep my fingers as still as possible while projecting my inner flames as a warm, cozy hearth fire instead of the kind of scary, smoky wildfire that scattered little forest creatures.

      “Not unless you tell me what that thing is and why it’s not a threat.”

      “I have no idea, but it’s not a threat.” I could still feel its magic—bubbly, curious, and way stronger than I’d imagined, but not a danger.

      Wynn did not put his knives away.

      I crouched lower and the battycat sniffed my fingers. Smelling leftover banana?

      Moving slowly, I pulled out a raisin. “Are you hungry?”

      It sniffed with more interest, then grabbed a raisin between its claw-paws.

      I practically cooed.

      Which was not like me. My fingers curled back.

      Was this a trick after all?

      A spell?

      Girrar still had my magic banned so there was nothing I could do to sound the creature out, even if I knew that kind of spell. All I could do was sense its power and intentions, and I didn’t feel it doing anything but chomping on that raisin while its snout did a happy wiggle.

      My instincts never let me down when I remembered to listen to them and this was one of those times that I just knew.

      This little creature was a keeper.

      I reached to scratch behind its ears. It leaned its soft fur into my touch.

      That made it official.

      We were best friends.

      It munched down the rest of the raisins then crawled up to sniff my pocket, searching for more.

      I spread open my hands. “No more snacks unless you want to come back with us.” And I really hoped it did?

      It dashed off, bouncing to the tunnel across the way, then paced a circle around the archway. Its short tail had a lion tuft at the end, and it flicked back and forth in obvious irritation when I didn’t respond to the creature’s chorus of chirps.

      It bounded back across, slipped through Wynn’s ankles, and made the same irritated circle in the mouth of the tunnel we’d entered through.

      I assumed it wanted to show us something? “I can’t understand you, but I’ll follow if there’s something we need to see.”

      It hesitated, moving to perch on its back paws in front of me.

      My thighs were shaking after crouching so long, but I held steady through the burn. It nudged my leg with its head.

      I fought the urge to pick it up and squeeze it to my chest—I didn’t think we were there yet. “Do you need help? Is that what you’re asking?”

      I wasn’t sure I could help, but I’d try.

      The creature stilled and gazed up at me, wide-eyed. Not blinking. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but something in its stillness said it was making a choice.

      So I waited.

      It stared.

      And I waited.

      It seemed to give the tiniest nod before crouching on all fours. A dry retching noise made me fall back on my butt.

      The sound was a cat hacking up a hairball.

      Because it was hacking up a ball. Just not one made of hair.

      A glittering marble plonked onto the cave floor. It looked like a ball of polished angel quartz, white with an inner light that cast a halo of rainbows.

      Not a hairball or a marble.

      A soulstone.

      The creature nudged the stone with its nose, rolling it closer just in case the offer wasn’t clear.

      “You want to be my familiar?” The words came out in a breathless rush.

      “It wants what?” Wynn moved closer behind me and his shins bumped my back, which was good because he’d stop me from falling all the way to the ground.

      “It’s asking to form a bond with me.” Basically offering—or lending?—part of its soul. I knew the basics of familiar contracts, but I’d never thought that kind of contract would be possible for me, so I hadn’t sweated the specifics.

      Turned out, it was possible.

      And now my palms were sweating.

      “Your answer?” Wynn’s voice echoed the question bouncing through my skull.

      What was my answer?

      If I accepted, I had offer part of my soul in exchange. For life.

      That was how familiars worked. A lifetime partnership.

      I still trusted my original feelings about this creature, but forming a familiar bond now would be like getting a guy’s name tattooed on my face ten minutes into the first date.

      And with my taste?

      It was way too soon to know if we’d be good long-term partners.

      “Why me?” I looked away from the glittering soulstone, hoping the creature could give an explanation I understood.

      It tugged my finger, then darted back across the cave. I climbed back to my feet and followed. The creature extended its claw-paw and pointed down the tunnel so clearly that there was no way I could misinterpret where it was pointing.

      I reached out my senses.

      THUNKTHUNKTHUNKTHUNK.

      That heartbeat pulse of magic sent another shiver skittering down my spine. The creature flattened its ears and curled open its mouth, revealing two stumpy, almost shark-tooth fangs. Its fur puffed out and its thin wings unfurled.

      So it wasn’t a fan of that scary presence, either.

      “Can you help us fight?” I was beyond caring if Girrar overheard. I needed answers as much as I needed allies.

      The creature nodded so enthusiastically its ears bobbed. Then it hopped over to dance around its waiting soulstone.

      My tongue stuck the roof of my mouth.

      As my death magic ran out, so did my use to Girrar. And the more magic I baked out of my system, the louder the ominous heartbeat pulsed.

      Whatever it was, it would wake up. Maybe just in time to enjoy Wynn and me for a quick breakfast sacrifice.

      And that pretty much made my decision.

      I had to do whatever kept me alive.

      “You’re sure?” I picked up the soulstone. Its rainbow magic felt warm and welcoming as a fresh caramel.

      The creature butted my hand, nudging my fingers closed around the stone.

      Before I could worry if I was supposed to swallow it, the stone melted. It pooled flat, then absorbed, tingling and sparkling until rainbows glittered underneath my palm.

      My skin was stained rainbow shades like I’d been tie-dying, and I had a feeling the mark was permanent.

      At least it wasn’t on my face.

      The energy moved tentatively through my veins, making my whole arm hot, but it hadn’t moved farther yet. The creature made a chirp.

      It was waiting for my trade.

      The cave rules wouldn’t let me form a soulstone even if I knew how to conjure one, but that magic was way beyond me anyway. All I could offer was blood.

      “Lend me a knife.” I held out a palm and Wynn offered me a blade, handle first.

      Gritting my teeth against the stomach-swooping sensation, I sliced a shallow cut across the back of my arm. I didn’t know if there was a fancy spell or incantation I was supposed to use to the seal the deal.

      All I had was one word. “Partners?”

      The creature pounced on my wound.

      I flinched, bracing to be gnawed on by shark teeth, but all it did was lick. Like a kitten lapping up warm milk.

      Pinprick sparkles of magic popped with a cereal-in-milk crackle that tickled inside my veins. The sensation filled every inch of me until I was blinking away rainbows.

      The creature smiled and her purring voice filled my head.

      <Partners.> She hopped into my arms. <Now get me the bleep out of this schnasty cave.>

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Excuse me?” I wrapped my arms around the bouncing ball of fur and leathery wings, still trying to wrap my head around hearing her voice in my brain.

      <I’ve been trapped here for a god-dammed eon. And now the god is waking up. So hurry.> She massaged her claw-paws against my shirt. <Hurry. Hurry>

      Hurry where? I thought the thought at her, but she didn’t respond.

      So she couldn’t hear me in her head?

      “Hurry where?” I asked out loud, more worried about the waking god part than the learning curve on bonding a familiar. “What god?”

      <The bat god. Trust me. You don’t want to meet.>

      “Definitely not.” Its growing heartbeat of jaw-dropping power was all the warning I needed. “What do we do?”

      <Obliterate the bastard.> Her voice was lower than I would’ve expected if I’d been expecting her to speak. She had a rich, purring tone like stove-brewed hot chocolate sprinkled with cinnamon.

      “How?”

      <I’ll take you to him.> Her tail twitched, brushing my arm with each swipe of irritation. <But hurry. We have no chance if he wakes.>

      “I’m not ready.” I had no way of obliterating Girrar, let alone his god.

      <Regroup fast. We have hours.>

      “That soon?” My voice came out in a squeak.

      “What’s soon?”

      I jumped at Wynn’s voice. I’d actually forgotten he was here. I turned so he could see the creature in my arms. “Trouble.”

      “Says who?” He still gripped his knives.

      I hugged my familiar a little closer. “Says… What do I call you?”

      <My last sorceress called me Ratwing, but I’m trusting you to do better.>

      “Ratwing? That’s mean.” And not a great name for such an adorable fluff ball.

      <Magic doesn’t make anyone a good person. If you hadn’t shown kindness, I would’ve let you fry.>

      “Oh…” Maybe not that adorable? But she needed a name. Since she was the only bat/cat/rabbit I’d ever seen…

      Crabbit? Carabat?

      Carat. Like a precious gem? “How do you feel about Carat?”

      <Carrot. Don’t be sneaking rat in there again.>

      “Carrot.” I liked that a hell of a lot better than Fondant.

      <Great, good, time to plan.> She wiggled out of my arms and pounced to the ground.

      “Back to the house.” I whirled down the tunnel. Wynn slipped in front of me, leading the way back while I plotted.

      Girrar had delivered most of the herbs on my original ingredient list. I hadn’t asked for anything obviously deadly like nightshade, but with death magic fattening the man-bats like milkshakes packed with protein powder, killing still wasn’t my best play.

      I just needed Girrar and his minions to stop paying attention. To take a little batnap and give us time to escape.

      Breathing hard, I ran back to Fiona’s and didn’t stop hustling until I was standing at the kitchen counter.

      I grabbed the stoppered glass bottle of valerian root syrup that Girrar had dumped with the pile of stuff from Fiona’s pantry.

      A sleeping enchantment.

      I already knew a simple recipe I could mesh with the death spell. Because what paired better than sleep and death?

      <Yes.> Carrot spread her wings and leap-soared onto the counter. <Put the guardians to rest.>

      “Working on it.” I turned to Wynn, already distracted as I worked out the steps for a modified enchantment. “Can you start separating the eggs?”

      “Yeah.” He grabbed the cartons from the fridge but moved a little slower than usual. Still watching me. Still tensed.

      I shook my head. “I’ll tell you when.”

      He nodded. “I’m ready.”

      I hoped so because I was going to need his help when we got to the obliterating-a-god part of this plan. But as long as the god wasn’t awake, we could decapitate it?

      I shuddered.

      Would Wynn be up for that? Because I’d hurl if I had to be in charge of decapitating.

      <You’re not focusing.> Carrot’s voice sharpened. <Here.> She hopped onto my shoulder and wiggled, settling in next to my neck where her fur tickled my ear. <Borrow my power.>

      “How?” I felt her magic like a ball of energy perched on my collarbone but reaching for it was as effective as grabbing for the moon.

      <Ask nicely.>

      I didn’t usually call to gods or spirits or other entities in my spellwork, but it was easy enough to make a little prayer. Focusing on the glow of Carrot’s power, I forced myself to stop reaching out and instead to open—like I was mentally holding out my palms.

      Please lend me your power.

      A rainbow rush rocketed through my body. It tasted like blue-raspberry hard candies and I could feel every breath, see every crumb on the countertop in the sharpest, vividest detail. Like I’d been swimming in a bucket of oatmeal ’til now.

      “Whoa.” I held up my hand and watched the glowing lights under my skin. Blue for my veins. Red for my magic. And now, the subtlest shimmer of rainbows.

      <Focus.> Carrot nipped my ear.

      I brought my attention back to the spell. Cracking open the valerian syrup, I caught a whiff of fish market dumpster. My eyes watered. It wasn’t something I wanted to experience with my normal senses, let alone familiar-magic-heightened ones.

      Focus. I reminded myself this time.

      Fiona’s pretty calligraphy decorated the label, but however she’d brewed the syrup, she’d only intensified the valerian’s natural stink. I’d have to mask the flavor. But I also had to rush. With Wynn’s help, baking took less time, but we didn’t have much time to begin with.

      The same sound echoed at the edge of my thoughts.

      THUNKTHUNKTHUNKTHUNK.

      Was it the sleeping god?

      Or my own heart?

      I couldn’t tell anymore.

      When it was time to prick my finger, I left the silver needle and grabbed Wynn’s knife.

      He grabbed my wrist. “What’s this?”

      “My recipe.” I tried to tug away, but his fingers held firm.

      “Pricking yourself wasn’t bad enough?”

      “Wynn.” My voice lifted and I hoped he heard undertones of this-is-all-part-of-my-plan. “Let me handle the magic.”

      “Then let me handle the blood.” He flicked a knife into his free hand and moved his arm toward my bowl.

      “Wynn.” I grabbed his knife hand and suddenly we were standing with our arms crossed and locked, each holding a wrist and a knife. “Don’t mess up my recipe.”

      “Fine,” he said in the flat, one-word-answer voice I hadn’t heard in a while. At least he let go of my wrist.

      <Lover’s quarrel?>

      I gave that the eye roll it deserved. “Can you both back away from my mixing bowl?”

      Wynn stalked off and Carrot hopped farther down the counter.

      I took a breath, steeling myself. The slice from offering my blood for the familiar contract had already scabbed, so I had to make a fresh cut. But I was running out of unbroken skin. The only option was peeling off one of the gauze squares that covered my bat bites.

      I gritted my teeth and sliced my arm over the bowl.

      When the queasy wave passed, I dripped a few blood drops into my almond flour. I didn’t need to conjure flames to know that I wouldn’t see much green in my energy. Maybe none.

      Whether the death magic was gone or almost used up, I had a feeling Girrar’s bat cronies would treat me like their personal ketchup bottle—scraping out every last drop of power they could feed on.

      I grabbed the valerian bottle and gripped it to keep my hands from shaking. Moving slow and careful, I dripped a few drops on top of the blood puddle.

      Sleep be swift, sleep be true, deep sleep is my gift to you.

      Then I added more blood.

      Sleep be swift, sleep be true, deep sleep is my gift to you.

      More valerian.

      Sleep be swift, sleep be true, deep sleep is my gift to you.

      I was adding too much liquid, but as long as the macarons didn’t melt into puddles, I didn’t care. I needed to layer in as much power as possible.

      The blood and syrup shimmered when I folded them in, pentagram-style. The batter literally hummed with power, numbing my fingers where I held the bowl. My energy—blood and fire—mixed with Carrot’s cool rainbows and even a touch of Fiona’s cozy cat-like magic.

      Serious spellwork. Serious power.

      My chest expanded.

      These bats were about to have the best sleep of their vampire lives.

      It took ages for the macarons to finish. I’d baked a quadruple batch, not wanting any of the bat-runts to go hungry and unenchanted.

      Waiting with my face pressed against the oven glass didn’t speed up the baking process.

      When I finally pulled the last batch from the oven I wasn’t so sure my trick would work. The macarons looked like oil-slicked concrete, only half set. And their grave dirt sprinkle looked like straight-up dirt.

      I let my fingers hover above the tray. The call of death was so much weaker than it had been even a few batches ago, but it was still calling.

      And sleep…

      My eyelids drooped and I started leaning to the side. I snapped my hand back and straightened up. That enchantment was working.

      “You two wait here.” I dumped the macarons onto a tray and headed for the porch. I could already hear the waiting screeches.

      Wynn beat me to the door and Carrot jumped onto my shoulder.

      I hoped they were better at following instructions when we were trying to kill a god.

      I shifted Carrot’s weight to a more comfortable perch and opened the door. Man-bats crowded close, ready to tear into their prey with lusting, violent hunger.

      “Made a friend?” Girrar stood on the porch steps. A flock of tiny bats took wing at the sharp echo of his words.

      The gang’s all here.

      “I did.” I gulped. “She makes my magic stronger.”

      “Oh?” Girrar loomed forward, eyeing my macaron tray. I offered it out to him, trying to keep my breathing level. Normal. Like this batch was exactly the same as all the batches before.

      He grabbed a handful and jammed them in his coat pocket but kept one to sample. My heart thumped in betrayal, pumping faster and faster and faster, but when Girrar’s eyes rolled back in delight, he missed the evidence of guilt.

      “Delicioussss.” He smacked his lips.

      I tossed the rest of the macarons into the fray. Bigger now, the bats were that much more bloodthirsty. They tore into each other, fighting for the mouthfuls of magic. Slicing with talons, screeching in pain, rage, hunger.

      Wishing I could plug my ears against the noises, I scattered the macarons as far as I could, doing my best to make sure every bat came up with a mouthful. If I missed even one…

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      When they were fed, the monsters faded away—back into the secret blackness of the cave. Girrar disappeared with his maddening grin.

      But I promised myself.

      The last smile was going to be mine.
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      I wasn’t sure how long the sleeping spell would take to settle, but we couldn’t give it much time to marinate. Gripping my battered fireplace shovel, I wished I had a better weapon. Like one of those baseball bats studded with nails or my own stupid magic. Wynn and his knives would have to be our main offense.

      “We need a way to make light.” My best idea was vegetable oil torches.

      Not a good idea.

      <I can handle the dark.>

      “If you can handle that, then…” I turned to Wynn. “Then we’re ready?” I was proud my voice wasn’t shaking because my knees were in earthquake mode.

      “Let’s go.” Wynn strode for the door.

      <Follow me. Hurry.> Carrot bounded outside.

      I hustled after them. A white puff bat clung to the folds of my shirt, but I didn’t dare stop to let it down at this point.

      We hurried through the maze of passages, every step dragging us closer to the cave’s heartbeat. It drummed in my ears, drowning out the sound of my rasping breath.

      <This way.> Carrot ducked down a narrow side tunnel. Squeezing through scraped my ribs and forced the air out of my lungs. I tried to keep moving forward until two jutting pieces of rock pinned me tight.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t—

      A hand dug into my forearm. Pulled me out.

      I bent, hands on knees. Sucking in delicious air. “Thanks,” I said when I could do more than gasp.

      But how the hell had Wynn fit through? He was bigger than me.

      “Keep moving.” He tugged me into a jog before Carrot darted too far ahead of us.

      I wheezed behind them. Caving and cardio were already awful. Together, they made a new kind of punishment.

      But I had to keep running.

      The echoing THUNK was stronger, louder, and only a few beats from making the rest our cave experience seem like an island vacation.

      I only let myself slow when we hit the tunnel of night blackness. The mouth looked like it punched a hole straight into a dimension even worse than this one, and another tremor rocked my knees.

      Carrot started to glow like a firefly. She let off a blue-green light like the mold that caked the cavern where we’d found her. It didn’t cast as much light here—or maybe the darkness was sucking it up?—but when she pawed her way into the tunnel, I saw rock walls instead of yawning nothingness.

      “Stay close.” I offered an arm and Carrot climbed all the way up, not stopping at my shoulder, but jumping onto my head. Like the heaviest possible headlamp. I fought not to tip to the side. “Is that the best spot?”

      <The light goes farther when I’m tall. Hurry straight ahead.>

      I hurried, neck-strain be damned.

      Our footsteps made soft noises on the cave floor, mixing with the echo of dripping water, and the farther we walked, a breathing, wheezing, air-passing-between-rocks noise.

      A breeze?

      Maybe an exit?

      Was it that easy?

      The hunched shape in front of us answered that question fast.

      I froze.

      Wynn tensed next to me.

      A man-bat lay in the middle of our path like a Franken-farm-sized sack of potatoes. But potatoes didn’t have fangs, claws, or razor-tipped wings.

      The earthquake in my knees jumped a few points on the Richter scale.

      “Go around,” Wynn whispered so close to my ear that a tingle danced across my shoulders.

      I blinked.

      The creature hadn’t budged. All it did was breathe.

      Even breaths.

      Asleep.

      My spell actually worked. But the thrill of victory died fast, too. Because now I had to get around this monster without waking it.

      Trying to move slow and silent, I tiptoed, hugging the cave wall. The creature’s breaths didn’t waver, hissing steadily in and out.

      In and out.

      Pieces of gravel scratched the cave floor when I shifted my feet. The tiny pebbles sounded like rolling boulders.

      But the bat didn’t stir.

      I let out a huge breath when we were past.

      Until I saw the rest of the minefield.

      More giant bats were passed out, some spread on the floor, others half seated, sprawling on top of each other. They rustled and twitched and blocked our path like a solid carpet of meat lumps.

      <Carefully.> Carrot tensed, digging paws into my scalp.

      I barely noticed her weight.

      Carefully, I tip-toed around the bats. Around and over, half-climbing the cave walls where too many of them fell against each other in a tangle. As minutes ticked, my stomach churned in a mini-maelstrom.

      Yes, the spell was working, but it wouldn’t work forever.

      When I cleared another pile of tangled bats, the sound of the cave changed, opening up a hollowness in my ears. The pounding heartbeat of power beat against my skin.

      We’re here.

      The tunnel opened up into a massive cavern. Dark and dripping. There was no chittering or screeching.

      Just the war drum noise of ancient magic.

      I stepped forward and instead of that familiar guano squish, my sneaker sparked a chain of clinks.

      I blinked, squinting into the dark that Carrot’s light barely cut. Mounds filled the cavern. My first thought was guano, but the cave smelled more metallic than batty.

      I crouched down. The mound glittered.

      Coins.

      Carrot’s light caught the faces of a gemstone, and reflected, lighting up more piles of loot. Heaps and mounds and even a few mountains of gold nuggets.

      That explained where Girrar was getting all that treasure.

      But where was the god we needed to kill?

      Avoiding the loud, loose heaps of treasure I tiptoed deeper into the cavern. I couldn’t see far in the sticky darkness, but it couldn’t be that hard to spot a—

      God.

      A statue loomed over the piles of treasure.

      My chin tipped back, following the shape up and up and up, over the massive spread of stone bat wings to the cruel, contorted monster face. Taller than a house. Its fangs were longer than arms and stained a color darker than the rock it was carved out of.

      Dried blood.

      Long trails of dried blood, crusting all the way to the base of the statue.

      Its monumental size matched its monumental power, and now that I’d glimpsed the cave’s master, his power hammered in my bones.

      THUNK.

      THUNK.

      THUNK.

      My throat freeze-dried itself.

      An army of nukes couldn’t destroy this monster, let alone magicless me armed with a shovel.

      “This?” Air escaped me in a panicked hiss. “We have to kill this?”

      <I said obliterate. Not kill.>

      I would’ve laughed crazy, but my throat was pinched tight and my heart had clawed its way up into my head cavity where it drowned my ears with the roar of rushing blood.

      “Stay. I’ll look closer.” Wynn spoke close to my ear.

      Even he must be afraid of waking the beast.

      Wynn crept away, but he didn’t get far before I was creeping after him. We shouldn’t separate. And even though every step forward felt like chugging down the thickest, gloppiest protein shake of dread, I had to see for myself.

      I had to figure out how we were going to survive.

      A black stone altar rested at the base of the statue, right in front of the bat god’s carved feet. The whole area was slicked with sludge—a thick, decaying mixture of blood and ash.

      Trying not to breathe through my nose, I moved closer. Humped shapes were half-buried in altar sludge. Stumps of old candles and jutting-out bones. A pulpy rectangle that might have been a book before it was eaten away.

      God or not-a-god, this didn’t look like a place to worship. More like a place where giant owls regurgitated their kills.

      But an eerily familiar magic wormed through the god-level current of power. Tiny pieces of macaron and their ashy dust scattered over the altar.

      A tide of guilt almost dropped me to my knees, but it was followed by the brightest flash of hope. If my magic was strong enough to revive a god’s power, then it should be strong enough to fight back.

      It better be strong enough.

      Carrot jumped off my head and soared to a landing just wide of the puddle of dripping…yerch…that surrounded the statue. <Ideas?>

      “No weak points.” Wynn had completed his lap and moved to stand at my shoulder.

      Ideas?

      I’d say tear the statue down if we had a wrecking ball or blow it up with dynamite. But me? Alone? “All I have is fire magic.”

      <So burn the bastard into a lava puddle.>

      “Can’t. Girrar has my power—”

      <Pssh. Your power.> Carrot’s voice whispered through my brain. <Not mine. Now that we’re bound, you can throw fireballs. Just touch the stone.>

      “Touch…” I moved past the altar, but being closer made the statue that much squickier. Dry blood. Wet blood. Chunks of…ugh.

      I took a few steps until I found a spot that wasn’t clean but was at least dry. Gritting my teeth, I placed my hand against the stone.

      THUNKTHUNKTHUNKTHUNK.

      Power drummed between my ears. Like the bat god had clawed inside my skull to headline a heavy metal concert.

      Stop. Wincing so hard my eyes stung, I fought the sound and power. Trying to beat it back. I sucked a few breaths through my teeth, pushing and pushing until my brain was my own again, but the bat god’s magic beat against my fingertips and its pulse pounded all the way to my shoulder.

      I called to my magic. It hummed under my skin, but the god’s power quickly drowned it out.

      <Reach for my help.> Carrot jumped down to my shoulder, leaning toward the stone. Her power glowed like blueberry moonlight and I could feel its strength, even against the overwhelming god-magic.

      Please lend me your power.

      Her rainbow rush flowed into me and through me, casting away the darkness and despair that had settled on my shoulders.

      I can do this.

      I wished I had more earth-centered powers, so I could just crack the stone, but fire could melt rock. I’d made lava cakes before. Now I just had to make lava.

      Totally the same thing. Totally.

      Bracing both hands against the statue, I conjured my flames. Red and orange, they danced and spread, but all they did was lick the rock.

      <Hotter.> Carrot moved back to my shoulder, ducking away from the flames. <Think blue.>

      Blue was easier with Carrot burrowing into my neck and her magic blending into mine. I shifted my energy, thinking science class Bunsen burner.

      The flames shifted, turning blue around my fingertips.

      <Still hotter.>

      Sweat dripped down the back of my neck and I’d barely started casting. But I had to push. I had to risk everything and more if we wanted to get out of this cave alive.

      A teeny science class flame wouldn’t crack stone.

      Instead, I thought volcano. Red and black, bubbling and burning. Creeping lava and churning, molten-rock heat.

      The blue flames lengthened. Sweat dripped all the way down my back.

      Carrot cowered against my neck, but even though she wilted away from the heat, she gave off a subtle purr. <Good. Good.>

      Channeling her magic and mine strained my limits, but giving in to the urge to stop and rest wasn’t an option. I pushed harder.

      Harder and hotter.

      A tiny crack rewarded my effort.

      It lengthened and spiderwebbed until cracks spread underneath my flame-choked hands.

      A crack that sounded like a piece of glacier breaking into the sea echoed through the cavern. The statue’s heartbeat of power stuttered.

      And a pulse of pain flashed up my arms.

      Then a silent scream ripped through my body and reverberated through every cave in this labyrinth. I flinched before I could help myself, snapping my hands away from the rock.

      Bat screeches echoed from the tunnels.

      “He’s calling for help.” I slapped the rock and gritted my teeth, relighting the blue fire that had stuttered when I flinched.

      “I’m on it.” Wynn dashed away before I could say anything to stop him.

      With my flames crawling higher and higher up the statue’s body, blue light flickered through the cavern, finally cutting away the darkness. Wynn moved through the treasure piles to stop in front of the tunnel mouth, framed tall and alone.

      The screeches were louder. Closer.

      The bats were coming and no fighter could hold off that many monsters alone.

      My heart gave a sick squeeze.

      If Wynn went down fighting, we’d both die here.

      I pulled so much of Carrot’s magic that blue stars flashed behind my eyes, and then I scraped the bottom of my soul, reaching for every breath of magic in my body. Even if I had to burn away my life-force.

      If I had to die in a cave, I was taking this bat-god down with me.

      The flames grew, the cracks spread, and the sound of screeching bats turned into a roar.

      The first monster rocketed out of the darkness, springing toward Wynn in half flight. He blurred.

      The screech choked off. Then started again, now a screech of pain. It cut off too, and Wynn straightened from the limp body on the cave floor.

      One down.

      But how many to go?

      Wynn launched himself at the next man-bat as soon as it popped out of the darkness.

      Hurry. I have to hurry.

      I forced flames into the rock until my knees started to give, and then I just leaned against the statue, not caring if my whole body sank into the sludge. It smelled like burning corpses.

      Another glacier-breaking crack sent pain shooting through my arms—the god’s pain.

      I was making progress.

      Not fast enough.

      A chorus of screeches snapped my attention to Wynn. He was fighting three at once. They beat him back, snapping, dodging. Slower than I expected and stumbling every few steps—maybe groggy from the spell?—but three sets of fangs and slashing claws were already too many to fight.

      Wynn dodged, slashed at a wing, and one of the creatures fell screaming away. But another flew out of the tunnel to take its place.

      Then another. Another.

      Six. Seven.

      Closing in.

      “Come back,” I called, but my voice was weak and wobbly when all my energy was pouring into the flames. “Wynn. The fire.” I could shield him with my flames if he came closer.

      I couldn’t tell if he heard. He kept dodging and fighting, slowly either backing or being backed toward me.

      One slashed his arm.

      His leg.

      The small of his back. He grunted, stumbling. Barely catching himself from falling.

      “Wynn!” When I took my hands off the statue, I stumbled too.

      <No!> Carrot dug into my shoulder with her claws, but I was so far past the point of feeling pain.

      “Can’t leave him.” I couldn’t run, but I wobble-rushed to Wynn, casting plain red flames in front of me.

      Not hot enough to melt, but plenty burning to beat back the vampire bats. No more green magic for them to feed on.

      Now they could only roast.

      They scattered from the flames. I caught Wynn’s T-shirt and pulled, trying to drag him, but I stumbled again. When my vision wavered, my flames shrunk. Wynn caught me around the shoulders. Bloody everywhere, but still holding me up.

      “Back.” I yanked him toward the statue. If he stayed at my side, I could keep a ring of fire around us.

      Maybe?

      Blackness gnawed at the edges of my vision. Like I needed another sign I was close to passing out.

      <Hold on.> Carrot’s diamond-hard voice gave the sense of gritted teeth. Another rush of magic hit my veins like a shot of Red Bull. <We’re running out of power.>

      “I know.” I needed a case of Red Bull, but at least now I could stand up straight.

      Before I could stumble forward, something blurred in front of the altar.

      Girrar materialized from nowhere.

      But instead of lashing out or conjuring bars to cage us, he stumbled and gripped the altar to keep himself from falling. “You…”

      His eyelids drooped and flickered.

      Still sleep-poisoned.

      He shook himself, trying to throw off the enchantment.

      “I’ll handle him.” Wynn brushed off my grip.

      “Can you?” He was so bloodied…

      “Yes.” Wynn’s voice was iron firm. Determined. “Finish the statue.”

      “No.” Girrar reached and the cavern floor warped. A wall of iron bars popped out, but they were crooked and only reached my knees. I hurried around. Another set of bars grew from the floor, slightly taller, slightly straighter. I swung around them.

      I reached the base of the statue before Girrar could stop me. I fell against the stone and rekindled my flames. Cracking noises echoed deep within the rock.

      <Almost. Almost.> Carrot burrowed against my neck.

      “Master!” Girrar’s cry bubbled up from his soul. His power burst and so did his trench coat, tearing in half, spilling out the massive set of bat wings that had been hidden underneath.

      Girrar slapped the altar. His desperate magic pulsed through the rock and bled all the way into me. My eyes popped open wide with energy.

      A wake-up call.

      “Wynn! Don’t let him—”

      Wynn was already lunging.

      Girrar didn’t dodge.

      Girrar didn’t blink.

      Wynn’s knife bit down in Girrar’s neck, disappearing beneath his collarbone. When he yanked out the blade, all Girrar did was grin.

      One last grin, while his limp body fell onto the altar.

      His blood spilled.

      Dripping onto the altar stone.

      Power burst out from him, rocking the statue, my body, and the whole cavern. The last blast of his life-force.

      A sacrifice.

      Giving his life for his god’s.

      A piece of stone flaked away between my burning hands.

      Underneath was pulsing, leathery skin.

      The statue rumbled with a muffled cry. Like a bear bellowing deep inside a mountain, only this creature was the size of the whole mountain, and it could eat a bear in a mouthful.

      THUNKA-THUNKA-THUNKA-THUNK.

      Faster and faster, almost fully awake.

      The stone cracked and melted under blue flames fueled with every iota of my power. I could still—

      Vampire bats sprinted into the cavern. Man-sized and dog-sized and palm-sized, all dashing on wingtips. Wynn squared himself for a fight.

      Stupid brave idiot. “To me!”

      He dove to my side just before the flock crashed down.

      My instinct was right. They weren’t flying for us.

      The little ones hammered into the altar, killing themselves against the rock. The bigger ones fell in a mass of wings and teeth, tearing each other apart.

      Wings and limbs ripped off. Gore splattered rock. Their dying screeches clawed into my bones.

      And with every sacrifice, magic writhed. The god’s energy spiked, clawing itself from the depths of slumber.

      I tried to make my flames burn higher and faster and hotter, but Carrot drooped on my shoulder and I could barely see the statue, let alone nail the final blow.

      “There’s nothing,” I gasped. “Nothing left.”

      “Take mine.” Wynn gripped my arm and he must’ve sliced open his palm because hot blood dripped over me, shimmering with his magic.

      The power soaked in, a deep and steady purple. I didn’t have to ask his permission because he was already offering his magic. Himself.

      It wasn’t like Carrot’s power that I had to keep pulling. Wynn’s strength blended into my veins like he was part of me.

      A pin-sharp prick burned against my arm. The white bat lifted its bloodied mouth and touched its paw to the wound. The tiniest flare of power flowed into me—the bat’s own magic.

      That flare zinged into a rush. More and more power channeled through the little bat. It was offering me all the magic its friends could muster. Every scrap of power from the cave’s good bats.

      It gave a happy squeak, as if telling me—fight!

      I stood taller, took a breath, and gathered all the power I could reach.

      “Together.” I pushed out flames so hard they roared, a solid wall of blue.

      Wynn and Carrot bore down and even the little bat strained against my arm.

      Pushing and pressing, we threw everything we had into the flames, and then kept pushing harder, offering everything.

      Anything to stop the god from waking.

      The CRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACK echoed like Everest splitting down the middle. Wynn’s grip turned into a yank. He tore me away from a falling rock wing.

      The other wing fell after it.

      A landslide of rock followed. The statue’s face crumbled. Its shoulders rained down boulders.

      Wynn dragged me away from the spraying stone, but both of us were stumbling. I was about to ask where he thought we were going to escape to when stones started falling from the ceiling.

      Light beamed through the cracks.

      I glimpsed blue sky before the world exploded.
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      Wynn and Carrot both wrenched away from me, and for a split-second there was nothing but primordial-soup blackness. My body and soul stretched and warped.

      Like everything I was had been scrunched into a gumdrop and squeezed through a pasta press.

      Only faster.

      Rolling, pressing, pressing, rolling.

      And then I was flying.

      I landed in dirt, skidding and scraping through shrubs and sage bushes. I didn’t stop until my back connected with a bush, knocking the last breath of air from my lungs.

      I couldn’t feel the sting.

      I could only lay and gasp, flinching against the cloud of dirt I’d kicked up.

      Searing sunlight burned my eyes. And the hum of the vortex hit me like a full-on roar.

      Bat screeches condensed into a screaming chorus and the sun disappeared. Hundreds and thousands and millions of bats blotted out the sky. Brown and black and white bats, most of which belonged nowhere near this climate.

      The little bat I’d sheltered in my arms gave itself a shake and then jumped into flight, following its family.

      I hoped they’d all find their way home.

      Coins rained down in a golden hail.

      Tugging myself free from the sage bush that had wanted to trade its trunk for my spine, the sting finally hit. I was battered, bleeding, my arms and clothes torn.

      But I was free.

      I crawled from the bush and made it to my knees. “Wynn?” My voice was weak. I cleared my throat and tried to call louder. “Wynn? Carrot?”

      The sunlight was too bright after so long underground. I couldn’t see where they’d landed.

      <I’m fine.> Carrot’s weak voice sounded in my head, but I turned a circle and didn’t spot white fur. <Going on vacation, but I’ll see you soon. Take about twenty steps to your left and you’ll find the knife guy.>

      “A vacation?” I couldn’t stand without wobbling and my familiar was taking a vacation? But I started walking.

      <Other left. Nope. Turn. Turn. There.>

      I scowled, finally pointed in the right direction. “You could just lead me.”

      <I could. But you’ll figure it out. Right?>

      “Sure.” I managed not to grumble. I was alive. I was out of the cave and the guano nightmare.

      Now I just had to find my bodyguard.

      And a shower. The longest shower of my life.

      Wynn lay on his back, lucky to have landed on a patch of long grass instead of a bush. His eyes were closed.

      Sucking in a breath, I dropped to my knees.

      “Wynn?” I shook his shoulder. I’d thought if I was okay, he must be fine too, but I hadn’t gotten a clear look at him earlier. His arms were ragged with cuts, shallow and deep. More cuts ripped through his shirt. More blood. I couldn’t tell how much was his and how much belonged to the bats. “Wynn.” I shook him again, more urgently.

      If he didn’t wake up… I glanced around. Spotted Fiona’s house.

      My phone. I needed my phone. I started to rise, about to run for 911.

      Wynn’s eyes creaked open. He blinked, dazed.

      I fell back down and patted his shoulder. “You okay?”

      “I’ll live.” Slowly, he eased up onto his elbows.

      I helped as much as I could when I was halfway tipping over myself, and he didn’t fight against me. Both shaky, we found our way to our feet.

      Wynn eyed the stream of bats pouring out of whatever portal still lingered over Girrar’s trailer. The actual trailer was just a few fingers of mangled metal.

      Drifts of gold spilled out and spread like sand dunes.

      Too much to carry. Too much to keep.

      But plenty to pay off debts.

      Together, we stumbled closer. I nudged a pile of coins with a toe. “I need a bigger cooler.”

      “We’ll get a wheelbarrow.” Wynn crouched to scoop a handful of gold and his face lit like I’d never seen. His smile was weapons-grade, bright enough to melt the air to plasma and burn the image of his lips deep into my retinas.

      Warmth and relief and a few other things I couldn’t name moved inside my chest. “We’ll get a truck.” But smiling back at him tipped me over the edge and it finally hit me how much magic I’d burned. I dropped to my knees. “Maybe first we’ll get an ambulance.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We spent two days in the hospital, getting medical care from the doctors and under-the-table healing from Jane, but there was no magical cure for rabies so we’d be in and out for shots the next few weeks. We probably should’ve stayed in-patient a couple more days, but Wynn finally swung full Lifetime movie and impatiently yanked out his IV.

      I waited for a nurse to remove mine like a normal human being, but I was almost as antsy as he was for our date with Zedock.

      I might’ve called Fiona to oversee the negotiation, but she was at a spa retreat on the mountain and couldn’t be reached by the Syndicate. No time had passed outside while we were stuck in the bat god’s hell cave, so they hadn’t even known we’d been trapped.

      The Syndicate had called in a hazmat team to power-wash Fiona’s house and drag the remains of Girrar’s trailer off her land. They’d also taken a hefty cut of his treasure stockpile. Mostly to pay off the vamp coven. Agatha said we were lucky the vamp queen wasn’t calling for our blood after killing one of her minions.

      Even so. We’d walked away with plenty of treasure cover Wynn’s debt.

      I hope.

      Zed’s office sat next to a real estate agency in the middle of town. It felt beyond weird to unload our coolers of treasure in the parking lot while minivans passed by.

      Wynn vibrated like a tuning fork, so tense he made my palms sweat.

      It would be stupid to tell him to relax when his whole life was on the line. Instead, I shook my lunchbox full of treasure like a maraca, drawing his attention. “This much gold has to be enough.”

      “Yes and no.” Wynn’s glare slipped toward the office windows.

      “Why?”

      “Zed doesn’t play fair.”

      I’d worried the same. But if this guy was greedy enough that he’d consider chopping Wynn up for money, he couldn’t say no to a dragon’s horde.

      My pulse picked up when we headed for the door, Wynn rolling two treasure-packed coolers. The others, we left in the car.

      Inside, the office looked so normal it was wrong. Zed’s receptionist sat at a desk in the front room. She had a row of plants and picture frames lined next to her computer and offered us a warm, welcoming smile that totally masked the we-trade-in-little-boys aspect of her business.

      “Wynn. And you must be Anise?” The woman stood, smoothing her perfect, business-casual shirtdress. “Zedock is waiting for you.” She led us to the connecting door and waved us inside.

      Zed’s desk was three times the size of hers, plunked right in the middle of the room. He sat behind it in a massive chair topped with a set of gold wings so elaborate I was almost positive it was a salvaged throne.

      I’d only met him the once, but his energy had creeped me out then and even now, it felt like wet garbage dragging over my skin. Zed was handsome in a silver fox kind of way, with a neat beard and his gray-streaked hair slicked back, but it was the same creepy pleasantness as the secretary. A shiny appearance that tried to mask a rotten heart.

      A tiny shudder slipped out of me and Zed’s smug smile said he’d noticed.

      “Wynnstynn.” He thwacked a file onto the desk. “And our Wise heiress. What brings you to my court?”

      Like he didn’t already know? “We—”

      Wynn squeezed my shoulder. Shook his head. “We’re here to negotiate my release.”

      “Why would I release my best Shield?” He leaned his chin against his hand, giving the distinct impression he was screwing with us. I started to step forward, but Wynn moved in front of me.

      Two rickety wooden stools sat in front of the desk. Wynn took one and I followed to the other. It tipped under my weight.

      I’d bet all the gold in my lunchbox Zed had purposely shaved down one of the legs. Wynn must’ve sat in the hot seat before because he had no problem balancing.

      I was the only one rocking back and forth.

      “Are you going to let me buy out my debt or not?” Wynn’s gaze could’ve chipped diamonds.

      Zed smirked. “Just your debt?”

      “My family’s debt.” Wynn gritted out the words.

      I bunched my hands into fists, resisting the urge to set this asshole’s desk on fire. He was getting the money he was owed. Why be a jerk about it?

      Zed tapped the paper on top of his file. “You owe me a lot of zeroes, kid.”

      “I know.” Wynn’s fingers dug into his knees.

      Kid? I stood, knocking back the crooked stool and emptying my lunchbox onto Zed’s desk. Gold and loose gems spilled over his files. “This is a pound of treasure. We’ll give you two-hundred pounds to settle the debt.”

      Zed brushed aside the coins like ants and ignored a raw emerald, plucking up a translucent blue crystal. It wasn’t a quartz and it wasn’t any other gem I recognized, but I’d left it and its friends in with the treasure because whatever they were, they sparkled like a jewelry showroom.

      “What’s the balance of gold to gems?” Zed rolled the crystal between his fingers and then lifted it close enough to squint into.

      “It’s all a mix like this.” And from his tone, I couldn’t tell if that was good or bad. Did he want more gold? More crystals?

      He set down the crystal, his expression giving nothing away. “Becky,” he lifted his voice, “bring in my seal chest.”

      I snuck a peek at Wynn. He leaned forward, his gaze practically burning the papers that Zed pulled out of a desk drawer, but he didn’t look angry. If anything, hope glowed in his eyes.

      “So you’re agreeing?” I practically bounced on my toes.

      He ignored me, flicking his fingers at his secretary, who struggled to balance on her heels while she hoisted a heavy metal box onto Zed’s desk. At his touch, it unlocked with a series of clicks.

      He pulled out a long knife and a fancy incense diffuser that looked like a fat goblet with a carved lid.

      What was that for?

      He took off the lid, but instead of pulling out incense, he rolled up his shirtsleeve. My stomach clenched at the sight of crisscrossed scars. Some were faint white lines, others barely healed red slashes.

      How many Shield contracts had he made? How many Shields were still bound to him?

      Zed sliced his arm and dripped blood into the bowl of the diffuser. Then he offered Wynn his knife without wiping the blade.

      Wynn gave that the glare it deserved and pulled out his own knife, slashing between the half-healed scars of our vampire bat battle royale.

      I hoped it was the last cut he’d have for a while.

      When his blood dripped onto Zed’s I thought I heard a sizzle.

      Zed grabbed the diffuser and covered it before I could be sure. When he flicked his fingers, a definite crackle sounded and smoke curled through the burner’s holes. It smelled like fresh-forged copper, sharp and metallic, and it hit my throat the same way as burning cooking oil, making my eyes burn.

      While I coughed, Zed lifted a stack of papers into the twisting smoke and muttered an incantation. The papers smoked without flame, their edges curling black. Wynn gripped the edge of the desk.

      I covered my mouth and held my breath.

      When the papers were fully black, they crumbled to ash. The remains fell into a smoking pile on Zed’s desk, and Wynn fell forward, balancing his head between his knees.

      I dropped to my knees at Wynn’s side and grabbed his wrist. His pulse pumped like he was running from wolves. “Wynn?”

      He tilted his head to peek at me. His complexion looked like a half-set egg white, but his brilliant toothpaste-commercial smile knocked my breath away. “It’s gone.”

      A tingling started in my fingers and spread up my arms. He looked so happy, I couldn’t help wanting to hug him. I let go of his wrist before I did something stupid.

      “If my treasure haul’s off by an ounce, I’ll take the difference out of his flesh,” Zed said the words like he’d announced he was going to lunch.

      I wobbled on my heels, but fire burned inside me. “He’s not yours to screw with anymore.”

      “Oh? Is he yours?” Zed’s mocking smile made me want to ash his desk.

      “He’s not anyone’s. Come on, Wynn. Let’s bring in the rest of the treasure.” I helped him to his feet and he swung an arm around my shoulder for balance, letting me guide him. It felt so oddly comfortable. After all the times he’d protected me, he was finally letting me pay him back.

      Only after I’d helped him into the front seat did he start to push back. “I’ll grab the rest of the coolers.”

      “Let me.” I nudged him, and the fact that he fell back into the seat said exactly how deep having the contract removed had drained him. “They’re on wheels and you look like you just donated plasma.”

      I shut the door before Wynn could argue.

      It took a while to haul the coolers in one by one, but I dropped the blood money in Becky’s office and left without turning back. I was sweating when I climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Wynn’s head had sagged against the window and his breath moved slow and deep. He didn’t even flinch when I started the car.

      I smiled.

      We’d both finally have some peace.
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      When we got back to Agatha’s, Wynn didn’t stir even when I poked his shoulder. I rolled down the car windows and left the garage open, leaving him to catch up on his rest.

      I had something I needed to do.

      Striding past the withered stretch of sage bushes, I headed for the house kitchen. Agatha sat propped on cushions in the breakfast nook, reading a Beverly Jenkins paperback next to a three-tiered afternoon tea spread. She set down her cake. “You’re back.”

      “I’m back.” And I should’ve known better than expecting her to be concerned. “So is my magic.”

      “Then whip me up some tea snacks.”

      My gaze shifted to the jam-packed stand of scones, petit fours, and tiny sandwiches with their crusts cut off. She already had enough to host a full tea party, but I’d been planning on baking anyway.

      I started the macarons first. They wouldn’t be textbook because I’d go crazy if I had to wait that long, but after making who knew how many of them, I’d gotten scary efficient. And I wouldn’t usually work two different spells at once, but this time, I wanted to give my magic as much a chance to tangle as possible. So, I whipped off a batch of sugar cookies during the wait parts of the macaron recipe.

      But my magic didn’t tangle.

      When I finally had two cool-enough-to-eat batches of goodies, I brought one of each over to Agatha. “One spell for death and one for happiness.”

      Agatha let her fingertips hover over the matte-black macaron but didn’t need to be warned not to take a bite. “Let me see your hand.”

      Her gentle fingers touched the rainbow-splotch from Carrot’s bonding. I hadn’t told her about my new familiar. She moved her palm parallel to mine, and when our magics sparked, I was pretty sure the cat-bat was out of the bag.

      My power was still mainly the red-orange of cozy hearth flames, but now my magic had a rainbow shimmer and the subtlest, softest hint of blue. “There’s no green. Why can I still cast the death spell?”

      Agatha drew back her hand and the glow of magic cut off. She broke the sugar cookie and popped a piece into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully instead of answering.

      “Why?” I jammed my hands into my pockets.

      “You think you can experience what you experience and not be changed? You went through the fire again, cupcake. Never expect things to be the same on the other side.”

      I let out a heavy breath. Agatha wasn’t wrong, but this wasn’t how I wanted my magic to grow. “But the sugar cookie’s okay?”

      “Cupcake.” Her eyebrow arched. “You think I would’ve taken a bite if it was cursed?”

      Obviously. “I mean is it good? Can I come back to work?”

      “I’m curious…” Agatha lifted the macaron plate to eye level and squinted at it. “What other recipes should we test, you and I?” Her voice dripped mischief and her smirk meant worlds of trouble.

      It was the kind of offer where my heart said YES and my brain said RUN. I’d already been burned playing with magics that were beyond me. If I kept sticking my hand in the fire, what did I think would happen?

      But…

      My heart grew so big it sucked the blood away from my thinking brain. “I’ll bake any recipe you’re willing to teach me.”

      Agatha’s eyes lit. “I’ll see you on the morning shift. Dark and early.”

      I practically melted with relief. Finally. I’d be back in the bakeshop. Back to my classes. Back to something like normal.

      Agatha slipped away while I burned the murder macarons in ritual flame. I did the dishes and helped myself to her leftover tea cakes. I was sealing my sugar cookies into a baggie when the back door opened.

      Wynn stepped inside, so groggy he rubbed his eyes.

      “Feeling better?” At least now his complexion looked less like melted candle wax.

      “Yeah.” Wynn’s arms dropped to his side. “I have to pack.”

      “You’re moving out?” The words sounded too high in my ears. “So soon? To where?”

      “A few of the ex-Shields have a house.”

      “But the current Shields…” I’d saved a spare pound of treasure, which wasn’t enough to buy anyone else out of their contract. But the idea of leaving anyone else indebted to Zed turned my stomach into an acid pit.

      “We can’t help.” Wynn’s voice was resigned. “Zed’s losing me. He’s not going to cut anyone else loose and weaken his fighting force.”

      “Fighting force? Since when?”

      “Always. How do you think the Syndicate holds this town?”

      “With magic.”

      “Witches aren’t the only ones with power.” Wynn headed for the stairs before I could ask any more questions, and in the oddest role reversal, I ended up shadowing him and hovering in his doorway.

      The room was so small and he had so few things, it didn’t take him long to jam the arsenal of weapons and his few extra clothes into a duffel bag. I was happy he was free and thrilled I’d have my privacy back, but when he swung the bag over his shoulder, it felt like he was ready to walk out and sever every tie.

      I grabbed the duffel bag when he tried to brush past me. “Is this good-bye?”

      “No.” Wynn frowned. “You promised me popcorn.”

      “Popcorn?” I blinked. “When did I—?” My breath snagged. Our promise. “You still want to go to the movies?” I’d honestly expected that Wynn wouldn’t want anything to do with me after he was free.

      “I was also promised licorice and chocolate,” he said the words dead serious like I’d promised him my first-born instead of movie snacks.

      I laughed. “Come here.” He followed me down the stairs and I handed him the baggie of sugar cookies I’d left in the kitchen. “These are for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Thank you.” Maybe if I’d fed Wynn more from the beginning, we would’ve gotten along better. “Do you need a ride, or…?”

      “I can walk.” He strode out the door on a mission and I didn’t expect him to turn back, but Wynn cast a last smile over his shoulder. “See you around, Anise.”

      I waved, then locked the door behind him.

      Feeling like I skipped on marshmallow clouds, I headed to my room and flopped onto the bed. Wynn was free, I was blissfully alone, and the sweet scent donut glaze snuck up the stairs.

      <Thanks for clearing out a room. Hope you don’t mind if I redecorate.>

      I jerked upright.

      Carrot dangled from the canopy of my bed, clinging with her paws and lion tail. She dropped down, unfurling her wings and landing on the comforter with a soft fwump.

      “Where have you been? And how did you sneak through Agatha’s wards?” And maybe most importantly—why hadn’t I sensed her?

      <Wards?> My familiar’s voice had the hint of a sniff. <Who do you think you’re dealing with?>

      I have no idea.

      But my power was back to normal and I had the rest of my life to figure out how familiars worked. It wouldn’t be as quiet a life as I’d wanted, but what I wanted could change too. I wasn’t looking for danger, but the world held so much magic.

      And there were so many other worlds. So many other powers and recipes and spells.

      So much to learn and try and do.

      My whole body tingled with excitement. Hope. And a goofy smile spread to my face as I scratched behind my weird little battycat’s ears. “What do you eat?”

      <Everything. But I’ll start with a donut.>

      I scooped her onto my shoulder and headed for the stairs. “Then let’s get you a donut.”

      With those priorities, she and I were going to get along just fine.
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      ***Summary Contains Spoilers for Sugar Spells***

      

      Finally back in the kitchen, apprentice baking witch Anise Wise is cooking up all kinds of enchanted treats under the semi-watchful eye of her great-aunt, Agatha. Anise has a job she loves, a cute and crazy-powerful familiar, and real-life friends she can count on for spellwork and sympathy.

      

      Life is a cozy, quiet dream until the vampire queen of Taos summons Anise for a meet-and-greet. The vamps want a piece of her magic and no one says no to the queen.

      

      Dragged deep into the town’s underbelly, Anise is jammed in the middle of an epic struggle between the Spellwork Syndicate and the frightening powers rising to challenge its control. She’ll need a little help from her friends—and her former bodyguard, Wynn—if she’s going to live to bake another day.

      

      Whether she wins or loses, Anise is headed down one seriously rocky road—and that last bump might be a killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From Lola

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the Spellwork Syndicate Series! If you enjoyed the story I’d appreciate it SO MUCH if you left a review at your favorite retailer.

      

      If you’d like to receive updates and new release alerts, please

      Join my newsletter

      

      To hang out and peek at exclusive content, please

      Join my Facebook group, Ink Monster Superfans

      

      Wishing you good books and bon bons,

      <3 Lola
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            Hungry for more?

          

        

      

    

    
      Test-drive the Shadow Ravens Series:

      
        
          [image: Long-haired heroine sitting cross-legged, swirling with glowing blue powers.]
        

      

      Just because Quanta can see the future doesn’t mean she can change it. She’s spent most of her life imprisoned, feeding her captors information to keep herself alive, but she’s finally reached the endgame and her death creeps closer by the moment.

      

      The son of two senators, Altair Orpheus leads a life of privilege that provides the perfect cover for his side job: working with the rebel Shadow Ravens to undermine the ruling Seligo government. Everything is running like clockwork until he crosses paths with Quanta. As he watches her deftly maneuver through life in a perverse prison, his plastic heart melts. A jailbreak would be suicide, but Tair is willing to sacrifice everything to give her a chance at happiness.

      

      Now Quanta senses a terrifying new future brewing. She and Tair are bound together, but every image of them kissing, snuggling, and acting knee-weakeningly happy is balanced by a much darker possibility. They’ll be picture perfect together, but only until time rips them apart. How can she follow her heart when she’s seen how their love plays out?
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