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Chapter One
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I stared at the bank of mailboxes. My key jutted from the lock to Box 13, but I couldn’t twist it yet. It felt like a big dough ball was proofing in my stomach, the pressure building and building until I wanted to hurl.

Ten pastry school applications and nine rejection letters later, I had one last chance to escape the future where I decorated grocery store sheet cakes for minimum wage forever. In a perfect world, I’d work my way up from part-time cake decorator to bakery manager to maybe owning my own shop.

In the real world?

Nobody wanted to hire a witch. We were supposed to be power-hungry, manipulative hags who used our devil spells to curse law-abiding citizens.

I’d never use my power to harm—and I didn’t even believe in the devil—but other than the few celebrity witches who’d made it into the mainstream, the rest of us were outcasts. People were both fascinated with our magic and terrified when we moved in next door. So, keeping my witchcraft under wraps was my best chance at both safety and sanity.

That meant lying on job applications. The second my power sparked at work, I’d be booted from yet another bakery. Mom and I would have to pack the car and start over yet again.

New chain store. New city. All the same problems as before.

I tried to wet my lips, but my tongue was milk-powder dry. I needed school. A degree was the only way to break the cycle I’d been stuck in. It would open up better jobs and maybe even help me prove that the with stereotypes were garbage. Mostly, I wanted to learn from the pros and make myself into something more than a decent home baker. A legit pastry chef.

If this letter was another rejection, my whole future looked like a dead end.

No pressure though.

The screech of brakes knocked me out of my everything-depends-on-this staring match with the mailboxes at the front of our apartment complex. The high school bus pulled to a creaky stop.

I’d been standing here an hour?

I should’ve retreated to the apartment, but instead I pulled my hoodie’s drawstrings so tight that only my eyes and nose peeked through the hood. I couldn’t run until I had my answer.

My instincts said a letter was waiting if and when I worked up the courage to check.

A pack of kids a couple years younger than me jumped off the school bus laughing. One boy peeled away from the group with a wave. He spun his key ring on a finger as he walked my way. I tried to work up the mental energy to open the mailbox—I really did—but my arms were still acting broken.

“Sorry. Can I…?” He used his key to point at the row of boxes I was blocking.

I jumped out of the way. Still gripping the tie cords, I accidentally pulled my hood tighter as I hopped.

The guy tilted his head to the side, trying to scope out who was hiding inside. “You go to Nisky?”

“Mmph.” I grunted and tilted away from him. We would’ve gone to the same high school, but I’d dropped out a few districts ago. Homeschool was safer.

The left side of his face twisted, but he went back to his business, ignoring the weirdo. I wobbled foot to foot while he unlocked his box.

I hated being outside. The sun. The people. Always asking questions. Why aren’t you in school? Why’s there sage in your purse? Are you a w-w-w-witch? Always with three stutters.

A w-w-w-witch, no. Witch, yes. But it wasn’t like I ran around cursing people. That wasn’t a thing.

“Um. I think you forgot your key?” The boy reached for Box 13.

“No!” My arm shot out on its own. The key jumped from the lock to my open palm in a puff of red-orange sparks. I gasped a breath at the loss of energy and my knees shook, suddenly weak. It drained too much when my willpower made its own decisions. No incantation or ritual to focus my energy—just a raw blast of magic that left me breathing like I’d galloped a mile.

And I was Exhibit A for bad witch behavior. When emotions ran high, magic would do what it wanted.

If you didn’t have power or couldn’t understand it? Terror was the usual reaction.

The boy’s face drained of blood and his mail fluttered to the ground. “You’re a w-w-w—”

I jammed my hands and the stupid key into my pocket. Before I could come up with a lie, he was already scampering away. He was probably running to tell his parents a witch was stalking the apartment complex. I couldn’t stand around waiting for them to dig out their torches. Or call the cops. Not that witchcraft was technically illegal, but enough complaints by jumpy soccer moms and I could be locked up for “questioning” for days without being charged with a crime.

Who had time for that?

I took a breath so deep suburbia disappeared and there were no more yapping dogs or screaming weed whackers—just me and the box. The box and me. And my destiny.

The key turned.

I swiped the envelopes and locked the box again before hurrying back up the steps to the apartment. There were only two letters. One from the power company and one from SCCC addressed to Ms. Anise Wise.

Both thin. I’d never gotten a college acceptance letter, but I knew they came in big, fat envelopes. I stumbled on the top step, banging my shin so hard I blacked out for half a second.

Who gets rejected from community college?

Inside, I yanked the dark curtains tight before tearing into the envelope.

Dear Ms. Wise,

Although your qualifications are impressive, we regret to inform you that we cannot accept magic users at this time—

I tossed the letters and lurched the few steps to the living room couch. Hugging a pillow to my face, I scrunched my eyes closed. I could keep working part-time at the grocery store bakery until they found out about my magic. Then I’d…

I didn’t know. Apply again next year? I kicked the cushions. Maybe Mom would have ideas. We’d both been hoping we’d never have the Anise-totally-blew-it conversation, so as stupid as it was, I didn’t have a backup plan.

Until she came home from work, I had nothing much to do but mope. I’d already “graduated” from homeschool and I’d memorized every spellbook in the house. Lying on the couch all afternoon would only make me feel like more of a loser.

Tossing the pillow back, I headed for the kitchen. In our closet-sized apartment, the walk only took a few steps. I stood in the middle of the peeling laminate tiles and set my hands on my hips, trying to find something to do. I’d already swept the floors with the birch-twigged besom and scrubbed the cheap countertops so long that they gleamed. I couldn’t even organize my baking pans. They were neatly stacked in the cupboards.

Not because I liked cleaning, but because I needed a spotless kitchen to make sure my spelled cakes didn’t suck up bad vibes. Cleaning mostly kept negative energy out of my space. Today, I was the one tracking it in.

Looking for a project to distract me, I lifted the lid off the jar of flour. It was almost empty. Only a cup left and Mom and I wouldn’t have payday until Friday. I checked the fridge. We still had eggs. A meringue? A custard? But, no. We’d need the eggs for breakfast.

We had ketchups and mustards, but not much food other than the leftover Chinese we’d been nursing the past few days. The sweet and sour chicken was almost gone, but the rice container was still mostly full.

Rice, rice, rice…rice pudding?

I couldn’t make a big portion, but we had milk, butter, sugar—and with a little spelled vanilla?

It would be perfect. And bonus. Working would keep me from staring down the black hole of my future. I tied back my shoulder-length hair and tried to release the tension that was tightening the knots in my shoulders.

My well of power was running low after that slip outside, but casting an enchantment wouldn’t drain me the same way as an accidental casting. Enchantment was my thing, and with all the ritual involved, I could control how much power I spent. I tried to breathe out the tiredness and stress and bring myself into a better headspace for casting a joy spell.

Bring joy and do no harm. I repeated the incantation over and over as I chose my tools. Spoons were the one thing I had too many of. I waved a hand back and forth over the open drawer to feel the energies of the woods. Ash. Elm. Hickory. Some battered and charred with a hint of age to their aura, some smooth and new.

What would match with a joy spell?

My fingertips glowed ember-bright and warmth flowed up my arm as one of the spoons called. Applewood. Fruit woods worked well for happiness enchantments, and the short, stumpy spoon fit my mood. I moved counterclockwise through the kitchen, picking bowls and measuring cups with the same care. Everything had to work together in my head. There weren’t really rules to the casting, but I had my own rituals, and doing everything the same way every time I cast usually made it easier to focus on the magic.

Today, not as much. I couldn’t shake the shadow of the bad news. Then I opened the spice cupboard and the warm, homey smells of cinnamon and clove silenced that little voice chanting failure, failure, failure.

Fresh-dried rosemary. Bundles of aromatic sage. And the sweet licorice scent of my name—jars and jars of anise. For rice pudding, I took out a jar of the star anise I’d powdered by hand. No matter what I made, I always snuck in a few grains. The spells stuck better when I put my name in there.

Then, my favorite part. The vials of homemade vanilla.

I carefully set each glass on the counter. My neat handwriting crisscrossed the labels on the mismatched bottles. Each label listed the date I’d started the extract and the magical properties I’d infused it with. Enchantments for happiness, good fortune, or love.

The labels were just a formality, though. I knew each vanilla by smell.

I uncorked a triangular blue bottle and took a whiff. The warm scent of Madagascar and a hint of cinnamon curled up my nose, sparking memories of the day I’d started brewing this batch. My seventeenth birthday. That day felt like this morning instead of more than a year ago. Mom had found the greatest present—bundles of cured vanilla beans from all over the world.

A smile almost bubbled up, but it disappeared as soon as I set down the bottle.

Last year, I’d been hopeful about my future.

Now I knew better.

Bring joy and do no harm. There was no point beating myself up. I couldn’t fix everything today, and if I didn’t concentrate I’d royally screw my rice pudding.

The leftover rice stank of refrigerator and needed a good cleansing before I added it to the pot. I lit a bundle of sage with a spark of my power. The magic usually came out a cheery red-orange, but now it flickered like dying embers, dull with flecks of gray as it half-heartedly flowed from my fingers. Lighting a flame was supposed to be the easiest thing for a witch aligned with fire, but today my wellspring was full of ashes. My tired knees played quaked as I waved the sage smoke.

Such a little bit of magic and I was already at my limit. Even the smoke wavered when my thoughts slipped off the work. I had to stick to my intention. Bring joy and do no harm.

It had better work. I needed the boost.

With all my supplies set out by the stovetop, I started combining ingredients. I stirred counterclockwise, using the applewood spoon to channel my power into the mix—my kitchen witch version of a wand. My fingers glowed and so did the pudding, but neither cast off the warmth they should at this stage of the spell. I dripped in the vanilla, trying to think happy thoughts and infuse them into the recipe.

Kittens and new Kitchen-Aid mixers. Hugs from Mom and snuggling up to read my spellbooks.

Let the taster of this pudding experience true happiness.

I was thinking the right words, but they echoed hollowly in my head. Empty. Because I couldn’t trick myself into feeling happy when I wasn’t.

It was what it was. The enchantment on the vanilla was so strong, it should carry the recipe…

Possibly.

I stirred over low heat, and as the liquid absorbed into the rice, the strong scent of vanilla—with the teeny tiniest hint of anise—began to fill the kitchen. Maybe I hadn’t messed it up this time?

Bring joy and do no—

The glow of my power exploded in a blinding burst. A massive craaaaaaack echoed through the kitchen. I blinked, trying to clear my eyes of the fireworks from the mini fireball.

My spoon had cracked in two.

A puddle of blackness bubbled in the rice. I tried to scoop out the taint with one of the spoon halves, but it was already too late. The white rice morphed into black tar. Instead of warm and comforting vanilla, it smelled like burnt rubber.

The scent sparked my least favorite memory. Tires squealed as Dylan Claussen peeled away, leaving me stranded in the school parking lot. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes as the gathered crowd chanted, “Kill the witch.” I’d pushed through them, running toward the school office. Somehow, I’d managed to break up with my boyfriend, drop out of high school, and almost get burned at the stake all in the same morning.

I still remembered crying in the principal’s office. The secretary had trembled while she typed up the forms for my withdrawal and I wondered what I could have done to make anyone so afraid.

I’d fix it if I could. Maybe then they’d let me live my life.
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When Mom came home, I was sitting at the kitchen table surrounded by the latest rejection letter, my bowl of rice tar, and a mountain of crumpled tissues. The pudding didn’t taste that bad if I ignored the chunky black bits, but one bite had set me sobbing so hard it felt like the meat had pulled off my ribs.

My feelings couldn’t lie. Instead of turning my mood around, I’d cast a spell of despair.

“Anise?” She dropped her purse and rushed over. “What—” She must’ve seen the rejection letter because she scooped me straight into her arms. “Oh, sweetie. I’m so sorry.”

I leaned against her neck and breathed in the comforting scent of her rose oil perfume. The tears were mostly gone now, but I felt hollow. Like I couldn’t even light a candle if I wanted to. “I botched my joy spell or I wouldn’t be crying this much.”

Mom shoved the bowl away. “Why would you taste that?”

“I wanted to feel what I did wrong. It’s the only way I’ll get better.” I didn’t mind that Mom never cast anymore, but no matter how much people hated me for being a witch, my magic was the most me thing about me. I couldn’t not do spells. I wouldn’t change who I was for a second.

It was the other people I wanted to change.

“If you’d consider…” Mom began.

I pulled away from her, giving her the full view of my blotchy, tear-streaked face. I’d already cried enough to fill a vial with witch tears. If she started lecturing, I’d probably crack in half like my poor spoon.

Instead of going there, she smoothed back the loose wisps of my dark hair. “It’s the new moon. New beginnings. Should we go for a drive?”

“Yes.” I’d take any chance to escape into nature and soak up the moon’s energy. But Mom usually hated that stuff. I squinted at her. Her red-dyed hair was pulled up in a bun and she still wore her black apron and “Nora” name tag from the restaurant. Her blue eyes were bright, but she drooped a little. Which was no wonder, working three jobs.

I grabbed the bowl of rice pudding and headed to send it to its garbage disposal grave. “Never mind. You have to be at the office in the morning.”

“Not anymore.” She let out a huge breath and slapped an envelope of her own next to my ripped-up rejection letter. “I was downsized, but I got last week’s pay plus two weeks of severance. What do you think? Some ice cream and a drive to the overlook?”

I couldn’t help flutters of unease as the rice pudding glopped down the drain. With both of us this lost, it might be time to move. Tomorrow, we’d come up with a plan.

For tonight, all I could stomach was ice cream.


Chapter Two
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In the morning, I felt half refreshed and half sick to my stomach. Refreshed because I’d cried my eyes out and danced under the moon while I prayed for new chances. But sick because Mom and I couldn’t decide on flavors, so we’d split two pints of ice cream and two of gelato.

Mom sat at the kitchen table in a silk robe and fuzzy slippers, cursing at our ancient laptop while she looked for new day jobs. I brewed a pot of green tea and set a steaming cup in front of her. I held mine, letting it warm my numb fingertips until the tea cooled enough to sip.

“If I have to commute, we might as well move again.” Mom’s voice was calm enough, but she hit the keyboard too hard.

Now was as good a time as any. “If we have to move, then one of the vortexes…”

Her head snapped up. “Anise.”

“I know they’re dangerous, but aren’t you getting tired of being cast out everywhere we go? If we could stay with our own people—”

“Witches aren’t our people. People are our people.” She closed the laptop. “And kitchen witches rarely join circles. If you want to keep practicing, you have to learn how to make your magic work for the world we live in.”

I’d spent eighteen years trying. And it wasn’t like either of us had other prospects. We were both struggling. “Why keep fighting when we could go somewhere we’d be welcomed?”

“I won’t explain again.” She left the table and her tea, shutting herself into the bathroom. After a few seconds, the shower roared on.

All my life, Mom had been warning me how dangerous the vortexes were. Not that the vortexes themselves were bad, but they leaked energies from other worlds. So if you were a witch who wanted more power? They were the obvious place to set up shop.

Literal shop. As much as most people were afraid of us when we lived among them, they treated the vortex cities like witch zoo. They could stop in, take a few pics, and buy their enchanted goods—including charms to protect them from the bad witches—then head home before dark.

Dark was a problem near the vortexes. Instead of raising me on fairytales, Mom had terrified me with bedtime stories of magical mafiosos and killer witches who turned warlock and their armies of Hands, all fighting for turf and peddling deadly, addictive magics.

I’d been scared enough not to bug her about going when I was still little, but now that I knew how awful the “real” world could be, I doubted the vortex cities were worse than anywhere else.

How could they be? They had magic and people who actually practiced it.

I flipped the laptop around and cracked it back open. A quick search brought me to Agatha’s Bakeshop, Taos, New Mexico. The only certified magical bakery in the US. The cakes displayed on the homepage glittered and glowed. There were chocolate-covered cherries oozing with love spells and laughing macaroons in every flavor.

And the kicker? It was owned by Agatha Wise. My great-aunt Agatha Wise.

Mom didn’t know I knew about her, and I’d planned to stay away from the woman, but now? With no other options, I’d be crazy not to at least contact her. If I could work at her bakeshop, I could pay my own way while I learned. I’d wash dishes and sweep the floor. Even then, it would be even better than pastry school because I’d be learning magic recipes instead of the how-tos for non-witches.

Keeping one ear tuned toward the shower, I typed as fast as I could.

Dear Aunt Agatha—

My name is Anise, and I’ve been studying magical baking my whole life. I’d love the chance to come and learn from you in Taos. I’ve already memorized our family’s spellbooks, but there’s so much more I want to study. If you have any openings, please let me know. I’m a hard worker and I’ll do anything you ask.

-Anise Wise

It sounded a little desperate, but I was desperate, and the water had just turned off, so I typed my contact info in as quick as I could before sending the message and clearing the browser history. I didn’t need Mom freaking out.

At least now I had something to do.

Pray for a response.
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As the summer dragged, I checked my email obsessively. I started losing hope in July. By the end of August, I knew Agatha wasn’t interested.

Instead of letting despair creep in again, I picked up more shifts at the grocery store. I stood in the kitchen piping roses out of too-sweet chemical buttercream that had to be scooped out of a bucket. No one could pay me to eat the stuff, but at least the roses looked nice. I’d mixed shades of pink and white icing to pipe out soft ombré flowers, and it was the best part of my day whenever customers stopped to coo over the sample cakes in the case.

I took pictures of the prettiest ones. I might not be able to get into school, but if I put together a portfolio of my work, I could at least trade up for a job at a better bakery. I had skills.

“Wow.” Darcy came up beside me and leaned her elbows against the work table. “Sweet work, Ann.”

Ann. I cringed but didn’t correct her. Instead, I tilted my shoulders a little so the name tag pinned to my apron was visible. Anise. How hard was that?

She set her paper hat on the table and started to retie her ponytail, which we definitely weren’t supposed to do in the workspace. I cringed again as one of her long blonde hairs draped itself across my work table.

“So,” she said. “There’s a bunch of us from the store going to the fair tonight. You want to come with?”

“I don’t know…” I’d worked here for a year without being outed, but Darcy was the only one I spoke to. Well, “spoke” to. I didn’t tell her anything much about myself because I didn’t want her getting too close.

“I won’t pressure you, but there’s gonna be funnel cake.” She dipped an ungloved finger in the frosting bucket and then licked it.

I bit back a gag. Could she not?

“Oh, and Trevor from the deli told me to tell you he’d be there. I think he has a crush.”

Trevor? From the deli? I only remembered Pete, but he was a white-haired grandpa with a potbelly. “Which one is he?”

“You’re kidding. Trev? The megahottie with the crosses tattooed around his neck?” Darcy pressed a hand to her forehead. “He’s twenty-seven. Too old for me, but perfect for you, right?”

I kept piping my roses. Darcy had just finished her junior year. I was only a year older, but either she had no idea what my age was, or I came off as a lot older than I should. Probably both. Either way, neck tattoos didn’t do it for me.

“I’ll text and tell him you’re excited.” She whipped her phone out of her apron pocket and her thumbs were flying before I could bow out.

“I don’t think I can go.”

“Come on, Ann. It’s just the fair. Don’t you want to see who won the baking contests?”

“Baking contests?” I lowered my pastry bag. That could be worth it. But I still shook my head. I’d been lying before, but now that I thought this through, Mom needed the car tonight. “Never mind. I don’t have a ride.”

“I so have you covered. I’ll wait for you after my shift ends.” Darcy jammed her hat back on and headed to check on the customer peeking over the front counter.

I kept mulling over the fair as I looped Happy Birthday on sheet cake after sheet cake. I usually avoided big groups of people—and little groups of them, too—but the crowds would go for the rides and food, not the baking pavilion. If I didn’t like Darcy’s group, I could sneak off on my own and catch back up with them at the end of the night. No way would the other kids want to hang out looking at award-winning pound cakes. They’d be out riding coasters and tilt-a-whirls.

When my shift ended, I popped out the back door. Darcy leaned against the brick wall, smoking and scrolling through her phone. She’d changed into tight jeans and a crop top, with hair tumbling past her shoulders and thick red lipstick. She looked ready for the city instead of the county fair.

“That’s what you’re wearing?” She asked.

I self-consciously smoothed my checkered bakery pants. “I didn’t bring a change.” I would’ve worn my Strawberry Shortcake T-shirt anyway, and I had a zip-up to wear if it got chilly, but my clunky, slip-proof work shoes wouldn’t be stylish anywhere outside a kitchen.

With a heavy sigh, Darcy flicked her cigarette and then ground it into the pavement with the toe of her wedge sandal. “Come on. We need to do some work on you.”

I followed her, but I didn’t need “work.” Whatever that meant.

Darcy’s sedan was parked in the back of the employee lot. She opened the back door and gestured for me to hop in. “Go ahead. I have tons of outfits. Although you might be a little too big for them…” She eyed me up and down, then shrugged. “There’s a poncho that’ll fit you.”

You know what? I didn’t need this. “Actually, I have to go home.” I turned and started walking.

Her sandals clacked a few quick steps. “Don’t go. I already told everyone you’d be there.” Darcy tugged my arm, trying to pull me back to the car. “And they were really happy they’d finally be able to talk to you. You never hang with us.”

She gave me sad puppy eyes and I let myself be pulled. If they really wanted to get to know me, I’d give this a chance. And at worse, I’d sneak away to the baked goods while they hit the rides.

Darcy’s back seat had more clothes than my closet. I had to push away piles of rumpled shirts and pants to click my seatbelt and my feet couldn’t touch the floorboards with all the shoes piled up.

“Dig through. I’m sure you’ll find something.” Darcy started the car.

I made a half-hearted attempt to find a new outfit as she drove, but I didn’t want to wear a crop top and everything she owned reeked of cigarettes. I did manage to find a pair of flip-flops that fit. I only owned one pair of work shoes, and I didn’t want them getting muddy at the fair.

While Darcy sang to the pop song on the radio, I texted Mom. Going to the fair with some people from work. See you after your shift.

It was Friday, which meant Mom would be bartending until late. After a few seconds, my phone buzzed. Be safe.

The drive to the fair took us out past strip mall town until the houses were farther and farther apart. Eventually, there were more cow fields than stoplights.

Darcy had arranged to meet up with the others inside the gates, so we parked in the dirt lot and followed the families and date-night couples marching happily toward the smell of frying oil. The pull of funnel cake was strong.

I tried to stand tall as we handed our tickets to the woman at the gate, but the urge to hunch kept sinking my shoulders. A toddler rammed into my knees and kept running, his mom chasing after him with a juice box.

“Sorry!” She jogged past me, hurrying to catch the kid.

I jammed my hands into my pockets where they hopefully wouldn’t get me into trouble and tried to stick close to Darcy. Even though I hardly knew her, she beat all the nameless faces crowded around. I winced as we passed one of the animal buildings. A pitchfork stood ready next to the bales of hay.

But I won’t give anyone a reason to go for pitchforks. I wasn’t here as Anise the witch. Just Anise, grocery store employee and college reject.

“There they are.” Darcy skipped ahead. “Trev!”

I hurried to keep up, but let her go when she jumped into Trevor’s arms for a hug. The V of his shirt showed the row of gothic crosses ringing his neck like a necklace. He had more ear piercings than me, but his were wicked-looking spikes when mine were innocent studs that Mom had charmed with protection spells. I felt like I needed those spells when he turned his sharp gray eyes on me.

“What up, Annie?”

Something about his smooth voice curdled my spine.

“Uh. Hi.” I cast around, looking for anyone else to talk with, but Darcy was busy batting her eyelashes and the three other kids from the store were so focused on their phones they either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care that I’d arrived.

“Rides first?” Darcy asked. “Or food first?”

“Rides for sure.” Trevor made eye contact again, and the way he said rides…

My instincts said to run far away from this guy. I slipped to the back of the group as everyone headed toward the ride part of the fairgrounds. Even if Trevor hadn’t creeped me out, the posted prices would have sent me running. Six dollars for the wheel of fire coaster thing? I’d rather spend my precious bills on things that came out of a deep fryer.

They kept plowing through the crowd, not noticing at all when I slipped away. If I liked people, that would’ve bothered me, but as much as I wanted friends, I wanted real friends who I could relax with. Not people who’d run away at the first flare of magic.

I wasn’t sure where I was headed, but the fairgrounds weren’t that big, so I followed my nose to the food trailers. Macaroni and cheese on pizza seemed a little much, but I drooled over the rows and rows of candy apples. Something about that shiny red color filled the holes in my soul. I was about to spring for one when a couple walked by with a funnel cake. The smell of hot sugar and deep-fried goodness had me speed-walking in the direction they’d come from.

I handed over my cash with a smile and ate every bite by myself until I was licking powdered sugar off my fingers.

Times like this, I loved being alone. No sharing.

When I smelled cows, I knew I was headed the wrong way, but a little more meandering brought me to a cozy wooden building. A white-haired woman sat at the folding table in front, her eyes closed in a catnap. I crept close enough to look at the table, then grinned. The stack of print-outs listed all the winners of the baking contests. I snagged one and headed into my version of heaven.

Cold-cases hummed against the walls and every one was packed with shelves of goodies. Cakes, cookies, and tarts. Pies, breads, and muffins. The air was thick with yeast and cinnamon. I took a deep breath.

Actual heaven. And not one other person inside to bother me.

Ribbons were taped the shelves. I gravitated to the shelf of banana breads cut helpfully in half after being tasted for judging. The blue-ribbon loaf was tall and moist, with a dense, even crumb. I smelled banana through the glass, and I didn’t need a bite to tell why this one was the winner. Farther down the row were a few sad, ribbonless loaves with fallen tops and not enough browning.

My stomach rumbled even though I’d downed my funnel cake in record time. If not for the glass, I would’ve been tempted to steal a few bites. I wished I would’ve known to enter the contests. I could’ve dominated the layer cake division this year.

But the pies. I could only aspire to such flaky-crust greatness. My face was an inch from the glass as I fangirled over the lattice on the champion blueberry pie when a negative energy creeped down my back.

“Been looking for you.” Trevor’s warm breath hit my neck. The hairs on my arms rose, my magic responding to the danger.

But there’s no danger. Just a creepy guy. I stepped away, burrowing my hands into the pockets of my zip-up.

“I like your studs.” Trevor reached like he was going to stroke the curve of my ear. My arm came up to block him. His face pinched, but his gaze shifted to my hand. “Like your rings, too.”

He reached again, and this time I wasn’t fast enough. Trevor caught my fingers and stretched them out, holding on hard enough that I was afraid to pull away. I tried to relax as he lifted my hand closer to his face and squinted at the rings.

“Pentagram? Are you a…?” His voice trailed off and he licked his lips.

Damnit. I never wore anything obviously witchy, but my middle finger ring had the teeniest pentagram engraved on its side. No one would ever spot it unless they were weird enough to look that close.

I tried to tug away but Trevor tightened his grip so hard my knuckles cracked. The light in his eyes held a purpose that made it hard to swallow.

“Let go.” My voice quavered.

“You are, aren’t you?” He grinned.

Chills rolled through me. I glanced around, looking for someone who could help. There was only the grandmotherly lady at the front of the tent, still dozing off.

“You’re going to let go.” Now my voice and my hand shook, but magic bubbled inside me. Please don’t let me have to use it. If he pushed me much farther, I wouldn’t have a choice.

“Nah. You’re going to come with me is what’s going to happen. Otherwise I out you.” He leaned in to whisper. “Witch.”

His wet tongue touched my ear.

And I was done.

I shoved him with my free hand. As my emotions peaked, raw power exploded out of me. No time for spells. No time to hold back. Trevor flew into the wall in a burst of red and orange.

Flames.

No.

That wasn’t what I wanted.

He screamed as his T-shirt smoldered. I called for air, ready to put out the fire, but he thrashed and the nearest cold case caught like it had been doused in oil.

Is that my power?

It couldn’t be.

I took a step and wobbled, dizzy. Or not dizzy.

Draining myself?

While Trevor screamed and rolled, I focused on the flow of my energy. Fed by my fear, magical flames blazed. I pulled back the power that was adding the fuel, but I couldn’t put out what I’d already lit without casting an actual spell. The fire was too big. Smoke billowed higher and higher.

A spell. What spell? My mind scraped at nothing. It was hard enough to stay standing after all the power I’d bled.

I reached for Trevor, wanting to drag him out of here, but someone grabbed my shoulders first. “The building’s coming down!”

Already? How? I tried to whirl, but the movement was sluggish and a last little bit of magic glowed at my fingertips.

“You did this?” The man who’d come up behind me paled.

I snuffed out the power and hid my hands behind my back. “No. I—”

He shoved past me and lifted his voice. “We need help in here!” He whipped off his jacket and started beating back the flames that curled over Trevor.

More people rushed in, sweeping past me. I coughed in the thickening smoke, but I didn’t think to move until they started dragging Trevor to safety. Someone else pulled at me and I let them tug me out of the building.

I caught one last glimpse of the cold cases crackling and popping in the blaze. The buttercream flowers on the first-prize layer cake had melted into puddles. Its tiers slid, inching to collapse.

Outside, I gasped for breath and coughed out the smoke. When I wasn’t choking, I heard the screams. The building was totally engulfed and the wind whipped piles of burning straw.

Fire ate into the roof of the nearest barn. Animals screamed panic.

All because of me.

The man who’d accused me was still hauling Trevor, but he kept glancing around. Sirens wailed, coming closer.

I turned and ran with no idea where I was going. Anywhere but here.

I couldn’t be caught. Fires started with magic were first-degree arson.

Twenty years in prison.

Minimum.

Spots danced in front of me as I followed the nervous crowd dashing for the parking lots. I stumbled. I’d cast too much, letting the power control me. Now I could barely see straight. But I had to keep going. It didn’t matter if the fire was an accident when a witch was involved.

I saw Darcy’s car but kept running to the edge of the parking lot. A big SUV was parked in the spot closest to the exit. The need to get away bled over any rational ideas of how to fix this. I grabbed my ear as I sprinted, tapping into the power in my charmed earrings. Mom had given them to me for a reason.

This reason.

“Unlock.” Power whooshed past my ear to the SUV and the driver’s door flung itself open. I threw myself inside and slammed the door. “Start.” Magic flared again. The engine roared.

I tore out of the parking lot as the firetrucks flew in.


Chapter Three
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I was halfway home before it hit me that I’d stolen a car. Slamming the breaks, I veered to the side of the road, dizzy, exhausted, and desperate.

Someone laid on their horn as they blew past me.

Stupid. I banged my head against the steering wheel. So stupid. Where was I supposed to go now? Home? With a stolen car? What if there were security cameras at the fair? Or that guy identified me? Did the police already have my name?

I wanted to drive between the trees and speed deep into the forest. Maybe become a hedge witch in some backwater Adirondack town.

My phone rang. I picked it up without checking the screen. Only one person ever called, and she tended to sense when I’d gotten myself into a mess. “Mom? I did the stupidest thing.”

“I doubt it, cupcake. Unless you’re pregnant by a drummer. That would be stupid.”

I blinked, then squinted at the screen. Area code 575? “Who is this?”

“Your great-aunt, apparently. What did you do that’s so stupid?”

“Agatha?” I squeaked. Months of summer and she called now?

“In the flesh. Or the voice. Now tell me. What have you done?”

“I…” Burned down the county fair and stole a getaway vehicle? I couldn’t say that. She’d never hire me.

“The truth.” Her voice was firm.

“I didn’t mean to.” Once I broke the seal, the story spilled through my lips from creepy Trevor to my accidental magic outburst and running from the scene of the crime. “So, I’m sitting on the side of the road, wondering if there’s any way to fix this.”

Agatha’s full-throated laugh was such a shock that I elbowed the horn.

“You sounded so boring in your letter. I’m relieved.”

“Relieved?” That I was about to get arrested? “I don’t understand.”

“Are you still looking for work?”

“At Agatha’s Bakeshop?”

“Well, I don’t own a shoe store.”

Was this really happening? Any of it? “I’ll scrub the floors. I’ll wash dishes if—”

“I already have a cleaning staff. I need a baker. How soon can you move to town?”

“Now. Right now.” Stolen car and all. Hell. I’d walk to New Mexico in Darcy’s flip-flops.

“Let’s say Monday?” A keyboard clicked in the background. “And do you have any questions, or are you busy running from the cops?”

Only a million. Why now? Why me? Would Mom even let me go?

I swallowed down the spring of curiosity. If I started asking, I’d never stop. “I’d better take care of my mess.”

“I’ll spring you from the slammer if need be. You’re my apprentice now.”

Apprentice.

My chest expanded like a birthday balloon. Agatha’s apprentice.

This was the best day of my life.

Or the best minute of my life.

Red and blue lights flashed. A pack of cop cars was tearing down the road.

Three guesses who they were after.


Chapter Four
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It was the middle of the night by the time the cops let me call Mom. They’d hauled me out of the car and slammed me into the reedy ditch where I’d pulled over.

No handcuffs for me. I wore a pair of heavy lead manacles with caps that forced my hands into fists and stopped me casting any “dirty witch voodoo” on them. I’d never practiced voodoo in my life, and it wasn’t dirty magic because there wasn’t such a thing, but I kept my mouth shut. Nobody at the station would care about the distinction.

Now my arms ached from breaking my fall, I was caked with mud, and my chin had a gravel scrape that still oozed blood, but it could’ve been worse. Maybe it could’ve. I had to keep telling myself that or I’d lose the tears I’d been keeping back.

The only female cop I’d seen got stuck helping me make my call. She found Mom’s number in my contacts and held the phone to my ear with actual pity in her eyes. My throat closed up.

“Anise?” Mom answered on the first ring. “Why aren’t you home yet?”

“There was an acc—” My voice cracked.

“Accident? Are you okay?”

“I’m not hurt.” Not much. “But I did something…” I couldn’t say it.

“Is anyone hurt?”

“No.” I’d heard the cops talking. Trevor only had a few surface burns—which he fully deserved—and the firefighters had gotten there in time to stop the whole fair going up. Only the bakery pavilion was a loss. The one other injury was a 4H kid who’d taken a hard kick to the ribs when his horse panicked.

So again, the situation could’ve been worse. I was looking at charges for the fire and the car, but not for killing anyone. Maybe some civil charges from Trevor? “We might need a lawyer.”

“Where are you?” Keys clinked and a door slammed on the other side of the line.

I relaxed the teeniest bit knowing Mom was on the way. “County jail. I accidentally started a fire.” I made sure to emphasize accidentally. The cop holding the phone didn’t react, but I hoped she wouldn’t forget. I’d said it a hundred times already. The fire was an accident.

The only good thing about being “dangerous” was that I got my own holding cell. I sat on a hard bench trying to ignore my aches and the gagging mold smell crawling up the drain in the center of the floor. I couldn’t tell how much time passed without my phone, but it had to be at least another hour before one of the cops unlocked my door.

I didn’t dare move until he jerked his head to the side. “You made bail.”

That couldn’t be right. But the man stepped aside, ready to let me pass. Not wanting to miss my chance, I scurried out and followed his lead down a long corridor. Two officers undid my manacles before handing me the lead-lined bag that held my jewelry. I jammed the rings onto my fingers and stuck the studs back in my ears as quick as I could while eyeing the cops’ guns and batons. When I was out the door, then I’d believe they were actually letting me free.

Mom paced in the lobby. I ran to her and she squeezed me in a quick, crushing hug.

“Hurry.” She yanked me toward the door. I wasn’t going to argue.

Pulling me all the way, she speed-walked to the car. I slid in and buckled. Mom lifted a hand to my scraped cheek before shaking her head and gunning the car out of the parking lot.

“How did you afford bail?” They would’ve set it ridiculously high for a pyro witch. Tens of thousands. Maybe hundreds.

“I didn’t. Agatha did.”

Uh oh. “I was going to tell you…” But I’d honestly forgotten. The news hadn’t seemed as important from the inside of a jail cell.

She threw the turn signal a little too aggressively. “After this mess, Taos might be for the best.”

“Really?” I wasn’t sure why Agatha had rung me up now after keeping me waiting all summer, but I needed an out of this town. Except for one problem. “Can I really leave? If I’m being charged…” My stomach roiled like I’d taken a few shots of dread potion. Leave it to me to ruin everything when my dream was finally right there.

“You can’t.”

Right. Of course I can’t. The police. The charges. It made total sense.

My hands shook. With exhaustion. With fear for the inevitable.

“Anise. Anise.” Mom reached out. Her squeeze to my shoulder reminded me to keep breathing. “Listen, sweetie. You’re not allowed to leave town, but you’re going to anyway.”

That…did not make total sense. “What?” There were magical ways I could hide myself from the police, but using them would prove I really was a bad seed. And running? For the rest of my life?

I’d go crazy looking over my shoulder.

“I’ll take care of the charges. You’re going to Agatha’s. Tonight.”

“Tonight… Wait. Take care of them how?” This was moving too fast. Maybe I wasn’t understanding.

Mom’s jaw clenched tight. The last time I’d seen that look, she was going door to door, determined to find a new job without using her magic.

I sucked air through my teeth. “You’d spell them?” It went against everything she’d taught me.

Witches needed to stay out of the spotlight. No risky spells. No magic in public. And absolutely, never, ever, ever, ever any magic-fueled manipulation or compulsion. The witches who broke that rule were half the reason we had to hide. The other half… Losing control and setting an accidental bonfire isn’t doing the craft any favors, either.

“I’ll negotiate.” The stubborn tone of her voice said I wouldn’t be changing her mind.

“You don’t have to. I’m an adult. I’ll stay and—”

“No.” She braked hard at a red light that must’ve snuck up on her. I jerked, thrown against my seatbelt. She let go of the wheel to rest both hands on her chest. “I’m sorry.”

I should be the one apologizing. “No. It’s my—”

“No, sweetie.” She smoothed my arm. “This was inevitable. Your powers are growing. It’s time you had a better teacher.”

Mom had never been that interested in her magic. She’d taught me enough of the basics that I wouldn’t fry myself. After that, I’d been teaching myself from books and the few reliable sources online. We used to fight about casting all the time in junior high, but since dropping out, I’d realized how much work it was just to keep the apartment and more food in our fridge than condiments. “You did your best.”

Her bitter laugh made my stomach muscles clench.

“My best?” She rested her head on the wheel. The light was green.

“Mom?” I touched her shoulder. Her chest heaved up and down, but she wasn’t laughing anymore.

A car whipped out from behind us, letting out a hate honk that hung in the air. Mom finally lifted her head. Her cheeks were damp.

Fumbling, I reached for one of the glove compartment napkins. She took it, dabbing off her face as she started the car moving again. It was my fault, but seeing her cry made it hard to think how to apologize. A “sorry” wouldn’t fix the trouble.

“Hold on. I can’t drive and tell you what I have to tell you.” Mom veered off into a gas station and parked at the back of its lot.

I fiddled with the seatbelt. What did she have to say that made her so afraid she’d rear-end someone?

“Did you ever wonder why I wouldn’t teach you more? Why I never cast?”

“You’re not interested in magic.” I’d always known that.

“I’m a better actress than I thought. I always thought you suspected…” She pulled her earlobe, tugging at the row of enchanted studs. “Those bad witches I told you about? Those power-seekers who flocked to the vortexes? Every story I told you, I was talking about myself.”

I felt a pinch between my eyebrows. If I was frowning that hard, it was because Mom’s words didn’t track. “How could you be a power seeker? You never even cast.”

“I don’t let myself cast.”

“But…”

Mom folded her arms hard across her stomach and clenched her fingers tight. “I grew up in Taos. Went to school there. Nana owned the jewelry shop, and I was supposed to inherit. I loved the craft, but I started going behind her back, taking orders for dangerous spells from people who shouldn’t have that kind of magic.” What kind of magic is that? Mom kept going before I could ask. “Maybe she knew all along, but once I crossed the line… Some things can’t be fixed. The Syndicate cast me out of town, and my own mother wouldn’t stand up for me.”

“Nana wouldn’t?” That didn’t make sense either. Nana passed when I was five, but I remembered her kindness and warmth. She’d baked the first enchanted cookies I ever tasted.

“I hated her for a long time. Now I’d sacrifice anything to get those years back. She was trying to protect me, but I was too wild to notice. Or care.”

Mom, a wild child? My mom?

“I kept you away so you wouldn’t be tempted to repeat my mistakes. You’re so driven to learn, and once you taste real power…” Mom shuddered so hard, her body rolled from her shoulders to her toes. “But you have the discipline I never did, and hiding you from other witches has been hurting you more than anything. It’s time. I’ll deal with the police and whoever’s bringing charges. You go. Agatha sent me an email. Said you’re on the red-eye leaving tonight and you’ll start working on Monday.”

“Tonight?” It was the second time I’d heard how soon I’d be leaving, but I still couldn’t process it. And after Mom’s truth bomb, I wasn’t any closer to comfortable with the new reality. At least Mom could visit. Wait. Could she? “Can you visit me in Taos?”

She reached to smooth my hair. “When I say the Syndicate cast me out of town, I mean they cast me out. I had to cut off contact with all family and my best friends with very few exceptions. After I drop you at the airport, I’ll see if I can sneak a few texts past the binding. Peggy and Vanessa both have girls your age.”

A binding? Leaving was sounding more and more like a bad idea. “You never mentioned the Syndicate. Are they really that mean?” I knew about the Spellwork Syndicate because every witch did. Taos had the most active vortex on American soil and the internet swirled with rumors and legends about the women who ran the town.

But all I knew were the whispers. Mom had lived with them and never said a thing. And not just lived with them. She could’ve been one of them.

“They’re never mean unless you piss them off. Which I did. Royally.” Mom shifted in her seat. “But the Syndicate exists to self-police the witches. They won’t hold my sins against you as long as you follow the rules, and if you do find yourself in trouble, Agatha’s sits on the inner circle. She’ll vouch for you. I wish I could say the same, but my word is dirt and I’m not sure I could reach them if I tried.”

“But I can contact you?” I’d always wanted to go off on my own, but I’d never once imagined that would mean leaving Mom behind. We were all we had.

“Yes. The binding won’t affect you so you’d better call me every day.” She leaned to wrap me in a hug.

We sat there in the flickering gas station lights and I may have leaked a few more tears. Finally, Mom pulled away. “You have to pack. Just throw what you need for a few days into a bag and I’ll ship you the rest.”

She sped toward the apartment. My breath fogged the window.

This is really happening.

I wouldn’t know what to think until I made it to Taos.


Chapter Five
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I gripped my armrests the whole flight. Every bump set me fantasizing about plummeting to a splat. My pulse was still hyperactive when it was time to pull my bag down from the bin, and the pounding kicked up as I stepped into the terminal.

So, I wasn’t afraid of flying. Just terrified of my new life.

By the time I made it to the baggage claim, my T-shirt clung to my back with nervous sweat. The air already tasted different. Much drier, with hints of jet fuel, and a strange vibration that made me jittery. Knitting my fingers together was the only way to stop the creeping urge to cast.

Was it the vortex? We weren’t even that close. It was at least a two-hour drive from Albuquerque to Taos.

If I could find my ride.

I passed a set of revolving doors where drivers stood holding signs with names on them, but none of them seemed to be looking for Anise Wise. I dragged my suitcase toward a bench and set down my backpack to grab out my phone. Before I could unlock the screen, someone tapped my shoulder.

“Anise?”

I jumped. “Yes?”

“I’m Lonnie. Agatha’s assistant?” Her smile warmed me like a hearth fire, filled with kindness and power, and her blue eyes sparkled with the same. The voices and airport bustle that had put me on edge faded to nothing, leaving only the vibration of her power—a pale, green energy like a field of flower buds.

It had been so long since I met another witch that I’d forgotten the feeling. Like we were the only two people in the room tuned to the same frequency.

“I’m Anise.” I stuck out my hand.

She eyed my palm with a curl in her lip. “Not in public, dear.”

Oops. I’d really forgotten.

“Come along.” She adjusted the floppy blue hat over her bobbed blond-gray hair, then grabbed my suitcase handle and started rolling.

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and hurried after. People parted in front of Lonnie but not because of witchcraft. Tall and wide with a flowing print dress, she took up space, and everyone seemed to recognize she wasn’t a woman to mess with. This lady could be running her own empire, but she was Agatha’s assistant?

Then how powerful was Agatha?

A big SUV idled in the pick-up lane outside the terminal, and that was definitely witchcraft. My eyes wanted to slip away from the car and magic feathered my skin. Whatever enchantment she was running had the security guards strolling straight past, too.

Lonnie tossed the suitcase into the trunk, and I climbed into the passenger side. Soon we were away from the airport, flying down the highway through Albuquerque. I sat on my hands, but my toes tapped the floorboards.

“Agatha tells me this is your first visit to the vortex?”

“Definitely.” I’d never even left New York.

“You’ll start to feel it as we get closer. Can you reach the cooler in the back?” Lonnie jerked her head toward the back seat.

A mini cooler sat on the floor. I had to unbuckle to grab it, but I pulled it into my lap. “Did you need something?” Maybe she’d packed waters?

Lonnie laughed. “Open it and see.”

I cracked the lid and gaped at the hodgepodge. There was one bottle of water—brown water—along with bunches of herbs, a tube of crackers, jars and jars of pills, a block of chocolate, plastic bags, wet wipes, gauze, earplugs, and a glass of tiny red toads and grass with holes cut in the lid.

I must’ve interrupted Lonnie’s scavenger hunt. Otherwise, why?

“You should see your face.” She laughed again. “You’ll start to feel the vortex soon. Everyone reacts differently, but you’ll know what you need if you need it. And with the altitude, you’ll want to take an anti-inflammatory anyway.”

“But…” The toads. Why the toads?

I would’ve asked, but I was sure I didn’t want to know. Lonnie floored the gas so hard my knees locked. Instead of trying to watch the scenery zoom past, I turned my head. I had a thousand questions.

I opened my mouth. Then choked. Coughing, I tried to suck in more air, but it felt like my chest was being cranked through a pasta roller.

“There’s a vial of lungwort. Five drops or so should fix you.”

Spots dancing in front of my eyes, I clawed through the cooler. My head clouded. I needed air. The lungwort vial poked out from underneath the gauze and crackers. I grabbed it and squeezed the entire dropper onto my tongue.

Then choked again.

“Easy. It’s bitter.”

Now she tells me? I gagged, trying to work up some spit. The preparation tasted like kale stems and crushed pennies, but the more I coughed, the more leaked down the back of my throat.

My vision started tunnel-darkening. I clawed at my throat.

I was going to pass out. Maybe that had always been the plan. Agatha wanted to harvest my organs. I never should’ve hoped for more.

Would I be better off tucking and rolling from the car? Before I could grab the door handle, my throat unclogged.

I sucked in a few breaths. Finally, the dark spots faded from my vision. I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, but I sounded like a gasping balloon. At least I had air, but what was this?

“The vortex, dear.” Lonnie gave me a fond look that would’ve gone over a lot better before my airway shut down. “Difficulty breathing is a common side effect. Thank your stars it’s not the nausea. With Agatha’s last apprentice—Well, better not to speak of it.”

Last apprentice? Where was she now? Still at Agatha’s or off starting her own bakery? I made a note to ask whenever my throat opened up wider than a cocktail straw.

And how long would it take to acclimate? Lonnie flicked the radio to a country station, answering the question I couldn’t ask. Apparently, I wouldn’t be saying much the rest of the ride.

The more we drove, the more the questions slipped from my mind. Something vibrated at the edge of my hearing and a weird sensation fluttered against my skin. Then it cut deeper, sinking into my bones. Breath came in little pants, sucked through my straw-narrow throat. I took another hit of lungwort, but the bitterness didn’t register.

The vortex took every slice of my attention. Its power stole my breath. Literally.

And I knew it was the vortex. This couldn’t be anything else.

It felt like plowing toward the sun after spending my whole life alone in an ice field. But it was too much. A warming lamp would’ve been fine. Some magical central heating, even. The power wrapped me up and called to me, daring me to cast. My fingertips sparked.

“Drink the water now.” Lonnie’s tinny voice echoed down a long tunnel. “Anise?”

On some vague, disconnected level, I knew we’d pulled over. Magical flames were licking at my fingertips and sparks crackled against my jeans. The only real thing was the call of the vortex.

Something pressed my bottom lip.

“Drink. You’re losing control.”

Was I?

It didn’t seem like it. I felt…

Free? Powerful?

Yes and no. More than that. I felt…

Home.

Water filled my mouth.

“Drink.”

I tasted chamomile and lavender and other things I couldn’t name, but all of them were infused with magic. Calm wrapped me up in fluffy blankets. The sparks crackled to nothing.

“There you go.” Lonnie kept tipping the bottle. I swallowed but still heard magic’s call. Thanks to the potion, I just didn’t have to answer.

Lonnie pressed the bottle into my hands. “Can you hold it yourself?”

I probably nodded.

“Good. Only a few more minutes to Taos. Relax now.”

With the herbs and magic swirling through my system, I didn’t have a choice. I managed to set the bottle in the cupholder before my eyelids fell. But one last question echoed through my dreams.

If the portal pulled at me this much in the boonies, what it would it be like at the source?
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“We’re in town. Feeling better, dear?”

Lonnie’s voice woke me as quickly as I’d passed out. New Mexico sunlight burned my eyes and my mouth tasted like I’d licked one of the cooler toads. The vibration of the vortex’s energy still jangled, but as a low constant pressure instead of a spike of power that made me act like an idiot. I kept glancing over my right shoulder. It was out there—somewhere past the strip malls and desert shrubs.

The vortex.

Just a taste, and I already understood why Mom needed to stay away.

“Anise?”

“Sorry.” I rubbed my ears, trying to block out the interference. “Will I get used to this?”

“For the most part. It hits everyone its own way,” Lonnie said.

Oh well. I was willing to pay the small price of magical tinnitus as long as my dream came true. The closer we got to the shop, the more it seemed like it actually might.

The town was bustling but dusty. I craned around in my seat, trying to take it all in at once. Cute little tourist shops. A thousand and one Mexican restaurants. And lots of white people wearing dreadlocks for some ungodly reason. I’d been expecting wall-to-wall witches, and I couldn’t tell who had what powers from the moving car, but most of the pedestrians looked non-magical.

A lot of hippies, but not actual magic ones.

Lonnie flicked her turn signal. “We’re just turning onto Witch Way.”

“It’s called that?” The street sign at the intersection answered my question. It was Warwick Street, not Witch Way.

Not that the name mattered. I rolled down the window and leaned out to gape.

No strip malls here. Each building was a stand-alone business, and each one looked like it had been transported in from a different fairytale. A Victorian mansion with turrets stood next to a technicolor cottage. Then a boxy, modern office building and a house with such thick gardens I couldn’t tell what all the trees were hiding.

Camera-waving tourists crowded the extra-wide sidewalks where vendors had tables selling pointed black witch hats and what had to be fake charms. Packs of visitors lined up for selfies in front of the businesses’ signs.

And the signs. Dusty Malone, Magical Locksmith. The Wu Sisters Funeral Home & Necromancy Parlor. The Potion Pit—with an honest-to-gods drive-through window.

We were halfway down the main drag when I realized all the signs had the same symbol—two S’s stylized around a pentagram. I recognized the symbol, but I wasn’t sure what it meant in this context. “The Syndicate marks. Does it mean whoever owns the business is a member?”

“Not necessarily. Some of these businesses are owned by Syndicate circle members—like Peggy Wu, Sylvia Cano.” She nodded toward the buildings those women must own. “Otherwise, think of it as a certification instead of a membership. Your car breaks down, you go to a certified mechanic. You want charmed loafers, you buy from a certified witch. The Syndicate keeps us from running scams or selling things we shouldn’t. The police don’t bother us and we take care of our own. Here we are.”

We pulled in front of a huge manor and my other questions evaporated.

The sign proclaimed Agatha’s Bakeshop in proud, antique letters, and even this early in the morning, cars jammed the parking lot. Lonnie drove us past the customer lot to the wrought-iron gate that blocked the narrow drive winding toward the back of the building, where three stories of house towered over the first-floor shop.

Lonnie slowed to a stop, waiting for the gates to auto open. “I was planning on taking you straight up to Agatha, but would you rather have a peek at the store?”

“Could I?” My voice still scraped, but even I could hear the eagerness in it. People kept leaving the shop with towers of black bakery boxes and I ached to see what was inside. I could already smell the golden, glazey smell of frying donuts.

“I’ll take care of your bags, dear. Come on through the kitchen when you’re done.”

I dashed out of the car with the impulse control of a two-year-old, only slowing down when my lungs fought, reminding me I wasn’t breathing at full volume. Or maybe it was the altitude? A woman stepped out of the shop with a donut box and used her shoulder to hold the door for me.

I forgot to thank her. The bell tinged behind me. Wards tingled against my shoulder blades, but who even cared?

The main display case pulled me toward it before I could think about looking at anything else. It had three shelves packed with show-stoppers. A soft purple layer cake with chocolate drip icing hit me like a bread knife to the temple. It sparkled with power, the enchantment so strong I knew one bite would bring me all the good luck I’d ever wanted until today. And luck spells were beastly. One that powerful?

Agatha was a genius.

I walked turtle-paced around the shop, absorbing every detail from rows of glittering petit fours to the glass jars full of shimmering rainbow hard candies. There were piles of baklava dripping honey and happiness. Massive meringues puffed up with prosperity spells.

I couldn’t breathe again. This time because I was too excited. When I managed to suck in little blobs of air they tasted like toffee, mocha, caramel, and fresh strawberry. Every sweet looked like a piece of art, decorated with black gum paste flowers or precision-placed sprinkles. Even the decorative black cake stands—a little gothic, but not too gothic—were perfection.

Agatha’s was my dream bakery breathed to life.

“Can I help you find something?” A girl peered at me over the counter. I’d pressed my face to the glass in front of a row of domed half macaroons that glowed with enchantments—I wanted to know which ones.

She wore a frilly black apron and her dark hair was pinned back with black silk flowers that matched the ones on the cakes in the case. Her face pinched. “You’ve been looking around for an hour…”

An hour? Was that all?

I already felt like I belonged. As soon as I thought the thought it settled in like a kitten massaging my heart. I actually belonged here. I conjured a smile that I hope didn’t come off too crazed. “Just checking things out. I’m Anise. Agatha’s apprentice.”

“Ohhh. New apprentice, huh?”

“Starting on Monday. I’m moving in today.” I’d already said the words before I froze. I shouldn’t have volunteered info. But I felt so comfortable…

“Cool. I’m Samira. Everyone calls me Sam.” She reached over the case, left palm up, right palm down.

A greeting? I’d zoned out too deep to bother about the customers, but the shop was so packed with people that one of the girls had posted herself at the door to control how many bodies could come in from the line.

My instincts would’ve had me diving behind the counter to hide, but Samira kept smiling like it was no big deal doing a witch’s greeting in public. Then I almost slapped myself.

We weren’t in public. It was a magic bakeshop. The customers knew exactly what they were getting into by coming here, and no one who hated witches would be stupid enough to stray within a hundred miles of a magical power center.

For the first time I could remember, there was no need to hide my true self.

Left palm up, right palm down, I slid my hands above and under hers, not quite touching, but close enough to feel her energy. Sparks crackled between our hands. Mine were pinky-red today. Hers glittered the cheeriest yellow, I had to smile. “Nice to meet you.”

I was feeling my way into her energy—really positive and happy—when a tourist snapped a pic of the exchange. Samira jumped away to tear around the counter. “No pictures in the shop. You’ll have to delete that, sir.”

A breath gusted out of me. I tended to worry about the witch haters, but people swung the other way and turned into witch groupies, too. I didn’t want my picture posted on one of their crazy blogs. Or my face associated with magic. Someday, I’d have to leave Taos and go back to reality.

Hopefully no day soon.

After Sam dealt with the illegal photos, she moved back to her post behind the counter. “Do you want to try any samples?”

Oh, did I ever.

I didn’t hold back and Sam didn’t stop me. Donuts, baklava, a spoonful of hand-churned ice cream, slices of Danish, pie, and the cakes—!

The flavors and magics rolled together on my tongue. I didn’t eat enough of any one thing to be swept up in the enchantment, but the baked-in spells impressed me even more than tastes and textures.

The power.

The perfection.

And I get to work here.

I licked the last of the glaze from my fingers before heading for the kitchen door. I’d already kept Agatha waiting way too long.

When I stepped through, a second set of wards buzzed against my eardrums. This time, I was paying enough attention to get a feel for the warding. The magic pressed harder than it had when crossing into the shop. Sharp pinpricks. It reminded me of the derma-blade tool that pushy mall kiosk guy had rolled all over my arm, except it was a full-body sensation.

The unpleasantness only lasted a second. Good thing. It was the heaviest ward I’d ever crossed and I could only imagine how painful it would be if it hadn’t let me through.

I made it three steps through the door before my brain fizzled for non-magical reasons.

I couldn’t have designed a more perfect kitchen. No one could.

An island topped with marble stood in the middle of a ring of stainless-steel work surfaces. Industrial mixers, rolling carts filled with all types of flours… My fingers itched to get into some dough.

Two women working in white uniforms gave me a nod. They’d probably shoo me away if I made a grab for one of the donuts being loaded into the glaze machine, but the glaze sparkled. Did it have a temptation enchantment?

One lap around wasn’t enough to see all the tools, and I hadn’t even peeked into the pantry yet, but the route landed me at a huge window seat. The only space that wasn’t functional.

The heavy black curtains were drawn, and a guy laid across the cushions. Ankles crossed. He’d thrown his arm over his eyes, and long shaggy locks blocked most of his face, but I spotted some stubble.

Did he belong here?

I glanced at the women, but they kept bustling around, not seeming to care. So, he must be allowed, but he wasn’t dressed like a kitchen worker. He wore boots instead of non-slip work shoes, and his dark pants and T-shirt had already picked up a dusting of flour. More flour clung to his hair. Not thinking, I reached to brush it away.

Fingers crushed my wrist. I froze, shocked at the strength in his death grip.

He hit me with a pair of furious hazel eyes that made the walls of my throat pinch together.

I tried to pull away. He gripped harder. My wrist joints creaked.

“Please. I didn’t mean to—”

He dropped my hand before I could finish the apology. Ignoring me as if I’d never been, he kicked up his heels, re-covered his eyes, and went back to his nap.

I could only gape. Who was he?

“Anise?” Lonnie peeked through the door at the back of the kitchen. “Agatha’s waiting. Are you ready?”

“Coming.” I spared a last glance for Sleeping Beauty, who was already out again.

But really? He wasn’t pretending?

The swinging door looked like it belonged to a restaurant, but it passed through into a Victorian-looking hallway with enough sconces and portraits for the queen’s castle. I rubbed at my wrist. “Who’s he?”

“He?” Lonnie turned back to me. “There’s—Oh. You mean Wynn?”

“The one asleep in the kitchen?”

“Yes. Wynn. He’ll be your bodyguard from here out. Come along.” She started down the hallway, leaving me rooted behind.

Bodyguard?

Lonnie had to be kidding.

She moved briskly through the house, not giving me an opening to ask more. My shoes clapped against the wooden floors until we reached the thick purple carpeting that climbed the stairs. A thicket of live black roses twined the railings. I wanted to peek around more, but two French doors spread open at the top of the stairs. Lonnie herded me straight ahead into Agatha’s office.

Agatha sat behind a massive desk that took up most of the room. Her long gray hair had streaks of brown and red, and her dangly half-moon earrings clinked while her head bobbed to whatever music was playing through her earbuds.

None of this was what I’d been expecting. It’s wasn’t bad. Not yet, at least. But definitely not what I’d been expecting.

“Agatha? Anise is here.” Lonnie tapped the desk.

Agatha gestured for me to come closer. Not removing her earbuds, she offered her palms across the desk. That wasn’t traditional, either. You were supposed to give the person you were greeting your full attention.

But her house, her rules.

Left palm up, right palm down, and lungs tight as seized-up caramel, I reached out to meet Agatha. Power crackled against my skin with the force of a million tiny lightning strikes. Agatha’s energy was hearth warm but wild. It licked my skin at random, changing colors, bursting, and kicking up sparks. It felt solid and strong, but adventurous. Mischievous.

A contradiction.

But when it wasn’t rainbow shades, Agatha’s magic was mostly purple and black. She’d matched the color palette of her whole house and business to her magic. Which I actually admired.

Agatha shook her head as she pulled away, giving the distinct impression that I’d disappointed her. I snatched back my hands. I hoped that wasn’t it. Because if she was disappointed, it wasn’t something I’d done.

It was me as a person who didn’t measure up.

At least she took out an earbud. “Well, you’re here. Go bake me something.”

Bake? Now? I was itching to get into that kitchen, but right away?

“Take as long as you want. Let’s see if you can impress me.”

“Agatha. Let the girl unpack before you start testing her.”

I knew I liked that Lonnie.

Agatha gave her chin a thoughtful tap. “You’re saying you’re too tired to bake? After one flight? Are you sure you’ll be able to keep up with the workload here?”

I hadn’t said anything, but I definitely wasn’t backing off after that. I wouldn’t let Agatha run me out before I showed her what I could do. “No. I’d be happy to bake for you. What would you like?”

“You tell me.” She jammed her earbud back in. Lonnie spread open her hands as if to say it’s up to you now. But I wasn’t feeling defeated. The opposite.

I had a chance.

That was all I’d ever asked for.


Chapter Six
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Agatha had said to take my time. Before I decided what to bake, I needed to know what ingredients I had to work with.

Opening the pantry door felt like stepping through the wardrobe to Narnia, but instead of a goat man, I found baking heaven.

The walk-in cooler had every fruit imaginable from pomegranates to durians to a few spiky pink ones that looked like alien eggs. Agatha stocked every specialty ingredient imaginable. Khorasan wheat flour. Red saffron. Macadamia nuts. Slabs of butter from Ireland and New Zealand. Coconut cream. Twenty kinds of cinnamons. Potions for every enchantment.

Rice pudding definitely wasn’t on the menu. But what would actually impress Agatha? I usually picked recipes based on the ingredients I had on hand, but with everything imaginable in the pantry…

Could anything impress her?

I set my backpack on an empty stainless-steel table in the corner and started digging out my supplies. An apron and my spellbooks. The window seat would’ve been the best place to set up, but it was still occupied.

Wynn hadn’t stirred. I was still hoping I’d misheard Lonnie because no one needed a bodyguard less than I did.

But Wynn and the rest faded from my mind as I paged through my list of never-fail spells and recipes. Did I go simple? My favorite lemon buttermilk cake? Or complex? Multiple layers? I settled on a candy cake—chocolate upon chocolate with layers of puffed cereal, crispy meringue, chocolate mousse, and chopped chocolate bars.

The problem was the spell.

I usually baked in enchantments for joy and happiness, because baked treats naturally made people happy, and that was how I wanted them to feel when they tasted my cakes. But it was easy to amp up people’s joy with a dash of magic. In Agatha’s shop, the enchantments were so much more complicated.

Lavender tea cookies to calm. Crusty, zero calorie baguettes. Even cupcakes to help overcome a broken heart.

Happiness was cute, but I had to rise to Agatha’s level if I wanted her to recognize my skills.

I flicked through my books a bit longer, my heart fluttering like the pages, but I’d already made my decision. A four-layer candy cake with a confidence enchantment. Then at least when I licked my spoon, some confidence might stick. I was going to need it.

First, I gathered enough courage to say hi to the women cutting and weighing blobs of dough on a stainless-steel work table.

“Hi.” I tried not to be the human embodiment of awkward, taking my hands out of my pockets. “I’m Anise. Agatha’s new apprentice?”

“Welcome.” One of them stepped forward. “I’m Jaya. This is my sister, Kamala.” They looked sibling-similar, but not exactly the same. Jaya had a longer nose and black hair. Kamala’s skin was a shade lighter and her hair—at least the parts that weren’t tucked into a cap—had a red wash to it. They both wore the same chef whites with purple aprons and Agatha’s Bakeshop embroidered on the pocket.

When they offered their palms, their energies were twins—deep blue flames, like a science class Bunsen burner. A methodical kind of fire. The perfect energy for a baker.

“Give us a shout if you need help finding anything.” Jaya bent back to her scale and added an extra chunk of dough. Kamala only offered a tight smile—one that said good luck louder than a four-leaf clover. They’d probably seen who knew how many apprentices over the years.

In my usual way, I walked counter-clockwise around the kitchen, prepping my magic. The ritual should’ve cleared my head, but now it boosted the call of the vortex. Power crawled around my fingertips. My hands shook and my lip sweat trying to hold it in. I definitely needed to test my power before I started baking.

Two shelves of equipment wrapped the kitchen’s walls above the work tables. The top shelf held more pans and tins than I’d had time to look at yet, and the bottom row held plastic boxes jammed with smaller tools. I found a crate of basic candles and took one to use as a test.

My power ran to enchanting, so other than casting panicked bursts of flame, live spells weren’t my thing. I was much better at putting the spell in something, like a cake, a potion, or even jewelry. But any witch could light a candle. All it took was a little flick of power, as easy as turning on a light switch.

Squinting at the wick, I felt for my well of inner power—the red glow that made me a witch. I pulled the tiniest flame away from the core and sent it toward my test candle. “Light.”

Power whooshed out of me so fast I had to grab the table to stay balanced. Flames bloomed. And bloomed. And bloomed…

I covered my face and backed away from the bonfire-hot tower of flame. “Stop.” The fire winked out as easy as anything. Only a teensy smudge of wax was left on the table.

Tipping my head back, I winced at the scorch marks on the ceiling. But now that I was looking, the whole ceiling was splotchy with old ash. Having too much power had never been my problem before, but here, maybe it was everyone’s?

“Can you keep it down?” Kamala called across the kitchen. “You’re leaking magic into our pastries.”

Sure enough, power flowed out of me, oozing across the kitchen like a spilled bucket of sweetened condensed milk. “Sorry.” I sucked my energy back in and pictured a solid box of light around me. Not the most complicated ward, but it would keep my magic out of their way and theirs out of mine.

There was no excuse for getting so excited that I lost control, but if no one had said anything, I probably wouldn’t have noticed the power loss. In New York, I’d felt my power draining when I cast the teeniest spark. Now I’d summoned a tower of flames and I wasn’t breathing hard or shaky or any of the usual things that happened when I drew on my magic.

The vortex was wild.

Focus.

Later, I could think deep thoughts about magic.

Right now, I had to bake the most important cake of my life.

Prepping took ten times as long in Agatha’s kitchen. Not knowing which utensils were for which type of spellwork, I didn’t want to risk cross-contaminating energies, so I stuck to the spoons I’d brought along. Pans hadn’t fit in my carry-on, so those I had to borrow.

Pawing through the selection of springform circles, I bumped a stack of muffin tins, sending them clattering to the ground. Jaya and Kamala muttered, so obviously talking about my hopelessness that I thought about covering my head with a dish towel and crawling under the table.

Wynn hadn’t twitched. His even breaths sounded double-loud in the silence after my pan-clanging faux pas.

This might be the strangest kitchen I’d been in, but I needed to stop acting like a total newbie.

How many times have you made this cake?

Only a million and one. So even if I knocked over every pan and had to spend fifteen minutes looking for the cream of tartar, I knew what I was doing. I had every reason to be confident, and so did my cake.

Warding off my workspace helped to numb out the call of the vortex. Now its roar was more of a purr, soft and seductive.

Or wait. Was that an actual purr?

A pure white cat slipped between my ankles and hopped onto my table. It bent its head to sniff my greased springform mold.

“Shoo.” I tried to wave it away. Cat hair in the cake would not impress Agatha.

It calmly lifted a paw and pushed my hand away. Tail twitching, the cat stared me down with wide, amethyst purple eyes. It couldn’t raise its eyebrows, but something in the tilt of its head told me exactly what it was thinking. Who the hell are you?

“Come on, cat.” I tried to shoo it again, but someone pulled my apron, yanking me back by the ties.

“What are you doing?” Jaya’s low, urgent voice hit my ear and she tugged my apron so hard I couldn’t squeeze in a full breath.

“There’s a cat.” Violating all the health codes. I tugged against her grip.

“Not a cat.” She yanked me back another step. “That’s Fondant. Agatha’s familiar.”

Oh, shit. Her familiar?

Now I jumped, pulling Jaya with me until we both bumped into the center island. My throat contracted while Fondant stared us down. Her jewel-purple eyes stood out that much brighter against the marshmallow-whiteness of her fur. It was the softest-looking fur I’d ever seen, but that was the kind of temptation that could get a witch killed.

Fondant might be cat shaped now, but she would’ve started out as something else. A spirit. A creature from another world. A fallen god. I didn’t know which flavor of power Fondant had, but you never wanted to piss off an entity that might’ve had its own religion once.

Fondant hopped off the counter and slunk across the kitchen. She sniffed at Wynn, her tail lifting, but she must have gotten bored when he didn’t wake. I stayed rigid, clutching Jaya and trying not to breathe too loud. Finally, Fondant slipped through the swinging door to the house, leaving us alone and lucky not to be scratched to hell or worse.

I collapsed against the counter.

Jaya rubbed her knuckles against her lips. “That thing…”

Kamala slipped an arm around her sister’s shoulder and shot me a glare as if it was my fault the furball had invaded our kitchen. No one had told me Agatha had a familiar. Maybe I was dumb for not figuring it out right away, but I’d never seen one in real life. Familiars were rare and only a crazy powerful witch could earn the respect it took to form that kind of contract.

Fondant probably obeyed Agatha, but if I’d rubbed her the wrong way… I wouldn’t have to worry about baking if she turned me into a human puddle of Jell-O.

Luckily, Fondant didn’t make a second appearance and I managed to mix my batters without any more interference. Today’s incantation was simple: confidence, confidence, confidence.

If the vortex puffed up my power the same way as my flame, the cake should be phenomenal. A quick taste had me grinning with confidence of my own. The sugar balanced perfectly with the dark chocolate.

It took hours to bake off the cakes and make the crispy layers. After Jaya and Kamala scrubbed their tables down and clocked out, I was alone. Mostly alone, but I wasn’t sure Wynn counted. He hadn’t changed positions since he grabbed me. All he did was lie there motionless.

Either way, I zoned out. After pulling the cooled-down layers from the blast chiller, it took all my focus to perfect the decorations. Once the dark chocolate buttercream was leveled off, I crusted the edges of the cake with candy bar pieces. The top and bottom got a dot border, and instead of choking the top with a big gaudy display, I piped on Confidence in my best looping script.

I double-checked the cake from every angle and pressed a few more pieces of chocolate into the sides to fill in the gaps. When there was nothing left to smooth out, it was ready for Agatha. I hardly dared to breathe as I lifted the heavy cake off the table. My arms shook.

It would’ve been a nice gesture if Wynn opened the door—maybe even carried the cake for me—but he was still zonked out. I pushed through the door, repeating the same chant over and over as I neared the steps.

Don’t drop the cake.

One step at a time, arms wobbly as fresh noodles, I headed up the steps to Agatha’s office.

Do not drop the cake.

Three steps from the top, I wobbled. My heart fell like a popped soufflé.

Do. Not. Drop. The cake.

Agatha sat typing, but she actually looked up, her gaze flying straight for the cake. More carefully than I’d done anything in my life, I eased my stand down. Thank the Gods and Goddess.

Be confident. I pulled a plate, cake knife, fork, and napkin from my apron pocket, and arranged them in front of Agatha. My fingers trembled a teeny bit, but she wasn’t looking at me. Agatha’s gaze flicked over the cake, and I could tell she was devouring it, feeling out its enchantment and weighing my decorations. I stuck my arms behind my back, but couldn’t help fiddling with my apron tie.

“You’ll do the slicing.” She handed over the knife handle.

I scrubbed my palms on my apron before taking the knife. This was the last part of my spell. Letting magic seep from my hand into the blade, I repeated my wishes and tried to will them into being. Let Agatha enjoy this cake. Let her be impressed. Let her recognize my talent.

It took some muscle to slice through all four layers, but I carved out a long, thin slice and slipped it onto Agatha’s plate without mangling it. She tilted her head to the side, pushed into the cake with her thumb, and smushed the icing with the back of her fork.

It was all I could do not to hyperventilate. At last, she lifted a bite to her mouth.

Leaning forward, I gripped my hands to my chest. This is it.

Agatha smacked her lips as she chewed, but her cheeks didn’t glow with pleasure. She gazed at the ceiling, obviously analyzing. Deciding if she’ll kick me out.

She built a second forkful, using the knife to make a bite that had a little bit of each layer. I let myself hope. Two bites meant it wasn’t inedible. And she wasn’t gagging or spitting it out…

No. Scraping by wasn’t good enough. I wanted her to love my cake. To lick the fork with eyes rolled back, letting slip one of those muffled this-is-the-best-thing-I’ve-ever-tasted moans.

Instead, Agatha carefully set down the fork and leaned back in her chair. She folded her arms, and dread dripped down my shoulders like she’d cracked an egg on my skull.

“Hmm.” Agatha tapped her chin.

Was my cake that bad? My toes wiggled in my shoes. It couldn’t be that bad.

Could it? Really?

“You’ll need more lessons. I can work with you on the magic end, but as far as the mechanics… It’s too homemade for what I do here. Better have you start relearning the basics.”

She may as well have force-fed me a disappointment potion. My shoulders drooped. “Please don’t make me go home. I can learn. I can—”

“No, no. It’s too hard to find a new apprentice. At least you’re better than the alternative.”

And that wasn’t a compliment.

Embarrassment ran hot through my veins. How could a cake I thought was perfect make her think I needed to relearn the basics? Was the enchantment not strong enough? Was the cake too dry? The layers weren’t perfectly even and neither were the dots I’d piped, but homemade? Her words crushed my pride with a meat tenderizer.

“You’ll have to enroll at TCC. You can help with prep in the mornings here, but until you’re up to the level, I can’t have you mucking with my bakes.” Agatha’s low voice was almost lecturing, but more than anything I could hear her disappointment. The hard set of her lips hammered it home. She’d expected more of me.

But…

Community college. Letting Agatha down was giving me exactly what I’d always wanted. I just couldn’t be happy about it now.

“Deal?” She pushed the cake plate away.

“I… Yeah.” I couldn’t say no. If I had to earn her respect, then I’d earn it.

I just wished I could’ve earned it now instead of flunking my first test.

“Smashing. Now go rest up. I’ll need you three to seven tomorrow, then you can do whatever you want.” Agatha dismissed me with a wave.

I stumbled out of her office. Too late, I wondered if I should’ve taken the cake away with me, but I’d definitely drop it down the stairs this time, and I didn’t want to spend all night scraping buttercream from the carpet.

Three to seven. In the morning? What happened to starting Monday? But I shouldn’t complain. Agatha was keeping me, and I got to go to school. That had been my dream forever.

So why did I feel like the world’s biggest failure?
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It took another hour to wash all the dishes I’d dirtied with my disaster of a cake. Wynn was probably in a coma because he didn’t twitch no matter how hard I threw the pans into the sink. I scrubbed until my knuckles were raw.

For once, the ritual cleaning didn’t quiet my brain. When Lonnie brought the leftover cake downstairs to be tossed, I cut a slice and wracked my brain trying to find the flaws. The layers of cake and filling were slightly asymmetrical and even though the taste was right, I didn’t feel a rush of confidence after a few bites. Either my mood was overpowering the enchantment or I’d miscalculated with my spell.

After mournfully tipping the cake into the trash, I left the kitchen sterile enough that Agatha could perform a heart transplant. All I wanted was to change and shower.

Supposedly, my room was somewhere upstairs. I crept past Agatha’s office, not wanting to face her on my way to the third floor. The creaky floorboards should’ve given me away, but Agatha must have her earbuds in again because I could hear her off-tune singing down the hallway.

Upstairs was dark except for the light shining through the door at the end of the hall. Was someone in my room? My “bodyguard” was still passed out downstairs, so if I bumped into any three-headed guard dogs, I’d probably be mauled.

I tried to tiptoe, but even though the hallway had a strip of purple carpeting, the boards underneath squealed. In the silence, my heart sped faster than my imagination. Strange witches’ houses and the dark were a dangerous combination.

Taking a deep breath, I peered around the door frame.

A sweatshirt dangled from the wardrobe, my underwear scattered across the white rug, and a pair of jeans hung over the lamp on the desk. Only one place was empty. The canopy bed’s lavender quilt, where Fondant lay curled up and purring. She cracked an eye open, and I didn’t speak cat or demon or whatever Fondant was, but her smug little muzzle curved just enough to tell me she was laughing.

My fingers clenched the doorway, nails digging into the soft wood. Thank God I’d kept the valuables and liquids in my backpack. My totally empty suitcase was upside down, and Fondant had used its backside as a scratching post.

Was I being hazed? By a cat?

I yanked my jeans off the lamp so they wouldn’t start a fire and grabbed my favorite hooded sweatshirt, which stuck out from under the bed. Its left sleeve had been decorated by claws.

Perfect.

I shoved it on and stormed downstairs. If I fought with a familiar, I’d lose. I’d either piss of Agatha or get cursed, or I didn’t even know what else could go wrong, but it would be the rotten olive on top of the shit sandwich of the last few days. Even so, walking away made a sour taste stick to my tongue.

Wanting to be a few floors away from Fondant, I pulled out my phone and crashed in the sitting room next to the entryway on the first floor. My feet throbbed from so many hours frazzling around the kitchen, so I slipped off my shoes and kicked up on one of the rigid purple grandma seats. The lights were off, but now that I was sitting, I couldn’t be bothered to walk over or focus my magic enough to flick them on.

The shadows suited my mood as I dialed Mom.

She answered on the first ring. “Sweetie? Are you there? How was your flight? Are you okay?”

“Mom.” I actually chuckled through a breath. “One question at a time. I’m okay. I’m at Agatha’s.”

“And the vortex?”

The hum was definitely giving me a headache, but I hadn’t blown myself up or choked to death. Yet. “I’m sort of getting used to it.”

“Good. Good.” Relief bled through her voice. “How is it, really?”

I gripped the long tear in my sweatshirt. “Fondant got into my suitcase.”

“Stay away from that cat.” Mom’s tone dropped, deadly serious.

“I’d love to, but she keeps finding me.” Hopefully, if I ignored her, she’d get tired of tricks. I planned to be here a long time, and I wouldn’t let Agatha’s familiar chase me away if it was a twenty-foot boa constrictor who used to be a death god. “That’s not the bad news. Agatha didn’t like my cake.” Everyone liked my cakes.

“Sweetie.” Now her voice softened like a pillow because she was setting me up for a hard fall. “I’ve seen that woman make a Michelin-star pastry chef cry salt tears. She’ll like your baking when you’ve worked for her a few decades. Until then, don’t let her make you doubt yourself.”

“Decades?” Who had that kind of time?

“It’s your first day. You’re going to burn a few biscuits.”

I sank back into the hard chair and pulled my knees to my chest. Mom wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t want to think about the hill I had to climb. More like baking Everest. “Apparently I’m so bad I need to relearn the basics. Agatha’s sending me to community college.”

“And that’s a bad thing now?”

“Not really.” I was good for a home baker, but I’d known my skills weren’t up to the level of a professional kitchen yet. I had a ton to learn.

Still. After such a failure, my pride was more beaten than a meringue.

“I have better news for you.” Papers rustled in the background. “I managed to get in touch with Vanessa and she sent me her daughter’s cell number. Gabi was supposed to be busy registering for classes tomorrow, but now that you’re going to the same school…”

“Will you send me her number?”

“I’ll tell it to you now. Ready?”

I grabbed a pen from my backpack and scribbled the number on my hand. My feet had slipped back to the floor and now my toes tapped the purple Persian rug. If I could work up the guts to text this Gabi, I could actually make a friend. A witch friend. “Do Gabi’s parents have a shop in town?”

“They run a veterinary clinic for cryptids out toward the ski valley. Gabi’s starting her vet tech certification this year.”

“Cryptids? Like unicorns?” That I had to see.

Mom’s dry laugh rang through the line. “Ask Vanessa about unicorns the next time you have a few hours.”

“What about your other friend?”

“Peggy? She and her sisters run the funeral home. I haven’t been able to talk with her in ages, but I’d bet you a million dollars her daughter, Blair, is studying to take over.”

Funeral home, I could skip.

A yawn stopped me from asking more questions. “I’d better sleep. Agatha has me starting at three tomorrow.”

“Yikes. Go get some rest. And call me tomorrow?”

“For sure. Night, Mom.”

“Love you, sweetie.”

“Love you, too.” I slumped into the chair for a few minutes, trying to gather enough energy to stand, but I’d reached that point where I was too tired to go to bed.

A cat’s meow sent a shiver whisking down my spine. The tip of a white tail flashed around the doorway and the kitchen door swung open down the hall. I needed to make a break for it now.

I rushed up both flights of stairs and ran for my room. I twisted the old-fashioned lock shut behind me and leaned against the door, gasping.

There was a dent in the quilt and a dusting of white cat hair where Fondant had made her bed. She must’ve had another play around with my clothes, because now one of my bras dangled from the foot of the bed, and the trail of fabric went all the way through to the connected bathroom.

I opened the dresser drawers and started tossing my stuff inside. I didn’t have the energy to fold. Fondant had totally shredded my fuzziest pair of socks, which I mourned as I dumped in the trash can under the desk. One of my tank tops was damp at the bottom of the shower, but everything else was in okay shape. I just had to do laundry sooner than expected.

After changing into my sleep clothes, I kicked the dresser shut. The bottom drawer jammed. I lifted it off its tracks and pulled it out.

A book had fallen, stuck at the back of the dresser. I knelt on the rug to fish it out, crossing my fingers I’d stumbled on a lost grimoire of spells that I could use to impress Agatha.

My lips pursed in disappointment at the book’s mint green cover. It got worse when I flipped through the pages. The notebook was someone’s old bullet journal, except instead of boxes, the owner used a crazy variety of weird icons like potion bottles, hearts, cake slices, and runes. I could barely read the loopy cursive writing. I’d give it to Agatha tomorrow.

Tonight, I was spent.

I scoped out the bathroom while I brushed my teeth. It had double sinks, purple flowers, and black fixtures, with a door that connected to some other room. Just in case, I made sure it was locked. Although I hadn’t heard anyone else on the third floor. Maybe it was a guest room?

I brushed the cat hair off the quilt before flopping into bed. It had one of those squishy foam mattress toppers, so I sank down like a dream, wiggling my toes under the sheet.

But I couldn’t sleep yet. I had to send a text.

I transferred Gabi’s number from my hand to my phone and after ten drafts, finally came up with a message that didn’t make me sound like a desperate loner: Hey, Gabi. This is Anise. My mom gave me your number? I’m registering tomorrow too—maybe I’ll see you around campus?

I hit send before I could spend five hours analyzing. Five hours were all I had to sleep.

My phone vibrated with Gabi’s response. Anise! I definitely want to meet up. Can you do ten by the fountain?

That would be amazing. I texted back.

Really excited to meet you!

I grinned way more than anyone should while setting an alarm for the middle of the night.


Chapter Seven
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When my alarm blared at 2:45 in the flapjacking morning, I considered a mutiny. Groaning and groggy, I swung my feet out of bed. Too late, I realized I should’ve set my clothes out last night. I couldn’t find anything in the rumpled mess of my dresser. Somehow, I managed to put myself in an outfit and ooze down the stairs to the kitchen.

Agatha leaned against the marble island in a white jacket and purple apron. She flicked through an ancient, tattered spellbook. That perked me up faster than a gallon of black coffee. I moved to stand across from her, leaning close as I tried to catch a peek. Other women filled in, all wearing the same chef whites and purple aprons.

I clutched at my ratty T-shirt, suddenly wide awake. I couldn’t stand out more if I balanced pie on my head.

Agatha jerked her head toward the doorway. “Check the hallway, cupcake.”

Confused, I walked out of the kitchen. A giant box took up all the space on the teeny hallway table. Was this what she meant? I pried open the flaps and gaped.

A new jacket, checkered pants, and a fresh purple apron were folded on top of a shiny pair of nonslip shoes to replace the ones I’d mourned about losing to Darcy’s car. I stepped into the half bath to change and couldn’t resist a spin for the mirror. Everything fit perfect. Not too baggy, not too tight. I felt like I was glowing when I stepped back into the hall. There were more clothes in the box, including one of the frilly black dress uniforms that the shop girls wore, but Agatha’s voice sounded through the kitchen door, so I didn’t have time to dig.

“…your work assignments.” Agatha handed sticky notes to each of the four women. I joined them at the island, feeling a lot less awkward now that I looked like a worker instead of someone more likely to be found digging through their dumpster. Agatha slid me a handwritten note of my own. I snatched up it to see what amazing things I’d get to bake this morning.

All I had was a prep list. Peel ten pounds peaches, longevity tart - Jaya. Chop two pounds walnuts, wish cookies - Stef. The list went on and on with things I needed to get ready and I guessed who I needed to give them to.

The person actually doing the baking.

My prep list had wrinkled in my fist. I smoothed it out on the marble and swallowed down a boiling blob of pride. Work your way up.

“Let’s rock.” Agatha brandished a whisk and whirled off. Like their movements were choreographed, the rest of the women headed straight to what must be their normal work stations. I would’ve expected a flurry of activity—clanging and whirring mixers—but instead, a hushed silence fell.

The room’s energy spiked. Jaya stood closest to me, head bowed. As she took a few deep breaths, the blue haze of her magic glowed beneath her skin. It was as subtle, like her bronzer had a hint of blue in it, but the power was unmistakable. The other women didn’t necessarily glow, but their magic was so present it felt like way more than six of us were moving around the kitchen.

More than a little intimidated, I hurried into the pantry to haul out my peaches. Ten pounds weren’t going to peel themselves. When I hauled the finished product over to Jaya in a heavy pot, she frowned over the rim.

“Did you look at the charts before you started this?”

“Charts?” I wiped sticky fingers on my apron.

“Here.” She led me into the closet-sized break room next to the pantry. It had two chairs, a microwave, a coffee pot, and walls so plastered in lists and sheets of arcane symbols that it looked like witchcraft wallpaper. “You’ll have to check the walls until you have this all memorized, but it’s important even if you’re only prepping. What were you thinking while you peeled the peaches?”

That I hate peeling peaches. I swallowed. “Nothing?”

“There are suggested mantras depending on the spell type.” Jaya tapped a list pinned up near the light switch. “But it’s usually better to come up with your own. Do some reading before you start whatever’s next on your list.”

So…

Jaya was gently telling me that I couldn’t even peel a peach without screwing it up.

I stood staring guiltily at the walls after she’d left. There wasn’t time to read through the room if I was going to finish the other tasks on my list, but I took a lap and tried to absorb the most important tips.

I’d known to consider the moon phase in my baking, I just rarely made anything so complicated or powerful that it mattered. Now my brain shorted out at the millions of other recipe factors I’d never thought of. The date and season. The constellations. My age, where I was in my cycle, and where the other ladies in the kitchen were in their cycles, which, why would I ever have asked?

But I didn’t have to ask. The charts tracked everything from our periods—and apparently I had to write mine in—to which saints and deities favored which types of spells, and the potion dilution rates we needed to respect to keep from getting shut down by the state of New Mexico. More than one drop of love potion per cupcake and we’d have the health inspector all over our asses.

It made sense why Agatha’s was considered the best. I hadn’t realized her standard extended to peeling the fruit and the other grunt work. But every ingredient was part of the recipe and I needed to learn to prep them right if I wanted to earn a place for myself.

The suggested mantras weren’t going to work. For a wish-fulfillment enchantment, I was supposed to chant wish over and over again. It was too utilitarian. I needed something that helped me imagine what the person eating the final wishing cookie would feel and experience.

After I weighed out walnuts from the sack in the pantry, I took a few breaths and focused on the enchantment instead of the fact that I had to do the chopping. Dream come true would be a much better incantation.

I thought a variation of the phrase the whole time I chopped. When I scooped the last of them into a bowl, I let out a tired breath. It was hard to stay focused on the one thing without letting my mind wander, but I thought I’d done a pretty good job.

There were two women in the shop I hadn’t met yet, but luckily they wore name tags. I sneaked a peek. The round-faced older lady who looked jolly as a Campbell’s soup kid grandma was Carol. Which meant the thirty-something blonde was Stef.

She had her back to the rest of us while she worked at her station in the corner. I set the bowl of walnuts on her table.

Stef jolted like I’d slapped her. “What the hell?”

“Sorry.” I took a reflexive step backward. “The walnuts. I chopped—”

“Ugh.” She slapped the bowl away without a look.

My heart fell down into my stomach. “I can do it again.”

“Don’t bother.” Her face puckered. As her gaze flicked over me, the scorn was so hot it seared. She had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen—so green they had to be colored contacts—and between the color and her expression I felt like I was about to be on the receiving end of one poisonous curse.

I clutched my arms to my coat and retreated to my station.

Was I that bad?

Self-doubt had my energy slumping, but when I delivered toasted almonds to Carol, she smiled and patted my shoulder. So maybe I wasn’t totally irredeemable? Agatha didn’t say a word to me all morning, but I took that as a positive. At the rate I was going, she’d be more likely to hand me a plane ticket than a compliment.

The four hours flashed by in a whirlwind of flour.

At the end of my shift, I slumped like a wrung-out dishcloth.

I didn’t know if I could ever learn it all, but I was damn sure going to try.
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I crashed into my pillow and slept for what felt like ten seconds before my alarm had another seizure. I smacked it before forcing myself to hop up. Sleep deprivation couldn’t keep me from meeting Gabi. I didn’t know a single witch my age, and if our moms had been friends, maybe we could be, too.

Plus, college. After my morning on the front lines, it was glaringly obvious how behind the other witches I was, and even if I’d disappointed Agatha, I couldn’t make myself consider baking class a punishment.

I was so excited to register that I tried on every outfit that Fondant hadn’t shredded, just to make sure I looked like a college student. It was still too hot for jeans, so I ended up in a pair of gray capris with my Strawberry Shortcake T-shirt and a thin zip-up tied around my waist. College kids always had shirts tied around their waists.

Twenty minutes before I was supposed to meet Gabi, I realized I didn’t have a ride to campus. Was there a bus?

A quick search told me the Taos public transportation system wasn’t going to work. I’d be better off walking to campus, but I would’ve had to leave forty-five minutes ago.

Did I dare disturb Agatha to ask for a ride? I was creeping down the steps, trying to figure out what to do when I found Lonnie climbing up.

“Good morning again, dear. I was just coming to get you.” She wore a flowing fruit-print dress, and her smile was as warm as apple crisp.

“Morning. I was hoping I could find a ride. I’m supposed to register today.”

“No need.” She dangled a set of keys with the logo of an electric car company. An expensive one. Like I could buy my own vanilla plantation expensive. “Your car’s in the garage. Feel free to take it whenever you like.”

She handed over the keys and I cupped them like I’d hold a newborn kitten.

Not Fondant’s kitten, but still. “You’re giving me a car?”

“Would you rather take the scooter? You have that key too.”

“No, that’s not…” I took a breath. If I kept talking, she’d probably give me the keys for the yacht. I assumed they had a yacht. “Thank you.”

“Have fun. And don’t be afraid to give me a ring if you run into trouble.” She finger-waved and headed back downstairs, leaving me gaping in a cloud of apple-scented perfume.

A car. For me. Am I this lucky?

I had to see.

I sprinted down the stairs, passing Lonnie on the way. Except I wasn’t sure how to get to the garage without going through the shop. A bit of poking around and I found a second kitchen—a smaller, homier one, with a breakfast nook, although I’d never seen a home with black and purple tiles and vases of fresh black roses.

It was Agatha-homey.

With zero appetite for breakfast, I cut through the back door, booking it for the garage detached from the house. The garage door was lowered, but after fiddling through my new keys I found one that would open the side door.

Three cars were parked inside. The SUV that Lonnie had picked me up in, a metallic purple sports car that screamed Agatha, and a sparkling lavender sedan. When I clicked the keys, the lavender one chirped and its headlights flickered.

I had the key halfway to the lock when a presence appeared at my side. Expecting an ax murderer, I jumped three feet sideways, keys dropping from my terrified fingertips.

Wynn snatched the keys from the air.

“What are you doing?” I pressed a hand to my panic-thumping chest and tried to back away, but I bumped Agatha’s car.

Wynn’s eyes glittered in the dim garage. He was taller than I’d thought, and broader across the shoulders now that he was standing instead of sleeping in my kitchen. Shaggy hair covered most of his face, but I could still see his tight-pressed lips. I’d never seen a glower in real life before, but that was what he was doing. Glowering. I moved deeper into the garage, trying to put space between us, but I didn’t want him pinning me to the wall.

Wynn folded his arms. “Where you go, I go.”

But why? It wasn’t like I couldn’t drive myself. “If you’d give me back my keys…” I reached, but he was already opening the driver’s door. He slammed it behind him.

I doubted I could drag him out of the seat, and I was already running late. We’d have to argue on the drive.

I started to move around the car to the passenger’s side, but Wynn rolled down his window.

“Sit in back.”

“Why can’t I—”

And he was already rolling the window up. I’d been wondering what his deal was, but it was slowly coming together. He clearly didn’t want to babysit me any more than I wanted to be babysat. Maybe we could work something out?

I slid into the back seat on the passenger’s side. He opened the garage and took us out.

“I need to go to campus to—”

“I know.” He cut me off yet again.

Jamming my buckle into place, I tried to glare at him, but he never checked the rearview mirror. “You really don’t need to drive me.” Instead of responding, Wynn flicked the turn signal at the end of the driveway. I bit down. This was getting annoying fast. “I’m serious. I can go alone.”

“You can’t.”

I gripped the seatbelt so hard I started to choke. What is this guy’s malfunction? Just to make sure he wasn’t driving me to some abandoned killing lot, I double checked my maps. At least the little dot for our car was moving toward campus. Being chauffeured—especially by Wynn—wasn’t my favorite, but I could deal with it for one morning. Then Agatha and I had to have a talk because Wynn obviously wasn’t going to have a conversation.

As I watched the buildings fly past, butterfly-flutters of excitement built in my belly. When we pulled into the campus lot, I barely waited for Wynn to park before hopping out and speed-walking away. When I peeked over my shoulder, he was already following—not so close that it looked like we were together, but close enough that I could nail him with a snowball. Too bad it was summer.

But as long as he kept his distance, I wouldn’t let myself get too worked up. Tomorrow, I’d be rid of him.

My steps sped the closer I moved to the quad. Well, the “quad.” It was more of a triangle on the teeny campus. Three big adobe buildings surrounded a courtyard that only had tiny patches of grass. A fountain ringed by benches took up most of the space.

Big or small, it was a college campus, and I was a student.

A pastry student. I wouldn’t care if TCC was a one-room schoolhouse with one of those old-timey firewood stoves.

Enough people were milling around that I couldn’t spot Gabi right away. The skin at the back of my neck crawled with a spark of recognition every time I passed a witch. Almost every other person had magic.

A guy in skinny jeans brushed past me balancing his phone and latte, and the tell-tale tingle slipped down my back. I’d never seen a male witch in real life. Men were less likely to carry magic than women, and they didn’t usually pass their abilities down to their children, so they were sort of rare. But sensing around, I thought I spotted a few more magical dudes milling on the quad. It made them seem way more common than they were.

I’d never been around so many witches in general. With the drone of the vortex always at the back of my mind, the whole campus hummed with power.

I peered around, trying to find Gabi without looking like I was looking for someone. I should text her to make sure she was still coming. Then I caught sight of the bench near the tiny campus pond.

A girl sat with one arm raised. A row of birds perched along her forearm to chirp at her. When she trilled whistles, they whistled back. More birds fluttered down to land on the bench, crowding around her, and a bluebird landed in her tight, dark curls.

“You know better than that.” She plucked it off and set it next to the other birds on her arm. The bluebird spread its wings…in a bow?

Mom hadn’t said what kind of magic Gabi practiced, but if her parents owned the cryptid clinic, then an animal affinity made a whole lot of sense. I moved quietly, not wanting to scare off the birds. “Gabi?”

“Anise?” She smiled like a Disney Princess, her full lips parting, and the force of her personality warming me like a cozy sunbeam. “Shoo now.” Gabi swung her arm, sending the birds into flight. She brushed off her sundress before skipping over. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Did I interrupt?”

“No. I was just saying hi to the locals.” She shaded her eyes to look into the trees, where most of her birds had landed. “Someone’s not keeping their feeders filled. I have to figure out who to ask about it.”

“You can talk to them?” An affinity for animals was one thing, but talking to them? That was a whole ‘nother level.

“Not like that. I can mostly understand through magic, but I can’t speak bird and they can’t speak human. It really is nice to meet you, though.” She extended her palms. I stuck out my hands to mirror her. As soon as we were both in place, our magic flared.

Her power was cool, green, and sparkling, like an early morning walk through the fairy forest. It wasn’t plant green, though. I picked up flecks of brown like deer crashing through the woods at the edge of my vision. Definitely an animal affinity.

Gabi’s stomach rumbled. “Your magic. Now I’m craving a croissant.”

“Really?” You never knew how anyone else read your energy, and I’d never had much chance to ask. Mom never wanted to talk about it.

“Your power feels like pink sugar. Or tapping a spoon through the crust on a really good crème brûlée. But there’s a redder, bready vibe to it, and—” Her stomach rumbled again. “I shouldn’t have skipped breakfast.”

“I’ll bring donuts next time.” I should’ve thought to grab something for us, but I’d been too excited to get out of the house.

She patted her stomach. “I definitely have to visit you at the bakery. We always get our birthday cakes from Agatha, but Dad’s diabetic so we try not to have too many sweets around.”

“Agatha’s been making a ton of sugar-free things. There are these cute little rainbow meringue puffs, and the dark chocolate truffles, and—” My voice choked off. Gabi doesn’t care about the menu, dimwit. “Um. I tend to ramble about desserts?”

Gabi’s laugh was so bright the witch we were passing lifted a hand to shade his eyes. “Better sweets than vet stuff. I spent all morning trying to force a familiar into a cone of shame.” She rolled up the long sleeve of her cardigan to flash a set of angry claw scrapes.

“Are all familiars like that?” I lifted the sleeve of the zip-up still tied around my waist. “Agatha’s said hello by ripping through my suitcase.”

“Fondant?” Her voice lifted a notch in horror.

“Yeah.” I smoothed down the sleeve.

Gabi slipped off the strap of her sundress to show the scar tissue lumped over her dark skin. “She jumped on my shoulder last time I tried to give her a shot. Clawed through my shirt and wouldn’t let go. I wouldn’t even call that thing a cat.” She pulled her dress back into place.

I shuddered in sympathy. “Maybe she’s rabid.”

“She definitely isn’t vaccinated.” Gabi started walking again, leading me the last few steps to the quad’s main building. The doors were propped open, letting a steady line of people pass in and out. The hall had a plastic smell that reminded me of high school—mostly that last day, running away—but Taos Community College didn’t feel like the same universe. A girl stepped past us wearing glowing silver pentagram earrings, with a thin white snake curled around her neck. I tried not to gape as it flicked its tongue at us, but the more I looked around, the more my eyes widened. A redhead reading tarot cards on the rim of the fountain. A guy not-so-stealthily slipping potion bottles into his friends’ pockets.

All in the open. Not that witchcraft was forbidden most places, but we could never just be.

Or could we?

Gabi led us into the long line that threaded through the admin building’s main hallway. Smaller lines broke off, heading into individual classrooms where letter ranges were posted to the doors. Aa to Ch, Ci to Do, all the way through the alphabet. Gabi split off at the S line. “Meet you back at the bench?”

“Okay.” I kept pushing until I found the W’s. It took a solid half-hour of waiting before I made it to the front. All the while, I kept wondering why we couldn’t avoid the mess and register online.

Finally, the woman at the table waved me up. She took the paperwork I’d brought along and assigned me to the classes I’d need for the first semester of the baking and pastry program. At least she emailed the final version instead of printing a paper copy.

On the way out, I stared at my phone in deep disappointment. Only two lab classes—Baking I and Food Prep. The rest of my hours were pre-reqs like composition and statistics. I could see comp, because maybe I’d write a cake blog someday, but statistics?

Miserable. I was still frowning at my phone screen when I stepped through the doorway.

And bumped straight into Wynn.

He was glowering again, with long pieces of hair falling over his cheeks and forehead. Something in the way he stood, tight with impatience, told me he wanted an apology for making him wait.

But who’d asked him to be here? Not me.

I might actually have told him that, but then I caught sight of the guy behind Wynn and all thoughts of my stupid bodyguard faded like baking soda tossed into the wind.

The guy wore jeans and a plain black T-shirt. Tattoos of runes and arcane symbols spread down muscular arms, but he was lean and swimmer thin, with gorgeously thick dark hair, and eyes a piercing royal blue.

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I’d gobble him up like chocolate mousse.

Except I didn’t have the guts to talk to him, and Wynn stepped between us. Shouldn’t he be napping in the car? Unless he was registering, which I seriously hoped wasn’t the case, there was no need for another body clogging the hallway. I craned around him, trying to catch one last sight of my dream guy, but Wynn stepped even closer, backing me against the wall.

“Stop.” I lifted my hands, and Wynn froze, but he was still so close I couldn’t breathe without smelling him. He should smell like a tree or man cologne or whatever, but instead I caught a distinct whiff of lavender. I’d wonder about it if he weren’t already making me claustrophobic. “Can’t you just go?” Home? Wherever that was? “I don’t need a bodyguard with me to register for classes. Or at all.”

His eyes flicked to the ceiling as if he was praying for patience.

Heat steamed the back of my neck. Why would Wynn be frustrated? Shouldn’t I be the one frustrated?

I stomped past him, knowing he’d follow, but at least if he was behind me I could pretend he wasn’t there. I really needed to talk to Agatha.

My mood 180-ed as soon as I spotted Gabi on the quad. She stood and waved. For once I didn’t have to peek around to double-check she wasn’t waving at someone else, and my heart poofed up like I’d stuck it in the proofing oven.

A girl my age who I could talk to about evil familiars. Wasn’t that the basis of all friendship?

“You didn’t wait long, did you?” I asked.

“Nope.” She shook her head, making her curls sway. “I was just texting Blair. Do you want to meet us at the bookstore later? We’ve both been working so much this summer we haven’t seen each other, and I know she wants to meet you, too.”

Bookstore? I’d totally found my people. “Can I bring snacks?”

“Anise. You can always bring snacks.”

“What time?” And could I ditch Wynn before that? Because he definitely wasn’t invited.

“This afternoon. I’ll message you?”

“That would be amazing.” My smile couldn’t be stopped—it was so broad my cheek muscles stung. We chatted the whole way to the parking lot with me beaming like a lighthouse. We came to my car first and I moved to the driver’s side to wave her goodbye. “See you later?”

“See you!” She wound through the cars. I clapped a hand to my face, but my lips stayed turned up anyway.

A friend. Praise the gods and goddesses.

I felt Wynn at my shoulder the second Gabi disappeared around a minivan. My smile melted like chocolate on the pavement.

“Move.”

I had to tilt my head back to glare at him. Wynn almost managed a flat expression, but the tiniest twitch moved in his cheek, mostly hidden by his shaggy hair.

He was irritated? At me? “Do you have to be this rude?”

No answer.

Of course not.

He was already holding the keys, so I slipped into the back seat without bothering to say anything else. I’d have to flat out ignore the guy until I figured out how to get rid of him.
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Agatha and Lonnie were nowhere to be found when we got back to the house, so I couldn’t ask about Wynn, but thankfully, he disappeared right after we pulled into the garage. Instead of falling in to bed, I spent the afternoon baking cookies. Agatha would probably blow a gauge if I tried to work in the big kitchen, so I used the tiny black and purple one in the house instead. She shouldn’t mind me baking as long as I didn’t put her name on anything, but even if she didn’t think my baking was “at the level” yet, I didn’t need her permission to make snacks for my friends.

Or potential friends.

I couldn’t decide between peanut butter or chocolate malt oatmeal cookies, so I made both, stirring a little friendship magic into each dough. As always, I dropped in a teensy pinch of anise. As much as I wanted Blair and Gabi to like the cookies, I wanted them to like me more.

The bookstore was just down the street, so walking meant saving myself another annoying car ride. Wynn followed. I didn’t have the energy to glare at him. Holding the tray of cookies level required too much concentration when my palms were sweating waterfalls. I hadn’t hung out with a group since…sophomore year? But those girls hadn’t really been friends. How could they be when I had to keep the biggest part of myself a secret?

I tried to distract myself by checking out the other buildings on Warwick Street. The flat-roofed pueblo was an herb shop with bundles of dried peppers and flowers hanging outside. Next to that, a teensy cottage had its double-doors swung open, advertising enchanted soaps. A different smell hit me every step. Fresh rosemary. Sensual jasmine. The slightly bitter tinge of brewing potion.

I would’ve kept staring like a tourist, except I almost bumped into a pack of them. The family was too busy snapping selfies to notice me until the dad stomped my foot.

“Pardon.” He started to lift his phone for a picture. Then his cheek scrunched up to his eye as he took in my outfit. Ratty jean shorts and T-shirt, carrying a plastic-wrapped tray. Definitely not the exhibit he wanted on his visit to the witch zoo.

His wife tugged his arm, pulling him away. After a few more steps, I glanced back. They’d surrounded Wynn and were trying to pose their two kids with him. If I actually looked at Wynn instead of complaining about him, I could see why.

Wynn’s build drew eyes. He was one of those guys who was so broad and toned, you almost had to look at him. He was in a T-shirt and jeans, too, but his were fitted and not dusted with flour. If not for the leather gauntlets, he could’ve passed as a local bodybuilder. The hard leather covered in metal wrapped his wrists and forearms, making him look like a confused historical reenactor.

Because who wore gauntlets in the middle of town? In eighty degrees?

The little boy was tugging at Wynn’s boot laces and Wynn’s face was so red, he looked ready to toss the kid. I set down my cookies and backtracked to tap the man on the shoulder. “Can I take a picture for you?”

“You wouldn’t mind?” He handed over his cell phone. “The kids have never seen a sorcerer before.”

I choked back a laugh. Wynn? A sorcerer? “Happy to help.”

The family arranged themselves in formation around Wynn, who towered over them with a legendary scowl, but I knew he wasn’t going to escape as long as I was still here. After I took a few snaps for the tourists, I still had enough pettiness left to pull out my phone and get a shot of my own. Maybe I could use it for blackmail somehow.

After thanking me, the dad and his family meandered down the sidewalk to the herb shop. Wynn’s gaze boiled against my skin as I picked my cookies up from the grass.

“What was that?” His low, deadly voice sounded right behind me.

My shoulders tightened against the shiver rolling down my neck. Wynn was super pissed. I kept my voice bright, knowing it would make him that much angrier. “Just a picture.”

“Don’t ever stop me from doing my job.”

“I didn’t.” I’d have to be in danger for that, and a cute little family who wanted to take pictures with witches and sorcerers weren’t going to do me any harm.

He didn’t say anything else, so I started walking.

The bookstore sat in the corner of a little plaza packed with restaurants and people. I’d have to walk back one morning when it wasn’t so hot or crowded. The green spaces and shop displays looked like they might be cute, but with sweat sticking my T-shirt to my back and my face feeling as red as an heirloom tomato, all I wanted was to be in some AC.

The shop door pinged. I stopped just inside, closing my eyes and holding the tray out from my body to let the sweet, sweet air-conditioning cool me off. Even after a little walk, I was panting. This altitude was no joke.

“Anise?” A guy’s voice.

I jolted. Someone had been watching?

He stood behind the counter, wearing a teal plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Collar unbuttoned. Black hair gelled back like he was headed to a fashion shoot, and the cleanest complexion I’d ever seen on a guy. I swallowed. He was prettier than me. “Hi?”

“I’m Bradley. Blair’s brother?”

“Brother?” Witches didn’t often have sons—especially such good-looking ones. They could, but daughters were the norm and male witches tended to be one-offs instead of part of a lineage. I leaned a little closer, trying to scope out his energy. Bradley didn’t give me the little jolt that would’ve marked him a full witch, but his energy was too strong for him to be totally non-magical. Curious.

“We’re twins.” Bradley lifted his hands, acknowledging the weirdness. “Blair got the necromancy, I got the bookstore and enough magic for party tricks. Not a bad deal.”

“Definitely not.” I’d pick bookstore over death magic any day. And this bookstore…

The floor-to ceiling shelves called to me with glossy spines. Whoever curated their collection knew their witch books. Harry Potter. The Chronicles of Chrestomanci. Hex Hall. Prospero’s War. The Brooklyn Brujas. Basically every story I’d ever loved. Practically drooling, I edged over to the cookbook section, where Mary Berry’s newest baking bible had its own display.

Fed up with my dawdling, Wynn pushed past me with a glare so nasty I almost dropped my cookies. He veered straight for the couch in the children’s section and assumed his normal position, kicking up his feet and covering his face. I would’ve clapped a hand over my open mouth if not for the tray.

He was going to nap here? In public?

“Dude.” Bradley shook his head at the rudeness. “No boots on the couch.”

Wynn’s feet thunked to the floor.

“Sorry.” It wasn’t my job to apologize for Wynn. But it kind of was. “He’s supposed to be my bodyguard.” But how was he going to save my life while he was sleeping? And what was he protecting me from? Kitchen knives?

Right. Nothing. Wynn was protecting me from nothing.

“Sure.” Bradley nodded like bodyguards were as normal as book stacks. “But you’re safe as long as Blair’s here. She has her Servants.”

Servants? Icy fingers crawled up my back. Like…undead Servants? Blair was a necromancer, but I wasn’t mentally prepared for zombies. Or physically prepared. Those things had to stink.

I stepped deeper into the shop, but didn’t smell anything dead or undead—just ink and paper and a whiff of Bradley’s fresh-scented cologne. The place must’ve been a converted house because it was all tiny rooms and hallways, jammed with bookshelves. Anything could be hiding around the corners.

Bradley motioned me behind the counter, opening the door to a narrow stairway. “She and Gabi are up with the spellbooks. No civilians allowed.”

“Thanks.” I stepped past him, letting out a grateful breath when Wynn didn’t follow. Embarrassing me in front of Blair’s cute brother was one thing. I didn’t need Wynn mucking up my one first impression with Blair.

The steps groaned, and I braced a hand against the wall as I climbed. At the top, I stopped to gape again. Upstairs was just as packed as down, but instead of shiny new volumes of fiction, every shelf bowed with battered magic books, their spines packed with runes and magic symbols. It smelled like old leather bindings and yellowed paper. The scent burrowed into my nose and made me want to sneeze in a good way.

The layout was just as confusing as downstairs, too. Lots of little rooms and book nooks. I peered into the closest one, looking for signs of life and resisting the urge to grab a book and plop into a Victorian armchair.

“Over here.”

I jumped, jumbling the cookie tray. A woman waved from around the corner. She wore sweatpants and one of those stretch athletic tank-tops, but with graying hair and crow’s feet, she definitely wasn’t Blair. She disappeared back into the maze and I could either follow or stand around until my cookies went stale. After turning a few corners, she took a post at a doorway next to a second woman in sweats.

Both of them wore gun holsters. With guns. That couldn’t be right. “I was looking for Blair and Gabi…” Now I was wondering if I should slowly back away.

“Anise?” The floorboards creaked and Gabi popped into the doorway, beaming. “You came!”

“I brought cookies?” I held out the tray as a peace offering for the gun ladies, but they didn’t move an inch. Or a millimeter. Not even to breathe.

These were Blair’s Servants? Both wore ponytails and sweats. The one who’d called out was older, but the dark-haired younger one had damp hair and smelled like that powder-fresh deodorant. Like they’d both been at the gym more recently than the morgue.

“Come in.” Gabi waved me into the room.

I stepped through the threshold. Their nook had clearly been a bedroom once. Now the walls were solid bookshelves, except for the closet, where someone had installed a mini kitchenette with a countertop, sink, and even a fridge/microwave. Two squishy blue couches and a coffee table piled with books and snacks were angled in the middle of the room.

I was so impressed I didn’t notice Blair until her magic brushed my skin—dark and warm like molten fudge. She gazed at me unblinking with black hair and blacker eyes. I almost flinched away, but her attention felt more curious than cold.

“Blair.” Gabi clicked her tongue against her teeth. “She’s a friend.”

“Our moms are friends. That doesn’t mean we’ll be.” Blair tilted her head to the side.

I wanted to say something cool and witty that would win her over, but my brain was as hollow as an unfilled eclair. All I could do was hold out the cookie tray. “You guys hungry?”

A mental wince probably had me smiling like a weirdo. I sounded like their moms.

“Here. Set them down.” Gabi pushed away a stack of books and two opened bags of chips. The more I saw, the more I wanted them to like me. The fantasy hit me hard—smiling and laughing, sharing chips and sodas, reading books…

Except in real life, I was still standing with an awkward grin on my face. I hurried around the couch and pulled the plastic off the cookies. “There’s peanut butter and chocolate oatmeal.”

“No raisins?” Blair arched a thin eyebrow.

“No raisins.” I wouldn’t do that to someone I’d just met.

Blair broke a cookie in half and squinted at its middle. “What’s the enchantment?”

“Um.” I could feel the pink spots popping up on my cheeks, so I looked down, pretending to brush crumbs off the coffee table. This was going to sound ridiculous. “To encourage friendship?”

“That’s sweet.” Gabi reached for an oatmeal, and I dared to look up.

Blair nibbled one, then nodded. “Not bad. Not as good as Hayley’s, but not bad.”

“Hayley?” I fixed on the name instead of the disappointment coiling cold in my belly.

“Agatha’s old apprentice.” Blair chewed another bite.

“Does she have her own shop now?” It couldn’t be a magic bakery or I’d know about it, but maybe the girl was starting a catering business or working at a fancy restaurant in Paris. I’d expect her to be that good if she’d survived years of Agatha training.

Gabi set her cookie on a napkin and did her own fake crumb-brushing. “She disappeared a few weeks ago.”

“Disappeared, my asscheek,” Blair said. “That was a kidnapping.”

“A…what?” Ice cubes of dread slipped down my throat.

“The Syndicate’s been looking into it,” Gabi said.

Blair rolled her eyes. “Yeah. But if they can’t find her, who could?”

Head spinning, I set down my cookie. “Can we go back? What happened?” This seemed like a detail Agatha should’ve mentioned. Or Lonnie. Or any of the other bakery ladies.

Blair shrugged. “Hayley worked for Agatha through high school, so we always saw her around. Total baking nut. She could be a bitch, but she always apologized with rejects from the shop.”

“We liked her.” Gabi drooped, shoulders sagging.

“And she disappeared? How?”

“She was taking classes at night. Everyone said she left Agatha’s, but never made it to campus. Never made it home, either. The Syndicate never found her car and they even let the cops run a manhunt, but nothing.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

That poor girl.

And also. Why would no one tell me this?

I shivered like a skeleton gripped the back of my neck. “But who would’ve kidnapped her?”

Blair shrugged. “Sometimes suicidal crazies roll into town looking to prove witchcraft is evil, and sometimes greedy crazies think they can steal our magic to fuel their own power. They mostly get arrested or cursed, but people try often enough that it’s smart to have protection. All the young witches whose families own shops have some kind of bodyguard or protector, but Hayley wasn’t going to inherit so nobody would’ve expected her to be targeted.”

So kidnapping was normal? And kind of expected?

It explained Wynn, and I’d met Blair’s bodyguards, but… I turned to Gabi. “Where are your guards?”

“Mine?” Gabi blinked. “Why would I—? Oh, because my family owns the cryptid clinic? We’re more charity than business. Nobody after money would come for me.”

“You could make bank if you gave tours,” Blair said.

Gabi let out a strangled laugh. “The griffin would love that. So many mortals to snack on.”

Griffin? I almost got distracted, but not even a mythological creature was enough to let this subject slide. “So, you think Hayley was kidnapped for money?” It sounded maybe possible, but if she hadn’t been ransomed… “Why someone from the bakery though? There have to be so many richer witches in town.”

“You’re related to Agatha.” Blair turned a quizzical look my way.

“Yeah?” I answered, not sure where she was going with this.

“Now that you’re in town, you’re most likely to inherit,” Blair spoke slowly, spelling it out for me. “That makes you and me the richest witches in town.”

“No way. What about the jeweler?” I’d passed their shop on the way here. Line around the block and diamonds cost way more than donuts.

“You mean the jewelry shop Agatha owns?” Blair answered.

“But my nana—” I shut my mouth. I kept forgetting because I’d just learned the truth. It had been Nana’s jewelry shop. The one Mom would’ve taken over. Obviously, it had passed to Agatha instead.

But how did Agatha own half of Taos when Mom and I were scraping for rent? Had Nana really written us out of her will?

I couldn’t believe it.

“I keep hoping Hayley ran away.” Gabi toyed with the hem of her skirt. “Or she’ll show up again, saying it was a joke.”

“Is that likely?” Disappearing for months at a time wasn’t funny, especially now that I’d taken Hayley’s spot. If the girl really was a baking nut, I couldn’t believe she’d walk away from Agatha’s.

“Probably not, but it’s all suspicious as hell, and the Syndicate has the rest of us on lockdown until they figure out what happened.” Blair glared at the doorway. “I can’t even pee without a Servant following me to the bathroom.”

“Aren’t they your Servants?” It seemed like they should at least take her directions?

“My power keeps some of them animated,” Blair said, “but my mom’s the one in charge. Any time she asks for a hand, those traitors will rip a whole arm out of socket.”

“We can hear you.” The younger dead woman called through the open door.

“Eavesdroppers.” Blair shook her head.

I chewed thoughtfully on a cookie while the two of them shared more theories, but I didn’t have much to say. As the afternoon passed, I was mostly lost in my thoughts. I was a lot more worried about Hayley than myself. Hopefully, she was okay, wherever she was and if she did come back, Agatha wouldn’t boot me.

When it was time to leave, Gabi promised she’d text again. Blair didn’t say goodbye, but her glare had softened, and both of them had eaten at least four of my cookies, so I hoped I’d won them over a little.

Downstairs, Bradley was busy helping tourists, so I slipped past him to head back into the heat. Wynn was up before my hand touched the door, the reaction so fast he had to be trancing instead of sleeping.

This time, I wasn’t as annoyed to have Wynn following at my back.

In this town, having a bodyguard might not be the craziest thing.


Chapter Eight
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My first class wasn’t for a few more days, so I spent as much time in the kitchen as Agatha let me, mostly chopping, peeling, measuring, and washing. My hands were chapped pink from all the dishes, but I didn’t feel like I was the only one doing the grunt work. Everyone except Agatha helped with clean-up.

Not that anyone would dare ask her to wipe down a table.

I’d thought the other four helpers were baking, but after enough peeking at their workstations, I realized the other witches were weighing, filling, or decorating. Agatha made the batters and doughs and did all the spellwork herself. She pressed her lips together in an I-don’t-think-so glare whenever I snuck too close to her spellbook.

I couldn’t help it. I was dying for a look at her recipes.

Agatha ignored me for the most part, occasionally stepping in to correct something I’d done wrong, but she didn’t have time to take two breaths in a row with all her responsibilities. Jaya and Carol gave me tips when they had time, but I could never tell if I was annoying Kamala or she pitied me.

I knew exactly how Stef felt. On my second day, she made me re-chop the walnuts six times. Her face twisted up when she felt their energy, and she knocked tray after tray of nuts into the garbage. “Are you capable of learning? Or are we going to do this every morning?”

I was messing up, but I couldn’t fix it if she didn’t tell me how or why. But Stef wouldn’t answer my questions, so I was pretty sure she just enjoyed watching me fail. I wasn’t sure what I’d do about that yet, but I couldn’t let it go on forever.

When Monday hit, I was beyond ready for a break and some schoolwork. But before heading to campus, I wanted to chat with someone in charge. Agatha was in the zone in the kitchen, humming as she stirred symbols into the cake she was mixing, but I found Lonnie in the office instead. She had a small desk in the corner of Agatha’s big space and sat at her laptop, tapping an apple-print pencil against her lower lip.

I knocked on the doorframe. “Lonnie?”

“Do you need something, dear?” She blinked a few times as she turned away from the screen.

“I’ve been meaning to ask about Wynn.” So many questions.

“What about him?”

“Can he stop following me around?”

“That wouldn’t be smart.” Lonnie tensed just the littlest bit through her shoulders.

“I heard about Hayley.”

“Then you understand why you need protecting.”

No. Not even close. “Why didn’t anyone tell me what happened?” Did they think I wouldn’t have come to Taos? I would’ve, but still. You didn’t forget to tell someone the girl they’d replaced was missing under shady circumstances.

“We didn’t want to worry you.”

“But I am worried.” Not telling me the truth would only make my imagination run crazy. Mom had never mentioned that kidnappings being normal, but she had terrified me with plenty of other vortex horror stories. Like the witch who’d died on her wedding night. Her spirit still wandered the streets in a blood-soaked gown, looking for young witches to possess.

I doubted that one was real, but my brain could go on and on.

“Wynn will protect you. You’re safe, Anise.” Lonnie set down her pencil as if that was that.

But she’d stepped right where I had the problem. “Protect me from what?” If there was something else to worry about beyond a vague “girls get kidnapped” I needed to know so I could protect myself.

“Your new position comes with privileges. With those privileges…” Lonnie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, seeming to buy time while she thought how to word this. “There are certain parties that would like to see you harmed, either for pleasure or profit.”

Parties? Could she be any vaguer? “Who would want to hurt me?”

“Not you, specifically, but the Syndicate’s interests are always at risk.”

We were going in circles. I had to call Mom and see if she could help me read between the lines of this you’re safe but not really that safe double-talk. For now, I’d cave on having protection, but maybe Lonnie could at least help improve my situation? “Is there any way I could get a different bodyguard?” Wynn was rude and annoying, and odds were he’d be asleep if and when anyone tried to abduct me.

Or he’d let them take me so he didn’t have to deal with me anymore.

“I’m afraid not. Wynn is contracted as your Shield. He’ll be with you as long as you stay at the bakeshop.”

“Contracted as my…” What?

For as long as I stayed?

I gripped the edge of Lonnie’s desk, head spinning at thought of months with Wynn. Maybe years with Wynn. “What’s a Shield?” I could guess from the name, but if that “contract” involved a magical binding…

Yikes. I needed to know the details. Was it a blood pact? A signing over of souls? It could even be a normal human legal contract. I hoped it was, otherwise I’d never get away from this guy.

“Wynn is battle trained and can cast some limited defensive magics as long as you both stay close to the vortex. According to Zedock, he’s the best of the young Shields.”

“Zedock?” Was that supposed to mean something? Or was Lonnie just throwing out jargon now?

“Zedock manages the Shields. It’s really nothing for you to worry over, dear. Go to your classes and help out in the bakery. The Syndicate will watch over you.”

Like they watched over Hayley?

The words didn’t slip out, but the more Lonnie patted my head and insisted I was safe, the more suspicious this whole situation sounded. “What kind of contract is formed with a Shield?” Wynn so obviously hated me, I couldn’t imagine he’d wanted to sign on as my protector.

“The specifics aren’t important. He’ll value your life above his own as long as you’re together and if his presence bothers you in the meantime, feel free to ignore him.”

“But…” This seemed like a terrible deal for both of us. If he didn’t want me and I didn’t want him, then why bother?

“There’s no escaping the contract,” she insisted before I could ask.

When I finally left Lonnie’s office, I was the opposite of reassured. Did she know something else about Hayley? Was I the next likely target?

But, no.

No matter how much I came back to it, Hayley’s situation didn’t make sense. It didn’t sound like anyone had ever asked for money for her return, and no one had mentioned any signs of foul play. Whatever had happened had to be about her, and I genuinely couldn’t see anyone caring enough to come after me.

I wasn’t even allowed to bake cakes for Agatha yet. What good was I as a hostage?

Maybe someday I’d be good enough to get kidnapped, although that was a stupid thought. I didn’t want to be kidnapped. I just wanted to get better at the craft.

Pausing at the bottom of the steps, I set down my backpack to dig for my keys. If I hurried, maybe I could get behind the wheel before Wynn beat me there.

A jingling noise sounded before a shadow fell over me.

Wynn.

He twirled a set of keys around his finger. My keys. I almost made a grab for them, but unless we were hand-whipping egg whites, he’d be way faster than me.

I picked up my bag and stood tall. “I’m driving today.”

“No.” He headed out toward the garage while I cast mental daggers at his back. I considered doing an actual casting, but all I could think of was burning holes in his shirt and my magic was still too volatile for spellwork that fine. So, I wouldn’t risk setting Wynn on fire yet, but he was in deep shit if I ever got ahold of his laundry hamper.

He slid behind the wheel of my car and I hopped in the back to be chauffeured. I seethed at his back most of the way, but when he pulled into the student lot, I leaned forward to jam a dollar into his cupholder. “For the great service.”

His jaw clenched and a vein pulsed in his throat.

I skipped off in a much better mood. Campus made it easier to forget my problems. My first class was food prep, which I was actually looking forward to because I wanted to sit the instructor down and grill her on what I was doing wrong chopping all the walnuts.

Too bad today was the lecture instead of the lab. I had to wait a few more days before I could wear my crisp, new TCC whites.

I’d never thought I’d get this far.

I drummed the notebook clutched to my chest as I worked my way through the main class building. When I found my assigned room, I peeped around the doorframe to scope out the rest of the class. The room was maybe twenty seats and a whiteboard. Half the seats were filled and an older woman who had to be the instructor stood at the podium in front.

Equal parts giddy and terrified, I stepped into my first college classroom.

The instructor glanced up from her notebook. “Student or bodyguard?”

“Student…” My mouth dried up when the whole room turned to stare, gazes flicking back and forth from me to Wynn.

“Both of you?”

I waited, but Wynn didn’t have the decency to answer for himself. He was going to make me say it out loud. My voice came out tiny and pained. “He’s my bodyguard.”

“You take a seat. He can stand in back.”

In any other class, I would’ve picked a seat toward the back or middle, but I wanted to put as much space between Wynn and me as I could. Although, I still wasn’t sitting in front. I slipped into the second row and hoped my blush would fade before class started. Being put on the spot was the worst. I promised myself I wouldn’t look back, but there was so much whispering behind me that I cracked.

Wynn stood alone in the corner with his arms folded behind his back. The girl closest to him had her phone out and was snapping pics without the least bit of shame.

He ignored her, gaze flicking warily around the room.

When his attention landed on me, we locked eyes for a horrible second. The muscles in his face tightened, telling me exactly what he thought when he looked at me. I’d rather be anywhere else.

I faced front. The feeling was so mutual. And why did people keep taking his picture? He wasn’t that impressive…

I was pulling out my notebooks and lining up my pens when someone slid into the seat next to me.

Him.

My chocolate mousse.

The one who knocked Wynn straight out of my brain.

His short-sleeved hoodie showed off more of his tattoos today—a whisk on one forearm and a knife on the other. A bad boy chef?

I wiped my lip in case I was drooling, but I couldn’t stop looking at him from the corner of my eye. His jawline was squarer than a chocolate bar and probably tasted twice as good. Lindt chocolate good. And he hummed with power. I’d have to greet him to get a real taste, but something in the energy reminded me of toasted almonds.

A bad boy baker?

I couldn’t be that blessed.

He pulled out a well-used notebook and then tilted his head to the side—probably looking toward the window—but with me still staring, we awkwardly locked gazes. His darkly sexy eyebrows drew together, but after a second, he offered a half smile. “You new here?”

My heart pumped like I was climbing Everest. “I’m—” One syllable out, and my spastic arms knocked my notebook to the floor.

“Here.” Hottie McWitch leaned a long arm out to grab it for me. He offered it back with slender fingers and short nails, perfectly filed. For working dough?

And why was I staring at his fingernails while he was still holding my book? I jerked forward to grab it back, brushing his hand in my rush.

Sparks crackled and the smell of burnt bread ballooned through the classroom. His magic was a dark blue, richer and deeper than blueberry. Almost blackberry. It sparked against mine oven hot, and I dropped the notebook again.

“Sorry.” I snatched it up along with the pens, my face oven hot, too. Checking out someone’s magic without permission was the rudest. Could I be any more of an idiot?

His eyes narrowed. “Baking witch?”

“Yeah.” I clutch my notebook to my chest so it would insulate the sound of my heart hammering. My armpits were sweating and I couldn’t remember if I’d put on deodorant after my shift this morning. I would’ve slicked myself in essential oils if I’d known who was in my class. But I still didn’t know his name. Swallowing the lump of embarrassment still stuck in my windpipe, I forced myself to keep talking because I really wanted to know what I should call him in my daydreams. “I’m Anise.”

“Seth.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching out long legs.

“Seth?” I would’ve expected a Damian, Chase, or Griffin. Something badass and mythical.

Seth was so…Seth. But even if the name didn’t match the style, I hadn’t been this intrigued by a guy in forever.

Before I could work up the courage to ask him anything else, our instructor clapped her hands to stop the murmuring. She waved a stack of index cards. “Everyone take a card and answer the questions on the whiteboard.”

When Seth passed the cards, I was careful not to brush his hand. I bent straight to my desk. At least I couldn’t embarrass myself while I was busy writing. The questions were basic. Name, kitchen experience, current job, career goals. Writing Agatha’s Bakeshop still made me tingle with glee even if I wasn’t baking yet.

“Cards to the front and left when you’re finished,” the instructor said.

Already done, I handed my card to Seth—maybe a little too quickly? He didn’t look at me, but he did glance at my card. Then he rotated in his chair. “You work at Agatha’s?”

I shrank under the full force of his attention. My mouth wasn’t coming up with an answer, but before my brain could kick-start itself, a chorus of whispers made me glance at the rest of the class. Seth’s voice had cracked the silence in the classroom, and everyone who’d overheard seemed to have an opinion. I couldn’t make out their exact words, but I could feel their eyes on my skin. Like lasers. I hunched down in my seat, but Seth was still staring.

This would be the perfect time to impress him. Say something cool. Maybe a little flirty. But between the pressure of his gaze and the other stares… My brain turned to fluff. “I…just started working there.”

“My, my.” The instructor turned from the whiteboard. “We have a celebrity in our midst.”

“Not even close.” I tried to slink down deeper, but if I ducked anymore, I’d be sitting on the floor. Although that might be better than the stares. I’d known how important Agatha was, but I hadn’t really known, known until every eye in the room stuck to me just because I worked with the woman. Maybe because it was a cooking class everyone knew about her and her shop?

“Don’t be so modest,” the instructor said, plucking my index card from Seth’s fingers. “You’re her apprentice? And a Wise, too? Blood relative?”

“She’s my great aunt.” I didn’t dare make eye contact with anyone as another wave of whispers rolled.

“There won’t be much chance for spellwork in Food Prep. Magic isn’t a prereq.” She nodded to the rest of the class. “Still. I’ll be interested to see what you can do.”

No pressure.

No pressure at all.

The class settled down for the boring syllabus review, but I still felt the occasional glance and the overwhelming press of curiosity.

When it was finally time to pack up, I took my time straightening my handouts and putting each pen neatly into my pencil case. People were milling at the door, and if they were waiting for me, I wasn’t giving them an opportunity. Nothing was worse than being put on the spot. No. Thing.

“Anise?” Seth’s voice reached out.

“Yeah?” My response was a sharp yelp. Great.

“You’re a first year, right?”

“Yeah?” Same yelp. Or was it panic?

“In pastry?” Seth asked with those dream-blue eyes.

“Ye—Uh huh.” I broke the chain, although I still sounded like a dumbo.

“Let me guess. You have Baking I with Oates?”

“Is that bad?” Oates was the instructor I’d been looking forward to the most. It was too perfect a name.

He slung his backpack over his shoulder and fixed me with his brain-melting gaze. “Haven’t you met her? She works at Agatha’s.”

I wracked my hazy early morning memories, but all I could remember were the ladies’ first names. But the chart in the break room… “Steffanie Oates?”

“Good luck.” He patted my shoulder in the friendliest of taps, but the warmth of his fingertips shot through my whole arm. “She’s a taskmaster.”

He gave me one last smile that sent my lungs packing on vacation. Why is Seth even talking to me? He was way too hot for me. Way too hot. But maybe the gods were throwing me a bone?

When I could breathe again, my luck balanced itself right out, because Wynn stood in front of me with folded arms and a scowl. I pressed my hands to blotchy cheeks. Wynn could hover all he wanted.

Until I stopped sweating over Seth, nothing in the mortal world was going to numb my glow.


Chapter Nine
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The next morning, I spotted Seth in passing before class. I waved to him from across the quad. When he waved back before ducking into the lab building, I had to tuck my chin into my shirt to stop from grinning like a fool.

I didn’t spot Gabi, but Blair and I ended up in Comp together. It made me feel fifty percent less like an outcast when Wynn could stand next to Blair’s two Servants. There were still whispers from our witch and non-witch classmates, but now they were split between us instead of piled all on my shoulders.

Blair leveled a death glare my way as I slid into the desk next to her, and I couldn’t tell how seriously she meant it—necromancer and all. Hoping she’d spare my life, I pulled out the bag of fresh donuts I’d brought to school as bribes.

Her expression shifted to a greedy smile as she snatched a chocolate glazed out of the paper sack. “Nice.”

“There’s more.” And if snacks were the way to her heart, I’d fill my backpack with treats for the rest of the year. Blair hurried to scarf down the donut before class started, and I much preferred the happily preoccupied version of her to the one staring like she was peeling back my skin. Today, she wore a summery unicorn-print dress and eyeliner wings in ice blue.

She looked she should own an Etsy shop, not a funeral parlor.

“What?” She paused, probably feeling my attention.

I couldn’t tell Blair she didn’t look like a necromancer because I knew better. And in ripped jean shorts and a Cookie Monster T-shirt, I didn’t fit the witch stereotype any more than she did. I mean, I liked wearing all black as much as the next girl, but not during summer in New Mexico. “I…like your dress.”

She snorted, but her lip quirked. “That’s what you’re going with?”

I did like it though. The unicorns had a little shimmer to them. Which reminded me. “Does Gabi’s family actually take care of unicorns?”

She laugh-choked on a bite of donut. “Oh, God. Please ask her that.”

That sounded like a no, but at least I had Blair smiling. Class started before I could make any other accidental jokes, and Blair licked her fingers before pulling out a notebook. Neither of us needed to write anything down. It was just another boring syllabus review and the instructor let us out early. When it was over, Blair leaned back in her seat with a deep yawn, and I couldn’t help mirroring her.

“Let me guess,” she said after covering her mouth. “Agatha has you working mornings?”

“I don’t know if you can call them mornings. We start at three.”

Her nostrils flared. “And I thought my shifts sucked.”

“You work nights?” It kinda made sense if she was out there raising the dead. Although I had no idea if that was what she actually did every night. Maybe only on special occasions?

“Came home from the cemetery at four.”

“Ugh.” My job didn’t seem so bad in comparison. At least I got a few hours of sleep, and I only had to roll downstairs to the toasty-warm kitchen. I shivered at the thought of kicking around cemeteries in the chilly darkness.

“Blair?” one of her Servants said, stepping up behind the desk. “There’s a service this afternoon. We’ll be late if—”

Blair flicked a finger, and a wisp of magic cut across the space between them to choke off the lady’s voice. The woman grabbed her throat and shot the necromancer a dirty look.

Blair rolled her eyes. “Like I’d forget.”

I felt a sour presence at my back and knew Wynn must’ve joined me, but I was still trying my best to ignore him. Blair was doing the opposite. Her jaw opened wide as her gaze raked over my bodyguard. “That’s your Shield?”

I wasn’t sure why she sounded so impressed, so I just shrugged. “For now.”

“Lucky.” Blair cast a glance at the Servant still hovering behind her.

My lips pressed tight together. Finding a penny on the sidewalk was lucky.

Getting shackled to a narcoleptic bodyguard?

Not lucky.

I considered asking Blair about the Shield contracts, but given that her family could raise its own Servants from the dead, I doubted the specifics were the same. Plus, I didn’t want to keep her back when she needed to hurry home for necromancer things.

Blair’s Servant tapped her shoulder, not even a little deterred that she couldn’t speak.

“See you around.” Blair headed out, handing her bag to the Servant who still had a voice.

I chewed my lower lip while they walked away. Maybe I was slowly winning her over? I hoped so. It was going to take gallons of friendship potions to keep her and Gabi around.

A grumpy throat cleared behind me.

The classroom was all empty desks, and even the instructor had snuck out while I stood staring into space. Wynn loomed behind me, an irritated lump between his eyebrows.

My schedule was done for the day, but why rush home? Seeing Wynn so antsy about waiting for me made me want to keep him waiting. It was the only way to pay him back for being so annoying.

Besides. It was my first day as a student and I had the sudden powerful urge to investigate the space I’d be baking in for the next couple years.

“I’m going to check out the kitchens.” I grabbed my notebook and headed for the doorway. “You don’t have to follo—”

He already stood between the doorway and me, blocking my path to the hall with his wide shoulders and permanent scowl. “You shouldn’t be walking around.”

“Why not?” I had no work this afternoon other than practicing my baking in the little kitchen, and Agatha hadn’t said anything about a curfew. Especially not at two in the afternoon. If there was some other reason I wasn’t free to wander, I needed to know.

Wynn didn’t answer. I started to push past him. He pivoted sideways and let me pass, then took up his normal spot, pacing a few feet behind me. My footsteps echoed down the long hallway. His were silent, but I could still feel his energy. It wasn’t a witch’s presence, but he had some kind of spark that made the back of my neck tingle. More than Bradley’s spark, but nowhere close to Seth or Blair or any of the witches I passed in the hall.

I beat back the awareness. Luckily, the hallways gave me plenty to distract from Wynn. I slowed to check out a few neon flyers pinned to a bulletin board. One recruited for a séance during the next full moon. Tarot club was looking for members. And the automotive club was throwing a car wash. Such a weird mix of the magic and the mundane.

The students were the same. Plenty of people wore ho-hum jeans and T-shirts, but for every “normal” looking outfit, there were two crazy ones that didn’t belong in this world. Cutting across an intersection in the hall, I spotted a guy rocking a snakeskin trench coat with no shirt underneath and a girl whose hoop-skirted gown took up half the walkway. Her two ladies in waiting had to lift the skirt to the side so I could sneak past, but the girl was too busy texting to notice she was causing a bottleneck.

Even the hallways were a weird mix of modern and what’s going on here. Fluorescent lights were mounted between the ceiling tiles, but brackets for torches hung on the walls. In case of a magic-sparked power outage? The vinyl floor tiles looked like the ones in every other school I’d ever gone to, but they were engraved or painted with lines that tingled against the soles of my feet when I stepped on one. They were some type of ward, but the pattern must run around the whole school, so I couldn’t tell what it was—only that it was there.

The campus was drenched with magic. For once in my life, I didn’t feel the need to hunch down, hoping nobody would notice me. Because nobody would notice me. I was nothing special when a triangle of girls in red robes were chanting with crystal balls in the middle of the atrium. And even if I was noticed? Who would care? Unless Agatha dropped me off at campus, I should be able to stay anonymous.

My favorite thing.

With Wynn tailing me, we crossed the quad to the lab building. It was about the same size as the admin building, but narrower inside. Signs in the hall pointed the way to the auto and welding labs. The science rooms were upstairs and the kitchens in the basement.

I practically skipped down the stairs. I was hoping I could follow the smells to the baking lab, but apparently, it was still too early in the school year because nobody was in this part of the building and the halls were chilly with AC instead of sweaty with too many ovens cooking. As long as the lights were on, I was still going to poke around. Even if the lights went out, I could always light a torch.

Although it seemed like that should be a fire hazard? Maybe my class on sanitation and health standards wasn’t going to be as boring as expected.

The cooking kitchens clustered at the bottom of the stairs. I peeked through the vertical door window of the closest one and jiggled the handle, but it was locked. I glimpsed enough stainless steel and gas stoves through to get the idea, and my lips slipped into a dumb smile. I was totally okay with being a kitchen nerd.

My pace picked up as I drew closer to what had to be the baking labs. Hoping for the best, I tried one more handle, not really expecting it to open.

The knob turned. I bit my lip to stop a creeping grin. I probably shouldn’t be snooping when everything was deserted, but I was just looking. I wouldn’t touch anything.

Or so I told myself as I stepped inside the lab.

Rows of stainless-steel work tables took up the middle of the classroom. The back wall was one long row of industrial sinks, and the other walls were either shelves or more work tables. Big rolling bins of flour were tucked neatly in the corner, and a doorway off to the side had to be the oven room.

A week ago, I would’ve been drooling, but Agatha’s already had me spoiled. Her kitchen was bigger than this, and all her gear was a little newer and less worn. The tables were shiny clean, but who knew how many years of students had scraped, scuffed, and battered the work surfaces. Plus, I was mildly horrified at the shelf of manual scales. I’d only ever weighed ingredients on digital and measuring the hard way was going to feel like stepping back in time.

Wynn leaned against the doorway while I scoured the space. I was glad he was giving me a minute to breathe. The room was dead silent enough that I’d be creeped out with him following right at my back. Thankfully, he stayed where he was when I stepped into the oven room.

Banks of different types of ovens took up two of the walls in the nook. Convection and steam-injection, even. There were big steel vents mounted to the ceiling, but even with good ventilation, it was probably a sweat box in here when everything was roasting.

I was about to call my exploration done for the day, but a weird awareness made me step deeper into the room. The narrow back wall had a counter and top and bottom cupboards. A tray of tiny jars and vials sat out on the countertop, weirdly alone. There were no other ingredients out. Whoever managed the pantries must have gotten distracted while putting stuff away. It explained why the door was open, too.

I should probably be out of here before the person in charge came back, but instead of walking away, I moved closer to the tray. Something about those vials called to me. I double-checked, but it definitely wasn’t the pull of the vortex because I didn’t hear the hum any louder than a background roar. This was a whisper. The littlest bit of magic feathering my skin.

Potions? I couldn’t not check them out.

Absently rubbing at my ear, I leaned closer to the vials.

The dark glasses sloshed with unknown liquids and I couldn’t read the handwriting of whoever’d done the labeling. It was all looping and faded.

A round-bottomed red glass seemed the most compelling for whatever reason. I picked it up and held it to the light, trying to guess what was inside. Looking didn’t help, but with the bottle closer to my face, I caught a faint whiff of vanilla.

The cork stuck when I tried to pry it out, maybe hinting that I should leave it alone, but now that I’d smelled the contents, I wanted to check them out. The glass warmed my hands and made my fingertips tingle. I focused my energy on the vial, trying to scope out its enchantment. The spicy notes of a rich vanilla were hitting my sinuses when the fire burst in my earlobe.

The vial slipped from my fingers. Time warped for a second, seeming to freeze and barrel forward at the same time. Everything clicked at once.

The fire in my ear. My protective charm. The one that detected poisons.

And then burning in my nose. The glass shattering at my feet.

There’d be more fumes. More—

Arms came out of somewhere to drag me away, but the magic was already boiling down the back of my throat like pure acid.

And I was the fricking idiot who’d just poisoned myself.


Chapter Ten
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I woke aching. It felt like a pipe bomb had ripped through the back of my throat, and my eyes burned every time I inhaled a breath of icy-cold air.

“Anise?”

It took a second to place the voice. I had to blink the haze out of my eyes before I could focus. Lonnie stood at my bedside wearing another fruit-print dress and a dark expression.

“How are you feeling?”

I opened my mouth, but sucking in enough air to speak sent double-bladed razors slicing down my windpipe. Not even trying that. I closed my lips and shook my head, which was slowly clearing too.

What the hell had I done to myself?

I’d guessed I was at the hospital, but now that I was processing again, I recognized the purple quilt and my canopy bed. So, I was back in my own bedroom at Agatha’s and not sure what that meant. It would make sense to take me home if the poison or whatever hadn’t hurt me much, but the burn at the back of my throat said that it had hurt.

A lot.

Should I be at the hospital?

“Here. Which do you want?” Lonnie picked my phone and a notepad up from the dresser.

I reached for the phone. I wanted a record of this conversation. I texted Lonnie the most obvious question first. What happened?

Her phone buzzed in her dress pocket. She pulled it out, then shook her head. “We’re not sure. Wynn says he heard a bottle shatter. He grabbed you as you collapsed and dragged you away. Agatha’s just seeing out the healer who’s been with you since yesterday.” Lonnie must’ve seen my eyes bug out. “Sorry, dear. You were out of service for a solid day.”

So, I’d already missed my first lab classes.

Great.

That probably shouldn’t be my first worry, but I couldn’t help it. I typed out another quick text. What did I inhale?

“A potion with paralysis effects, according to the healer.”

My eyebrows drew down. According to the healer? With a few shards of the bottle, it should only take a sec to figure out what exact kind of potion I’d sniffed. Lonnie read my mind.

“It took hours to bring you home and stabilize you. By the time we sent someone to campus to investigate, whatever mess you made had been cleaned up. We’re trying to speak to the kitchen aides to figure out what happened, but there are no answers yet. Are you sure you don’t remember anything more?”

I shook my head. My side of the story wasn’t complicated. Someone left out their potions, and I’d poked at them like it was my first time around magic. So, I was for sure an idiot.

Then again, who left a buffet of poisons sitting out?

A brew that could cause paralysis wasn’t throwaway magic. And how could someone clean up the broken vial without noticing the whole paralysis thing? I still felt like lava was oozing through my sinuses.

My phone buzzed before I could find any answers. A new text from Gabi. Are you awake yet? Worried over here.

Now that I was paying attention, I noticed all the other messages. Gabi had been texting like crazy since yesterday, and even Blair had left a quick, You OK? Warmth bubbled in my chest, beating back the pain for a few seconds. It meant a lot that they cared.

But If Gabi and Blair were messaging, then every witch in town must already know what’d happened. So much for my anonymity at school—now anyone who’d seen me dragged off campus would remember me as that dumb girl who sniffed the potions.

I didn’t sigh because it would hurt too much, but I let my head loll to the side.

Then almost jumped out of the bedsheets.

Wynn sat in my desk chair, arms hanging limp and head tipped back as he slept. I gaped at Lonnie. Has he been here the whole time?

“Hasn’t left your side.” Her smile held a little too much smugness. “I knew you two would work it out.”

I gave that the crazed look it deserved. His saving my life was hardly “working it out,” but my gaze lingered on him and for once I felt grateful instead of annoyed. I remembered him catching me before I hit the ground. If I’d gone down in the oven room, I wouldn’t have gotten up again.

Probably ever. A knot of dread still tangled behind my ribcage.

I texted Lonnie one more time. Can you give me Wynn’s phone number? I’d say thanks when I could, but for now, I wanted to put it in writing. And tell him he didn’t have to hang around in my bedroom. The only thing that could hurt me in this house was Fondant.

“Doesn’t have one. You’ll have to do it the hard way.” Lonnie tossed a pen and notepad onto my bed. “But try to rest. The healer left a brew. She said to take a teaspoon every hour you’re awake and you’ll be back to normal within another day.”

I found a sinister green bottle and a teaspoon on my nightstand and pulled my sheet up tighter. The texture of the potion inside looked like pureed cabbage and it probably tasted like grave dirt. I’d take a painkiller and hope it numbed the whole experience.

Lonnie left me alone to rest, but “alone” was relative while Wynn was still in the room. I tried to close my eyes, but the sound of his soft, even breath wouldn’t let me relax. After a few minutes, I knew sleep wasn’t going to happen. Half of it was him, but half was because I’d already slept a solid day.

When I kicked off the covers, I realized I was still in my clothes from yesterday. At least someone had pulled off my sneakers, but I felt sticky, like salt sweat had dried on my skin. I grabbed a change of clothes from the dresser, not even trying to tiptoe or be quiet. If Wynn didn’t wake up when I knocked over a tower of metal pans, he wasn’t going to wake up because my footsteps made the floorboards creak. It already took too much energy to walk around when every breath stung.

I shut the bathroom door behind me and was about to strip down when I did a double-take at the open door across from me. I’d figured it was a pass-through, but it had been locked this whole time, so I’d forgotten. Creeping closer, I realized who I was sharing the bathroom with.

Wynn lived next door unless Agatha had another houseguest who kept swords in his room. The tiny space must’ve been converted from a walk-in closet. There was only one dome light and no windows—just a narrow single bed, a desk that barely fit width-wise, a short cabinet, and a door to the hallway. A duffel bag bulged at the bedside. It was stuffed with swords and sharp medieval weapons, which was bad enough, but a few boxes of bullets sat on the carpet, and something that looked disturbingly like the barrel of a machine gun poked out from under a pile of long knives.

And I was not okay with it. With any of this. Why did Agatha have this guy living in my freaking closet? And why did he have more weapons than a Michael Bay movie?

I slammed the door shut and hit the lock. I wanted to believe that the poison thing was my fault, but the back of my neck tingled. Even a week ago, I would’ve kept blaming myself, but now it was too big a coincidence. A tray of potions left out? And the lab unlocked? When I had a bodyguard armed up like our house was a war zone? And I’d swear I felt a pull to head down to the lab. Had someone drawn me down there? But who?

Agatha wasn’t telling me everything I needed to know. As soon as I could talk again, I had a few questions.

I just hoped I could get her to give me a straight answer.
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After the steam from a long shower and two tablespoons of the vile brew, most of the burn had settled in my nose. I wouldn’t be giving any speeches, but I could croak enough to call Mom. Wynn had left my room, so I flopped down in my bed and wrapped myself in the comforter before dialing home.

“Anise?” Mom picked up on the first ring.

“Mom.” Ugh. My voice sounded like gravel sandwiched between sandpaper.

“Anise?” Her pitch rose. “What happened?”

“Either I’m a stupid klutz or someone tried to poison me.” I rubbed my throat. Only time would tell which and I didn’t like the idea of not knowing.

“What? What’s happening over there?”

I ran her through the basics, keeping it short to spare my throat the abuse.

“Has anyone approached you asking for spells?”

“No?” Was that something I should expect?

“Good. That’s good. Hmm.” I could imagine her pacing the apartment, making a teeny circle around the coffee table. I wished she was here with me instead of there alone. “You’ve only been in town a few days, so it’s hard to imagine anyone knows to target you at this point. But the last apprentice disappearing…” She sighed. “Girls who come out of the Syndicate lineages tend to attract predators. Even I grew up with a Shield.”

It was kind of the same wishy-washy message I was getting across the board. I might be in danger, but then again, who knew? It seemed like everyone wanted me to get used to coexisting with a constant low-level threat. “Why won’t they tell me what’s going on?”

“Because it’s the Syndicate.” Mom made a disgusted noise. “They’ll protect you all right, but you’re going to get treated like a toddler the whole time—tucked away somewhere safe while the adults handle the trouble. Always drove me batty. But…”

“But?” The word came out a croak.

“If it’s you in danger… I’m sorry to say I feel safer. I can’t protect you from here.”

“The poison earring worked.” Kind of. I’d felt the burn of it, but since I’d never been poisoned before, I hadn’t recognized the flare of the warning magic.

“I wish I could go to you.” Her voice was wistful and a little sad. I bit my lip to keep it from trembling. I was a big girl… But maybe a baby, too, because I still wanted to hug my mom when everything was going wrong. “At least Agatha is taking your safety seriously. It’s not easy getting used to being followed, but your Shield won’t let you down. He physically can’t.”

“Can’t?” That I wanted to hear about. “Lonnie wouldn’t tell me much about the Shields.”

“They’re guardians brought in from one of the otherworlds. You’ll have to ask Agatha the specific terms of your Shield’s contract because they vary. Some Shields are fleeing home and some trade their service to benefit their families on the other side of the vortex. Either way, they can’t go back and are bound to do whatever task they’re given. Bodyguard duty’s one of the plusher jobs.”

Not according to Wynn. I pulled my sheet over my head and curled up tighter in the bed. I’d always thought I knew the witching world pretty well, but the vortex sent me whirling. Wynn was from another world and I’d had no idea. “What’s the basic stuff I need to know to make sure I’m safe here?” My voice still rasped.

“Are you wearing your rings?”

My bare fingers curled closed. “No.” Oops.

“Anise.”

“They get floury.” And in the real world, wearing a bunch of giant pentagrams tended to scream witch. Between the danger of getting outed and having my hands in dough half the time, I’d kept my finger jewelry to a minimum. Now there was no reason I couldn’t flaunt pentagrams, except that I couldn’t wear rings in the kitchen. “I’ll switch up my protective charms.”

“That’s a start. No one’s allowed to visit the vortex, but stay on the far side of town from it. Just keep a normal routine and stick with your Shield. All the Syndicate women will help you in their way, but I’ll send you the names of the few I was closest with. You’re not alone.”

“Thanks, Mom.” My sandpaper voice didn’t exactly say how grateful I was, but I hoped she knew.

“And, sweetie?”

“Yeah?”

“Rest your throat.”

“I will.” After I talked to Agatha.

“Love you. Be safe.”

“Love you, too.” I stayed under the covers for a few minutes after I hung up. Just the phone call had me tired out again, but staying in bed wouldn’t solve my problems.

When I kicked off the covers, my feet dragged as much as my eyelids. I choked down another tablespoon of brew so vile my eyes watered, but even if it tasted like rotten turtle meat it soothed the fire in my throat.

I made a slow march downstairs to Agatha’s office.

Her office door was cracked open. I hesitated as her voice carried down the hall. “She’s resting.” A pause. “Well, obviously. The question now is what to do about it. If she—Anise?”

Agatha’s gaze pierced me through the crack in the door. My spine straightened like I’d been caught stealing cookies from her jar. I started to turn, instincts wanting me to scurry away and maybe apologize for intruding, but this time… Agatha was definitely talking about me. If there was any chance I was really being targeted, I couldn’t run away like a scared little girl.

Heart thumping, I pushed through the door and took a seat.

“I’ll call you back,” she said before ending her call.

When her full attention hit me, I fell back into the chair. But I couldn’t fade away right now. I cleared my stinging throat and asked the most important questions. “Was that an accident? Or does it have to do with Hayley?”

I seriously hoped not. But seemed more and more likely and I’d rather know than walk around town oblivious.

“Don’t worry your head over Hayley,” Agatha said. “She’s my problem.”

My lips pressed together hard. “What if whatever happened to her turns into my problem?”

Agatha’s gaze pinned me like a bug, but after a long few seconds, she must’ve seen something she liked because she gave the tiniest nod. “However many witches go to that school, it’s not a magic academy. No one should leave a potion like that out where civilians could poke at it, and whoever did is either daft or downright malicious. Did you tell anyone you were going to the kitchens?”

I shook my head. I hadn’t breathed a word to anyone but Wynn, and he’d been with me all day. “I felt weirdly compelled to go snooping around, but I was curious to begin with and there was no one lurking in the corridors.”

“That’s the rub. If no one knew, how could they play such nasty tricks?” She leaned back in her chair and rubbed the corners of her eyes with her knuckles. She didn’t look any different than usual, with perfect colored streaks in her gray hair, wearing the same type of clingy black dress I was used to seeing her in now, but something in the way she sagged showed a shocking bone-weariness. Somehow, I doubted my one accident was the thing giving her wrinkles.

“What did happen to Hayley?”

Agatha sighed. “I’ve been hoping she ran off with her man, but the Syndicate hasn’t found a wisp of her, and that girl could couldn’t ward for crap.”

So… “What’s the Syndicate doing about it?”

“A damn good question, cupcake. A few damn good questions.” Agatha flipped open the three-ring planner on her desk. “Let’s ask them ourselves.”


Chapter Eleven
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The Syndicate’s meetings revolved around the moon phase, but the full moon wasn’t until next week, so Agatha called a special session for Saturday night. That gave me another full day to rest my throat. I didn’t feel full-strength yet and hadn’t gone back to class while I was sleeping through the day. At least after downing all that nasty brew, I didn’t sound like I smoked four packs a day anymore.

Syndicate headquarters were somewhere in town, but until the year turned frigid cold, all their meetings were held outside. Agatha told me to wear hiking boots and a jacket, neither of which I had.

I dressed in sneakers and a hoodie but parked at my desk before heading downstairs to meet Agatha. I pulled my jewelry container out from the back of the desk drawer where I’d stashed it, hoping Fondant would leave the charms alone. It was just a dollar-store plastic box, but its square compartments made it easy to separate different kinds of charms. Earrings, rings, and a few bracelets were jumbled in the squares. Mom had given them to me as gifts over the years—the only exception to her self-imposed magic ban.

Now it was time to put them to use.

With three piercings in each ear, it took me a minute to remove all six studs. The poison charm was tapped out, cool to the touch and magicless. It had spent itself screaming a warning I’d missed. I dumped it in the square with the other dead charms that were just regular jewelry now.

What type of magic would protect me?

I ran my fingertips over the metals and stones, remembering what each enchantment did. I needed a mix of defense and attack, so I picked out a matching set of glittery quartz studs that were power wells. Those would fuel any spell I needed them to when my own magic started running dry. Then a shield charm, one to throw up a strong ward, the insta lockpick that was always good to have, and Mom’s special car-starter enchantment, which still had some juice after the fair.

I hadn’t even asked Mom about the fallout. Was she running around compelling cops to stop the investigation? A pang of guilt knifed straight under my ribs. She’d better not be. As soon as I had a chance, I needed to call home again.

“Anise?” Lonnie knocked at my door. “You’ll be late for the meeting.”

“Coming.” I jammed on a few extra rings, including the chunky black pentagram that had belonged to Nana. It wasn’t a charm per se, but it made me feel more connected to her, and it couldn’t hurt to have her spirit protecting me from the other side.

Agatha was waiting for me in the garage. She wore a silky black robe, the fabric flowing down her body like cream. Feeling way underdressed, I climbed into the back seat of the SUV.

“No Wynn?” I peeked into the back seat just in case he was passed out on the floor.

“I’ve got you tonight. Let anyone try coming after me.” Bolts of purple lightning crackled around her fingers on the steering wheel.

I buckled my seatbelt. No one with a brain would come straight at a witch like her.

Agatha drove far outside town in the darkness, and I could feel every inch closer to the vortex. As the hum grew, the stars sparkled brighter in the sky and my fingers moved restlessly, itching to cast.

The more we drove, the harder it was to focus on anything but the siren call.

“We’re here,” Agatha said, shaking me free of the night’s magic.

I hadn’t noticed we’d stopped driving. We weren’t anywhere particular—just a makeshift parking lot under the wide-open sky. The chilly night air shocked me out of my vortex haze. This was the closest I’d come to the vortex yet, but luckily we weren’t on top of the thing. I had to stay focused tonight. One, because I needed to ask my questions, and two…

Shining my cell flashlight showed a whole lot of stubby cacti on the ground, and I really didn’t want to end tonight with my toes as pincushions. There were other cars, but no people in sight. Agatha set off with purpose, cutting through the brush on a narrow trail I would’ve missed. The moon didn’t give off quite enough light for my liking, so I hurried to keep pace with her before I lost her robed shape in the dark. The vortex’s call still crawled over my skin, but we veered left down a thin path, heading slightly away from the source. I took in a deep breath, tasting the crisp air and the energy of the night.

The creepy-crawly magic sensation wasn’t all coming from the vortex. A certain…potential hung in the air. As if anything could happen under this moon and these stars. It took a bit more hiking before I understood why.

We stepped out onto a plateau cleared of bushes and cacti. The flat looked over a massive gorge that split the earth in half, and moonlight glittered on the river far below. We crossed ring after ring of stones as we made our way to the group of gathered figures.

The hairs on my arms lifted every time I stepped over a line of stones. Each ring had a protective enchantment, and the deeper Agatha and I moved into the circles the more deeply I breathed.

It felt safe. It felt magical.

It felt like home.

I counted thirteen rings of stone before we made it to the center of the clearing and a cluster of log-stump chairs. Agatha let out a breath and shook her shoulders, and I found myself doing the same as a deep calm spread over me. The goodwill of all the women who’d stood here before was soaked into the soil, and if not for the chill and the potential for renegade cactus needles, I would’ve taken off my sneakers to squish my toes in the earth.

“Agatha? Is that you?” A woman’s voice lifted above the low buzz of chatter.

“Damned straight it is.” Agatha shucked off the outer level of her robe. “Is everyone here?”

“Everyone accounted for.” The same woman stepped closer with a curious glance my way. “Is this…?”

“My new apprentice.” Agatha waved a hand with a flourish. “Anise Wise, meet Jane Thurston. She represents the women of the Pueblo.”

Jane wore the same black robes as the other women, with a curtain of long hair down her back and eyes that glittered in the moonlight. Even without a greeting, I sensed the power and tone of her energy—it was soft but incredibly strong, like millions of snowflakes about to avalanche. Just her aura had my mouth glued shut with awe.

“Welcome to our circle.” She didn’t offer a greeting, but I didn’t blame her. In such a sacred space, I didn’t want to be throwing out casual magic. Jane lifted her voice. “Are we all ready? Sylvia? It’s your turn to lead the blessing.”

“Ready.” A woman with a long, dark braid hanging over the shoulder of her robe stepped forward holding a plastic crate of icon candles.

We formed into a circle as ladies passed the candles around, and I took the chance to peek at everyone. All the women gathered were middle-aged or older. No teens or twenty-somethings. I ended up holding a candle with the Virgin Mary printed on its glass and held it stiff in front of myself. I was the youngest by a solid twenty years, at least. Should I not have come along? Not that Agatha had given me a choice, but the power pouring off these women was way above my pay grade. Like, maybe in forty years I’d be their equals, but today I felt like somebody’s kid who needed a babysitter.

Agatha nudged me with an elbow. “You’re welcome here. Just return a blessing when Sylvia offers hers.”

Sylvia stepped into the middle of the circle and lit a long match with a flash of power. She bowed to the moon and the four directions before beginning a prayer in Spanish. I couldn’t understand the words, but the intent was clear as Sylvia’s power filled our circle. Her energy was pure silver, sparkling as it purified the earth and air and banished ill intention.

She swept around the circle, lighting each woman’s candle and offering a few words. Each woman responded to Sylvia’s blessing with their own, adding their power to the center of the circle until our glow blotted out the moon. When Sylvia lit the candle of the woman to my right, I realized I hadn’t thought what to say.

May your bread never burn? May your biscuits rise tall and fluffy?

The woman next to me wasn’t much help. She started in Chinese, but my ears perked when she switched to English. “Let the spirits give us peace this night, and let the dead stay silent.”

Her magic brushed by me as it rushed into the circle, a spectral green energy with dark, fudgy notes that reminded me so much of Blair, I’d be surprised if this wasn’t Mom’s friend, Peggy. But mid-ritual wasn’t the time to say hi, and Sylvia was already stepping in front of me.

I caught Madre Santa and something about protection as she said her part and lit my candle. When it was my turn, I let my magic seep into my voice, crossing my fingers this wouldn’t be another burning-the-ceiling-with-power thing. I wasn’t on my A game with the vortex so close. “Let all gathered here know joy and sisterhood this night.”

Was that too corny?

Sylvia’s mouth turned up in a tiny vindicating smile before she moved on to Agatha at my left. Thank goodness.

“Let the moon shed light on that which we seek,” Agatha said, her power roaring out into the mix.

When all fourteen candles were lit, power glowed so bright around us it was like standing on some heavenly plane—only the sage-bush smell of the desert reminded me we were firmly on earth.

Sylvia stepped to the center of the circle again, and I would’ve expected our combined magics to surge, but the other women had a much tighter hold on their power than I did. Energy fell over our shoulders like a cozy blanket as Sylvia lifted her candle high. “So mote it be.”

“So mote it be,” the other witches spoke in unison. I was half a second behind on the response, but I managed to lift my candle right in sync.

It still felt like standing on a cloud. The magic glowed with the strength of the women who’d cast it, and folded into so much pure, powerful mojo, I’d never felt so safe. My shoulders eased downward and my jaw unclenched. A few of the women let out little sighs and someone slipped a giggle. No one could hurt us here.

With a nod, Sylvia stepped back into the ranks, giving Jane the center. Jane smiled as she looked around the gathered faces. “What’s first, sisters? News? Business?”

Agatha kept silent, and I definitely wasn’t speaking up. I’d speak when spoken to and try not to draw attention to myself.

I did sneak a peek at Peggy. Her black hair was pulled tight into a businesslike bun, and if she was my mother’s age, she didn’t look it, with an airbrushed complexion and not a laugh line in sight. Maybe she was a little stern, but I definitely wanted to say hi after this was over.

A few ladies spoke up with news to share and when one announced the birth of a daughter in her home circle, I realized something else about the Spellwork Syndicate. Most of the women must lead their own circles around town, and the glow of our gathering made it easy to pick out how different those circles were. Agatha was a kitchen witch, and I knew Peggy was a necromancer, but I could only guess what the other women cast. A few wore shamanic-looking necklaces while others wore heavy crosses. Whatever their background, everyone seemed welcome.

After news of an herb garden break-in, the voices lulled.

Jane nodded. “Our other business?”

Agatha bumped me forward and the gesture was so unexpected, I staggered a half-step into the circle. All the ladies turned to look at me and I bit my lip to stop myself from glaring. What the hell, Agatha?

“Why don’t you introduce yourself and tell them why you’re here, cupcake?” Agatha said like it was the most obvious thing.

Maybe it was obvious, but she could’ve given me a warning. I would’ve thought out what I wanted to say. Put on the spot, I tried not to sway, and instead, gulped the calming energy of our spellwork. The safe, welcomeness that sparkled in the air gave me the strength to push back my shoulders and meet their eyes. “I’m Anise Wise. Thank you for letting me join you. Um…” This was the hard part. “Someone poisoned me, we think, and Agatha and I were wondering if there was any news about Hayley. I’m afraid whoever took her is after me now…”

“We’d heard about the accident. You think it was intentional?” The tilt of Jane’s head said the question was more for Agatha than me, which was totally fine.

Agatha’s head shake swung her long hair. “What idiot would leave a jug of paralysis potion laying out? It was intentional or I’ll eat my undies. But we can’t know if Anise was the target unless we know who was doing the targeting, and unless one of you had a breakthrough and forgot to text, I’ve got nothing but fluff on my Hayley.”

“I’ve been scrying every night at the time Hayley went missing.” Sylvia rubbed her arms. “Still nothing.”

“And she’s not among the dead,” Peggy said.

A wispy woman with thick, round glasses piped in. “I haven’t found her dreams.”

Not among the dead was a good start. Maybe Hayley was hiding after all? Just because the Syndicate witches were crazy powerful didn’t mean they’d be able to find someone who didn’t want to be found. Outside of town and far away from the vortex, Hayley might have figured out how to avoid their scrying.

Glasses lady cast a furtive look at Jane. “I still vote for a time-space regression. If we gather at the vortex—”

“Ramona.” Jane’s whip-sharp voice cut across the night, making me shiver down to my toes.

“I’m sorry.” Ramona ducked her head. “I know it’s on Pueblo land, but—”

“No.” Agatha’s voice was equally sharp, but closer this time. I almost wanted to cover my ear. “There’s no but. We don’t tread on Pueblo land and we don’t play with the vortex. Full stop. Especially not to cast some madness that would probably see us all in coffins. We’ll walk that path when the moon falls and the rivers turn to blood and no one else can fix it. Not because of some silly tart who probably ran away.” Her voice was iron until that last line, but I couldn’t read Agatha well enough to tell if she believed the runaway theory.

Jane nodded. “We’ll keep investigating potential threats. In the meantime, we’ll take the usual precautions to make sure Anise and our other girls are safe.”

This was turning out exactly like Mom had said. I did feel protected in this circle of women, but I was feeling more like their granddaughter than their equal. They’d give me cookies and send me off to play while they dealt with the real trouble. I had no illusions I was up to dealing with that trouble myself yet, but could they at least clue me in?

I wouldn’t just stand around if someone tried to shove me into a panel van. I could cast. Not too long ago, I’d burned down half the county fair, and that was without the vortex juicing my power.

Not that I was looking for trouble, but I wasn’t some glass cannon. I could hold my own. I was building up my courage to step into the circle and say as much when a voice sounded beside me.

“Blair tells me you’re taking classes?” Peggy kept her voice low while the other women discussed something about the Shields.

I wanted to hear, but I couldn’t ignore her question without being rude. “I was. I missed a few while my voice was shot.”

“You should consider staying home until we solve the mystery.” Peggy leaned around me to speak to Agatha, and my heart sank a little more with each word. “Surely you and Stef can teach her everything she needs to know?”

Agatha stiffened, and I didn’t think I was imagining the tension crackling between the women at my sides. I wasn’t sure what Agatha would say, but I stepped forward an inch, not wanting to let her answer this one for me. “I wanted to go to school and I still do.” I’d wavered with Agatha making school seem like a punishment, but it had been my dream for too long to throw it away. “I’m not about to drop out now.”

Peggy nodded. “Then Blair will bring you your notes.”

I suppressed a wince. Blair would just love that situation. I’d better text and make it a request before her mom made it an order. “That would be nice of her.”

Agatha eased back a bit, so at least nobody was going to shatter the circle’s peace with a brawl.

“It’s decided. What else?” Jane looked around the circle.

I half-heartedly listened to the rest of the business, but my eyes glazed when Sylvia started rattling off a bunch of numbers for the Syndicate’s treasury. That statistics class might be needed if I wanted to get on the same level as these women.

When there was nothing left to say, Sylvia led the closing and we blew our candles out in unison. The sparkling haze that had glowed over the meeting slowly bled away. I had to blink to readjust to the darkness of the night because the sliver of moon wasn’t cutting it in comparison.

Even though the glow was gone, the wholesome feel of protective energy mostly stayed put now that a fresh layer of magic had soaked into the earth. Part of me wanted to linger to bask, but I made sure to call back my energy as we filed out of the desert in a line. I could probably visit the Syndicate’s circle again, and until then, I didn’t need to be leaving pieces of myself around—especially not when every other person in town practiced some type of craft.

“You look like her,” Peggy said behind me.

The path was too narrow to walk side-by-side, but I glanced back over my shoulder in surprise. “Like my mom?” Her full lips, I’d lucked out with, but the rest… I’d always thought I took after the potato-faced father I’d never met and never would because he freaked and ran when he found out his pregnant wife was on the pentagram side of life.

That was okay though. Potatoes were the best vegetable, and if I could only have one parent, I’d choose Mom every time.

“I couldn’t believe when she messaged. Is she well?”

That was a sensitive one. “We’re doing our best.”

Peggy clicked her tongue. “You’ll come for tea?”

“I’ll—” I almost stopped walking, confused by the quick topic change. “Tea?”

“Tomorrow. Spend some time with Blair.”

“Uh. Sure.”

“Good. Two o’clock.” Peggy’s firm voice didn’t allow for argument.

“Sounds great.” I wasn’t sure what else I could say. I couldn’t imagine Blair had been talking me up at home. But maybe Peggy just wanted to pick my brain about Mom?

Agatha pushed past a bush that looked dangerously prickly in the moonlight. I was trying to sidle past when a figure slipped onto the path ahead of me.

I yelped. Then jumping back, yelped again with a butt full of prickers.

“Careful.” The stranger oozed closer in the darkness. “You wouldn’t want those thorns in any tender places.”

A shiver of ew rolled down my body. He had styled silver-gray hair and a short beard that could’ve gone silver fox if not for his unsettling tone, which squicked me out right down to the bone marrow. A sword hung from his belt like a warning.

Peggy hauled me back with iron fingers on my arm, away from both him and the pricker bush.

“Zedock?” Agatha had backtracked and folded her arms on the path in front of us. “You know better than to show your face here.”

His cheek twitched, and I was glad when he turned away from me, shifting his shoulders square to Agatha. His hand brushed his sword hilt. “When else would I get a word with you witches?”

“What do you want?” Agatha had zero time for his shit.

“Wanted to see how little Wynn is working out for you.” Zedock’s gaze swung back to me. “Have you given him a test ride?”

My mouth opened. A… What?

He couldn’t be saying…? Could he?

Agatha made a disgusted noise. “If you came all the way out here to be an ass, Zed—”

“I came to make a diligent report to the Syndicate. Would’ve told you at the meeting. If I’d been invited.”

Agatha sucked a hard breath through her nose, like a bull pawing the ground before a charge. I would’ve stepped back and apologized if she turned those flame eyes on me, but Zedock smirked without fear.

“Then report.” Agatha’s voice came out a little muffled like she was willing herself not to stab the man.

“We found Hayley’s car.”

A jolt of hope shot through me. Did that mean she was safe?

“Where?” Agatha asked.

“Follow me.” Zedock gave a mocking half-bow and strode past Agatha, heading down the trail to the parking lot.

Peggy finally let go of my arm, and we hurried after them, the witches who’d gotten bottlenecked behind us whispering the news down the line. After a little more hurried trekking, we made it to the edge of the parking lot where a crowd of muscle-men waited. They stood rigid and wary but jumped to action as soon as Zedock appeared.

His Shields?

They hurried back into the cars they’d driven. Some of the Syndicate witches hopped in with them and others hurried to start their own cars.

Agatha found me just long enough toss me the car keys. “Go straight home,” was all she said before climbing into Zedock’s SUV.

I wished them luck as they tore out of the lot. Most of the other cars flew straight after, forming a 90-mile-an-hour cavalcade of witches that no sane cop would dare pull over. I really hoped this led to answers, both for Hayley’s sake and mine.

But standing alone in the parking lot, a shiver of truth wormed through my belly. I was the one left in the middle of the desert without a bodyguard.

So, it didn’t take a genius to figure out who was the Syndicate’s first priority.


Chapter Twelve
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Thanks to GPS, I made it home without too many U-turns and no kidnapping attempts. Either nobody was gunning for me after all, or they hadn’t expected me to end the night alone. Or maybe Agatha had taken care of them already?

I tried not to give my potential attacker much thought as I got ready for bed. No matter what happened out there tonight, Agatha wouldn’t miss her morning shift. Even if she died chasing some supervillain, she could definitely convince Peggy to resurrect her, because tomorrow was puff pastry day and there was no way Agatha would trust the rest of us else to laminate that much dough.

As I rinsed my mouth after brushing my teeth, the light clicked on in Wynn’s room and seeped under the gap in the door frame. He had to be avoiding me on purpose because I hadn’t seen him once since my recovery from poisoning.

Maybe it was Zedock’s creepy words—because was he really saying I could do whatever with Wynn?—but I wanted to thank Wynn for saving me. No matter how annoying he and this whole situation were, he’d risked himself to drag me out of that room.

But knocking…

I swallowed. I’d bet myself a cookie he’d be pissed I was bothering him. Determined anyway, I gave the door between us three light taps. “Wynn?”

His bedsprings creaked. He’s totally going to ignore—

The door whipped open. I jumped in surprise.

My face was two inches from his chest, so close I smelled his weird lavender scent again. I hopped backward before his body heat could start making me sweat. Ready for bed himself, he wore long shorts and a worn T-shirt that flashed way too much muscle. Good thing I’m not here to stare at Wynn’s muscles.

Except his face wasn’t any safer. Wynn’s dark hair was a little damp. Pushed back, it showed the cut shape of his jaw, which was usually hidden by the shaggy mess. He had a five o’clock shadow going on and it made me more than a little uncomfortable.

Wynn wasn’t my type. Too much brawn, not enough style. Now Seth—

“What d’you want?” Wynn’s hard voice shook me out of the droolfest.

“Sorry.” I shook myself. But really. Was it my fault he popped into my bathroom looking like a lumberjack? “I just wanted to thank you.”

“For?” Wynn’s voice was flat, but he wasn’t slamming the door in my face yet.

“For saving my life?”

“It’s my job.” He started to push the door closed, but his tone had me sticking my hand between the door and the frame.

“I know it’s your job, but that wasn’t nothing.” The more I thought of it, the more it rang true. “You didn’t know what was in that vial. It could’ve killed you. So seriously, thank you.” I hoped I was coming off sincere instead of annoyed because it wasn’t right for him to blow off what he’d done. He deserved credit.

Wynn stared so long I had to break off eye contact. I wiggled bare toes against the floor tiles, awkward as anything.

“It’s still my job.”

“That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t thank you.” I peeked up through my lashes.

He nodded—one matter-of-fact little head dip—and closed the door. This time, I kept my fingers out of the way. I waited a few seconds but didn’t hear the lock click. Was that code for trusting me?

I pushed the lock on my side of the door instead. If I ever got married, maybe then I’d be okay with sharing a bathroom with a guy. For now, I had to pee, and Wynn didn’t look a thing like my future husband.

But Seth…

I restarted my fantasies with a happy smile as I settled into bed. With all windows, doors, and air vents locked and warded against any bodyguards, familiars, or potential attackers, I was free to drool over all the muscles I wanted.
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When I headed downstairs to start my shift, Agatha was planted next to the coffeepot in the corner of the house kitchen. She finished the bottom of one cup in a giant swig, then poured a fresh one from the pot. I tiptoed closer, not wanting to disturb her, even though I was aching to hear the news. Between the heavy bags under Agatha’s eyes and her thousand-yard stare, I was pretty sure it wasn’t good.

“What happened?”

Agatha chucked sugar cubes into her mug, splashing coffee with her anger. “Found the car and a note. The girl says she ran off with her man after all.”

That couldn’t be right. Not that I knew Hayley, but unless she was a psychopathic drama queen, there was no need to create a whole mystery. She could’ve just quit. “By ‘ran off’ does she mean eloped, or…?”

“I’ll slit her throat with a trowel if she marries that peacock.” Agatha’s fingers whitened around her mug.

A trowel? Yikes. “Is the boyfriend missing, too?”

“He is. But we’ll find him.” Her eyes glittered with pure malice as she sipped her coffee.

I backed away slowly. Anyone who deliberately pissed off Agatha was off their gourd. Wherever Hayley had gone, I hoped she stayed there happily.

When everyone showed up to work, Agatha axed the planned menu. “Serenity isn’t fricking happening today,” she said between angry gulps of coffee. “We’re switching to karma cupcakes and stay-awake bars. We’ll use potions to bake off the rest of the puff pastry.”

I was more than okay with the switch. The karma enchantment was a trip—true neutral. The spell was supposed to attract whatever the eater deserved, so it was up to them whether they ended up with a winning scratch-off or a black eye. I didn’t want to tempt my own fate too much, but I did taste-test the frosting.

Cream cheese and cinnamon.

Agatha wasn’t as hands-on as usual, and she mostly stewed over her coffee without asking anyone to redo their work a million times. I wondered if she should, though. I didn’t want to ruin someone’s karma because I’d crushed the ginger wrong.

She disappeared before cleanup was done, and the other women usually chatted, but today was dead silent. Everyone had picked up Agatha’s vibe.

I was happy to finally sneak out for my morning nap. After my rest, I texted Mom. Met Peggy at the Syndicate meeting. She invited me over for tea.

My phone buzzed instantly. Bring a snack. And don’t wear jean shorts. I miss you.

Miss you too. Nobody here really knew me. I didn’t mind my own company most of the time, but being left alone last night had driven it into my heart that I wasn’t anyone’s priority. Not even my bodyguard wanted to spend time with me. But the feeling’s mutual there.

I needed to work on getting to know Blair better, but even if we clicked, it was going to take time to really be friends. Not like hey, how’s it going friends, but laughing ‘til we choke, love spell-brewing, call whenever you need a cry friends. I hoped we could get there.

Taking Mom’s advice, I switched from jean shorts to leggings, which maybe weren’t right for a funeral parlor, but I still hadn’t gotten the rest of my clothes shipped from home, so options were limited. I wore my nicest tank top, which had silver embroidery on the neckline and no holes.

Fancy.

I also added a few drops of jasmine oil to my moisturizing routine. Maybe I wouldn’t bump into Bradley, but I wanted to smell nice just in case.

All dressed, I detoured to the shop to buy some little cakes for tea. I didn’t have time to make a batch, and I wasn’t feeding Blair’s mom my attempted spells. Plus, Sam rang me up a fifty percent employee discount, so I wasn’t breaking the bank, although I had to watch my spending. Agatha had never mentioned me getting a salary, and with room, board, and my own car, I didn’t feel right asking for more. At least, not until I contributed more than peach peeling.

Wynn appeared as I opened the door to head down the street. For a guy who was sleeping ninety-five percent of the time, he had an uncanny way of knowing exactly what I was up to.

Clutching my black bakery box, I headed down the street to the funeral home/necromancy parlor. It wasn’t far, but the sun was high and I was sweating by the time I stood in front.

The building’s setup was a lot like Agatha’s, with a three-story house built up against the “shop,” but the Wus had a circular drive that passed under the awning covering their main door, and instead of candy purple cars, they had a fleet of hearses and SUVs parked in their side lot.

I hesitated at the front steps. What exactly did a necromancy parlor involve, and was it something that I could handle on a full stomach? I’d been testing cupcakes all morning, and I’d rather have them in my digestive system than decorating the Wu family carpet. Before I could make a decision, Blair leaned out the second-floor window.

“Come around the side.” She jerked her head to the right of the house before slamming the window closed again.

Holding the box of cakes closer, I headed around. Glinting flakes of silver drew my gaze to the driveway. Little symbols were embedded in the blacktop. I bent down for a closer look.

Wynn gripped the back of my T-shirt and yanked, drawing me up so fast I almost dropped my cake box. When I had my balance back, I pulled away. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Get inside.” His tone was as flat as his expression.

Tension hummed from my fingers clutching the cake box to my now shaking shoulders. “You could ask.”

“Dragging is faster. Is that what I’m doing next?”

So help me… If the cupcakes weren’t already spoken for, I’d jam one in his face.

Actually, I would do that the first time I had a chance.

Right between the eyes.

With that happy thought, I headed for the house. A Servant stood holding the side door open—a big burly guy with a chiseled jaw and mustache.

How many of them were there? Or more specifically, how many Servants could the Wu women keep animated at once?

I didn’t get to ask.

My brain short-circuited the second I stepped over the wards on their threshold.

The floor fell out, dropping me into blackness. Thoughts pure static.

Whoa

Slowly, things fuzzed back together, but it felt like I’d run through a sausage grinder. Now I was made of casing and pieces of gristle instead of human flesh.

“Wards,” the Servant said, way too late to be any help at all.

“Yeah.” I rubbed my temple, trying to get back to reality, but I couldn’t help wondering what the wards were keeping out. Evil spirits? If I was this fried as an invited guest, I could only imagine what would happen to anyone—or anything—that tried to sneak into the house.

Blinking, I scoped the place out. I stood in a marble entryway, half leaning against a big mirror/coat rack thing to keep my balance. A really marble entryway. Like, mausoleum marble.

Wynn hovered behind me, annoyingly blank-faced and stoic while my head was still nine-tenths fuzz. A ward that strong and nothing? No reaction?

So unfair.

The Servant gestured toward the stairway. “Mistress is waiting upstairs.”

Mistress, huh? Mom sure had some interesting childhood friends.

I took a step, but the Servant cleared his throat. “Shoes?”

He opened a short cupboard, showing pairs of flats and heels lined neatly in pairs. This guy was zero for two at giving the important info up front. I kicked off my sneakers and stuck them on the top shelf. Wynn did the same with his boots.

The Servant motioned him into a hallway downstairs, and both of them disappeared.

That was something good. Agatha’s and the bookshop were the only other places where Wynn didn’t breathe down my neck.

It was like a vacation.

And the more I saw, the more curious I was about the Wus. The white walls matched the marble floors, and I only spotted one picture. It hung blown up in a thick iron frame right at the top of the stairs. I padded up to take a closer look.

Five little girls posed for the camera in fluffy party dresses. The three in front looked like triplets with the same black hair and eyes, identical except for different numbers of barrettes they wore. The two taller girls leaned on them from behind. One with big dark curls and a soft smile who had to be Vanessa because she looked like Gabi’s doppelgänger.

And then Mom.

She had chocolate smeared around her lips and stared at something off camera with a greedy twinkle in her eye. Fondness filled my chest. Going straight for the cakes. We were definitely mother and daughter.

“It was our eighth birthday party.” Someone spoke behind me.

I whirled to find Peggy—Ms. Wu—standing at my shoulder. She moved closer, staring at the framed photo with a wistful little smile that softened her whole face. “We always celebrated together. My mother didn’t believe in birthdays, and Vanessa never knew when hers was. My sisters and I were born on the eleventh and your mom the thirteenth, so your nana threw us all a big party every year on November twelfth. Every year until Nora was cast out.”

“She never said.” And it panged a little now that I was looking at her happy face in the photo. There must’ve been so many things she couldn’t tell me. “I didn’t even know she grew up in Taos.” I’d only discovered Agatha after Googling magical bakeshops. Nana’s obituary had listed Agatha Wise as a surviving relative or I wouldn’t have dared suspect we were blood.

“Have you had lunch?” Ms. Wu asked, throwing down a 180-degree subject change.

“Lunch?” The question took me by surprise when I was so busy strolling through the past. “Not really.” At least, a million bites of cake probably didn’t count as lunch, but I definitely wasn’t hungry. I’d only planned on having tea.

“Come.” She motioned for me to follow her down the hall.

Curious, I padded along. The hallway matched the rest of the house, all bare white and cold, but every few steps I caught a whiff of something herbal. Not quite pine, but rich and resiny. Frankincense? All the doors were closed, so there were no hints what else was going on in here.

But considering what they all did for a living, not knowing was probably best.

Ms. Wu opened the last door at the end of the hall and stepped aside to let me into a huge sitting room. The floor was the same polished marble as everywhere else, but a big Persian rug covered the middle of the room where Blair sat on one of the rigid sofas ringed around a table. I managed to sort of nod to Blair, but my jaw was already dropping at the spread.

Half a dozen three-tiered stands were jam-packed with tea sandwiches, tiny cakes, and little dishes of nibbly things and who knew what. More trays of food packed the table between the stands, filled with everything from scones to cold noodles. There was barely room for the elaborate place settings—four of them, set with more forks and knives than I’d ever seen outside an etiquette book.

Blair’s laugh-choke was the only thing that could’ve drawn my attention off the food. “Your face.” She wore another one of her cute print dresses—black owls to match her black eyeliner wings. She looked good, but the outfit made me regret my choice of leggings. None had warned me this would be a formal affair.

“Pour the tea,” Ms. Wu said to her daughter as she escorted me to the chair at the head of the table. A Servant I hadn’t noticed appeared to take the napkin from my plate and fold it to my lap. I was still holding the cakes I’d brought, but there wasn’t one inch of space to set them down.

“I brought cakes…” I lamely lifted the box in Ms. Wu’s direction.

“Thank you.” She took the box with both hands and passed it off to a Servant. “Put this on a tray.” Then her attention shifted to Blair. “Where’s your brother?”

“I don’t know. Working on his brow contour?” Blair forked a few slices of prosciutto from the charcuterie board onto her plate, which was already scattered with crumbs.

Now I was doubly glad I’d put on my jasmine oil because I was sweating staring at all this fancy food. Was the entire British royal family joining us? Because there was way too much, even if Bradley joined the party.

“Sorry I’m late,” Bradley said, entering the room before his mom could send a party to hunt him down. He wore jeans and a tailored shirt with the sleeves rolled precisely at his elbows, and if he’d really been holed up somewhere contouring, he should keep doing that because his complexion was flawless. I seriously wanted a poster of him to hang in my bedroom.

“Anise.” He sat on the sofa next to his sister and started piling food on his plate. “Hope you came hungry.”

“I…yeah.” Everything looked like it was catered from a catalog, but the volume had my palms sweating. How much did I have to eat to not be rude?

“The tea, Blair.” Ms. Wu set a dish of some type of salad on my plate, then a scone, then a few slices of prosciutto and cheese… Blair muffled a snicker as she filled my cup with tea. “Is there anything you don’t like?” Ms. Wu asked, balancing a couple of breadsticks next to the salad.

“I like everything, but this is so much.” It looked like I was trying to get my money’s worth at a buffet, and my pile was still growing.

“Eat, eat.”

I grabbed my fork and hoped I could block her from adding anything else while I was actually eating. The noodles with brown sauce and julienne cucumbers were taking up the most space on my plate, so I started with them. Seeing me chewing, Ms. Wu gave a satisfied nod before turning to her children’s plates. “Take some salad, Bradley.” His plate was heaped with the charcuterie and nothing else, but he grabbed one of the little salad dishes without complaint. He also didn’t touch it again. Clearly, not their first all-you-can-eat rodeo.

“Nora never talked about her childhood?” Ms. Wu lifted one—one—cucumber sandwich onto her plate and let it sit there untouched.

I tried to focus on the question instead of the food. “Never anything specific.” I’d only realized recently how much of herself she’d had to throw away and reinvent. “She pretty much gave up casting and I grew up thinking she wasn’t into magic.”

Ms. Wu shook her head, then put another scone on my plate. “I don’t know how she survived.”

“Me neither.” And I hoped she was doing okay at home, alone. At least we’d always had each other until now.

“Wait.” Blair’s knife scraped her plate. “Nora gave up magic? Isn’t she the one who…” Her gaze slid past me to her mom.

The one who what?

“Yes. She was a powerful witch. Always casting. Always experimenting.”

She would know better than me, but it was hard to compare the woman they were describing with the mom in my memories. I wished she could be here to answer for herself.

A Servant swept in with another tiered tray, this one filled with the cakes I’d brought. I wondered where the guy was going to set it, but instead of making room, he bent to whisper in Ms. Wu’s ear.

She stood to fold her napkin. “I’m sorry to leave you, but there’s a situation in the parlor. Blair. Bradley. Take care of our guest.”

“For sure,” Blair said. Bradley just flipped her a thumbs-up, mid-chew.

The Servant ended up setting the extra tray of cakes on Ms. Wu’s empty chair. Her untouched cucumber sandwich sat on her plate, and I put down my fork while I could. If I’d worn anything but leggings, I would’ve been unbuttoning my pants already. I turned to gape at Blair. “She said we were having tea.”

Blair tapped her fork against her teacup. “There’s tea.”

“But this…”

She cackled. “I think she’s adopting you.”

“Or trying to marry us off?” Bradley’s question had me choking. “Is that why I’m invited?”

“No way. You’re spoken for.” Blair waved a dismissive fork.

“Really.” He quirked a shapely brow at his sister. “Have you told my future bride?”

“She’ll figure it out eventually.” Blair turned back to me. “Unless you claim him first?”

“Um…” The only thing I wanted to claim right now was a stomach pumping. “I had someone else in mind?”

“Sorry, B. That’s a no from Anise.”

Bradley shook his head in faked sadness. “We could’ve had it all.”

What was this family?

“But who else?” Blair’s black eyes narrowed, not letting anything slip. “A guy from home?”

“Definitely not.”

“From here? Who? That tasty bodyguard?”

I lifted my hands, trying to stop her rapid-fire questions. “It’s not serious.” And I wasn’t talking about guys in front of Bradley. It was too embarrassing.

Blair’s lips parted, probably about to let another question fly. I had to distract her. “Did you hear the news about Hayley?”

“News?” Blair tilted her head, taking the bait. “Did they hear something new?”

“Zedock found her car. Agatha said she left a note about running away with her boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?” Blair’s brow wrinkled up. “Was she seeing someone?” She elbowed her brother.

“Hayley… She had her hair dyed white?” He asked.

Blair nodded. “With roots.”

“I saw her sneaking around the square with a guy a few times. Never caught his face, but he dressed like he was older. Blazers and slacks.”

An older man? I really wished I could’ve met this Hayley. She sounded like she’d been a mystery even before the disappearance. “How much older?”

Bradley tapped a fork against his plate as he thought. “Old enough to be salt and pepper.”

“Agatha said he was a peacock.” She hadn’t mentioned age at all, but maybe being stupid flashy was worse than an age gap in her eyes?

“Didn’t she call you a peacock?” Blair asked.

Bradley chuckled. “Once upon a time, but she said it fondly. Agatha likes me.”

“Everyone likes you.” Blair grabbed a fresh scone. “Can anyone reach the cream?”

“Uh…” I peeked between two tiered trays of snacks, but the little pots of cream and jams were on the far side of the table, about equally far away from all of us.

Blair curled two fingers, summoning the Servant man who’d posted up next to the massive ornamental fireplace. “Hand me the scone stuff and start clearing some of this away. Nobody wants vegetables.”

He lifted a bowl of salad away, then moved the tray of little pots into the vacant space where Blair could reach. I peeked at the Servant through my lashes as he moved to my side to clear away the plates of stir-fried greens. He smelled like nice cologne, with a crisply pressed white shirt and black vest. Even though he clearly wasn’t breathing, he blinked every so often and his skin looked moister than mine. Not as nice as Bradley’s, but still.

How did it work, making a Servant? Had he agreed before he died or after? Or what if he didn’t agree? Was it forced labor? It would probably be rude to ask him, though maybe I could ask Blair someday. Necromancy wasn’t a subject you could Google and expect accurate answers.

With the jams back in reach, we all dug into the scones, which were a little drier than I liked—but really good cream could fix anything. Blair and Bradley kept up their banter while we nibbled on the good stuff. Every so often they asked me a question, but they didn’t have to. I felt included just seeing them drop their guards with each other. Sipping tea while they joked and argued made a happy warmth spread through my chest.

Eventually, Bradley tossed his napkin on the noticeably emptier table. “I’d better get back down to the shop. See you around, Anise.”

“See you,” I replied, managing not to slop tea down the front of my shirt

As soon as the door shut behind him, Blair’s eyes narrowed like a predator’s. “The boy is gone. Who else did you have in mind?”

I jerked, and this time, my shirt wasn’t so lucky. I dabbed at the tea dribbles with my napkin while I tried to figure out what to say. I didn’t want to make my crush a thing—it wasn’t even really a crush yet. More like, my eye was drawn to Seth and I kept thinking about him night after night. But Blair kept staring, and the truth stared through her eyes. This was a chance. To tell her I trusted her. And honestly, who else could I tell? I wanted to share it with someone, and I didn’t think Blair would go spreading my secrets around.

I wasn’t ever eating at her house again without getting specific information first, but other than that, I trusted her. “Do you know a Seth?”

“Seth?” She said. “Seth… Seth… Wait. Pizza Seth?”

“I don’t know his real name, but it’s not that.”

“Neither do I. It’s a nickname. The guy with the whisk and whatever tattooed on his forearms?”

“Him.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup.”

“I’m impressed.”

“I’ve hardly talked to him.”

“Good taste anyway.”

“Why Pizza Seth?”

“He does delivery at all the campus housing places.” Her brow arched up. “Since this summer, all the girls order pizzas late at night and try to get him to come in and stay. He never takes the invite. Says he hasn’t found the right girl yet.”

My heart squeezed. “Just the summer?” I would’ve been after him my whole life if I’d grown up in Taos.

“There’s a rumor he got plastic surgery because he did not look like that last year.” Blair fanned herself. “He for sure discovered the weight room. How’d you run into him?”

“He’s in my food prep class.” Which I kept missing.

“Oh. I brought all your notes.” Blair dragged a paper shopping bag out from under the sofa and hefted it across our empty, jam-streaked plates. A huge binder was stuffed inside.

“Thanks. You didn’t have to.”

“Not a problem. But when are you coming back? You seem fine.”

“Tomorrow, I think.” I’d gagged down the last of my healing brew, and I did feel fine. The only question was whether someone would target me. At least now, I’d be on the lookout for poison. Going by last night, the Spellwork Syndicate wasn’t that worried I’d end up hurt, and now that Hayley really had run away… It sounded more and more like I was the cause of all my own troubles in Taos.

“Just don’t go sniffing any more mystery vials.”

“Yeah. Learned that lesson.” I slipped my napkin onto the table. “I’d better get going, too. Sorry if your mom forced you into coming.”

“I never say no to high tea.” Blair tilted her head to the side like I was a puzzle she couldn’t solve. “You’re not what I expected.”

“Why would you expect anything?” I hadn’t even known Blair existed until last week, so there hadn’t been much time to imagine what she’d be like. Well. Beyond the obvious necromancer stuff.

“Mom went on and on about Nora Wise. I thought her daughter would be more…” Blair paused to look me over and nerves tingled in my gut as I imagined what she’d come up with. Someone with more magic? Someone more outgoing? More pretty? More what?

“Wild?” Blair finally said.

A laugh deflated the tension I’d been holding. “That’s definitely not me. Not really her anymore, either.”

“Anyway. I’ll be seeing a lot more of you now. I wasn’t kidding about my mom adopting you.”

To my surprise, Blair didn’t sound disappointed about that. “As long as I don’t have to start raising the dead.”

“We’ve got that covered,” she said, with a wicked little smile. “You’ll be the sibling in charge of cake.”

That, I could handle.

I practically levitated down the stairs to the foyer. This had gone so much better than I’d feared. I hadn’t embarrassed myself, and I got the sense that the Wus—including Blair—didn’t mind having me around.

After I put on my shoes, a Servant forced another giant shopping bag into my hands. “Mistress asked us to pack the leftovers for you.”

I peeked inside to find stacks and stacks of plastic containers packed with a little bit of everything. There were even plastic cups filled with extra cream and jam for the scones. I’d need bigger pants if I started spending more time around the Wus, but I was all for going up a size. If I had good food and an adoptive family, then who cared?

Wynn popped out of the door he’d disappeared into earlier and followed behind but didn’t step up to help when I struggled to balance my bulky bags. The food was going to burst out the bottom. I had to hoist the bag up into both hands with the binder propped underneath, but then I couldn’t see where I was going.

Oh well. The sidewalk was empty, and if anyone came, they’d have to avoid me.

We were almost back to Agatha’s when I spotted a figure running down the walk over the top of the bag. I started to move to the side to let them pass.

Then Wynn tackled me from behind.

I hit the sidewalk face first. Plastic containers burst under my weight, and a line of fire roared in my cheek, sparking nausea and the first flash of panic. Why?

Something zipped past where I’d been standing.

Then clank. So close it sounded like a gong in my eardrum.

The end of a feathered shaft stuck out of the mailbox it had just impaled.

A guy with a crossbow sprinted toward me, already setting up a second shot.


Chapter Thirteen
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I should cast a spell.

The thought occurred to me, but lying flat on the sidewalk, nothing came to mind. A spell to stop the guy running? To make his crossbow disappear?

That was what bothered me the most. A gun would be reasonable. Bullets I could understand.

But a crossbow? Seriously?

Wynn was back on his feet almost as soon as he hit the ground. Good thing, because I was still frozen in a pile of burst-open leftovers. His legs pumped as he sprinted for the attacker, but the guy dodged around him and a second bolt twanged. How was he loading them that fast?

And what could I do about it? Because inch-worming on the sidewalk wasn’t a long-term survival strategy.

Burn it.

Fire was home. My element. Usually, it ran toward cozier hearth flames.

Not today. Not with barbed steel targeting my heart. And I didn’t need a fancy incantation to call to fire. Just my will.

Burn.

Red sparks burst.

The bolt exploded mid-air. Liquid metal splattered, and whatever carbon fiber junk the shaft was made of burst into thick, steaming drops.

See? I wanted to shout to Wynn. Not a glass cannon.

But I was still flat on the ground with a face full of noodles, and he was kind of busy.

He ripped the guy’s crossbow from his hands and started beating him with it, which was violent enough that I looked away, but not so bad that I’d tell him to stop. This guy was trying to kill me.

Was this my fault for tasting the karma cupcakes?

No. I’d made as many mistakes as anyone, but I didn’t deserve death by crossbow. I crawled my way up to stand on wobbly feet.

The bad guy must be down because Wynn pounded back over to me.

“Where did it hit you?” His voice spilled out low and fast.

“Hit…?” I wasn’t that numb, was I? Because I didn’t feel—

A giant red spot spread over my chest. Shock jolted, thinning my vision to a single point as I lifted a hand to feel the wound. The blood was cool and thick. Shaking, I lifted the bloodied fingers closer to my face.

So much blood.

With…

Seeds?

Relief made me deflate, and my liquidy knees gave out. Wynn caught me before I hit the sidewalk a second time.

I laughed, crazy like. “It’s jam.” To prove it, I wiped a long streak of it across his T-shirt. Gotcha.

He let out breath—had he actually been worried? But gruff Wynn stepped right back up to drive. “Take cover inside.” He shoved me toward the nearest Syndicate shop—the little soap store. “There could be more of them.”

Once I had my balance back, I kept my feet firmly in place. If more guys came, Wynn would be handling them alone. Plus, I didn’t really want to be alone if more guys came. “I don’t think—”

Before we could argue, magic flared.

A splotch of black and red smoke congealed above the guy’s chest and the energy of it squiggled down my arms like cockroaches. His nightmare eyes flew open wide—the whites weren’t white but were red with blood surrounding too-wide black pupils.

A croak strangled from his throat as his spine arched off the sidewalk.

When he fell back to the earth, he was limp and lifeless.

Dead.

A chill sank into my bones.

I’d never felt magic like that before, but just like I’d recognized the vortex, I knew what this was.

Warlock magic.

That blob of energy being drawn out like poison from a wound couldn’t be anything else. The dead guy was a Hand. A warlock’s minion.

The master had just called back her power and helped herself to the Hand’s life force.

I wobbled. A warlock was sending assassins after me?

Why? And how? Warlocks were crazy rare. And for one to exist here? Under the Syndicate’s nose?

I grabbed Wynn’s sleeve and started pulling him toward the bakery. “We need Agatha. Now.”

Wynn didn’t argue. Instead, he blew past me, grabbing my wrist and breaking into a sprint, tugging me along behind him. I was totally okay with it. The shop door was closest, so we careened inside the bakery, Wynn almost ripping the door off its hinges and making the tiny bell clang like we were mid-tornado. When the wards crackled over my shoulders, I let out a shaky breath. Wynn wasn’t ready to relax. He yanked me past the gaping customers and counter staff, through the kitchen door. But Agatha wasn’t in working this time of day and neither was anyone else. When Wynn started dragging again, my wrist joint throbbed. “Wynn. That hurts. Can you—”

He shouldered through the swinging door to the house and didn’t drop my hand until we passed through the second layer of wards, their power tingling against my scalp. I rubbed my wrist, but before I could do more than glare, Wynn grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me square to him. His gaze raked up and down, taking in the jam I could feel on my shirt and face. My heart still thought we were running away, pounding at double-time, but it stuttered as he looked me over, checking for injuries.

“You’re not hurt?”

Since it seemed like he actually cared, I resisted the urge to shove my wrist in his face. “The only thing I need right now is a shower.” And to clean up all the teatime leftovers that were now sidewalk roadkill. Ms. Wu would probably send me the other half of her buffet if she heard about this. Which she would.

A warlock on the loose was the most important kind of Syndicate business.

He whirled away from me, boots thumping the hardwood on his way toward the side door.

“Wait! Where are you going?” The words slipped from my lips in a panicked rush. Why was my bodyguard so eager to leave me alone when there were legit assassins after my blood?

“To secure the body.” He kept walking.

“I can help.” I hurried the few steps to him. Bodyguard or not, he shouldn’t be out there alone. “Let me—”

“Upstairs. Now.” He twisted to block the doorway.

“You can’t—”

“Upstairs.” Wynn stepped closer, looming over me. The heat of his anger hit me in a wave that made me stumble back.

He was mad? At me? For almost dying? “What’s wrong with you?”

“Next time you’re attacked, you cast a shield charm and hang back. You don’t attack. Ever.” His hazel eyes boiled with fury.

I loosed a scowl of my own. “If I’d cast a shield, I would’ve cast it over you.” That was what I should’ve done, but I’d forgotten my earrings in the panic of the moment. If there was a next attack, I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. “I’m not going to stand there and watch you die.”

“I protect. You get protected.” Wynn bit off his words. “Now haul your stubborn ass upstairs and tell Agatha to call for backup.”

Anger boiled over the reality of the attack. There was a warlock after me and Wynn still couldn’t spare one breath of compassion. One word of comfort. Instead, he got meaner.

Fine. Let him go out there by himself and fight a thousand Hands alone.

But as much as I needed to hurry to Agatha, I didn’t want Wynn thinking he could boss me around. I ran my palm through the sticky mess of jam on my chest and wiped it off on his T-shirt in a long, hard stroke. His torso vibrated with angry tension, but seeing him slathered in jam was the most satisfying thing I could imagine.

Good. “I’ll tell Agatha. Shouldn’t you be outside already?” I didn’t try to hold back the smug grin that slipped out.

A muscle in his jaw clenched and he whirled off, letting the door slam hard behind him. I couldn’t fathom what went on in his head. Did he think I wanted to be assassinated?

By a warlock’s Hand?

Alone, I padded upstairs, keeping my hands out straight so they wouldn’t spread any more jam. I’d scraped my palms without realizing—plus my cheek—and the sting was setting in now that I had a moment to breathe.

But with no one to be angry at, my brain froze on WARLOCK.

I knew enough about them to leave me dizzy. Warlocks were twisted witches. They’d killed and liked it, which snapped something in their makeup. The change left them superpowered and nursing a serious grudge. They could control Hands like puppets, using their bodies as extensions of their own magic. The bond wasn’t quite like the connection between a necromancer and her Servants.

A warlock’s Hands were alive. Or they started out that way.

Being turned into a Hand was a death sentence. Warlock magic was pure hatred and compulsion. It burned a person up from the inside and stripped away their will, freeing the warlock drain their life force whenever it was convenient.

That was the point. The more Hands a warlock created and drained, the more her power grew. Not that a warlock couldn’t be a man, but with the male-to-female witch ratio so low, male warlocks didn’t come around often.

None of them did. It was a once-a-generation threat.

I shivered in Agatha’s doorway. She was back on her computer with earbuds in and didn’t turn to look at me right away. I let her keep typing, happy to ignore the problem for a few more seconds.

When she finally noticed me, Agatha did a double-take. “Anise? Did you lose a fight with a jelly donut?”

If only. I moved to perch on the lip of one of the chairs in front of Agatha’s desk and forced my hands to fold, half to avoid spreading jam and half to stop from twitching with the fear piping through my veins. I took in a deep breath—probably the last one I’d get for a while. “I was attacked.”

“What?” Agatha ripped out her earbuds. “By who?”

“A Hand.” I wanted to sink back into the chair and hug my knees, but I had to tell everything I knew if we were going to find whoever wanted me dead. “He came after me with a crossbow.” It still confused me. I’d probably be dead if he’d had a gun, and there was no reason the next guy wouldn’t. A warlock and his minions could be armed after ten minutes at Wal-Mart, just like everyone else.

“Wynn?” Agatha’s voice stayed neutral and the lines of her face didn’t hint what she was feeling yet.

“He tackled the guy and kicked his ass but left him alive. The warlock called back her power.” I rubbed my arms, wishing I could shake the image out of my head—the Hand rising off the pavement, contorting… I’d have nightmares about the man’s twisted face. “Wynn’s securing the body, but he needs backup.”

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

“Just scraped. The soap shop’s mailbox took a bolt for me.”

“You’ll be safe in the house.” Agatha was already on her phone but she paused messaging to wave me away. “Get yourself cleaned up. Let the Syndicate take care of the warlock hunt.”

Fine by me. If someone needed a birthday cake, I was the woman for the job. When it came to hunting, fighting, and possibly killing a rogue caster… It wasn’t my area. Maybe if I had a few hours warning and could whip up some sort of instant-death torte? But even that magic was beyond me.

Trudging up to the third floor, exhaustion made it hard to go from step to step. Maybe the poison was still in my system? Or had I gone too overboard burning that arrow?

For whatever reason, my well was bone-powder dry.

A purring noise gave me the hit of adrenaline I needed to clear that last step. Fondant sat curled up against my door, a white spot against the purple carpeting.

I hesitated. I could collapse in the downstairs sitting room and try to wait her out? Too bad there was only a half bath on that level. If I washed off in the kitchen sink…

But no. My hair was sticky and I was going to have my shower, not rinse off in the sink like some weird coward.

I tiptoed down the hall. I was halfway when I realized there was a shortcut. If I dared to use it.

Wynn’s room.

He definitely wasn’t in. If he’d left it unlocked…

I tested the knob and it gave. Before I could think too much about it—or be pounced on by the demon cat—I slipped inside and eased it closed behind me. The room was darker than 90% cacao. As much as I didn’t want to turn on a light, if I tripped in the dark, I’d impale myself on one of Wynn’s weapons.

I’d already had my impalement scare for the day.

I fumbled against the wall, searching for the switch. It took a sec, but I finally bumped it with my thumb. I’d been right to not sneak.

Three naked swords lay on the narrow stretch of carpet next to a wrinkled-up cloth and open jar of polish. There was no way I could’ve made it to the bathroom without slicing my feet bloody. It looked like Wynn had been caught mid-sword-maintenance. I probably shouldn’t touch his stuff, but that polish would dry out in a hot second in the New Mexico air. I crouched to grab the lid and gently twisted it back in place, careful not to smudge any jam. Hopefully, Wynn would do the same if I ever left my moisturizer uncovered in the bathroom.

Doubted it, but still. I crept over the swords and turned the light off behind me.

I didn’t bother going back into my room. Didn’t have the energy. Instead, I whipped off my clothes and let the shower roar. When I tested the water, pain sliced through my palms again. The scrapes. I turned down the temp and went for it.

My cheek burned, and I had to shampoo with the very tips of my fingers, but all in all, I couldn’t complain. Today could’ve ended with me experiencing the business end of the Wu funeral parlor.

Would they have woken me up? Or just let me corpse away? As much as I didn’t want to die, being undead seemed worse.

I shivered and turned the temp hotter, cuts be damned.

I’d had a lot of fears about coming to Taos, but I’d been convinced I’d be safe as long as I kept my head down. There was literally no one I could’ve pissed off. No reason anyone would want me dead.

So why was I standing here washing jam down the drain, feeling relieved it wasn’t blood?


Chapter Fourteen
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They Syndicate—or at least Agatha—banished me to lockdown. I wasn’t allowed to leave the house until the warlock was toast. That left me stuck in my room, minus morning prep sessions.

As a special favor to Agatha, Stef Oates agreed to give me a private lesson to make up for all the labs I’d missed—and would probably keep missing now that my life was for sure in danger. We met in the afternoon after we’d both had a chance to rest from morning prep. She leaned against the kitchen’s center island, wearing her chef whites and a nasty scowl.

We’d been prepping together every morning and she’d never greeted me, let alone asked about school. Or mentioned she was my teacher. I wouldn’t have made the connection until our first class together if not for the heads-up from Seth. So far all I knew about her was that she took perverse joy in making me redo my work twenty times per morning without giving a reason why.

Please don’t let today be the same. I still felt drained from yesterday’s attack, possibly because I hadn’t slept more than ten minutes all night. I’d twisted in my sheets worrying about the warlock. The few times I dozed, I’d bolted up, feeling the echo of that creepy-crawly magic in my bones.

“We’re making quick breads. Follow the recipes.” Stef slapped a piece of paper onto the stainless-steel surface in front of me.

Cornbread and buttermilk biscuits. Both of which I’d made a million times. I glanced at her specific ingredient list before heading for the pantry. It would be nice if Stef was a little gentler, but I’d deal. At least having a project gave me something to think about besides the threat.

The recipes themselves weren’t difficult, especially considering that they were straight baking—no magic involved. I didn’t have to pick potions or check any weird charts. All I really needed was flour, love, and a little altitude adjustment. Still, I took care as I measured out the ingredients and chose my utensils, treating the prep as part of a spell. Agatha had knocked the smugness out of me with two bites of my cake, and I wasn’t taking it for granted that these were easy bakes. I wanted to impress Stef as much as I wanted to impress Agatha.

Jaya and Kamala were busy piping eclairs on the other side of the kitchen, but the clanging noises and soft chatter faded to nothing while I worked. I leveled off measuring cups, mixed dry and wet ingredients, cut my breads into triangles, and finally loaded up the oven. As I wiped my hands on my apron towel, I realized Stef had been watching the whole time. Her nose was wrinkled and her brow furrowed between her eyebrows, a sure sign she was looking at something—or someone?—she didn’t like.

What had I ever done to her?

“I’ll clean up while they’re in the oven?” I said, giving her an opening if she wanted to tell me something. I’d at least expected her to correct me. Maybe even to offer a few tips? Otherwise, why were we doing this?

“Make it snappy.”

That was her only pearl of wisdom? Okay. I tried to ignore her while I scrubbed down my station, but I felt her poison green gaze on the back of my neck like she was shooting off hate lasers.

When my goodies were out of the oven and cooled enough to taste, Stef sliced one of each in half. She crouched to get eye-level with the biscuit and her nose scrunched up yet again. I swallowed. Had I blown it?

I couldn’t have. The biscuit had perfect flaky layers thanks to all the butter I’d folded into the dough. The whole sheet of them was golden brown and as tall as a bunched fist. They were Martha Stewart status. I would’ve liked the cornbread to be a little browner, but it was moist and otherwise looked delicious.

So why was Stef Oates still scowling? She muttered under her breath as she mushed the cornbread with a fork.

The back of my neck prickled. I was almost assassinated for no reason, and now she was giving me a hard time for no reason? “Do I need to make them again?”

Stef sniffed. “Should you?”

“You’re the teacher.” I almost threw my towel at her.

She muttered again, and this time I caught a few gems, like “Why Agatha chose,” and “nepotism.”

Nepotism?

More like desperation and timing. Agatha never would’ve called me if Hayley was still in town. She didn’t want me because I was blood. She needed a replacement, and apparently, I was the only one who fit whatever odd profile she needed. Otherwise, it would’ve been much easier for her to choose someone local.

And why did Stef Oates want to be an apprentice? She was a pastry teacher, plus she already worked at the bakery and got paid. Becoming an apprentice would be a step backward.

“Finish cleaning up.” Stef whirled away and stormed out into the shop.

“Wait—” I called out, but the door was already slamming. She wasn’t even going to let me ask what I’d done wrong. Maybe because I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Fuming, I packaged up the breads Stef hadn’t smushed. After scrubbing dishes until my knuckles stung, I was more irritated than furious.

What a bust of a lesson.

When the kitchen was spotless again, I had nothing left to fill up my day. Escaping the house would be insane and Wynn would stop me if I tried.

I made my way upstairs to change out of my whites, carrying the baggies full of breads. If I lived anywhere else, I’d leave them out to share, but my house was a literal bakery. Anyone who wanted a snack could head to the shop.

Light spilled out under Wynn’s door and I lifted onto tiptoes to pad past. I winced as the baggies crinkled. He’d for sure know I was trying to sneak again. Why was I even bothering?

Because he saved my life, then ran away. I was still equal parts grateful and irritated.

But Wynn had beaten a man with a crossbow for me, so I should probably thank him again. Maybe a gift of biscuits? Then I wouldn’t have to speak with him or see his dumb face.

I always kept a marker in my pocket for labeling containers. I whipped it out and wrote Thank You on each bag of breads. The writing came out lumpy because bags of biscuits didn’t make a great writing surface, but the sentiment was there.

Quietly, I set the bags in front of Wynn’s door. He’d notice eventually—unless Fondant tore the bags to shreds first—but I’d spotted the demon cat curled up asleep in Agatha’s office on my way upstairs.

In the meantime, I had nothing to do.

I tossed my apron on my bed and moved to my dresser. Most of my clothes were dirty and with all the early morning shifts and attempts on my life, I hadn’t had time to throw in a load of clothes. Now I had the time but not the desire.

The one piece of clothing I hadn’t touched sat in its own empty drawer, making a puddle of purple and black ruffles. My dress uniform.

Working in the shop wouldn’t technically put me out of the house, and I’d still be well within Agatha’s wards. I shimmied into the thing and checked it out in the bathroom mirror. The fabric was stretchy and mostly black, with purple ruffles clustered at the hem, neckline, and sleeves. When I turned in a circle, the skirt whirled but didn’t fly up too much. The neckline was lower than I usually wore but not so low it made me uncomfortable. A pair of thigh-high socks and an assortment of hair flowers had been folded into the uniform bundle, but squeezing the sock up my calf made my leg feel like an Italian sausage. Instead, I pulled on a pair of leggings under the skirt like some of the other shop girls and pinned a black flower into my ponytail. I wished I had cute shoes to wear with the outfit, but my normal non-slip kitchen shoes would work fine.

All dressed, I headed down to Agatha’s office. She sat at her computer, surrounded by stacks of paper. I would’ve expected accounting or inventory lists. Instead, there were tons of maps in various states of unfolding and stacks of loose spell pages. Fondant slept on her own velvety armchair in the corner. The familiar’s ears twitched as my steps neared, but thankfully she didn’t wake.

I slipped into the chair across from Agatha, peeking at the papers while I waited for her to notice me. Reading upside down, I wasn’t positive, but it looked like she was pouring over locator spells. The maps were marked with stars and big Xs.

So, the warlock hunt wasn’t going well?

When I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms, Agatha finally gave me her attention. “What are you wearing?”

“My work uniform?” I self-consciously smoothed the ruffled sleeves. “I figured if I can’t leave the building…” If she didn’t let me work, I’d end up staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t even review the note binder Blair had given me. The Syndicate confiscated it from yesterday’s crime scene and who knew if it would make its way back to me?

“Work if you want to work, but answer me a few questions before you head down.” Agatha tilted her monitor out of the way so she had a better view of me. With heavy bags under her eyes and strands of her long hair sticking out all over, she looked like she hadn’t slept last night either.

The least I could do was answer her questions. “What do you want to ask?”

“Have you noticed anyone suspicious hanging around you?”

Suspicious? I went to school with a girl who wore snakes as necklaces, and something like fifty percent of the students were witches. Everyone was suspicious. “Not anyone in particular.”

“Wynn says you haven’t been followed, but you might’ve noticed some magical signature he missed.”

I drummed my toes against the carpet as I thought. “I didn’t feel any magic at all until the Hand was drained.” I’d been safe behind the Wus’ wards before then, and didn’t remember seeing anyone shifty the past few days.

“You must’ve contacted the warlock at some point. She would’ve been nearby, guiding her Hand.”

“I’d know if I met a warlock.” I was new to the vortex and all, but I’d been a witch my whole life.

“Would you?” Agatha rested her chin on her knuckles, leaning forward in her chair. “What are the signs?”

“Insanity? An army of Hands?” And I expected they’d be crackling with that creepy energy.

“Nora.” She shook her head.

“What about Mom?” I sat up straighter.

“Sounds like she was trying to scare you straight, not teach you the facts.”

“That’s not—” I stopped mid-defense. Mom probably had fudged. She’d wanted me afraid of the vortexes and the odds of bumping into a warlock anywhere else had been so slim, she could’ve bent the truth without putting me in danger. Even though I’d studied warlocks on my own, with only a few lore books to pull from, I couldn’t call myself a warlock expert. For what felt like the millionth time with Agatha, I swallowed down a big glob of pride. “How do you recognize a warlock?

“The signs are much subtler than you’d think. That’s the hitch. Depending when this warlock turned, they might still be in transition. That’s a lot damned harder to spot.”

I let out a breath but didn’t feel any lighter. “Is there anything physical?” My few books hadn’t mentioned it, but apparently my books had sucked.

“Dilated pupils are the only obvious tell. The eye’s almost all black in a full-blown warlock.” Agatha leaned back so far her chair creaked. “And you can read the difference in their energy as their magic warps, but there’d be no way to tell if you didn’t know them before they turned.”

“Then I wouldn’t notice.” I hadn’t been in town long enough to tell who was transitioning from witch to evil killer. “But why would they have any idea who I am?”

“You’re my apprentice.” Agatha’s brow arched as if that explained it all.

Maybe it did. “I guess everyone at TCC knows I work for you.” That might explain the poison. “Jealousy seems like a stupid reason to want me dead, though.”

Agatha’s voice dropped low and ominous as a nightmare. “Jealousy’s the only thing that matters with a warlock. A grudge is powerful magic.”

Jealousy? “Could Stef…”

“Oates?” Agatha cackled. “That old prune doesn’t have the guts.”

“Prune?” If I was mathing right, Agatha was at least thirty years older.

“Age is just a number, cupcake.” She waved me off. “Have Sam show you around the shop. Just don’t put a toe over the wards.”

“Is it really safe? With all the windows?”

“The windows are warded as strong as the doors.” Agatha waved me off. “And there are extra guards at the entrances. Stay buttoned up inside and no one can hurt you.”

Feeling slightly more reassured, I scuffed my way downstairs. Stef was skulking in the kitchen. She shot a glare that made a shiver roll down my spine, and I forced myself to keep walking. Why hang out when she didn’t have a shift? To make me miserable?

The shop soothed my frayed nerves. It was as busy as ever, and why wouldn’t it be? The customers had no idea we had a rogue warlock running around town. I recognized the girl standing outside the door, managing the flow of traffic. Jasmine? A burly dude stood next to her on the stoop. He had to be either a Shield or a hired civilian guard. I let out a breath of relief. I’m safe.

Only fifteen to twenty people were allowed inside the shop at once, leaving four girls to work the counter and registers.

I slipped to Samira’s side. “Need any help?”

“Looking good!” She beamed one of her golden smiles. “You’re ready for the front of the house?”

“If you’ll give me the tour.”

Sam showed me around the back of the counter. “When it’s this busy, we limit the number of people in the shop, but don’t feel rushed and take your time helping each customer.” She helped me find a pair of latex gloves and demonstrated how to pick items from the case with a sheet of purple tissue paper. The black paper pastry bags were each sealed with a silver Agatha’s Bakeshop sticker. Much fancier than my last gig. “The hardest part for new girls is usually explaining the enchantments, but I’m guessing you’re all over that?”

“Definitely have that part down.” Even if Agatha wasn’t letting me do anything important, I’d had a hand in making almost every pastry in the shop. I’d for sure peeled the apricots that became glaze for the nearest tray of Danishes.

“Then go for it. And shout if you need help.” Sam bustled off to stop the little girl pressing her entire face against the ice cream case.

I peered over the counter, looking for someone to help, but a saucer-eyed lady wandered over before I could call out to anyone. She held her purse in both arms, gripping it to her chest like she was ready to give herself compressions. “I…” Her head swiveled. “Something… For my granddaughter… Her birthday.”

“How old is she?”

The woman blinked at me.

“Your granddaughter?”

Finally, she processed the question. “Oh, Livvie? She’s turning eight.”

“Were you thinking a big cake or a spread of cupcakes?” We could do cookie cakes and petit fours—among other things—but giving this woman two options was already a stretch.

“A big cake. Yes. A big birthday cake.”

“And the date of the party?” I grabbed an order pad from the countertop, falling right back into my old grocery store routine. Who knew those skills would transfer? Question by question, I worked the woman past her overwhelm.

She left the shop beaming, and I put in a rush order for a three-tiered chocolate cake with prosperity and happiness enchantments and a butterfly motif. Then there was another customer, and another, and another. I handed out muffins, sliced off hunks of roll cake, and dished out enough donuts to give the entire county diabetes.

I was already used to the even ding of the shop bell. Ting. Ting. Ting.

Then Der-ting.

The noise was odd enough that I glanced up with a Pain au chocolat halfway into its bag. Two men struggled outside the shop, bumping into the door.

The guard, and…

A lick of power crawled against my skin.

That same creepy-crawly warlock magic sparked a wave of nausea.

Another Hand.

Magic surged. The ward muted the force of the blast, but a wave of red-black energy sent the Shield outside flying.

The door opened.

The Hand’s nightmare gaze swung to me. Whites stained blood red. Dilated pupils.

Here? The pastry slipped from my fingers.

But the wards…

His fingertips sizzled, but the man didn’t flinch. Slowly, he pushed an arm through the doorway. Purple lightning crackled against his skin, singeing off his arm hair. Burning flesh. He kept inching forward.

Not once breaking eye contact with me.

A shudder rolled down my back.

Customers were turning to look, but they didn’t realize what they were seeing yet.

I grabbed Sam’s arm. “Get Agatha. And Wynn.”

Her lips parted in an O as the man’s elbow crossed the ward. “Crap.” She pushed aside a stack of paper towels to slam the panic button under the counter.

A faint alarm echoed—somewhere in the house?

Agatha had to feel her ward straining, but it would take her long seconds to race downstairs.

“Everyone through the kitchen!” I waved the nearest customers to the back of the store. The other shop girls tugged at the stragglers, dragging them through the next layer of warding.

The Hand was already halfway inside. His feet hadn’t crossed the threshold, but he was using the door to lever the rest of his body across, no matter that his flesh smoked with magical burns. I didn’t dare cast anything as long as the ward was holding. I couldn’t risk cracking it.

But I couldn’t stand here either. If I could just slow him down until backup came…

Pressing my fingertips to the wall, I threw my power into the ward. Hold strong. Energy drained out of me until my vision wobbled, but his forward motion slowed.

His hips had already cleared the ward. He hung half in the shop, half out, propped up by the flickering barrier.

He reached for his pocket.

A gun?

No. A round mass—an inky black stone that pulsed with warlock magic.

He lifted it high.

The wards shattered along with every piece of glass in the shop.

I ducked, covering my head against the spray of glass from the pastry case. The echoes of the dusted wards made my head spin.

He’s in. He stood backlit by the afternoon sun. The crystal in his palm sucked in the light.

“Anisssssse,” he hissed.

Goose bumps pebbled my flesh.

He grinned, dilated eyes crinkling.

Don’t just stand here, idiot!

What was I thinking?

Burn.

I gathered every scrap of magic I could call and pointed, directing the force straight between his eyes.

Burn him.

Fire bloomed like I’d pulled the trigger on a flamethrower. I sent the torrent flying for him.

He lifted his stone and a blackish shield flared to life. When my flames collided with his spell, the two magics clanged like a hammer on a gong. The force knocked me skidding on shards of broken glass.

My power started to flicker.

Burn. I took a deep breath and urged the flames higher. My breath came in pants. I drew energy from my earring wells to keep fueling the fire. With the vortex humming in my veins, I had more power than ever.

It wasn’t enough.

The man laughed from within the whirlwind of flames, safe behind his inky barrier. My knees rocked. Vision wobbled. I’d black out if I kept this up much longer.

Where was Agatha? Where was—

Wynn vaulted the countertop.

Finally!

Sword bare, he flew for the Hand. I dropped my wall of flames and sagged, pouring sweat and barely able to stand.

A snake of black magic whipped at Wynn, but violet light burst when the rope touched his gauntlet—a shield of purple light. He didn’t flinch at the smoke and acrylic-nails-on-chalkboard sound of magic on magic.

I did flinch, covering my ears against the noise. I had to help, but my whole body shook. Already drained.

Wynn dipped and dodged, but more magic snakes sprouted to dart for him. One grabbed his arm and the smell of burning flesh made me gag.

Shield charm.

I gripped my earlobe tight and let loose the protective charm, directing the energy over Wynn. A pale blue shield cut between him and the Hand and the tongues of black magic retreated.

But no matter how he hacked with his sword, Wynn couldn’t crack the Hand’s barrier.

My vision already had spots, but I was still conscious. Whatever energy I had left, Wynn needed it more.

I pressed a thumb to one of the countless shards of glass that scattered the floor. A prick and a drop of blood oozed red as a pomegranate seed. When Wynn’s attack brought him dancing to my side of the bakery, I flicked the drop toward him. Whether it hit him or not didn’t matter.

Witchcraft was ninety-nine percent intention and I knew exactly what I wanted.

Give Wynn the strength to kick that asshole’s butt.

Orangey sparks of light surrounded Wynn like fireflies. They flew into him and diffused, absorbing into his skin and spirit.

Energy spent, I dropped. Crushed glass ground into my hands and knees. I could barely keep my eyes open, let alone feel the pain.

With the hit of extra energy, Wynn’s blade whirled that much faster. The Hand stepped back and back. The miasma of red-black magic shrank by the second and the shield charm glowed strong and blue.

Above the clanging, ringing chaos, I somehow heard another set of footsteps on the glass. The warlock?

Not even adrenaline could force me to my feet at this point. Fear bubbled as I grappled for the strength to turn my head.

Agatha stood at the gap in the counter.

She crackled purple and black. The magic matched the fire in her eyes. “My shop?” Agatha made a chopping motion and the Hand’s stone shattered.

The cloud of dark power dissolved like a breeze had blown through. And it had.

A storm of Agatha.

Without magic, the guy was no match for Wynn, who side-kicked him in the stomach, knocking him to his knees. The Hand’s insanely wide-eyed gaze stayed locked on me the whole time.

“Anisssssss—”

A shudder rolled through me, making my palms shake against the raw glass. I still couldn’t feel it.

You will later.

“Enough.” Agatha legit Force-choked him, lifting him by the neck from across the room with tongues of purple lightning. Before she could ask a single question, he croaked that same dreadful noise. It was like hearing his soul ripped out. He arched even higher than Agatha had lifted him, spine contorting. A puff of red and black burst from between his lips and dissipated with the hum of an angry beehive. When Agatha let him go, he dropped hard to the floor.

Dead. Life force sucked away by his master.

“Anise?” Agatha swung to me, but there were two of her and her voice echoed.

Two Wynns jumped up to grab me.

“Glass.” I tried to warn him.

All four of his eyebrows drew down. “She’s slurring her words. Slurring her words.”

“Amnootsluuu…”

Oh, hell. My lips felt loose as pizza dough.

I’d sent Wynn way too much of my energy.

My eyelids fluttered.

“Take her upstairs. Upstairs. Upstairs,” Agatha’s voice echoed. Or were all the Agathas talking at the same time?

My eyelids stopped fighting before I could find out.


Chapter Fifteen
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I woke up in my bed who knew how much later. My desk lamp was on and the curtains were drawn against the darkness. Was it the same night?

I remembered Wynn carrying me and someone forcing another god-awful brew down my throat. My eyes felt like I’d had a botched a Botox injection—heavy, stiff, and not quite right.

My body definitely wanted more sleep, but now that I was up, I needed answers.

How the hell had a Hand broken Agatha’s wards? If the warlock had come, that might’ve made sense, but a Hand? Alone?

One enchanted stone shouldn’t be powerful enough to destroy our whole magical security system.

My legs wouldn’t swing over the edge of the bed, but I managed to push them, which made both my knees and palms sting like a bitch. Thick gauze bandages wrapped both glass-mangled areas, including the thumb I’d pricked.

But I wouldn’t be able to see the bandages on my knees if I were wearing pants.

I wasn’t.

Under the sheet, all I had on were undies and my bra. I didn’t care what happened to my work uniform, but I’d better get that pair of leggings back.

Though why I’d worry about leggings when my life was in danger…

I had to think of something I could manage. Like clothes.

Clothes were manageable.

I tottered to the dresser and grabbed hold of the top, barely staying upright. My legs still shook. I’d really taken it to the next level. My power felt so much more with the vortex nearby, I forgot my limits.

A soft purring stopped the shakes. Fondant lay curled at the foot of my bed.

But nothing in my room was damaged?

Instead, the familiar gave off a subtle sheen of power—like a magical noise machine. The energy brushed my skin like the softest fur. Gentle and soothing.

Fondant was soothing me?

Now I really needed to talk to Agatha, because that stone must have punched a hole into an alternate reality. I found a baggy pair of sweats that would fit over my knee bandages and then carefully shrugged into my last clean T-shirt. If I was attacked again, I’d have to stay naked afterward, because I had nothing left to wear.

A jar of ointment sat on top of the dresser, casting off a hint of enchantment—like moth wings on my fingertips. I assumed I’d be slathering myself with it the next few days, but I wasn’t unwrapping my hands until someone told me to. I wasn’t ready to see the damage.

Fondant didn’t stir when I fumbled open the door, but at the speed I was moving, she could nap another half hour and still beat me downstairs. When the door was shut, I let out a breath that turned to a yelp.

Wynn sat against the wall across from my door. Asleep, thank goodness. He wore the same outfit from the attack. Not that I’d cataloged his clothes, but the scorch marks on his T-shirt and gauntlets made it pretty obvious. A bandage wrapped his arm where he’d been burned and I caught the same herbal scent of the enchanted ointment. So he was being taken care of, even if he was sleeping in the hallway for whatever reason.

Not wanting to disturb him, I started to shuffle past.

“Stay in your room.” One of his eyes flicked open.

“I have to talk to Agatha.”

“She’s not in.”

I braced myself against the wall as I frowned down at him. “Where is she?”

“Warlock hunting with the Syndicate and Shields.”

I waited for him to give me a little more, but I shouldn’t have been so optimistic. Whatever I wanted to know, he wasn’t going to volunteer. I’d have to pry. “How long was I out?”

“A few hours.”

I’d only lost the rest of the day. That was better than expected, although I needed to pass out again soon. At least I could be back up and running tomorrow. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“Didn’t say.” Wynn closed his eye again, maybe trying to signal that the conversation was over?

I wasn’t done, though. “What about the wards? Did she re—”

“You’re safe.” Both eyes opened now. Wynn set down the sword he’d been balancing on his knees and rose to loom over me. I reflexively stepped backward, shoulder blades bumping the wall. “She left you the cat. There are five more Shields downstairs and Servants from the Wus. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

Safe wasn’t exactly how I felt with Wynn towering over me. I wrinkled my nose. Today he smelled like burnt hair. Had he not even cleaned himself up after the attack? “If there are that many people here, why haven’t you taken a break?” Or a shower?

“I don’t take breaks.” His voice was flat. And…angry?

I didn’t know him well enough to tell for sure, but there was a rougher edge to his tone than even his surly usual. I wobbled against the wall. Now wasn’t the time for Wynn’s moods. If Agatha wasn’t around, then I would head to sleep. I just had one more question. “Did Agatha tell you her plan?”

There had to be a plan. Some super clever way of tracking and ending this warlock.

There had to be.

“You’re moving in with the Wus. That’s all you need to know.”

My legs shook again. Was it so bad that I had to move out? Would Agatha still take me back afterward? I had to talk to her. Leave her a note, even. Wanting to check her office myself, I took a careful step down the hall.

Wynn grabbed me around the waist, scooping me into his arms.

“Don’t—!” I started to struggle, but my torn-up hands screamed when I grabbed for Wynn’s shoulders.

“Bed.” Wynn pushed back into my room.

I winced, expecting him to toss me, but he eased me down so gently that Fondant didn’t twitch. Before I could think about sitting up, he was tucking the comforter around me.

Hard. Like swaddling a baby.

Anger burned behind my breastbone, but a wave of tiredness hit me as soon as I let myself sink into the pillow. “If you stopped ordering me around—”

“Might as well. Ordering doesn’t work.” He pulled the comforter all the way up to my chin with a self-satisfied smile that made me want to rub a whole jar of jam on his shirt.

“I can take care of myself.” I jerked my head, trying to loosen the blanket prison.

His gaze hardened. “You should’ve retreated.”

“Huh?” What was he even talking about?

“Don’t fight.” He yanked the blanket and tightened over my shoulders. His hands were gentle, but his voice rang like iron. “Hide. Stay safe. I handle the battles.”

My jaw dropped. “I lent you my energy.” That meant something, and for him to not acknowledge it… A sinkhole opened in my belly and any last expectation I had for Wynn plummeted to the bottom. “I helped you win that battle.”

“Don’t do it again.”

“Then show up sooner.” The words slipped out, vibrating with the anger that boiled in my gut. Because seriously. If he wanted to be all alpha bodyguard, then he shouldn’t have left me alone downstairs. I’d kept the Hand from hurting any customers and then given him my literal life force to take over the fight when he finally made an appearance.

I wasn’t the one with the problem here.

A vein pulsed in his neck. I hunched deeper underneath the comforter, tucking my neck so the fabric shielded my mouth and nose. Wynn kept staring, and as angry red crept up from his collar, I considered covering my whole face. Should’ve kept my mouth shut.

Eventually, he stormed into the hall, slamming the door behind him.

I would’ve been shaking with anger, but Wynn had tucked me in too tightly to move that much. All I could do was grind my teeth together.

Next time I baked for Wynn, I was folding in wasabi and a spell to give him hotdog farts.
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After loosening the sheets enough to breathe, I passed out, hoping I’d wake up refreshed.

The opposite happened.

Getting out of bed felt like crawling out of the grave. Or clawing out of it after being buried alive. My hands were definitely messed up enough that it looked like I’d torn through a coffin lid.

And my entire body ached from my teeth to my bone marrow. Sluggish didn’t begin to cover it.

Fondant had disappeared, but a note sat in the hollowed-out spot she’d left in my comforter. It was short and not that sweet:

Moving to you to Wus for safekeeping. Be ready at ten. Servants will pack for you.

~Agatha

Safekeeping? I sounded like somebody’s old jewelry, not a human being.

And how safe would I be anywhere if this warlock could crack wards? If her Hands could crack wards?

I wasn’t sure how many Hands a warlock could manage at once, but in the shadow of the vortex, there might not be an upper limit. I hoped the Syndicate was scouring the land around the vortex itself. If I were a warlock, I’d want to stay as close as I could to that power.

Bumbling around to get ready, I didn’t dare take off my bandages to shower. Somehow, I managed to brush my teeth with a gauzed-up hand. That left me an hour to burn before someone toted me down the street like luggage.

I considered calling Mom but vetoed the idea. If my voice shook like I knew it would, it would freak her out that much more. Instead, I came up with a message that gave her the idea without the worst of the danger: A Hand attacked the bakery. I’m fine. Agatha and the Syndicate are sending me to stay with Wus while they hunt the warlock.

Her reply vibrated instantly. You’re safe?

I’m fine. I repeated. No plans to look for trouble.

Do you still have the contact info I sent? Call Sylvia as soon as you can. You need more protective magic.

I scrolled back through our texts to the list of names and numbers Mom had sent after our last talk. Sylvia Cano’s number was first on the list. Sylvia with the silver magic?

Yes. She owns the best herb shop in town. You can trust her.

I let out a shaky breath. If it was the same Sylvia who’d cast that beautiful magic at the Syndicate gathering, I already did trust her. I’ll message her soon. Not sure if I’ll be going out much, though.

You keep me updated. Promise?

Promise.

And come home if it’s that bad. Just until they catch the warlock. You’ll be safer away from the vortex.

I let my thumbs hover over the keys for a little bit before responding, I’ll think about it.

If I left…

My shoulders tightened up, rebelling before I could finish the thought. Leaving wasn’t an option. Agatha could replace me if I ran away, and Stef Oates and who knew how many other witches were lined up waiting for an apprenticeship spot to open. My job was the only thing I couldn’t risk.

I’d rather deal with the warlock.

When I stepped into the hallway, Wynn was still there, still wearing the same outfit and dozing with his sword across his knees. He didn’t stir when I walked past, though, so I must be allowed downstairs. He also didn’t come running after me as I slowly made my way to the second floor. I needed a map and Agatha had plenty of spares.

Her office was technically empty, but the desk was overflowing with papers and clutter. I pushed aside the unfolded, marked-up maps that gave off the slight vibration of Agatha’s energy. The new maps were at the bottom of the pile. I snagged a fresh one before heading down to the main floor.

Scrying wasn’t even close to my specialty, but I wanted to give it a try. After two physical attacks, I’d never forget the feel of that Hand energy. It was worth seeing if I could pinpoint the warlock who was driving the puppets.

All I wanted from downstairs was coffee and food that could pass for breakfast. Toast. Pizza rolls. Whatever filled the gnawing hole in my stomach.

Instead, I hit a wall of bodyguards. A Servant and Shield were posted on either side of the bottom of the stairway—both big burly guys. I could only tell which was which because the Servant wore a suit and didn’t breathe. The Shield was a variation on Wynn—raggedy hair, stubble, a T-shirt, and gauntlets. Neither made a peep as I walked past to bump into two more of their friends. And then two more. They were posted every few steps along the hallway. Two at door into the house kitchen and two at the back door.

Their gazes swung straight to me and stuck. My shoulders tensed and I hunched forward, wishing I could turn invisible to stop the stares. Having a million and one guards was ominous enough without them following me with their eyes. I hadn’t forgotten that a warlock wanted me dead.

I tried to pretend everything was normal as I fumbled with the coffee pot, but my bandaged hands were yet another reminder I didn’t need. My back tingled as if the warlock was standing right behind me, breathing down the stretched-out neck of my T-shirt.

With a mug between my bandaged paws, I headed to check out the shop. The shop kitchen gleamed—both clean and echoingly empty with no one here to work. The store…

I was wincing before the door was open. Sam worked a broom, pushing shards into the massive pile of crushed glass in the middle of the shop. Another pair of shop girls worked together, one holding a garbage bag while the other pitched in all of yesterday’s ruined baked goods. It hurt my heart as they tossed a three-tiered beauty into the trash, hours and hours of gum paste flowers wasted.

But happiness cakes were a lot less effective when the frosting was dusted with powdered glass.

With all the windows and cold cases shattered, it could take weeks to reopen Agatha’s. I wanted to curl into a ball and cry until everything was repaired.

As little time as I’d spent here, it was becoming my home. It wasn’t perfect, but the shop was my dream. Every time I stepped inside and smelled the mix of sugar and sparkling magic, my soul sang.

Now the shop had the same burnt hair smell that was stuck to Wynn’s clothes.

“Anise?” Sam stopped pushing her broom. “Are you okay?” She wore jeans and a T-shirt instead of the uniform dress, and the same sadness that weighed down my chest was bright in the tears in the corners of her eyes.

“Mostly fine.” I waved my gauzy hands. “Was anyone else hurt?”

“He yanked Jasmine so hard her shoulder popped out of joint, but she texted me this morning to say she’s fine. Just sore. None of the customers were hurt.” She gripped the broom handle tight. “That was…”

“Horrible?” The word didn’t seem strong enough. Apocalyptic, maybe? This shop gave people so much magic, seeing it wrecked was like watching a meteor wipe out Disney.

Sam shook herself, tapping into that positive energy that defined her magic. “We’ll clean up. It won’t be long until Agatha’s is running like normal again.”

“I wish I could help.” I curled the unbandaged tips of my fingers into half-fists—the most I could manage.

“No way. Rest. Be safe. That…thing was definitely after you.” Sam shuddered.

All I could do was nod. My horror was tapped out. And now that I had a good look at the wreckage, I was positive—all the Servants and Shields in town wouldn’t be able to keep me safe.

Not when a ward-breaking warlock wanted me in a coffin.


Chapter Sixteen
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It took longer to pack all the bodyguards into the van that the Wus sent for me than it did to drive down the street to their house. Passing through their wards actually sent me spinning this time, and Wynn had to half drag me upstairs to the guest room. He gripped my upper arm too tight and held his breath like he was hauling a bag of ripe diapers.

We’re getting along so well.

I’d expected the room to continue the house’s all-white theme, but it was cozy with a bright, quilted comforter and a soft blue rug covering the hard marble. Wynn dumped me and I was glad to see him disappear, heading downstairs.

While I collapsed on the bed, Servants fussed around. One set out a tray of cookies at the table in the corner and another unpacked my bag into the dresser. I wouldn’t have let them mess with my stuff, but I was too tired to stop them and one was already sorting the dirty clothes into a hamper.

If the Servants did my laundry, I’d seriously ask if the Wu family would adopt me.

After they left me in silence, I considered crawling under the comforter and passing out again, but if I did that now, I’d be doing that every day for who knew how long. I was tucked behind the beefiest wards in town, but being on house arrest had even less appeal at a funeral parlor.

Eventually, I picked myself up and headed to find Peggy. Poking around the necromancer den sounded like the worst idea ever, so I bypassed the hallway of closed doors and headed downstairs. Beyond the marble foyer, the house opened into a huge living room/kitchen space. The living room was sunk down two steps and Wynn was already camped out on one of the plush leather sofas, eyes closed with his bare feet sticking out in the air. Making himself at home, as usual.

Ms. Wu leaned against the big kitchen island—also marble—sipping a tiny cappuccino as she flipped through a newspaper. The house’s minimalist theme continued with bare countertops and only a few brush-stroke prints hanging on the walls, but it didn’t feel close to empty.

There were too many Servants.

They stood posted at the windows and doors, with one next to a houseplant for some reason. There were men and women, all tall and athletic. None of them breathed.

None of them blinked. They just stared at me.

My blood roared loud in my ears in the silence broken only by rustling newsprint.

“Anise?” Peggy looked up from her paper. “How are your hands?”

“Fine.” I held them semi awkwardly in front of myself. “Or getting better, at least. Thanks for letting me stay.”

She waved a dismissive hand. “You’ll stay as long as you need.”

“Am I allowed to leave?” If not, I’d be spending a whole lot of time digging through her kitchen cabinets and baking. I hoped she had springform pans hidden somewhere.

“I hadn’t planned to keep you locked up.” Peggy tapped a thoughtful finger against her chin. “If you’d like, you can attend classes as usual. I’ll supply you with a force of guards.”

“Would that be safe?” I didn’t want to risk another attack—although if Hands could run around cracking wards, I wasn’t that safe here, either.

“You can’t wander town, but the campus is warded against most types of violence.”

I lifted a brow. My experience said different.

“Obviously poison is one of the exceptions.” She nodded in acknowledgment. “It’s your decision.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek in thought. I had Stats in the morning, then a few hours gap between my baking lab and Comp. I didn’t care about the math, but if I missed another baking lab, it would be like letting Stef win.

Plus, what kind of bonehead warlock would reveal themselves a campus that had to be fifty percent witch? “I think I’ll go. Thank you.”

She inclined her head. “Rest today. The healer will check on you again this afternoon.” She reached for her newspaper, then paused. “Have you contacted your mother?”

Good thing I had or else I’d feel super guilty. “I told her the basics.”

“She’ll be worried.” Peggy gave a satisfied nod. “But remind her you’re in my care.”

Warmth flushed my cheeks, pushing back the glowing cloud of doubt and danger that had been following me around since I came to Taos. She said you’re in my care, but I could hear the meaning those words. She was ready to treat me—and protect me—like her own daughter. I’d never expected to find that kind of warmth outside my own blood family.

“Thank you.” My voice wobbled as my eyes turned suspiciously glassy.

I retreated to my bedroom, cautiously optimistic about returning to class. I doubted the warlock could or would try to pull off a physical attack on campus. The anti-violence spell had to be why they’d gone for poison, and I wasn’t stupid enough to fall for that twice.

All I had to do was prepare for the worst and stick close to my guards. I’d already tapped out a few more of my enchanted earrings and was running out of ones that would do me any good in an attack. If I was going back out into the world, I wanted some extra insurance.

I typed in Sylvia’s number and sent her a message. Hi, Sylvia. This is Anise Wise. My mom gave me your number. I’m going back to school tomorrow, but I was hoping you could help me with a protective charm if you have time. If not, that’s okay.

It took her a while to respond, and I jolted out of a doze when my phone vibrated.

Come to my shop in the morning. I’ll lend whatever power I can to keep you safe.

My heart swelled again. It meant more than I could ever express that she and the other women of the Syndicate were so willing to fight for me.

This warlock really should’ve checked out the women in my corner before she made me her target.
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Channeling Wynn, I slept the day and night away. When I woke in the morning, I felt much less like my body had been tenderized by a frying pan. No one sent me news how the warlock hunt was going, but no one warned me against going to class either, so I got dressed to head to Sylvia’s.

Dressed in clean clothes. The Servants really had done my laundry.

When I popped into the kitchen to grab a glass of orange juice, my socks skidded on the marble. Ten Servants stood in two rows of five. They bowed in unison like I was some kind of mafia boss. “Mistress.”

Their echoing voices sent a wave of shivers down my spine. “I’m not anyone’s mistress.”

Unblinking, they stared back at me.

They watched as I downed my juice and followed me to the foyer to watch me put on my shoes. It took twice as long to tie my sneakers with their undead attention focused on me. They were nothing like Blair’s close Servants who walked around in sweats and bantered with her—these looked like hired muscle, wearing dark suits and flat expressions. I fully expected each of them to pull out mirrored sunglasses and earpieces when we stepped outside.

Had I really signed myself up for this?

Yup.

And I’d better start getting used to the attention because the Servants were going to stick to me like caramel. When I detoured to the powder room to pee before leaving, one of the women tried to follow me inside.

“Um. Could you give me some privacy?”

“If you insist.” Her lips pressed together in disapproval. She stepped back just enough that I could close the door—and not a breath more.

Behind the closed door, I breathed in and out to stop myself from hyperventilating. I was all for being guarded because I wanted to be safe, but the guards themselves creeped me right out. Being surrounded by all those watchful eyes. Unblinking, undead eyes that never looked away. It was too much attention.

Constant attention.

I washed my hands for a solid five minutes before working up the courage to head outside. Wynn appeared as the Servants were shepherding me into the sixteen-passenger van. He climbed into the passenger seat without a good morning to me or anyone else. But that was a normal morning for Wynn.

I cleared my throat and pitched my voice to the driver. “I need to stop at the soap store. I have an appointment with Sylvia.”

The driver pulled out his phone and sent a few texts before giving a curt nod. “It’s allowed.”

Wynn folded his arms, telegraphing disapproval.

I lifted my voice, speaking to the whole van, but mostly to him. “I’m just getting some extra protective magic.” That seemed like exactly the kind of thing a bodyguard should approve of.

Either Wynn had decided to ignore me full-time, or he’d already closed his eyes because he didn’t respond. As long as he didn’t stop me, he could ignore all he wanted.

It only took a few seconds to reach the herb shop. All eleven of my bodyguards filed out of the van to escort me down the walkway. Sylvia’s shop was one of the fairytale cottages on Warwick Street. I let out a heavy breath when five of the Servants posted up at the door while Wynn and the other half followed me inside.

The pueblo building smelled divine. Dried sage was the strongest scent, but a million other smells wafted from the herbs hanging from the rafters and the shelves packed with jars and pouches and candles. A few racks of souvenir stuff like pins and T-shirts stood in the middle of the floor, but beyond that, the place was a practitioners’ dream. I gravitated toward a shelf of quartz crystals that hummed with energy. Tiny symbols had been carved into the wood of the shelf, and I couldn’t read the enchantment, but I’d guess it was to keep tourists from buying anything that was actually magic.

“Good morning.” Sylvia swept through the curtain behind the counter. Eight a.m. and she was already bright-eyed, wearing a long linen dress with her dark hair neatly braided.

“Morning.” I felt shabby in comparison in my jean shorts and the zip-up Fondant had shredded.

“Are you well?” Sylvia moved close enough to cup hands around my face. She didn’t touch the skin, but let her fingertips hover an inch away. Her silvery power washed over me as cool and clear as a mountain lake.

“Better than before. Thanks for seeing me.”

“Anything for Nora’s daughter,” she said as she moved her own hands over me—still not touching. “We’re lucky the Hand didn’t get hold of you, but I can sense its energy… Relax for a moment.”

A shudder rocked me. How could I relax if I was carrying around warlock mojo without knowing?

When Sylvia’s fingertips hovered over my head, power tingled against my scalp. The feeling sank deeper as she moved, knocking away the last of my exhaustion. When she stepped back, I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I felt lighter than I had in weeks.

“Wow.” My voice echoed strangely like my ears had been scrubbed out, too.

She smiled warmly. “Come here.” She pushed aside a wheeled rack of witchy magnets, revealing the ring of silver sunk into the floor. A hint of old wax stained the floorboards around the circle. “Inside you go.”

I stepped in without complaint. We hadn’t done a greeting, and I didn’t really know Sylvia, but when a witch’s power felt this pure and healing, it was obvious her intentions were good.

“Take this.” Sylvia handed me a bundle of roots and did a lap of the store, picking out more herbs. When my hands were full, she set a stone bowl inside the circle. “Drop them in. Then clear your mind and light the fire.”

I followed her instructions, although it took a second to relax my brain. After a few deep breaths in and out, I could feel the fire inside me. With a flick of my thumb and forefinger, I summoned orangey sparks into the bowl.

Smoke curled.

Sylvia lit a bundle of dried sage from the flame, then stepped outside the circle. She paced around me in even steps, waving the sage and speaking a soft incantation in Spanish. Even though I couldn’t understand much, her power didn’t need translating. My skin glowed silver as her protective blessing settled in, warm and comforting. It felt I’d nestled into clean sheets, all safe and cozy. Only the sage smoke and scent of burning herbs reminded me I still stood in her shop.

Magic glowed brighter when Sylvia made the second lap. The pace of her words sped and a second layer of protection surrounded me like a suit of gleaming armor. The third lap strengthened the spell until it felt like her power covered me like a solid shield.

Finally, Sylvia placed the sage into the burning cauldron. She crossed herself and said one last prayer. When her last word faded, I was left shaking.

The warmth of her power—

Like sisterhood. Like love and acceptance. All of it settled into my skin along with the outer shield of protection, which I doubted a crossbow bolt could pierce. Tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t even know you.”

“Anise.” Sylvia set a hand on my shoulder and there was no power in the gesture, but it was magic just the same. “All the women in your family have been dear to me. You will be dear to me. And you belong to us now.”

“Thank you.” I rubbed my eyes with my sleeve, totally overwhelmed.

“We’ll be watching over you.” She took the burning bowl and disappeared behind the cloth curtain. It took a few seconds before my feet would move.

When the Spellwork Syndicate had your back, they really had your back.

I just hoped I never found out what it was like being on the opposite end of their power.
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My optimism tanked as soon as I entered my stats classroom. Every student turned to gape at me and my entourage, tripling the amount of attention leveled on my shoulders. When I sank down into a seat in the back corner, the people in the three closest seats packed up and moved to the front row. It was stupid, but all the staring grated on me more than the danger.

A warlock, I could fight. Stares, I had to tolerate.

I hustled out at the end of class, but I could only go so fast with my guards bottlenecking the hallway. We clogged up the foot traffic on campus on our way to the lab basement.

Stef Oates glared as soon as I passed through the doorway. “No way. Why are you here?”

“For class?” As much as being guarded so closely put me on edge, it was worth it if I could work on my baking skills.

Her lip curled at my still-bandaged hands. “You can observe if you kick the undead into the hallway, but you’re not baking today. You missed the lecture.”

“I thought…” What? That she’d cut me a break? That clearly wasn’t happening. Stef didn’t let me finish, whirling off to help another student.

I turned to the closest Servant. “Can you guys wait in the hall?”

“We can’t leave you in danger.” A frown moved her otherwise still face.

“Wynn will stay.” And I felt totally comfortable speaking for him at this point. We both knew he wasn’t going anywhere. “You can screen everyone coming in. There’s too many of you to fit in the room, anyway.” The tiny basement room was already packed like one of those subway cars in Tokyo.

Reluctantly, the Servants moved back into the hall. Wynn hovered at my shoulder while I leaned against a stainless-steel table in the back. Actual cakes were on the syllabus and all I could do was watch. I would’ve sat on my hands, but there were no stools in the room and it would sting the cuts. Instead, I craned my neck back and forth trying to watch all the workstations at once. Wynn leaned against the wall and folded his arms. There was too much clanging in the kitchen for me to be sure, but I was pretty sure his breathing leveled off as he dozed or tranced or whatever he did.

At the end of the session, Instructor Oates deigned to let me rejoin the class for tasting. She sliced a piece from each cake and set them on paper plates while we gathered around her table. They were basic cakes—chocolate and vanilla with no frills or decorations—but it was super obvious that not everyone in class was on the same level. One cake hadn’t cooled enough and frosting ran off onto its cardboard circle. Another cake had a sunken middle. Even the one she highlighted as best in class was a little lopsided.

After Stef sliced up all the pieces for us, I was even more irritated. One cake tasted salty, and more than one was way too sweet. My skills might not be up to Agatha’s crazy standard yet, but I could do better than this. I was doing better than this every morning at prep, but Stef still treated me like the rawest kitchen newbie. What did I have to do to impress the woman? Or at least earn the barest slice of her respect? I didn’t need her to like me, but she was seriously dropping the ball on her teaching duties and that, I took seriously. I wanted to learn and improve, but I couldn’t if all she ever did was blow me off.

While everyone packed up their leftover cakes to take home, Stef crooked a finger at me. Wynn followed close at my back, which was odd when he’d slept the whole lesson. Was he reading Stef as a threat?

She folded her arms across her coat and fixed me with an expression so sour her lips twisted. Her lime green eyes bored into me with an intensity that forced me to glance away. “You owe me a make-up cake if you want to pass this class.”

Great. Our last make-up session had gone so well.

“That’s fine. Any cake? Or do you want a specific recipe?”

“The lesson was two-step mixing.” Stef yanked a sheet of paper from her class binder. “I want to see this done before lecture on Monday or I’m failing you for the class.”

I gripped the paper a little too hard, scalloping its edge with frustrated fingertips. Stef had to know I’d been moved out of the bakery, and it wasn’t like I could move around freely. I’d have to wheel and deal—and possibly avoid a warlock—to bake the cake and get it in front of her before then. But the more hate she poured on me, the more I wanted to show her how good I really was. “I’ll do my best.”

Even if she tried to set me up to fail, I wasn’t going down without a fight.


Chapter Seventeen

[image: Image]

I’d thought I was being stared at before, but the cafeteria taught me what real stares felt like. Right after noon, the rows of round tables were packed. I hunched down, trying to ignore the crowds as I grabbed a tray from the food line. Technically, most of the attention was for my undead entourage, but the curious gazes inevitably found me in the middle of the protection detail. After so many years trying to be invisible and unremarkable, my compass for self-preservation spun in wild circles. I had to remind myself that guarded was the new safe. And you’d better get used to it.

I’d hoped Wynn would eat lunch with me in solidarity, but he kept his place slightly in front of the Servants. I grabbed pizza, French fries, a chocolate pudding cup, and a non-diet soda. Until the warlock was caught, I wasn’t eating anything healthy.

After paying, I stood looking for an empty spot in the sea of tables.

“Here, Mistress.” One of the Servants gestured to the back of the room.

A big group of students was just standing up from the table with their empty trays. One of the Servants hustled to snipe the spot before anyone else could move in. All I wanted was to sit down. Possibly under the table?

I took the seat and dug into my food, which was way more delicious than expected. The pizza had big blobs of fresh mozzarella and I zoned out as I tried to find the perfect bite with an ideal cheese to sauce and basil ratio.

When a chair creaked on the other side of the table, I jumped in my seat.

Seth?

He looked delicious in chef whites. They fit snug to his chest, but not too snug. Just perfect. It wasn’t a man in uniform thing so much as a Seth in uniform thing. He wore his dark hair pushed back, with a pencil stuck behind his ear. It looked so mouthwatering, I dabbed a napkin to my chin just in case.

He had a slice of pizza, a soda, and a white bakery box of something he must’ve just baked. My curiosity won out over the knee-shaking fear that I’d make a fool of myself talking to him.

“What did you make?” I asked, impressed when my voice came out even instead of dolphin-pitched.

“Croissant,” Seth said with the perfect French accent.

Wynn snorted.

Not helping. I shot him a glare before refocusing on Seth.

I wracked my brain for the classes he’d be taking in second year. “Did you make them in Breads and Rolls?”

“Bakeshop Production.” Seth held out the box. “Want one?”

“Yes!” The word blurted out too loud. I rubbed my lips with the back of my hand. “I mean, yes.”

“Knock yourself out.” Seth slid the box across the table. Taking a deep, buttery breath, I plucked out a croissant.

The rich layers melted on my tongue.

Perfection.

“This is so good.” My toes happily tapped the floor as I took a second bite. “So good.” Maybe the butter was saturating my brain, but I couldn’t help gushing. “How’d you get the layers so perfect?”

The corner of Seth’s lip tilted up, not smug but maybe gratified? I’d keep the adoration coming if this was how he baked. He deserved the praise.

“Practice,” he said.

I’d practiced plenty of croissants and they didn’t come out of the oven like this. Either Seth was holding out on me, or he was just that good. I gobbled the entire piece and then licked my fingers, thankful the bandages left my fingertips bare.

“What happened to the hands?”

“The attack.” I assumed he knew about it since everyone else did. “I was working front of the house at the bakery. All the cases shattered and I ended up with a couple handfuls of glass.” Knees too, but my leggings had cushioned the worst or I wouldn’t be walking around.

“Ouch.” He flinched. “When you clear to start baking again?”

I bit back a smile. Seth understood that being out of the kitchen was the worst part of this mess. “I’m hoping the bandages can come off tomorrow.” My happiness faded fast, though. “They’d better come off tomorrow. I owe Oates a make-up cake or she’s probably failing me.”

“Need help?”

My lips parted and all I could do was blink at him. Seth wanted to help me?

Me?

I could make that cake in my sleep, but if he was volunteering… How else would I ever get to spend time with him? “You’d help me?”

“Sure. Oates gave me so much shit in first year. But I do have ulterior motives.” He leaned over the table, letting loose a secret little smile that made the air evacuate my lungs. “I’ve always wanted to see inside Agatha’s kitchen.”

I could so make that happen. “I’d love the help. Could you make it tomorrow morning?”

“Yeah. Here.” He slid over his unlocked phone. “Give me your number.”

I fumbled for a sec, figuring out his system. Then my thumbs hit the wrong buttons a few times as I typed in my digits. Is this really happening? A baking date with Seth?

Finished, I slid the phone back. After he did some typing of his own, my phone vibrated in my backpack. I have Seth’s number. Seth’s real actual phone number. I wanted to bounce up and down.

“Text me.” He grabbed his tray even though his food was only half eaten.

“I’ll—See you!” I called out behind him.

He’d left his box of croissants and I hugged them to my chest as soon as he was out the door. A baking date and a box of my dream guy’s home-baked goodies. I wouldn’t have cared if the warlock marched in and sat down next to me at this point. I pushed aside the tray of pizza and grabbed for a second croissant.

Blair found me sighing over croissant number three.

“Switching to an all-carb diet?” She asked as she pulled out a chair.

“You should too.” I slid the box over to her. There were enough croissants left that I was willing to share.

“Dang.” She touched her lips after the first bite. “Why is this the best croissant I’ve ever had?”

“Because Seth made it.”

“What? You’re working fast, lady.” Blair gave a wicked smile. “Good job.”

“He’s helping me with a make-up bake.” I wasn’t reading much more into it, as much as I wanted to. If I expected too much, I’d be disappointed.

“If you’re making dates, you must not have had any trouble.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Blair had added five Servants to the entourage. Hers were dressed in sweats instead of full business suits, so now we looked like a basketball team and their trainers on the way to a game. “I don’t think anyone would dare.”

“True.” Blair cracked open a yogurt and started to stir.

“Any news from the Syndicate?” I didn’t mind being last to know what was up, but I did need to know eventually.

“Agatha’s been tearing up the town but all they can find are traces of old castings.”

“Well, I have a map. I at least want to do some scrying.” I wasn’t dumb enough to run after a warlock myself, but I could at least pass the info along to Agatha if I found anything.

“Tonight?” Blair asked. “I was going to invite Gabi over anyway. We can make it a sleepover. Ouija board it, even.”

“Ouija board? Can’t you talk to spirits?” Or was I misunderstanding necromancy?

She rolled her eyes. “Humor me, Anise.”

“Okay.” It just seemed like the equivalent of me using an Easy Bake Oven.

She rubbed her hands together. “I’ll give you free reign of our kitchen if you want to make snacks.”

“I’ll bake something.” Nutella brownies, maybe? Those seemed like good sleepover food. “Do we have chips?”

“Not yet. Let’s hit groceries after Comp.”

If I had to hide out, hiding out with friends was the best way to survive. And with snacks.

Blair sat with me until she ran out of food. When she headed back for a second slice of pizza—two Servants in tow—I snuck my phone out of my backpack.

Seth had sent me his own contact card. Seth Young.

Maybe the karma cupcakes really had kicked in because the Wheel of Fortune was finally turning in my favor.


Chapter Eighteen
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With Blair egging me on, I baked a pan of Nutella peanut butter brownies. Then I threw together a batch of marshmallow rice treats because she said they were Gabi’s favorite. We had one bag of every possible chip flavor and two bags of barbecue chips. Not to mention dips.

All the dips.

It took three Servants to help us carry all the snacks upstairs. Stepping into Blair’s room was like entering fairyland—doubly shocking now that I’d adjusted to the monotone white of the rest of the house. A rainbow carpet, sponge-painted pastel walls, and glittery gauze over the black-out curtains on the massive four-post bed. It couldn’t be any less necromancer.

The Servants dropped off the food in the sitting area next to the bed where a cushy patchwork sofa and two matching armchairs clustered around a coffee table. Blair had just flopped into one of the armchairs when the bell rang downstairs.

“That would be Gabi,” she said, making no motion to get up.

The Servants would answer it, but I wanted to head back down anyway. We still needed drinks brought upstairs.

Gabi sat on the staircase in the foyer, untying her shoes. She grinned when she saw me coming down. “Mom! Come meet her.”

A woman who could only be Vanessa stepped in from the living room. She wore purple veterinary scrubs and her dark hair bounced in its twist out as she hurried to meet me at the bottom of the stairs. Before I could say a thing, she swept me into a huge hug, squeezing me like I was her own daughter. “Anise. You look so much like her.”

When she let go, I was a little breathless. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“I should’ve come sooner. We’ve been swamped at the clinic.” She took two steps back. “Let me look at you.”

Should I twirl, or…? I wasn’t much to look at dressed for a sleepover in just sweats and a T-shirt.

Vanessa clasped her hands in front of her chest. “I can’t believe you’re grown. I always picture you dressed as a pumpkin for Halloween.”

“When I was three?” That was a throwback. Nana must’ve shown her the picture because Mom couldn’t have sent it herself.

“You’re just as cute now.” She pinched my cheek.

And I was speechless. What did they put in their coffee at the cryptid clinic?

“Go on. I won’t hold up your sleepover. I’m just here for a word with Peggy.” She pressed a kiss to Gabi’s forehead, then gave me a wave. “Come visit when this all blows over. We have French toast every Saturday morning.”

“I love French toast.” And I never said no to it.

“The sweet tooth runs in the family.” With a last warm smile, Vanessa headed for the kitchen.

Gabi hopped up after stashing her shoes in the cabinet. “She was dying to meet you.”

“She’s nice.” Just like Gabi. And really all the witches who’d known my mom. Whatever she’d done to get cast out of town, she hadn’t burned her ties to everyone or they wouldn’t be so kind to me.

A Servant moved past us, carrying two bottles of soda and a stack of cups up the stairs. Another one grabbed Gabi’s duffel bag from the foyer.

Gabi shrugged. “Shall we?”

Upstairs, Blair had only budged enough to grab a brownie, which rested half-eaten on the napkin on her chest.

“Treats!” Gabi plopped down in front of the tray of marshmallowy goodness.

I scooped a handful of barbecue chips with a smile. These two really were my people.

We snacked for a while, chatting about nothing in particular, and for a little while nothing else mattered. When I couldn’t choke down another chip, the folded map that had gotten pushed under a tray of cookies demanded attention. I held it out. “I hope you’re better at scrying than I am.”

They exchanged a guilty look. So apparently not.

“If by scry you mean ask the spirits, then I’ll do what I can,” Blair said. “But straight finding isn’t my thing.”

“Me either.” Gabi set down her half-eaten treat. “But if you tell me what to look for, I can ask the local birds to help us search.”

That was better than I’d hoped. And when they saw my scrying method…

Well, I was a baking witch.

There were too many snacks on the table to smooth out the map, so we moved to the floor and used a few empty chip tubes to weigh down the corners. With Taos spread in front of us, I reached for a brownie.

“Are we scrying or snacking?” Blair asked.

“Scrying.” I broke a piece off the brownie and crumbled it over the map. “It’s a weird method, but it works sometimes.” I’d found my lost phone with crumbs from a pound cake once, but I wouldn’t put money on my skills. I let out a breath and felt for my magic. I’d fully recovered after lending my power to Wynn, so it was easy enough to ground myself. The next part was the icky bit.

I had to channel the warlock’s energy.

The scent of burnt hair was strongest in my mind. That black and red magic that felt like skittering cockroaches. The angry wasp noise of it that hummed in your bones. When a shiver rippled down my neck, I knew I had the sensation locked.

I offered my palm to Blair and Gabi. “Feel it?” They both touched a fingertip to my hand, then shuddered in unison.

“Gross.” Blair rubbed her hand against her sleeve. As long as they understood the energy.

I focused on the map and the brownie crumbles. “Show me where to find the warlock.”

My fingertips glowed orange gold, and I held them outspread, trying to stay focused on the feel of the warlock’s power. Where?

Power flowed out of me. Slowly, the crumbs wobbled.

Then they started to line up. Gabi and Blair leaned forward as the crumbs formed a circle over Warwick Street.

“That’s Agatha’s.” Blair sat back on her heels, voice leaking disappointment.

I scooped the crumbs into my palm and sprinkled them again. “Show me where to find the warlock.” A hit of power and a new circle formed not far from the first.

“That’s…” Gabi squinted. “Outside the soap shop?”

“Where the crossbow Hand attacked.” I took the crumbs again. Third time, maybe? “Where’s the warlock?”

My magic made another circle—so it wasn’t totally failing—but it landed straight on Agatha’s again. This time, the hairs on the back of my neck lifted. Agatha hadn’t redrawn the shop wards, so it was possible the warlock magic had sunk into the bakery. But… “Do you guys know Stef Oates?”

Blair pressed her thumb to her lip. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Why?”

“She works at the bakery and has been pissed at me since I came to town. Agatha said she couldn’t be the warlock, but I’m not so sure…” Even today, she’d gone out of her way to make me miserable.

“Was she there the day of the attack?” Gabi leaned down, squinting at the ominous circle of crumbs. “The warlock would’ve been nearby controlling that Hand.”

“No, she—Wait, yes! She gave me a make-up lesson and was hanging around the shop after.” And she’d glared even more than usual. Not with dilated pupils, but her unnaturally green eyes were for sure contact lenses. “It could be her.” I scooped my scrying crumbs into a napkin, vibrating with the possibility. But the reality made me settle back down. “I already asked Agatha, though. She said no way was it Stef.”

“If they’ve worked together for years, Agatha would know. Let me try before Blair makes this creepy.” Gabi scooted closer to the map.

Creepy how? I didn’t get to ask before Gabi’s energy shifted. She undid the clasp of her bracelet and let its charms dangle at the end of the gold chain. As green light spread from her fingertips, it felt like sitting under a tree in the middle of a wide, sunny meadow.

“Where is the source of this magic?” Gabi asked. The bundle of charms wiggled back and forth. I held my breath, waiting for it to pick a spot on the map, but the charms kept swinging. Finally, Gabi pulled it back. She redid her bracelet and moved to the window. “I’ll do better with the birds.” She cracked the window and trilled a whistle. A little brown bird flittered to land on the windowsill and she talked to it short chirps. It hopped back and forth, responding with chips of its own.

I would’ve kept watching, but Blair cracked her knuckles. “My turn.”

What did that mean, exactly?

Blair grabbed a heavy silver jewelry box from her dresser and set it on the floor next to the map, but it didn’t hold her mothers’ pearls. She lifted out lengths of bone.

I wasn’t taking anatomy, but they looked like human fingers.

“Don’t worry. They’re my great grandmother.”

I shivered. “That’s supposed to make it better?”

Blair didn’t answer, busy arranging the bones along some pattern I couldn’t fathom. There was a lot I couldn’t fathom.

“Zŭmŭ.” Blair spread her fingers and her fudgy dark magic oozed through the room. “Help me out here. Where’s the warlock?” Blair lifted her hands like a puppeteer and the finger bones lifted off the map, hovering over the town and mirroring her motions.

“Yikes,” Gabi said, sitting back down.

“We can’t all chat with little birdies.” Blair swept her hands—and the spirit hands—back and forth over the map. Whenever they swung close to me, the hairs on my arms lifted. Creepy for sure.

Finally, Blair let out a breath. Her energy cut out and the bones fell to the floor, just bones instead of spectral hands. “No dice. Thanks anyway, Zŭmŭ.” She started placing the bones back inside their velvet-lined box.

“Is there anything else we could try?” I didn’t want to give up so easily, but even the little bit of casting outside my comfort zone had me sagging where I sat. I grabbed a fresh piece of brownie to start replenishing my energy.

Blair shook her head, still removing the bones from the map. “This warlock’s either warded to the hilt or way out of town.”

“Warded,” Gabi said. “I can’t believe she’d just leave.”

“How can her wards be that strong?” I didn’t doubt they could hide from my scrying, but if Agatha was doing the magic? Or Peggy or Sylvia? They should’ve found this warlock yesterday.

And Hayley…

“Do you think Hayley’s caught up in this? Or did she really run away?” I’d been trying to avoid thinking what could’ve happened to her.

Gabi rubbed her arms. “I hope she ran.”

“The Syndicate definitely went looking for the guy she was dating.” Blair tapped her chin. “They’re both gone. Apparently, he was married, but he wasn’t magic.”

“What else do we know about him?” I asked.

“He owned Moretti’s.” Gabi gripped her collar with both hands. “It’s the best Italian place in town. I can’t imagine what his family’s going through.”

A respected restaurant owner who abandoned his wife and kids to run away with a nineteen-year-old?

Something still didn’t add up. I took another bite of my leftover scrying brownie. “I wish there was something else we could do.”

“I’m fine leaving it to the Syndicate.” Blair climbed back onto the couch.

Gabi fiddled with her bracelet. “As much as I want to help, there’s nothing we could do that they couldn’t do twice as well.”

Too bad she was right. I didn’t have anything special to offer yet and if even I was seeing the gaps in this story, then the women of the Spellwork Syndicate were probably out there filling them. It didn’t make feel any less useless, though.

“Stop looking like someone kicked your puppy,” Blair said. “It’s a sleepover, not a funeral procession.”

I ignored the funeral bit. “I’ve never been to a sleepover before.”

“What?” Gabi straightened in surprise. “Never?”

I played with the hem of my sweatpants. “With who? Anyone who found out I was a witch wanted nothing to do with me.”

“We’ve got to stop talking about the depressing stuff.” Blair slid back to the floor to grab the map and fold it away. “What about your date with Seth?”

“Date?” Gabi’s voice perked up.

“It’s not a date, date…” I chewed my lip, embarrassed by the whole topic. “He’s helping me with an assignment.”

“Still,” Blair said. “He wouldn’t help if he wasn’t a little interested.”

“Maybe he’s just nice.” That was the safest to assume.

“He’s a boy,” Blair said as if that explained everything.

“I don’t want to get my hopes up too much.”

Gabi tsked. “That’s not thinking well of yourself.”

“You’re a witch.” Blair thumped the table. “Seduce him.”

“He’s a witch, too.” Even if seduction was bread-and-butter witchcraft, I wasn’t there. Maybe someday. For now, looking at Seth was enough to make my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth and I couldn’t seduce anyone as long as I felt sexy as a garden gnome. After Dylan… I couldn’t risk setting myself up to get hurt again.

“We don’t need to put her on the spot.” Gabi frowned at Blair, but then her cheeks brightened. “Why don’t you show her your party trick?”

“Yes.” Blair hopped up. “Help me move the table.” Gabi moved to help her and they carried the coffee table off the rug to set it next to Blair’s dresser.

I’d almost rather talk boys than see whatever “trick” Blair could do with her brand of magic. “What party trick?”

“Lie down.” Blair gestured to the bare carpet.

“Why?”

“Just lie down.” She rubbed her hands as dark glee bubbled behind her eyes.

I glanced to Gabi, who had the conscience.

“It’s okay.” Gabi patted the carpet. “We’ve done it before.”

“Define it,” I said as I eased my body down.

“Close your eyes,” Blair said.

I closed them, but a suspicious tingle crawled up my back. Was this some weird invitation rite? Were they hazing me now that they’d let me into their lives?

A hint of Blair’s magic flared as her voice rolled over me. “Now imagine you’re dead.”

“What? No.” My eyes popped open. Thoughts had too much power to be playing around like that.

“How else am I going to necromance you?” Blair asked.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want,” Gabi said, “but it’s surprisingly fun.”

“Pretending to be dead?” That wasn’t my definition of fun.

“Blair’s power. She can puppet you around like a Servant.”

Being Blair’s Servant also wasn’t my definition of fun. But Blair and Gabi were looking at me so expectantly, eyes shining… I caved and lay back down. “If this gets weird—”

“Shh.” Blair covered my mouth with two fingers. “It only works if I can convince myself you’re dead. As soon as you talk or move, you’ll shake my power.”

Feeling slightly more in control, I closed my eyes.

Blair’s power fell over me like a shroud, heavy and calming. I’d been planning to skip the death thoughts, but her magic lifted them to the surface of my mind. If that crossbow bolt had landed. If Wynn hadn’t made it to the shop when he did…

I’d be downstairs for real. Lying in a coffin instead of on Blair’s rainbow carpet. I might still end up that way if the warlock found me…

Blair’s energy tightened along my skin. I held my breath.

Slowly, gravity disappeared. My body levitated off the rug. I couldn’t tell how high she lifted me, but I pitched forward and came down on my toes. Blair’s magic wrapped around me like strings, holding me upright and weightless.

I twitched a finger just to make sure I could. It moved, but Blair hissed.

After that, I blanked my thoughts. As long as I was in control, I kind of wanted to see where this went.

Blair had me shuffle forward, step by step. My shoulders dipped and bobbed, then my arms lifted in parallel, hands balling into claws. My torso swung side to side and Gabi started humming Thriller through a giggle.

“Seriously?” My eyes snapped open again.

As soon as I spoke, the magic cracked. I thumped to the carpet, landing on my butt.

Blair and Gabi giggled so hard they rolled onto the floor.

I had to smile. “This is what you do for fun?”

“Ten dollars says I could make your Shield do the Cupid Shuffle.” Blair grabbed a brownie and flopped back on the sofa.

I clapped a hand over my mouth to stop from spluttering at the visual. “I’d give you ten dollars to see that.” He’d kill us when he woke up, but picturing zombie Wynn flailing around, I lost it.

We giggled and laughed until long after midnight when yawns finally took over the laughter. Servants cleared out the snacks while Gabi and I split for our own guest bedrooms.

When I climbed under my blanket, I felt giddy and warm instead of afraid, but doubt still niggled at the edge of my thoughts. My gut told me to keep an eye on Stef Oates.


Chapter Nineteen
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In the morning, the Wu Servants treated us to a spread of pancakes and custom omelets before Gabi headed home and Blair left for an early morning class. Retreating to my bedroom, I tried to think of something brilliant to text Seth. Brilliant wasn’t working, so I stuck with basic: It’s Anise. Is ten too early? Then we can head to Food Prep together after?

I hit send and then tossed my phone on the bed to pace, bouncing around the room until the phone vibrated. I dove to check his response.

Cool. Meet you at Agatha’s?

We had a date. A baking date, but still.

I’d considered changing the spot to the Wu house, but Peggy didn’t have pastry bags or the fancy tools I wanted. Plus, Seth wanted to see inside the bakery, not the funeral parlor.

I messaged Agatha herself to make sure the visit was allowed. Can I stop by the kitchen? I have to do a make-up cake for Stef’s class.

Agatha didn’t respond as quickly as Seth, but at least she texted back. Lonnie will be there with the clean-up crew and a few Shields. She’ll let you in, but stay in. No looking for trouble.

As if I would. When had I ever looked for trouble?

Will you be there? I have something to ask. And I didn’t want to accuse of a coworker of attempted murder over text.

Hunting today. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.

It wasn’t as soon as I wanted, but I couldn’t see a way around the wait.

I spent thirty seconds agonizing over what to wear before remembering chef whites were it, especially if Seth and I headed to campus right after our baking session. A ponytail was the only choice for my hair on a working date, but I put on a little more eyeliner than usual.

As I sat in the foyer to jam on my non-slip shoes, a shadow fell over me.

Wynn folded his arms and gave me one of his best glowers. The way his upper lip twisted, it bordered on a snarl. “What are you doing.” He said it like an accusation.

I bristled. “I’m going to do the assignment I owe my teacher.”

“Is that all you’re doing?”

Was he reading minds now? I finished jamming on my shoes. “Is that your business?”

“Yes.”

Why do I even ask? “I’m not in any danger or Agatha wouldn’t let me go. She said it was fine. Your friends are all guarding the shop.”

“I’ll decide if you’re in danger.”

I tipped my head back to stare at the chandelier. “Wynn.”

“Anise.” His voice was flat. “Don’t be an idiot.”

Oven-hot, heat flared in my cheeks. “I’ll decide if I’m an idiot. Agatha says it’s safe and I’m going to the shop. Come if you want to come or stay here if you want to stay, but don’t be pissed at me just because my having a life interrupts your beauty sleep.” I gulped air after I finished what was definitely the longest string of words I’d ever leveled at him.

Wynn shifted back onto his heels. Cleared his throat. “Then go.”

I made a mental note to check the pantry for wasabi. I still owed Wynn a treat.

After taking the van to Agatha’s, the Servants escorted me to the shop and took up posts outside—handing protective duty off to the Shields? And Wynn. I couldn’t scrape him off me with a spatula.

Two gauntlet guys stood inside the shop. Lonnie sat to the side, watching the group of workmen who were bent over the main display case.

“Anise?” Lonnie frowned my way. “Why would you come back?”

Wynn let out a puff of air behind me, his told you so as loud as a dropped baking sheet.

I straightened my spine. “Agatha gave me permission to use the kitchen. I’m meeting a classmate to work on an assignment.”

Lonnie’s gaze slipped past me to Wynn, and she nodded, evidently deciding that he’d be able to keep me out of trouble. “Just be careful.”

“I will.” I always was. “Is the bakery re-opening soon?”

That made Lonnie’s smile so deep her eyes crinkled. “The cases will be fixed by tomorrow. The full Syndicate’s going to meet to re-draw the wards.”

“Amazing.” And so soon! Agatha must’ve spent a mint to have such a big job rushed. I wouldn’t even mind being on fruit peeling duty as long as I was back in the kitchen. “Do you know when I can move in again?”

Lonnie drummed her fingers against her skirt. “Let’s wait and see what happens with the warlock, dear. There’s no rush as long as you’re safe where you are.”

I let out a disappointed breath. The Wus were great—laundry-washing zombies and all—but I wouldn’t feel right until I was home in the bakery. My ideal house smelled like flour and warm bread, not frankincense and embalming fluid.

Leaving Lonnie to oversee, I headed back to the kitchen. The lack of warding felt extra conspicuous as I crossed into the kitchen, but the two Shields posted at the door would keep me as safe as the magic. Safer, because I doubted even a rogue ward-breaking stone could take them both out in one shot.

While I started pulling out the utensils for the cake, Wynn prowled into the house. Maybe he was checking the perimeter? I put him out of my mind as the seconds ticked. Seth was coming.

I’d just finished hauling the flour and sugar bins from the pantry when a deep chime rang inside the house. It took me a second to process.

The doorbell. I’d never heard it before.

I pushed into the hallway, hurrying to see who it was. Wynn beat me there.

Something white flashed outside—a chef’s coat?—and I shouldered past Wynn as he leveled an epic scowl at the person on the doorstep.

“Seth?” Surprise lifted the pitch of my voice. “You didn’t come through the shop?” He stood sandwiched between two Shields and Wynn started pushing me aside like he was going to close the door.

I jammed my leg in the way. “Come in.”

“No.” Wynn pushed the door shut.

“Come. In.” I braced my feet and forced the door back. Wynn could’ve overpowered me, but he gave. I tumbled sideways, catching myself on the door handle. My cheeks were probably apple red because nervous sweat prickled at my collar. I straightened and cleared my throat. “Sorry about that. Come in.”

Seth eyed the bodyguards but didn’t say a word as I led him into the kitchen. I hoped Wynn would take a post at the door like his cronies. He didn’t even go for his window seat. Instead, he folded his arms and leaned against the island to stare at us from feet away.

“Isn’t there something else you could do?” I said through gritted teeth. Like narcolepting out of my business?

“No.” Wynn’s gaze didn’t budge.

I scrunched my eyes closed. Ignore him. Focus on Seth. I shook my shoulders out. “Sorry. I’ve been on lockdown since the attack, and my bodyguard is cranky.”

“Makes sense.” Seth gave a low whistle as he turned around the kitchen. “Nice space.”

“Wait until you see the pantry.” I led him over, ignoring the shadow that followed us. What would Wynn do if I went on an actual date? Sit next to me in the booth? Help himself to my popcorn at the movies?

Ignore him.

Tuning Wynn out wasn’t hard when I had such a great distraction. Seth studied the pantry shelves with a serious expression—full lips pursed. He’d rolled up his jacket’s sleeves to the elbow and his forearms mesmerized. I let him take his time checking everything out as I checked him out. His razor-sharp cheekbones. Long eyelashes and the shocking contrast of his blue eyes against his pale skin.

Any girl would swoon. And he’s here. With me. Nervous sweat soaked the T-shirt under my jacket, but I’d slathered on the essential oils this morning so if anything I smelled like jasmine. I hoped.

Finally, Seth scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Agatha has everything.”

“Pretty much.” Still ignoring Wynn, I gestured back toward the kitchen. “I pulled everything we’ll need for the recipe.” And didn’t I just love that we?

“Let’s get it done.” Seth inched his sleeves up a little more, revealing the whisk and knife tattooed on each forearm. I’d never wanted a tattoo before, but looking at his, the desire surged. He made the ink look good.

After slipping a pair of gloves over the last of my bandages, I focused on the assignment. One little cake would be quick work with two sets of hands, especially with someone as practiced as Seth. I helped measure but then got distracted watching him go through the motions. Just leveling off a cup of flour, he was hypnotizing. He was the perfect mix of through and efficient, moving quick with no spills or mistakes. He poured the finished batter into the prepared rounds and I stuck them in the oven.

Seth scrubbed his hands on his towel. “Easy.”

“How did you get so good?” The words came out dreamy-like and my lungs contracted with shock. I did not just say that out loud!

Seth gave the cutest little smirk. “Like I said. Practice.”

He’d melt me at this rate. I headed to the walk-in cooler. “I should’ve gotten the butter out sooner. Now it’ll be too cold for making the frosting.”

“There’s time.” He leaned his elbows against one of the stainless-steel tables. “The cake has to cool first.”

“Right.” I knew that, but Seth fried my brainbox. Instead of making a good impression, I was fangirling and letting him do all the work. Inside the walk-in, I pressed my forehead against a chilly shelf. Relax. The bakery was my element and I could still show him my best self while we were here.

I was conscious of Wynn hovering, but as long as Seth didn’t mind, I could keep ignoring him. I set the butter sticks on the island and leaned next to the oven timer.

“Where is Agatha?” Seth asked before the silence could get awkward.

“Warlock hunting.” Not that she bothered updating me herself. “Or so I hear.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t ask, but why’s this guy going after you?”

“That’s what I’ve been wondering.” I jammed my hands into my pockets. “Agatha says jealousy, but I don’t know why anyone would be jealous of me. I got lucky. There are tons of bakers more talented or witches who are more powerful.”

Seth’s gaze lingered on my skin, almost alive. I shifted foot to foot. He didn’t need to argue with me or anything, but if he just stared, my body had no idea what to do with itself.

My mouth couldn’t take the silence. “Maybe I offended someone? But Agatha says it’s probably more about her than it is about me.”

“Is it worth it to stay?” His gaze swept around the kitchen, giving me a break from his intense focus. “It’s nice and all, but if you’re going to be assassinated?”

“It’s worth it.” I was proud how strong my voice sounded. “All I’ve ever wanted to do is bake. No school outside Taos would accept a witch, and I had to hide my magic at my job. This is the only place I can belong. Even if someone out there doesn’t want me to.” A vein throbbed in my head when I realized how much of myself I’d just spilled. That’s embarrassing.

Seth nodded. “So, you’re the best woman for the job?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Agatha clearly has weird hiring criteria.” I pressed my fingers to my sweaty neck. Why were we even talking this much about me? “Why don’t you apply to work here? You’d do amazing.” I hadn’t seen his enchantment work, but this was Seth. Obviously, his magic would be brilliant.

“Want to put in a word for me with Agatha?” That sexy little smirk came back.

“Yeah. Definitely. She’d be lucky to have you.” And so would I. Using the excuse that I needed to grab the decorating tools, I ducked in the pantry to take a few deep breaths. My mouth was running itself for reasons unknown, but otherwise, I hadn’t been a total goof.

For today, I was calling that a victory.

More composed, I gathered my supplies and then set the armful down on the island. “I’m hoping if I decorate, Oates will give me extra credit.”

“You’ve always gotta work to get what’s yours,” Seth said before heading to check the ovens. Isn’t that the truth?

Wynn stalked behind him. Why was Wynn even awake? Fortunately, he kept his complaints to himself while Seth and I finished the cake. Seth stuck the two layers in the blast chiller, whipped up the buttercream frosting, and had a crumb coat on in record time. His phone chirped while I was busy piping out the buttercream roses.

Seth set down his offset spatula to check the alert. “Sorry to leave you hanging, but I have to swing by work before class. Pizza oven emergency.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I grinned at the perfect little cake. Once it was frosted, even Stef Oates would have to admit I’d aced this one.

“See you in class.”

I waved and Seth headed back through the house. Wynn stalked behind him. I hoped he didn’t follow Seth down the driveway, but at least I had a blissful moment alone. I pressed my forearm to my toasty-warm forehead. Had I really survived an encounter with the hottest guy at school?

I was still beaming when Wynn scowled his way through the door. He beelined to the window seat and flopped down to catch up on lost sleep.

My smile stayed in place, as sweet and solid as royal icing.
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Food Prep lab had us all julienning and then bruinoising every vegetable in creation so there was no chance to partner up with Seth. I didn’t imagine him glancing my way, though—I couldn’t miss his looks when I was glancing at him, too.

Seth’s knife skills were as impressive as his baking ones because he was first to finish the cuts. Amazing, but also disappointing. He’d cleaned his station and left before I could think of a reason to walk past.

I was last to finish. My cuts ended up perfect—I made sure they would—but turtle-pace wouldn’t cut it in a professional kitchen. It made me that much more confident I was doing the right thing by not hiding out at the Wu mansion. This was where I needed to be, learning what I needed to learn. And if the Servants didn’t mind swinging by the grocery store again, I’d drain the last of my debit card balance on practice carrots.

First, I had one more stop on campus. After clearing my station, I headed up to Stef Oates’ office. One of the Servants carried my cake box while Wynn made his usual angry babysitter face.

Agatha hadn’t been at the shop and wasn’t responding to my texts, so I couldn’t share my concerns. I figured I’d give Stef one more chance to prove she wasn’t out to get me. I’d left her nothing to complain about with this cake.

Her office was at the end of long, narrow hallway on one of the upper floors. Going by the nameplate on the door, Stef shared the two-desk closet with three other instructors. So many books and file folders were piled up, I almost thought I’d missed her office hours, but then the top of her head peeked above a filing cabinet.

“Hello?” I called.

She craned her neck to see who’d arrived and scowled at the sight of me. “What?” Already off to a great start.

“My make-up cake?” I took the box from the Servant and side-stepped around a chair to squeeze into the room.

“Give it here.” She waved to her cluttered desk and shook her head like she was the one doing me a favor. I set the box on top of a textbook and slid out my masterpiece.

“The assignment was to practice mixing methods. Not decorations.”

Why do I even try? I’d piled the top of the cake with white buttercream roses, and I’d made so many thousands of them at my grocery store jobs, I was confident they’d meet even Agatha’s ridiculous standards. Yet Stef complained? “I used the two-step method for the cake, but I wanted to take the chance to practice my decorating.”

“Just cut it.” Her snippy tone made it sound like I was inconveniencing her.

One of the Servants handed me my baking toolkit. I pulled out a cutting knife and obediently made her a slice. She broke off a hunk with her fingers before I could dig out a fork.

Stef swallowed the bite, but her nose wrinkled like she’d tasted fermented fish. “You had help with this?”

Huh? How could she know?

There wasn’t any point denying it. “An upperclassman offered to help. Since my hands and everything.” The enchanted ointment from the Syndicate’s healer was doing wonders, but I flashed her my palms with their last few Band-Aids just in case she’d forgotten about my near-death experience.

“It’s terrible.” She pushed her paper plate away and grabbed for her water bottle.

While she chugged, I gaped. Terrible?

I cut a sliver to taste-test. The crumb was perfect. The texture was perfect.

And the taste?

Chocolate cake, vanilla frosting. Classic.

And also perfect. “I don’t understand What’s wrong with it?”

“Are you screwing with me?” Stef worked her tongue against her palette, still making a strangled expression.

“That’s what I want to know.” She was going all-out with this act. For what? To get Agatha to fire me? What kind of teacher stooped to that?

“Just go.”

I reached for the cake, intending to try it myself, but Stef grabbed the box before I could.

“Leave it.”

I stood staring until one of the Servants patted my shoulder.

“Mistress?”

“Coming.” I whirled. My footsteps smacked the floor as I stomped away.

What the hell was her problem? Jealousy? Spite?

My fingers bunched into fists, but the sting forced me to relax them.

Stef Oates and I definitely had a problem.

But was it a big enough problem that she’d want me dead?


Chapter Twenty
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With the shop still on break for repairs, the weekend saved me having to deal with Oates again. She and the other shop ladies weren’t invited to the ward redrawing Saturday morning. I only got to join in on Syndicate business because I was Agatha’s apprentice.

Agatha had messaged me to be ready by six so we could finish casting before the tourists woke up. Not too long ago, I would’ve groaned, but compared to my shift in the kitchen, six was sleeping in. I was already wide-awake when Peggy waved Wynn and me toward the waiting van.

She wore a dark robe that flowed down to her toes, and her hair hung long. With the softness in her face and a hint of power dancing around her, Peggy’s energy had shifted from business as usual to ritual mode. It was going to be an interesting casting. Just seeing a full circle of thirteen cast together would be a treat, let alone a circle as powerful as the Syndicate.

When we arrived at Agatha’s, Wynn was first out of the van, but Peggy called him back. “You’ll stay with the Servants. None of you are to come near during the casting or you’ll interfere.”

The Servants nodded. Wynn glared but thankfully didn’t try to argue.

Peggy and I crossed the lawn in the pre-dawn darkness, heading for the activity in front of the shop. The women gathered in little groups, moving foot to foot in the grass. While I shrugged into my jacket, they were barefoot in silky robes.

Not one of them shivered.

I kept moving while Peggy toed her shoes into the pile on the walkway. Agatha stood in the doorway, waving her hands in conversation with Jane. I needed to talk to her, but I wasn’t interrupting whatever had her clenching her jaw like that.

I rejoined Peggy. She pulled two fistfuls of black taper candles from under her robe and called to her magic until spiritual energy hung so thick around her it made the morning foggy.

Necromancy wasn’t fundamentally bad or anything, but the way it feathered against me like spectral fingernails dragging up and down my skin…

I’d rather not. I stepped away.

Sylvia slipped from her group and took my shoulders. “Your energy is clouded.” She hovered hands over me and tongues of silver magic glittered around her fingertips.

Her power made me shiver, too, but in a good way. Like she’d just handed me a cup of hot cocoa and I was shaking off the cold.

“There’s a touch of the spirit world clinging. And other powers.” Sylvia worked her energy over my arms. “Why would that be?”

“Blair Wu?” It was the only energy I could think of that would’ve stuck. “She was showing me a trick.” Sylvia probably didn’t need to know about the puppeteering.

“Be careful with necromancy, Anise. The spiritual world isn’t for playing.”

Tell that to Blair. “I understand.”

She flowed away to the other women, but I was happy to stand alone. And that I got to wear sneakers.

“All right.” Agatha’s voice lifted above the low hum of chatter. “Everyone here? Everyone ready?” Her gaze scanned the crowd and she jerked her head at me. “There you are, cupcake. Get over here and start us off.”

Me? First?

But…why?

Peggy nudged me forward. “It’s your shop too, Anise. The more Wise magic in the ward, the stronger it will hold.”

It made more sense if I was here for the symbolism rather than my actual power. Cracking one of my wards was about as hard as punching through a sheet of tissue paper. Still. The idea that my blood and magic were connected to the shop warmed my heart. I do belong here. Putting my touch in the wards would be like declaring that to the world.

I pulled out the plastic baggie of leftover brownies I’d jammed in my pocket. Agatha hadn’t given me the heads up I’d be involved in the casting, but I’d come prepared. Good thing.

Agatha steered me by the shoulders until my toes touched the line of masking tape smack in the middle of the shop’s entranceway. It held down a white string that continued into the grass and circled around the corner of the house.

“Cast your blessing and follow the circle,” Agatha said, voice heavier than usual.

I hesitated before calling my power.

Agatha’s eyelids drooped and if she let go of the doorframe, I suspected she’d drop. Had she slept at all the past few days? She gave me a push before I could ask.

My foot hit the string and it was time to focus. Someone had obviously cleansed the ground already and the silvery notes of the energy in the air said Sylvia had been busy this morning. The sensation of treading on hallowed ground quieted the chatter in my brain.

In the silence, the vortex’s roar ticked up a notch.

Shh.

It wasn’t time for that.

When my head was fully my own, my magic bubbled. I paced forward in even steps, dropping crumbs of brownie. My power slipped inside them, leaving a trail of orangey crumbs glowing like embers in the grass.

The other witches would probably call to their spirits or guardians to strengthen the ward, but that wasn’t my style. I had my intention and my willpower, and I kept them both crystal-focused.

Let this be a barrier against all those who would seek to do harm.

Let those inside be protected.

Let it be a space for safety and joy.

I’d never forget the sight of all that shattered glass in the storefront. That couldn’t happen again and my will to prevent it was iron strong. The more my intention aligned with my heart, the brighter my trail of crumbs glowed.

When I’d followed the guiding string all the way around the building, I lifted Nana’s pentagram ring to my lips and kissed it in blessing. My protective circle whole and complete, I stepped to the side.

A woman with a fancy church hat and a heavy gold cross stepped to the circle next. When she called her power, it knocked me back. A glowing gold line bloomed behind her, burning away the grass.

Then the next woman. And the next.

One poured a circle of salt. Another scattered herbs. Some chanted and some were silent. Peggy placed candles that flickered an eerie green before burning down to the earth. Each woman left a bright trail of power, building up the ward. I couldn’t tell if my embers had faded or were flat-out overwhelmed, but I couldn’t spot them after a few women had walked the circle. By the time it was Agatha’s turn, the line glittered a dozen different colors and the faint outline of a dome hovered over all three stories of the house and shop.

Agatha crackled purple and black and Fondant slipped out of the bushes to trail at her heels. “Protect this land from those warlock bastards.”

Sylvia let out a put-upon breath at Agatha’s “incantation.” It wasn’t poetic, but going by the anger crackling in her magic, the sentiment was heartfelt, so it would be stronger than it would if she’d used a stock spell or a cute rhyme.

After she closed her circle, Agatha lifted the goblet she’d stashed behind the doorframe. She took a deep sip, then lifted it to the sky. “Let our powers join in strength and sisterhood.”

She passed the goblet and the next woman sipped, then repeated the blessing. One after the other they passed it around until someone slipped the warm metal into my palms.

The acidy smell made me wrinkle my nose. Red wine? For breakfast?

The goblet vibrated with so much energy my hands shook when I lifted it. And the taste…

It was liquid power. A little bitter, a little sweet. Like toasted almonds and ten shots of espresso.

I swallowed down the glob of magic then hiccupped and at least one of the women chuckled.

Oops?

Agatha took the cup and had one last swig before splashing the rest across the doorway to the shop. “Blessed be, witches.”

“Blessed be,” I echoed with the rest of the women.

I thought I heard a roar, but the sound faded to a soft hum and our combined power started to disappear. With the sun up, I could barely make out the domed outline of the ward, and what little was visible blurred away by the second.

I could still feel it, though.

Curious, I moved closer to the circle of singed grass. The string was gone, either disappeared or charred. I lifted a finger over the line.

Pins and needles numbed my entire arm in a split-second, but the sensation evaporated before it turned to pain. Maybe because I was allowed inside the ward?

I almost pitied whoever tried to break in. However good this warlock was at breaking wards, the Syndicate’s combined magic wouldn’t make it easy for her or her Hands to push through.

Morning’s work done, the members of the Spellwork Syndicate flowed toward the parking lot. A line of shoes and jackets stood waiting at the edge of the pavement.

I probably should’ve headed straight back to Wynn and the van, but when Agatha ducked into the shop, I followed. The pins and needles scrambled my brain for a hot second before clearing. Now the shop was the safest spot in town.

The new display cases gleamed. Shiny glass tinkled from every corner and new candy dishes were clustered on the countertop, waiting to be filled. There was an empty, echoing quality with no treats out and no customers here to buy them, but other than that, there’d be no way of knowing about the attack.

Agatha slumped into the stray chair that Lonnie had sat in yesterday and picked her travel mug of coffee from the floor. After a good long sip, she turned her attention to me. “What’s cooking, cupcake?”

As many questions as I had, one was most important. “Is there any news?”

“Nothing worth telling.” She took another long swig as if the coffee was giving her life. “This warlock has us spinning in circles, but she can’t hide forever.”

I would hope not but forever was a long time. Another week would be a long time. I’d been doing pretty well ignoring the threat, but if it kept stretching out… There’d be another attack eventually. Maybe against me, maybe against one of the other Syndicate witches. Neither of those would fly. “How can I help?”

“You? You can stay buttoned up and avoid making yourself a target.”

“Isn’t that boring?” Boring was Agatha’s nemesis.

Agatha’s lip twitched, but she smoothed her features instead of cracking. “I’d rather you be boring than dead, cupcake.”

Fair. I’d rather be alive too. “There is something else.”

“Do tell.”

“Does Stef Oates really not have a reason to hate me? She’s acting like I did something to her.”

“That woman.” Agatha palmed a hand down her face. “What’d she do now?”

“She’s threatening to fail me for no reason.” I gulped down nerves before throwing out the accusation. “Are you sure she isn’t the warlock? She was in the shop the day of the attack.”

“If Stef is the warlock, I’ll dance naked on the roof. As for giving you a hard time…” Agatha heaved out a breath as she sank back in the chair. “I’ll speak with her.”

“Why are you so sure it’s not her?” I trusted Agatha’s judgment but not blindly. I needed to know her reasons. Because if she was wrong, I wouldn’t be around to see that naked roof dance.

“The woman’s prickly but she’s not malicious.” Agatha’s eyes narrowed. “And don’t you go around accusing her to her face. I’m already bleeding staff. We need Stef’s powers if we want a Monday open.”

I ignored my spark of irritation, focusing on the Monday. That was so much sooner than I’d expected.

And even though it sucked that people were quitting, I couldn’t miss this opportunity. “Are you looking to hire new staff?”

“You have someone in mind?” She gave a thoughtful look over her coffee.

“Someone really good.” And someone I’d love to see at work every morning. “His name is Seth. He’s—”

“Hold that thought. He?”

“Yeah. He’s—”

“No. No men in my shop.” Agatha set down her cup to fold her arms. “As much as I like a little testosterone after hours, it throws off the energy in the kitchen. Not happening.”

“So, it doesn’t matter how good he is?” My spine straightened. She’d be lucky to have someone so talented.

“Not a fig. What’d you say his name was?”

“Seth Young.”

She made a psssh sound that lifted my hackles even more. “Sounds familiar and it’s still a no, but I’m pleased to hear you’re meeting men at school.”

“I’m not—” My voice choked off. Could I just avoid this whole conversation? Yeah. That was a better plan. “If we’re opening on Monday, when should I come back?”

“Come tomorrow afternoon. We’ll have another ceremony to redraw the interior wards and then start cracking to refill our cases. But I want you staying with Peggy until we catch this bastard.”

“With all the Shields around, I thought…” Not that I minded the Wus. The opposite. Peggy and Blair were taking me in like I belonged with them, and I wasn’t sure how to tell them how much I appreciated that, but no matter how comfortable they made me, their house wasn’t my home.

“The Shields will bankrupt us if I have to keep them on as personal security. Servants are free and rechargeable.”

Rechargeable? I let that one slide to focus on the other weird thing. “Bankrupt you? You’re paying the Shields?” Maybe it wasn’t so surprising, but I’d thought the bodyguards—even Wynn—were more about protecting witches for honor than for money. How much was Wynn paid to glare at me?

“Oh, cupcake. Wait until you take over the accounting.”

“Excuse me?” I baked cakes. I didn’t…math.

“I have a lot of employees, Anise. Only one apprentice. If you really want to inherit this beauty—” She made a grand gesture, sweeping her arm at the shop. “You have to learn to do it all.”

“I… That’s… Wow.” Articulate as always. The bakery was my dream job, but I’d always thought of it as a job. Not an inheritance. It seemed too easy that she’d just hand it to me.

Although I had almost been killed three times now. So, maybe not that easy?

If I took over Agatha’s role, then I’d be a member of the Syndicate someday and that was mega complicated. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be that powerful. Or confident enough to handle the problems that came with the responsibility.

Agatha smirked, smug and wise at the same time. “We’re blood, Anise. That’s not nothing.”

I just hoped I didn’t disappoint her.
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Back at the Wu house, I paced my bedroom. What should I say to Seth after he’d been rejected so hard?

As much as I liked sugar-coating in the kitchen, it wasn’t the best when delivering bad news. Better to text him the truth.

Hi, Seth. It’s Anise. I talked you up to Agatha, but she’s not hiring men. I paused. I could stop there, but I wanted to make sure he knew I’d really tried. I told her how talented you are. If I inherit someday, I’ll hire you in a heartbeat.

And send. Then wait.

After a few of the longest seconds in history, my phone vibrated.

No worries. I didn’t expect anything. But want to make it up to me?

Was Seth flirting? My hopeful heart pitter-pattered. Could I flirt back? My thumbs typed a message that made my brain blush.

How do you want me to make it up to you?

I hit send before I could second-guess then pulled my hood over my face. Was I reading him right or was this ending in soul-crushing embarrassment?

Could use some extra hands for my Production homework. I’d invite you to my place, but I’m guessing that’s off limits. Want to meet at the school kitchens tonight?

Absolutely. But could I?

I wouldn’t be able to sneak out. With the wards and the Servants and Wynn, it wouldn’t be possible or smart. I shouldn’t go at all while I was in danger.

I started to type out one of the many reasons it wouldn’t work, but my thumbs froze. Seth was being super reasonable about my situation, inviting me to the kitchens instead of some shady back alley where I’d be vulnerable. The campus’ protective spells even had Peggy’s seal of approval.

What would it hurt to ask her for permission?

I headed down to the living room. Blair and Bradley sat on the white sofa with a giant bowl of popcorn between them and a zombie movie playing on the flat-screen that had dropped down from the ceiling.

“Wanna grab a bowl?” Bradley asked when he spotted me. “After this one’s over we’re starting Zombieland.”

“Maybe in a second.” Depending if Peggy shut me down or not. “Have you seen your Mom?”

“In her office.” Blair waved past the kitchen with a fistful of popcorn. “Through the back door, then turn left.”

“Thanks.”

Wynn appeared as soon as my hand touched the doorknob.

“Going somewhere?” His flat voice was more accusation than question.

“I’m not leaving the building.” Crossing through the kitchen door, a ward tingled against my scalp and shoulders, prickly but not so intense it fuzzed my whole brain. Wynn didn’t flinch as he followed me.

The wide hallway screamed funeral parlor. The wood paneling. Generic art prints. Vases of flowers. And the smell… It wasn’t bad exactly, but it hinted something unpleasant. Like years and years of pollen from funeral flowers couldn’t mask all the sorrow that had sunk into the wood.

The overall effect was too quiet at night and too spooky.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to go all the way inside to where the Wus held their rituals and services. Light poured out of Peggy’s office, which had an open archway. She sat behind the biggest antique desk I’d ever seen and its surface was covered with neat stacks of papers and file folders.

“Anise?” She set down her reading glasses.

“Am I bothering you?” I edged closer to one of the chairs across from her but didn’t sit. Instead, I gripped the padded chair back.

“Never. What do you need?”

I swallowed a bubble of nerves. I’m just asking. There’s no harm. “One of my friends asked me to campus for homework help. Can I go out with some of the Servants?”

“No.” She didn’t waste a second mulling. “Not at night. Too dangerous with an empty campus.”

“Okay.” My shoulders sank down. It was the answer I’d expected, but still. When else would I get a chance to hang out with a guy like Seth?

“Mom?” Blair peeked her head around the archway. I jumped at her sudden appearance, but Wynn didn’t budge so he must’ve known she’d followed us. “I have to grab some spellbooks from the store later. Can Anise come?”

My brows drew down. Blair wore yeti PJ bottoms and a ratty sweatshirt. Plus, she and Bradley had mountains of popcorn to plow through. There was no way she’d been planning to leave the house.

“Just to the bookstore,” Peggy said. “And you’ll bring a full detail of Servants.”

“Obviously.” Blair waved away her mom’s concern.

“Good. Home before ten.”

Ten seemed really early for a curfew given how old we were, but Blair gave a nod and rolled with it. From what I’d seen, she agreed with her mom, then did what she wanted anyway.

What was she up to now?

I followed her into the main house. She bypassed the couch and headed upstairs.

“What happened to Zombieland?” I asked, climbing the steps behind her.

“I’ve seen it a million times.” Blair passed her room and headed for mine. “Let me help you pick an outfit for the bookstore.” She tugged me inside and locked the door in Wynn’s suspicious face. The mischievous smile she’d been half hiding stretched into a full-on grin. “Your friend asked you to campus?”

What is she up to? I was so curious I didn’t mind that she’d eavesdropped.

“Seth invited me to—”

“Yes.” She clapped. “You’re going.”

“What?” Now I pulled her away from the door and Wynn’s bat hearing. “How?”

“You have your alibi with Mom. I’ll tell the Servants I forgot something at school and we need to swing by campus.”

“They’re not going to buy that.” Neither would Wynn.

“As long as I go, they don’t have a choice.”

They might not, but I did. As much as I wanted to see Seth, Peggy had been too nice to me. Sneaking around behind her back and putting myself in danger? “I’m not playing tricks on your mom.”

“Exactly. I’m playing the tricks.” Blair’s eyes sparkled. “Or do you really want to miss this chance?”

“I don’t…” I’d been playing things safe my whole life and I was used to it—the hiding and keeping my real self tamped down. That was the deal when you were a witch cut off from the magic community. Now hiding made even more sense because the danger was death. Or being turned into a Hand.

Still, my traitorous heart wavered. Blair was making me an opportunity.

When else was I going to meet a guy who liked what I liked? A guy with his own magic who totally got me? Guys like him didn’t exist outside Taos, and even here there was only one Seth Young.

I licked my lips. “If I did this, then what about Wynn?”

“Him.” She flopped onto my bed and crossed her legs. “That’s the problem.”

Unlike Blair and her Servants, I couldn’t make Wynn do a thing. Not even smile. “I don’t think he’ll go for the swing to campus ploy.”

“Then what?”

If I was going to work around Wynn, I’d really have to go for it. I still wasn’t sure if that was a good idea, but I grabbed my phone to sound out Seth. I’m not allowed to go to campus, but Blair Wu and I are going to the bookstore on the plaza. Could you break me out?

Sure. 7:30? My apartment building’s in walking distance. I’ll have you back before anyone knows you’re missing.

Nerves skittered down my back. Was I really going to do this?

“What’d he say?” Blair leaned to check my phone screen.

I showed her the text. “Should I?”

“If Wynn sleeps downstairs, you can climb out the second story. Easy.”

That wasn’t quite what I was asking, but it added another chip to the scale rocking back and forth in my brain. It was cliché, but no risk, no reward. I’d be safe from warlocks if I stayed tucked in like I’d been told, but then I might be missing out on something amazing between me and the first guy I’d ever met who could possibly understand me.

“I’m going to change. You better, too.” Blair slid off the bed.

I plucked at my T-shirt. Maybe I’d bring an apron instead of my chef’s jacket. Then I could wear something cute and wouldn’t tip anyone off that I was doing anything but looking at books. “Will do.”

When she shut the door, I had to swallow down a nervous shiver. I could still change my mind, but I didn’t want to. This was too sweet an opportunity.

Wild was in my blood.

Agatha. Even mom. Neither of them would sit home like prisoners after the hottest guy in school sent a flirty invite.

Cheeks running hot, I typed my response. I’m in. Text me when you’re almost there and I’ll meet you outside.

Can’t wait. His instant response made my heart jump hopscotch.

And Anise?

I sent a question mark. He could ask me anything at this point.

It’s a date.

Holy—!

I fell onto my back and clutched the phone to my chest as I kicked the bed with giddy feet.

A date. A date with Seth.

I must’ve done something right in a past life because holy hell.

How was I this lucky?


Chapter Twenty-One
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I dabbed on some makeup and jasmine oil—just not so much that it would be suspicious when Blair and I headed out. My wardrobe wouldn’t have many options until Mom mailed the rest of my clothes—I kept forgetting to ask if she’d sent them—but at least I didn’t have to go naked. It was chilly enough after sunset to wear jeans with a V-neck and sweater. I balled an apron into my purse for later.

Choosing my earrings took the longest time. I only had one power well left with juice and the rest of the enchantments were more party tricks than serious protective enchantments. I put the well in my left ear with the lockpick and car starter earrings and jammed my last shield charm in on the right. That left two holes empty, but I didn’t have anything else to help with an attack. I’d either have to convince Agatha to give me a family discount at the jewelry store or start learning to charm metals myself.

When I left my room, Wynn was leaning against the wall across from the doorway, arms folded and eyes wide open. My shoulders scrunched in guilt. I was going to do something stupid, but Wynn already thought everything I did was stupid, so what was the difference? He followed behind one step closer than usual, making me conscious of his presence at my back.

Blair had traded her yeti PJs for jeans and her eyes glittered with mischief on the way outside. Even though the van was for fifteen passengers, eighteen of us piled in. Blair, Wynn, and I had the first row of seats to ourselves while most of the Servants jammed into the back three rows. It couldn’t be comfortable, but it wasn’t like they had to shift or their legs would go numb.

We could’ve walked as easily as driven, but soon enough we were pulling into the plaza’s parking lot. Hopping out, I had to suppress the fingers of guilt choking my neck. The sun was starting to set, but the moon was up and full enough it would be a bright night. If anyone attacked.

I was having second, third, and more doubtful thoughts about this decision.

A light was on in the shop and the woman working the counter bowed to Blair. “Mistress.”

“We’ll be upstairs.” She headed to the staircase.

I trailed then stalled out when Wynn followed. “You’re coming up?”

“Wearing a lot of makeup for the bookstore.” His gaze flicked over me, deep displeasure in the fold between his eyes.

“It’s eyeliner.” I hurried upstairs while my heart gave a few quick thumps.

He knew. He so knew I was up to something.

When I settled into the sofa in Blair’s reading room, she made a show of pulling down books that she probably didn’t need. Even though there was another perfectly plump, empty sofa across from me, Wynn posted himself in the doorway so he could stare straight at me.

I let out a breath of resignation. Sneaking wasn’t happening.

I pulled out my phone to share the bad news. Sorry, Seth. There’s no way I can meet tonight.

It took a few minutes before my phone buzzed with his response. Catch you next time?

Yes. Any time.

Blair flopped down next to me and leaned. I showed her my phone screen and let my gaze flick to Wynn.

She treated him to one of her death stares—the ones she’d given me when we first met—but after a few seconds, the corners of her mouth tilted and she switched her attention to me. “You hungry?”

I hadn’t had dinner, but I’d been so keyed up to meet Seth, I hadn’t thought about it, my stomach rumbled. “Suddenly, yes.” I glanced back at the mini fridge. Blair was bound to have snacks around.

Instead of grabbing something to eat, she picked up her phone and hit one of the speed dials. “Can I order a large Southwest.” She covered the mouth of the phone and glanced over. “You like green chilies, right?”

“Sure,” I answered as my spine started to tingle.

Pizza?

As in, pizza from Seth?

Blair gave the bookstore’s address, then grinned after hanging up. “It’ll be here in twenty minutes.” She radiated smug satisfaction as she hopped back up to look for books, so I knew I’d figured out her plan. But it only worked halfway. Seth wasn’t on duty tonight or he wouldn’t have asked me out.

I sent one more text. We just ordered a pizza.

After I hit send, I realized he wouldn’t know who “we” meant, but Seth would figure it out if he wanted. He might not want to meet up enough to go into work on his night off.

The minutes passed like molasses. I moved to the shelves, pretending to browse books, but not even the spellbooks were tempting enough to keep me distracted. I glanced over my shoulder as Wynn’s face slowly darkened to thundercloud levels. Whatever Blair thought, I wasn’t getting out of the bookstore tonight.

Still. I vibrated with hope that I’d least glimpse Seth. I’d be satisfied seeing him long enough to grab our pizza.

I jumped when the floorboards creaked behind me.

“What are you two scheming?” Wynn’s voice was deadly low.

“Nobody’s scheming.” The lie sounded hollow on my lips.

Gah. I’d never been good at straight-out lying.

“I’m taking you back,” Wynn said, grabbing for my wrist.

He wrenched me one full step before Blair snagged my other hand.

“We’re not done here.” Her gaze was as sharp as needles pinning back skin, but Wynn didn’t flinch.

As they stared each other down, my arms pulled in opposite directions. Not okay. I stepped back and heaved. Thankfully, they both let go. I tucked my hands in my pockets in case either of them had any more rough ideas. “It’s okay, Blair. I don’t want to make problems.”

“It’s fine if you say so.” She glared at Wynn. “But if he thinks he’s calling the shots—” Blair cut off as the shop’s bell tinged downstairs. “Sounds like we have a pizza.”

My heart skipped a beat. We couldn’t have planned this timing if we’d tried. “I’ll grab it quick.” I headed past Wynn and felt him follow, but two Servants stepped behind me as soon as I crossed into the hall. They held out their arms, blocking Wynn from going any farther.

“You stay here. We need to talk.” Blair’s voice hardened. It was the cold, unfriendly tone I hadn’t heard much of since we first met.

Wynn grunted, trying to bull past the Servants, but another pair of them jogged down the hall to help. He wouldn’t be able to push through all four.

His gaze met mine through a gap in the mass of undead flesh trying to hold him back. The fury in his hazel eyes knocked me back a step, breath eking out of my lungs like I’d been punched.

“I’ll be right back. Just going downstairs.” I stumbled as I hurried to whirl away from him. Why was Wynn so furious? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I wasn’t going to do anything wrong, despite the temptation.

Did he think I was that stupid? That I’d put my own life at risk?

I stopped at the bottom of the staircase to blow out a breath and try to compose myself. My pulse thrummed, half with guilt and half with nervous excitement. I smoothed back my ponytail and straightened my sweater.

Act normal. Whatever that is.

I expected to see Seth as soon as I popped out behind the counter. Instead, six of the Servants stood guard along with the one who worked the register, where a giant Moretti’s pizza box rested on the counter.

My excitement deflated, ruined-soufflé style. Seth must’ve decided to stay away from work after all. “Where’s the pizza guy?”

“We couldn’t allow him inside at this hour.” The Servant woman dipped her head apologetically. “He said he’d wait outside if—Mistress!”

I was already dashing to the shop door. Giddy, I yanked it open.

Seth leaned against the railing of the shop’s mini porch. He wore a T-shirt and jeans and the empty insulated pizza carrier was propped against the rails next to his legs.

“You came.” My voice came out all round and awed. Way to play it cool.

“Told you it was a date.” He twirled a set of keys. “I grabbed the delivery wheels. Can I break you out of jail?”

God, yes.

No.

Oh, no.

I reminded myself about the whole “wild is in my blood” thing, but I couldn’t force myself to ignore reality enough to cross the shop’s wards.

A warlock wanted me dead.

Chasing the pizza guy—even the sexy, cool, powerful, everything-I-wanted-in-a-boyfriend pizza guy—would be a slap in Peggy’s face. A betrayal of Agatha. Not to mention Mom. And Wynn was already ultra pissed.

I wouldn’t be surprised if a Hand was camped out, waiting for me to do something exactly that dumb.

“I can’t. I wish I could, but—”

“No worries.” Seth lifted a hand. “Figured you’d play it safe. That’s why I brought…” He grabbed the pizza carrier and reached all the way inside to pull out a white paper sack. “Brioche?”

“Are you kidding?” Brioche was my favorite bread, easy. Anything baked with that much butter would always be amazing.

I crossed through the ward to grab the bag and lean against the railing next to Seth. A Servant hovered at the doorway, and the others all stared through the windows, so I’d be safe as long as I stayed on the porch.

Trying to act like a reasonable human person, I didn’t let myself tear into the bag like I wanted. Channeling all the patience I’d saved this lifetime, I slowly unfolded the paper. Then, I grabbed the first brioche my greedy fingers could reach.

It tasted like flaky, buttery, heaven.

I cupped a hand under the bread to catch any precious crumbs as I gobbled down a second bite and my eyes rolled back. “This is…” Words failed. So good.

The best brioche in the history of brioches?

I tried to chew slowly, but the whole thing was gone in a few bites. As I licked crumbs from my fingers, I debated whether I could grab for seconds without being piggy. But I was piggy. Especially when there was something this delicious to eat.

Seth pushed off the railing and stepped in front of the doorway, but I was too busy gazing longingly at the rest of the brioche to pay much attention to what he was doing. Sweat prickled the back of my neck

One brioche, two brioche, three brioche, four.

I just had one, and I’m gonna have more…

Why I was rhyming, I had no idea. I reached for another brioche, but all of a sudden my fingertips felt numb and—

Oh, shit.

The bag dropped.

Seth’s grin iced my soul. He leaned close, voice low. “Not bad for a last meal, right?”

Shit.

I didn’t just eat poison…

Yes, you did.

Idiot!

Idiot idiot idiot.

I tried to wave for the Servants, but my arms wouldn’t respond. My elbow had hooked around one of the porch beams, otherwise I’d be on my face.

Magic. I could still…

But I couldn’t reach for my power any more than I could reach for help. No amount of trying made it work. It was like my tendons had been severed on a spiritual level.

Paralysis.

Enough to kill me?

Why was Seth still standing around?

To watch me die?

Shit.

The panic sledgehammering behind my breastbone slowly faded. The worst sign yet. I couldn’t black out. Not an option. The Servants had to see me slumping. Any minute they’d rush out and—

Seth calmly placed a rock in front of the doorway.

A flat, black stone.

Red-black magic burst, lighting up the night, and for a split-second I spotted the dome Seth had just formed around the bookshop.

A ward. Not just a ward, but a full-on barrier. No one inside would be able to cross.

My lips wouldn’t move to warn the Servants. The closest one lunged. His skull knocked into the ward like he’d head-butted a concrete wall and he stumbled three steps back before falling to the floor.

Dead?

Disanimated?

I must’ve twitched in panic, because my arm came unhooked from the beam. My body swung, weight giving me momentum, and I tumbled down the three steps to land face-up on the sidewalk.

I couldn’t feel a thing.

Not a bump. Not a scratch.

Seth appeared over me as the world blackened around the edges. “Don’t sleep too long.”

A scream bubbled up from the depths of my soul, but I couldn’t even croak.

What would he do to me when I woke up?


Chapter Twenty-Two
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Something cold touched my cheeks, but I couldn’t see yet.

Please be the hospital.

As feeling returned, my body parts checked in one at a time. None of them had good news.

Floor, hard underneath my side.

Hands, tied so tight behind my back they were sticky. With blood?

Back, aching.

Everything bruised.

Bile clawed up my throat. This isn’t the hospital.

I peeked through my lashes, but I already knew.

The floor was laminate tile. I faced the baseboard under a cabinet. It could’ve been anywhere except for the runes carved into the wood.

Seth’s apartment.

I shivered so hard my feet kicked.

Then I froze.

Be still. I couldn’t let him know I was—

“Wakey, wakey.”

Another body-rocking shiver I couldn’t control. My muscles trembled as I lifted my head.

I lay on Seth’s kitchen floor, surrounded by a ring of humming black stones. Seth sat with his elbows on his knees on a barstool.

His frigid gaze pierced so deep I could practically feel ice flakes crystalizing in my bloodstream.

Fearing what I’d find, I stretched a leg toward the stones. Magic jangled with the sound of wasps as soon as my toe neared, and the first pins and needles started to prick.

Another ward. I doubted I could break through it but I’d have to try.

Just not yet.

For now, I eased onto my knees, wincing when my tied wrists screamed. It would’ve been a cookie-cutter apartment with mismatched furniture and bland wallpaper—but Seth had scrawled runes everywhere.

Warding symbols.

On the walls. On the cabinets. The floors. Some carved into wood, some in chalk or black paint.

And now that I was sitting up…

Symbols lined the circle he’d trapped me inside.

Complicated symbols. Runes and twisting lines. I didn’t know their language, but I didn’t need to. The purpose was clear enough.

They were drawn in blood.

He’d positioned me in a small circle of blood, surrounded by lines that pointed toward his stool, which was centered in a circle of its own.

The pattern made the truth deadly clear. Seth meant to make me his Hand.

No.

I jerked forward.

A wall of power hit me before I got anywhere near the stones. Red sparks crackled against my skin like tiny whip-strikes.

Reflexes forced me to yank myself backward, gasping for air. Red lines crisscrossed my knees. Going by the sting, the marks sliced my face, neck, and all the rest of my bare skin.

“You won’t be able to break my barrier. No one in the Syndicate could” Seth’s voice dripped such smug condescension that I sank in on myself. I’d believed him. Believed his lies, like the biggest idiot. “You’ve probably noticed that warding is one of my gifts?”

No shit. He must’ve had his body tightly warded this whole time or someone would’ve noticed his energy a long time ago. He was crazy talented to manage such a strong shield.

“Agatha shattered your stone like it was nothing.” If she could, maybe I could. Although she’d been dealing with one stone, wielded by a Hand. I made a quick count and my gut roiled.

Thirteen stones surrounded me now.

And the warlock himself, who laughed straight in my face. “I like you, Anise. You really know your place.”

Shame ran hot through my veins. I’d never once suspected Seth could be anything but genuine. “I spoke up for you. I even asked Agatha to hire you. I—” My voice choked off.

If my hands weren’t tied, I’d punch myself in the teeth.

Stupid.

“You’ve been such a peach, it would be a waste to kill you. Once you’re my Hand, you’ll be able to send Agatha all kinds of messages for me.” He smiled way too wide, finally leaking the madness I’d been too dumb to sense. His eyes crinkled, still that piercing blue.

Too blue to be anything but contacts.

How wide were his pupils under there?

Ugh.

I tried to yank against the binds on my hands, but there was no give to whatever was keeping me tied. From the feel, I guessed zip cords.

If it was rope, I could burn free.

My magic still felt a little numb inside me—I’d have to push to reach it—but a few more seconds and I’d be able to burn his whole building to the ground. I just needed to stall long enough to catch my magical breath.

It would be easy to get him to talk about himself. Warlocks were all about their grudges and I definitely understood Seth’s now.

Whether I could stomach the conversation…

There’s no choice. I needed a second so the room would stop spinning. Then I could make my move.

“Please. I asked Agatha to hire you. I’ll tell her again how talented—”

“Begging?” Seth’s laugh cut me off cold. “You didn’t even make me ask.” He moved to crouch at the edge of the stone circle “I almost wish I could keep you.”

I froze. What was he doing?

This close, the scent of his cologne crawled up my nose. I knew to stay still. Not to make any movements that would make him hurt me. Just freeze.

“You’re a sweetheart, Anise. So much better than the last apprentice. That lying—” His hands balled into fists and he shook, taken over by the sudden wave of rage. “She wouldn’t look at me. Wouldn’t help. But she paid the price. Now Agatha’s due.”

Hayley. I swallowed a glob of dread. Killing her must’ve turned him warlock. Unless she hadn’t been his first victim? “Why?”

“Why?” Seth’s voice dropped low with anger. “Why did Hayley get the chance that should’ve been mine? Why did you?” Spit flew from his mouth as the questions spat from his lips. “Why does Agatha think she runs this town? Who gave her the right? Who?”

I tasted poison brioche as my stomach turned upside down. Somehow, I didn’t vomit, but my vision wobbled. How had he kept the crazy hidden so well?

My vision pitched like I was on the tilt-a-whirl of death. Stalling was making me feel worse instead of better. The feel of Seth’s wards was a constant, nasty hum and there had to be multiple layers of warding by the amount of magical pressure squeezing me tight. One in the stone circle, maybe another layer the kitchen itself, and definitely one hiding the whole apartment. Layers upon layers of iron-tight wards, cooping me up with an unhinged warlock.

But the spell—

Damnit.

The symbols drawn in blood had started to glow while I wasn’t paying attention.

Seth’s magic was already working. Already trying to overpower me. I rubbed my knee against the closest line on the off chance I could disturb his spell, but magic had sunk the blood into the wood like a stain.

“You finally noticed?” He moved to his stool and leaned back, folding his hands behind his head. “Won’t be much longer. Then the real fun begins.”

His voice sounded like honey compared to the evil hum of his power. It had the tiniest hint of compulsion, and I leaned forward, literally hanging on his words. The cockroach-legs of his magic were already inside my veins, skittering through my blood. He’d hollow me out and make my body his own.

Hell.

No.

I’d die before I let myself be turned into a puppet. Especially his puppet.

I had one well of power left in my ear and Seth wouldn’t be expecting a fight. But where to attack? My thoughts fuzzed.

I didn’t have long to choose.

The wards? The Syndicate might find me if I could punch through.

But the wards were so strong, and working with rocks wasn’t my strong point. I could try the zenith of the barrier, right above my head—it was always the weakest point of a warding—but even then. Not a safe bet that I could win

Flames were my only choice. I might not be able to burn through such a powerful ward, but I could for sure burn through the floor.

I gathered what willpower I had left and felt for the magic in the core of my soul.

Fire.

As I called to flame, I reached for the well.

Burn this dungeon to ashes. I gritted my teeth and sent the fire pouring out.

It rolled out of me, crashing into the ward like waves of lava. The ward didn’t budge and not one lick of fire snuck through the barrier.

Sweat beaded on my brow. This is okay. It will work.

“What are you—”

The laminate popped and peeled.

Thank the Gods and Goddesses.

He’d only warded a dome instead of protecting the floor or anything underneath. If I burned the floor out, it would disturb the stones and the ward would fail. That would still leave me in the middle of a burning building, but it was better than anything else I had.

Burn, flames.

I bit down hard and channeled everything I had until the well ran dry and I had to start pulling from my life force. Sweat dripped down my back and smoke filled the dome, trapped inside the ward.

Smoke. Hadn’t considered that.

I choked, vision blurring.

Coughing.

Nose running.

Wood creaked over the popping of the flames. I’d cracked the floor.

The boards gave.

I thunked down the four inches between the floorboards and foundation. The flames followed me, pouring out and lighting up the spaces between floor joists. The fire whooshed brighter with access to more oxygen.

And kicked up that much more smoke. The ward hadn’t come down yet, but it would. I fed and fed the fire, willing the floor into a sea of lava. Finally, the stones dropped and the ward shattered. Flames exploded and the bubble of smoke burst into the apartment.

Thank goodness.

I couldn’t see Seth through the cloud. If he was smart, he was already fled.

Flames ate up the walls and my eyelids fluttered.

Hot. Choking.

Couldn’t breathe. No magic left to feed the flames or put them out. Silver glowed under my skin. Sylvia? Her protective spell?

Even if it delayed the inevitable, I was dying. I tried to pull myself out of the burning hole in the floor, but my arms were still bound. Lifting my head meant more smoke. More choking. Lungs burning until I saw stars.

Should I be afraid?

Instead, a deep calm blanketed me.

Death wasn’t my first choice, but I’d rather be dead than live to see a warlock controlling my body.

My shoulders sagged with release as the smoke took over.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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I was hot.

Then cold.

Only the dark stayed constant.

Like a weighted-down comforter pressing me into nothing.

Disorienting, but comfy in a weird way.

Smoke—or was it fog?—drifted through my brain until a breeze kicked up.

White light streamed from above.

Dead?

The brightness burned my eyes. When I lifted a hand to shield them, I knew I’d survived.

How? Where…

Seth.

My arms started to shake.

“Anise? Anise?” A blurry form appeared over me. “Someone find Jane.”

I tried to focus on the woman’s voice, but my eyes were milky.

“Calm down.” Gentle hands pressed my shoulders. A different voice. “Cupcake? Are you with us?”

Agatha.

I relaxed, feeling the pillow behind my head. Tubes, cold against my arms and legs. The steady beep, beep, beep of the hospital monitor. And a wall of warmth and power.

My eyes creaked open.

Agatha stood over me, her face lined deep with recent stress. Behind her, stood Blair with tears wet on her soot-streaked cheeks. Peggy’s voice echoed from the hallway as she berated the mass of gathered Servants.

I didn’t dare move yet, so I didn’t tilt my head, but I felt Wynn to my left. He’ll be furious.

He could glower all he wanted. It wouldn’t touch how mad I was at myself.

“Seth—” The sound ripped up my throat.

Agatha patted my arm. “We know.”

“Where—”

“He got away.” Blair pushed to the front of the crowd of Servants. “I’m so sorry. Now—” Her voice cracked.

My heart rate kicked up. Blair was sorry? For what?

“Anise…” Agatha let out a breath. “You nearly died.”

That was all? I relaxed into the bed.

I could’ve told them that.

“You would’ve died.” Peggy strode into the room, glaring at her daughter. “If Blair hadn’t already used her powers on you. She was able to sense you nearing death and hold you from crossing over.”

Yikes. Necromancy still wasn’t my favorite thing, but if it had saved my bacon, I wasn’t going to complain.

“There she is.” A nurse pushed through the growing crowd at my bedside before Peggy could continue. The woman wore lavender scrubs and her dark hair braided back and pinned. She looked so different than the past few times I’d seen her that it took me a second before I processed her face—high cheekbones and deep amber eyes. Jane from the Syndicate.

She was a nurse?

After checking the readings on my machines, she picked up my hand and closed her eyes. Her energy was white with hints of pale green—bud green. The cool touch of it instantly soothed my aches.

A nurse and a healer. I wasn’t surprised, but I was definitely grateful. I’d inhaled enough smoke that I should probably still be conked out or worse without magical help.

“Blair shielded you from any critical injuries, but you’re looking at a rough recovery.” Jane patted my hand before pulling back. “Between the necromancy and the warlock magic you were exposed to, your spirit took a beating.”

Speaking of shielded…

I finally glanced at the other side of the bed.

Wynn sat in the hospital chair.

Expression flat.

No glare. No scowl. His face was perfectly neutral and smooth, minus a little stubble. He had to be pissed, but he wouldn’t make eye contact. That made me more uneasy than if he’d reamed me out. I was waiting for someone to tell me this was my fault. That I should’ve put one and two together. If no one was even annoyed, there was nothing to distract from the guilt and shame simmering in the pit my stomach.

“Rest.” Jane’s energy flowed over me like warm milk.

My eyelids started to ease closed…

“No!” I jerked upright and pain flashed, but I gritted through. If I let myself be lulled, everyone would rush off to deal with Seth while I slept through the fight. “Let me help. Please. I don’t think you’ll be able to find him without me.”

“He won’t be able to hide from us now that we know his name.” Agatha gripped the rail at the side of my bed. “I’ve got a few things to say to that bastard.”

“No,” I said the word more firmly this time. “You need my help.”

Agatha’s eyebrow pulled up to her hairline. “What we need is for you to sit tight while we clean up this mess.”

“It doesn’t matter if we know who he is. You still can’t scry through his wards.” He was too much of a prodigy at them, even for the Syndicate. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to show his face in town, but he could hole up somewhere near the vortex and lure people in to make new Hands. Then he could keep attacking and attacking and we’d never find him. “We have to draw him out of hiding.”

“How would you do that?” Jane’s eyes had narrowed, already suspicious at what her patient was planning.

She wasn’t wrong to be suspicious. “If I play the bait—”

“No.” Wynn’s voice sliced through mine. He stood, knocking back the heavy hospital recliner, and loomed over me. Anger rolled off him in waves.

For once, I didn’t want to shrink back. The vein pulsing in his neck was oddly comforting. This was how Wynn was supposed to react.

I met his boiling gaze and didn’t flinch. “Seth wants me out of his way.” I gulped down a bubbling bit of shame. The how of it didn’t seem to matter. Whether I was dead or turned into one of his Hands, his whole agenda centered on hurting Agatha. I wasn’t sure exactly why. Maybe he had genuinely wanted to work at the bakery and felt scorned? It didn’t really matter. Now he was a psycho and I was the perfect tool for getting his revenge. “He has to be furious that he lost me.” So, if he thought I was escaping for good, I was betting he’d try to stop me. “Now he thinks I’m beaten up and demoralized. Wouldn’t it make sense for me to leave town?”

I was beaten up—and whenever the painkillers and healing energies ran out I’d probably ache for days—but I wasn’t close to demoralized. Kicking myself, yes. An idiot, totally. That didn’t mean I’d run away. But if Seth thought so little of me, then he’d buy me fleeing town.

When he chased me, the Syndicate could grab him.

Agatha’s lips thinned as she considered. She turned to the other women. “What do you think?”

“You’re not going anywhere tonight,” Jane said. “If you’re discharged tomorrow, you still won’t be in great shape.”

“It’s better that way, isn’t it?” The frailer I looked, the easier a target I’d be—or so Seth would think.

My bed creaked as if Wynn was gripping the rail, but I didn’t turn back to him yet. Wynn wasn’t the person I needed to convince.

“The sooner we capture the warlock, the more damage we can contain.” Peggy drummed fingers against an arm, clearly thinking through the pros and cons. “I’m most concerned about the killing ground. If we don’t contain the warlock’s spirit, we could create more trouble.”

“That’s why my plan makes sense.” We had to lure Seth as far away from the vortex as possible. “I’ll grab a suitcase and pretend I’m flying home from Albuquerque. If you set a trap outside the canyon, I can draw him that way. Otherwise, we’ll be waiting around for him to attack with no way to control where he hits.” I’d had enough of waiting around doing nothing. Playing the bait would put me in danger again, but it was on my terms.

I wanted to take Seth down.

I had to, or I’d never forgive myself.

“Are you sure you’d be up to fighting him?” Jane asked.

“I’m sure.”

Jane turned to Agatha. “I leave the decision to you.”

“Cripes.” Agatha dug her fingers into her scalp. “We’ll do it your way, cupcake.” She whirled, heading for the door. “Join me, ladies? We’ve gotta make a few calls if we want this scheme set up for morning.”

Blair made no move to leave, but Peggy grabbed her by the elbow, pulling her from the room. She mouthed text you later as her mom dragged her away.

Jane nodded on her way out. “I’m on duty all night. Rest. No one will be able to hurt you in here.”

I sagged into my pillow, but I couldn’t relax yet. I still wasn’t alone.

Wynn gripped my bedrail with knuckles so white they looked like fists of bone. His T-shirt’s sleeve was torn, and his bandage from the last attack was gray with ash. He must’ve helped pulled me from the flames.

“Do you want to die?” He asked, voice unexpectedly soft.

Disturbingly soft. I considered pulling the blanket over my face, but then I’d have to move my IV wrist. “I don’t want to die.”

“Could’ve fooled me.” The bed frame creaked again. At this rate, Wynn would snap off the rail.

“I…misjudged Seth.” I’d only just started paying for that mistake.

A nurse popped in with a tray before Wynn could respond. She positioned the room’s rolling table over my lap and set down a covered plate. “It’s way past dinner, but Jane wants you to eat so you can take your healing brews on a full stomach. Don’t skip dessert.”

Any optimism I had left died when I lifted the lid. Limp egg noodles, a dish of withered lima beans, lumpy applesauce, and a hockey puck that was impersonating a brownie. A murky vial sat next to the juice box.

For the first time in my life, I really was considering skipping the brownie. I had no appetite and doubted I’d be able to choke down a bite while Wynn loomed.

Hoping to solve both problems at once, I lifted the spoon and applesauce and offered them to Wynn. “You have to be hungry.”

He made no move toward sustenance. But he really did have to be hungry. I couldn’t imagine he’d stopped for a snack between me being kidnapped and almost dying in a fire. I leaned forward enough to slip the spoon into the pocket of his jeans. His body was rigid with the same anger that showed in the flare of his nostrils.

If I could get him to eat the applesauce, he’d calm down. In my experience, apples and cinnamon canceled out most kinds of rage.

I considered dumping the sauce down his pants, but I’d already had more than enough contact with Wynn’s jeans. Cocking back my arm, I gave him plenty of warning before Frisbee-tossing the dish.

He caught it one-handed. A blob of sauce splashed onto his thumb. He switched the dish to his opposite hand before licking the finger and fixing me with a glare. “We’re going to talk about this.”

Wynn wanted to talk? With words? “Which this?”

He thunked into the bedside chair and crushed my expectations for the millionth time as he jammed aggressive spoonfuls of applesauce into his mouth. So he was hungry. Just more angry than hungry. I pushed a fork around in my noodles with no intention of eating them or speaking first. I wasn’t sure I could explain myself this time.

“My question.” The spoon clanged against the dish. “Do you want to die?”

“No.”

“You’re acting the opposite.” He bit the spoon and the sound of teeth on metal sent a shiver rolling down my spine.

I almost said am not, but then I’d sound like a toddler. “If I’d known Seth was th—”

“I’m talking about tomorrow. You volunteered to be bait for a warlock.”

That was what bothered him? I stabbed a noodle with my fork. “You weren’t there when he—” When he tried to take over my mind and body? My throat muscles contracted when I tried to say the words. “If I don’t do something, he’ll make more and more people into Hands. No one deserves that.” Seth would come after me again no matter what. At least this way, we had a chance to beat him.

Wynn slammed his empty applesauce dish so hard on the table that my juice box tipped. Someone isn’t won over.

I didn’t blame him, but I wasn’t giving in. I gripped my fork until the metal bit into my skin. “I’m sorry for making your job impossible, but I can’t back down this time. Seth is…” If not pure evil, then seriously deranged. I’d fallen into every trap he’d set, blinded by a stupid adoration that I really hoped had something to do with magical compulsion. Touching death had shaken off whatever spell he’d cast over me and all I wanted to do was make up for the past few days of stupid mistakes. I forced myself to hold eye contact with Wynn even if fingers of shame wanted me tilting my face to stare at the floor. “I hope you’ll help me, but if you won’t I’m still going tomorrow.”

Wynn bit off his words. “I’m not leaving you alone.”

The sentiment should’ve been comforting—I wouldn’t have to run into danger by myself—but somehow Wynn made it like a threat. Like he planned on following me to the bathroom and watching me sleep from now on. I flinched. “It’s not like I’m running anywhere.”

“No. You’re not.” He folded his arms across his chest.

I didn’t have the energy to argue. My eyelids kept slipping down, reminding me how much magic I’d spent. I’d need to sleep for a week if I survived tomorrow.

I will survive. I gripped my fork hard and forced myself to start eating. I needed as much energy as I could build up for tomorrow, and that meant downing the brew and grabbing some sleep.

The flavorless pasta fell straight to the bottom of my stomach. I choked down half my plate before calling it enough of a meal to take my medicine. Compared to the healing brew, the noodles tasted like ambrosia. It was so bitter that my eyes crossed.

While I was chugging juice, Agatha slipped back into the room. She gave a little nod, seeing the empty vial in front of me and cleared it away to set her phone on the bed table. A map was open on her screen.

“Here.” Agatha pinch-zoomed to the spot she’d pinned on the canyon road. “There’s roadwork blocking one of the lanes on the canyon road, so anyone who drives through will be slowed. We’re sending a few of the ladies down tonight to set the trap. You draw that little bastard to this spot and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“I’ll be ready.” The brew was already worming through my veins, lulling me to sleep as it healed. All I had to do tomorrow was drive. “As soon as I’m discharged, I’ll run back to grab my suitcase.” Seth would be watching. He must’ve been watching this whole time. Waiting for his chance to use me against Agatha.

The cocktail of shame, anger, and the bitter brew made my cheeks flush. This time, I wasn’t sitting out of the spellwork. I zoomed the map back out to the second pin, just a finger’s width away from the construction spot. “You’ll cast your ward here?”

Agatha nodded. “Sylvia’s heading down to clear the ground. Warlock or not, that boy won’t be able to stand against a full circle of thirteen.”

“Fourteen.” I wanted in this time.

Agatha took back her phone. “Thirteen.”

“But, he—” The words stuck again, and I knew my eyes were turning glassy. I blinked and looked down at my chest. I’d be kicking myself for a while either way, but if I could help take Seth down, it would numb some of the sting. “I want to help.”

“You’re helping. And you can sure as hell watch.” Agatha patted my knee through my blanket. “But thirteen’s the magic number for this type of binding. Don’t worry, cupcake. I’ll get enough revenge for us to share.”

I kept my mouth shut but crossed my fingers there’d be a chance to take a piece out of Seth myself.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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By dawn, I was too wired to sleep. I would’ve gotten up to pace, but the IV pulled at my skin whenever I moved. Instead, I stared at the ceiling, feeling every minute tick.

Wynn slept in the recliner chair at my bedside, his rest as unbothered as ever. When I finally caved and had to hit the bathroom, his eyes cracked open—so maybe he wasn’t as restful as he looked. Thankfully, he didn’t try to follow me in, or I would’ve whacked him with my IV stand.

The morning dragged on as we waited for the doctor to clear me. Nurses strode in and out, working around the Servants that Peggy had left in the hallway. Every time someone new stepped through the door, I flinched, fearing Seth had come for me after all.

Finally, the nurses unhooked me from the machines and handed me a fat stack of discharge papers, which I passed off to the closest Servant. Running straight off to challenge a warlock probably went against whatever the hospital was suggesting for my recovery, so I’d sit and read the instructions when I actually intended on following them.

Agatha had left me a burner phone to use until we replaced mine, which had probably melted in the fire. It was lunchtime when I finally had a moment to text. Just discharged. Running to Wus and then I’ll be on the way.

We’re holding position. Agatha sent back. But I bought you a ticket home. If he doesn’t take the bait, keep driving to Albuquerque.

My stomach swooped with shock. Home would be the safest place for me, but I wasn’t going to flee Taos just like that. It was my home to defend, too.

Walking out of the hospital, I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with fresh air. I hadn’t slept and I felt about as strong as spun sugar, but I refused to end this day by escaping on a plane. Not without getting a little revenge first.

Ten Servants flanked me all the way into their van, all with gun holsters strapped under their suit jackets. Wynn was less subtle, open-carrying a longsword. I doubted it was legal, but the more weapons on my side, the better.

We sped from the hospital back into town. When we reached the Wus, the driver pulled underneath the awning of their main entrance. My skin tingled with awareness in the few steps between the van and doorway. Hope you’re watching, Seth.

The wards zapped me as I crossed the threshold. I booked it past the waves of Servants stationed throughout the house. Wynn followed half a step behind. He’d bowl me over if I stopped walking, but I wasn’t slowing down.

Upstairs, I tossed my suitcase on the bed and started tossing in handfuls of the clean clothes the Servants had arranged in my dresser. I didn’t need to pack every little thing, but I wanted the bags to look realistically full just in case Seth smelled a trap.

My frenzied packing only slowed when I found the green bullet journal at the bottom of my drawer. The back of my neck tingled. I’d forgotten about it, but the Servants must have thrown it in my suitcase when they moved my things over from Agatha’s. My pulse thumped in my fingertips as I opened to the last page.

The last month in the bullet journal was June.

The month Haley disappeared.

I flipped to the front. There was no key for translating her icon system, so I still wasn’t sure what the tiny hand-drawn rainbows, clouds, or potion bottles meant. There were hearts and stars, and the cryptic shorthand didn’t help translate as I paged through. In the last month, a tiny slice of pizza appeared a few times on the monthly calendar. The last one was a pizza next to a little emoji face with X eyes.

The pizza.

Moretti’s. The restaurant that Hayley’s boyfriend had owned.

The restaurant where Seth worked.

I palmed my forehead. If I was guessing right, the chain of events finally made sense.

If Seth had found out about the affair between Hayley and his boss, the threat of tipping off the wife would’ve put Hayley in a tough spot. Maybe he’d started out trying to blackmail her into getting him a job at Agatha’s?

Whatever happened next, Seth had seriously flown off the rails.

It didn’t make sense. As desperate as I’d been to work at Agatha’s, I wouldn’t have killed for the job. Seth’s body count was up to at least three including his Hands.

Four, if I assumed Mr. Moretti was dead. Which seemed likely.

I closed the journal and had to sit on the edge of the bed to stop my head from spinning. Seth’s words kept echoing through my brain. She wouldn’t look at me.

Had he been jealous of Hayley’s job? Or Haley’s boyfriend?

I had to put my head between my knees for a second. It made me sick. The waste of life. I owed it to Agatha to tell her what I suspected, but when I pulled out my phone, my thumbs didn’t know what to say. Hayley has been dead this whole time? Seth’s even sicker than we guessed?

“What are you doing?” Wynn’s boots clomped to stand in front of me.

“I’m thinking.”

“Think later. You’ve got a flight to catch.”

I glared up at him. “I’m not going away.” As much as Wynn would love it if I did.

“Why do you think Agatha agreed to your plan?” He gripped his sword hilt. “Go home before this town kills you.”

“No.” I stood, putting us toe to toe. This was the one thing I’d never give in on. “I’m going to help the Syndicate trap a monster, but I’ll be back in my room at the bakery tonight. Get used to sleeping in that closet.”

My heart pounded as his gaze flicked back and forth. We were standing so close that his breath ruffled my hair, but I resisted the urge to step back. To retreat, I’d have to sit on the bed, and then he’d be standing over me again.

I wanted to come off strong for once. “Help me instead of fighting me. If we take out the warlock, maybe you can get out of your Shield contract. There wouldn’t be anyone I need protecting from. Isn’t that what you want?”

“My contract isn’t going anywhere.”

“Neither am I.” I pushed around him and re-started packing my bag. When it was full enough, I zipped it and grabbed my backpack. I dug through, but couldn’t find my wallet, so whatever Wynn and Agatha wanted, I wasn’t going on a plane today. No driver’s license, no flight.

I did one last sweep of the room, checking if there was anything else I needed. The powerful pieces of my jewelry were tapped out, and there was no time to stop by the store for more. Even if Agatha gave me the family discount, I had no cash or debit card. I was pretty sure I’d left my purse at the bookstore last night, but looking for it wasn’t important.

Was there anything else I needed? Anything that would keep me safe?

I wouldn’t be facing Seth head-on, so barring a safe driving charm, there was nothing that could help with my part of the plan. My insurance was Wynn.

“I’m going now.” I swung my backpack over my shoulder and grabbed my suitcase, knowing Wynn wouldn’t help with carrying. I’d rather leave his sword hand free, anyway. One of the Servants moved to grab the handle, but I maneuvered the suitcase of the way. “I’ve got it.”

Downstairs, a huge SUV idled under the awning. I threw my bags in the back seat. As I climbed into the driver’s seat, my heart jumped like a mosh pit was churning under my ribcage. Calm down.

Telling myself to be calm worked as well as casting a spell when I wasn’t feeling the enchantment. I couldn’t flip a switch and be normal when I was running toward the danger.

Wynn climbed in the passenger door and reached for his seat belt, but I leaned to cover his buckle. “Don’t sit in the seat. I want the car to look empty.”

“Where else would I sit?” Wynn was already scowling. It was the most comforting thing in this whole situation.

Fighting a smile, I gestured to the floor. “Down here? Or you can lie flat in the trunk?”

Muttering, he slammed the door and moved back a row.

“Make sure no one can see your head,” I reminded him as he squeezed into the back seat. He was too tall to fit easily, let alone balance his sword. Watching him try to fold himself into the little aisle of floor space was the most satisfying thing I’d seen in ages.

“You’d better focus.” Wynn found my gaze in the rearview mirror.

“I’m focused.” It took me a second to figure out how to adjust the seat on such a fancy car, and the new leather smell made me that much more nervous. Peggy was loaning me this one from her fleet, and I appreciated that it was a big safe car, but I’d feel more comfortable in Mom’s lemon. I patted the steering wheel to reassure myself and the vehicle. You take care of me, I’ll take care of you.

With a last deep breath, I threw the car in drive. As I flicked the turn signal to head out, I realized a shakier part of the plan that I hadn’t considered. I’d never driven such a massive car before. Even though I could see fine, it felt like driving a tank. The ride through the canyon was all curves and slopes. So don’t fly off a cliff.

Gripping the wheel too hard, I headed toward the highway. Passing through the town kept me from speeding. Once we were through the last stoplight, I hit the gas. It was much later in the afternoon than we’d planned, but Agatha had texted again to say she and the rest of the Syndicate were still waiting.

Heading down the last straight part of the road before the canyon, I kept glancing over my shoulder. There were no cars following yet. All I could see was the top of Wynn’s head where he sat jammed on the floor.

Every mile down the road weakened the call of the vortex. The constant hum faded along with the compulsive desire to cast. Even though I’d started feeling the pull as soon as I arrived in Albuquerque, there was a clear difference in the amount of power as we drove away. It was like someone had turned off a fan in the background, making the silence ear-ringingly obvious.

Magical silence was good. Every few minutes on the road meant that much less power Seth could draw from if he followed like he was supposed to.

I slowed to take the first big down-sloping curve in the road. It was stupid to be nervous about my driving when a warlock could be chasing us, but it wasn’t like I’d gone to spy school. I usually drove back and forth to the grocery store on a two-lane road where the speed limit was forty-five. Not through steep canyons that had falling rock signs between cliff faces and sheer drop-offs.

Leaning over the wheel, I focused on the stripes. Just make it to the choke point.

When I hit one of the curves too hard, my backpack rolled off the back seat and thunked into Wynn. He tossed it up front. “Pull over and let me drive.”

“Pull over where?” The shoulder was non-existent and I wasn’t stopping on the wrong side of a blind turn.

He was climbing into the passenger seat when something white flashed on the horizon. I pushed him sideways so he didn’t block the mirror.

A white car zoomed toward us. I lifted my foot off the gas, slowing so I could see the driver.

It wasn’t Seth.

Just a guy driving.

I would’ve let out a breath, but Wynn’s hip caught my shoulder, making me twist the wheel. We veered over the double-yellow before I could swing back. “Careful!”

“You be careful.” He hunched like he was setting up for a sulk, but then he froze staring at the side mirror. “Who’s in that car?”

“No one.” I glanced at the rearview again. “Just—”

Just a guy in a ball cap that covered his eyes. He’d sped up, closing the gap between our cars.

The cockroach-leg energy of Hand magic crawled over my arms. I hit the gas as we took another downslope. The space between our bumper and his was closing fast. My heart pumped double-time. “He’s going to run us off the road.”

Wynn craned around in his seat, lifting the hem of his T-shirt as he turned. The next time I could look away from the road, he was cocking a handgun.

“Jesus!” I accidentally jerked the car to the side and he sent me a glare.

“I’ll shoot for the tires.” He rolled down the window, letting the roaring wind blow inside.

My hair whipped around my face. I pushed the car past eighty, but the guy was feet behind our bumper. I could only look away from the road so long if we were going to stay between the lines, and hitting the twists at this speed already had me ready to vomit. I couldn’t split my focus to cast any kind of spell that would stop the Hand.

“Wait. Don’t shoot anything yet.” I had to slow so we didn’t spin off the road. He closed another foot between our cars. At this rate, he’d be inside our trunk within the mile. But if Wynn hit the mark, we could lose our chance at Seth. I spared a glance for the GPS screen. “We’re only a few miles from the spot. If we can draw him there, the Syndicate can use him to summon Seth.”

At least, I was pretty sure they could. It was Seth’s magic powering the guy.

“We’re not going to make it that far.” He leaned out the window, gun first.

My arms shook. The sedan was already so close I couldn’t see its headlights in my mirror. As much as I wanted to draw the Hand into the trap, Wynn was right. “Do it.”

Gunshots echoed like cannon blasts inside the car. My ears rang. A huge pop sounded behind us, and the sedan skidded, swinging over the double-yellow. Tire blown out.

Instead of slowing down, the Hand sped up, coming at us more from the side this time. We were through the steepest part of the canyon but the flat part of the road was just as dangerous. Rock wall to our left, drop off and a river to our right.

“Put on your seatbelt!” I floored it as we hit a straightaway.

Wynn ignored me, leaning out the window to line up another shot.

The car zoomed toward us.

I glanced back right as the Hand plowed into my back tire.

The sickening crash was the last noise before we flipped over the guardrail.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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The world flipped and flopped like the inside of a washing machine. Jerking us in rough circles. Bursts of light and pain scrambled my brain. The airbag exploded. I hit my head front and back.

Still spinning. Metal roaring and creaking.

Survive!

I scrunched my eyes shut, praying it would stop.

When the car finally stilled, the world kept spinning. I held my temples while my body tried to decide if I should hurl or cry or scream. It went with the full-body shakes.

The deployed airbag looked like a half-melted marshmallow except for a splotch of red.

Blood?

I lifted my fingers in front of my eyes. Blood smudged my right hand.

But there was no pain. Not a good thing. My thoughts were fuzzy. I needed to get out. To move. To find help.

“Wynn.” My voice croaked. I couldn’t focus while the blood rushed to my head. I tried to turn and realized I was hanging upside down with my seatbelt keeping me in my seat.

Wynn hadn’t buckled.

The passenger seat was empty.

And all that was left of the windshield was shards.

I groaned. Please be okay.

Fumbling, I tried to undo my buckle. Before I could hit the button, someone reached through the window.

“Wynn. Help me—”

The man yanked my arm. Not Wynn. A wave of warlock energy rolled over me. I reached for my magic, trying to resist whatever spell he’d thrown, but it was too late.

Darkness fell, taking me far away from the wrecked car.
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I was vaguely aware of being dragged. Rocks and plants tearing at my bare legs. Then the sizzle of magic as I passed through a ward.

Seth’s ward.

The gross feel of his magic was too hard to miss, even if I was concussed or whatever was wrong with me. I fought for consciousness, but all I could do was drift in and out of clarity. I caught glimpses of the wide sky above and the hard ground under my cheek.

“Put him in the circle with her,” Seth said, his voice so chilling that I forgot to breathe.

Something soft bumped me. A body?

I had to start paying attention.

Drawing energy from the warm core of my magic, I forced my eyes to open. I lay on my side in a circle of stones. Seth’s ward was already in place, blocking the vortex hum. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. How the hell am I surviving this?

My body ached and stung as feeling slowly returned. The pain would get worse before it got better.

Something touched my back.

Half rolling, half flopping, I swung around to find the humped shape next to me.

Wynn.

Blood covered the top of his head like a crown. I crawled to my knees and tilted him onto his back before remembering you shouldn’t move someone with head injuries. Too late anyway. He’d been dragged into the circle, leaving a rut in the dirt. I pressed my ear to his chest.

His lungs still rose and fell. Thank goodness.

How many breaths did we had left, though? Maybe a few minutes’ worth? The sour taste of panic coated my tongue.

I couldn’t see Seth or his Hand. The stone circle trapped us in a patch of dirt, mostly surrounded by reeds. The babbling of water over rock said we were close to the river.

But how close was Seth?

“Wynn.” I bent to whisper and shake his arm. “You have to wake up.”

Inside the ring of stones were two other lines. One of salt. One of something wet.

My throat contracted.

If Seth planned on turning us into Hands, then that wasn’t water darkening the ground. It was blood.

The ward suffocated, pressing against my head until I could hardly think. All I knew was we were trapped. I couldn’t burn through solid ground to get us out.

I’d have to crack the ward the hard way, and soon. Before Seth started trying to drain me. If I could contact the Syndicate, they could still grab him. A text would signal them as well as a tower of flames, but my phone was MIA, so a magic beacon was my best bet.

I just couldn’t send up an alert with the ward trapping me in its dome.

Wynn wasn’t stirring. He needed a hospital. So did I, based on the way the solid ground kept spinning.

“Anise.”

The sound of my name on Seth’s lips sent a shiver dripping down my shoulders. I leaned protectively over Wynn.

Seth folded his arms. His dark hair was mussed, all sticking up. “You burned down my building.”

My jaw may have dropped. Did he want an apology? “You tried to kill me.”

“Only once or twice.” A cold smile tilted his lips. “Now I’d prefer you alive. For a while longer, at least.”

The ring of blood glowed, casting off a brand of magic that bile creep up the back of my throat. I reached out on the off chance I could disturb one of the rings, but my fingers jarred to a stop inches in front of the salt circle.

My magic wavered. The bizarre sensation made my elbows give out and I fell forward over Wynn. The ground doubled. Seth was weakening me—readying me so his magic could take me over. And thanks to the last attempt, I was already weak to him.

His power stirred inside me, like an ink drop spreading through the well of my power. My stomach churned.

How long had Seth been grooming me for this? Since the day we met? I’d been so happy walking straight into his traps.

That doesn’t matter now.

He didn’t own me yet, and I needed to attack before he hollowed me out and took over. If flames couldn’t do the job, I had to find another way to fight.

I balled my hands into fists and mirrored the same action with my power. My only way out was punching a hole.

I reached for every scrap of magic I could scrounge, but between the crash and what Seth was already siphoning off me, I didn’t have enough to give.

Still. I had to try.

Concentrating my power into a battering ram, I swung for the ward.

My power clanged against Seth’s, ringing like a gong.

The force rattled my teeth and knocked me onto my back. Giving up isn’t an option. I dragged my fingers through the dirt, trying to find the strength to sit up.

My fingertips brushed Wynn’s arm. If the giant clang hadn’t woken him up, I was worried nothing would.

I choked back a wave of despair so thick I couldn’t squeeze in a breath. Or was that Seth’s magic already taking over?

There was no coming back from being made a Hand. Once Seth had me, I was good as dead. He’d use me to hurt Agatha and any other witches who got in his way. I’d never make crème brûlée with the fancy Benzomatic torches that Agatha kept locked in the pantry. I’d never be able to prove that I deserved to be her apprentice.

And Mom…

Tears I wouldn’t shed seared my throat. She’d be devastated. Full-on meltdown. And Mom couldn’t even contact her friends for help getting through my death. She’d be alone.

A sob broke free. I clapped a hand over my mouth.

Seth laughed.

The sound crawled down my spine, so vile I twisted onto my side to dry-heave. What had I ever seen in him? It must’ve been compulsion. Please, let it have been compulsion.

I hated myself for falling into his lies. For letting him do this to me.

Are you really this weak?

I wasn’t supposed to be, but I still hadn’t managed to sit up. The circle of blood glowed cherry-red and the ink drop of Seth’s magic put out spider legs inside me, little tendrils sneaking into my bloodstream.

“Not much longer.” Seth lifted a hand like he was controlling a puppet. Pain shot up my arm and my wrist jerked. He gave a self-satisfied grin. “I can’t wait to show you off to Agatha.”

Gray tendrils twined in front of my eyes. Seth almost had me.

My earrings were tapped out. My magic wasn’t enough. I balled my hands so tight my rings bit into the flesh of my fingers. I hated asking the spirits for help, but I was out of options. If you’re listening, I could use a little help, Nana.

Seth waved a hand, making my arm jerk so hard my whole body wrenched to the side. I head-butted Wynn’s shoulder.

He groaned.

“Wynn?” I whispered as low as my voice would go.

“What…” His eyelids fluttered. The blood on his forehead had darkened, but there was more of it than before. He blinked at me, not quite focusing.

“We’re in trouble.” I glanced up. Seth stood beyond the haze of the ward, examining the power that glowed at his fingertips. The tendrils in front of my eyes were growing together like strands of a web. I instinctively knew what that meant.

When the net was done, so was I. “We’re warded in. We need to break through and make contact with the Syndicate.” That was the most important thing. Someone had to contain Seth.

Wynn blinked a few more times before his eyes cleared. He touched his head and winced.

Seth took a step closer to the ward, peering at his captives. “The bodyguard wakes. Perfect timing.” He raised his hands and beestings pricked up and down my arms.

Don’t you dare. I tried to stop myself, but my body was already letting Seth drive. My arms mirrored his gesture, reaching for Wynn’s neck.

Wynn grabbed me by the wrists, holding me back, but his hands shook as hard as mine did. He couldn’t hold me off forever because I wasn’t the one pushing at him anymore.

“What is this?” Wynn said through gritted teeth.

A nightmare?

Seth’s power was more than a splash of ink now. Instead of a cheery red-orange, the heart of my power had faded almost all the way to gray. It took everything I had to keep from pushing down and strangling Wynn. My arms shook trying to hold back.

“He’s turning us both into Hands.” My control was slipping and my willpower faded as Seth’s magic grew inside me, but my revulsion would never budge. I’d rather burn out my own life force than live to be owned by Seth.

“Can you break through his ward?” Wynn’s muscles shook, still trying to keep me from choking him. I could feel the pressure against my wrists, but not my own muscles as I bore down on him.

“Already tried.” Already failed. “What if I give you what’s left of my power?” I asked. Wynn was in much rougher shape than me or we wouldn’t still be struggling, but having full control of his body made him our only real hope.

“Not this time.” His face was chalky pale with strain.

A breath gusted from my lungs. I should’ve died the last time Seth cornered me, but the close call hadn’t changed my mind about how this needed to end. I ducked closer to whisper in Wynn’s ear. “I’ll fight as long as I can, but…” Both of us were already screwed. “I don’t plan on letting him use me.”

Wynn’s jaw clenched. “Agree with you for once.”

I barked a laugh. “Now?” It was that much more absurd when I was actively trying to strangle him.

“Now. Neither of us dies.” With a mighty heave, he lifted my arms far enough away to sneak a thumb between his teeth. He bit down until he drew blood, then extended the thumb as far out to me as he could without loosening his grip on my wrists. “Take what you need.”

It was silly to bite himself when there was so much of his blood already flowing, but the gesture meant everything. The free offer of himself—body and power.

I’d take him up on it.

The blood from his wounds already smeared my hands. The spots warmed.

Energy flowed into me drip by drip. Wynn’s strength.

“You don’t die.” He squeezed my wrists tighter. “Promise me.”

“Neither of us dies,” I repeated his own words. I wasn’t sure I believed them, but I chanted them to myself like an incantation as his power sank into my skin. Neither of us dies. Neither of us dies. Not today.

As Wynn’s stamina refilled my tank, the gray worms faded from my vision and the feeling returned to my arms. I had one chance.

I couldn’t hold back, even if it meant draining both our life forces. Seth couldn’t be left to wander town, putting more and more people into this same situation.

No more Hands. No more warlock nonsense.

I knew I couldn’t end him myself, so I wouldn’t bother trying. I didn’t need to attack. I needed to call the cavalry.

My arms were mine to control again, but I kept a loose grip on Wynn’s neck. Seth hadn’t noticed I was driving yet, so I didn’t want to clue him in.

Tipping my head back I stared at the zenith of the warded dome. The weakest point. That wouldn’t have mattered with only my own power to burn, but now that I had a second person to draw from…

We had a shot.

I gathered every tendril of magic in my body and then dug deeper, pulling from the well of my life force. Wynn’s magic was still flowing into me and I threw it into the ball of energy. A ball wouldn’t work though. I mentally pressed it together until the power manifested in front of me in the shape of a bullet.

Part of me wanted to blast Seth, but as much as I wanted payback, I’d only get it if the Syndicate found us in time. I scrunched my eyes tight and pointed at the ward above my head. Fire away.

The ghost of a gunshot echoed.

My magic stuck just inside the dome of Seth’s ward, the bullet of compressed energy caught against the now-visible blue-black field. Energy drained out of me like I was running a faucet full blast. Sitting up was too much. I collapsed.

Flat on my back, I fumbled until I gripped Wynn’s fingers. His energy flowing into me was the only thing keeping me from passing out.

With spots flickering in front of my eyes, I focused everything I had on the ward. Go. Work.

I had to push through.

The bullet of power spun. Slowly, so slowly.

Seth’s ward glowed with the challenge. Still solid.

Wynn weakly squeezed my hand. “You’re holding back.”

Where was I holding back? I was putting out so much magic I could hardly keep my eyes open. The only thing I was holding back was enough energy to keep breathing. I’d left Wynn a little more than that so he didn’t lose out to his injuries. If I took more…

“Take what you need,” he repeated, voice strained. “I won’t be anyone’s puppet.”

“Me neither.” I bit down, clenching every muscle from my jaw to my toes and drawing every last bit of power either of us had.

Better dead than Seth’s Hand.

But if we could, I wanted to survive.

Go!

I heaved, throwing everything into one last effort.

The bullet of power pushed and pushed and—

Craaaaaaack.

The ward gave. Just the zenith.

The bullet slipped through the teeniest crack and shot into the sky. The ward resealed itself right away, but it was enough.

My vision flickered in and out so I couldn’t see where the bullet went, but I felt the knot of power zooming high and away. I pushed it until I started to lose control and then nudged it with one last blast of my energy.

The power exploded in a glorious red firework that glittered in the sky. The boom rolled over me sweet as heavenly harp music. I sagged into the ground, numb to everything except that sound and my grip on Wynn’s hand. He was still feeding me power. I stopped drawing but gave him a squeeze. The Syndicate could find us now.

Seth snapped and the ward disappeared like nothing.

“Drag them out.” He waved to his Hand, who crouched in the reeds at his feet.

The man who’d run us off the road had lost the ball cap shielding his face. He was older than the last Hands, with salt and pepper hair and a giant gash in his chest oozing blood into his once-white button-down. He stumbled toward us at Seth’s command, but without the compulsion, he wouldn’t have been standing. The man’s footsteps dragged across the ground as he wobbled. He looked more like a zombie than the Wu Servants ever had.

A thrill of hope shot through me. Maybe I wasn’t standing either, but this guy was fightable.

I started to mouth as much to Wynn, but he’d passed out again. With the static fuzzing my head, I wouldn’t be far behind him.

Just stall. Magic mostly spent, that was the best I could do.

The Hand grabbed Wynn by the ankle and started to drag. I kept hold of Wynn. When my arm jerked, the Hand struggled to pull two bodies at once. But no matter how the man bled, Seth obviously wasn’t letting him give up. Step by step, he pulled us toward the growing sound of water.

When we pushed through the reeds, I knew where we were. The river followed the same path as the canyon road. That meant Seth hadn’t dragged us too far from wherever we’d crashed.

The Syndicate had to be close by.

Hold on. If I could buy a few more minutes, Seth would be toast.

“Put them here.” Seth stood at the edge of the river. White rapids crested over rocks all the way downstream and the water moved fast. I let go of Wynn and the Hand stumbled at the loss of weight. He wobbled straight into the river but caught his balance before he went down.

“You’ve about lived out your use, old man.” Seth reached out and power twirled around his fingertips. He made a sharp tugging gesture, and the Hand pitched forward, splashing face-first into the river. A wisp of red-black energy rose from his chest, making his back arch in the water. I flinched but couldn’t look away.

Poor man. At least now his spirit would be free.

Seth absorbed the power through his palm in a flash. By the time I blinked away the burst of light, the Hand’s body was already washing away. My skin tingled with suspicion as Seth paused to watch the man float down the river. Why would he care about killing another Hand? Did he know—

Oh, no. “Mr. Moretti?” I croaked the question, already knowing the answer.

“Used to be. Not anymore.” Seth’s voice dripped satisfaction, making my guts roil. “Looks like you’re next down the river.”

I dug my fingers into the dirt and tried to crawl away, but I could barely lift my head, let alone move forward. “The Syndicate will destroy you.”

“I’ll be long gone before they find us. Just have to finish this last piece of business.”

I froze. Seth crackled with power and he wasn’t trying to hide it anymore. My muscles tensed, wanting me to run far away when all I could do was lie in the mud. I tried to kick my legs or even roll, but I’d overreached myself too far.

“There’s nothing left in you worth draining,” Seth said, yanking me by the T-shirt. “It’ll be more fun watching Agatha and the Syndicate dredge your body out downstream.”

He hoisted me to my shaking knees and started pulling me toward the river. I tried to push him away, but I could hardly find the strength to lift my arms.

Push.

There was nothing to hold back for. I either fought him off or ended floating downstream like he wanted. Never. I managed a wild swipe, catching his hand with my nails.

He hissed and dropped me.

I landed on my face in the shallows and almost sucked in a lungful of water. Flopping and struggling, I rolled onto my back.

Seth crouched over me. He pushed back a strand of my hair, his touch making my skin crawl like caterpillars. “You’re not special. Not even a little.”

I would’ve rolled my eyes, but it would waste too much energy. If he wanted to spend precious seconds trying to demoralize me, then let him. He’d lost whatever power he had over me and I wasn’t giving it back to him now. As embarrassing as it was that I’d wanted his approval before, the idea that I could still value his opinion was so laughable. “Your opinion doesn’t matter.”

His lip curled. Before I could draw in a breath, Seth grabbed my neck and flipped me. My face slammed face into the water. Shocked, I took in water through the nose. Coughing, I choked it out.

I tried to lift my head, but he gripped the back of my neck and pressed down hard, driving me straight down into the mud and rocks. I kicked. Gulped. Thrashed. Choking. The flowing water roared in my ears.

Drowning? He was seriously going to drown me?

Panic exploded under my ribcage. I sucked in more water. Choking. Crying. I tried to reach behind myself. Seth dodged the wild swipes.

My lungs burned with river water. Still, fingers dug into my neck, forcing me down, down.

Down.

Not like this. Despair seethed with the water in my lungs.

Then a sharp crack echoed from the surface.

The weight disappeared. Adrenaline made me snap up. I coughed and spluttered, hacking up the water I’d breathed in.

Seth screamed.

He lay half in the water, half on the edge of the river, rolling and gripping his thigh.

Blood everywhere.

What the hell?

I swiped mud and water off my face.

Wynn had crawled to my side with a gun from who knew where. He was aiming a second shot through slit-narrow eyes, so exhausted he didn’t look able to do anything beyond pointing the weapon.

Adrenaline jolted. Please hit.

He fired. The sound boomed, but the bullet flew wide.

Wynn’s arms dropped. “No more bullets.”

I wasn’t sure I could stand, but I had to somehow. First, I grabbed for Wynn. When I bumped his arm, energy crackled between us. Just a wispy little thread, but our connection must still be flowing. “Can you move?”

“Barely.” His eyelids started drooping.

I squeezed his elbow. “Stay.”

It was up to me to finish what he’d started.

Crawling as fast as I could, I made my way through the mud to Seth. He’d tumbled, but he wasn’t rocking back and forth with pain anymore. Now he gripped his leg and magic glowed bright on his fingertips.

He wasn’t really trying to heal himself? Healing magic didn’t work like that. You could patch up someone else if that was your gift, but healing your own hurts drained more than it fixed—like guzzling salt water when you were dying of thirst.

I held my breath, leaving him to it. The more he tried to heal, the less power he’d have to throw at me. But I couldn’t hold the position forever. When my arms and legs wobbled, his attention snapped back to me.

“You.”

My breath hitched. I shouldn’t have come so close.

He lunged for me. I caught his arms first. I shook, barely holding him back. My ears still roared with the sound of the river and my lungs burned.

Not again.

I kicked out and kneed him straight in the bloody patch on his thigh. He wailed and tipped over, splashing onto his back.

I managed a second hit, not as hard. There was nothing left to give.

Seth was already in the water, so I let gravity win, falling down on top of him. He thrashed, trying to throw me, but I was dead weight.

As Seth struggled, his energy shifted. It flowed with the current of the river, being pulled out of him as his blood leaked. Wynn must’ve hit an artery. It felt like someone had tossed a bucket of cursed sewage into the river. The taint made the water froth and numbed wherever it splashed my skin.

Seth hit at my arms, gulping in water. When his face broke the water for a split-second, his contacts were gone. Washed away, revealing the wide, black pupils underneath.

I didn’t want to see. Latching onto his shoulders, I pushed him down, tapping into my last reserves of strength as he tried to shake me off. I couldn’t let go. I hooked my legs around his waist, using every pound I had to weigh him down.

His movements grew weaker and weaker.

But so did I.

And the current was stronger than both of us.

We were sliding farther out. Both of us would be washed away.

I couldn’t see anything but river rapids and even those were fading. The roar of the water dulled. There was no way to pull myself to shore without giving Seth a way out.

So be it.

I could be okay with death as long as I took Seth with me. With no more strength left to hold my head up, I struggled to stay above the water.

From a million miles away, I felt something touch my ankle and pull.

The river tugged Seth away from me. Without my weight holding him down, he bobbed to the surface, but he was deep in the middle of the river and flowing faster. His head slammed a rock before he disappeared under the frothing rapids.

I wanted to let out the biggest yelp of victory, but I was still in danger. Get out of the water. Swim!

Another tug against my ankle and I moved closer to shore. Wynn lay mostly in the river, yanking me toward safety.

Thank you, Wynn. Thank you, thank you, thank you.

I worked with him, gripping handfuls of reeds to wrench myself closer. When my chin was on solid ground, I fell down gasping.

Exhausted. Hurt. Still tainted with too much of Seth’s magic for comfort.

But alive. Breathing sweet air.

Wynn let out a gasp. “Told you…neither of us…dying.”

Relief pricked the last bubble of energy keeping me conscious.

I slipped into the dark.


Chapter Twenty-Six

[image: Image]

I wasn’t sure when the women of the Syndicate rolled up, but I was distantly aware of familiar magic and a blanket being draped over my shoulders. I had no idea what else was going on, but the warm hands were attached to someone who cared about me.

It’s over.

When I woke staring at florescent lights, I knew I was in the hospital again. I tilted my head, expecting to find Wynn waiting.

Instead, Mom sat dozing in the recliner.

“Mom?” My voice lifted a raspy octave. Her red-tinged hair shined with grease and she was tucked into her spot with a pillow and blanket like she’d been there a while, waiting for me to wake.

She stirred at the sound of my voice. Blinked. “Anise?” The pillow dropped and she lunged to squeeze my hand. “How are you feeling, sweetie?”

“Fine.” Except not at all, but the aches and weakness felt like nothing next to my shock at seeing her. “How are you here? You can’t be here, can you?”

She gave my hand a squeeze. “You were air-lifted to Albuquerque. I’m still your emergency contact, so the hospital called me instead of Agatha.”

I covered her hands and closed my eyes, inhaling the comforting smell of her rose oil. “Seth?”

“One of the nurses told me they pulled a couple bodies from the river. You’ll have to get the rest of the details from Agatha.”

The last tension oozed out of me. Dead.

He was really dead.

Although I might need to see the body to be sure. For now, I relaxed into my pillow. “What about Wynn?”

Mom unfolded from the recliner and walked around the bed. She slid open the curtain to reveal the bed next to mine.

Wynn lay hooked up to a whole bunch of machines, shoulders bare and bandages stretched across his chest. Another dressing covered his head, and his mop of shaggy hair had been buzzed off. With his cheekbones gaunt against his face, he looked like a different person.

But Wynn’s magic and presence were the same as ever. Just that little spark of power that let me know he was there. The sight of him laid up made my chest tighten with guilt. He’d paid a high cost to save me. “Is he going to be okay?”

“He had a few cracked ribs and internal bleeding. The doctor’s under the impression that he should’ve woken up already, but his energy is tapped out. Did he lend you his magic? Or his life force?”

“Both.” I would’ve died without him. Again. “I think I owe him a pie.” With no wasabi added.

Mom laughed. “You must be feeling better if you’re ready to get back into the kitchen.”

“What about Agatha and the rest of the Syndicate?” I asked.

Mom moved back toward my bed and smoothed a few stray hairs behind my ear. She left her hand on my cheek, and I leaned into it, totally content to find her here.

“She must be staying away to give us time together.”

“You’re not leaving yet?” I gripped her wrist, holding her to me. Eventually, I’d be ready to head back to Taos, but for now, I just wanted to be with my mom and forget my mistakes and their consequences. There’d be time for those later.

“I can stay. The question is, do you want to stay after this?”

She wasn’t talking about the hospital.

Leave Taos? Leave Agatha’s?

Never. Whether a warlock or a dragon, no caster, creature, or force of nature was going to chase me away. No matter what kind of danger I faced now or in the future, holding my ground was the only way to reach my dream. “I can’t walk away.”

Mom clicked her tongue. “How did I know you’d say that?”

She did know me too well. She stayed to chat until a nurse came to pull her aside. The woman’s voice carried through the thin curtain. “Sorry to bother you, but there are some women asking to come in? Apparently, they can’t visit until you leave.”

“Of course. Let me say goodbye.” Mom strode back around the curtain. “I’d better yield the floor and let them check on you.” She bent to kiss my forehead. “I’ll find a hotel close by and ask one of the nurses to call me when I’m clear to come back.”

“This curse sucks.” And at this point, it was ridiculous. What did it matter if she and the Syndicate women were in the same room together? I needed to ask Agatha if there was any way to lift the binding.

“I earned my punishment. I’m happy enough to see you awake and healing.” She patted my head. “Get some rest, okay?”

“I will.” I gave a weak wave as she headed out.

I dozed until cool, silvery magic feathered my skin. Sylvia stood at my bedside, and her energy soothed the sting of the weariness that had dug into my bones. Peggy and Agatha stood at her shoulders.

“Welcome back,” Agatha said, flipping her long hair over her shoulders. “We’ve been busy while you were out.”

Peggy gave a curt nod. “The warlock’s spirit fragmented, but I’m taking his body into my care and will regather his energy so we can dispose of it the proper way.”

Relief washed over me—or maybe that was just Sylvia’s power, cleansing away the badness. Either way, I felt lighter than angel food.

“We’ll handle the rest from here.” Agatha clomped a huge corked bottle on my bedside table, making murky liquid slosh inside. “This is your job now. Twice a day until you’re back to normal.”

“Great.” My throat tightened with dread, but if another cabbage water healing brew would make feel less like I’d flipped a car, then I’d choke it down.

There was one more question I needed to ask, but first I had to clasp my hands together to stop them shaking. “Hayley?”

The women traded sad looks, broadcasting the awful truth.

Sylvia patted Agatha’s shoulder, voice gentle. “She’d been buried in the desert. The warlock’s last wards died when he did.”

“We’ll see her sent to rest,” Peggy said. “Along with the recovered Hands.”

A weight settled on my chest. “It’s so much death.”

“Yes.” Peggy leaned over the bed to touch my wrist. Sylvia backed away, and her cool magic was replaced with Peggy’s spectral fingers. I shivered as the magic feathered my soul. When she pulled away, she gave the subtlest head shake to Agatha.

“What?” I wasn’t letting that go. My heart already thumped, sensing they were hiding something bad.

Agatha let out a breath. “We’re not out of the woods yet, cupcake.”

Dread oozed through my veins. What now?

“You’ve almost crossed the veil twice now.” Peggy leaned lightly against the bedrail. “If your powers leaned toward necromancy, you might not feel any effects, but as is, there may be consequences.”

“What consequences?” My voice rasped out with a note of panic.

“We won’t know until we know,” Peggy said, disturbingly enigmatic. But it didn’t sound like she meant consequences from the Syndicate?

So…

Would I see ghosts now? I hadn’t yet, but being touched by necromancy could only end in creepiness.

I shut down the questioning before my imagination stretched too far. Just be grateful you’re alive.

For now, that was enough.

“We’ll worry when we have to worry,” Agatha said, all practicality. “For now, you focus on healing.”

Sylvia patted my shoulder. “I sensed your mother’s energy. We’ll keep scarce and let her take care of you until you’re ready to come home.”

The idea of home was a little fuzzy right now, but when I closed my eyes and thought of where I wanted to be, all I could picture was the bakery cases jammed with treats.

For better or worse, Agatha’s Bakeshop was home now.

The women said their goodbyes before leaving me to rest. I dozed until the lunch cart arrived, delivering a tray full of limp linguine and chicken parm. My stomach churned and I hadn’t even touched the brew yet. Retreating from the smell, I grabbed a blanket and the carton of chocolate milk before hobbling to the other side of the room with my IV stand. I plopped into the chair at Wynn’s bedside.

His blanket and bandages mostly covered his ribs, but a few dark bruises peeked around the edges. New cuts and scrapes crisscrossed the lines of his old scars. None of the scars were huge or that horrific, but there were so many lines on his arms. From practicing with swords? Had he been some kind of prizefighter in his homeworld?

Maybe someday I’d have the guts to ask. Whatever Wynn was and however much he annoyed me most days, I could only be grateful.

Now I’d given him my power and he’d given me his. Thanks to the exchange, his presence filled its own corner of my mind. I closed my eyes to test the connection and felt the subtle vibration of his energy.

I hoped that meant good things. Maybe we could get along better for the rest of the time his contract forced us together. If nothing else, he wouldn’t be able to sneak up on me.

After I sat staring too long, condensation from my milk dripped through my hospital gown. I shifted to open the carton, but my fingers were clumsy and the pull of the IV tube made me wince.

“Give it.” Wynn’s hand flopped to the side of the bed. His hazel eyes were half-lidded, and he stared at me with some emotion I couldn’t read because for once it wasn’t pure scorn.

I doubted he could open the carton any easier than I could, but I set the box on his palm. “How long have you been awake?”

“A while.” He didn’t flinch at the motion of his IV. A quick pinch and pull and he handed the opened milk back to me.

Showoff. But I smiled around the lip of the carton as I took a sip. “Thank you.”

“It’s my job.”

My nose scrunched. Was he still stuck on that? I set the milk on his side table and forced myself to meet his gaze. A stray barb of guilt slipped between my ribs at the sight of him all bandaged up. If I wasn’t so dumb, this wouldn’t have happened. But I could learn, and I wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice. “Thank you.” I wasn’t talking about milk this time.

“Like I said.” He shifted, giving a bed-ridden shrug.

If he didn’t want a big, emotional thanks, that was fine by me. There were better ways to express gratitude. “What’s your favorite kind of pie?”

“What?” Wynn’s brows drew down in confusion.

“Pie. What’s your favorite flavor? Apple?” As long as he didn’t say key lime, I could definitely deliver. Those teensy limes were little bastards to zest.

His lips snapped tight together like he knew the answer but didn’t want to share. Was I asking something so personal? Or did he still dislike me that much?

“Can you just let me bake something for you so we can pretend we’re square?” A pie wouldn’t make up for cracked bones, but I needed to do something.

“Cherry.” He bit out the word like he was giving away a state secret.

Was it really so hard?

The nurses came in before I could promise a delivery date. I slipped back to my side of the room, brainstorming recipes. I was going to bake a mountain of pies—one for every person who’d helped me. Or who I’d inconvenienced. With the Spellwork Syndicate in the mix, I was pushing twenty pies.

I downed a shot of the nasty brew—which tasted like fermented cabbage instead of plain cabbage—and chased it with a swig of chocolate milk. The sooner I recovered, the sooner I’d be back in the kitchen, baking all kinds of humble pie.


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Three days later, I finally hobbled back through the doorway of Agatha’s Bakeshop. Glorious cakes packed the display cases and the store was just as jammed with customers.

I inhaled the scents of chocolate and warm bread. Cinnamon frosting, tantalizing vanilla, and hints of coffee. My heart lifted so high I practically levitated.

This really is home. It felt like years since I’d been back, but my aches reminded me how little time had passed.

“You want to go inside or stay in the doorway all day?” Wynn asked from behind me.

I would’ve stayed to spite him, but his jaw clenched with pain every time he took a step. Even with a ton of magic and medicine, ribs couldn’t heal fast. I hurried inside so he could find himself the vertical surface of his choice.

Waving to Sam, I made my way through to the kitchen. After spending so much time doing nothing but watching bad TV at the hospital, my fingers were itching to work some dough.

Stef Oates stood dusting a tray of mille-feuille with powdered sugar. She sneered at the sight of me. “Back so soon?”

I almost kept walking, but the hate in her tone made me pull up short. This time, I couldn’t let her attitude slide. She’d drive me crazy before she ever drove me away from the shop. “I am back. Permanently.”

“We’ll see.” She sprinkled sugar, even though her words were sour.

I’d asked Mom about Stef before she flew home to New York. Her face had tightened with guilt. “Stef and I never got along and she was one of the people hurt when I broke the rules. I’ll own that. But don’t you let her take our feud out on you.”

Now that I was staring at her, it seemed crazy she’d hold such old mistakes against me. “My mom told me she knew you a long time ago.”

Stef barked a laugh. “That she knew me? That’s rich.”

“I don’t care what happened.” I was curious, but Mom hadn’t wanted to go into details, and I definitely wanted her side of the story before I heard Stef’s. For now, it didn’t matter. “All I want is a chance to learn. If you’re not willing to teach me, then ignore me or hate me from afar. I don’t care. Just don’t stop me from working.”

“You look like her.” Stef’s eyes narrowed, making it clear that was another strike.

“So they say. Is that a problem?”

“Again. We’ll see.”

I heaved out a breath. Why was she the one acting like the teenager? I wasn’t wasting my time arguing with her anymore.

Wynn followed me into the pantry. I grabbed the rolling bin of pastry flour and stacked a few supplies on the lid, including a rack of spice jars and a huge basket of apples, berries, and cherries.

I overdid, especially considering my muscles were still weak. The fully-loaded bin was so heavy I could barely push it. Wynn didn’t move to help me with the hauling—he wasn’t allowed to lift anything until he healed anyway—but he reopened the pantry door to let me through.

I ducked my head as I passed, resisting the urge to grin with victory. Wynn was totally tolerating me now.

I dragged my ingredients into the house kitchen. Fondant sat curled on the kitchen table. Her ears flicked as I passed, but I must’ve won her over, too, because she stretched and rolled onto her side instead of hoping up to make mischief. All good.

Wynn flipped a chair around and sat by the back door. He swung his arms over the chair back and rested his head before closing his eyes. He looked like he was he sleeping, but I was getting wise to the truth. He wasn’t exactly pretending, but he’d know the second something needed his attention.

I didn’t need that attention and wasn’t going to for a long time. With nothing to distract me, I set to work on my mountain of pies. Laser-focused, I whipped out enough dough for seventeen pie crusts—top, bottom, and decorations.

And the fillings. Apple cinnamon. Chocolate cream. Lemon meringue.

With one special cherry pie.

Sylvia had pronounced my magic my own again, with Seth’s taint faded—thankfully—but my reserves would take a while to fill back up so I wasn’t supposed to cast for a while yet. That was fine by me. Rolling out crusts, filling pies, and staggering their oven times was plenty to start healing the tears to my soul.

The ritual of it calmed me. Whether or not power was involved, baking was magic of its own.

I timed my three most important pies to come out of the oven first. Cherry, strawberry rhubarb, and banana cream. While the hot pies cooled, I decorated the banana cream with stars of whipped cream, chunks of banana, and slivers of almond.

When they were ready to serve, I tucked a few utensils in my apron pockets and steeled myself to make the deliveries.

Easiest one first.

I set the cherry pie on the counter next to Wynn, not wanting to put it near Fondant on the table. She seemed less hostile, but I wasn’t testing the theory with a precious pie.

Wynn cracked an eye open.

I offered him a fork. “For you. Thank you.”

He moved a little too slow as he reached for the fork. Like he still wasn’t sure if he trusted me. I sliced a piece and passed it to him on a plate. We’d have to work a lot harder if we were ever going to understand each other, but for now, my cherry pie could do the talking.

Still oozing suspicion, he lifted the first bite to his mouth. Then froze. His eyes widened.

Nerves tingling, I leaned forward. “Is it okay?”

“It’s…” He chewed, closing his eyes again.

“Good?” I wanted a word.

“Delicious.” He took a second bite and I grinned as sunny joy bubbled through my veins. He made the face I always wanted to see, slipping a smile as he started to shovel bite after bite. Finally.

My lattice was a little crooked and it wasn’t as brown as I would’ve liked, but I wasn’t being judged today. All that mattered was that I could make Wynn smile for a fraction of a second.

High on that confidence, I carried the banana cream into the kitchen. Wynn was so engrossed in his pie, he forgot to follow me.

Total victory.

Stef looked up as the door swung. “What now?”

“For you.” I set the pie on the central island. “I hope you’ll try it.” I didn’t wait around to see if she would or not. The pie was my gesture and it was up to her if she took it.

I carried the strawberry rhubarb up to Agatha’s office.

She stood clearing the mess of maps and charms off her desk.

“Agatha?” I knocked the doorframe with an elbow to get her attention.

Her gaze zeroed in on the pie. “What do you have there?”

“A thank you. For giving me a chance.” My palms sweat as I set it down in front of her and offered a plate and fork.

“Hmm.” She spun the pie dish in a circle. “You did well with the crust. Let’s see how it tastes.” I’d rolled out a top crust instead of a lattice for this one and it wasn’t ruler-even, but it was toasted the perfect golden brown. My best effort.

Agatha cut herself a slice and dug in.

One bite.

Two bites.

Three bites.

At four, my heart sprouted wings. Agatha wasn’t just tasting. She was eating.

When she set down the empty plate, I had to cover my mouth to keep from grinning.

“Beautiful.” She licked her fork one last time. “Do you know why?”

“No magic?” Maybe that was what had been tripping me up until now.

“Nothing to do with it. This is you, Anise.” She held up the dish. “You weren’t trying to impress anyone. You baked with a clear heart and clear intentions and magic or no magic, you can taste that in every bite. This is what I want from you.”

My throat closed up. It was the first real compliment she’d given me, and after everything, it meant the world. “I wasn’t sure you’d let me stay, after…”

“Who hasn’t been tricked by a man now and again?” She set the pie back down. “Be sad if you need be sad or mad if anger will help you get over it. We move forward. You’re my apprentice and you’ll rule this town by the time I’m done with you.”

“Rule the town?” Why would I want that? But I smiled even though my throat burned and my eyes were glassy. “All I want is to bake a layer cake good enough to sit in your case.”

Agatha grabbed the apron that was balled up on her desk. “You’ll get there, cupcake. For now, how about I help you finish off those pies? I’ll teach you everything you need to know about meringue.”

“Really?” I hopped up, my heart puffing with giddy happiness.

I had so much work ahead of me in the next days, weeks, and—if I was that lucky—years. It would take that long to shape myself into a witch like Agatha.

I hurried down the stairs at her side, more than ready to take on the challenge.
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After her run-in with a jealous warlock, apprentice baker Anise Wise can’t wait to get back the kitchen where she belongs. But thanks to her brush with death, the land of the living isn’t all cupcakes and marshmallows.

Anise’s magical mojo is way out of whack and her evolving powers are stirring up trouble. As the town buzzes with news that Anise can bake deathly spells, unsavory characters start lining up for a taste. They’ll stop at nothing for the chance to use Anise and her witchcraft to further their own plots.

She plans to hole up researching magic recipes until the attention dies down, but then she discovers the horrifying terms of her bodyguard’s contract. Wynn has saved her life so many times, she can’t leave him trapped. But doing the right thing will mean risking death or worse—being cast out of her dream job.

For this witch, justice might not be as sweet as advertised.


Bitten by the paranormal bug?

Check out BECOMING ALPHA (The Alpha Girl Series, Book One)

by USA Today Bestselling Author, Aileen Erin

START READING NOW!

http://bit.ly/AlphaGirlSample
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One stupid party. One stupid boy. One stupid kiss. And my life was virtually over.

Tessa McCaide has a unique talent for getting into trouble. Then again, it isn’t easy for a girl with psychic visions to ignore what she sees. Luckily Tessa and her family are leaving California and moving halfway across the country, giving her the perfect opportunity to leave her reputation as “Freaky Tessa” behind.

But Tessa doesn’t realize that kissing the wrong guy in her new Texas town could land her in far more trouble than she ever imagined. Like being forced to attend St. Ailbe’s Academy, a secret boarding school for werewolves.

Even if the wrong guy did accidentally turn her into a shapeshifter and doom her to attending the weirdest high school ever, Tessa can’t help her growing attraction to the mysterious Dastien Laurent.

When vampires attack St. Ailbe’s and her visions pinpoint an enemy in their midst, Tessa realizes that boy drama and her newfound canine tendencies might just be the least of her problems.

“This is absolutely one of the most amazing books of 2013! Paranormal YA at its best. It doesn’t matter if you’re an adult or Young Adult. You will love this one.” — Paranormal Cravings Blog


Like Divergent and X-Men?

Then you’ll love The Shadow Ravens Series

A romantic dystopian series

Co-written by Lola Dodge &

USA Today Bestselling author Aileen Erin.
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Book One: CIPHER – Aileen Erin

Book Two: QUANTA – Lola Dodge

Book Three: QUANTA RESET – Lola Dodge

Book Four: QUANTA REWIND – Lola Dodge

START READING NOW!

http://bit.ly/2ksnyS1
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Lola Dodge is a compulsive traveler, baker, and procrastinator. She earned her BA in English from Stonehill College and MFA in Writing Popular Fiction from Seton Hill University—and hasn’t stopped moving since. When she’s not on the road, Lola spends her time indoors where the sunlight can’t melt her, writing or bingeing on K-dramas and cherry soda. She can be summoned in a ritual involving curry, Hello Kitty idols, and a solid chocolate pentagram.

For more information and updates about Lola and her books, go to: http://www.loladodge.com/

Check her out on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, or Goodreads.

Or send a message!
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