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      In the sleepy New England town of Yew Hollow, passersby might think the residents were blinded by boredom. Yew Hollow was not a bustling metropolis. It contained no modern art museums, hip bars with hanging Edison bulbs, or chef-owned restaurants. Its popularity and renown did not mirror its sister town of Salem, though enough tourists caught wind of the doings in Yew Hollow to support the town’s limited industry. Despite all this, the locals would not allow such a travesty as boredom to pervade their home. Thus came the festivals.

      In the nearly ten years since I had first arrived in Yew Hollow at the ripe age of sixteen, I had witnessed at least one festival per month. If thirty days passed without a celebration of some sort, the people got restless. You could feel their energy in the air. It made my skin rough and tingly, like I’d spent a little too much time outside at twilight on a summer night and the mosquitoes had made a buffet out of me. Though humans didn’t emit a visible aura, anyone like me could sense the mortals’ jitters when things began to lag in Yew Hollow.

      As the end of March approached, so did the spring equinox. Our many celebrations revolved around the natural changes in the world. Equinoxes and solstices warranted the largest parties in Yew Hollow, and though the mortals didn’t quite understand the true nature of the town’s festivities, it didn’t hinder them from participating. On the other hand, we, the witches of Yew Hollow, were fully aware of our celebrations’ importance. Each one was devised and strategized in such a way to bring our family the powers of the earth and of the sisters who came before us.

      “Slow down!” I shouted to the gaggle of magical children ahead of me. They rushed from the top of the hill toward the town square, taking advantage of the steep incline and letting gravity pull them down as quickly as possible. The toes of their sneakers dug into the asphalt and left rubber scuff marks. No wonder their mothers spent so much time on reparation and reinforcement spells.

      I snapped my fingers, and a bright flash of glittery, forest-green light stopped the children in their tracks. All but one—Arianna, the eldest, at twelve—bounced off the invisible boundary I had created. Arianna smirked and cuffed one of her younger siblings. The boy, Aaron, rubbed the back of his head where her blow had landed. He wore the disgruntled look of an old man, ahead of his years by several decades.

      “Keep your hands to yourselves,” I reprimanded the group as I caught up to them. Five of them had decided to accompany me to the town meeting that morning. Tradition stated that the witches of Yew Hollow—or the Summers family as the mortals knew us to be—planned and operated the festivals. As such, someone from the coven was required to attend the weekly meeting to take notes from the locals on what they’d like to see at the festival that year. I used to consider the job to be a burden, but when the coven selected me to head the festival committee that year, a rush of euphoria had come over me.

      “You’re doing it again,” Aaron told me. He tugged on my hand with enough force to make my shoulder on that side hang low.

      “Doing what?” I asked him.

      “Smiling weird.”

      I bared my teeth at him. “I don’t smile weird.”

      He lifted his upper lip and growled at me like a dog with a bone. When he snapped his teeth, I stuck my finger into his mouth. He chomped on it then backed away, surprised by the sudden obstruction.

      “I don’t smile weird,” I reiterated.

      “Fine.” He rubbed his tongue on the roof of his mouth as if to get rid of the salt from my skin. “But you’ve been smiling a lot lately. Randomly. For no reason.”

      “I have a reason.”

      “What is it?”

      As the road before us widened and leveled out, the town of Yew Hollow came into view. The clustered houses and various shops were fun to behold on any given day. The town had a level of unparalleled quirkiness that culminated in things like the watch repair shop that no longer offered watch repairs—the owner now dabbled in smartphone rehabilitation—but had never changed the sign out front, and the bakery with the apartment overhead that had frost on the glass windows no matter the temperature outside. The entire town was shaded by beautiful and ancient trees. The plentiful yews lent their name to our corner of the world, but oaks, hemlocks, and maple trees protected us as well.

      “Well,” I said to Aaron, “You might not know this, but my last name isn’t Summers.”

      “I do know that!” Aaron stuck out his tongue. “Everyone knows who you are, Gwenlyn Bennett.”

      “Oh, really? Tell me who I am then.”

      Aaron squared his shoulders, puffed out his chest, and took a deep breath like he was about to deliver a book report for a grade. “Your name is Gwenlyn. You came to Yew Hollow when you were sixteen because your parents are dead—”

      “Tactful, aren’t you?”

      “—and you didn’t know you were a witch,” Aaron went on, unfazed. “Your special power is seeing dead people, which I never really got, because if you can see dead people, how come you can’t see your parents?”

      “Not everyone’s soul lingers on this side of the line,” I explained. “I guess neither one of my parents had any hang-ups with crossing over to the otherworld.”

      “I’m not finished,” Aaron said. “After you escaped from juvie, you came to Yew Hollow looking for Morgan to teach you everything about seeing dead people. Then Morgan died and you went to the otherworld to bring her back to life, and that’s how you got that crazy blue scar on your arm.”

      The crazy blue scar twinged in recognition of someone mentioning it. It rarely let me forget it was there, though I didn’t consider it bothersome. It was the opposite, in fact. Before Morgan Summers had brought me into this coven, I didn’t have a family. Now, the ancient magic of the Summers coven flowed through my veins every single day. It made me one of them. Even if we weren’t connected by blood, we were connected through power.

      “Now you’re Morgan’s favorite,” Aaron went on, “and some people don’t like that.”

      I smirked. “You’re right about that.”

      Aaron picked up a stick and began walking backward, using the stick to check his route for obstacles. “How come the aunties don’t like you?”

      “Some of the aunties like me.”

      “Some of them,” Aaron said. “But why don’t the others?”

      “They think I don’t belong here.”

      Aaron tripped over a small rock he hadn’t felt with his stick. He flung out both of his arms to catch himself. If he were one of the girls, his magic would have kicked in instinctively and he would have saved himself from scabbing his palms. But boys were incapable of inheriting magic, so I performed a spell of my own to keep Aaron from falling too hard. A cushiony cloud popped into existence. Once Aaron landed safely, it disappeared just as suddenly.

      “Thanks.” Aaron dusted his hands. “I don’t think I belong here either. Mom says I’ll have to leave the coven one day because I’m a boy.”

      I kept my frown out of Aaron’s sight and ruffled his hair reassuringly. “You don’t ever have to leave your family if you don’t want to. It’s not your fault you can’t use magic. The Summers coven was always too traditional for its own good. As long as Morgan is the coven leader, she won’t kick you out. You can live in Yew Hollow for as long as you like.”

      “Like the other mortals?”

      “Sure, but you’ll know the truth.”

      Aaron dragged his stick along behind him. “It’s different. I want to have magic. I want to be like Arianna and the others.”

      Arianna turned around at the sound of her name and clutched Aaron around the shoulders. “Don’t worry, little dude. You’re totally like us! All you need is a little imagination.”

      Aaron, satisfied with that, skipped ahead to join the other children. I mouthed a “thank you” to Arianna. She gave me the thumbs-up and a toothy grin.

      Sundays were anything but slow. Unlike other towns who took the day of rest to heart, Yew Hollow used the first day of the week to get ready for the forthcoming business days. People bustled from shop to shop, waving to nearly everyone they passed or downright stopping in the streets to catch up and say hello. Store owners put sale signs up for their weekend wares, trying to get rid of last week’s leftover merchandise. Most noticeably, as the noon hour neared, the usual crowd made its way toward the town hall for the weekly meeting. A year ago, the mayor had to add an extension to the hall to accommodate the sheer number of locals that wished to attend the meetings.

      Aaron sighed dramatically as he watched the aluminum folding chairs fill up. “Do we have to stand up against the wall again?”

      I ushered him and the others toward the front of the room. “You don’t have to stand. You can sit on the floor.”

      “Yippee,” he replied dryly. Where he’d gotten his sass, I had no idea.

      Once the kids were settled, I grabbed a chair close to them near the speaker’s podium before they all filled up. This wasn’t the type of event where no one wanted to sit up front. Generally, every person who attended the town meetings had something to say, and they were all determined to say it.

      The new mayor was a woman by the name of Pilar Mendez. Her age was an eternal mystery. She claimed to be forty-eight but looked no older than thirty except for the streak of white on the left side of her otherwise dark hair. She had no lines on her face or other obvious signs of having lived her reported decades. Though Pilar had moved to Yew Hollow over three years ago, the locals still called her an out-of-towner. Like the coven, the town wasn’t keen on moving forward. Tradition worked, so when Pilar wormed her way into the mayor’s position, the residents who hadn’t voted for her became even more vocal than usual.

      When Pilar took the podium, half of the hall quieted and the other half pretended to not notice she was standing there and waiting for everyone’s attention. Instead of clearing her throat or performing some other meek dance, she balled her hand into a fist and pounded it on the podium like a gavel. The thump echoed loud and clear. Silence fell, and all eyes turned to Pilar.

      “Thank you all for attending the town meeting today.” Pilar had the gift of speaking firmly without aggression, a trait I admired in her. “We have quite a few things to discuss. First, there is the matter of the new parking meters on the main street—”

      “We’ve been parking on the street for years!” someone interrupted from the back of the room. “You can’t make us pay for it!”

      Pilar folded her hands and leaned on the podium. “Sir, where do you live?”

      “On Apple Ave.”

      Pilar nodded thoughtfully. “At a meeting last month, you complained that Apple Ave needs to be repaved. I believe your exact words were, ‘I can’t walk three feet without tripping over broken asphalt, woman.’”

      The man paled and swallowed. “Well, I—”

      “Mr. Dowling—it’s Mr. Dowling, correct?”

      He nodded.

      “The money collected from the parking meters is being distributed to a fund for repaving the streets of Yew Hollow,” Pilar informed him. “It is also to my knowledge that many of the residents in this fine town do not bother to park on the main street unless they intend on purchasing something that they cannot carry back to their homes on foot. Therefore, most of the people spending twenty-five cents per hour are tourists passing through and won’t bat an eye at the cost of street parking.”

      Mr. Dowling sank into his chair so low that his bald, blushing head disappeared beneath the eye level of the crowd.

      “What do you prefer, Mr. Dowling?” Pilar asked, holding intense eye contact with her prey. “Would you like to pay twenty-five cents for parking every once in a while or would you like to continue walking and driving on a street that is a hazard to your health and finances? Well, Mr. Dowling?”

      “I would prefer to pay the twenty-five cents,” Mr. Dowling replied, his mustache bristling furiously.”

      “As I suspected,” Pilar said. “As I was saying, the new parking rules will take effect tonight at midnight. Weeknight parking from six to nine is free, so please take advantage of this…”

      The meeting went on in this manner for a while. With every matter discussed, my boredom deepened. Town issues in Yew Hollow all seemed to follow along the lines of parking meters. Mrs. Ewing complained about her neighbors’ overgrown weeds. Mr. Stanton wanted to know if the trash company would arrange a large item pick-up day so that he didn’t have to take his spring cleaning to the dump. The guy who owned the local bar—known only as Pops—appealed to have the “no alcohol sales before eleven on Sunday” rule revoked. Pilar informed him that there was no state or local law regarding liquor sales on Sundays in this region, which Pops considered a win.

      As Pilar wrapped up another argument, I glanced at the kids, thinking this was more torturous for them. However, Ariana listened to Pilar with rapt attention. The three younger girls painted each other’s nails with different-colored magic. And Aaron was dead asleep, his jaw slack and his head tipped back against the wall.

      I snapped my fingers at the girls and subtly shook my head. They stopped playing with their spells, leaving Ivy’s nails an unfortunate shade of puce and Lily’s a shocking pink. Spruce had gotten lucky. Her nails were a lovely hue of dark green. Then again, I didn’t have a subjective opinion when it came to green.

      After what felt like hours, Pilar finally turned her attention to me. “Finally, the last thing on our agenda to address is the Spring Fling Festival, which will be next Sunday starting right after the town meeting. We have Gwenlyn Bennett here, head of the festival committee, to take us through some of the details.”

      I swore I heard my bones creak as I pried myself out of the aluminum folding chair. The assembly had gone on for so long than my body had taken it upon itself to freeze in a sitting position. I shook out my limbs and stepped up to the podium.

      “Thank you, Mayor Mendez,” I said, giving Pilar a polite nod. “I’ll keep this short and to the point, everyone. I know you probably want to get out of here as much as I do.” I chuckled, but the audience gave me crickets. “Anyway, you all know the drill. My family and I will be doing a lot of work this week to set up the town square in order to get ready for the festival. That means some of the streets will be blocked off and foot traffic around the center yew tree will be prohibited until the day of the festival. Now, I know a number of you have put in requests to set up booths at the festival, but we have limited space this year due to the new sod on the west side of the square.” A mutter of disapproval and annoyance went around the room. I raised my voice. “However, I have arranged to place the remaining booths on the bordering curbs. All I need is for the business owners to agree to it. That being said, Pops? Is it cool if Bette sets up her caramel corn booth in front of the bar?”

      Pops lifted his hand in the peace sign. “Cool with me, dude.”

      After we settled the issue of the missing booths, I folded up the piece of paper I’d written all my notes on and thanked the crowd. “That’s it, everyone. Enjoy the rest of your weekend.”

      I rounded up the kids as Pilar officially dismissed the town meeting. Arianna never took her eyes off the mayor.

      Aaron yawned, his legs like jelly as I peeled him off the floor. “Why do we have to come to these stupid meetings? We never do anything.”

      “You’re a part of the family,” I told him. “It’s like going to church. You have to do it until you’re old enough to decide you don’t want to.”

      Arianna tugged on my shirt and hissed, “She’s coming!”

      “Who—?”

      “Hello, Gwenlyn.”

      I spun around, but Aaron had his arms all tangled up in mine, and I accidentally tossed him to the floor. Pilar stood a mere few feet from me, displaying her agelessness in all its glory.

      “Hi, Mayor Mendez,” I said, helping Aaron up again. “Was there something else you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “Please, call me Pilar,” she replied. “And yes, there is one thing.” She stepped closer to me, her eyes darting between the children. “I’ve heard rumors about your family, Gwen. I don’t tend to buy into rumors until I know if they’re true or not, but I’m afraid the things I’ve heard have been quite alarming.”

      I turned a nervous giggle into a half-hearted clearing of the throat, but it didn’t do anything to disrupt Pilar’s train of thought. As she stared long and hard at me, my face burned bright red. “Uh, I’m not sure what you’ve heard, but the Summerses are the very foundation of Yew Hollow. My family broke ground here.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of Yew Hollow’s history,” Pilar said lightly. “But I have yet to notice the funny business that the locals whisper about. I suppose this is a good thing, is it not?”

      “Funny business, ma’am?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “Funny business. I’m told intriguing things tend to happen in Yew Hollow roughly four times a year, at each equinox and solstice.”

      Aaron stepped on my foot, a not-so-subtle sign that he was bored with this conversation and wanted to leave. I hid my grimace as best as possible.

      “That’s most likely the festival punch talking,” I told Pilar. “Everyone drinks a bit too much, if you ask me.”

      “Mmm.” The mayor looked at Arianna, who gazed up at her with absolutely reverence. Pilar knelt to be on the tween’s level. “Can you do me a favor, sweetie?” Arianna nodded, too starstruck to reply. “Can you make sure nothing funny happens at the festival this weekend?”

      “I’ll try,” Arianna answered breathlessly. “Anything for you.”

      Aaron made a gagging sound. I took him by the hand and rushed the rest of the kids toward the exit of the town hall. “Don’t worry, Mayor Mendez,” I called over my shoulder. “I promise I have everything under control!”

      

      As soon as we were out of earshot of the rest of the town, I flicked Arianna’s ear.

      “Ow!” She cupped her hand over both sensory organs to protect them from further abuse. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Whose side are you on?” I demanded. “Your family’s or the mayor’s?”

      “I thought you liked Pilar!” Arianna said. “You voted for her. You wouldn’t shut up about how progressive she was and how Yew Hollow needs someone like her.”

      “I changed my mind,” I said. “There’s something fishy about her, and you can’t go promising your allegiance to someone we don’t know.”

      “I didn’t promise anything.”

      “Anything for you?” I quoted, mimicking Arianna’s breathless tone.

      “Shut up!”

      “Don’t tell me to shut up. You shut up!”

      “Ladies,” a familiar voice said. “Are we bickering like twelve-year-olds again?”

      We had crested the hill upon which the original Summers house—a Victorian-style mansion with several spell-made additions and expansions—sat. Morgan Summers, our coven leader and the closest thing I had to a mother or older sister, reclined in the rocking chair on the front porch. She had used a spell to both eavesdrop on our conversation and throw her voice far enough for us to hear it from this distance.

      The little kids, including Aaron, ran up the porch steps and begged Morgan for a treat. She tapped each of their noses in turn, and tiny toys appeared out of the flash of her blue aura. Ivy, Lily, and Spruce all received a miniature plant reminiscent of their names that bloomed and wilted repeatedly. Aaron got a small dragon that breathed fire and fit in the palm of his hands. Satisfied, the kids ran off to the backyard. Several strings of fairy lights illuminated the wide field behind the Summers house, and the faint sounds of numerous witches partying met my ears.

      “I am a twelve year old,” Arianna announced to Morgan in her defense. “Gwenlyn’s the one who’s acting immature.”

      “Way to sell me out,” I muttered.

      Morgan patted Arianna’s hand affectionately. Her blue aura glowed once more, and a book from the coven’s hidden archives popped into existence. Arianna’s eyes went wide as she examined the title.

      “Popular Spells from the Twenties and Thirties,” she gasped excitedly. “I’ve been wanting to read this for ages!”

      “Lucky you,” Morgan said. “Run along. There’s a party out back.” Arianna buried her nose in the book and stumbled off the porch steps. As she disappeared around the side of the house, Morgan patted the seat beside her. “Come talk to me, Gwen. What happened at the meeting? Is there trouble with the festival?”

      I settled in the swinging chair and propped my feet on the coffee table. “No, everything went smoothly, but I had a weird encounter with the mayor after everything wrapped up.”

      “Pilar? I can’t imagine why. She’s always been forthcoming with us.”

      “She was certainly forthcoming,” I said. “She warned the coven not to do any magic during the spring equinox.”

      Morgan was not stunned easily, but at this information, her eyebrows shot toward her scalp. “Is she a witch? I’ve never seen her aura.”

      “She can’t be,” I replied. “We would have known, wouldn’t we?”

      “Not always,” Morgan murmured. “How did she phrase it exactly?”

      “She said she’d heard about our ‘funny business.’”

      Morgan’s expression relaxed. “That’s all? How did you respond?”

      “I said the only funny business that happens at the festivals is the product of too much punch.”

      “You didn’t mention that Karma makes the punch, did you?”

      Karma, one of Morgan’s three sisters, was notorious for her love of booze. She also enchanted the punch every year with a spell of good fortune, the side effects of which included general wooziness and strange decision-making.

      “I did not.”

      Morgan squeezed my knee. “Good. Let’s not worry about it for now. The secrecy spell is due for renewal and reinforcement, which is probably why the rumors are going around. We’ll take care of it after the festival, and no one will be the wiser. Including the mayor.” She stood up and offered me her hand. “Come on. There’s nothing like a festival pre-party to get everyone’s energies moving.”

      The coven was a fan of parties in general. The Summerses valued family over everything else, and when we all got together, the shared energy and power invigorated everyone. It helped that the Summerses were one of the largest known covens in the nation. We were forty witches strong and always growing, which meant we had enough natural power to go around. If a few witches were feeling weak, a party was the best way to revive them.

      The backyard of the Summers house was lit up and lively. The fairy lights were actual fairies, lured out of the trees by Laurel, Morgan’s youngest sister, who had the ability to speak to the earth. The music was played by a set of enchanted instruments. The guitar strummed itself, the keyboard played its own keys, and the drum set was manned by an invisible marionette. Likewise, platters of food floated in between the guests, offering appetizers and other snacks to those in attendance. The witches danced, talked, and let their auras spring free without fear of discovery. At times like these, we were at the height of our truest selves.

      As soon as Morgan was spotted, she was whisked away by the other witches to join in on the celebration. Arianna sat under a cluster of fairies, who provided enough light for her to read by. Aaron and the girls had joined the other children in the middle of the dance floor. I snagged an appetizer off a passing tray and made to sit to enjoy the view. It wasn’t long before Rosemary, one of the eldest coven children at seventeen, came by to pull me out of my seat and onto the dance floor.

      As I spun Rosemary around to the frenetic music, the auras of the other witches reached out long tendrils and wrapped around us. Rosemary’s pink aura mingled with mine, creating beautiful blooming vines with pink flowers. I laughed as everyone’s energy flowed through me. There was a time when I thought I’d never know what true happiness felt like. Now, I cherished every moment like this one.

      Suddenly, a few auras detached from mine. I felt the breakage in my chest, as if someone had punched holes in between my ribs. Rosemary’s hand was ripped out of my grasp, and the abrupt loss of power forced me to my knees. I gasped for breath, trying to balance out my energy and fill the emptiness in my soul.

      Someone knocked aside the witches around me. Aunt Thelma, a domineering woman of nearly six feet, sneered down at me. “Morgan’s stray doesn’t deserve to mingle with my niece’s pure aura. This is not your true coven, Gwenlyn Bennett. Don’t forget that.”
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      “Completely uncalled for.”

      “Totally rude.”

      “Forget rude! She could have injured Gwenlyn.”

      Four faces swam above me as I came to a groggy consciousness. Morgan, of course, was there, along with her three sisters: Malia, Karma, and Laurel. Seeing each of them automatically relaxed me. This was my family. I was safe with them.

      The stars twinkled beyond their quizzical expressions, or had the fairies not yet retired for the night? The backyard was quiet. The party had ended, rather abruptly. Trash littered the grass and the wispy threads of different colored auras wavered in the air.

      Laurel beckoned something with a wave-like undulation of her hand, and the stars gathered closer to my face, giving the sisters a better view of it. Definitely fairies then. Laurel crouched over me. Like many members of the coven, she had pale blonde hair and pretty gray eyes.

      “Gwenlyn?” Laurel said. “Can you hear us?”

      I groaned.

      “We’ll take that as a yes.” Karma, Morgan’s favorite sister though she’d never admit it, was a troublemaker in disguise. She and Morgan shared the same shade of honey brown hair, but Karma’s eyes were gray while Morgan’s were green. Nevertheless, they looked almost like twins.

      “Who did it?” Malia, the eldest of the sisters, questioned. Originally, Malia had been destined to take over the coven from Cassandra, the sisters’ mother, but when Morgan proved a better fit for the job, Malia respectfully declined the position. She was the definition of grace and wisdom. She also sported the Summers’ trademark pale hair and gray eyes combination, but out of the four sisters, she resembled her mother the most. “Gwenlyn, do you remember who pulled you out of the energy connection?”

      “It was Thelma,” Morgan answered tersely for me. “I saw Gwenlyn go down.”

      I coughed and tried to sit up. The atoms that made up my body sank into the ground, each one pulling me down like tiny, imperceptible bowling balls. I felt heavy and empty at the same time, like the energy sap had taken whatever essence made up my soul and left me with the limp shell of my existence.

      “Take it easy,” Karma warned, steadying her hand against my shoulder. “If you get up too quickly, it’ll make you retch.”

      Her advice came too late. My stomach turned over, and I whipped my head around to avoid splashing the sisters as I heaved. Laurel’s sky-blue aura flashed, and the grass reached up to catch the contents of my stomach. When I was finished, the grass retreated, and there was no sign of the mess. All four sisters laid a hand on me, and their auras lit up the patch of earth around me. Morgan’s dark blue, Laurel’s light blue, Karma’s lilac, and Malia’s violet. Like during the dance, I felt whatever connects us—the soul or wherever our power stems from—reach out and wrap around me. It wasn’t quite as strong this time, having only four witches around me instead of forty, but at the very least, the sisters’ power replenished some of the energy and magic I had lost.

      My foggy head cleared, and the muscle aches faded. My stomach settled. I was able to prop myself up on my elbows without hurling. Morgan brushed a sweaty strand of hair away from my face. The worry lines around her eyes—subtle but present nonetheless—deepened as she regarded me.

      “I’m fine,” I said in a hoarse voice. “What happened? Where did everyone go?”

      “Thelma disconnected you from the energy connection,” Morgan said.

      “And as soon as you collapsed, Morgan flew into a frenzy,” Karma added. “Her temper tantrum scared everyone off.”

      “Thelma snuck off beforehand,” Laurel said. “The trees told me.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Morgan rubbed my shoulders, infusing the muscle with more of her own aura. If she kept giving me her energy, she would start to weaken soon, but I couldn’t pull away from her comforting touch. “When I get ahold of Thelma—”

      “Morgan.” When Malia said Morgan’s name, she took on one of two tones: warning or glee. This was definitely a warning. “You can’t go after Thelma. She’s one of our elders.”

      Morgan plucked a nearby dandelion and crushed the fuzzy bulb in her fist, causing Laurel to wince. “I don’t care how old she is. What she did was unforgivable. She could have hindered Gwenlyn’s power for life.”

      Laurel patted my shin with affection. “Gwen, honey. Can you give us a little energy test? Just to make sure you’re functioning regularly.”

      I shook off the dregs of my magic-induced hangover and looked inside myself. Witchcraft, as a science, did not make sense. None of us knew how our power stored itself, nor the exact method of accessing it. Instinct guided us instead. Our craft was ancient and unfathomable, and accepting that fact was the key to becoming a great witch. If you thought too hard about it, it became elusive.

      I found the heart of my power and prodded at it. I envisioned a tiny electric ball of green light, sparking and flashing whenever I called upon it. As I let the magic escape—controlled, of course—the electricity reached out. Coils of power snaked their way through my body and eventually beyond it. When I opened my eyes, my skin glowed with the reflection of my forest-green aura.

      As always, Laurel delighted in the color, clapping her hands together with appreciation. Though the color of her own aura suited her, she loved my earthy tether to the magical world. Karma, Malia, and especially Morgan were similarly relieved to see my aura glow.

      Karma lightly punched my shoulder. “Good to have you back, Gwen.”

      “I still don’t understand.” I concentrated my aura in my palms, an old exercise Morgan taught me a long time ago to work on controlling my craft. “What happened at the energy draw? Why would Aunt Thelma do this to me? I’ve barely spoken to her.”

      Morgan looked at her sisters. “Would you mind leaving us alone? We have a few things to discuss.”

      “Of course,” Malia said, pushing herself up from the dewy ground. Laurel followed suit, but Karma refused to budge. Malia beckoned to her. “Come on, Karma.”

      “I could stick pins in her,” Karma offered. She had a gift for voodoo, though she did not use her ability unless absolutely necessary due to the inherent danger associated with it. “If you want to get back at Thelma.”

      “Get out of here, troublemaker,” Morgan said.

      Karma rolled her eyes and joined the others. “You used to be fun, Morgan. Good luck, Gwen. See you tomorrow.”

      I feebly waved goodbye as the sisters went inside the house. When the kitchen light turned on, Karma and Laurel pressed their noses against the window to watch us. Malia drew them away from the glass and closed the curtains with a quick snap of magic.

      “Up you get,” Morgan said, taking my elbow to help me stand. We walked up the creaky porch steps and settled in the Adirondack chairs behind the kitchen window. “There you go. Comfortable?”

      “You’re coddling me.”

      “It’s my job.”

      “Since when?” I leaned into the wooden braces of the chair, letting the rods massage my spine. “You’ve always enjoyed throwing me into the deep end. Why is this any different? Just be straight with me, and tell me what happened.”

      Morgan’s teeth clenched together. “It appears Aunt Thelma didn’t like that you were involved with the energy connection.”

      “Why not? I’ve been to a bunch of these parties.” I squeezed the bridge of my nose. The headache lingered a bit. “All of a sudden, Thelma decides to get offended by it?”

      “Rosemary is Thelma’s direct niece,” Morgan explained. “Traditionally, you only share energies with the witches within your own lineage. When you and Rosemary started trading powers, Thelma took it poorly.”

      “Rosemary pulled me into the dance, not the other way around,” I argued. “Besides, that idea is completely archaic. I’m sure there are plenty of witches from different covens that share power.”

      “I agree with you,” Morgan said, “but here in Yew Hollow, we’ve always stuck to our guns. I’m trying to change that, but you’ve witnessed firsthand what happened when you stray from tradition. Thelma and many of the older witches in our coven remember what it was like before I became the leader. My mother didn’t push boundaries. She believed in the old ways because they had served us so well.”

      “But you adopted me,” I reminded Morgan. “I’m a part of this coven, no matter what Thelma thinks.”

      Morgan rewarded me with a wry smile. “Yes, you are, and I couldn’t be prouder to have you as my apprentice. Unfortunately, not everyone considers you a true member here.”

      The weight of this truth often lived inside me, but every once in a while, when I was reminded of my heritage, it came out to sit on my shoulders, in plain sight for everyone to see. No matter how far I traveled from my outrageous youth, no matter how hard I worked to develop my character, I would never truly be seen as a part of the family.

      “Maybe Aaron’s right,” I muttered.

      “The boy?” Morgan asked. “What do you mean?”

      “He asked me earlier about not feeling like he belonged,” I said. “I told him it was his choice whether or not to be a part of the family, but that’s not true, is it?”

      Morgan’s lips turned downward. “I would like it to be true, and maybe one day, it will be. For now, while the coven is still home to so many elders, it’s difficult to accept things we considered unruly and wrong for so long.”

      “Like outsiders.”

      “You’re not an outsider, Gwen. Don’t you dare call yourself that.”

      I turned over my arm and traced the blue scar along my wrist. “It doesn’t matter that I share this with you?”

      Morgan presented her own scar to me, and we pressed our arms together as we had so many years ago to bring Morgan back to life. The ancient magic within us flared like a signal in the sky, reacting to its presence in both of us.

      “It matters,” Morgan said. “It will always matter.”

      

      The week preceding the festival was one of the busiest of my life. I had underestimated the amount of work to be done as the head of the festival committee. Not only did I have to prepare the town square for the party the following Sunday, but I also had to answer to almost every single person who lived in Yew Hollow. Everyone had a request for the festivities, including everything from the available flavors of cotton candy to an advanced support system for the performance stage. Since I couldn’t say the stage would be reinforced by the coven’s magic, I hired a craftsman to build the extra supports and ordered an extra two cotton candy flavors from a vendor online.

      I returned to the Summers house for one reason that week: to sleep. Otherwise, I scrambled around the town, usually with a few of the kids in tow to teach them the responsibilities of living as a member of the Summers family in Yew Hollow. Thankfully, they were helpful rather than a handful. I assigned the older kids, with Rosemary in charge, to important tasks I didn’t have time for myself, such as getting approval signatures on booth arrangement from the local business owners. The little kids, I designated to decoration, but this proved alarming when a few of the girls used their craft as a shortcut when they couldn’t reach the lamp posts to hang garlands of flowers. When I caught wind of the incident, I rushed to the square and put a blanket spell on the girls, suspending their magic for a few minutes so they were unable to cast any spells. Then I quickly rescinded the memories of the surrounding locals and made up a story about how strong the wind was that day to have lifted those heavy garlands all the way to the top of the lamp posts.

      Later, the girls’ mothers reamed Morgan out for allowing me to dampen their crafts. Morgan stood her ground, claiming I did what needed to be done for the sake of the coven’s protection. It didn’t satisfy the other witches, and they pulled their children from festival tasks for the rest of the week, leaving me with less help than I started with.

      Despite my troubles, everything started to come together by Saturday. I could feel the pull of the spring equinox, the invigorating feeling of newness and rebirth. The air in Yew Hollow still bore the chill of the lingering winter, but the pale sun began to stave it off. The paradoxical weather turned out a blessing. When the sun beat too intensely upon my shoulders, the crisp breeze arrived to provide relief. Sweat poured off my skin as I put the finishing touches on the decorations in the square, nailed tents into the ground to make sure they wouldn’t blow away in the wind, and supervised the craftsman as he installed the stage’s support system. By the end of the day, everything was in place for the festival tomorrow, and I went home exhausted and satisfied.

      “Have a drink,” Karma said, handing me a mug full of mysterious liquid as soon as I walked into the house that evening. The four sisters lay about in the living room, their limbs and auras relaxed.

      I sniffed the bright pink beverage. “This is the festival punch, isn’t it?” I studied the sisters’ various states of repose. “How much moonshine is in this?”

      “It’s not the moonshine that does the trick, my dear,” Malia said, her words slurred ever so slightly. “It’s the craft.”

      “My craft, to be exact,” Karma added proudly. Her pupils were dilated, and she wore a slightly manic look. She lifted the mug to my lips. “Drink it!”

      “Okay, relax.” I took the tiniest sip, and the liquid shocked my lips like an electric eel. The craft buzzed through my body, zipping along in my veins. I shook my head to clear it. “Whoo! Yeah, you’re going to have to tone that down a bit, Karma. The mortals won’t be able to take that much.”

      Karma stuck out her tongue. “Mortals, shmortals. I wouldn’t waste good craft on them. This batch is for us.” She lifted her mug. “To the Summerses at the spring equinox!”

      Morgan added her drink to the toast. “To new beginnings and fresh opinions.”

      “To the blossoming buds on the trees and in our lives,” Laurel chimed in.

      “To our annual renewal,” Malia added, less drunkenly.

      All four sisters looked at me. Not one of them doubted that I was the fifth member of this sisterhood. I lifted my glass.

      “To all of you,” I said. “For whom I am eternally grateful.”

      “To Gwenlyn,” Morgan said.

      “To Gwenlyn!” the other three chorused.

      We all clinked our glasses together. I tipped back the punch and downed all of it in a few gulps. As the fire of Karma’s moonshine and craft tumultuously took over, I sat among the Summers sisters and pretended to be one of them.

      

      The weekly town meeting the next morning was the shortest one I had ever attended. Everyone was too excited for the festival to bother listening to Pilar as she talked about the weird two-inch law height requirement that no one cared about. Children whispered in the crowd and tugged on their parents’ hands, begging to let them get a head start on the games and treats outside. The adults were restless too, many of them jiggling their legs or tapping their hands on their knees to restrain their excitement. As soon as Pilar called the assembly to an end, the hall roared with the sound of scraping chairs and hustling feet. The crowd burst through the double doors and rushed down the high street, the coven along with them.

      I brought up the rear, taking it all in as the locals descended upon the town square and reveled in the celebration. The first of the bands I’d booked took the stage and struck up a lively tune. The booth owners began haggling as soon as the first customers approached them. The school kids beelined for the giant play parachute I’d arranged for them. They each took hold of the edges and followed the elementary gym teacher’s instructions to wave it up and down. The rainbow fabric undulated with every movement and projected the children’s laughter high into the sky.

      “Great job, Gwenlyn!” someone called as they passed me.

      Another local patted me on the back. “This is beautiful. You should be proud.”

      “Thanks,” I said, beaming as more residents came over to shake my hand and compliment my festival effort. “It was fun.”

      I spent most of the day checking on various details of the festival and making sure everything went according to plan. The lemonade stand ran out of ice early, so I recruited our local ice queen, Noelle, to produce more under the radar. When the rainbow parachute ripped due to a particularly animated six-year-old, I repaired it with a quick sewing spell. Since the tear was in the green section of the fabric, no one was the wiser. Most fabulously, the mayor tried her luck with the punch and stumbled right into my arms. The crowd cheered as I set her back on her feet.

      “Easy on the punch, Pilar,” I told her. “My sister was a little heavy-handed with the liquor.”

      Pilar tapped my nose affectionately. One sip, and she was a goner. “You are the cutest little button, aren’t you? This festival is a hit!”

      I replaced her plastic cup of punch with another one full of water. She didn’t notice the difference. “Don’t worry. I remember what you said. No funny business.”

      She threw the water back like a shot. “Funny business? Who cares! Make all the funny business you want.”

      As Pilar sauntered off and joined the other adults on the dance floor, Karma came up behind me. We watched Pilar gyrate along to the music.

      “I halved the recipe, I swear,” Karma said in my ear. “These mortals are lightweights.”

      “It’s fine,” I replied. “Let the mayor enjoy herself. She deserves it.”

      “And it keeps her off your case.” Karma raised an eyebrow. “Morgan told me what she said to you last week. You think something’s going on with Pilar?”

      Pilar struck a disco pose, her finger pointed diagonally toward the sky. I grimaced with second-hand embarrassment, but the Yew Hollow locals were all on the same level of uninhibited. They mimicked Pilar’s ridiculous dance and howled with laughter.

      “Nah,” I told Karma. “I think she’s smart and perceptive. Anyone with half a brain and a good level of instinct would pick up on Yew Hollow’s ‘funny business.’ We’re lucky it’s Pilar and not some other jerk like Dominic.”

      “Ew, don’t say his name.”

      “Sorry.”

      The events of Yew Hollow’s past regarding the D-word were reviled. Though the coven had made it out alive, it was a close shave. Nine years later, we still weren’t over it.

      “Hey, don’t you have a birthday coming up?” Karma swung her hips in time with the music. Punch sloshed over the lip of her cup. “How old you again? Forty?”

      “Nope, that’s you.”

      “I beg your pardon.”

      I let out a laugh. “Twenty-six.”

      “Almost ten years since you first got here,” Karma mused. “Time flies, doesn’t it?”

      “Nine years,” I said. “I was almost seventeen when I met Morgan.”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Time is relative anyway. You were part of the family from the very beginning.”

      Aunt Thelma passed by the tent under which Karma and I were resting. She eyed the bowl of punch with glee, but when she found me standing over it, her expression turned sour. She whispered into the ear of another elder witch, who also turned to behold me. I pasted a sarcastic grin on my face and waved cheerfully. Aunt Thelma and her companion sneered and shuffled away.

      “Not everyone thinks that,” I muttered.

      

      The exact moment of the equinox happened around four o’clock in the afternoon. Though the locals were oblivious, every witch felt the alignment of the sun with the earth, and we all tipped our heads up to acknowledge it. Though we could not celebrate the moment during the daytime, we enjoyed it nevertheless. Auras flared, but the colors could be passed off as mirages in the heat. A second later, we all went back to what we were doing with slightly wider smiles.

      It never failed to surprise me how dedicatated the Yew Hollow locals were to enjoying every last second of a celebration. The festival raged on throughout the afternoon, past dusk, and into the evening without a single lull in participation. As darkness fell and the moon rose, the witches’ impatience grew palpable. Until the square was empty of mortals, the coven would not fully enjoy the results of the equinox or gather around the Yew Tree for our rituals without question. Morgan sidled up to me.

      “Well?” she prompted. “When are the fireworks scheduled? No one will go home until after the fireworks.”

      My heart palpitated. “Oh no. I forgot to schedule the fireworks.”

      Morgan’s eyes went wide. “You forgot?”

      “I was so busy with everything else.” I unearthed my crumpled notebook with all of my plans for the festival written inside and flipped through the pages. “Fireworks, fireworks. Nope, not a single word of them. Morgan, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Morgan said. “You’ve done so much already. I can take care of this. Give me ten minutes, then have someone make an announcement that the show is about to start.”

      

      At past events, the mayor of Yew Hollow was meant to introduce the firework finale of the spring festival, but when I found Pilar, she was hardly in any shape to stand on a stage and give a speech. She flung her arm around my neck when she saw me, her eyes bright with the effects of Karma’s craft.

      “Do you want to know the secret to staying young?” she whispered conspiratorially. “I’ll tell you. I made a deal—”

      “I’m sure it’s a lovely story,” I said, balancing the mayor on my shoulder, “but I need you to introduce the firework show.”

      She laughed outright. “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “Then I need you to find someone else,” I told her. “Someone important to the town.”

      She tapped my head. “I have found someone.”

      “Who?”

      “You,” she announced. “You do it!”

      “Me? No, I’m not—”

      “Why not?” Pilar insisted. “You planned this entire festival on your own. It’s a great feat! You deserve to take the final bow in front of the fireworks. Besides, there are two of you and only one of me, and I might need an extra pair of feet to stand up straight. More punch!”

      I rerouted the cup someone offered to her. “Believe me, you don’t want any more of that, Pilar. Your hangover will be awful enough as it is.”

      Pilar patted the front of my T-shirt as if I wore a fancy jacket with perfectly trimmed lapels. “Go. Announce the show. Take the credit. You are a magnificent member of this community, Gwenlyn Summers. I believe in you!”

      I didn’t bother to correct her regarding my last name and handed her off to a well-meaning local who hadn’t spent the day chugging Karma’s punch. With jitters in my chest, I waited for the band to finish their set then climbed onto the stage. The crowd cheered as I took the microphone.

      “Uh,” I said. “Hello. How’s everyone doing tonight?”

      Despite the awkward greeting, the locals replied with a roar of appreciation.

      “Good, that’s good.” I glanced behind me toward the lake in the distance where we were supposed to shoot off the fireworks. There was no sign of Morgan or anyone else. “As you all know, the final leg of the evening concludes with fireworks. I hope you enjoyed your day at the spring festival, and we’ll see you all soon for the solstice later this month. Without further ado, here are the fireworks.”

      One silent moment passed as the crowd turned their eyes to the sky and nothing happened. Then, a great crack! echoed through the trees. A small flare flicked across the darkness then exploded in a shower of blue sparks identical to the color of Morgan’s aura. A moment later, two more fireworks—one lilac and one a deeper shade of violet—followed Morgan’s. Lastly, the biggest firework of all, bright blue, illuminated the sky. The Summers sisters were putting on the final show all on their own.

      Laurel’s work was the star of the show. She pulled out all the stops, gathering wood nymphs and fairies and fireflies to dance among the crowd like miniature versions of the fireworks. The nymphs and fairies were crafty, darting out of eyesight if anyone looked at them too closely. They rose into the sky and sang sweet lullabies to the earth, a serenade that you felt rather than heard. The mortals paid little attention to the magic right in front of their eyes, except for one elderly man I spotted near the left corner of the stage.

      He stared right at one of the wood nymphs, a youngling who hadn’t quite perfected the art of not being seen. Then the man clasped his hand to his heart and keeled over.
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      The howl of an ambulance siren ripped through the trees as the crowd cleared a pathway to the fallen man. Morgan and her sisters, oblivious to the chaos, kept the fireworks going. They cracked overhead, showering the locals with harmless sparks. I pushed my way through the throng to reach the elderly man. He gasped on the ground, his hands still clutching his heart.

      “Move!” I said, shoving people out of the way. I got on my knees, pried the man’s hands away from his chest, and replaced them with my own. I had no idea how to perform compressions, but I did know enough healing magic to keep the man’s heart from going completely haywire. I muttered Latin phrases under my breath to strengthen my magic while keeping my aura at bay. If any of the mortals saw the green glow, it would be the end of the Summerses’ secrecy spell.

      The man’s breath came in short, raspy gasps. He grabbed my wrists. “I don’t want to die,” he gasped. “I can’t leave without my wife.”

      “You’re not going to die, sir,” I promised him, pumping his chest full of magic.

      “What are you doing to me?”

      “Helping,” I said. “I hope.”

      The sirens rang in my ears as the ambulance arrived and pulled onto the curb closest to us. A team of paramedics stepped out of the rig, carrying bags of equipment and a stretcher.

      “We got it from here, ma’am,” said one of the paramedics, a beefy guy with dark hair. He gently took my hands from the man’s chest and started performing compressions himself. The elderly man had passed out. “Great job, ma’am. You might have saved this guy’s life.”

      As the rest of the paramedics rushed to put the older man in the ambulance, they ushered me out of the way. I watched helplessly as they fixed an oxygen mask over the man’s face and loaded him in the rig. The ambulance drove away right as the Summers sisters put the final touches on the grand finale of the fireworks show. The entire sky lit up with their magic, one enormous boom after the next, followed by the crackle of embers fizzling out. When the fireworks faded, silence fell over the town square. Then the crowd erupted in cheers.

      With the fireworks show done and the ambulance out of sight, the night’s excitement had passed and the townspeople finally began to vacate the square. They meandered off to their homes with slow steps, as if to prolong the fun of the festival for as long as possible. As I began sweeping trash, the sisters emerged from the tree line around the lake.

      “How was it?” Laurel asked eagerly, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Did they like the fairies?”

      The elderly man’s wallet lay on the ground. I picked it up and pulled out his driver’s license. “Everyone except Paul Holland. He saw one of the wood nymphs and collapsed.”

      Morgan examined the driver’s license, and the other sisters crowded around her for a look too. As the square emptied of mortals, the witches lingered behind. We had more to do tonight.

      “Are we in trouble?” Malia murmured in Morgan’s ear.

      “I don’t think so,” Morgan said, handing the license back to me. “Paul has dementia. The police have had to take him back home more than once because he can’t remember where he lives. He shouldn’t be driving anymore, let alone getting his heart rate up at a festival firework show.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said. “Just because he’s old doesn’t mean he shouldn’t get to enjoy the remainder of his life.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Morgan lifted her head to the sky and checked the position of the moon. “Let’s get ready for the ritual. Paul is probably no danger to us, but the sooner we renew the secrecy spell, the better we’ll all be for it.”

      The witches swept the square, searching for any mortals that might have lingered after the festival. If anyone caught wind of our rituals, it would mean a lot of metaphorical paperwork for Morgan and the rest of the coven. I covered the square itself, checking the thick bushes around the yew tree for any sneaky teenagers who might be hiding from their curfew. Once everyone reported back with the all-clear, we gathered around the yew tree.

      As was tradition, all of the witches made it out to the town square for the seasonal rituals, despite their age or abilities. Even Aunt Alberta, who was half out of her mind, showed up to participate. It was both a powerful sight and feeling to have over forty witches in so little square footage, ready to bring their craft out for the evening. Like at the party last night, there was a palpable energy in the air. It buzzed and popped like static electricity, bouncing from witch to witch as it gathered steam.

      We formed concentric circles around the yew tree. Morgan and her sisters naturally took places closest to the center. They were direct descendants of the original Summers sisters of Yew Hollow, which not only made them the most respected witches of the group but also the most powerful. As each circle formed, the witches joined hands, but each time I reached for one of the women beside me, they purposely took the hand of the sister or aunt opposite me. It was a new, dirty trick. In previous years, no one would dare challenge Morgan’s decision to include me in the family rituals. On the outside of the largest circle, ostracized from everything, I caught Aunt Thelma’s eye. She stood closer to the middle, hand in hand with Rosemary and Camryn—one of Morgan’s volatile cousins. When she saw me standing alone, she gave a satisfied smirk.

      The witches began to cast their auras, and a rainbow of colors reached toward the yew tree, but the ritual would not begin until Morgan initiated it. She stood with her eyes closed, the pulsing blue light of her craft reflecting off her pale face. The yew tree seemed to lean toward her as if sensing that she beheld the majority of the power within the coven. The scar on her arm flared, glowing bright blue as it felt the power of the yew tree reach out to meet it. I hissed as pain shot through the matching scar on my arm. Morgan’s eyes flew open.

      “Gwenlyn?” she called, searching the circles for a glimpse of me. “Where’s Gwenlyn?”

      Thelma’s smirk morphed into a sneer as I raised my hand from beyond the circle and called back, “I’m here, Morgan!”

      Morgan released Laurel’s hand to beckon me forward, and relief surged through me as I fought my way to the inner circle. This time, the witches let me through, unwilling to challenge Morgan’s call. I arrived at the yew tree.

      “Here?” I asked, indicating the second circle behind Morgan’s where I usually stood.

      Morgan shook her head and pointed to the space beside her. “Here.”

      Laurel stepped aside to make room for me and smiled as I warily took the place between her and Morgan. Each sister grasped my hand firmly, and the power of the coven rushed into every bone of my body and set them alight with inexplicable energy. It was like plunging into the cold ocean on a hot day, then breaking through the surface with enviable refreshment. I closed my eyes and let it wash over me, ignoring the murmurs of the witches behind me. No doubt they were whispering about my inclusion in the first circle, which was meant to be reserved for only Morgan and her sisters. I had never stood here before.

      Morgan thought nothing of it. She chanted in Latin, her accent disjointed and Americanized. Though she was the most powerful coven leader the Summerses had seen in several decades, she’d never gotten the rhythm of the dialect down. It wasn’t a flaw though. Morgan’s modern-day senses made her who she was.

      Morgan called upon the yew tree, and the yew tree answered. Its roots glowed the same blue color of the scars on our wrists, a mark of the original ancient power that made the Summers coven what it was. The light traveled up the trunk of the tree and into its many limbs and leaves, until the entire tree illuminated the square. At this point, Morgan switched to English so that everyone could understand the purpose of the ritual spells.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      The coven groaned all at once, and Morgan grinned at her own joke. But there was some truth in the way she addressed the tree. Cassandra was one with the yew tree, so in a way, we honored the fallen witch every time we came to perform traditions.

      “We’re here for the spring equinox, which occurred earlier today,” Morgan announced. “As you all know, this time of year is when the earth renews itself after months of hardship. There are new buds on the trees and plenty of baby rabbits hopping through the fields.”

      “Pests!” one of the older witches called out. “They’re eating their way through my garden. Put them in a stew!”

      The witches chortled, and Morgan cracked a grin. “How about we cast a spell to repel the baby rabbits from your garden instead, Aunt Thyme?”

      Aunt Thyme grumbled under her breath.

      “As I was saying,” Morgan went on, “it’s time for the coven to do a renewal of our own. We have several spells to update, mostly importantly our secrecy and protection spells. When everyone is ready, we can begin.”

      A murmur of assent went through the coven, which was then reflected in the magic around the circle. Certainty and intention made the energy in the circle fat and profound. It swelled once more, bulging toward the yew tree.

      Morgan resumed chanting in Latin, and I focused on translating the spells to English. “Tree of power, we are gathered here to pay tribute to your greatness. For years, you have afforded us the protection of your branches and energy. Today, we return some of this protection and energy to you as a gift of our gratefulness. We shall work together as one entity to protect the power that you house in your roots. Make our connection with this power new.”

      The yew tree shuddered, as if shaking itself awake. The auras of the witches flashed as the tree accepted the spell, and another jolt of energy pushed through everyone. The hair on my arms stood on end. Laurel squeezed my hand tighter and focused on her ability. Magnified by the coven’s power, Laurel’s craft helped new, bright-green buds grow on the yew tree’s many branches, a welcome sight after months of winter gray.

      “Thank you,” Morgan said. “In addition to this renewal of connection, we also request a new spell of secrecy to keep our doings quiet from the mortals of this realm. We mean them no harm, and we wish to keep them calm and rational in our presence. Let them turn their heads from curious happenings. Let them make excuses for strange sights. Let them accept our presence in Yew Hollow and remember that this town belongs to those who have ancient magic flowing through their veins.”

      Once more, the scar on my wrist twinged, reminding me that I had come by the Summerses’ ancient magic by unnatural means. A silver flash emanated from the yew tree and rippled across the town. In the distance, it hit an imaginary wall and vanished. The secrecy spell was complete.

      “Next, we ask you to renew our protection spell,” Morgan continued. “Since we first came to Yew Hollow, it has been a haven for our coven. We ask that you keep our swords sharp and our shields strong—”

      The yew tree flashed before Morgan had finished the spell, startling the witches around it. The protection spell usually resulted in a gold shimmer that coated the town. Instead, a strange blue smoke poured from the tree. As the trunk began to split itself in two, Morgan dragged me away from it. The witches, sensing chaos, unclasped their hands from each other’s and raised them in defensive positions instead.

      From the midst of the heavy blue fog came a being who appeared to be made of smoke herself. The gas solidified into a woman with an ever-changing face. One moment, she had high cheekbones and a pointed chin. The next, she sported a plump visage and a wide jaw. Every second, she looked different than during the previous one. She only manifested from the waist up. Everything below remained in the fog that billowed from the yew tree’s cleaved trunk.

      Morgan, ever the confident—or perhaps arrogant—leader, stepped forward. “Who the hell are you?”

      The woman’s smile shifted through many variations as she gazed upon Morgan. “I am you. You are me. Thankfully, that means I understand your brazen personality, Miss Morgan.”

      The coven gasped as the strange woman solidified into an exact copy of Morgan, albeit her skin remained blue. Morgan glared suspiciously up at her.

      “Tell us what you are,” she demanded.

      “I am the embodiment of your power,” the woman announced. “I am the ancient energy from which you draw your craft. I am each and every one of the Summers sisters from now until eternity.”

      “Then why haven’t I ever seen you before?” Morgan asked. “Or heard of your manifestation?”

      “I do not often appear in this form,” said the woman, now taking on Malia’s appearance for several moments. Malia herself looked puzzled and alarmed. “But I have been called upon to address a situation.”

      Morgan crossed her arms. “What kind of situation?”

      “This is one among you who is not a true member of this coven,” the woman announced. “Yet she possesses a piece of the power I share with you. This was not sanctioned, and so it is an abomination.”

      My throat closed up as Morgan’s eyes flickered toward me. I hid my scarred arm behind my back, hoping this wasn’t going the way I thought it would.

      “Every woman here belongs to the Summerses,” Morgan declared. “We are one united family. There are no abominations here.”

      “You cannot lie to me,” the genie-like woman replied. “You cannot fool me or deceive me. I know the truth of all your thoughts. I am familiar with every drop of blood this coven is made of. In this way, I am aware of the one who does not share our blood. That one.”

      The figure raised a smoky finger and pointed straight at me. My heart dropped into my stomach with a resounding splash. After all these years, I was still an outsider.

      “Gwenlyn has been with our coven since she was sixteen,” Morgan said, squaring her shoulders. “She shares our power because she saved my life. She is as much a member of the Summerses as any other woman here is.”

      But a whisper of disagreement made its way through the witches behind me, and that was all the odd spirit woman needed to fuel her reply.

      “It appears not everyone believes this,” she said, acknowledging the other Summerses with a slow nod. When she rested her gaze on me, I shrank back. “Gwenlyn Bennett. Do you wish to become a full member of the Summers coven?”

      “Y-yes,” I stammered. “The Summerses are my family. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Then it shall be so,” the woman said. “If you complete the traditional ritual.”

      “What ritual?” I asked, stepping closer now that there seemed to be more hope. “I’ll do anything.”

      “Don’t agree so quickly,” Morgan muttered in my ear. “I’m sensing there might be some strings involved with this.”

      The woman in blue shifted into Karma’s body. “Not so. The coming-of-age ritual is traditionally completed by every member of the Summerses coven at sixteen years. Every woman among us has taken part in the ritual.”

      “Is that true?” I asked Morgan. “I never heard of a coming-of-age ritual.”

      “These days, it’s more celebrational than anything else,” Morgan answered. “It’s like a sweet sixteen. It’s when you technically become a full member of the coven.”

      “Then what’s the issue?” I said. “If a bunch of sixteen-year-olds can do it, so can I.” Before Morgan could reply, I looked up at the spirit. “I accept your terms.”

      “Excellent,” the woman said, and the smoke began to retreat into the tree, reeling her in with it. “You have two weeks.”

      “Whoa, what?” Morgan waved her arms, trying to get the spirit to stay longer. “Hey, wait a second! The ritual traditionally takes years to prepare for, then hours of work for each task! Gwenlyn can’t complete it in two weeks.”

      “The girl turns twenty-six in two weeks,” the spirit replied as she gradually disappeared. “Once the decade passes, it will be too late for her to complete the ritual, and she will never be considered a member of the Summers coven.”

      “But it’s impossible—” Morgan started.

      The spirit waved a hand, and the blue smoke extended tendrils that wrapped around my wrist. I yelped as my skin burned, but no amount of flailing cast the smoke from my body. When it finally dissipated, it took with it the blue glow that usually lit up the scar on my wrist. Now, the rough line on my skin was no more than a normal deviation in skin tone. In addition, I felt empty inside. Without the energy of the coven, I was back to square one: depressed, abandoned, and angry at the world for how it failed to serve me.

      I sank to the ground. Morgan and her sisters immediately surrounded me. Though each of them attempted to lend me energy, it wasn’t the same as before. I could no longer share my craft with them, nor them with me.

      “We’ll do it,” Morgan announced to the spirit. “Once Gwenlyn completes the ritual, I expect you to return every ounce of ancient power to her.”

      “Follow the rules,” the spirit replied. “I am not against you, Gwenlyn. I hope you triumph.”

      With that, the spirit disappeared completely. The blue smoke sucked itself back into the yew tree, and the trunk welded itself back together. The coven stood silent to process the enormity of what had just happened.

      “Did we complete the equinox rituals?” someone called from the back of the group.

      “No,” Morgan answered tersely. “The spirit interrupted the protection spell. Yew Hollow’s shield is weak.”

      “We should finish now,” Malia suggested. “Else we have to wait until the next spring equinox.”

      Morgan clenched her teeth as she examined the trunk of the yew tree. It looked completely normal, not at all like it had just been split in half by a magical spirit. “I’m afraid we can’t. The yew tree has closed itself off to us.”

      The coven broke out in hushed conversation, and I felt their eyes rest on me. They blamed this on me, and for good reason. I couldn’t feel the yew tree’s presence because my link to the Summerses had been broken, but the Summerses couldn’t reach for the tree’s power because I had forced myself into their family without regard for their traditions.

      “This is my fault,” I muttered, staring at the bland, lightless scar on my wrist. “I should never have come here.”

      Morgan knelt to be on my level. “Don’t you ever say that again. This is fixable, Gwenlyn. Yes, we’re going to have to rush you through the ritual tasks, but with help, it can be done. Don’t doubt yourself, and don’t you dare doubt me either.” Morgan’s eyes caught the reflection of the moonlight, the silver glint filled with determination and love.

      “If there’s one thing I never doubted, it’s you,” I told Morgan.

      With a grim smile, she helped me to my feet and slipped her arm through mine. Then she addressed the rest of the coven. “Return to your homes and await my instructions! In the meantime, be on the lookout for any suspicious behavior. While our protection spell is weak, we need to be more vigilant than ever. Keep Yew Hollow safe, everyone.”

      The witches dispersed and headed home. Morgan, Karma, Laurel, and Malia flanked me as we began our journey from the square. Silence followed us at first. None of the sisters knew what to say. As we traveled beyond the streetlights and up the hill to the Summerses’ house, Laurel recruits more fairies to light our way. The tiny beings floated along in orbs of glowing golden light, but their usual playfulness was dampened by the unfortunate mood.

      As we stepped onto the porch, the sisters bade me goodnight. Laurel kissed my forehead, Malia squeezed my shoulder, and Karma lightly punched me in the arm. I mustered a smile that didn’t extend to my eyes. As the other sisters headed upstairs to their rooms, Morgan tugged on my arm.

      “Stay with me,” she said. “We need to discuss this.”

      She lit a fire in the living room hearth. Though it was March, the large house was drafty at night. I settled into my favorite chair. A small gray cat, one of many that lingered around the Summers home, used the arm as a scratching post then leapt onto my knees. Her fluffy body rumbled as she purred. She settled on my lap and kneaded her paws against my stomach.

      “You’ve been chosen,” Morgan joked as I stroked the cat’s head. She conjured a cup of tea out of thin air and handed it to me. Then she sat on the sofa and curled her legs under her body, relatively catlike herself. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now.”

      “Empty.” I kept my focus on the cat’s long whiskers. This conversation was easier with a distraction. “Like nothing matters anymore. Like everything I do or say is pointless.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “Why now?” I asked. “I’ve been living with you all for years. I’ve participated in the yew tree rituals tens of times before. Then all of a sudden, this weird goddess shows up? I don’t get it.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense.” Morgan kicked off her slippers and dug her thumbs into the arch of her foot. “My guess is someone went to the yew tree before tonight’s rituals and ended up summoning her. Someone who doesn’t want you to be a member of this coven anymore.”

      “Aunt Thelma,” I grumbled.

      “Most likely.”

      “What did I ever do to her?”

      Morgan’s fingers glowed as she pressed magic into her aching feet. “Gwen, some people are just jerks. No amount of sense or justification will change that. Thelma’s a traditionalist. She doesn’t believe in sharing the ancient power with outsiders.”

      “So now I have to complete this absurd coming of age ritual?”

      “Yeah, the original version.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She snapped her fingers, and a bowl full of steaming water appeared on the floor in front of the sofa. She eased her feet into it and sighed. Her body relaxed for the first time all day. Meanwhile, every muscle of mine was tense and taught.

      “Like I said earlier, the ritual is more ceremonial these days,” Morgan said. “When a witch turns fifteen, she has one year to complete three tasks: the community, self, and soul tasks. The soul tasks takes place on the day of her sixteenth birthday, and if she succeeds, she becomes a true adult witch in the eyes of the coven.”

      “Hang on, didn’t Rosemary just have her ritual last year?” I asked.

      “She did,” Morgan confirmed, “which is probably why it occurred to Thelma to use this as a way to boot you out of the coven.”

      “Then why did she wait to challenge me?”

      “So you’d have less time to complete the tasks,” she answered.

      I swirled my tea around and watched the leaves at the bottom of the cup float to and fro. “Two weeks instead of an entire year. Do you really think I can do it?”

      “Yes,” she said firmly. “I’ll help you.”

      “And the ‘original’ version?”

      Morgan pointed a finger at my tea, and it reheated itself. “Drink that. It’ll help with the energy drain.”

      I took a slow sip. Sure enough, the warmth of the tea rushed through my entire body. Though it didn’t replace the power that had been taken from me, it did manage to dampen some of the newly-recharged depression I was experiencing.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” I told Morgan.

      She lifted her feet from the basin of water and dried them off with another spell. The basin disappeared. “The original version of the coming of age ritual was much more dangerous. Young witches had to travel far, accomplish advanced spells they had never practiced, venture between dimensions, et cetera. It was a draining practice, and some of them didn’t make it out alive. That’s why we eventually watered it down. Sure, the ritual was meant to separate the strong from the weak, but at some point, we realized all witches born into the coven—no matter their natural ability for the craft—deserved to be a part of the family.”

      “How long has it been since someone has completed the original ritual?” I asked.

      “My mother was the last,” Morgan answered. “It wasn’t required of her, but she chose to do it to prove that she would eventually be capable of leading the coven. It worked. More of the coven respected her at sixteen than they do of me now.”

      “I can’t exactly ask Cassandra for advice,” I reminded her.

      “I know,” she said. “Thyme and Alberta have completed the original ritual too. Go to them tomorrow. Ask for help. Goodness knows you’ll need it.”
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      “Don’t put that much!”

      “If you don’t like the way I make coffee, then make it yourself.”

      “Fine, give it to me.”

      “No way. Your coffee’s weak.”

      “Not all of us like to drink straight jet fuel in the morning.”

      The Summers sisters’ bickering was constant tradition. I woke up on the couch. Someone—Morgan, most likely—had tucked me in with a handwoven blanket and wedged an extra pillow under my head so my neck wouldn’t get sore. Normally, I slept in my own bed in the barn in the nearby woods that Morgan had restored as an apartment several years ago. When I was twenty, she had gifted the apartment to me, saying that every woman deserved a place of her own if she wanted it. I was grateful for my own space to retreat to, but it felt so natural to be with the rest of the Summerses that I rarely spent time at the barn during the day.

      I stretched and yawned then got up to see what all the fuss was about. All four sisters had squeezed into the long, thin kitchen, and all four of them were using spells to take control of a single coffee pot. Morgan and Karma, who liked their coffee dark and strong, lay waste to one side of the kitchen, while Malia and Laurel, who preferred more delicate tones to their cup of joe, fought from the opposite end. I hopped onto the counter and used a quick spell to amplify my voice.

      “In the left corner, Team Morgan and Karma are gaining ground!” I announced in a silly commentator’s voice. “Morgan fires an offensive spell at Laurel, but will it land? No! Laurel deflects with a perfectly-performed shield spell! Team Laurel and Malia have the advantage now. Can they finish what they started? Malia fires. Karma deflects and retaliates. Laurel attacks, and oh, it lands right on Karma’s nose! She’s got boils now, folks. That’s no good. Looks like today’s coffee will be light and watery.”

      Karma tapped her nose, and the boils disappeared with a glimmer of her aura. Morgan gritted her teeth and fired one more spell. As it crossed the kitchen, it split in two. Neither of her opponents were ready for it. Laurel and Malia dropped their spell on the coffee pot to defend themselves, each raising a shield made of their auras, but Morgan’s attack went up and over to blast the sisters with magically-conjured shaving cream. The coffee pot zoomed into Morgan’s grasp. She lifted it above her head in triumph.

      “And in a surprise comeback, Morgan and Karma take the win!” I shouted, jumping up and down. “What a game to behold! This one won’t be forgotten. I’ve never seen such a perfect win—” A tickle spell hit me in the stomach, and I doubled over with laughter. “Okay, okay! I’ll stop. Just quit with the tickling!”

      Malia withdrew the spell and allowed me to breathe again. I planted my hands on my knees as I recovered.

      “Did it ever occur to you all to make two pots of coffee?” I asked the sisters.

      “That’s wasteful,” Karma said as she shoveled an enormous amount of fresh grounds into the coffee maker. “We wouldn’t drink it all.”

      “Fine, then you can cast a spell to make your coffee weaker or stronger,” I suggested as an alternative. “This constant battle isn’t necessary.”

      “It sure isn’t,” Morgan said. She winked at Malia and Laurel. “But it’s much more fun.”

      “How are you feeling, Gwen?” Laurel asked. “Since last night?”

      The emptiness swept over me again, and my smile dropped as the events of last night replayed in my mind. I’d almost forgotten that my part of the Summerses’ power had been stripped away from me. I scratched the scar on my wrist.

      “I’m okay,” I lied. “I’ll be better with some breakfast and coffee.”

      “Coming up,” said Morgan, turning to the stove.

      

      Half an hour later, the five of us sat on the back porch to enjoy breakfast and the chilly spring morning. The Summerses could put on a meal like no one else. Malia made Belgian waffles that could convince the Belgians to rename them after her. Laurel was particularly gifted with finding the sweetest, freshest fruits. Karma made the best cappuccinos I’d ever tasted, both sweet and bold despite the strength of the coffee beans. Morgan tied everything together with fried eggs, bacon, and sausage. When the sisters cooked, they worked like the gears of a clock, each performing a different task in perfect sync with the others. They worked like mortals and witches at the same time, cooking on the gas stove but using magic to keep things from burning or to infuse the food with more intense flavors. It resulted in the best food I’d ever been lucky enough to eat in my life. My heart dropped at the idea of being banned from the coven and never joining the sisters for a meal again.

      Morgan noticed my frown and tapped the underside of my chin to lift it. “What’s the matter? Did I overcook the eggs?”

      I stabbed my fork into a yolk. It burst and flooded across my plate. “No, they’re perfect.”

      “It’s the waffles then?” Malia asked. “Did I miss an ingredient by accident?”

      “It’s not the food,” I told the sisters. “It’s all of this. If I don’t complete this coming of age ritual successfully, I’m going to have to give this up.”

      Karma stabbed a breakfast potato a little too firmly. It shot away from her fork and landed in the grass, where one of the rogue rabbits picked it up and ran away with it. “First of all,” Karma said, trying for another potato, “you won’t fail the ritual. We all had to do it. It’s easy as pie.” Neither me or Morgan mentioned that I had to complete the original version of the ritual, whatever that entailed. “Secondly, you won’t ever have to give this up. It doesn’t matter what some random weird spirit says. You’re one of us. You can stay forever, even if you don’t share our power.”

      “Actually…” Malia began, then shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “Say it,” I told her. “What is it?”

      “Well, I was reading up on the ritual last night after everyone else went to bed,” Malia admitted. “Witches who failed the tasks but survived the ritual were cast out of the coven and banished with black salt.”

      If it was possible, my heart sank even more. “Black salt? Would you guys do that to me?”

      “Never.” Morgan glared at Malia for suggesting it. “As the leader of this coven, I’m the only one with the right to create black salt.”

      “That’s normally true,” Malia said, her tone apologetic. “But in this case, the coven leader doesn’t have the final say. The laws of the ancient magic are not to be broken. If any member of the coven wishes to cast Gwenlyn out should she fail—which you won’t, of course—then they will have the power to do so.”

      Morgan’s teeth clashed together. “Then they’ll have to go through me afterward.”

      “Perhaps,” Malia said. “But you won’t be able to undo the banishment.”

      “Can we stop talking about this?” Laurel suggested. She called the baby bunnies out of the tall grasses with her craft and fed them watercress from the palms of her hands. “Gwenlyn hasn’t failed the ritual. It’s pointless to fill her mind with negativity. Why don’t we focus on getting her through the tasks? If she’s going to complete them all in time, she needs to start as soon as possible.”

      Karma chomped on an extra crispy piece of bacon. “I agree. We shouldn’t dwell on what could happen until we’re faced with no other options. What do we need to do to help Gwenlyn get started?”

      “She needs a mentor,” Malia said. “It’s required that one of the elder witches take Gwenlyn under her wing.”

      “I want Morgan,” I declared at once. “She’s always been my mentor. I trust her more than anyone.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Karma teased.

      Morgan shook her head. “I can’t do it.”

      My chest tightened. “Why not?”

      “Coven leaders can’t act as mentors,” Laurel said. “It’s considered cheating. The coven leader is usually strongest, and she could pull strings for her mentee that other witches aren’t able to do. As a rule, the coven leader nor any of her closest relatives can be a mentor.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I pointed to each witch in turn with a piece of bacon. “None of you can be my mentor because you’re related to Morgan?”

      “That’s the rule,” Morgan confirmed. “You’re going to have to find another witch to sponsor you.”

      I tossed the bacon into the grass, but a crow swooped down and caught it in its beak before it landed. “Were you guys there last night? The coven is totally unsure of me now. That goddess lady made them all nervous to trust or help me. Even the ones who didn’t hate me before aren’t going to want to be my mentor.”

      “That’s not true,” Malia said. “There are plenty of witches in this coven who love you, Gwen. You just have to find one who’s willing to take this journey with you.”

      “What exactly does this journey entail?” I asked. “Everyone keeps talking about the three tasks, but no one’s told me what they are.”

      “Community, self, and soul,” Karma replied, ticking them off on her fingers. “First of all, you have to do something that serves your community. Back in the day, that meant doing something major to assist your coven, but it kind of extends to all of Yew Hollow now. You can help out the mortals or whatever.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Your tasks are assigned by the ancient power,” Morgan said. “You’ll have to go back to the yew tree to find out what they are.”

      “I have to talk to that psycho again?”

      “I doubt it,” Morgan answered. “The tree will most likely send one of our former sisters to deliver the task. They’ll tell you what to do.”

      Laurel stole a handful of strawberries from the table to offer to the bunnies. “Your self task is a bit trickier. You’ll have to confront your innermost flaw and overcome it.”

      “How am I supposed to know what my innermost flaw is?” I asked.

      “That’s part of the task,” Laurel replied. “Finding out the thing that holds you back the most.”

      “Last is the soul task,” Morgan said. “It’s the hardest and most dangerous of the three. You have to enter the soul realm to complete it.”

      I drizzled syrup across my waffled to avoid eye contact with the sisters. If they read my expression, they’d know I was both dumbfounded and terrified. “What exactly is the soul realm?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like.” Morgan refilled her coffee with a wave of her hand. “It’s an off-branch of the otherworld, where all souls—living, dead, and yet to be born—are housed.”

      “I thought our souls are housed in our bodies,” I said. “Or in the otherworld.”

      “They are,” Morgan said, “but not completely. Your true soul—the root of your power—remains in the soul realm.”

      “What does the realm look like?”

      “It’s appears differently to everyone,” Malia answered. “And you only enter it once: to complete your soul task.”

      I stuffed a bite of waffle into my mouth and tried to take comfort in the fluffy, sweet taste. “What do I have to do in the soul realm?”

      “You’ll be presented with a situation that will be impossible to resolve,” Morgan explained. “And then you’ll have to resolve it.”

      I stopped chewing. “How am I supposed to fix an unfixable problem?”

      “That’s the whole point,” the four sisters chorused in unison, as if they had all once asked the exact same question.

      “What was yours like?” I asked all of them.

      “You’re not supposed to talk about it,” Laurel said.

      “It’s like Vegas,” Karma added. “What happens in the soul realm stays in the soul realm.”

      I stabbed another piece of waffle. “Great. Really helpful.”

      Morgan stifled a laugh. “The soul task is two weeks away. Don’t worry about it quite yet. Your first order of business is finding a mentor. You better get to it. The sooner someone agrees to sponsor you, the sooner you can get the rest of this over with.”

      

      Finding a mentor felt a bit like campaigning for a hated political party or selling something that no one wanted. For the rest of the day, I went from house to house, witch to witch, and asked various members of the coven if they would be willing to sponsor me throughout the duration of my ritual. Though I only knocked on the doors of witches who I’d interacted pleasantly with in the past, none of them wanted the risk of being my mentor.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Great-Aunt Poppy said, the fifteenth witch to reject me. “I’d like to, but I’m afraid I can’t.”

      I put a hand on her front door to prevent her from closing it in my face. “Can I ask why? You and I have always been friendly, right? Did I do something to offend you?”

      Great Aunt Poppy covered her hand with her heart. “No, of course not, honey. I think you have every right to be a part of this coven.”

      “Then why not help me?”

      Poppy glanced in each direction of her house then beckoned me forward and whispered, “One of your less-favorite aunts is spreading dissent about you. She’s threatening the others not to support you in these tasks.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Thelma?”

      Poppy’s eyes widened. “I can neither confirm or deny that.”

      “What is she telling everyone?”

      She lowered her voice even more, so that I could hardly hear her. “She’s saying the coven will suffer if you’re made a full member. She claims it will anger the being we met last night to let an outsider have access to our power.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know that’s crap, right? If that genie lady didn’t want me to be a part of the coven, she would have said so and not given me the opportunity to complete the ritual.”

      “I know that, and so do many of the other witches,” Poppy said. “But they’re scared of what might happen. I love you, Gwen. I really do, but if it puts me and my family at risk to accept you into the coven, I can’t take that chance.”

      Glumly, I stepped off her porch. “Understood. Thanks anyway, Poppy. Can you think of anyone who might be willing to mentor me? I’ve been around the block already.”

      “Did you check with Noelle?” Poppy asked. “Your talents aren’t exactly equivalent, but she’s always been independent in her own way. She might not buy into Thelma’s threats.”

      “Isn’t Noelle only a few years older than me? Shouldn’t my mentor be older and wiser?”

      “Honey,” Poppy said. “At this rate, you’ll be lucky to find a mentor at all.”

      

      Noelle was the ice witch who lived above the bakery in town. As Poppy said, she had a distinct personality away from the coven, preferred to mingle with mortals, and only showed up to coven parties if she felt like it. Noelle was also a little notorious for finding trouble herself. Once, she’d accidentally put Christmas on repeat in Yew Hollow, lured a child-eating witch with a demonic pet wolf to the area, and subsequently defeated the foe with Morgan’s help. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of asking her for help before.

      Noelle worked as a teacher at the elementary school, so I waited until the afternoon to go see her. Around two o’clock, I took up a post in the bakery. The owner Belinda was mortal, but her wares tasted magical. I bought a cup of coffee and a cinnamon bun and sat near the door to enjoy my afternoon snack. Soon, Noelle trotted up the bakery’s front walk.

      Noelle was one of the few witches in the coven whose looks deviated from the classic Summerses’ traits. She had white-blonde hair and pale blue eyes, both of which reflected her chilly ability to control ice and snow. Today, she wore a massive hat to protect her face from the sun, huge sunglasses, and a light jacket with UV protection. When she entered the bakery and tossed the hat off, her forehead was beaded with sweat.

      “I am positively boiling,” she announced to whoever bothered to be listening. “Belinda, please, for the love of all things in this ninety-degree heat, wash away my sorrows with an iced coffee.”

      “It’s sixty-seven degrees outside, my love,” Belinda called from behind the counter as she bustled to fill her customers’ orders. “The heat hasn’t gotten started yet. Wait until July.”

      “I’d rather pass the summer over entirely.” Noelle shed her jacket, revealing skin so pale that each indigo vein was visible in her arms. She caught sight of me sitting in the corner. “Gwenlyn, hi! What brings you in, the cinnamon bun? I don’t blame you. They’re downright holy.”

      “Actually, I came to talk to you,” I said. “Do you have a minute?”

      “Sure.” She draped her coat over the back of an empty chair, sat down, and blotted her face with a spare napkin. “Does this have to do with that wacky interruption in the town square last night? I was in the back, so I didn’t quite hear what was happening.”

      “I have to complete the coming of age ritual before I turn twenty-six in two weeks,” I told her. “I was hoping you might want to be my mentor. Before you say no, the crappy rumors that Thelma has been spreading around have no basis in reality. I asked Morgan, and—”

      “When I was ten, Thelma told me that ice witches all end up imprisoned in their own frozen tundra because we can’t control our ability,” Noelle informed me. “I don’t really care what she says.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. That’s nice to hear. So what do you think? Want to help me out?”

      Belinda brought Noelle’s iced coffee and set it on the table. “Anything else, dears?”

      “We’re fine,” Noelle said. “Thanks, Belinda.” Once Belinda was gone, Noelle pointed a discreet finger at her ice coffee, and the cubes—which had already begun to melt and dilute the brew—solidified again. “I’ve never mentored anyone for the ritual before, but I remember what my aunt did for me. I’m honored that you asked, but why me?”

      “You’re kind of my only option,” I admitted. “Morgan can’t do it because she’s the coven leader, and no one else wants to because they’re afraid of Thelma and what might happen if they let an outsider into the coven.”

      Noelle wrinkled her nose. “You’re not an outsider. You’re one of us.”

      “Try telling that to half the coven.”

      “Screw them,” Noelle declared. “You just got yourself a mentor, Gwen.”

      “Really?”

      “Hell yeah. Let’s stick it to everyone who thinks you don’t belong here.” She lifted her cup in a toast to me. “What’s next? The mentor-mentee bonding spell, right?”

      

      I hauled Noelle back to the Summers house with a wide grin and presented her to Morgan in the kitchen. “Look!” I said, dragging Noelle by the hand. “I found a mentor.”

      Noelle waved sheepishly. “As long as you approve, of course, Morgan.”

      Morgan set down her afternoon snack—leftover bacon sandwiches between two waffles—dusted her hands, and regarded the both of us. “Interesting choice, Gwen, and a smart one too. Noelle’s got a good head on her shoulders, and she’s great in a crisis. You do know what you’re getting yourself into though. Right, Noelle?”

      “I don’t want to see Gwenlyn get kicked out of the coven,” Noelle replied. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help her succeed in the ritual.”

      “We need you to perform the bonding spell,” I told Morgan. “Then I can get started on this community task.”

      Morgan shoved the rest of her snack into her mouth. “Sure,” she mumbled around the food as she got up from the table. “Let’s do it.”

      The bonding spell proved more difficult than I anticipated, but not because of the spell itself. Morgan simply couldn’t find the things she needed to complete it, but after rooting around in the basement for several long minutes, she finally unearthed a cardboard box labeled “coming of age ritual crap” in her unmistakable, messy handwriting.

      “Here we go.” She dropped the cardboard box into my arms, and my knees buckled beneath the weight. “Follow me. We gotta do this outside.”

      Noelle and I tracked Morgan into the backyard, through the high grass, until we were smack in the middle of the large field that separated the house from the forest. The brush had been stomped down from all the times the witches came out to do spells here. There was something about standing in the middle of all this nature that charged our power. Witches were stronger away from all the distractions and privileges of modern life. Our connection with the earth fueled our craft before anything else.

      With a groan, I squatted to set the box down. Morgan rifled through it, all the way to the bottom, and came up with a single white ribbon.

      “That’s it?” I asked in disbelief. “That box weights eighty pounds.”

      “It’s a heavy ribbon,” Morgan said. She picked a stick up from the ground and drew three circles on the ground, each at the point of a triangle. “Noelle, stand in that circle. Gwen, you go in the other one.”

      We obeyed. The top circle, the one at the point of the triangle, remained empty. Morgan drew a book entitled The Keen Needs of a Young Adult Witch and How to Provide Them from the cardboard box and opened it to a earmarked page. She stepped between us and read off the spell, in Latin as always.

      “Purveyors of our ancient power,” she began, “We are here to ask for your blessing in the pair set before you. Gwenlyn Bennett must sit the sixteenth year ritual, and she has chosen Noelle Summers as her mentor. Today, we bring them together in the rite of bonding. Gwenlyn,” she added in English. “Please step forward into the top circle.”

      As my foot landed in the flattened grass of the new circle, the outline of it flashed blue. Morgan wrapped the white ribbon around my wrist. It adhered to my skin as half of the bonding spell took effect.

      “Noelle,” Morgan said. “Please step forward.”

      Noelle did so, but Morgan hadn’t drawn the top circle large enough for both of us to stand together comfortably. Noelle almost toppled out, but I steadied her at the last second. She wrapped a firm hand around my waist and offered her opposite wrist to Morgan.

      “With this ceremonial ribbon, we unite Gwenlyn and Noelle until the ritual is complete,” Morgan announced, wrapping the other end of the white ribbon around Noelle’s wrist. “I declare the bonding ritual to be complete.”

      Despite Morgan’s declaration, the ribbon did not stick to Noelle’s wrist as it did to mine. The blue flare around the circle flickered and died, and Morgan’s magic expired before the bonding spell took effect.

      “What the heck?” Morgan muttered. She tried once more to tie the ribbon around Noelle’s wrist. This time, the fabric fell apart thread by thread.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why won’t it work?”

      Morgan growled with annoyance. “If the ribbon doesn’t take, it means there’s a problem with your choice of mentor. Noelle isn’t fit for the job.”

      “I take offense to that,” Noelle said.

      “It’s not you,” Morgan assured her. What was left of the ribbon fell off my wrist. “There has to be some dumb rule why you can’t mentor Gwen. Either that, or someone else in the coven is doing their damndest to make sure you don’t get a mentor, Gwen.”

      I pressed my lips together, holding in my comment until I was able to say something more appropriate than what I had in mind. “You meant Aunt Thelma? How could she affect this? It’s ancient magic, beyond her control.”

      “There’s always a loophole.” Morgan tossed the book and the torn ribbon back into the box. When she snapped her fingers, the box jumped into the air and carried itself back to the house. She caught my annoyed look. “What? Carrying heavy things builds character.”

      “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s Thelma. I’m going to rip her a new one.”

      I marched off through the high grasses.

      “Wait!” Morgan called. “You could make things worse.”

      “Gwen, don’t make trouble for yourself!” Noelle added.

      “I’m not making trouble!” I hollered back. “But if Thelma wants some, I’m happy to deliver!”

      

      Thelma lived on a nearby street where the houses were secretly reserved for members of the coven only. Due to a crafty spell, no mortals had ever been interested in moving into any of the homes of that street or the cul-de-sac at the end of it. Thelma’s house was halfway down the avenue, and I had almost reached it when Morgan finally caught up with me.

      “I’m not sure you want to do this,” she said, catching me by the arm to slow me down. “Thelma’s a jerk, but confronting her isn’t going to solve anything.”

      “If I don’t have a mentor, I can’t complete the ritual.” I pulled myself out of Morgan’s grasp. “Thelma’s asked for confrontation when she did whatever she did to stop me from bonding with Noelle.”

      “We don’t know that—”

      I spun around to face Morgan on the front porch of Thelma’s quaint home. “You’re the head of this coven. You’re supposed to stop bogus like this from happening. Are you on my side or not?”

      “Don’t give me that crap,” Morgan said, suddenly stern. “I’m trying to look after you, and I’ll be the first person to put Thelma in her place if she’s done something to interfere.”

      “Let’s find out then.”

      I sidestepped Morgan and knocked on Thelma’s door. A second later, the crotchety older witch answered, wearing a nightgown and slippers though it was barely dinnertime. Thelma looked me over head to toe.

      “What do you want?”

      “To know if you interfered with my mentorship,” I answered. “Morgan couldn’t perform the spell on me and Noelle, and if you had anything to do with—”

      Thelma laughed outright. “You see, this is what happens when a youngling takes over as coven leader. You two don’t know anything about the old rules, do you?”

      “Spit it out, Thelma,” Morgan demanded. “What are we missing?”

      Thelma poked me in the chest. “You’ve been tasked with performing the original ritual. That means you can’t choose any mentor you please. The witch who accompanies you throughout this journey must have also completed the original ritual during their coming of age ceremony.”

      “No,” I said. “That can’t be true.”

      “It is,” Thelma replied matter-of-factly.

      “But that means I only have two choices—”

      “Thyme or Alberta,” Thelma finished for me. “Both decrepit, one crazier than the other. Pick your poison, Gwen.”
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      I paced the kitchen from end to end. Morgan sat on the counter and kicked her heels against the cabinets. She said nothing, which was saying something. Usually, she never shut up. Her silence wasn’t an encouraging sign.

      “I’m screwed, aren’t I?” I said at last. “Aunt Thyme is, like, a hundred years old. She only leaves her house for the important rituals. And Alberta is downright nuts. How is either one of them supposed to help me?”

      “I told you yesterday that you should speak to them,” Morgan reminded me.

      “Yeah, speak to them,” I said. “To ask them about their experience in the ritual, not request their mentorship. Admit it, Morgan. You think I’m doomed.”

      Morgan took a pipe from a nearby shelf and packed it with a mysterious mixture of crushed herbs. She lit it with a common lighter and took a long draw from the mouthpiece. When she blew the smoke out, it smelled like cigars and roses. The scent alone was relaxing, as was the magic she’d infused in the herbs earlier.

      “I never said that,” Morgan claimed, calmer with the pipe in her hand. “But this does present a unique challenge.”

      “That’s what you’re going to call it?”

      Morgan offered me the pipe. I shook my head, but she said, “Trust me, you’re going to need it.”

      I mimicked Morgan’s movements exactly but ended up inhaling too much smoke. I let out a violent cough and a puff of glittery pink smoke like an angry dragon. The effects, luckily enough, kicked in anyway. A peaceful hum drowned out the negative thoughts racing through my head, and I was able to separate my emotions from the problem at hand.

      “What do I do?” I asked Morgan. “Who do I choose? Thyme or Alberta?”

      Morgan drew another breath from the pipe. “Thyme’s old, but she’s one of the wisest witches in the bunch. She won’t be able to accompany you on any of your tasks like a traditional mentor would, but she’d get the job done from afar. She wouldn’t let you down. Alberta, on the other hand, is a bit of a loose cannon. You know that.”

      “I sure do,” I muttered.

      Alberta’s ability allowed her to concoct potions with any available ingredients. Long ago, she was the go-to witch to solve anything from boils to attention deficit. If you had an ailment, Alberta could cure it with one of her potions. Unfortunately, she became erratic with age. These days, no one dared to drink anything Alberta had been around. She had the bad habit of slipping one of her potions into random drinks, much to the beverage owner’s chagrin. More than once, I’d let my guard down around Aunt Alberta and ended up with a weird case of skin issues. I didn’t trust her at all.

      “Then go to Thyme first,” Morgan said. “Be nice. She’ll need convincing.”

      

      As dusk fell, I returned to the witches’ avenue. The various women had come out of their houses to enjoy the pink and orange sunset from the comfort of their front porches. They gathered with their favorite sisters and aunts, swung to and fro on levitating swings, and cast spells to keep the mosquitoes at bay. In the cul-de-sac, the bigger kids played a game of kickball, but everyone kept cheating. When Aaron stepped up to the plate, one of the girls on his team enchanted his sneaker with a super bounce spell. The pitcher rolled the ball to him, and he kicked it with all its might. The ball absorbed the power from the spell and ricocheted across the cul-de-sac, far over the heads of anyone in the outfield. Aaron gleefully ran the bases.

      With a quick snap, I conjured a shield to stop the ball from traveling any farther. It stopped dead mid-air and dropped right in front of Ari at second base. She snatched the ball and tagged Aaron’s shin as he slid into the plate.

      “Interference!” he yelled, pointing an accusatory finger at me.

      “You cheated anyway,” I shot back. “Or are you going to tell me you actually kicked the ball that far.”

      Ari bounced the ball off of Aaron’s back. “You’re out. Back to the bench.”

      Aaron slumped up, but not before sticking his tongue out at me. Rosemary, who sat on the curb with her headphones in, looked up as Aaron walked by.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Did I miss something?”

      “Just Aaron being a baby,” Ari said. “The score’s still eight to two. By the way, you’re a crappy referee, Rosie.”

      “Don’t say crap,” Rosemary reprimanded half-heartedly. “Get back to the game.”

      The kids resumed play as I sat on the curb next to Rosemary. “Am I allowed to talk to me?”

      “Sure.” She blew a bubble with her chewing gum then popped it between her back teeth. “Aunt Thelma getting you down?”

      “How’d you know?”

      Rosemary rolled her eyes. “She won’t shut up about how you don’t deserve to be a true Summers witch because you don’t have our blood.”

      “What do you think?” I asked tentatively.

      “It’s so stupid,” she declared. “Who cares if you’re adopted? Why are old people so weird about that kind of stuff?”

      I waved away a mosquito as it aimed for my face. “It’s hard to change what you know works well, I guess. Do you mind telling me about your ritual? I know it’s supposed to be a secret, but you’re the one who’s done it most recently.”

      “Out!” Rosemary shouted as Ari tagged another runner out at second base. “That’s three! New inning!” She lowered her voice. “Whatever, I don’t mind telling you. It was boring. The tasks are supposed to, like, teach you something, you know? I actually combined my community task with the service hours I had to do for the mortal high school. Two birds, you know?”

      “What did you have to do?”

      “I helped pick up trash around the town square,” she answered. “When the mortals weren’t looking, I used my craft to shape the recyclables into clean, reusable things like glass jars and whatnot. Then I vanished the rest of the trash so there was no waste. I don’t get why we don’t always do that. The environment would be so much better off.”

      “Because vanished things have to go somewhere,” I reminded her. “They might disappear from your dimension, but they end up in another one. You could be polluting an alternate universe.”

      “Oops.” She shrugged lightly. “Oh, well. I haven’t done it since. Anyway, my self task was bogus too. I won’t bore you. The soul task was kind of freaky though.”

      Something in my chest tightened. “What do you mean?”

      “Morgan and her sisters put me in this weird trance so I could go into the soul realm—”

      “And you had to do some impossible task?”

      “What? No, I had to find my true soul,” Rosemary said. “It was a pain in the butt. Everything looks exactly the same in there.”

      I pulled my knees in and hugged them to my chest. A small bug crawled over the toe of my sneakers. Rosemary misread the root of my melancholy.

      “Cheer up,” she said, hugging me into her side. “It’s not so bad. Every witch has to do it.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Rosemary.”

      I got up and dusted dirt from the seat of my pants. Aunt Thyme’s house was right nearby, in danger of getting one of its windows busted if the kids continued to play kickball with so much gusto. As was appropriate to her namesake, several pots of fresh herbs balanced on the porch railing. I stopped to sniff each one, identifying them by sight and smell. The front window creaked open.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?” asked a croaky voice. Aunt Thyme’s wrinkled features appeared in the bottom corner of the window. “Pick some mint for yourself. It grows like a weed. There’s scissors if you need them.”

      I took up the pruning shears and carefully cut away some of the mint. I lifted the bunch to my nose and inhaled, letting the fresh scent wash over me.

      “Come inside,” Aunt Thyme said. Her front door opened itself. “I’ll get you a little baggie to bring it home in.”

      I’d come to expect the homes of older people to have a particular scent, usually reminiscent of cleaning products or a doctor’s office, but Aunt Thyme’s foyer smelled strongly of the same herbs she grew outside. Candles flickered to life without help, and Aunt Thyme arrived to greet me.

      “I don’t like these newfangled lightbulbs.” She gestured to a set of LEDs in the sconces on the wall. “Morgan installed them for me. She says they’re more efficient, but they hurt my eyes.”

      Aunt Thyme was no longer mobile. She made her way around the house by way of portable armchair. She shuffled her feet along the floor, as if she scooted around in the large leather recliner that way, but if you looked closer, you’d see that the recliner itself hovered half an inch above the ground. She claimed it was far more comfortable than a wheelchair, though if she made a public appearance, she did so in a regular wheelchair so as to not weird out any of the locals.

      “I don’t mind candles,” I told her.

      She shuffled off, and I followed her levitating chair into the kitchen. Steam rose from a pot on the stove, and the smell of spices and herbs was more prominent in here. She summoned a plastic zipper bag from one of the drawers. It floated over to me as if riding a breeze. I snatched it out of the air and placed my handful of mint inside.

      “You’re just in time for dinner.” Aunt Thyme stirred the pot on the stove. “You must be hungry. Would you like some soup?”

      My stomach rumbled. “Yes, please. It smells great.”

      “I know. Sit down.”

      Aunt Thyme did everything with magic rather than inconvenience herself. The soup ladled itself into two bowls. Silverware and napkins flew out of the drawers and landed on the table. A pitcher of water emerged from the fridge and poured two fresh glasses. I ducked as the salt and pepper floated over my head.

      Aunt Thyme didn’t blow on her soup or let it cool. She picked up her spoon and started eating as if impervious to the hot steam rising from her meal. “I thought you might seek me out after all that nonsense that happened last night.”

      Unlike Thyme, I didn’t want to risk burning the roof of my mouth off, so I blew gently across my bowl before trying the soup. It was absolutely delicious, full of fresh vegetables from Thyme’s garden. The spice combination was unusual—I couldn’t place all of the ones Thyme had used—but each flavor complimented the others perfectly.

      “You sat through the original coming of age ritual,” I said after a mouthful. “I’m in a bit of a dilemma. You’re one of the only witches that’s qualified to mentor me. I know you don’t leave your house often, but we can work it out if you’re willing.”

      Thyme patted her lips with a white lace napkin. “You have another option in Alberta, do you not?”

      “Yes, but Aunt Alberta is a bit—well, she’s nuts.”

      Thyme smirked. “I suppose so, but she’s also quite the genius.”

      “I have nothing against her,” I said hurriedly, “but I was hoping that you might consider the job. I won’t ask for much. I promise.”

      Aunt Thyme summoned a bottle of wine from the fridge. It uncorked itself. “My dear, you are not overstepping any boundaries of mine. I would be honored to be your mentor.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. I’m so glad—”

      “However,” Thyme continued. “I’m afraid I must decline the opportunity.”

      My relief vanished as quickly as it had arrived. “Why? Is it something Aunt Thelma said?”

      “Goddesses, no,” she answered. She waved the bottle of wine away as it attempted to pour her several ounces more than the recommended serving. “My reasons for declining aren’t personal. Rather, I worry about not meeting your needs as a mentor. I’m not as sprightly as I used to me, dear. I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use to you.”

      “That’s okay!” I assured her. “I don’t expect you to be at my beck and call. All I need is for you to complete the bonding ritual. We could do it here if you wanted. I won’t make you come all the way out to the Summers house.”

      Thyme’s spoon clinked loudly against her saucer as she set it down. “You aren’t listening to me, young one. Throughout this process, your mentor will play a large role in how successful you are in completing your three tasks. You need someone who can be with you every step of the way. Unfortunately, that is not me.”

      “But Aunt Alberta isn’t in her right mind,” I protested. “Please, reconsider this. I’ll get by just fine.”

      “The original ritual is no game,” Thyme replied. “Each task presents its own fair share of danger. If you happen to get yourself stuck, I won’t be able to rescue you.”

      “But you have your chair!” I insisted. “You’re completely able!”

      She smiled sadly. “I am not just talking about my physical capabilities. I’m also not as sharp as I once was, and my skills are not equal to yours. I’m a master of spices and herbs, my dear. The tasks set for you will cater to your ability to speak to the dead. My culinary knowledge will do you no good.” She swirled her red wine in an attempt to decant it. “Besides, I wish your judgement of Alberta was not so quick. She’s a fine witch, and though her methods of communication are questionable, her abilities would serve you much more appropriately than mine.”

      I crossed my arms and sat back. “How do you figure her pimple-popping potions are going to help me?”

      “That’s not all she’s capable of,” Thyme said. “You’d be surprised what kind of effects she can whip up.”

      I heaved a big sigh. “So you won’t help me?” I asked one last time. “I’m ready to get down on my knees and beg.”

      Thyme cupped her palm to my cheek. “My dear, I’m already helping you. Take my advice. Go to Alberta and ask her to pledge as your mentor. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      “Something tells me you’re not entirely correct on that front.”

      “Then at least you got some nice soup out of this interaction.” She beckoned me toward her. “Show me your aura.”

      Though confused by the request, I complied anyway, reaching into the recesses of my soul to find my craft. As my aura glowed, Thyme took my arm between her soft, leathery hands and examined the scar there.

      “Nothing,” she murmured, more to herself than to me. “Not even a hint of the old magic. This is serious indeed.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She patted my arm, but something frightening hid behind the act of affection. “My dear, magic is a curious element. It does not conform to our ideals of it as much as we might like to think. You were a vessel for the ancient magic awarded to the Summers coven. That power has been taken away from you, but it was not redistributed.”

      The scar tingled and itched. I dug my fingers into the rough skin. “I don’t understand.”

      “A percentage of our power is gone because of what is happening to you,” Thyme explained. “I surmise it’s why we weren’t able to complete our spells at the spring equinox. We’ve been weakened, and if you do not succeed in your three tasks, we may very well never regain our full strength.”

      The bitter taste of truth flooded across my tongue. “Thelma was right. I’m a threat to the coven.”

      “Only if you fail.” Thyme tapped my nose. “And you are not so audacious to fail, my dear.”

      

      Aunt Alberta’s small cottage perched crookedly on the side of a hill in the mountainous forest beyond the town’s border. It was painted a garish shade of orange except for the shutters, which were salmon pink. Half of the roof was missing on the second floor, though this oddity appeared intentional since the roof was not damaged in any way and the burnt orange glow of Alberta’s aura glimmered all around the missing piece.

      As I stepped forward, the muddy ground sucked my sneakers into its depths. No matter how hard I yanked, I couldn’t unearth my feet. When I looked down, the earth had turned viscous and shiny, not like the average mud puddle. Curiosity got the better of me, and I stupidly stuck my finger into the goo.

      Tendrils of the stuff clamped onto my finger, crawled up the knuckle, and soon enveloped my entire hand. I yelped and tried to wipe it off, but it stuck like a stubborn horsefly. I fell to my knees, and the substance wrapped itself around my thighs. I pulled from my aura and cast a defensive shield, but it was no good. The goo was too personal to shield myself from. I tried a repellant spell next, the one we used to keep mosquitoes at bay on damp summer nights. It worked to a degree. The substance lifted off my skin wherever I focused the repellant, but as soon as the sparks wore off, the goo continued along its route unbothered. It crept up my torso, snaked around my rib cage, and reached for my neck. I lifted my chin as it made its way toward my mouth.

      “Help!” I screamed, officially at the end of my rope. “Alberta, please! Morgan will be totally pissed if this stuff kills me!”

      The goo smacked itself over my mouth, rendering me mute, but it left holes around my nose so I could keep breathing. Then it glued my eyes shut. I was at its mercy, immobile and mute.

      There was a flare of light, so bright that it felt like the sun had made its way past the goo and directly into my retinas. The sticky, unrelenting substance pulled away all at once. It dropped from my skin and puddled on the ground once more, unassuming and innocent. I gasped for breath and checked myself for signs of harm. From the looks of things, I was fine. In fact, my skin felt smoother and softer than usual.

      “Works wonders as a moisturizer, doesn’t it?”

      Aunt Alberta had emerged from her cottage. She was a formidable woman, wide at the shoulders and hips. She had a square jaw and blocky cheekbones, as well as a full head of wild, curly hair that she continuously dyed orange to match her aura. Like Morgan, she had green eyes, but where Morgan’s were sharp and focused, Alberta’s irises hardly ever lingered in the same place. Her gaze darted from one object to the next, giving her the look of permanent paranoia.

      I stumbled backward as Alberta approached me. When she reached the puddle of goo, she fell to her knees and shoved her arms into it. Once she had sunk in all the way up to her shoulders, she let out a relaxed sigh. The goo, which had responded so violently to me, loved Alberta. It wrapped up her shoulders and around her back like a gentle hug.

      “King Arthur,” said Alberta.

      “What?”

      She squinted at me, her eyes flickering up and down to take all of me in. “King Arthur. Lady of the Lake. Lancelot. Morgana.”

      “Morgan’s not here,” I told her. “She’s probably home, where I should be, but I had to come looking for you.”

      “Not Morgan,” Alberta said in a tone that implied she was frustrated with my inability to understand her weird code. “You. King Arthur.”

      “I’m not King Arthur.”

      “For the love of the yew tree.” Alberta rolled her eyes as she withdrew from the sentient pile of mud. She shook off the leftover goo and snapped her fingers as if trying to recall something. “Galahad, Gawain—”

      “Guinevere?” I guessed.

      “Aha!” Alberta pushed herself to her feet and stroked my cheek. “Yes, that’s what it is. Guinevere.”

      “My name is Gwenlyn,” I said. “It’s Welsh.”

      Alberta pursed her lips and nodded, solely to placate. “Sure, Guinevere. Come inside, won’t you? How is the enchantress?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Morgan le Fay.” Right as I was about to step over the threshold and into the cottage, Alberta slammed her palm against my chest and knocked the wind out of me. She pointed down, unaware of my discomfort as I gasped for breath, and added, “Watch your step, Guinevere.”

      A dark rectangle of space—which I’d originally dismissed as a welcome mat—loitered on the threshold. It was an entrance to a void of Alberta’s making, an “unwelcome” mat for unwanted visitors.

      I leapt over the void, the thrill of adrenaline in my veins. I hated to think who’d fallen into the unwelcome mat before.

      The interior of Alberta’s cottage did not match the exterior. It was far larger than the outside suggested, courtesy of an expansion spell, and every square foot was covered in crap. Cardboard boxes, odds and ends, random antiques, broken furniture. If you could find it at a garage or estate sale, you could find it at Alberta’s house. The only place clear of rubbish was the kitchen. The counters, sink, and breakfast table were all impeccably clean. The dishware was stacked neatly within the cabinets, as were the spices on a spinning rack. Not a speck of dust or a crumb of food could be found. However, every burner on the stovetop was occupied by a large soup pot. All four pots bubbled and frothed with a different potion.

      I sat at the breakfast table, as far from the stove as possible so as to not inhale whatever Alberta had cooking. She took the lid off the largest pot and wafted the scent of the potion inside toward her nose.

      “Ahh.” She closed her eyes and pressed her entire face into the pot. When she emerged, pink dewdrops clung to her skin. “Would you like to try?”

      “No, thank you,” I said firmly. “Aunt Alberta, I came here for a reason. Do you mind sitting down?”

      “Sitting is for the exhausted,” she declared. “What do you need, Guinevere? Out with it. Or would you prefer a truth serum? They’re quite harsh on the tongue, but it might be worth the ease of candidness.”

      “I’ll pass,” I said. “I need someone to mentor me for the coming of age ritual. You and Aunt Thyme are the only witches in the coven who completed the original version of it, and Aunt Thyme won’t mentor me because she thinks she’s not able. You’re my last hope.”

      Alberta wiped the dew drops from her face with a steaming hot towel. “You mean I’m your only option and your last choice? How flattering.”

      “Your yard just tried to swallow me whole,” I reminded her. “You have to admit you’re not the easiest witch to get a hold of.”

      She vanished the towel. “I suppose you’re not wrong. The ritual, eh? Has your first task been assigned to you yet?”

      “No, I have to complete the mentor-mentee bonding spell first,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. Will you do it?”

      She dipped a finger into one of her other potions and licked it clean. “Why should I?”

      “First of all, the coven might be in trouble if you don’t.” I lifted my arm to show her my scar. “All the ancient power I had is gone, and the coven won’t be able to recover it, according to Aunt Thyme. Over time, the coven will weaken and fall out of favor with the yew tree. You don’t want that, right?”

      “Of course not,” she replied. “But don’t pretend all of your intentions are so noble. You’ve always had a bit of a selfish streak, Guinevere, not unlike our fearless leader herself. What do you get out of our union?”

      I held my tongue until I could formulate a less acerbic reply. “I get to stay with the coven. I’ve lived with the Summerses for almost ten years. Yew Hollow is my home, and all of you are my family. If I don’t complete the ritual, I’ll be banished from here with black salt, and I can’t fathom a life beyond the borders of this town. I’d rather die than be separated from the people who finally taught me how to love.”

      “That’s a strong sentiment.” At last, Alberta left her potions to bubble and sat across from me at the table. Her erratic gaze steadied, and a sense of calm settled over the kitchen. “You know what I’ve always liked about you? You go after what you want, and you don’t care who judges you during the process.”

      “I care,” I assured her. “Morgan’s judgement matters to me most of all. If she hadn’t taken me under her wing when I was younger, I’d probably be stuck in an asylum or dead by now. I owe her everything, and that includes winning the coven’s ancient power back.”

      Alberta stared at me without blinking for so long that I feared her eyelids might dry up and fall off. “All right,” she finally said. “I’ll be your mentor on one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We do things my way, Guinevere.”

      “It’s Gwenlyn,” I said. Alberta’s eyes bore into me. “Fine. We’ll do things your way.”
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      Alberta refused to accompany me back to the Summers house in order to complete the bonding ritual right away. She claimed she had to prepare for the honor, and doing so would take at least a couple of hours.

      “Meet me at the yew tree around midnight,” she’d instructed me as I gave the unwelcome mat a wide berth on my way out. “We can perform the bonding spell and receive instructions for your first task. Oh, and take this.”

      She’d handed me a mason jar full of one of the potions she’d been brewing on the stove. I had no choice but to bring it with me. As I walked home, I kept the jar at arm’s length, terrified of whatever might be inside it. Morgan greeted me on the front porch of the house.

      “You’re back!” she said, rushing across the lawn to meet me. “What is that?”

      I carefully handed the jar of potion over to her. “I have no idea. Aunt Alberta asked me to bring it home. I’m assuming it’s some sort of horrid concoction.”

      Morgan unscrewed the lid of the jar and warily sniffed the contents. “It’s soup.”

      “It is?”

      “Yup.” She offered it to me so I could smell it. “Potato and leek. What were you doing at Alberta’s? You didn’t step on her welcome mat, did you?”

      “Thankfully, I avoided the mat,” I said, “but not her mud puddle.”

      Morgan snorted and replaced the lid of the jar. Just because it was potato and leek soup didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. Alberta was unhinged. “When I was a kid, Alberta used to put that crap in my juice. She said I talked too much.”

      “I asked her to be my mentor.”

      Morgan stopped short on the porch steps. “You did what?”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “I went to Aunt Thyme first, but she refused to do it. She said Alberta was the better choice.”

      Morgan clapped her palm to her forehead and muttered under her breath. “Oh, this is a disaster. I don’t trust Alberta. I don’t trust her one bit to get you through this.”

      “That’s really helping to calm my nerves. Thanks.”

      “You know what this means, right?” Morgan asked. “You’ll be linked to Alberta for the next two weeks. She’ll have a certain amount of control over your craft. She’ll be able to manipulate how you cast your spells. The link is supposed to be helpful, but if a mentorship goes bad—”

      “Can the warning speech.”

      Morgan gave me a stern look for my demanding tone.

      “Sorry,” I added. With a grand sigh, I flopped onto the swinging bench. “Look, I get it. I know the risks, but what other choice do I have? Besides, Alberta can’t be all bad. At the very least, she agreed to do it.”

      “Speaking of which, where is she?” Morgan asked. “I thought you wanted to get the bonding spell done as quickly as possible.”

      “We’re meeting in the square at midnight.” I took the jar of soup back from Morgan and smelled the contents again. “What’s with witches and soup?”

      “It’s food for the soul.”

      “Smells great.”

      Tentatively, I put my lips to the jar and took a small sip. Morgan watched with bated breath.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “Nope. I feel completely normal.”

      “Then now’s probably not the time to tell you that you’ve grown a tail.”

      “Damn it!”

      

      Once Morgan relieved me of my extra appendage, we began preparing for my second shot at the bonding ritual. Midnight was still hours away, but I was getting antsy, so Morgan and her sisters did their best to keep me from worrying too much. We went about our business as usual. I helped Malia and Karma cook dinner. We all ate together on the porch. Afterward, Laurel taught me how to prune shrubs using my “natural sense.” Apparently, we all had Laurel’s ability to speak with the earth, but on a far lesser level. As I used my aura to lead the way through the branches and buds of the bushes around the Summers house, snipping off dead leaves as I went, my head emptied of anxiety. The quiet effect of nature on my mind made me jealous that Laurel got to feel like this all the time. No wonder she was such a hippie.

      Half past eleven, the Summers sisters wished me good luck, and Morgan and I made our way to the yew tree for the bonding ceremony. Thankfully, Morgan didn’t make me carry the box of supplies this time. Since I’d accidentally destroyed the ritual ribbon earlier that day, she’d commissioned one of the other witches to craft a new one. It was longer and thicker than its predecessor, the silky fabric rolled into a neat cylinder.

      When we arrived at the yew tree, Morgan sat with her back against the trunk, leaned her head against the bark, and closed her eyes. The tree seemed to bow over her, extending its branches down toward the witch at its base. I left them be, opting to wait on a nearby park bench instead. As I watched, Morgan stretched out a hand to pat the tree’s roots. Little pulses of power left her fingertips. The yew tree shuddered, almost as if it was laughing at Morgan’s soft tickle.

      Midnight came and went. The moon crossed the invisible line overhead and started coming down on the other side of it. Morgan fell asleep beneath the yew tree, curled up in the dirt like one of Laurel’s bunny friends. I drifted off too. My chin thumped against my chest.

      A jolt of magic awakened me.

      I wiped drool from the corner of my mouth and glanced around for the source of the sting. Morgan was fast asleep. The roll of white ribbon had fallen from my limp grasp and into a puddle of muddy water. I reached down to retrieve it, and a heavy boot nearly crushed my fingers.

      Aunt Alberta lifted a finger to her lips, pointed to Morgan, and shook her head. She curled her fingers around the collar of my coat and lifted me from the park bench. I got the message and groggily followed her away from the yew tree.

      “Where are we going?” I whispered, my voice hoarse with sleep. “You’re late, by the way. You said to meet you at midnight.”

      “I said around midnight,” Alberta replied as she tiptoed across the town square. “I also specifically told you not to bring Morgan le Fay with you.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Did you or did you not agree to do things my way?”

      “I did, but—”

      “My way does not involve the enchantress,” she hissed.

      I stopped short of the road that led out of Yew Hollow. “I don’t understand. Do you have a problem with Morgan or something? We need her to complete the bonding spell. And why do you keep calling her the enchantress?”

      When Alberta realized I was no longer following her, she cast a long roll of her eyes at me. “Questions. I hate them. Everyone has so many questions. Why don’t you come up with a few of your own answers every once in a while?”

      “You’ve made that impossible.”

      She sighed heavily. “One, you do not need a third witch to complete the bonding spell. It’s simply tradition to have the coven leader perform it. Two, I make no quarrels with Morgan. Three, I call her the enchantress because she is the enchantress. The woman fetched Excalibur from the depths of the otherworld and used it to vanquish an army of the dead. She is not your average witch, and neither are you, Guinevere. What do you know of your namesake?”

      “Uh, she was King Arthur’s wife?”

      “She was a woman of great power.”

      “She’s from a story. A legend. She wasn’t real.”

      Alberta conjured a long wooden staff from out of nowhere and used it as a walking stick as she continued on. “All legends come from somewhere. Our craft is legend. We know not of its source, and we’ve only just begun to understand that the power was gifted to us, rather than created by us.”

      I hurried to catch up with her. “What exactly are you saying? That the Summers don’t deserve the ancient power of the yew tree?”

      “Not at all,” Alberta replied. “But they should keep in mind that anything given can be taken away just as quickly.”

      “You’re telling me,” I muttered. I checked behind us. Morgan and the yew tree were far in the distance. “I’m guessing we don’t need the yew tree to complete the bonding spell either?”

      “You’re catching on,” she said as she led me beyond the mortals’ neighborhood at the edge of Yew Hollow and into the woods behind it. “The yew tree is good fun, but there’s more than one way to connect with the giver of our powers. Ah, here we are.”

      We had arrived at a tiny pond, no larger than twenty feet in either direction. The water was crystal clear, but despite its small size, I couldn’t see the bottom. The pond was hidden by a barrier of trees all around it. If Alberta hadn’t pulled aside the curtain of moss to let me through, I never would have known it was there.

      “What is this place?” I asked. My voice echoed as if we were standing in a large cavern. Fairy lights twinkled all around, and the air within the circle of trees was much cooler than the rest of the town.

      “It’s what witches call a wishing well,” Alberta said. “I discovered it several years ago, when I was in the prime of my youth. The water has certain properties I admire… and some that I don’t.”

      I gazed across the glistening surface of the pond. “How come I’ve never seen this place before?”

      “Because no one in this coven has the ability to find it except for me,” she answered. “Think of this body of water as an environmental potion. It has its own ecosystem, built to protect it from discovery. I’ve guessed Laurel might know of it—attuned as she is to nature—but I believe she feigns ignorance on my behalf.”

      I knelt at the edge of the pond, where the water met the shore. Even in the shallows, it was impossible to see past the silvery reflections of the moon overhead. Like with the mud potion on Alberta’s property, something drew me toward it. I wanted to touch it. I reached out a hand—

      Alberta smacked me with her walking stick. I yelped and withdrew, clutching my bruised hand to my chest.

      “Not yet,” Alberta said. “It’s not ready.”

      I moved away from the alluring waters as Alberta roamed the shoreline. “So what exactly is a wishing well? Did a witch create this place?”

      “Heavens no,” she replied. “Wishing wells are pockets of natural magic. Most witches can’t begin to understand them, though there are enough stories to make us think we do. The Greeks were particularly fond of screwing around where they weren’t welcome, though they claimed the magic was due in part to Naiads.”

      “Due to what?”

      “Water spirits.” Alberta stopped on the opposite edge of the shore, looked up at the moon, and shook her head. She resumed her walk around the perimeter. “Nymphs, per se. They didn’t consider that the land itself was the enchantment.”

      “But what are they for?”

      “What does it sound like?” Alberta asked. “They received the name for a reason. People of all sorts would stumble across wishing wells and be suddenly compelled to ask for something from its depths. The wells complied… for a price. Just ask Narcissus.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the thought. “If wells cause so much trouble, why bother wishing for something?”

      Alberta looked skyward again to check the moon’s position. “We are a selfish and egotistical species, Guinevere. We are not often dissuaded by the concept of negative consequences until after they come to pass.”

      “Hindsight, twenty-twenty,” I murmured as I tucked my knees into my chest and rested my chin on them. “I can relate. Wait a second” —I unfurled myself and stood up— “what are we doing here then? I’m not about to incur the wrath of some natural power that no one understands.”

      “Come here.”

      I watched my feet as I circled the pond, making sure my shoes didn’t end up near or in the water. Alberta fiddled with a small pouch attached to her belt, extracted a small orange tablet, and flicked it into the pond. As I joined her, the water bubbled and roiled. The orange tablet dissolved and disappeared.

      “Fear not,” Alberta said, laying a steady hand on the middle of my back. “I’m familiar with wishing wells, and this one in particular happens to like me. Deep breath now.”

      “What—?”

      She shoved me forward, and I fell face first into the pond. The water opened up and swallowed me like the mouth of a giant. The glittery reflections of the moon disappeared. There was no way to tell which way was up. The darkness beneath the surface was too complete. Still, I flailed and fought, hoping I’d breach for air at some point. My lungs burned, as did my skin, which was coated in the dissolved orange junk of Alberta’s tablet.

      “Would you relax?” Alberta’s voice floated toward me from the depths. “If you’d stop struggling, you might realize you’re not dying.”

      Against my better judgement, I decided to trust Alberta. It wasn’t like I had many other options. I closed my eyes, pretended that the darkness and my shortness of breath wasn’t making me wildly uncomfortable, and tried to calm myself. A few moments later, I felt more comfortable. Though I couldn’t inhale, there seemed to be no reason for me to do so. It was as if the water was supplying me with oxygen through some other means. The darkness subsided too, or rather, a ray of orange light pierced the water from above in the distance.

      “Swim, little fishie,” Alberta instructed.

      I struck out toward the light. It was like swimming through a black hole, but the darkness was not stationary. In my periphery, things skittered and scattered in the water, but if I turned to look, there was nothing there. Still, I knew something—many things perhaps—were watching me.

      The orange light glimmered with tiny particles like dust wafting through sunbeams. Instinctively, I moved into the direct path of the light. At some point, my clothes had vanished, so the orange beam washed right across my skin. It felt warmer beneath it, as if it truly was a ray of sunshine permeating the cold surface of the pond, but I knew it was nighttime outside, and this was all of magical means. As if to prove it, the water began to move as if the pond had a tide. It washed me about, trying to break my focus.

      “Steady,” Alberta’s muted voice advised. “Stay in the light.”

      I fought to obey. A curious energy built up inside me when I was beneath the light, but if the waves buffeted me into the darkness, I lost the feeling of strength. It was like trying to fill a hypothetical power bar, but each time I was knocked out of the orange beams, the bar depleted itself again. After what felt like hours, I gave up trying to fight against the waves and instead let myself absorb the motion instead. This worked far better, as if it was a lesson the wishing well had been trying to teach me all along.

      Alberta sang in Latin from the shore, though the words didn’t match the bonding spell Morgan had used yesterday. The tune was slow and haunting, like a funeral dirge. “Lady of the lake, we seek your vision. We are sisters in need of revision. Make us one, and we promise unending loyalty until this world and the next are done.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the orange beam of light exploded, illuminating the darkness of the wishing well. I saw everything that had ever resided in the water, and it was not pretty. Monsters with huge bodies and larger teeth, beasts of greater depths and terror, and disembodied eyes that stared at me from all directions. The eyes were full of hope and despair. Hands reached out. Countless fingers clutched my arms and legs. They all wanted to ride to the surface with me, but I wasn’t their savior.

      If I could have screamed, I would. What did any of this mental torture have to do with the bonding spell for me and Alberta? The light grew brighter. If I were above water, my eyes would have streamed with tears, as if I was staring into the sun. Right before I closed them tightly, I caught a glimpse of a woman swimming toward me.

      She was not human. That, I was certain of. No human had pure gold orbs in the place of her eyes or skin that radiated golden light from every pore. The woman looked as if her entire body had been dipped in precious metal, including the enormous wings that spread from her back. As she swam—floated—toward me, the wings folded inward, streamlining her appearance. When she was closer, she let them loose again, almost as if she were using them to make her way through the wishing well.

      “Gwenlyn Bennett.” Her voice was not garbled or watery. It rang in my ears like every instrument of an orchestra playing discordant notes at the same time. “From whence have you come?”

      When I opened my mouth to reply, water flowed in and made its way to the back of my throat. I coughed and choked as it filled my lungs. The woman in gold clapped her hands, and the horrid sensation of drowning disappeared. When I tried again, the words came from my head rather than my lips.

      “I’m from Yew Hollow,” I answered.

      This, apparently, was not the answer the woman in gold required. When she chuckled, a stream of golden bubbles left her mouth and floated upward, never reaching the surface of the wishing well.

      “From what goddess were you born?” the woman in gold asked.

      Perhaps this was supposed to serve as clarification, but it did nothing to clarify anything for me. Stupefied, I asked, “Do you mean my mother?”

      The woman in gold smiled again. “You don’t know then. It’s all right. Not many of us do. It would profit you to find out. I could offer you that knowledge… for a price.”

      I almost agreed out of sheer amazement of this woman’s presence, but a faint inkling of doubt whispered in the back of my mind. I hadn’t been pushed into this damn pond to find my inner goddess or whatever. I had a different job to do.

      “Um, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m actually here for the bonding spell with my mentor, Alberta. I think she called you here to do it.”

      “Ah, yes.” The woman in gold floated around me and examined me from all sides. “Alberta is a frequent customer, though not so frequent as to annoy me. Smart woman, that one. Not many who visit this well escape unscathed, but she continues to amaze me.” She glided to a stop in front of me once more, stroking her chin in deep thought. “A bonding spell, is it? And your first assignment, I presume.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She flitted around in a circle, as if she never allowed herself to remain still. “I thought the witches of Yew Hollow asked the yew tree for the assignment?”

      “The yew tree has been compromised,” I informed her. “And Alberta likes to do things differently than the rest of the Summerses.”

      “Ah, you’re a Summers!”

      Annoyance stirred the acid in my stomach. “Not quite. That’s part of the problem. I’m hoping to become an official member of the coven through the coming of age ritual.”

      The woman in gold shook her head. “Oh, don’t worry. You’re a Summers. You’re dripping with their power.”

      Hope raised its head within me. “But I lost all of it. I can’t get it back until I complete the ritual.”

      “It’s not lost,” the woman assured me. “Simply waiting. I’ll help you. It’s not often I get to experience something as legendary as this. Your ability” —she twirled around me once more, her wings tossing bubbles through the water— “Ah! You are one with the dead.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m one with them,” I protested. “But I am able to communicate with them. Morgan and I work together—”

      The woman in gold made a zipping sound to cut off my explanations. “Hush, darling. I know more about you than you do. Hmm, a medium… Some of my favorite witches have been mediums. It’s not a common trait. A speaker of the dead tends to harden over the years. It’s difficult to have one foot in the otherworld at all times. Then again, you’ve already hardened, haven’t you?”

      This time, she seemed to actually expect an answer.

      “I had a difficult childhood,” I answered curtly.

      She snorted. “My dear, so have we all. I did not become such a being by having an easy life. Nor will you.”

      “I don’t want to be you.”

      “But you want to be something,” she said. “Bonded with the Summers coven for life, and you will go to unknown lengths to make it happen.”

      The pressure of the water was beginning to take its toll on my body. My organs had started to ache, as if compressed, and my head felt too small to sit on my shoulders. “Please, lady of the lake, or whoever you are. I don’t think I can last down here much longer. Are you able to bond Alberta and myself? Or should I find another wishing well?”

      Her golden nostrils flared. “Another wishing well? You think there is a guardian of wishes who is superior to me? Hold your tongue! You might face a demon worse than me.”

      I pedaled away from her. “I didn’t mean offense. I thought you might be too busy for my—”

      Her wings propelled her forward to close the gap between us. “I am not occupied,” she snarled. “And I am the only one you should ask to help complete your schooling.”

      She fell quiet, but her expression did not change. It took me a moment to realize what she wanted from me.

      “Lady of the lake,” I said. “Will you join me and Alberta in the coming of age mentor-mentee bonding spell?”

      The woman in gold’s snarling mouth morphed into a radiant beaming smile. “Yes, I would be happy to bond you and your mentor.”

      “And will you assign my first task to me?”

      “I’ll do you one better,” she assured me. “I’ll assign all of your tasks. Return to this wishing well upon the completion of your community task, and I will present you with your self task.”

      Another shadow of doubt crossed my mind. Somehow, this felt dirtier than her offer to find my supposed goddess. “I’ll have to check with Alberta—”

      She extended her great wings to their full width, a marvelous and terrible thing to behold. “My offer is exclusive. Either I assign all of your tasks or none of them. Choose quickly, moon child. You’re running out of time.”

      Sure enough, my body ached all the more, and my lungs felt tighter than before. Alberta’s orange aura glowed around me, and I floated upward without influence of my own accord.

      “Okay!” I assented quickly as the woman in gold drifted deeper in the wishing well. “I accept. Bond us before it’s too late!”

      The woman clapped her hands together. A wave of golden magic pulsed through the water. When I looked up, I finally saw the surface of the pond. Alberta stood on the shore, but when the woman in gold’s craft called to her, Alberta dove in with exceptional form. She swam toward me with long strokes, making light work of the troubled water that I struggled to move in.

      The woman in gold greeted Alberta with a curt nod. “Alberta. It’s been a while.”

      Unlike me, Alberta exerted no effort to reply. She simply spoke to the woman as if well-practiced in underwater conversation. “I know better than to make unnecessary deals with you, Eudora.”

      “As does your apprentice,” the woman in gold—Eudora—replied.

      Alberta looked impressed. “She didn’t fall for your goddess of birth crap?”

      Eudora frowned. “If I recall correctly, you fell for it many moons ago.”

      “I was young,” Alberta said. “I needed a definition of who I was, and you took advantage of this. Will you bond us or not? My apprentice’s help is wearing off.”

      “I agreed to the bond,” Eudora said. “Are you both prepared?”

      At this point, I was too deprived of oxygen to bother asking further questions. All I wanted was to get this over as quickly as possible so I could return to the surface and draw a breath of fresh air.

      “I’m prepared,” I gasped.

      “As am I,” Alberta added in a firm tone.

      Eudora clasped my hand. As soon as her golden skin fused with mine, everything went black and the wishing well took me into its depths.
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      I regained consciousness on the shore of the wishing well, soaking wet and covered in dirt. Worse, my clothes were nowhere in sight. Neither was Alberta. The dawn’s light crept through the trees and moss. I had no record of how much time I’d spent beneath the surface of the creepy pond versus resting in the dirt. The pond glistened innocently, no longer silver like the moon. If anyone happened upon the space, they would never expect what lay beneath.

      I pushed myself to my feet. With one spell, I cleaned most of the dirt and mud off of myself. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get rid of the swampy smell the water had left in my hair. With another spell, I summoned a clean set of clothes for myself. Getting dressed was a doozy though. Every muscle ached as though I had participated in a triathlon the day before. The residual effects of being submerged in the wishing well were not one bit enjoyable. Alberta was crazy to do this on a regular basis.

      I pushed aside the moss that hid the wishing well from the rest of the world and limped off. The mortals of Yew Hollow had not yet awoken, save for those who liked a particularly early start to the day. As I made my way back to the town square, I passed Mr. Darian, a wiry guy in his sixties who jogged the perimeter of our town every morning. We exchanged polite nods, though I didn’t miss his look of consternation as he got a whiff of my musky smell.

      I passed by the yew tree to check if Morgan was still sleeping beneath it. She wasn’t, but some strange instinct told me that nothing bad had happened to her. If she’d faced trouble, I would have felt it.

      Belinda, the bakery owner, nodded and waved from the window as I passed by her shop. She had probably begun cooking and baking a couple hours ago to prepare for her day. I waved back and glanced up at Noelle’s apartment. As usual, the circular window was frosted over. That meant Noelle had made it home without consequence from the first failed bonding spell.

      I walked all the way back to the Summers house. All was quiet. The sun peeked over the horizon like a child peering into a parent’s bedroom to ask for an early breakfast. Orange and yellow light washed across the long fields. The fresh scent of earth made its way to my nostrils.

      I slogged up the porch steps and let myself into the house. The sisters had not begun their usual morning arguments. They must have been sleeping—

      “Gwenlyn?” called a groggy voice. “Is that you?”

      I trudged into the living room. Morgan had awakened from the couch. She rubbed her eyes, tossed her blanket to the ground, and got up to hug me. When I winced, she stepped away.

      “Why do you smell like wet garbage?” she asked. “What did Alberta do to you? I woke up and you were gone.”

      “She took me to a wi— a place in the woods,” I corrected myself. Alberta might be crazy, but she deserved to keep the secret of her wishing well. “She said she wanted to do the bonding ritual her own way. I’m not sure it took though. I don’t feel any different. Nothing’s happened.”

      Morgan took hold of my arm and flipped it over to examine the soft skin of my wrist. “Oh, you’ve been bonded. Look here.” She pointed to a raised symbol on my skin, etched in what appeared to be gold ink. “Did your ritual happen to involve a kelpie?”

      “A what?”

      “A kelpie,” Morgan repeated herself. “They’re shape-shifting water spirits.”

      “Alberta called it a Naiad.”

      Morgan rolled her eyes. “The names vary depending on the creature’s origin, but I suppose Naiad is considered more glamorous. It doesn’t matter which way you spin it. All of those water nymphs are dangerous. They love a good trick. Tell me you didn’t make a deal with it.”

      “She offered to find my birth goddess, but I said no.”

      Morgan let out a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      “But I did agree to let her set all three of my ritual tasks.”

      Morgan’s jaw dropped. “You what? Why the hell would you do that?”

      “It’s Alberta’s fault!” I went into defensive mode before I knew what I was supposed to be defending. “She’s the one who dragged me away from the yew tree and into the woods. You were sleeping!”

      “Why didn’t you wake me?” she demanded.

      “I didn’t have a chance,” I argued. “Your aunt can be quite persuasive. I’m pretty sure she poisoned me last night. I feel like I swallowed the entire damn pond.”

      Morgan paced from the fireplace to the window. “Wait a minute,” she murmured under her breath. “A pond? Kelpies…” She snapped her fingers and spun to face me. “You were at a wishing well!”

      “I—uh—no, it was just some weird lake—”

      “Gwenlyn Bennett, don’t lie to me.”

      “Fine!” I threw up my hands in frustration. “It was a wishing well! Alberta said not to tell, okay?”

      “And you just do whatever Alberta asks you to, huh?”

      “Look, all I’m trying to do is get through this stupid ritual,” I snarled. “It hasn’t even started, and it already feels like it’s not worth my time or effort. Alberta is my mentor, so yeah—I kinda have to do what she asks because otherwise, I’m screwed! I can’t be a part of this coven. I can’t be a true Summers. I can’t have a family—”

      Morgan grabbed my shoulders and cast a calming spell before I had time to process what she was doing. Her aura pulsed through me, and the thoughts spinning through my brain slowed down to a pace I could process.

      “I’m sorry, Gwen,” Morgan said as she released me. “I didn’t mean to scold you. Wishing wells can be incredibly dangerous, and I didn’t know there was one close to Yew Hollow.”

      “You can’t tell Alberta I said something,” I pleaded. “I can’t break her trust this early on.”

      “I have to report the well to a ,” Morgan said. “The location of every discovered wishing well has to be recorded. It’s a matter of safety. I won’t tell Alberta it was you.”

      “But she’ll know,” I said. “She was the only person who knew of that well until she shared it with me. Please, Morgan. What’s the harm in giving Alberta this one thing?”

      Morgan chewed on her bottom lip. “Okay. I’ll hold off on reporting the wishing well, but only until after you’ve completed your ritual. I’ll deal with Alberta then. By the way, where is she? Isn’t she supposed to be helping with your first task?”

      “I’m not sure I was assigned a task,” I admitted. “I passed out as soon as Eudora—the kelpie or Naiad or whatever she was—touched me. I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing. I woke up alone. Alberta had gone.”

      “This is what I was afraid of,” Morgan said. “Alberta’s unreliable. You have to find her and ask about your first task.”

      “Where do I start?”

      Morgan raised her eyebrows. “I’d check the apothecary.”

      “We have an apothecary in town?”

      “Yeah, except we call it Mary’s Teas and Spices.”

      

      Mary’s Tea and Spices was owned and operated by a member of the coven whose name was, in fact, not Mary. Selene Summers was a witch in her late forties and a mother of two magical rugrats. Her daughters, Puck and Peony, were five-year-old twins. Selene’s attributed her successful “geriatric” pregnancy to a particular blend of herbs and spices she sold in her shop. Women from all over the country visited Selene for her expertise on the matter and to thank her for her services, so it wasn’t unusual for the shop to be busy with pregnant or hopeful mothers. Little did they know that Selene infused whatever she sold them with fertility spells. The shop itself had been named for one of the original witches of the Summers coven.

      The overwhelming smell of spices hit me full-on as I entered Selene’s shop. I caught whiffs of cinnamon, turmeric, dried garlic, and rosemary all at once. The shop was small and dark. Selene claimed sunlight dried out her herbs and dampened the natural flavors. Shelves lined every wall, each one stocked with glass jars to display the contents within. Alberta was nowhere to be seen, but Selene herself spoke to a customer at the counter near the back of the shop. I browsed her wares while she finished her chat.

      As I sniffed some chocolate and chili tea leaves, Puck and Peony tore out of the storage room and through the shop. Both blonde and tan, like little beach bums, they careened around the knees of unexpected customers, laughing raucously when their victims tripped or yelped at the twins’ sudden presence. Puck crashed into one of the shelves and sent a glass jar flying. The jar shattered, and mustard seeds exploded across the floor. Selene looked wearily around her customer to see what damage had been done.

      With a quick snap, I put a slug spell on both Puck and Peony. Both twins’ bare feet skidded to a less dangerous speed. They moved in slow motion, arms pumping as if they were still sprinting a marathon. The mortals in the shop laughed. Unaware of the spell I’d placed, they thought Puck and Peony were putting on a show after disturbing their mother’s business.

      “I got it,” I told Selene, grabbing a broom from behind the counter. “Finish your sale.”

      “Thanks, honey.”

      I picked up Puck under one arm and Peony under the other then hauled them up the creaky stairs to Selene’s office. I didn’t lift the slug spell until I’d shut the door to the shop. With another snap, I dismantled the spell. Peony skidded to a stop, but Puck, who didn’t realize there had been a change of venue, ran full speed into the filing cabinet. She banged her head against an open drawer and fell flat on her back, staring at the ceiling with a dazed look on her face.

      “Are you dizzy?” I asked her.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Sick?”

      “Yeah. Can I puke?”

      “No.”

      I placed my palm gently across her forehead and used my aura to feel for the injury underneath. She had a minor concussion, so I cast a basic healing spell. After I’d finished, Puck sat up and shook her head like a wet dog.

      “Whoa!” she said. “My brain feels super good!”

      Peony wacked Puck on the back of her head. “You stupid! Mom’s gonna kill us for breaking that jar. I told you we should have gone to the park instead.”

      “The park’s boring.” Puck tackled her sister’s legs and pulled Peony to the floor. She sat on Peony’s chest and ruffled her hair.

      “Get off me!”

      “Say I’m older than you.”

      “You’re not!”

      “Yeah, but I want you to say that I am.”

      I picked up Peony by the collar of her T-shirt and lifted her away from Peony. “Don’t you two have anything better to do than terrorize your mother’s business? Isn’t school in session?”

      “Mom says the mortal teachers can’t give us a rounded education,” Peony said, puffing out her small chest. “She home-schools us between customers.”

      “I see.” I planted my hands on my hips. “I have to get back downstairs to help your mom clean up the mess. Can I trust you two not to get into any more trouble up here?”

      “No,” Puck said. She flopped over the desk chair, flipped upside down, and pulled her lips apart with her fingers. She stuck her tongue out and waggled it around.

      I shot a tickle spell at the five-year-old. She burst out in laughter and fell off the chair. The thump echoed to the floor below as Peony rejoiced in my takedown of her sister.

      “Everything okay up there?” Selene called up from the store.

      “Everything’s fine!” I called back, then faced the kids. “Don’t make me a liar. Chill out for a second.”

      Puck performed a chain of cartwheels around the room. Then Peony jumped in and grabbed her sister’s ankles. They somersaulted end over end like a pair of circus performers.

      “Good enough,” I muttered.

      I left the twins to their antics and headed downstairs. With the broom from behind the counter, I began sweeping up the broken glass and mustard seeds as Selene finished up with her customer.

      “Thank you so much, Selene.” The woman, close to tears, clutched Selene’s hand. She carried a bag of spices around her wrist. “You don’t know what this means for me and my husband.”

      Selene smiled serenely. “I hope it helps, sweetheart.”

      “I’m sure it will,” the woman replied. “You’ll be hearing from me either way.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      The customer took her leave, following two other women through the exit. However briefly, the shop was empty of mortals. Selene blew out a sigh and observed as I swept the mess into a pile.

      “Everyone’s gone,” she said. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” I tossed the broom aside and snapped my fingers. The glass jar repaired itself and returned to the shelf it had fallen from. The mustard seeds separated themselves from the dust and dropped herbs on the floor then whooshed upward into the empty jar. The lid sealed itself shut with a satisfying pop. “I hate cleaning like a mortal.”

      Selene chuckled and checked her mustard seed inventory. “Thanks for helping out with the twins. Are they duct-taped to the desk upstairs?”

      “Tempting,” I admitted. “But I left them to their own devices—”

      Another thump and a loud “ow!” echoed from the floor above.

      “—which might have been a mistake,” I finished.

      “They’re a handful,” Selene said, “but they do like you. Anyway, what can I do for you, Gwen? Anyone who handles Puck and Peony with as much grace as you do deserves a bag of tea on the house.”

      “Actually, I’m looking for Alberta,” I told her. “Has she come into the shop today?”

      Selene hummed a disapproving note under her breath. “She was here this morning, picking up her usual stash. In and out like a change in the wind.”

      “Do you know where she might have gone?”

      “The church, I suppose.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Alberta goes to church?”

      Selene scooped chocolate chili tea leaves into a little plastic bag. “She does indeed, though not for religious reasons. See if you can stop her from causing trouble, will you? She carries on just like the twins do, without regard to consequences.”

      “What’s she doing?” I asked.

      She gave me a long look as she handed over the bag of tea. “You’ll see.”

      There was only one church for all of Yew Hollow, non-denominational and established by the Summerses themselves when mortals began to move into the area and live alongside the witches. It shared a pocket of land with Yew Hollow’s synagogue and mosque. All three organizations managed to coexist peacefully. In fact, the priest, the rabbi, and the imam were all best friends and could often be seen having coffee at Belinda’s Bakery on weekday afternoons.

      On a Tuesday, the church was rather slow this early in the morning. The occasional retiree visited to pray quietly in the pews or light a candle for a loved one, but that was about it. Personally, I didn’t have a whole lot of experience with churches. Long ago, a few of my foster families had required our presence there on Sundays. I never understood the draw, seeing as no one bothered to answer my prayers to get me out of those crappy foster homes.

      I dipped my finger in the holy water at the door and almost crossed myself. Then I caught sight of Alberta; she passed by the larger fountain full of holy water and casually dumped a vial of some undefined liquid into it. The holy water briefly turned orange then returned to its normal color. I hastily wiped my finger off.

      “Alberta!” I hissed. I rushed up behind her, took her elbow, and guided her out of the church. She squinted in the bright sunlight. “What were you doing in there? What did you put in the holy water?”

      “Just a little something-something,” she replied. “I love helping people see God.”

      “You’re making them hallucinate?”

      “Of course not!” She laughed and waved off the accusation. “I’m helping them see their truth.”

      I dragged her away from the church doors. “No wonder so many people in Yew Hollow claim enlightenment. What happened last night, huh? Why did you leave me at that wishing well all on my own?”

      Alberta brushed my hand away and straightened out the wrinkled I’d put in her shirt. “I brought you to the surface after the bonding ceremony. It’s not my fault you took forever to wake up.”

      “Where were my clothes?” I demanded.

      “I have no idea,” she said. “Eudora’s an eccentric woman. I’ve learned not to wear any of my favorite things when I visit her, lest I leave without them.”

      I contained a growl of frustration. “What about my first task?”

      “What about it?”

      “What is it?” I demanded. “I blacked out as soon as Eudora touched me. I don’t remember anything that happened afterward.”

      Alberta rushed to help an elderly woman climb the steps to the church. As she led the woman inside, she said, “Don’t forget to cross yourself with the holy water, dear!”

      “I never do!” the woman replied cheerfully.

      “Don’t you have any shame?” I asked Alberta when she returned to me. “What if that old lady can’t handle whatever potion you threw into that fountain? She could have a heart attack and croak!”

      “She won’t,” Alberta assured me. “That’s Mrs. Lannahan. I’ve been spiking her holy water since ‘72. She loves it. Besides, why do you automatically assume my potions are harmful? Did it ever occur to you that the citizens of Yew Hollow might be grateful for my additions?”

      “You’re putting the coven’s secrecy at risk,” I said. “You have to start following the rules, especially since we weren’t able to renew all of the protection spells at the equinox this year.”

      Alberta waltzed off without answering. I hurried after her, following her toward Belinda’s Bakery.

      “Hello?” I stood in front of her and walked backward, but she pointedly looked away from me. “Aren’t you forgetting something? You’re supposed to be mentoring me for this stupid ritual, and you haven’t been doing the greatest job so far.”

      Alberta rushed forward, forcing me to stumble over my own feet. “Guinevere does not rely on others to motivate and inspire her. She doesn’t ask permission to sit at the round table with the noble knights. She is her own inspiration. She makes her own seat at the table.”

      “Once again, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Eudora assigned your first task last night,” she informed me. “If you’d bothered to glance inward rather than relying on everyone else to solve your problems, you might have figured that out on your own. I’m supposed to help you complete your three tasks, not perform them for you. Grow a spine, fishie.”

      She tossed another vial of potion in front of me, and I stepped right into the puddle. The liquid glued my feet to the cement, preventing me from following Alberta any further.

      “Have a good day,” she called over her shoulder. “You know where to find me if you actually need me.”

      “No, I don’t! Alberta! Ugh—” I yanked on my sneaker, but the gluey potion below held firm. “Alberta, don’t you dare leave me here!”

      

      I ended up walking home barefoot. No matter what spell I tried, my shoes refused to unstick from the pavement. As I passed the Summers house, Morgan waved at me from the front porch.

      “Did you find Alberta?”

      “Yeah,” I called back, “but she wasn’t much help.”

      Morgan patted the empty seat beside her. “Come on up. We can talk about it.”

      I shook my head. “No, thanks. I haven’t been home in two days, and I think I need some time to myself.”

      “Sure,” Morgan said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do.”

      “What happened to your shoes?”

      I waved goodbye instead of answering and made my way across the fields and into the woods behind the Summers house. A few years ago, Morgan and I had paved the path to the redecorated barn with pretty, petal-shaped blocks. It beat slogging through the mud and grass every time I walked home. A few minutes later, I slid open the barn doors and let out a sigh of relief. It was good to be home.

      The barn was set up like a miniature apartment. On the first floor, I had a small living room and kitchen. My bedroom occupied the second floor loft space. It was cozy, airy, and wild. No matter what time of day it was, I could hear some kind of critter outside. Birds chirped in the morning, cicadas sang at dusk, and everything else filled the hours in between. In winter, everything grew quiet and still, especially when it snowed. It was as if the snow acted as a blanket over the barn, muffling everything around it. Sometimes, I loved it. Other times, the eeriness of silence got to me, and I slept at the Summers house instead.

      I sawed an English muffin in half and tossed it in the toaster oven. From the fridge, I pulled a jar of jam and another of clotted cream. Clotted cream was my weak spot. They didn’t sell it in Yew Hollow, and it was annoying to make, so I often summoned it from a supermarket chain all the way in London. I preferred the more authentic taste of the UK brand to the cheap imitations in my own nation.

      I flopped on the couch, frosted the English muffin, and ate it atop a napkin on my chest. As crumbs fell to the floor, I pondered Alberta’s advice. At first, I felt defensive. I didn’t always ask for help. Since I was a kid, I’d had to do everything by myself. That included getting myself to Yew Hollow to find Morgan. Admittedly, once Morgan agreed to take me in, I relied on her more than I’d allowed myself to rely on anyone else in the past. She was the first person I ever trusted completely, and it was a relief to finally have someone to lean on.

      But did that mean I was dependent on her? For the last few years, I’d done everything in my power to support the coven. It wasn’t fair of Alberta to accuse me of not taking initiative in my own life. Simply, she was wrong about me.

      Or was she?

      I tossed aside the last bite of my English muffin, dusted the crumbs from my chest, and sat up. I rested my hands on my knees and closed my eyes, relaxing into myself. My mind pulled itself away from the real world and into the imaginary one that lived inside every witch. I focused on the green glow that surrounded my heart, pulling it out into the open until it filled the barn with its strange, swampy light.

      Like a massive three-dimensional projector, my aura cast images all around me. Since they were all shades of green, it was hard to tell what I was looking at. Then I saw Eudora’s wings pumping through the water and Alberta dive in from above. My aura was showing me the memory of what had happened last night after I blacked out.

      I watched from a third-person perspective as Eudora took my hand. Though I’d been unconscious, my body didn’t appear so. I gazed at Eudora with rapt attention as she joined hands with Alberta and linked the three of us together. She performed the bonding spell, and my wrist flared with golden light. When it faded, the strange rune had been pressed into my wrist.

      “You are joined,” Eudora declared. “From this point on, if one of you has a foot in another world, the other will too.”

      “And her first task?” Alberta asked.

      “Your first task is set based on your ability,” Eudora said, “to test whether or not you have learned the necessary skills to continue as an adult witch in our world. You, Gwenlyn Bennett, are a psychic medium. You have the power to communicate with the dead. As such, I believe you are well-suited to ferry lost souls from this world to the next.”

      Dazed, the version of myself from last night replied, “Yes, Eudora.”

      Eudora clapped her hands, and a wave of gold washed over the green images my aura created, erasing them from the walls. Everything returned to its normal color as I slumped against the couch cushions.

      “Crap,” I said to myself. “I’m the Grim freakin’ Reaper.”
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      “A Reaper, huh?”

      After a nap to ward off the exhaustion that had been slowly creeping up on me ever since I’d woken beside the wishing well, I returned to the Summers house to update Morgan on my first task. She was working on a project for the local police station in her home office. Chief Torres, who Morgan had worked with for certain homicide cases that mere mortals were unable to solve, was finally retiring. Naturally, a surprise party had to be arranged, and Morgan was the best person to do it.

      “Are there more than one?” I asked, shuffling through Morgan’s arrangements for the party. She’d written a to-do list that was a mile long.

      “Oh, yeah,” Morgan replied. “Sometimes, they’re witches like us, with a medium ability, but since we’re pretty thin on the ground, other people pick up the slack.”

      “Aren’t we already Reapers?” I asked. “Whenever someone dead hangs around Yew Hollow, we find a way to help them cross over.”

      “That’s more therapy than reaping.” Morgan wrote a note on her day planner, crossed it out, and wrote the exact same thing underneath. “Reaping involves a bit more trouble. You have to escort the dead into the otherworld.”

      Panic crept into my voice. “I have to cross over?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Morgan said. “You’ll have access to both worlds. It’s not as scary as it sounds. Reapers go back and forth all the time without issue. Did you find your sensus?”

      “My what?”

      Morgan chuckled and set her pen aside. “Your sensus. It’s how the spirits you’re responsible for are designated to you. Now that you’re officially a Reaper, you should be able to access a new part of your powers. The sensus helps you feel the auras of your targets, regardless of whether they were mortals or creatures of power.”

      “Targets? Am I Reaper or a bounty hunter?”

      “It’s a fine line sometimes.” Morgan ripped the page out of her planner, crumpled it in a ball, and tossed it across the office. It bounced off the rim of the wastebasket. “You know what it’s like with lost souls. Half the time, they don’t want to cross over for some reason or another. Usually, we can persuade them to do it on their own, but other spirits are stubborn. They’ll stick around until a Reaper forces them into the otherworld.”

      I sat in the window seat and let the warm sunshine tickle my shoulders. In the backyard, the kids of the coven lured the baby bunnies out of their den to play with. Kids and bunnies alike bounced around in the grass with unbridled glee.

      “What’s it like?” I asked quietly. “The otherworld?”

      “It’s not as bad as you might think,” Morgan answered. “There’s a bunch of different levels, and they’re all weird as hell. For the actual dead, it can be terrifying, but for us—or for a Reaper—you just have to remember that you have a stable connection to both worlds. You can pull out of the otherworld whenever you want to and return to the mortal world.”

      I scratched dirt off the window pane. “Do you see people? You know, dead people?”

      “Uh, that’s the point of the otherworld,” Morgan said. “There are dead people everywhere.”

      “I meant people you know,” I clarified. “When you went, you saw your dad, right? And one of the original Summers sisters?”

      Morgan spun her rolling chair in slow circles, using the desk to propel herself around. “My dad greeted me on the first level. Tradition says that one of your loved ones meets you on the beach of the first level to ease you into death. I’ve done a lot of research on the otherworld in the years since I returned from it.”

      “What else did you find out?”

      She stopped spinning, got out of the chair, and wobbled over to her bookshelf. From the volumes, she pulled a large leather journal. Every page was full of Morgan’s messy, cramped handwriting, and additional notes written on gum wrappers, sticky notes, and newspaper corners had been crammed into it as well.

      “I keep everything I know about the otherworld in here,” she said. “You’re welcome to read it.”

      I reached for the journal, but as my fingers were about to graze the worn cover, a blast of orange magic burst from the pages and knocked my hand away. Bits of magic adhered to my hand and stung like tiny bees.

      “Ouch!” I shook my hand, and the little pebbles of magic fell from my skin and evaporated. “What the heck was that?”

      “That,” Morgan said, “was a little smack to both of us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not your mentor,” she reminded me. “You’re not supposed to ask me for help. You have Alberta for that.”

      I stared open-mouthed at the hostile journal. “So Alberta cast a spell to keep you from giving me information? That’s not fair!”

      “It wasn’t Alberta.” Morgan tentatively picked up the journal and returned it to its place on the shelf. “It was probably the kelpie that performed the bonding ritual. She’s in charge of your tasks, your mentor, and everything else. It’s against the rules for the coven leader to help you. I didn’t think giving you a journal would count as cheating, but I guess so.”

      “Well, can you tell me anything about the otherworld?” I asked, desperate for any tidbit of information.

      When Morgan opened her mouth, another flash of orange zipped around her lips and forced them shut. She wiped the magic away and rolled her eyes. “Apparently not. It would appear I am permitted to gift you with common knowledge such as this: the otherworld presents itself differently to everyone who enters it. Your experience will not mirror my experience.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Good. That’s good.”

      “To be fair, I was legitimately dead when I first entered the otherworld,” Morgan said. “The only reason I got out was because of you and an ancient weapon.”

      Morgan was famous for two things: coming back from the dead, and bringing with her a magical gun that had the power to send demons, ghosts, and other undesirable opponents back to the otherworld where they belonged. I’d used the gun myself, shooting Morgan’s enemy to end the battle for the coven’s survival. It had taken a toll on me for months afterward, but that time also marked the coven’s deepest admiration for me. Perhaps those who didn’t consider me family had forgotten my rash act of bravery from so long ago.

      “I don’t suppose you have that gun stashed somewhere, do you?” I asked.

      “It got lost,” Morgan said simply.

      “No, it didn’t.”

      “As far as you or any other member of this coven knows,” she said, “it got lost.”

      I smirked but let the matter go. As long as Morgan knew the gun was somewhere safe, that was all that mattered. If the time came, she could protect Yew Hollow from serious harm again.

      “So how do I access this sensus thing?” I wondered aloud.

      “Sounds like a question for your mentor.”

      

      Perhaps Alberta sensed that I was ready to commence my first task in a more serious manner, because when I left the Summers house to find her, she was already sitting on the front porch steps.

      “Ah, there you are,” she said when she spotted me. “I felt a disturbance in the force.”

      I sat next to her but made sure there was enough space between the two of us so that I could defend myself if she decided to throw another potion at me. “Did you just make a Star Wars reference?”

      “What is this Star Wars you speak of?”

      “Never mind.”

      “I felt your aura reach out,” said Alberta. She took a bag of baby carrots from her pocket and offered them to me. I shook my head. She shrugged and crunched into one. “Did you finally decide to play the game, Guinevere?”

      “I did what you said,” I told her. “I figured it out for myself. I’m a Reaper.”

      Alberta glanced over her shoulder at the house. “And the first thing you did following this discovery was consult the enchantress?”

      Surprisingly, there was a hint of hurt in Alberta’s voice. “I’m sorry,” I said truthfully. “It’s a habit. I go to Morgan for everything. I’m not used to relying on someone else.”

      “It’s fine,” Alberta said. “What did you discover?”

      “Not much,” I answered. “She said I should find you to answer my questions.”

      Alberta bristled with pride. “Do you have questions for me?”

      “Yeah, what’s with this whole sensus thing?” I asked. “I hear I’m supposed to access it like a bounty list? I have no idea how I’m supposed to do that.”

      Alberta threw the end of her carrot into the front yard. A rabbit emerged from the grass, looked both ways, grabbed the carrot piece, and made off with it. “The sensus acts similarly to your aura. It resides within you. Reach out to it like you would reach out to your craft.”

      “But what am I looking for?”

      “It’s business, not pleasure.”

      “That’s not helpful.”

      Alberta stuck a carrot in either ear. “La, la, la. I can’t hear you. All I can hear is my mentee trying to access her sensus.”

      As Alberta closed her eyes and hummed loudly, I leaned back on my elbows and looked inward. Just as I had that morning, I searched through the things that existed inside me. Instinctively, I located my aura. It was easy after doing it for so many years. This time, I pushed past my aura and looked behind my glowing green craft. There, a tiny bubble of different magic waited for me to discover it. I pushed against it, but it didn’t pop. Instead, my entire conscience entered the space inside it.

      I soared above Yew Hollow, almost as if the town was in another plane of dimension. I could see everything all the way to the town’s borders. Each person was highlighted a different color. The witches were a rainbow of auras. Most of the mortals glowed with my green craft, but some of them glowed orange like Alberta’s. If I zoomed in and focused on one of the orange beings, I discovered I could sense that they were near the end of their life. How brightly they glowed seemed to depend on how much time they had left on this earth. Those in green were healthy, and barring unnatural forces, would occupy the planet for years to come.

      One person glowed gold. As I focused on that one person, Eudora’s energy surged through me. Her sponsorship helped me hone in on the sensus. The person in gold magnified, giving me a better look. It was an older gentleman standing on the stoop of a quaint house near the town square. As I studied him, I understood his forlorn expression. This man was dead, and he had not passed over. He was my first target.

      I pulled out of the sensus as I would let go of my aura and returned to real life on Morgan’s front porch. Alberta pulled the carrots out of her ear and stuck them in her mouth.

      “Well?” she asked. “What did you see?”

      “Paul Holland,” I replied. “I recognized him. He was the man who saw a wood nymph at the spring equinox festival and had a heart attack. I didn’t know he’d died.” My eyes burned and threatened tears, but I kept them at bay. “I thought I saved him. The paramedics made it sound like he was going to be okay.”

      “Fret not, Guinevere,” Alberta said. “We all die for a reason. Don’t feel bad. Paul Holland was a hundred and four years old.”

      “He was?”

      “I have no idea,” she replied. “Anyway, happy hunting. I’ve got a plucky potion boiling at home, and it would not do this world well to see it overflow.”

      Once again, I found myself chasing after Alberta as she strolled away from me. “That’s it? Aren’t you going to tell me how to get him into the otherworld?”

      “Work off instinct,” Alberta advised. “You already know what to do. You’ve been doing it ever since you met Morgan. Ta-ta!”

      She splashed a potion in the air, and I dodged out of the way to avoid any droplets. When I regained my balance, Alberta had disappeared.

      

      I decided to start with the obvious and follow the map my sensus had provided me to Paul Holland’s last-known position. When I arrived at the house in question, Paul was not present in any form. Most ghosts made their presence known to me right away, so I figured Paul had moved along. A little research, however, wouldn’t hurt.

      The house was a few blocks from the town square. It was one of the few that did not house a business on its first floor. It had a cozy look to it, with pretty white shutters and flower boxes in the front. The mailbox was painted with the calligraphic letters P & S. As cute as the house was, it looked like no one had lived there for a while. The grass grew taller than Yew Hollow’s homeowner’s association preferred, and the overgrown flowers in the window boxes waved wildly in the breeze. The windows sported a layer of grime on them, and dead leaves from last fall littered the front porch. The knocker, missing a nail, hung crookedly from the door. For the heck of it, I knocked anyway.

      Of course, no one answered. I hadn’t expected them to. I considered visiting the neighbors on either side, but it wasn’t always the best idea to get mortals involved with a witch’s business. They were naturally curious beings and stuck their noses in places they might get bitten off.

      I walked through the side yard, lifting my feet high to march through the jungly grass, and into the backyard. A grape vine tangled itself around the fence, sprouting wherever it pleased without someone to tend to it. A swinging bench hung broken from its support system. Perhaps saddest of all was the wheelbarrow full of potting soil and the pair of garden gloves resting over the handle. It was as if Mr. Holland had finally thought it warm enough to care for his yard, only to die before getting the chance.

      Nosily, I peeked through one of the cleaner windows. The inside boasted similar vibes of an older man who was no longer able to keep up with everyday tasks. The garbage overflowed, as did the dishes in the sink. A pile of clean laundry sat on the sofa. Half of it was folded into crooked piles, the other half neglected. When I caught sight of the fridge, my heart sank. It was covered in photos of Paul Holland with his arms around a woman who had not grown any less beautiful with age. No doubt this was his wife, the one he’d told me on the night of his death that he couldn’t bear leaving.

      I tried knocking on the back door. “Mrs. Holland?” I called up to the second floor windows. “Are you home? It’s Gwenlyn Bennett!”

      The house remained silent. If Mrs. Holland was home, she wasn’t in the mood for visitors. Next door, a middle-aged woman came out on her back porch.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “What are you doing over there? That’s private property!”

      I lifted my hands innocently. “Sorry, I was looking for someone. I’m not causing trouble.”

      The woman crossed her arms. “A likely story. Get out of here before I call the police.”

      “I know the police,” I informed her. “Chief Torres is a personal friend of my family.”

      She raised a doubtful eyebrow. “I know you. You arranged the spring fling, didn’t you?”

      “Sure did.”

      “It was far too crowded,” she said. “Next year, you should establish a better map of the booths so those awful bottlenecks don’t happen.

      “I’ll make a note of it.” I forced a smile and waved. “See you around.”

      The woman watched from her porch as I picked my way out of Mr. Holland’s yard. Once out of her eyesight, I paused for one last look at the house, hoping to pick up any hint of where Mr. Holland might be. Luck didn’t strike me though, so I turned on my heel to try somewhere else.

      As I walked up the street, something glimmered out of the corner of my eye. I whipped my head around and saw a gardening boot slipping out of sight around the next avenue. Something tingled in my mind like a mental alarm was going off. I changed direction and jogged after the person in flowery boots.

      Sure enough, it was Mr. Holland. He shuffled along the sidewalk as quickly as he could, wincing with every step. The garden boots, pink and purple, did not appear to belong to him. I had to laugh. Once you died, you weren’t stuck in whatever state you were in when you passed away. Usually, your conscience matched your appearance to your truest nature. That meant Mr. Holland’s truest nature involved too-small gardening boots, a wide-brimmed straw hat, and an oversized UV protection shirt patterned with Hawaiian flowers.

      “Mr. Holland!” I called after him. A passerby gave me a puzzled look, and I remembered that no one else could see the fleeing elderly man other than me. I hastened to catch up with him and called again in a less audible voice. “Mr. Holland, wait! I need to speak with you.”

      “No, no, no,” he said, wagging his finger at me as he hobbled along. “I know exactly what you want. Listen here, young woman! I don’t care about whatever political party you’re affiliated with, religion you want me to join, or product you’re selling. Unless it’s cookies, leave me alone!”

      “Mr. Holland, I’m not a solicitor.” Once I caught up with him, I didn’t need to jog anymore. Each of my long strides was equal to three of his shuffled steps. “I’m Gwenlyn Bennett. We met at the Sing Fling Festival. Do you remember what happened?”

      Mr. Holland’s brow wrinkled as he fought to recall the events of that night. Most times, ghosts didn’t have the best memory of how they died. That was half the problem of getting someone to cross over. You often had to solve the mystery of their death before they were satisfied with leaving this world for the next one.

      “The Sing Fling Festival?” he mused. “That does sound familiar, I suppose. What did you say happened?”

      This was the hard part. No matter how I delivered the news—tone of voice, straightforward or beating around the bush—ghosts never reacted happily to the fact that they were dead.

      “Mr. Holland—”

      “Call me Paul.”

      “Paul,” I said. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this. You had a heart attack at the festival. I administered compressions until the paramedics arrived, but I’m afraid you didn’t make it.”

      Paul finally stopped hustling up the sidewalk to turn and look at me. “What did you say? You young whippersnappers have a poor habit of muttering.”

      “You’re dead,” I replied shortly. “You died two nights ago at the Sing Fling Festival.”

      “Bah!” Paul flung his hands up and continued on. “That’s ridiculous! If I’m dead, how are you talking to me right now? How come I haven’t moved on to heaven? Or hell, I suppose. I’m not one to assume I’m perfect, but I do hope the scales have tipped in my favor—”

      I blew out a sigh. This wasn’t going to be easy. In cases like these, the truth helped more than any other explanation I could come up with. “Paul, I’m a witch with the ability to speak to the dead. It’s my job to take you to the world after this one.”

      Paul paused outside a house with bright pink peonies in the front yard. “Say, do you think anyone will notice if I pull a few of those for my wife?”

      “Why don’t you give it a go?”

      “I daresay I will.”

      I stood back and watched as Paul tiptoed across the front yard and attempted to pick one of the flowers. Being dead, however, he didn’t have the power to grasp the flowers by the stem. Most ghosts could rattle pipes or knock knick-knacks from a counter like a bored cat, but it was unusual for them to harness any further horsepower over the physical world.

      “What in the world?” he muttered, trying once more to pull the peonies. His fingers swept right through them. “Why can’t I pick these?” He turned to face me, his bottom lip trembling. “Do you mean to say—?”

      “You passed away, Paul,” I said gently. “You won’t be able to pick flowers or have your morning cup of coffee or weed your garden. It’s time to move on.”

      Paul’s eyes filled with tears, but they didn’t fall. His quivering lip stiffened as his expression hardened. “I won’t!” he declared. “I don’t want to go anywhere. I refuse to be dead!”

      “I’m afraid you don’t have much of a choice,” I told him.

      He gasped and pointed over my shoulder. “Look, over there! Is that another ghost?”

      Stupidly, I glanced behind me, wondering if another target had popped up on my sensus, but there was no one dead in the area except for Paul. I ended up giving Mrs. Shepherd, another of Yew Hollow’s older bunch, the evil eye without meaning to. Her mouth popped open in an “o” shape, and she scurried away.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Shepherd!” I called after her. “I didn’t mean to scare you!”

      By the time I turned around to face Paul again, he had gone.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

      

      Nothing I did helped locate Paul. I checked my sensus first, sure he would pop up on the map in gold again like before. This time around, no gold appeared, as if Paul had somehow escaped discovery. I went back to Paul’s house, stole his gardening gloves, and used them to perform a search spell. No luck with that either. Search spells were made for the living, not the dead. As dusk fell, I gave up on finding Paul by myself. It was time to bring in the big guns.

      “You need me already?” Alberta asked as I leapt over her unwelcome mat and into her living room before she invited me. “How hard is it to get a dead old man to the otherworld?”

      “Harder than I thought.” I examined the fabric of Alberta’s couch to verify that it had not been altered like her doormat before sitting. “He gave me the slip.”

      “Use your sensus.”

      “I tried,” I told her. “He’s not showing up. What gives? I thought the whole point of the sensus was to help me track these ghosts down.”

      As usual, Alberta was cooking. The house smelled like burnt rubber and mint leaves. As she tended to her many potions, she laughed in my face. “The sensus allows you to locate ghosts until you make yourself known to them. At that point, they have the choice whether or not to be found.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I thumped the couch cushions in anger. “What’s the point of it then?”

      “I believe most Reapers don’t make their targets aware of their intentions,” Alberta said. “I assume that’s where you went wrong?”

      I hugged the cushion to my chest and harrumphed. Alberta chuckled.

      “Oh, little one,” she said. “You have much to learn.”

      “What am I supposed to do now?” I demanded. “Wait until he shows up again? I don’t have all week to track this guy down!”

      Alberta tossed an entire twig into one of the pots and gave the potion a stir. “Lucky for you, I’ve been whipping up a few recipes that might be of service.”

      The pot exploded with sparks and singed Alberta’s eyebrows off. It didn’t seem to bother her.

      “No way,” I said. “Every time I take one of your potions, I end up with boils or drowning in a lake with a kelpie. I’m good. I’ll find Paul without your help.”

      The burning rubber scent faded, replaced with the soothing warmth of cinnamon and chocolate. Every time I inhaled, a sense of relief washed over me. Alberta continued stirring and watched as I melted into the couch.

      “Did you slip me something?” I asked, slurring my words together.

      “Not yet.” Alberta ladled some of the potion into a coffee mug and handed it to me. “Here, honey pie. Drink up.”

      If I didn’t know better, I would have taken the drink for a good old-fashioned hot chocolate, but since it came out of Alberta’s pot, I held it far away from my mouth. “I’m not—”

      Alberta pushed the mug to my lips, and my wobbly arms made no attempt to stop her. The potion sloshed into my mouth. It didn’t taste as good as it smelled, but when I tried to spit it out, Alberta tilted my chin up and force me to swallow.

      When the potion kicked in, my brain expanded. At first, I didn’t understand what was happening as the world around me turned technicolor. When Alberta glowed with the dark green of my aura, indicating that she was not near death, I realized what she’d done.

      She’d brought the sensus to the front of my mind. I didn’t have to access it anymore. The general lifespan of everyone in Yew Hollow was laid right out in front of me.
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      “What the heck did you do?” I demanded of Alberta. No matter where I looked, stats on the citizens of Yew Hollow pervaded my vision like the heads-up display of a complicated video game. “I can’t see anything!”

      “I upgraded your sensus,” Alberta said. “And on the contrary, you can see everything.”

      I squinted through the many layers of information until I could focus on Alberta again, but straining to do so gave me an immediate headache. I squeezed my eyes shut, which helped a little to block out my surroundings, but the heads-up display, map of the town, and technicolor film remained in place as if the images were embedded on the inside of my eyelids.

      “What do you mean, you upgraded it?” I asked through clenched teeth. My head throbbed as the computer-like images whirled through my mind. “How is this supposed to help?”

      “Between your ability and my enhancement potion, the sensus is more practical and useful,” Alberta answered. “First of all, your prey can’t hide from you anymore. Go ahead. Check.”

      “Any instructions on how?”

      “It’s nature’s technology, Guinevere.” She crossed her arms. “Always changing and evolving, just like real world science. If you can send a text message on a smartphone, you can figure out how to manipulate the sensus.”

      The metaphor helped something click. Right now, the sensus was feeding me too much information at once. I needed to figure out a way to focus on one thing at a time. I closed my eyes again and examined the magical screen inside my head as if it was a computer display. I pretended I had a mouse in hand and used it to shift the information into separate files. I miniaturized the map, set the life stats aside, and pulled my “target list” to the front. Paul’s name was the only one. I clicked on it with my imaginary mouse.

      A profile of Paul popped up, including his address, a full-body hologram of him, and his official cause of death. It also contained information about his life, health, and connection to Yew Hollow. His family was one of the first groups of mortals to move to the area. Most likely, his ancestors had experienced some of the Summers’ magic before everything was hidden behind secrecy and protection spells. Since he bore blood of the past, he was connected to our coven in a convenient way.

      Paul’s location was also available to me. He was a block or two away from his old house. I checked his profile for information on his wife, but all I found was her name, Sarah Holland, which explained the cute P&S inscribed on their mailbox. When I searched for Sarah in the sensus, it returned no entries.

      “What is it?” Alberta asked, yanking me back to the real world.

      “I can’t find Paul’s wife in the sensus,” I replied. “Is that a glitch?”

      “That means she’s dead.”

      Pain pounded through my head as I lost focus over the sensus and the images went nuts again. I winced and put everything back where it was supposed to be. “Dead? But when Paul had his heart attack, he told me he couldn’t leave her.”

      Alberta stirred the extra potions on the stove. “Sounds like Paul has a touch of dementia.”

      “Ugh, you’re right. Morgan mentioned that.” I rested my head against the back of the couch. “Poor guy. Imagine being trapped in between worlds because you can’t remember that your one true love is already waiting for you in the next one. Talk about purgatory.”

      “Are you going to sit around and empathize or are you going to do something about it?” Alberta indicated the clock with her spoon, splattering gooey liquid across its face. “You’ve already wasted precious hours since you were assigned your first task. Don’t you have a deadline?”

      I groaned and pried myself out of my seat. “Doing my best.”

      

      On my walk into town, I played with the sensus. As I practiced with it, I learned how to display only what I needed. If I wanted, I could hide the entire thing or leave the HUD up for reference. As I neared Paul’s old house, I consulted the HUD for his exact whereabouts.

      I found him around the corner, on a semi-busy avenue, and hid behind a bush to observe him. He paced back and forth on the street, one hand to his chin as he muttered to himself. Whenever a car approached, he ran out in front of it, waved his hands wildly, and yelled gibberish like a crazy person. Each car drove right through him. Sometimes, the vehicle’s operator would shudder as they passed through Paul. Coming in contact with a ghost gave mortals and witches alike that strange shiver down the length of the spine.

      “They can’t see you,” I announced, stepping out from behind my hiding spot in the bushes. “No matter how much you scream and yell.”

      Paul dove in front of a minivan. One of the kids inside gasped and pressed his nose against the window.

      The mother’s voice floated from the open window. “You okay back there, sweetie?”

      The kid’s head turned as the minivan drove through Paul’s spirit. The kid tracked Paul the entire time. “There’s a funny-looking man back there!”

      The mother glanced into her rear view mirror, saw nothing, and frowned. “Are you seeing your imaginary friends again, Nathan?”

      Nathan dropped his chin in his hand and muttered, “They’re not imaginary.”

      The minivan drove off, taking the intriguing conversation with it.

      “Aha!” Paul said, punching the air in triumph. “You see? That little boy saw me! I must still be alive!”

      I ushered Paul out of the street so that I could talk to him without the risk of being run over. “It’s actually pretty common for younger kids to see spirits. It’s because they haven’t been ruined by reality yet. The more people tell them that ghosts aren’t real, the more they’ll believe it and the less they can see things from other dimensions. Nathan will probably consider you a weird dream by the time he turns thirteen.”

      Paul stood sideways behind the stop sign, as if he might disappear behind the thin metal pole.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m avoiding you,” he replied. “Kindly move along.”

      I resisted rolling my eyes. “Paul, I didn’t make the best first impression, and that’s my fault. Why don’t we try again?”

      He peeked out from behind the stop sign. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I can help you find your wife.”

      Paul turned his gaze to his boots. “These were hers, you know.”

      “But those colors complement you so well.”

      He smiled feebly. “I never used to like gardening. I hated it. One of my chores growing up was to mow the lawn and trim the edges. We lived on five acres at the time. Five acres! I had three brothers, and they all refused to help me. They told me mowing grass built character. I’ll tell you what builds character.” He wagged his finger at me, and his smile grew. “Falling in love. Ooh, boy! When I first saw Sarah, I was done for.”

      “It sounds like you loved her very much,” I said.

      “Oh, I do,” Paul agreed. “She taught me more about myself that I could have ever learned. Gardening was her passion. She loved tending to flowers. The ones that grew like weeds particularly enamored her. When we first started dating, she asked me to work with her in the garden. I refused. You see, I proudly employed a lawn service back then as quiet vengeance for all that mowing.” He adjusted the strap around his chin that kept his broad hat from blowing away in the wind, as if the wind affected spirits. “When I asked her to marry me, she didn’t say yes right away. She said, ‘Will you work with me in the garden tomorrow?’”

      “How did you reply?” I asked.

      Paul’s wrinkled cheeks spread to their fullest point. “I said, ‘Yes, dear. If you love gardening and you want me to work with you, I am willing to try to love it myself.’”

      A tiny piece of my heart broke off and floated over to Paul. “What did she say?”

      “She laughed,” Paul said, laughing himself as he remembered that day. “She laughed and kissed me and said, ‘Yes, dear. I will marry you.’ I worked in the garden the next day and we got married in the middle of spring in our own backyard, with all of our hard work on display for everyone to see.” Paul beamed, his eyes glistening with happy tears. “From that day on, I enjoyed every moment of working outside, as long as she was with me.”

      “And the boots?” I pointed to his too-small, flowery footwear. “How did you end up with her pair?”

      “Mine got stuck in the mud after a particularly nasty rainstorm,” Paul said. “We couldn’t get them out, but I hated the idea of gardening without them. Sarah gave me hers and went barefoot, her toes squishing in the dirt. A force of nature, you know? My boots stayed in that pile of mud all season, and when summer rolled around, we poured concrete around them so they’d be there forever. More proof of our love.” His happy expression fell, and he cradled his head in his hands. “I hope she never digs them up. I can’t find her to tell her not to dig them up.”

      I inched closer to Paul to afford him the illusion of privacy and physical compassion. Though I couldn’t touch him, I could at least offer him some comfort. “Paul, I need to tell you something. You didn’t leave your wife. The reason you can’t find her is because she already passed away.”

      Paul lifted his face from his hands. “I’m sorry?”

      “You were eighty-five years old when you died,” I told him. “You suffered from late-stage dementia, so you thought Sarah was still alive. She’s not, Paul. She died over ten years ago from undiagnosed skin cancer.”

      Paul’s brows knit together. “That can’t be.”

      “I looked up her medical records to be sure,” I told him. “You were with her when she died. Her family wanted to put her in end-of-life care, but you refused. You kept her at home and took care of her until her last breath.”

      “She didn’t want to be in that awful hospice place,” Paul said, the memories coming back to him now. “She wanted to die at home, in her garden.” He broke down in tears. “Amongst her flowers.”

      I sucked in a breath and waited until the urge to join Paul’s crying fest passed. I hadn’t expected things to get this emotional. “Her gravestone is in the Yew Hollow cemetery. I could take you there, if you like.”

      Paul squared his shoulders and nodded. “I would like that very much.”

      

      The Yew Hollow cemetery was close to the edge of town and bordered the woods. Some of the oldest graves had been overtaken by the earth. Roots and vines grew over the names and dates. The covered plots were only visited by bored teenagers and the occasional thrill-seeker, rather than descendants of the old families. Paul’s surname appeared on several of these hidden gravestones. He knew where each of them was and requested I scrape the dirt off each one with the sole of my boot so the names were visible again.

      Sarah’s grave was closer to the front of the ceremony, the part that was more accessible to the living. Paul had sprung for a beautiful black stone, around which tiny purple flowers blossomed from the ground. The dedication—Sarah Holland, beloved wife, sister, and daughter—was engraved in gold. Paul’s name had been added under Sarah’s, but the death date had yet to be filled in.

      “She’s not actually down there.” Paul rested his hand on the headstone, or rather, let his hand hover just above it. “She wanted to be cremated and spread in the garden. Her family wanted her to be remembered like this though. I was happy to oblige. These little things” —he passed his fingers through the flowers at the stone’s base— “were all over our yard. I didn’t plant them here. They turned up on their own. They’re actually a weed, but Sarah never pulled them. She loved the color too much.”

      “You can be with her again,” I told him. “All you have to do is come with me.”

      Paul knelt beside his wife’s headstone. “What if I’m not ready? What if that’s why I’m here and not with her already?”

      “You’re here because you thought your wife was still alive,” I reminded him. “Once I help you cross over, you won’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      “What’s it like?” he asked. “Is it frightening?”

      “The afterlife?” I unwrapped a piece of minty gum and popped it in my life. “I can’t say. I’m not dead, so I’ve never been before.”

      “I thought this was your job.”

      “I’m a newbie.”

      Paul lifted himself from the ground and clutched his lower back with a groan. “If I’m dead, why does it feel like I need a damn painkiller?”

      “We call that residual life,” I said. “If you stay here, in between worlds, it’ll fade over time. But if you cross over, that pain goes away forever.”

      Paul held out his hand to me. “Screw the back pain. I want to see my life. Take me away, newbie.”

      As soon as Paul gave me his permission, a new golden message on my sensus popped up: Proceed to otherworld? I gulped down my fear.

      “Here we go.”

      I clicked Proceed with my imaginary mouse. As soon as I did, I felt my body lift away from the earth. Instinctively, I grabbed Paul’s hand. This time, I was able to touch him, as if the sensus had put our consciousness on the same plane of existence. The earth vanished from beneath us, and we soared into the darkness of the unknown.

      

      We landed at the back of a never-ending line. Hundreds of people waited in front of us for some unknown service. I craned my head, trying to see over everyone else, but the front of the line was nowhere in sight.

      “Where the hell are we?” Paul asked grumpily.

      It was sort of a reception hall, and like the line, it extended for eternity in every direction. I grabbed Paul’s hand, stepped away from the others, and hauled him toward the front of the line. We marched along for minutes, earning dirty looks from those who waited patiently, but we didn’t appear to be getting any closer to an end destination.

      “This is nothing like Morgan said it would be,” I growled under my breath. When Morgan died, she’d landed on a serene pebbled beach, the first level of the otherworld. Though she’d told me not to expect the same thing, I hadn’t banked on things being so different.

      A woman in a white pantsuit and white stilettos materialized in front of us. Paul let out a strangled yell of surprise, but the woman didn’t react. Apparently, she was used to reactions like this to her presence. She consulted her clipboard, also white.

      “Name?” she requested.

      “Gwenlyn Bennett,” I said. “I’m here to assist Paul Holland to the otherworld.”

      “Ah!” The woman made a checkmark on her clipboard. “I see you’re one of our newest Reapers. Congratulations! Enjoy your trip back to the mortal world.”

      She proceeded up the line. Paul and I exchanged a confused look, then I hurried after her. “Excuse me,” I said, tapping her on the shoulder. “Has there been some mistake? I’m not supposed to go back to the mortal world until I get Paul to his wife.”

      “There’s no mistake,” the woman in white said. “Your job is to escort your target to the otherworld. You’ve done that, so you’re contract here is over. Paul, please head to the back of the line. I’m afraid we have a lot of souls to process, and I don’t play favorites.”

      Paul stared open-mouthed at the endless queue. “Are you kidding me, lady?”

      “I assure you I am not.” The woman in white clutched the clipboard to her chest and extended her hand. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Petra, and if you want to skip that line, you have to go through me to do it.”

      “I don’t even know what the line is for!” Paul protested.

      “Entrance into the otherworld’s levels,” said Petra. “Each level has its own morality meter. We can’t let people in all willy-nilly. There has to be order!”

      Paul clasped his hands together. “Please, ma’am. I just want to be with my wife.”

      Petra pursed her lips then flipped through a couple pages on her clipboard. “It would appear your wife is on our paradise level. You must have been a lucky man.”

      Paul’s smile practically radiated light. “Paradise, huh? Doesn’t surprise me at all. She was always destined for heaven. How do I get to her?”

      “I’m afraid you can’t,” Petra replied. “I have your stats here, and it appears you didn’t perform enough good deeds during your lifetime to earn a spot in our paradise level.”

      Paul’s smile vanished. “Are you kidding me, lady?”

      Petra plugged her ear. “I’m sorry, sir, but I would prefer if you didn’t raise your voice at me.”

      “I’m dead!” Paul shouted. “I expected one thing out of death.” He shoved his index finger in Petra’s face. “To be reunited with my wife! This is an outrage! What’s the point of dying if you can’t be with your loved ones?”

      “It is not my fault that death is portrayed so poorly in movies and media,” Petra said, squaring her shoulders. “I’m afraid eternal happiness isn’t always guaranteed here. It depends on how you acted in your life before this one.”

      “But Paul was a saint!” I argued. “All he did was garden and dote on his wife.”

      “Precisely.” Petra tapped her clipboard, and a full page of notes appeared on the blank page. “We’ve noted Paul’s dedication to his wife. Your devotion to her won you a few points. However, you never volunteered in the community or performed other good deeds unless they were convenient to you.”

      “Did I kill anyone?” Paul demanded.

      Petra checked her list. “No.”

      “Did I steal?”

      “A chocolate bar from the corner store when you were in the first grade.”

      “Before I knew better,” Paul snarled, “but I never took from anyone else. Nor did I hurt anyone in my path during the course of my life. I am not a bad man.”

      “I didn’t say you were a bad man,” Petra claimed. “You’re simply not a good enough man to receive access to our paradise level.”

      As Paul gave Petra a piece of his mind, something caught my eye. A corridor appeared to my left that hadn’t been there before. I glanced up and down the reception hall. The entrance to the dark corridor was the only break in the monotonous decor. I nudged Paul.

      “Run,” I muttered in his ear.

      Without allowing him time to process, I seized his hand and dragged him toward the corridor at top speed. He caught on quickly and got his feet under himself. Thankfully, our transfer to the otherworld had ridden him of his physical ailments, so we sprinted full speed away from Petra and her ridiculous clipboard.

      Petra wasn’t so easily lost. As I glanced over my shoulders, she sprouted two enormous white wings from her back and launched herself into the air.

      “Holy crap, she’s got wings!” I pushed Paul, urging him to speed up. “Run faster!”

      Petra buffeted us about with the air from her wings. “No one leaves the first level without my consent. Stop this nonsense at once!”

      “Don’t listen to her,” I puffed. We were almost to the corridor. “I’m going to get you to your wife or die trying. Keep running!”

      Petra’s shadow loomed over us. She screeched like an enormous raptor, and when I looked again, her face resembled more of a bird than a human. She folded her wings and dove, reaching out with giant yellow claws to rip us from the ground. I yelled at the top of my lungs, wrapped an arm around Paul’s waist, and took a flying leap into the corridor. Petra’s claws clipped my left ankle. Then everything went black.

      

      When the lights came back on, Paul and I found ourselves in a regular old bar. The light was low, the air was smoky, and music pulsed from invisible speakers. The patrons happily sipped beer and drinks, watched football games on the big screen TVs, or played billiards in the corners.

      “This is more like it!” Paul said, nodding in approval. He flagged the bartender. “Can I get a stout, please?”

      The bartender obliged and slid a perfectly foamy jug of dark beer across the bar. Paul caught it, took a big sip, and let out a satisfied sigh. As we took both took a seat on the stools, Paul clapped me on the shoulder.

      “I have to admit,” he said, beer foam on his top lip. “I thought we were goners there for a second.”

      “You’re already dead, remember?” The bartender offered me a cocktail, but I shook my head. “She couldn’t have killed you again, but she probably could have sent us off to some horrible place on another level.”

      Paul peered around the busy bar. “This isn’t how I pictured things. I always imagined the afterlife would mimic my real life: Sarah and I sitting on the back porch and enjoying our garden.”

      “That might be what the paradise level is like,” I said.

      He bowed his head and stared into the depths of his mug. “If I ever get there.”

      “Let me tell you something about the otherworld, Paul.” I swiveled my stool around to face him. “It’s full of creatures that love to enchant, fool, and manipulate other souls. There’s no list of good and bad people. That was all a crock of crap. To travel between levels, all you have to do is be smart enough and strong enough to make it through.”

      Paul flexed his wrinkly bicep. “I’m not sure that’s going to work out for me.”

      “I didn’t mean physical strength,” I said. “I meant you have to have the willpower to do it.”

      The bartender stalled in front of us again. She resembled a girl named Billie I’d known before I moved to Yew Hollow, but I bet the bartender looked different for everyone else who passed through.

      “Hey,” Billie said, nodding at me. “Don’t I know you?”

      “Do you?”

      She snapped her fingers in realization. “You’re that girl who resurrected Morgan Summers. Man, that was legendary.”

      “You know Morgan?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Billie said. “I was here when she first passed through. I can’t wait to see her again. Not that I want her to die, of course.”

      “Right.”

      Billie looked around for eavesdroppers then leaned across the bar. “Did I hear you two correctly? You’re looking for a shortcut to the paradise level?”

      I examined Billie’s expression. It wasn’t easy to tell who in the otherworld was on your side and who wasn’t. “So what if we are?”

      “I have something that’ll get you there,” she replied. “No questions asked. No cheap tricks. Just a one-way ticket to paradise.”

      Paul’s face lit up, but I shook my head before he could answer. “No way. Whatever you give us will probably launch us into the hell dimension.”

      “I would never!” Billie insisted. “You think I’m stupid enough to sell a hell shot to Morgan Summers’s savior? Girl, you’re a legend. All I’m trying to do is give you a little something back for your good deeds.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Two tickets to paradise. If anything goes wrong, you’ll have to answer to me.”

      Billie grinned, poured two shots of what looked like molten gold, and slid them across the bar. “I’d be happy to. Cheers.”

      I clicked my glass against Paul’s, and we knocked them back together.

      

      The bar dissolved in a cloud of fog, and when it cleared, I thought we’d somehow ended up back on earth. Paul and Sarah’s house sat in front of us, but it looked different. The front lawn was in pristine condition. Each blade of grass shone the brightest green. The flowers in the window boxes bloomed in all different colors. The house was freshly painted, and someone had laid a welcome mat handwoven with palm fronds on the threshold. The sun shone from high above, but there was also a light drizzle.

      “Ah.” Paul held out his palm to catch a few raindrops. “A sun shower. Sarah always loved them.”

      The front door opened, and a woman stepped out. She was in her early twenties, wearing a 1950s dress and shoes. When I looked at Paul, he was unrecognizable as a young man with strong cheekbones and a thick head of curly black hair. Like the woman, he was dressed in clothing from a past era: tan trousers and a collared blue shirt.

      “There she is,” he said, his eyes wide in awe of the woman on the porch. “My Sarah.”

      I gave him a little nudge. “Go to her.”

      He stepped forward.
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      Paul, young and sprightly now that he’d returned to the ripe age of twenty-three, sprinted up the paved walkway, vaulted over the porch steps, and took Sarah in his arms. She laughed, wrapping herself around him, as he twirled her in a circle.

      “Oh, my love,” he said, setting her down. He traced the outline of her cheek and gazed at her as if committing her face to memory. “I’ve been waiting for this ever since you left me.”

      Sarah took Paul’s face between her palms. “I never left you, my dear. I’ve been here this entire time, watching over you and waiting for you. I’m so glad you’re finally here.”

      “I wouldn’t be if it weren’t for Gwen.” Paul jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at me. “They weren’t going to let me into the paradise level, but she convinced them.”

      I waved sheepishly. Sarah took Paul’s hand and led him off the porch to meet me in the front garden. When she was close enough, she hugged me tightly.

      “I’m so thankful for you,” she mumbled in my ear. “What can I do to repay you?”

      “Nothing.” As I pulled out of her grasp, the world shifted beneath my feet. I stumbled and fell backward. The couple’s little house became blurry. Halos of light shimmered around Paul and Sarah’s heads. “Whoa. I think those drinks from the bar really did a number on me.”

      Younger Paul didn’t have wrinkles, but when his brow furrowed with worry, I could see where the lines had deepened in his old age. He pulled my arm over his shoulder and lifted me from the ground.

      “Careful,” Sarah said, going ahead of Paul to open the front door for him.

      As he carried me over the threshold, the earthy tones of roses and jasmines overwhelmed my sense of smell. With every inhale through my nose, my head pounded like someone had taken a hammer to it. I breathed through my mouth instead, but it didn’t help as much as I would have liked.

      “Put her here.” Sarah helped me to the flowery white sofa in the middle of the living room. Unlike the Hollands’ real house in Yew Hollow, this one was neat and tidy. The dishes were done, the floor was clean, and all of the fresh laundry had been neatly folded and sorted into piles so it could be put away.

      A vase of white roses mocked me from the side table. I could practically see the smell radiating off of them. It wafted over me, and the pulsating pain in my head grew more intense.

      “Gah!” I covered my eyes, blocking out the light in the hope that it might diminish the pain. “The flowers! Can you move the flowers? The smell is giving me a terrible headache.”

      Paul hastily picked up the vase and relocated it to the kitchen, but for some reason, the perfume of their petals did not fade. Sarah touched the back of her hand to my forehead.

      “She’s burning up,” she reported to Paul. “Get me a cold compress for her!”

      “I’m fine,” I gasped, though I was not fine at all. Along with the headache, black nothingness crept from the corners of my eyes to gradual steal my vision. Droplets of sweat beaded up on my hairline, temple, and neck. Before long, I was coated in a cold layer of it. My whole body shook, as if the temperature had dropped to arctic levels. I couldn’t hold myself upright either. Sarah caught me as I slumped over, and she lowered me to lay gently on the sofa. “W-what’s happening to me?”

      Paul returned with the cold compress, but when Sarah laid it across my forehead, it provided no relief. It was like someone had dumped me into an ice bath.

      “This never happens to people who belong here,” Sarah said to Paul. “We don’t get sick in paradise. I’ve only seen this once before.”

      Paul’s lips pressed together as he took in my flu-like symptoms. “Did they pull through?”

      Sarah averted her eyes. I knew what that meant. I took her hand and pulled her toward me. “I’m still alive,” I whispered with the last of my strength. “That’s why I don’t belong here. I’m supposed to go back to earth.”

      Sarah lit up with realization and sprang to her feet. “Quick, Paul,” she said, grabbing her husband by the arm. “Help me in the kitchen. I need to find some things.”

      While the two of them bustled about in the kitchen, I focused on drawing one breath after another. Each time, it got a little harder, like a fifty-pound boulder had been dropped on my chest and was slowly crushing me. My eyes fluttered shut. The sensus was gone. I guess I didn’t have access to it in the otherworld, where everyone was already dead.

      Other images popped up, some from when I was too young to remember. I watched a three-year-old version of myself run into a woman’s arms. The woman had shiny black hair and greenish-gold eyes, and there was something familiar about the shape of her nose.

      The vision vanished before I could make sense of it, and another one arose. Sixteen-year-old me rode in the bed of a pick-up truck and poked my head up to see how far away the next town was. The driver caught sight of me in the side mirror and slammed on his brakes. Not expecting the sudden stop, I jerked forward and slammed my forehead against the back window of the truck. The driver kicked his door open.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing back there?” he yelled, his knuckles white as he grasped the side of the pick-up truck. “When did you sneak in there, huh?”

      I rubbed the lump on my head and blinked away stars. “About seventy miles back. It’s not my fault you don’t pay attention to your surroundings at the gas station.”

      The man rolled his eyes and unlatched the trunk. “Get out of there, and make better decisions next time. I could have been some nutcase! Or you could have been flung out of the truck and died.”

      “Not at the rate you drive.” I clambered out of the truck. “Do you know how to get to Yew Hollow from here?”

      “That tiny, creepy town?” the man asked. “Don’t they lure tourists in with dumb witch stories?”

      “I’m a tourist,” I told him. “I want to hear about the witch stories.”

      The truck driver pointed to the north. “It’s another twenty miles that way, up toward the mountains.”

      I gave him my best smile. “Since we’re friends now, mind giving me a ride?”

      The truck driver narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re not a grifter, are you?”

      “Only when necessary.”

      He considered this for longer than expected, as if trying to figure out whether I was serious or not. “Fine. Hop in. No funny business, okay?”

      I hopped into the passenger seat of his truck. The man got back in, put it in drive, and got back on the road. Fifteen minutes later, we passed Yew Hollow’s welcome sign, and my body thrummed with excitement and hope. Soon, I’d meet Morgan Summers, and she would give me the help I needed.

      

      “Paul, hurry!”

      I jolted back to the present time. Sarah and Paul were still in the kitchen. Paul pounded herbs with a mortar and pestle while Sarah chopped something with vigorous intention. She grabbed the entire bouquet of white roses that had been in the living room, tore off the petals, and threw them into a large mixing bowl with whatever she’d been chopping.

      “Put them here,” she ordered Paul, and he dumped the contents of the mortar into the mixing bowl. Sarah stirred everything together, added a bit of olive oil, and brought the mixture over to the sofa. “I hope this works,” she said to me. “My nana always taught me that oregano, jasmine, and green tea leaves were best for alertness.”

      She dipped her whole hand in the mixing bowl and brought out a clump of wet, bright-green mud. I fought feebly against her—the fever was making it hard to tell who meant me help or harm. Paul gently pinned my arms to the sofa, and Sarah smeared the mixture across my forehead.

      Unlike the cold compress, it had an immediately soothing effect. The muddy green concoction absorbed my sweat and calmed the heat scorching through my body. As Sarah smeared it down my cheeks and neck, the intense shaking subsided. The jasmine scent that had bothered me so much before now acted as a relaxant when combined with the green tea leaves and oregano, fresher than the best vapor rub I’d ever used.

      As my body relaxed, so did my mind. I found my eyes closing of their own accord. My head lolled lifelessly on my chest.

      “No!” Sarah dropped the mixing bowl and tapped on my cheek. “This was supposed to work!”

      Paul took his wife by the shoulders, pulling her away from me. “I think it is, my dear.”

      I sank into another dimension. The sight of Paul, Sarah, and their sweet home rose high above me, as if I’d somehow fallen into a manhole of external depths. I tried to wave goodbye or say something in parting, but I was not in control of my body. I just kept sinking.

      

      “Wake you, you asinine teenager!”

      The insides of my eyelids glowed with orange light, so bright and alive that I took it for real fire and cowered. As the light faded, I took the risk of opening one eye. When I recognized my surroundings, I let out a breath and leaned over my knees.

      “Are you going to puke?”

      Alberta sat in the far corner of the living room, in an ugly purple armchair with white tassels that made it look like the beast had teeth. She eyed me suspiciously over the lids of ten different polish bottles as she painted each of her nails a various shade of orange.

      “Because if you’re going to puke,” she said. “I’d rather you do it in a pot. You can do a lot with a person’s vomit.”

      “Ugh.” I groaned as I straightened up. “I wasn’t going to puke, but the thought of you using bodily fluids for potions makes me a little sick.”

      “I’m not making brownies, Guinevere.” She finished the pinky nail of her right hand and blew on the paint to help it dry. “Way to go. You broke Reaping rules on your first try.”

      My back twinged. Apparently, traveling between worlds wasn’t the best for your spine. Grimacing, I lowered myself into an armchair that didn’t look like it would eat you alive if you tried to sit on it.

      “What rules are those?” I asked.

      “Reapers aren’t supposed to pass beyond the first level of the otherworld,” Alberta explained. “It’s how you stay alive. The deeper levels are further away from the dimensional connection to earth. The farther you go, the more you lose your connection with the living room.”

      “I went all the way to Paradise.”

      “That’s between you and your creator, honey.”

      “Not like that,” I scolded. “I meant I skipped all those levels and went to the one they call paradise.”

      Alberta held her hand at arm’s length to examine her handywork. “You sure did. If I hadn’t yanked you out of there, you would’ve joined your ghost friends for the rest of eternity.”

      “Yanked me out? What are you talking about?”

      “You were dying,” Alberta said. “This is why you get assigned a mentor, Guinevere. You and I are tethered together, so when you started trying to murder yourself, I could feel it. Do me a favor? Don’t do that again? I sprouted two more grays getting you out of that damned dimension.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you?”

      She hummed impatiently. “Whatever. By the way, you’ve been fired.”

      I propped my head on one armrest and draped my feet over the other. “Fired from what?”

      “Your Reaping job.”

      “What?” I leapt up, yelping when the residual pain radiated up my spine. I groaned and braced my hands against my lower back. “I can’t be fired. How am I supposed to finish my community task?”

      “Believe it or not, this works out in our favor for once.” Her nails finished, she waved a hand at her supplies. The caps flew from the table and sat upon the bottles. Then the bottles danced off to the bathroom in a conga line. “Since you got Paul to the otherworld, you technically completed your community task. Usually, you’d have to ferry a certain amount of souls to close the connection between you and the next world, but since you got fired, that connection has been severed anyway. Lucky you.”

      As Alberta cast a protection spell on her nails to prevent the paint from chipping or fading, I took a deep breath. “So my first task is complete? Just like that?”

      “Just like that.” Alberta’s pots, as always, were boiling. She checked inside the largest one. “We’re having vegetable soup for dinner by the way. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I was too tired to refuse. At this point, if Alberta wanted to poison me with an unknown potion, I’d accept it in a coffee mug. “Soup sounds great. The self task is up next, right? What did they say about it? I’m supposed to discover my fatal flaw and thwart it?” I snorted. “I have too many flaws to count.”

      “Self-deprivation tastes like rapini,” Alberta said. “Bitter, no matter how much it wilts.”

      “I’m extra wilted,” I replied. “Please tell me I don’t have to go back to Eudora to figure out my second task. I don’t think I can survive another trip into the wishing well.”

      “That’s not how the second task works.” Alberta brought the soup ladle to her lips and tasted it. “More salt. You must seek out the second task yourself.”

      “Seek it out?” I said. “What do you mean, like go look for it? I wouldn’t know what to look for.”

      She shook the salt shaker over the pot, stirred, and served two bowls. “The second task is always about getting in touch with yourself, Guinevere. How are you supposed to do that through someone else?” She set the bowl in front of me and a spoon in my hand. “Eat. It’ll help severe the rest of that connection to the otherworld. That’s what’s making your back hurt.”

      I tentatively tried a small sip of soup. The warmth spread from the tip of my tongue to the ends of my fingers and toes. For once, I was grateful for one of Alberta’s potions as the pain subsided.

      “Go home and get a good night’s sleep,” Alberta advised. “Tomorrow, you can start seeking out your self task.”

      

      I slept for ten hours in the barn and woke refreshed. The sensus was gone from my head permanently. In the morning, I stopped by Morgan’s for breakfast and to catch her up on my progress so far.

      “Alberta pulled her weight,” she noted with surprise. “Sometimes, I can’t help but wonder if she’s totally crazy, but a crazy person wouldn’t have been able to pull you out of the otherworld like that.”

      “She’s definitely crazy,” I said, buttering a croissant. “But I think the coven underestimates her. She hides how smart she is behind all those nutty potions of hers.”

      Morgan sipped her tea. “My, my, my. You might have a point.”

      “Anything weird going on in the town today?” I asked. “Apparently, I have to find my self task on my own, and I don’t know where to start.”

      “No weirder than usual,” said Morgan. “The surprise party for Chief Torres is at the station today, the watch shop is—get this—closed for repair, and the mayor didn’t show up to an important meeting this morning, so I gotta check out what that’s all about.”

      “Expecting foul play?”

      She replenished the empty plate of croissants with a snap of her fingers. “There are a lot of people in Yew Hollow who liked things better before Pilar got here. It’s not like her to skip a meeting and not tell anyone about it.”

      “She’s probably sick.”

      “I have a hunch it’s more than that.”

      “Let me do it.” I set the rest of my cold croissant aside and reached for a fresh one instead. The butter melted into the perfect flaky crust. “I’ll make sure the mayor’s okay. That way you can focus on Chief Torres’s party.”

      Morgan leaned on the back two legs of her chair and cast me a wry look. “Why so eager to tail Pilar?”

      “I need something to do while I figure out my second task,” I insisted.

      “Yeah, and you have the hots for Pilar.”

      “First of all, no one says that anymore.” I shoved half the croissant in my mouth and kept talking as crumbs flew from my lips. “Secondly, I admire Pilar. She’s an amazing lady. I never thought Yew Hollow would vote someone into office as progressive as her, but she convinced them to do it. And have you seen her face? She looks like she’s been frozen in time. I hope I look like that when I’m her age.”

      “Okay, enough!” Morgan waved her hands to get me to stop. “You never talk about me that way.”

      “What can I say? The novelty’s worn off.”

      She threw a croissant at me. I caught it and took a bite.

      “Fine,” she said. “Go check on Pilar and report back to me as soon as you figure out what’s going on.”

      I saluted her. “Aye, Captain.”

      

      With a little help from the kind locals of Yew Hollow, I found out that the meeting Pilar missed had taken place in the town hall. I stopped there first, marveling at the space available inside the historical building when there weren’t a ton of townies packed in for the weekly meeting. I jogged upstairs to the offices and knocked on the door jamb. A secretary looked up from her computer.

      “Have you see Mayor Mendez around?” I asked. “I had a question about the meeting this morning.”

      “No one’s seen the mayor. Haven’t you heard?” the secretary asked in a conspiring tone. “People think she’s run away.”

      I checked my watch. “It’s only been an hour since the meeting. I doubt she skipped town that fast, and why would she do that anyway?”

      The secretary, who liked gossip more than logic, shrugged. “Who knows? The meeting was supposed to be to collect the funds to rebuild the bridge on East Avenue. Pilar was supposed to hand over a check for ten thousand dollars.” She leaned across her desk and beckoned me toward her. “Maybe she decided to take the money and run.”

      “Pilar’s not like that,” I said. “She wants to see Yew Hollow succeed. Besides, she wouldn’t get far on ten thousand dollars. It’s not worth stealing.”

      The secretary pursed her lips as if she were sucking on a lemon. “You don’t have much of an imagination, do you?”

      “You work for her, right?” I asked. “You must have a copy of her schedule for the day.”

      “I do,” she said, crossing one leg over the opposite knee. “But I can’t give them to you. It’s private information, and Mayor Mendez trusts me with her life.”

      “Really? I wouldn’t.”

      I crafted a pretty stunning spell behind my back then tossed it at the secretary like a baseball. She held up her hand as if to catch it.

      “Not the face!” she squealed.

      The orb of green light dematerialized when it made contact with her skin and spread through her body. She gave a little yelp as the magically-crafted electricity hit her, then she slumped over her keyboard and laid her head on the desk.

      I rolled her chair away from the desk, but her weight was too forward, and she fell on the floor. Grimacing, I lifted her from under the armpits and hauled her over to the short office sofa. Once she looked comfortable, I returned to the computer. Since the secretary had been using it to Google “how to play Minesweeper,” I didn’t need a password to get in.

      Pilar’s plans for the town were stored in various files all over the desktop. Curiously, I skimmed through a few of them: Providing better services for minorities, increasing profits for small businesses, diverting pollution from surrounding cities, and preserving historical monuments of Yew Hollow. I couldn’t help but smile. Contrary to the belief of Pilar’s opponents, she wasn’t trying to make Yew Hollow assimilate with the bigger parts of the state; she wanted to keep the town’s classic charm and size while improving quality of life for everyone.

      I clicked on an old file titled “election plan” that was dated from before Pilar became mayor. One document kept track of Pilar’s accomplishments before the voting period. She canvassed the entire town in one day and raised enough funds to sponsor her platform in a matter of hours. She arranged for free Hepatitis A vaccines when a widespread breakout threatened the locals with liver failure. She even held an adoption event for when the pet shelter was filled past capacity. Fifty-three dogs and twenty-two cats went to forever homes that day, and the shelter was able to recuperate with the help of the donations, all thanks to Pilar.

      I closed out of the file, clicked on her calendar, and navigated to today’s events. At the top of the page, the first entry said, “Bridge funds meeting at nine a.m.” An hour later, Pilar had a massage and acupuncture appointment scheduled at the local spa.

      “Gotcha.” I clicked out of Pilar’s schedule and stepped over the secretary’s feet as they hung limply from the sofa. “Sorry about that. It’s all yours now.”

      

      Vinnie’s Wash and Go could easily be mistaken for a different kind of business—perhaps a self-serve car wash with complimentary vacuums or a dog grooming service—but it was actually one of the most popular places in town to relieve stress. The bright blue facade and orange welcome sign reminded me of baby bluebirds with tiny, cute beaks. Inside, an essential oil diffuser wafted lavender-scented vapor through the air. I approached the front desk.

      “Hi, Daisy,” I said to the receptionist.

      “Gwenlyn!” She smiled brightly. “I didn’t know you were on the schedule today. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m not here for a massage,” I told her. “I’m looking for the mayor. Is she here?”

      “She is indeed,” Daisy reported, “but she told me not to let anyone in to see her. I think she’s having a bad day. She didn’t seem as perky as normal.”

      “I have the updates from the meeting she missed this morning.” I waved a folder file from Pilar’s office. Little did Daisy know, the papers inside were scraps from Pilar’s recycling bin. “She called me ten minutes ago and said she wanted to see them.”

      “Hmm. Go on back, I suppose. She’s in the quiet room.”

      “For a massage?”

      “She switched her regular appointment for a facial,” Daisy replied. “Good choice. Her pores were huge. She should’ve opted for the under-eye treatment add-on too. Girl had serious bags.”

      “Thanks, Daisy.”

      I headed to the quiet room, resisting the urge to stop at one of the massage bays and ask for an hour-long shiatsu. Since phones weren’t allowed inside, the quiet room wasn’t the most popular service at Vinnie’s. Pilar was the only one there. She rested on a reclining chair, her face covered in a black mud mask. When she heard the door open, her eyes flew open.

      “Oh, thank God.” She shook off the fuzzy moisturizing mitts covering her hands. “It’s Gwenlyn, right? From the festival committee?”

      “That’d be me.” I slid inside the quiet room and shut the door behind us so that we had some privacy. “Is everything okay? People are already spreading rumors about why you missed the funds meeting this morning. They’re saying you stole the money and ran.”

      “Please, that’s ridiculous.” She took me by the shoulders. “Please, Gwenlyn. You have to help me.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I need a witch.”

      “Uh,” I stammered. “I’m not sure—”

      Pilar batted me away. “Hush, I know all about the Summers coven’s powers. You might as well drop the act.”

      Daisy was right. Up close, Pilar didn’t look as young and healthy as she usually did. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and the mud mask had sunk into the lines around her mouth, making them more pronounced. When she scratched her wrist, something caught my eye: a black rune etched into her skin.

      “What is that?” I asked, grabbing her wrist to see better.

      She pulled her arm away and clutched it to her chest. “A tattoo. I got it when I was young and dumb. A little embarrassing, if you don’t mind.”

      “That is not a tattoo,” I said. “I know a magical mark when I see one.”

      Pilar chewed nervously on her lip. “All right, it’s not a tattoo. It’s why I need your help. You see, a few years ago, when I first decided to come to Yew Hollow—”

      The door to the quiet room burst open, and Daisy thundered in. Her eyes were completely blacked out.

      “You don’t have an appointment!” she roared.
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      Daisy’s blacked-out eyes weren’t the scariest thing about her new, altered appearance. She had also grown in size, forcing her to stoop to fit through the doorway. Even then, her shoulders were too wide to fit through, so she bulldozed the walls out of her way with inhuman strength. I cast a shield spell as it rained rubble and broken wallboard, keeping me and Pilar out of harm’s way.

      Daisy pointed at Pilar with one ominous finger. “Your insurance plan is no longer accepted here. You owe me a debt.”

      I flinched as Daisy picked up a piece of debris and hurled it at Pilar. Pilar hid behind me, shrieking, but the debris hit the shield spell and shattered. “I assume she’s not talking about spa services, Pilar?”

      Pilar cowered behind me, shaking and sobbing. “Decidedly not!”

      “We gotta get out of here.”

      Thankfully, Daisy couldn’t move very fast in her altered state. She lumbered around with straight knees and pounded flat-footed across the floor. As she came toward us, I edged around the corners of the room, keeping Pilar behind me and the shield spell between me and Daisy. Daisy roared with frustration and raised her fists. I put all of my craft into the shield, solidifying it as best as possible, and held it over our heads. Daisy slammed both fists on top of it, and though the shield held firm, Daisy’s power vibrated through my forearms.

      “When I say run, get out of here and get in the first car you can find,” I yelled to Pilar over Daisy’s roars. “We’ve gotta get you to Morgan’s house.”

      Pilar nodded. I sidestepped Daisy again and cast a trip spell around her enormous ankles. As she fell, she made a wild grab, knocked my shield aside, and jammed her baseball-sized knuckle into my nose. An ugly crack split the air, and my eyes watered with pain.

      “Oh my God!” Pilar covered her mouth in horror as blood streamed from my nose, down my neck, and across my shirt. “Are you okay?”

      “Don’t worry about me. Run!”

      Distracted by the gore, Pilar waited a second too late. Daisy regained her balance and swiped one massive, manicured hand across the room. She caught Pilar on the back, and the mayor went flying into the hallway. I sprinted after her and helped her up from the floor. Together, we ran up the hallway and into the waiting area. The rest of the spa had already been demolished by Daisy’s gargantuan rage. A burst pipe spit water all over the floor. We splashed through it and out into the streets.

      From the outside, nothing appeared suspicious unless you noticed that part of Vinnie’s roof was starting to cave in. I shoved Pilar toward the closest car, a Jeep parked on the curb near the spa.

      “Get in!” I ordered, using a spell to unlock both sides.

      “But it’s stealing!”

      I leapt into the driver’s seat and used another spell to hotwire the engine. The Jeep rumbled to life. “We’ll put it back! What would you rather do, steal or die?”

      Daisy crashed through Vinnie’s glass windows and roared like Godzilla. Pilar screamed, hopped into the car, and pounded on the dashboard. “Go, go, go!”

      I floored it. The Jeep’s wheels squealed against the pavement, and we peeled out. As I glanced in the rearview mirror, Daisy shrank to her normal size. Her eyes returned to their normal color, and she shook her head to clear it. When she caught sight of the ruined spa, she gasped and cried out. People in the street finally noticed the disaster. They ran over with their phones, taking pictures and calling the police.

      “Crap.” I tossed my phone into Pilar’s lap. “Can you dial Morgan’s number and put her on speakerphone?”

      Pilar scrolled through my contacts and clicked on Morgan’s number.

      “Gwen?” Morgan answered. “What’s wrong? You never call me on this phone.”

      “We’ve got a situation,” I said. “I’m with Pilar. You were right. Something’s going on. We were attacked by a rogue demon at Vinnie’s.”

      Morgan groaned. “What’s the damage?”

      “The spa’s roasted,” I reported. “The whole town is going to know about it if you don’t get someone down there to explain it.”

      “Malia! Laurel!”

      Morgan hurriedly explained the situation to her sisters. As I drove the Jeep up and over the hill that led to the Summers house, we passed Malia and Laurel hurrying in the opposite direction.

      “Good luck!” I called to them with a wave. “Let me know if I can help.”

      They waved back and disappeared, using a quick travel spell to get to Vinnie’s without the help of a car. I pulled the Jeep alongside the curb at the Summers house and helped Pilar out. She was shaky on her feet as I led her up the porch steps.

      Morgan met us in the foyer. “Come in, come in. Hello, Pilar. Odd circumstances, aren’t these? Have a seat in the living room, please.” The mayor collapsed on the couch. Morgan made a face as she studied my bloodied appearance. “What happened to you?”

      “That thing—whatever it was—took control of Daisy’s bod,” I explained in a stuffy voice. “It swelled to twice her size and broke my nose.”

      “Oomph.” Morgan grimaced with sympathy. “Wouldn’t be the first time something like this happened? Keep Pilar company. I’ll whip up a salve to help with the pain.”

      I sat in the armchair across from Pilar, making sure that none of my bloodstained clothes came in contact with the fabric. Pilar still had her eyes covered, as if she could block out the past twenty minutes from her mind by momentarily blinding herself. When I spoke, she flinched.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you were waiting for something like that to happen?” I asked her.

      She peeked out from behind her palm. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Bull,” I said. “At Vinnie’s, you told me you needed a witch’s help. You can’t go back on that now.”

      “Why not? It’s over.”

      Morgan arrived with a bowl of orange paste. “It certainly isn’t,” she said to Pilar. “Rogue creatures are never really rogue. They appear for a reason. How did Daisy look again, Gwen?”

      “Like an overfilled hot air balloon. Oh, and her eyes were blacked out.”

      “So we’re dealing with a demon.” Morgan sat next to me, dipped her fingers in the paste, and spread it across the bridge of my nose, initiating immediate relief. “Tell me, Pilar. How did you end up in cahoots with a demon?”

      Pilar finally uncovered her face. The charcoal mask had rubbed off all over her palms and the collar of her shirt. She looked as if she’d stood too close to a hot barbeque grill. “If I tell you, will you promise to help me get rid of it?”

      “That’s what we’re here for.” I conjured a wet wipe and floated it over to Pilar. “Here. For your face.”

      With a bewildered look, she plucked the wipe out of the air. “Thank you. I heard charcoal had purging properties. I thought it might keep the demon at bay.”

      “Facials aren’t that powerful,” I said. “Maybe if you put the charcoal in a spell—”

      Pilar brightened. “Can you do that?”

      “Depends on the demon,” Morgan answered. “Let’s get back to the story, Pilar.”

      The mayor wiped her face free of the mask. “I suppose I should start at the beginning. Before I moved to Yew Hollow, I didn’t have much. As a Mexican-American living near the border, I grew up with very little. People didn’t respect my family, despite the fact that my father was American. He died early, leaving my mother and me on our own. We took care of each other, but as the years passed, she needed more from me. I couldn’t give that to her on my own.” Pilar sighed deeply and folded the wipe so the charcoal wouldn’t get on Morgan’s furniture. “I heard of Yew Hollow through some old history books. I liked the idea of a charming small town and, of course, the brujas. My family always believed in a little bit of magic.”

      “Naturally,” Morgan said.

      “When I first visited Yew Hollow, I knew at once that I needed to stay here,” Pilar said. “But for the sake of my mother, some things had to change. That’s why I decided to run for mayor as an out-of-towner. In general, I wanted to give the marginalized people of Yew Hollow a louder voice.”

      “Including the brujas?” I asked.

      “I knew of you,” Pilar admitted, “but when I set foot in Yew Hollow, my mind went fuzzy. I couldn’t exactly remember why the Summers family was so funny.”

      “It’s our protection spells,” Morgan explained. “They keep our coven a secret from mortals. We weren’t able to renew them this year. That’s probably why you know what we are all of a sudden.”

      Pilar’s eyes widened, perhaps as she realized the extent of our magic on the town she ran. “Anyway, I thought I’d never win the mayorship without major help. Then an old woman approached me on the outskirts of Yew Hollow. She offered me one wish.”

      “Apparently, you didn’t ask what the catch was,” I said.

      “I did,” Pilar insisted. “The old woman said I didn’t have to worry right away. She would come to collect one favor from me when the time was right. I was desperate, so I agreed. I wished for the mayorship and a face to sell to the people. The old woman vanished, and I thought the whole encounter might have been a dream. Then I looked in a mirror.” When she smiled, her lovely face lit up the entire room. “She gave me my youth and beauty back, the way I would have looked if I hadn’t carried the stress of generations all those years.”

      “And the mayorship?” Morgan questioned.

      “I returned to Yew Hollow the next day,” Pilar said. “Suddenly, everyone noticed me. They all wanted to talk to me, get to know the out-of-towner. I obliged, and I sold them my platform. Before I knew it, I was in the running.”

      “That’s how you raised the campaign money so quickly,” I realized. “I read on your computer that you got the funds in one day.”

      “You snooped through my computer?”

      “Sorry. Just trying to get to the bottom of all this.”

      Morgan shoved orange paste up my nostrils. “Well, Pilar. I have good and bad news. The good news is that as long as you remain in this house, the demon won’t be able to reach you. The Summers house is protected with so many spells and ancient magic that it is practically an impenetrable sanctuary.”

      Pilar slumped against the couch cushions with obvious relief. “That’s good to hear. What about the bad news?”

      “That bad news is that deals with demons don’t expire or go away on their own,” Morgan replied. “You must either pay the debt or find a way to vanquish the creature yourself. Gwenlyn, I have to set this before I do the healing spell or your nose will be crooked for the rest of your life. Come with me into the kitchen so I can see what I’m doing.”

      Holding my head back so that none of the orange paste dropped onto the carpet, I followed Morgan through the dining room and into the kitchen. Morgan took a short stool from underneath the sink.

      “Have a seat.”

      I lowered myself, and Morgan leaned over me. “Do it fast.”

      My nose burned red-hot as Morgan manipulated the cartilage into alignment. Right after, she cast the healing spell. It all molded back together, and the orange paste fell out of my nostrils. I took a deep breath.

      “How’s it feel?”

      “Good as new.” I wiped the rest of the dried paste off over the sink. “Though it stinks of turmeric. You could have done that in the living room. Why did you want to get away from Pilar?”

      “Because, if I’m not mistaken, this is your self task.”

      I patted my face dry with a white dish towel. “How do you figure?”

      “It’s pretty obvious to me,” Morgan said. “You instinctively wanted to check out Pilar when I mentioned her this morning. She’s involved in a magical deal despite the fact she’s mortal. You were the one to discover the demon and got Pilar to safety. You exercised initiative, logic, defensive measures, and quick thinking to do all of that, each of which is a trait to be admired among adult witches.”

      “So this whole thing is a test?”

      “I do believe it was an engineered coincidence,” Morgan answered. “By helping Pilar, you should discover something important about yourself.”

      I checked my nose in the mirror over the sink. As Morgan promised, it was no longer crooked, but the paste had left an orange tint across my cheeks. “That’s great, but where do I start? What can you tell me about this demon?”

      “Remember the rules,” Morgan warned. “I’m not allowed to help you. Besides, I didn’t see the demon. I have no idea what it could be.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You always have some idea.”

      She shrugged and turned away. “Perhaps. If I were you, I’d check the archives for evidence of wish demons. We’ll keep Pilar safe until you find a lead.”

      “I should call Alberta, right?” I said. “To keep her updated?”

      “That’s your decision,” Morgan replied. “Give her a call if you like.”

      

      All of the phones in Morgan’s house belonged to different eras, but not one of them was plugged into a socket or hooked up to the telephone company for service. I picked up the receiver in the living room, and Pilar watched as the rotary dial spun by itself.

      “How does it know which numbers to pick?” she asked.

      “Through my intention,” I explained. “I use my craft to power the phone, and the magic does the rest of the work.”

      “Fascinating,” Pilar breathed. “If I could do that—”

      “You can’t,” I interrupted. “If you aren’t born into it, you’re not supposed to mess with the craft. It can cause disruptions in daily life, such as—oh, I don’t know—rogue demons ripping up the town.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Witch phones didn’t ring like normal phones. If the witch on the other end of the line wanted to talk to you, she answered normally. If she didn’t want to speak with you, there were numerous ways to decline a call: Silence, a fake answering machine, undesirable noise—

      Alberta opted for a foghorn effect that blew my eardrum through my brain and out the opposite side. I hung up the phone, my head ringing. “I hate her.”

      “Your mentor?” Pilar asked. Since she was so interested in witchcraft, I’d explained a bit about my coming of age ritual to her. “That’s not healthy, is it?”

      “Probably not.”

      Malia and Laurel arrived home, popping into existence in the front yard. It had begun raining, so each of them erected a shield to keep themselves dry and rushed toward the house. In the foyer, they stomped mud out of their boots and shed their coats.

      “Well?” Morgan asked from where she sat at the head of the dining room table. “Did you get it taken care of?”

      “For the most part,” Malia replied. “By the time we got there, half the town had arrived, including a police team. Thankfully, Chief Torres was there, so he helped us clear the area. What time is his surprise party by the way?”

      Morgan checked the clock. “In a few hours.”

      “Good,” Malia said. “He’s going to need a beer. Vinnie’s looks like a tornado hit it.”

      “We couldn’t make a story stick,” Laurel added. “Usually, it’s easy to spell the mortals into forgetting something magical happened, but with the protection and secrecy spells down—”

      “They’re not falling for our tricks,” Morgan murmured. “Does the town suspect anything of us?”

      Malia hung her coat in the closet by the door. “Not yet, but there are plenty of rumors to go around.”

      “We added our own to the mix,” Laurel said. “We told everyone that a pipe must have burst under the spa and caused the foundation to cave in.”

      “After we created a sinkhole to corroborate the story,” Malia added. “It was the only way to keep everything from blowing up, but I’m afraid we caused more damage in the process. I’d like to hold a fundraising event for Vinnie to get the spa up and running again. It’s our fault we didn’t see this coming.”

      Pilar came into the dining room and leaned against the wall. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I could have prevented all of this from happening if I’d made a different decision earlier.”

      “You made a mistake,” I said. “We all get caught up in the easy way out every once in a while.”

      “Still,” Pilar said. “If there’s any way I can help, please let me know.”

      “For now, we need you to stay hidden,” Morgan said. “Don’t leave this house until Gwenlyn figures out exactly what kind of demon we’re dealing with. If you so much as step onto the front yard, the demon will be able to sense you.”

      Pilar’s face drained of color. “I’ll stay put. I promise.”

      Morgan turned to me. “Any luck with Alberta?”

      “As usual, she’s incommunicado.”

      “Looks like you’re on your own then,” said Morgan. “I’ll give her a call myself. She’ll be hard-pressed to ignore the coven leader. Get started on your research, Gwen. The sooner we figure out what this demon is, the better chance we have of defeating it.”

      

      The coven’s archives were a collection of texts on the various history, spells, and witches that had come to the Summerses’ attention. It contained textbooks, personal diaries, potion recipes, and numerous other items. Not all of them were valuable. For instance, not many witches entered the archives to find pages of ink-drawn toad doodles from one hundred years ago. Then again, if you needed to identify a certain type of toad, this was the place.

      The archives were hidden in a section of the town library invisible to mortals. To access it, you had to use a spell to reveal a staircase behind the self-help section. For a while, this wasn’t a problem, but over the years, more and more mortals wanted to learn about meditation, self-care, and the various methods to accomplish a better quality of life. It made casting spells in the library a bit less simple.

      Thankfully, Ari spent most of her spare time in the library. I could always count on the pre-teen to have her nose in a book. She always sat at the same table right by the self-help section, reading everything from fantasy novels to political theory textbooks. She was the coven’s tiny genius.

      “Hey, lady,” I said, sliding into the chair next to hers. “Whatcha got there?”

      She held up the book so I could see the cover.

      “Euclidean geometry.” I made a face. “What does that even mean?”

      “It’s about space, planes, and dimensions,” Ari replied. “You probably wouldn’t get it.”

      I stretched over the back of the chair, unoffended. “You’re right about that. Can I ask you for a favor?”

      She caught my eye. I glanced over at the self-help section, and Ari followed my gaze. Five people mingled at the shelves. Each individual removed a book, examined the back cover, and put it back like some bizarre ritual they were bound to repeat for the rest of the hour.

      “You need a distraction?” Ari muttered out of the corner of her mouth.

      “If you’re not too busy.”

      She grinned mischievously. “I’m never too busy to cause a little trouble.”

      “Nothing too intense,” I warned her. “We’re already dealing with a catastrophe at Vinnie’s Wash and Go.”

      “Don’t worry. I got this.”

      Ari slid off her chair and under the table like a snake disappearing into the grass. When I checked by my feet, she’d already disappeared. I drummed my fingers and pulled Ari’s geometry book over to make it look like I was reading. The patterns and numbers made no sense to me.

      A loud bang! echoed from the opposite end of the library, startling me and the rest of the readers. Those at the self-help section replaced the books they’d been perusing and murmured amongst themselves about what could have happened. A plume of smoke rose from behind the shelves, its source unseen.

      “Fire!” The librarian ran from the front desk to usher everyone out of the building. “Everyone out! Out!”

      The self-helpers stampeded for the door, coughing as the smoke filled their lungs. When it reached me, I had no such trouble. The smoke was an illusion that only worked on mortals. As the library emptied, Ari appeared at my side.

      “Fire spell?” I asked her.

      “Grenade potion.” She showed me an empty vial with one bright-blue drop of liquid in it. “I’d been saving it for a special occasion, but this worked out better.”

      “I don’t want to know what the special occasion was.”

      “Good, because Morgan would have given me a stern talking to if you told her.”

      I nuzzled Ari’s head. “You’re a good egg. Want to help me look for something in the archives?”

      “No way. It smells like feet down there.”

      As the smoke cleared, she hopped into her chair, crossed her legs beneath her, and went back to reading her book. I chuckled to myself and performed the spell to access the archives, sketching a rough outline of the stairs with my green aura. When I completed the process, the books parted to reveal the hidden entry then rearranged themselves into a staircase. I headed down.

      The archives were housed in a small circular room with two leather armchairs, a large desk, and a wood-burning fireplace. No matter the season in Yew Hollow, the crackling fire and golden glowing candles always made it feel like winter. It helped that the underground room always felt a little chilly if you didn’t sit near the fire. The temperature and humidity was regulated magically to preserve the books and texts as well as possible.

      Unfortunately, the archives weren’t arranged in any particular way. We didn’t have a system in place to organize the contents, and no one ever cared to put one in place until they needed to find something. Inevitably, the witch would locate whatever information she needed and forget about alphabetizing the rest of the archives. If you needed something, it required a patient temper, a few hours’ time, and a bit of luck. I could spare the time, but I wasn’t often blessed with patience and luck.

      I started by perusing the textbooks for any mention of demons. Several titles caught my eye: The Basics of Demonology, Lesser Demons and Their Dimensions, and The Trouble with Demon Lovers all sounded like decent places to start, though I hoped Pilar had not engaged in any demon-loving activity.

      I brought a pile of twenty or so books to the desk and began going through them. I searched the table of contents for any mention of making deals with demons. Each time I came across an entry, it featured the same species of deal-making demon:

      Daemonium multum is a breed of lesser demon that often dwells in dark, damp places such as caves, coves, or grottos. This particular demon is named for its habit of luring humans into its home and offering them a deal in exchange for a piece of the human’s soul. They are shade-dwellers who fear the sun and do not often venture from their comfort zone, preferring to guide victims to them by imitating a human’s cry for help.

      After the tenth book with similar information, I tossed aside the thick volume in frustration. According to Pilar’s personal account, we weren’t dealing with a multum. For one, Pilar’s demon was a shapeshifter and didn’t have any problem with coming out of its supposed cave to track Pilar down. I abandoned the books on the desk and returned to the shelves. As I let my fingers tickle the spines of the books, I relied on instinct to guide me.

      I hesitated at a book titled Devastating Magical Choices that Changed the World. I pulled it off the shelf, flipped open the cover, and scanned the table of contents. Chapter thirteen was called “The Wish Demon’s Revenge for an Unpaid Debt.” Hurriedly, I flipped to the corresponding page number.

      But the entire chapter had been ripped out of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      To take a book or article from the archives, explicit consent from the coven leader was required, but I didn’t think Morgan would mind that I tucked Devastating Magical Choices under my shirt to keep it dry from the rain and left the library with it. There was only one way to find out who ripped the pages out of the chapter I needed.

      “Malia!” I called upon returning to the house. The eldest Summers sister had the ability to see any object’s past by touching it. The house, however, was quiet. “Hello! Anybody home? Morgan? Laurel?”

      Pilar emerged from the living room with a yawn and stretched her arms over her head. The right side of her face was imprinted with the pattern of a crocheted blanket. “They went out.”

      “Where?” I wormed the book out from underneath my shirt, ignoring Pilar’s confused glance at my bizarre behavior. “To Vinnie’s?”

      “No, I believe I heard them say they would be out securing the perimeter.” She shrugged. “Whatever that means.”

      “Ugh.” Securing the perimeter meant all four sisters were patrolling the outskirts of Yew Hollow for signs of danger. With the protection spells weakened and news of a demon in the area, Morgan was on high alert. “Okay, thanks.”

      “Wait.” Pilar stopped me as I turned to leave. “Did you find anything? Is there hope? I’m not going to have to stay here forever, right?”

      I lifted the heavy, leather-bound book to show her the title. “There’s a chapter about a wish demon in here, but someone’s ripped out all the pages. If I can locate the pages, I might have more information on the demon you spoke to.”

      “I don’t know anyone who would do damage to a piece of literature like that,” Pilar said.

      “I wasn’t asking,” I replied. “Mortals can’t enter the archives. Whoever it was had to be a witch, most likely one of our own coven members. Malia should be able to tell me who did it.”

      “Does it matter?” Pilar tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “You just need the information, right?”

      I cast a protective shield over the book so I wouldn’t have to keep running around with it under my shirt then zipped up my rain jacket. “It’s against our rules to tear pages out of a book from the archives. There’s a lot of questionable and dangerous information down there. It’s supposed to stay in the library for a reason. Morgan will want to discipline whoever did this.”

      Pilar fanned herself with her hand, though it wasn’t particularly humid or warm inside the house. “Witches have a lot more rules than I would have imagined.”

      I put up my hood and prepared to return to the rain. “You’ve only met the Summerses. Other covens do things differently, but if you want to keep making Yew Hollow a better place, it would do you good to familiarize yourself with the way we do things.”

      

      With the help of a quick location spell, I found Morgan and her sisters on the edge of town closest to the mountains. As they clambered over rocks and creeks with a giant, magical umbrella over their heads to keep them dry from the rain, they cast miniature protection spells every fifty feet or so. Each time they erected a new one, four strings of light—one for each witch’s distinct aura—traveled across the dirt to connect with the previous spell they’d laid. Once intertwined, the light path faded so mortals would be none the wiser to the protective border.

      “This seems tedious,” I commented from behind the witch sisters. “Is this what you used to do before Cassandra became one with the yew tree?”

      “Mom would do it with the other elder witches,” Morgan said. “You weren’t allowed to do it until a certain age. Traditionally, the oldest witches were charged with the protection of the younger ones. Did you find anything useful in the archives?”

      I unearthed Devastating Magical Choices from underneath my shirt. Upon seeing it, Laurel let out a sharp gasp.

      “You’re not supposed to take things from the archives!” she scolded. “It’s getting wet!”

      I waved my hand over the book so my aura shimmered. “It’s fine. I cast a protection spell on it. Plus, I’m not the first person to take this book out of the archives. Look.” I flipped the book open to display the hunk of pages torn from the spine. “Any idea who might have done this?”

      Karma shook her head. “Disrespectful, man.”

      Laurel let out a second gasp and placed her hand over her heart. “Oh, no. I’ll never hear the end of this from the trees. We can’t justify destroying their hard work.”

      Morgan gestured for the book. When I handed it over, she examined the missing pages. “These tears are all exactly the same, like someone used a spell to pull them cleanly.”

      “Like we wouldn’t notice?” I asked wryly. “I was hoping Malia might be able to tell me who did it. The missing chapter is about a wish demon. It’s my only lead.”

      “Give it here,” Malia said, opening her palms for Morgan to lay the book upon. “Let’s see what I can find.”

      Malia’s violet magic wrapped around the book as she closed her eyes to focus. Her ability always floored me. If I saw the complete history of every object I laid my hands on, I’d go nuts from information overload. Malia’s capacity to control and process the amount of data she picked up every day was inspirational. When I was younger, I drew from Malia’s sense of stillness to quiet the voices in my own head.

      The violet lights began to take shape as Malia delved into the book’s past. It wasn’t a particularly popular textbook, so at first, we could only see the same dark shelf it had been sitting on for years. Then the lights shifted again, spreading from the ground upward and shooting branches outward to sketch the outline of a human figure. As it solidified and the face became recognizable, all four Summers sisters groaned.

      “Oh, no,” Malia said.

      “Oomph, good luck,” Karma added sarcastically.

      Laurel patted my shoulder with affection. “Just remember, Gwen. No matter what happens with the ritual, we love you.”

      I shrugged Lauren’s hand away and stepped out of the sisters’ circle to get a better look at the magical hologram of the woman. “Why are you all being weird? Who is she?”

      As we watched, the woman pulled Devastating Magical Choices off the shelf, checked the table of contents for the chapters she needed, then used a perforation spell—as Morgan guessed—to take the pages from the book. A sneer caught Morgan’s lip, pulling one side up like the jowls of a rabid dog.

      “Zenon,” Morgan said. “Zeus’s daughter.”

      “Did I hear you correctly? She’s whose daughter?”

      “It’s a hunch,” Karma answered for Morgan. “Zenon’s mother, Edel, had a thing for Greek mythology. She read every version of every story she could find. She talked nonstop about the gods and goddesses, and how she believed all witches were actually descendants of her favorite goddesses.”

      “Is she right?” I asked. “I mean, we don’t know anything about the ancient powers. We didn’t know it wasn’t ours until the yew tree burned.”

      “She could be right,” Morgan said. “In the otherworld, Dorothy Summers told me all the legends were true.”

      Karma waved Morgan to be quiet, eager to get on with the gossip. “Anyway, Edel left the coven for a while—”

      “Really?” I interrupted. “I thought Morgan was the first—”

      “I’m trying to tell a story!”

      “Sorry. Go on.”

      Karma gathered herself and continued. “For months, Edel kept going on about her own odyssey. She withdrew from the coven. Stopped going to parties and festivals. Then she disappeared one night.”

      My eyes widened of their own accord. “Then what happened?”

      “She came back later with three-month-old Zenon about a year later,” Karma said. “Never said a word about her supposed odyssey. Then the baby had lightning powers—”

      “And everybody figured out what happened,” Morgan finished hastily. “Can we move this along? Let’s not give Zenon any more reason to brag about herself. She’s insufferable enough as it is.”

      I studied Morgan’s annoyed expression. “Who’s going to tell me what Morgan’s history with Zenon is like?”

      Morgan’s sisters immediately burst into laughter, from Laurel’s stifled giggles to Karma’s all-out, unbridled guffaw. Morgan crossed her arms and turned away.

      “Morgan was the most troublesome of the four of us when we were children,” Malia explained. “She drove away countless babysitters. It got to a point where most of the coven refused to watch Morgan unless my mother offered a special spell in return. Zenon, on the other hand—”

      “Enjoyed abusing children,” Morgan huffed.

      “—used her lightning abilities to keep Morgan in line,” Malia finished, struggling not to join Karma and Laurel as they sniggered. “If Zenon was babysitting, you were bound to see Morgan get her butt zapped.”

      Laurel and Karma cracked up again. This time, Laurel joined in on Karma’s howls of laughter. Morgan smacked both of them with the back of her hand, but that only made them cackle harder.

      “I am emotionally and mentally scarred from those experiences,” Morgan claimed. “Zenon is a sadist. And a narcissist.”

      I examined the image of Zenon that Malia had crafted. “Why don’t I recognize her? I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before.”

      “You probably have,” Laurel said. “But not in human form.”

      “She’s a shapeshifter too,” Karma added. “She can change into a swan, an eagle, or a bull. Rare for witches to have two abilities, but I supposed if you’re the child of the most powerful Greek god—”

      “Where does she live?” I asked.

      “In the forest.” Morgan jerked her head toward the trees. “No one knows quite where, but Alberta’s run into her a couple of times. They must be close to each other.”

      I closed the book, and Zenon’s image disappeared with a snap. “I guess I’m heading to Alberta’s again. Thanks, ladies. I couldn’t do this without you. Let me know if you need help with the protection spells later.”

      “Oh, Gwen.” Morgan grinned sympathetically. “You’ll soon have your hands too full to help with any spell other than the ones needed to combat Zenon’s ego.”

      Karma clapped her hand over Morgan’s mouth. “Don’t listen to her. Play up to Zenon’s hubris. You won’t get anywhere acting unimpressed by her.”

      

      Alberta’s cabin was dark and empty. For once, there were no potions boiling on the stove, though I imagined the fridge was stocked full of finished ones. After the second time I knocked, the unwelcome mat opened up and attempted to swallow me. I leapt out of the way just in time. The mat closed with a loud “humph!”

      “Oh, sorry,” I snapped at it. “I guess I should have let you eat me.”

      The mat grumbled, and I let out an annoyed breath. I crafted a quick message spell. It worked a bit like email. Your message was preserved like a voice recording, and once you released it, it floated to the person it was intended for. We didn’t use them much in Yew Hollow because there was no way to detain a message spell. If a witch happened to be in the middle of the market and she received a message spell, the spell would repeat itself in front of everyone, mortals and magical beings alike.

      “Alberta, I’ve got a lead on my self task, but I need you to help find me the witch called Zenon,” I said. “Find me as soon as you get this.”

      I completed the spell, enclosing the message in a tiny ball of green light. I sent it off with a quick flick of my fingers, and it bounced off between the trees. I sat down to wait.

      A few minutes later, a ball of orange light returned to me. It alighted on my shoulder next to my ear and split open like Pac-Man. Alberta’s voice emanated from it.

      “Northeast of my house,” she whispered. Perhaps she had been in public when she received the message, for which I immediately felt guilty. “You’ll find a dark cave and a wild boar. Take the bow and arrow. She often needs persuading.”

      The ball of orange light popped like a bubble and disappeared.

      “What on earth—?” I pushed on my ears, wondering if I’d heard Alberta’s message correctly. “What bow and arrow?”

      A burst of orange magic momentarily blinded me as the unwelcome mat opened again with a loud vomiting sound. It retched like a cat until the weapon in question came flying out of the darkness within. The bow and arrow landed at my feet. The unwelcome mat coughed and sealed itself.

      I picked up the bow. It was not one of the modern weapons you might see in a sporting goods store. Instead, it was made of polished wood and animal hide, more suited for a noble prince as he rode with his hunting party and hounds. I had never take an archery lesson in my life, but I lifted the bow to where I thought it was meant to be held and experimentally pulled on the string. It took way more muscle than I expected.

      The arrows, like the bow, were made of natural products. The heads were crafted from carved stone. I nocked one and drew the string. My arms trembled as I closed one eye and took aim at a knob on a tree about fifty feet away. I released the string.

      The arrow flew wide of my target. I rolled my eyes and lowered the bow. “Thanks a lot, Alberta. I’m sure this will keep me safe.”

      For good measure, I looped the quiver of arrows over my back and hooked the bow over it. Though I had no hope of using it correctly, I wasn’t dumb enough to risk leaving it behind. I cast a compass spell, found northeast, and headed deeper into the forest.

      Northeast, it turned out, meant upward. My thighs burned as the slope of the land steepened and the trees grew thicker. I fought my way through the foliage, often climbing the trees to get higher up. On the upside, the canopy was so thick that barely any rain dripped through. A drop found the top of my head here and there, but I stayed dry for the most part.

      When I was dripping with sweat and all of my core muscles shook with the effort of such a hike, I finally came upon a flat plateau. I dropped to all fours and gasped for breath. The bow knocked me on the back of the head.

      “Ow!”

      I cast the bow aside and rubbed the bump. With a quick healing spell, I stopped the bruise from swelling, but when I tried another spell to draw drinking water from the ground, I could barely produce a handful. The intense hike had taken too much of my energy. I leaned against a tree trunk, stretched out my legs, and waited for my heart rate to level out. With a few minutes’ rest, I could call on my craft again. Unfortunately, I was not permitted those few minutes.

      A monstrous roar echoed through the clearing. I grabbed the bow and stumbled to my feet. As I clumsily loaded an arrow, something huge emerged from the shadows. I’d somehow missed the entrance to the cave, right across from where I’d been sitting.

      An enormous boar emerged into a ray of light that managed to penetrate the thick trees. My jaw dropped. I’d never seen an animal as large as this one. It easily matched my height and weighed ten times more, but the most frightening aspect of the boar were its razor-sharp tusks. As it huffed and pawed the ground, I couldn’t take my eyes off its natural weapons.

      “I’m looking for Zenon, the daughter of Zeus,” I announced to the animal, unaware if it would understand me. An animal that massive was definitely enhanced by magic. There was a chance it spoke English. “I mean you no harm.”

      The boar charged. I screamed and dodged out of the way. Apparently, the boar did not understand English. Unable to change its direction as quickly as I could, it rammed its tusks into the tree I’d so recently been sitting against. It shook its head, flinging loose bark, and turned around to face me again.

      “Please!” I shouted, brandishing the bow. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The boar charged again. I dove out of the way and rolled to my feet, all with the bow in my grasp. As the boar righted itself, I let an arrow fly. It lit up with Alberta’s orange arrow and embedded itself in the boar’s right flank.

      “Of course they’re enchanted,” I muttered.

      The boar roared in pain. It sprinted toward me again. This time, I couldn’t get out of the way in time. I turned sideways and slipped between the boa’rs tusks. Though I didn’t get speared through the abdomen, the boar’s enormous skull pounded against my rib cage and knocked the breath out of me. I fell to the ground between the boar’s front legs.

      With clenched teeth, I raised the bow and drew another arrow. The point of the arrow rested right against the boar’s heart. It froze when it felt it there.

      “I don’t want to do it,” I said. “Please don’t make me fire.”

      The boar drew away, tilting its head to the side to get a better look at me. With one enormous hoof, it pawed at my shoulder. My aura flared in reaction, and the boar backed up. Purple fire sprung out of nowhere and licked the boar’s hooves. It climbed up the animal’s body, spreading like wildfire through its fur until it was entirely engulfed. I shielded my eyes against the glare but watched as the boar changed shape. When the purple fire faded, a woman stood in the boar’s place.

      She was easily six feet tall and as muscularly built as the animal before her. Her long, platinum-blonde hair swung all the way down to her waist. She wore a crown of golden leaves on her head and a long white robe that collected twigs and dirt in its long hem. She spun around to examine her human self, and when she was satisfied, she reached up to the sky and drew a bolt of lightning to the ground. It struck near my feet with a thunderous boom.

      “You have called upon the daughter of Zeus,” Zenon announced, holding the lightning bolt in her hand like an ancient staff. “Pray tell, what is your dilemma?”

      “I come for your wisdom, Zenon.” Personally, I found Zenon’s presentation to be a little much, but I stuck to Karma’s advice. “I require knowledge only you possess.”

      “Of the Greek gods?”

      “Of a book.” I shakily clambered to my feet. “Devastating Magical Choices that Changed the World. Does that sound familiar?”

      “I know nothing of this book,” Zenon boomed. “Take your quest elsewhere.”

      She glimmered with purple fire again, but I threw myself at her feet and grabbed hold of her long robes. “Please, daughter of Zeus. I’m but a lowly witch in dire need of your guidance. If you could take pity upon—ugh, screw it. I can’t do this.” I rolled back my groveling act and stood up straight to face Zenon. “I know it was you that pulled the pages out of the book. Malia saw you do it.”

      Zenon held on to her godly composure for a few seconds. Then she broke down with a sneer. “That little gremlin. Doesn’t she mind her own business?”

      “I asked her to show me,” I told Zenon. “So what gives? Why did you tear out all the information on that wish demon? What did the pages say?”

      Zenon’s lightning bolt flashed as she slammed the end of it into the ground. I didn’t flinch.

      “That’s not gonna work on me,” I told her. “Thunderstorms were one of my favorite things as a child. They don’t scare me. Morgan Summers, however, scares the crap out of me, and I know she’s chomping at the bit to get a little vengeance from all the times you zapped her with your ability.”

      Zenon’s impervious expression dropped into annoyance. “I can still zap Morgan Summers if I wanted to.”

      “You could,” I said. “At your own risk. Now that she’s coven leader, it’s not the same game it used to be, right?”

      Zenon threw the lightning bolt straight into the air. With a purple flash, it vanished. “Fine. I stole the pages from the book. What now? Did Morgan send you to smack the back of my hand and tell me I’m a bad witch?”

      “No.” I blinked to get rid of the floaters Zenon’s bright magic had caused in my vision. “I’m here because you summoned the wish demon and sent it to Pilar Mendez, the mortal mayor of Yew Hollow.”

      Zenon chuckled and clicked her tongue. “Is that what she told you? Silly humans. They can never quite own up to their bad deeds.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I never summoned the wish demon,” Zenon informed me. “That particular demon can only be summoned by mortals.”

      “But you must have given her the information.”

      “Oh, yes,” Zenon admitted freely. “I did indeed.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “What the hell, Zenon? Why would you do that?”

      The lithe woman shrugged and shook the dirt from the end of her robe. “She asked for a miracle, and I gave her one. It’s my familial duty.”

      “Are you really Zeus’s daughter?” I demanded. “Or did you make that up to gain respect you should have earned?”

      Zenon’s eyes flashed white, as if lightning lived in her retinas. “Do not question my parentage, little one, or you will be sorry.”

      “Tell me what you did to Pilar.”

      Her eyes returned to their normal gray color. “Pilar sought me out. I have no idea how she heard of me, though from the moment I met her, she seemed to have a magical instinct to her. My guess is she’s a dud.”

      “Dud” was a rude term for a woman who had been born into a coven but developed no magical powers. In witch culture, giving birth to a baby girl without the craft was considered a curse. The child was usually handed over to a non-magic family to be raised as a mortal instead. Though these women couldn’t perform magic, they often had the ability to sense magic around them.

      “Anyway, she asked me for a way to conquer Yew Hollow,” Zenon went on. “I saw no reason to decline her plea. The information in those pages afforded Pilar with what she needed to accomplish her task.”

      “You unleashed a demon,” I reminded her. “One that requires payment. It’s already started wrecking Yew Hollow to get to Pilar. How do we get rid of it?”

      Zenon examined her nails, painted matte white. “I haven’t the faintest idea. I didn’t read the pages. You’ll have to get them from Pilar.”

      “Pilar has them?”

      “Of course,” she replied. “Do you think I’d keep the evidence of a crime?”

      “I have no idea what you’d do,” I grumbled. “You can’t help me at all, can you?”

      She swept her long hair over one shoulder, wafting the scent of vanilla across the clearing. “I can help you, little one. For a price.”

      “How about you help me for free considering the entire town is at stake now?”

      “Nothing’s free,” Zenon said. “Or haven’t you learned that already?”

      “You can sever the bond between Pilar and the demon,” I shot back. “The magic has to come from somewhere, and you were the one to give Pilar the summoning ritual. I bet anything she used your craft to do it.”

      Zenon pointedly look away from me.

      “Sever the bond,” I ordered.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, little one,” Zenon said. “You see, if Pilar can’t defeat the wish demon on her own, Yew Hollow will go back to being the horrid dump it was before she became mayor.”

      “Yew Hollow was not a dump.”

      “I guess you weren’t looking close enough. Now, leave this place and only return if you are invited. Don’t hold your breath though.”

      “I won’t—”

      Zenon grew in size, lengthening until her head was level with the tops of the trees. She spread her arms to either side, and the sky filled with storm clouds once more. I ran from the clearing as the sky opened up.

      Lightning bolts landed in each one of my footsteps.
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      “You lied to me.”

      An hour later, I was drenched and scorched from the storm Zenon had conjured as I’d made my way down the mountain. Now, I stood in Morgan’s living room, at risk of earning Morgan’s wrath when she saw how much mud and rain I’d dripped onto the carpet.

      Pilar clutched the couch cushions with white knuckles. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      I tossed Devastating Magical Choice into her lap. “I showed you the book and the missing pages. You could have saved me a whole lot of trouble if you’d told me you had the pages with you.”

      Pilar’s eyes widened. “The goddess told me not to reveal her participation in this. She claimed the miracle wouldn’t hold if—”

      “Zenon isn’t a goddess,” I said shortly. “She’s a witch with a goddess complex. It’s different, and it’s relatively common among us. You can go a little crazy if you don’t check your power. Give me the pages.”

      Pilar settled firmly against the couch, pressing her right hip into the armrest. “I don’t have them anymore. I burned them so no one else could summon the wish demon.”

      “Then why are you sitting on your back right pocket like your left butt cheek is on fire?”

      Pilar leveled out her seat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Just because you know brujería legends doesn’t mean you’re one of us,” I snapped. “This is what happens when mortals meddle with magic they don’t understand. You end up screwing everything up.”

      “My mother—”

      “Was a witch,” I said. “I know. But you aren’t. Zenon won’t call off the demon for you. If you want to keep your mayorship—and your pretty face—you have to defeat the demon yourself. I can’t help you do that until you give me the information I need.”

      Though it was against Morgan’s rules to call upon our craft in front of a mortal, I did so anyway. Pilar’s jeans flashed green, and she yelped as I used a stinging spell to make her stand up. Once she’d sprang up from the couch, I used a summoning spell to lure the torn pages out of her pocket. They zoomed across the room and landed in my hand while Pilar looked on in astonishment. I unfolded the pages and read aloud from the text:

      “The Wish Demon’s Revenge for an Unpaid Debt,” I began. “When Mount Vesuvius erupted in AD 79, burying Pompeii and other Roman cities, the survivors attributed the catastrophe to the will of God. However, the streghe—Italian witches of that era—feared a different reason for the destruction. Soon, word spread of a wish-granting demon that had come to Pompeii to feed. A villager took the demon up on its offer, wishing for riches and wealth. The demon granted these wishes, but three years later, when the demon came to collect, the villager was unable to provide what was promised. As retribution, the wish demon caused Mount Vesuvius to erupt. From this day forth, the elusive wish demon was known as Daemonium Vesuvio.”

      I glanced up at Pilar, who was hiding behind her hands. “Do you mean to tell me you called on the same damn demon that wiped out half of Italy?”

      “I didn’t know at first.”

      “You had these!” I angrily brandished the pages at her. “It’s on the very first page! How could you not know?”

      “I skipped straight to the how-to, all right?” Pilar shouted. “I was desperate for a solution. Can you blame me?”

      If I raged any longer, smoke would shoot out of my nostrils. “You should know better than to make deals with a demon. You could have at least told me the truth.”

      Pilar leveled her gaze at me. “You’re right. I should have. But I am ashamed of what I’ve done. If my mother—my birth mother—ever knew of this, she would surely have me cursed.”

      The regret and contrition in Pilar’s voice softened my anger. I plopped onto the couch and summoned a fresh batch of hot chocolate. A full pot appeared on the coffee table along with two mugs. I gestured for Pilar to sit down then poured each of us a cup.

      “So your mother—the one that’s here with you in Yew Hollow—she adopted you?” I asked.

      Pilar nodded and blew across the surface of her beverage. “In a manner of speaking. She wasn’t able to have a child of her own, though she wanted one terribly. My biological mother left me on her doorstep.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      Pilar lifted her shoulders. “It didn’t affect me at first. I grew up with two parents who loved me. I had no idea I was adopted until my mother told me out of necessity. It turned out I wasn’t American at all. If anyone found out, I would go to jail. I didn’t want to risk any of that, especially with my mother’s health at stake.”

      “How did you figure out your biological mother was a witch?” I asked.

      “I met her once,” Pilar said. “I didn’t know who she was at the time, but I felt an immediate connection between us. I think she wanted to check that I was okay. From then on, I could sense when a bruja was around. Over the years, I learned how to find them based on whatever instinct I carried with me. I suppose it worked. I ended up here, didn’t I? Yew Hollow has the largest collection of brujas I’ve ever seen.”

      “We’re unusual like that.” I added marshmallows to my drink and stirred until they melted into questionable, stringy fibers. “But our numbers won’t help you. You have to defeat the demon on your own. I might be able to help, but—”

      Pilar clutched my forearm. “Oh, please? I never meant anyone in Yew Hollow harm. All I wanted was to find a place I could call home.”

      “I’ll help,” I promised her. “I kinda have to. But before we go hunt down a demon, I have to pay a visit to someone.”

      

      Without Alberta’s help, it was almost impossible to find the wishing well on my own. I remembered the path, but no matter how many curtains of moss I pushed aside, the wishing well remained hidden. Thankfully, I’d made a pit stop at Alberta’s cabin after meeting with Pilar. Alberta wasn’t there, but after a complicated conversation with the unwelcome mat, I wormed my way inside and found a vial full of what appeared to be swamp water on a shelf in Alberta’s bathroom. It was labeled “WW.”

      When I popped off the cork, the same mildewy smell emanated from the bottle. Unsure what to do with the potion, I dipped the tip of my finger into the vial and placed a dot of the contents in the middle of my forehead, right where my third eye would be. My perception sharpened, as did my vision and hearing. Suddenly, I had the keen eyes of a hunting hawk. I could see each vein in the leaves, sense the mice in the bushes, and hone in on every gnat that buzzed through the vicinity.

      With my newly-polished senses, the woods became a different place. Before, I couldn’t hear the whisper of rippling water nearby. Now, I trotted toward it, slipped through yet another curtain of moss, and found myself at the wishing well.

      At night, the wishing well reflected the silver light of the moon. During the day, its impenetrable surface glowed with the golden beams of the sun. This time, I carefully shed my clothes, folded them, and placed the pile far enough from the well so that I could retrieve them later. Then, I dipped my toe into the golden water.

      I waded in up to my waist, trailing my fingers across the surface of the strange pond. If I was being honest with myself, I wasn’t ready for what I was about to do. My fingers trembled with the mere thought of submerging myself in these waters again. Without Alberta at my side, would Eudora respect my presence here? But it was Alberta herself who encouraged me over and over again to do things on my own, so with a deep breath, I dove beneath the surface.

      Like before, the unseen current took control of my movements. I let it sweep me to deeper and darker water, where the surface was no longer visible. This time, some of the creatures who lived in the wishing well made themselves known, no doubt reacting to the potion I’d daubed on my forehead beforehand. Some of them were cute, like the porpoise-like animal with two sets of inquisitive eyes. Some were threatening, like the fish that appeared to be made of glassy spines. Worst of all, some were downright terrifying. When I glanced into the darkness of an underwater cave, I wished I hadn’t. Staring back at me was a pale human face with red eyes. It did not blink. I looked away, chills running down my spine.

      In the murkiest part of the well, I questioned my choice to return here. I took three strokes toward the surface—or at least in an upward direction—but cold fingers closed around my ankle and yanked me down. Pale, clammy hands encircled my calves and thighs. I screamed, kicking viciously, but the creatures of the well would not let go.

      Golden light exploded through the darkness. It blasted the creatures away from my body and through the water. They floated passively, as if the light had stunned them, then shook themselves awake and swam away. I caught a glimpse of their back legs: half-feet, half-fin. If they had been human once, they certainly weren’t anymore.

      I shielded my eyes from the golden light until it subsided to a regulated glow and Eudora emerged from its center.

      “Moon child,” she said, her eyebrows lifting in surprise. “I thought I left instructions for you to proceed to the self task on your own.”

      “You did,” I said. “I started the self task. The mayor of Yew Hollow made a deal with a wish demon three years ago. If I don’t help her defeat it, Yew Hollow might end up covered in lava and ash.”

      Eudora rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Foolish mortals. Wives’ tales aren’t all fun and games, you know. You’d think they’d have learned their lesson by now.”

      “Pilar was desperate,” I replied. “She did it because she was scared.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      Eudora regarded me with a keen, golden eyes. “Why have you done all the things that led you to this moment?”

      I forgot to brace myself against the invisible tide. It washed over me and yanked me away from Eurdora’s light. She beckoned me toward her, and the tide changed its mind to fit her whim. I rushed toward Eudora at lightning speed and halted right in front of her. At this distance, her eyes weren’t pretty, just creepy.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, trembling.

      Eudora waved her hand through the water and crafted a living painting in hues of gold. The painting featured flash frames of me throughout the years: my birth, my first steps, a loose tooth, et cetera. As I grew into a teenager, I became surly. Every frame featured crossed arms and a scowl to match.

      “Not a happy kid, were you?” Eudora asked gently.

      The painting showed me red-faced and screaming as a team of doctors and nurses shoved my arms into a straightjacket. There were claw marks all down my face. I looked away.

      “What happened to you?” Eudora whispered.

      “I tried scratching my eyes out,” I told her. “Because dead people kept asking me to save them, and none of the adults in my life believed me. My foster parents had me committed after that.”

      The painting changed. Two unconscious bodies on the floor. The last set of foster parents I’d ever had before I made a run from the state.

      Eudora examined the painting. “Did you kill them?”

      “No,” I replied sharply. “I hit one and knocked the other out with a spell. I didn’t know I was a witch at the time.”

      “Did you hate them that much?”

      “They hurt me,” I said. “They had eight foster kids and treated every one of them like crap. I don’t regret what I did. It brought the abuse to the state’s attention and those kids were rehomed.”

      “What about yourself?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the underwater painting showed me vaulting over a white picket fence in a suburban neighborhood covered in blood. “I ran. I was homeless for a while. Then I found out about Morgan and headed to Yew Hollow. It was the first time I dared myself to hope. Please get rid of that thing.”

      Eudora swept her hand across the moving painting, but it didn’t disappear. It showed a modern version of myself, laughing and smiling with Morgan and her sisters on the back porch of the Summers house while a witch party raged on in the background.

      “You’ve come here looking for help on your self task,” Eudora said, “but I’m afraid you won’t progress until you grasp the point of this challenge. It is not about the wish demon, or Pilar Mendez, or the fate of Yew Hollow. It is, indeed, about you.”

      “You won’t help me?”

      “I am helping you,” Eudora claimed. Once more, she changed the painting. It showed a middle-aged version of myself, sitting among the elderly Summers sisters. A complete family. “This is the future you want, no? A place among the sisters?”

      “Yes. More than anything.”

      Eudora made the painting vanish and took my face between her golden palms. Strength and warmth flowed through me. “Then you go out there and fight for it, moon child.”

      

      Unlike last time, I was able to swim out of the wishing well before I passed out. I kept my eyes on the space above me, forcing the creatures out to my periphery. Once or twice, something reached out to touch me, a curious poke as if to see what I was made of. I ignored the shivers radiating up and down the spine and kept swimming. Eventually, the sun sparkled on the surface, and I burst through the golden water with a gasping breath.

      I waded to shore, used a spell to dry myself off, and put my clothes back on. When I checked my watch, only twenty minutes had passed. Eudora had given me what I needed and sent me on my way. The problem was that I wasn’t quite sure what she had given me. I called Morgan.

      “What’s up, Gwen?” Morgan’s voice was muffled when she answered, like she had her smartphone pressed between her face and shoulder to keep her hands free. “We’re kind of in a rush here.”

      “I saw Eudora again. She showed me—”

      “You went back to the wishing well? Did you find Alberta?”

      “No, I went alone—”

      Morgan let out a gasp. “By yourself? Gwen, what did I tell you? Those wells are dangerous.”

      “I’m fine. Can I please speak?”

      She clicked her tongue. “Okay. What do you need?”

      I recounted the conversation between me and Eudora for Morgan. “She said Pilar and the wish demon don’t matter. Does that mean I’m not supposed to help Pilar?”

      “No,” Morgan said. “It means the exact opposite. You misunderstood the kelpie.”

      I flipped my damp hair out of my face and left the wishing well through the moss curtains. The perception potion had worn off, and the woods were less easily traversed now. “I’m getting tired of all this riddle talk.”

      “You have to help Pilar,” Morgan explained. “The two of you are connected for a reason. Something about Pilar is a reflection of something about you. Figure out what it is. I gotta go, kiddo. Karma has to pee, and we’re miles from town.”

      The phone clicked as Morgan hung up.

      

      When I arrived at the Summers house, Pilar was not in the living room. I checked the kitchen, dining room, and even Morgan’s office, but there was no sign of her. My heart rate kicked into high gear.

      “Pilar?” I called. “It’s Gwen. Are you here?”

      “Coming!”

      My pulse slowed at the sound of her voice and the footsteps on the creaky stairs. She emerged from the second floor of the house, her head bowed in guilt.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “I couldn’t help but look around while everyone was out. I’ve never been in a witch’s house before. Don’t worry, I didn’t touch anything.”

      “That’s for the best,” I told her. “The sisters keep some interesting objects in their rooms.”

      Pilar widened her eyes, as if she knew exactly what I was talking about but feared to mention the “interesting” items in question. “Is everything okay? Did you visit your sorceress friend?”

      “She’s definitely not a sorceress,” I said, “but she did give me some advice that I needed to hear. Would you like something to eat? I’m starving.”

      With the help of a couple quick spells, I pulled together a grilled chicken salad with homemade dressing and a fresh loaf of crusty bread. We ate on the back porch, which I’d checked to make sure was included in the Summers sanctuary spell before letting Pilar outside. The breeze ruffled the napkins as we enjoyed the salads and the weather.

      “This is beautiful,” Pilar sighed, gazing across the fields of wildflowers. “I can understand why your family has stayed here for so long. It must have been lovely to grow up here. Was it?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” I tossed a grape tomato toward the bushes. A sprite flew out of the shrubs, caught the grape, and disappeared. Pilar missed it. “I didn’t grow up here.”

      “Oh, you aren’t—”

      “Related to the Summers? Nope.” I filled Pilar in on the story of how I’d come to Yew Hollow, though I left out the unsavory details of what had happened to my foster parents. “Basically, Morgan adopted me, but the coven doesn’t see it that way.”

      “But you saved them all,” Pilar argued. “They owe you.”

      “According to witch tradition, they don’t owe me anything,” I told her. “Blood is everything to the Summers. If you aren’t a descendant of an original, you’re not as important. That’s just how it is here.”

      Pilar blew air through her lips like a horse. “I don’t believe that. I believe you should be able to choose your family, regardless of whether or not you share genetics. I love my mother more than anything in the world. If she didn’t raise me, I have no idea what kind of woman I would be.”

      “You never feel like you belong with your bio mother?” I asked. “Like your connection to the craft alienates you from normal people?”

      “I am a normal person,” Pilar answered. “I’m mortal, not a bruja. Several years ago, I wasn’t okay with that, but I am now. My bio mother gave me up because tradition told her to be ashamed of me. My mother loved me in spite of my strange connection to witchcraft. Do you understand the distinction?”

      I mulled it over while sipping on lemonade. The tartness stung my tongue in a pleasant way that wakened my mind. “I think I get it. Morgan has been more of a mother and a sister to me than anyone else in my life. I don’t care that I’m not related to her.”

      Pilar twirled a fork full of lettuce but didn’t eat it. “I made a mistake when I decided to deal with the wish demon. I wanted to change my past. I thought if I was a different person, my future would shine more brightly. Now, I realize I wouldn’t be the person I am today without all the things that happened to me in my past.”

      I traced the scars that ran up and down my wrists. I used to hate them, covering them with long sleeves even in the middle of summer. But the more time I spent with Morgan, the less I cared about showing my scars. Morgan knew about them, but she didn’t judge me for them. None of the witches did, not even the ones who thought I didn’t belong in the coven.

      “You have a point,” I murmured to Pilar.

      She patted my arm. Like Morgan, she didn’t balk or flinch at the marks on my skin. “Morgan and her sisters care deeply for you. You’re a part of this family regardless of whether or not the other witches agree. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Remember the town meeting right before the spring festival? You had at least five little kids with you. The Summers trusted you to keep their children safe. That is the biggest compliment you could ask for. Don’t change who you are to please people who don’t believe in you, and don’t think your past defines you either. This is where you belong, but you have to stop doubting yourself and own it.”

      A shower of gold and orange sparks rained from the porch ceiling. Pilar yelped and pushed herself out from under the storm, but the sparks turned into glittery confetti and landed harmlessly on the table and in our food. Pilar placed a hand over her chest, breathing loudly.

      “My goodness, what was that?” she demanded.

      I grinned and swept a handful of confetti off the table. “That was a congratulations for the epiphany you just gave me. My fatal flaw” —I braced myself with a deep breath— “is the shame I carry about my past. You’re right. I never let myself believe that I could be a true part of this family.”

      Now that the confetti had been deemed safe, Pilar scootched her chair closer to the table to finish off what was left of her salad. “How do you plan on fixing it?”

      “I think I want to find an adoption ritual,” I said, ruminating on the idea. “There’s gotta be one out there somewhere. If I finish the coming of age ritual, I could ask Morgan to bind me to the coven permanently.”

      Pilar shook confetti off a piece of lettuce. “I’m not sure I understood half of that, but I’m proud of you for living your truth. However, not to shift the focus to me, but I believe we’re still in flux regarding the wish demon. If Zenon will not severe the bond between me and the demon, how are we supposed to defeat it?”

      “You have to fight it,” I informed her. At her horrified expression, I added, “Demons are dangerous, but a lot of times, they’re too dumb to cover all the loopholes in the dark magic they use. All you have to do is find the wish demon’s weak spot and exploit it.”

      “I don’t know anything about demons,” Pilar said. “When it came to me, it didn’t even show its face. How am I supposed to know what to look for? Why are you throwing tomatoes?”

      I chucked yet another one into the bushes. “Because I don’t like them, but the sprites do.”

      Pilar looked over her shoulder in time to see the tiny fairy being snatch the tomato out of the air, giggle, and disappear beneath the leaves. Pilar’s mouth dropped open.

      “I must be losing my mind,” she said.

      “You’re not,” I assured her. “That’s the thing about the craft. It’s literally all around you. The demon, those sprites, our coven. Whether they know it or not, mortals are surrounded by ancient power. You just have to be strong enough to wield it.”

      Pilar shuffled excitedly in her seat. “Are you saying I could be a bruja?”

      “Not quite,” I said apologetically. “People who meddle with magic too much end up warping the ancient power. Then it turns dark, along with the person who crafted it. Believe me, you don’t want that.”

      “I used a ritual to call the demon.” Pilar’s voice shook through the admission of guilt. “Does that mean I’ll turn dark?”

      “Probably not,” I answered. “That ritual was made for humans. Most likely, it drew on the earth as a source of power, and you’ll probably have to do it again to fend off the wish demon. Think you can handle it?”

      Pilar hiked her shoulder back and threw her last tomato as far as she could. It soared across the backyard until three different colored sprites leapt out of the wildflowers and each caught a piece of it. They bickered in high, incoherent voices over who it belonged to, tugging it to their chests. When Pilar laughed out loud, the pixies gasped and parted. The tomato dropped to the ground.

      “I can handle it,” Pilar declared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent the next several days confined to either the Summers house or the archives library. Now that Pilar was determined to put the wish demon to rest forever, we needed a plan to accomplish it. Unfortunately, it turned out that vanquishing a demon older than Pompeii wasn’t exactly a piece of cake. I combed the archives for any scrap of information, but the wish demon was as elusive as it was annoying.

      “Here’s something,” I said, pulling a handwritten note out of a textbook on demonology. Morgan had given me permission to check a certain number of volumes out of the archives so Pilar could help me look through them. Pilar wasn’t the most helpful for gathering information, particularly because she didn’t know about our culture, but she could find keywords faster than anyone I knew. While she skimmed, I paraphrased the passage out loud. “In 1956, a housewife named Lola Puller summoned a wish demon and bargained for respect in her marriage. The demon obliged by forcing the couple to divorce, but Lola claimed the demon did not fulfill its end of the deal. As such, the demon had no choice but to leave Lola unharmed.”

      “She found a loophole,” Pilar noted. “Like you said. That’s what we need to do.”

      “Hang on.” I squinted at the cramped notes in the margins of the textbook. “This says outsmarting the demon doesn’t stop it from moving on to its next victims.”

      “Are we trying to kill it?”

      “We’re trying to vanquish it,” I corrected her. “Demons can’t die. They’re not made of flesh and blood, but we can send them back to their own dimension in the otherworld.”

      “How do we know we’re dealing with the same demon from Vesuvius?” Pilar questioned. “And if we are, how are we supposed to defeat it? No one else has managed so far.”

      I went back to reading the passage on the1950 wish demon, checking for information I might have missed. At the bottom of the page, the notetaker had scrawled a terrifying note: If you pay the demon back, no harm shall come to you, but beware the white ghost of your soul. Beneath the warning, someone had drawn two oval dark spots, like black eyes watching from the page. In a frenzy, I opened a book I’d already skimmed.

      “What is it?” Pilar asked, sitting up straight to look at my desk. “Did you find something?”

      I held up a black and white picture. It depicted a man in a suit and tails, a top hat, and a cane lying in a puddle of his own blood on the curb of a London alleyway. On the inside of his wrist were two small black dots.

      “The demon’s mark,” I said. “It’s mentioned in almost every account of the wish demon. Do you have it?”

      “I would have noticed.” Pilar rolled up her right sleeve. Nothing. She rolled up her left sleeve and rotated her wrist for a better look. “I’ll be damned.”

      On the outside of her arm were a pair of black dots that could have passed for large freckles if they weren’t so bottomless in color.

      

      “There’s the answer to your question,” I said. “Demons that leave marks all have a distinctive signature. We’re looking for Vesuvio, for sure.”

      Pilar traced the marks. “Each one has a little divot in my skin. Gosh, they’re ugly. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.”

      “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “Chances are it’ll vanish if we get rid of the demon.”

      Pilar took the book I’d been studying and peered at the bottom of the page. “Beware the white ghost of your soul. What does that mean?”

      I chewed on my tongue, hesitant to answer.

      “Tell me, Gwen.”

      “If you uphold your end of the bargain,” I began, “it means you agreed to hand over a piece of your soul to the demon. The soul isn’t meant to be separated into segments. Once it’s ripped from you, you’ll be hard-pressed to find the person you were before you met the demon. People with a damaged soul lead half-lives full of emptiness and despair.”

      Pilar swallowed. “I suppose that was in the fine print I didn’t bother to read.”

      “Don’t feel too bad.” I sank into Morgan’s cushiony office chair and flipped the cover of yet another book. The aroma of lemons wafted over me from the pages. “It’s not like the wish demon would tell you something like that up front.”

      Silence fell as we returned to the task at hand. The clock ticked annoyingly in the corner. The sun arched from one end of the window to the other. Footsteps and creaky floorboards echoed overhead, while the Summers sisters hollered to each other about one town matter or another. With each passing day, the secrecy spell grew weaker, and the sisters had to work harder to conceal the magical accidents that occurred more and more often in town. Yesterday, Morgan had sent an emergency message to the coven members, urging them to keep their powers in check until we could rebuild the secrecy spell. Apparently, not everyone obliged. As Pilar and I studied in Morgan’s office, the coven leader and her closest confidantes left the house to deal with a misplaced spell that had caused it to rain ice cream in the town square.

      “I might have found something,” Pilar said a few hours later.

      I jolted out of my studying reverie and smacked my cheeks lightly to wake up. The moon was on its way up, the Summerses had returned from their excursion covered in mint chocolate chip, and the house smelled of Malia’s famous gazpacho and Laurel’s favorite sour cream and chive drop biscuits. My stomach rumbled as Pilar held up a large, leather-bound journal.

      “It’s a diary from a man named Darman,” she said.

      “A mortal?”

      Pilar nodded and pushed her square glasses up her nose. “He writes about following the demon from one town to the next in an attempt to warn people of dealing with it. Apparently, he first witnessed its effects on his sister, who wished the demon for a handsome man to marry.”

      I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “What happened to the sister?”

      Pilar cleared her throat and read from the text: “‘Would that I could change my sister’s pale visage and sickly pallor, but she suffers from an incurable condition. Her eyes are as vacant as a reflection of the moon, her speech slurred and unintelligible. Mama can no longer look at her, and there’s gossip of my sister’s transfer to Saint Michael’s for medical care. I fear it will do her no good. There is no treatment for a demon’s kiss.’”

      “Great,” I said sarcastically. “Did this guy ever prevent anyone from dealing with the demon? Did he figure out a way to save the ones who made wishes?”

      Pilar flipped through the pages until about midway through. Her shoulders fell. “No, the last entry is his suicide note. Looks like watching the demon ruin so many people was too much for him. ‘I regret my initial decision not to step in earlier. Had I questioned my sister’s hasty marriage, the beast might have been thwarted. Alas, the time has come for me to accept defeat. I cannot bear this mental anguish, and I long to join my sister in a place of peace.’”

      “So the sister died first,” I said, “and he killed himself out of guilt. We’re on a lovely journey, aren’t we?”

      Pilar wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know about you, but I refuse to leave this world without saying my piece. This man—Darman—followed the Vesuvio for years. There has to be something useful in here.” She buried her nose in the journal, starting from the very first page. My stomach growled so loudly that Pilar jerked her head toward the office door. “Go,” she instructed. “Take a break. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      With a relieved groan, I unfolded myself from Morgan’s chair and made a break from the office. We’d been shut in there for so long that it felt like weeks had passed. I followed my nose to the gazpacho and found the Summers sisters enjoying another balmy spring evening on the back porch.

      Morgan tossed me a biscuit. “Eat that. You look like you haven’t seen the sun in at least a week.”

      “I haven’t.” I caught the biscuit, took a bite, and let the moist, flaky taste temporarily melt away my worries. I propped my foot on the porch railing and stretched out my hamstring while I chewed. “This is awful. I don’t know how anyone got these stupid challenges done in time. If I read one more sentence about demons, my eyeballs are going to fall out.”

      “You can stew and preserve those, you know,” Karma said. She mimicked twisting the lid of a jar shut, complete with sound effects. “Then you can put them anywhere you want and see everything.” She opened her eyes wider than the whites by pulling on the skin around them with her fingers. “And I mean everything.”

      “You’re twisted,” I informed her, spraying biscuit crumbs across Karma’s lap. “What’s the deal with the town square? Does it look like candy land out there?”

      “I wish,” Laurel grumbled.

      I chuckled at Laurel’s dejection. It was hard to sweep the youngest sister out of her perpetual good mood. “Uh oh. What happened?”

      Malia smoothed Laurel’s wild hair. “She worked very hard to clean up all the ice cream, but the earth was not happy about all that dairy and sugar.”

      “Laurel fell out of a tree,” Karma announced with absolutely no tact whatsoever. “Actually, she was kicked out of the tree as she was trying to get ice cream out of its branches.”

      Laurel rammed her shoe into Karma’ chair, jostling the older sister from her seat. Karma held firm to the armrests as she snickered.

      “Everyone shut up,” Morgan said tiredly. “I’m beat, and I don’t want to relive every fiasco at the end of the day.”

      “Guess who did it though?” Karma asked me.

      “Karma…” Morgan warned.

      “Who?” I demanded.

      “Aunt Thelma,” Karma declared. She rolled her eyes in such a large arc that her entire head rolled too. “That woman is such a hypocrite. She acts all scandalized about Gwen joining the family, says it’s too risky to welcome an outsider, then pours ice cream all over the town square. If that’s not threatening our secrecy, I don’t know what is. Ow!”

      Morgan had kicked Karma under the table, but it was too late to shut Karma up now. Rage boiled in my chest, and the heat of it spread to my face.

      “You okay, Gwen?” Malia asked. “You just crushed that biscuit into crumbs.”

      I unfurled my fist and let the ruined biscuit drop to the ground. Karma shook her head and clicked her tongue.

      “Wasteful,” she commented.

      “Thelma is behind all this?” I demanded. “All the dumb pranks that are happening in town? She’s the person causing the messes you guys have been cleaning up all week?”

      Morgan refilled her glass of wine to the very top. “We’re not sure. We traced the ice cream spell, as well as a few others, back to her house, but she babysits a lot. It could have been one of the kids. This stuff happens all the time when the young ones are learning their craft. The secrecy spells keep the mortals from noticing, but since they’re down—”

      “They’re officially down?” I asked. “I thought they were weakened, not gone.”

      Morgan closed her eyes and took a long sip of wine before she replied. “That’s why I made the announcement yesterday to check your powers. The secrecy shields are, as you might say, offline. I tried putting some temporary ones in place, but they won’t hold. We need the yew tree.”

      “And the yew tree won’t comply until I finish my tasks,” I realized. “This is all my fault.”

      “It’s Thelma’s fault,” Karma corrected. “She’s the one who engineered this. She should be the one to clean up the mess. I hate that she’s smart enough to frame the kids for all these illegal spells. We should banish her.”

      “Calm down,” Malia said to her middle sister. “We’re not going to banish Thelma.”

      “Why not?” I grumbled.

      “Because she has a right to speak her mind and make her intentions known,” Morgan announced. “Even though her intentions suck. Excuse me. I’m exhausted.” She drained the rest of her wine in one gulp, pushed her chair away from the table, and cleared her plate with a snap. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, everyone.”

      Once Morgan had gone inside, I asked the rest of the group, “What’s going on with her? She’s never this agitated.”

      “She’s worried,” Laurel said. “I can feel it.”

      “About the secrecy spell?” I asked. “Yew Hollow knew about us before. If we cleared their heads once, we could do it again if we need to.”

      Karma propped her feet on Morgan’s empty chair. “Laurel didn’t mean she’s worried about the secrecy spell. She’s worried about you.”

      “Me?”

      Karma nodded and summoned a local beer from thin air. She popped the cap, took a swig, and offered the bottle to me. I shook my head. “You’re halfway to your deadline,” she reminded me. “In a week, you’ll turn twenty-seven, and if you haven’t completed the ritual by then, Morgan will be forced to banish you from the coven. It’s one of her worst nightmares.”

      “She’s right,” Malia said gravely. “I haven’t seen Morgan in a funk like this since she was a teenager. If you leave, Gwen, I’m not sure she’ll be able to handle this.”

      I sank into Morgan’s chair, leaving room for Karma’s feet. She offered me the beer again. This time, I took it and drank from it. It was a strong chocolate stout with a high enough alcohol content to make me cough and splutter.

      “Watch out,” Karma warned. “It’ll put hair on your chest.”

      I handed the bottle back to her. “Too little, too late. Should I go talk to Morgan?”

      Laurel handed me a napkin to wipe up the spilled beer. “Give her some time to process. The best thing you can do for her is focus on getting through your second task. Any luck with the wish demon so far?”

      As if on cue, Pilar burst from the kitchen with Darman’s diary in her grasp. In her haste, she bumped her hip into the table and sent a wave of gazpacho over the lip of the pot. “Oh, I’m so sorry! Gwenlyn, I think I found something.”

      Karma cast a quick spell, and the soup cleaned itself from the tablecloth and returned to the pot, as good as ever. “Share with the class, why don’t you, Mayor Mendez?”

      Pilar cleared her throat and opened the book to a page in the middle. “‘Upon observing the demon for countless hours, I’ve come to the conclusion that it cannot reside in its own form for any extended period of time. I have witnessed it jump from one unknowing soul to the next, and upon its exit, the victim is no more aware of the parasite than it was before. It must also be noted that the creature never resides in fellows of questionable, deceiving, or improper manners. The demon chooses a saintly individual to possess every time, implying it is not able to coexist with another mind so equally full of sin.’”

      I, along with the Summers sisters, stared at Pilar, but she didn’t bother to explain. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Pilar bounced excitedly on her toes. “Don’t you see? When the demon first attacked me, it possessed Daisy Dewey to do it. All we have to do is track down Daisy and perform this vanquishing ritual I found in Morgan’s desk drawer—”

      I snatched a folded piece of paper from Pilar’s fingers and smoothed it out. It featured handwritten instructions, an ingredient list, and a diagram that showed how to set up the ritual. I showed it to the sisters. “Have you guys ever seen this before? Did you know Morgan was creating her own spells?”

      “That’s old.” Malia took the drawing to examine it closer. “And it’s not Morgan’s handwriting either.”

      “Then whose is it?”

      Karma studied the paper next. “It’s Cassandra’s.”

      “Your mother?” Pilar asked the sisters.

      Karma held the paper lovingly between her palms as if she could extract her mother’s essence from the ink. “Yes. She wrote her own spells all the time. It drove the coven nuts. Not exactly traditional, you know?”

      “And creating your own spells can be dangerous,” Malia added. “You have to possess a firm knowledge of all witchcraft, and not many of us study such a wide range of skills. We normally focus on honing our ability. Cassandra, though, could see the future.”

      “It was dark,” Laurel lamented. “Even when I was young, I could see how the images she saw affected her.”

      “She spent more time in the archives than anyone else,” Karma added. “Reading every book and excerpt. She wanted to know as much as possible so she could prevent the horrors she saw in her dreams.”

      “One of the aunts told me she started crafting spells when she was twelve years old,” Malia said. “It was unheard of for a kid to have that much understanding of our power.”

      The paper with the handwritten vanquishing instructions mades its way back to my hands. I studied the runes and Latin phrases Cassandra had written. “These are symbols of extra power and force, and here’s a command to open a dimensional portal to banish the demon through. This is exactly what we need. Does anyone know if this is legit?”

      “If Cassandra wrote it, it’s certified nuts to try it,” Karma said. “She intentionally wrote complicated spells so that other people couldn’t use them. She didn’t want anyone taking advantage of her knowledge and power.”

      “But it’s a real spell,” I clarified. “If I figure out Cassandra’s secret, I can use it to vanquish the wish demon?”

      The three sisters exchanged an uncertain glance.

      “I suppose so,” Malia said. “But it’s risky.”

      I folded the paper for safety. “Everything’s always risky, isn’t it?”

      

      Pilar and I came up with a plan. First, we had to lure the wish demon out of hiding. This was the easy part. All Pilar had to do was step beyond the Summers’ property, and the demon would come running in Daisy’s body. Once it got here, things would become a little dicey. Because Pilar’s wish bound the demon to this earth and dimension, I wouldn’t be able to vanquish it, regardless of whether or not I used Cassandra’s spell. Pilar had to be the one to face the demon and perform the ritual.

      “But I thought mortals couldn’t practice magic,” Pilar argued the next morning as we went over the plan for the hundredth time. “How can we be sure that the ritual will work if I perform it?”

      “Because you’ll be using my craft,” I said. “Witches share power all the time. If I lend you my craft willingly, you’ll be able to perform the ritual. The demon goes home, Yew Hollow’s saved, and I get to move on to the next challenge.”

      “Easy peasy,” Pilar joked.

      We planned the event down to the minute. The Summers sisters agreed to hide in the house, out of sight of the wish demon but close enough to jump in to help me and Pilar if need be. The six of us shared breakfast to build our strength, but Karma’s jokes and Laurel’s constant worried expression made the meal less helpful. I gathered the supplies for the ritual. Spells were most accurate and impactful when you were equipped with the tools of the trade. In this case, I combed the house for seven six-inch white candles and one melted almost to the end of the wick, eye of newt—mustard seed if you were well-versed, a handful of late-harvested barley, and “the hand of a goddess.” This last tidbit was the most challenging. I ended up trimming an old picture of Cassandra, since she was definitely a goddess in my book.

      “Spells are subjective,” I justified to Pilar when I added Cassandra’s cropped, two-dimensional hand to the pile of ingredients. “They’re meant to be interpreted by the user.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Let’s get everything set up.”

      We cleared a space in the middle of the living room, pushing the sofas aside so we had enough room to perform the ritual. I instructed Pilar how to arrange the candles and other ingredients. The six candles formed a six-pointed star with the seventh melted candle in the center, while the barley, mustard seed, and hand of a goddess sat in east, south, and west positions relative to the middle candle’s northern placement. Then Pilar and I went over the pronunciation of the Latin phrases for the spell. She caught on quickly, and her accent was better than mine.

      An hour before noon, we were ready to set the plan in motion. Pilar and I stood on the front porch, hand in hand, while the other Summers sisters watched nervously from the house’s windows. The only one who didn’t look terrified was Morgan. When she caught my eye, she smirked. Anyone else might have read it as a slight, but to me, it was Morgan’s most inspirational expression. I shook my head and rolled my eyes at her.

      “Ready?” I asked Pilar.

      She squared her shoulders. “More than I’ll ever be.”

      “Here we go then.”

      Together, Pilar and I stepped off the porch and into the front yard. We walked to the end of the property and into the dirt road. I counted down from ten. When I reached one, we ran back to the porch steps.

      Panting, Pilar stared down the dirt road as if expecting Daisy to roar up to the house in a monster truck. “Now what?”

      I sat on the steps and rested my hands on my knees. “Now we wait. Have a seat. You shouldn’t waste your strength.”

      Pilar sighed and sat next to me. “Do you think it’ll take long?”

      “Not long at all.”

      A few quiet minutes passed. The breeze ruffled my hair and tickled my forehead. The day was too nice for demons and banishing rituals. I should have been swimming at the lake with the kids or helping Morgan with the daily lost dead. It wasn’t fair.

      “There!” Pilar jumped up and pointed to the end of the hill. “I see a car coming up!”

      I scrambled to my feet as a tiny green hatchback pulled up to the curb. The car looked familiar, and when the driver got out, I realized why. I’d seen the car outside the bakery in town almost every day. The driver waved.

      “Hi, you two! I’ve got cupcakes. Are you interested?”

      Pilar and I exchanged confused looks.

      “Belinda?”
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      Belinda extracted a large white box from the trunk of her car, balanced it on her forearms, and began walking toward the porch steps. Pilar and I instinctively backed away. I pulled power from my aura and hid my hands behind my back so Belinda wouldn’t see the green sparks flying from my fingers.

      “Cinnamon and vanilla,” Belinda called. “I made a double batch this morning with the Summers in mind. We haven’t seen much of you all since the spring equinox. Is everything okay?”

      Pilar and I stared as she walked right up to the porch and stopped, both feet firmly on the gravel walkway.

      “Uh, yeah,” I said hastily. “Everything’s fine.”

      She lifted the box. “Do you mind? This is getting a bit heavy.” I reached to take the box from her, but she hugged it to her chest. “Do you mind if I come in and set it down myself? I don’t want them to fall over and ruin the icing.”

      I glanced at Pilar, who shrugged one shoulder. Technically, everything was going to plan. We thought inviting the demon into the Summers’ sanctuary was the best way to trap it. Once it entered, the Summers could reverse-engineer the spell that protected the house and prevent the demon from leaving until we vanquished it.

      “Sure,” Pilar said, recovering first. She stepped aside to make room for Belinda’s box. “Come on in, honey.”

      Belinda smiled politely at Pilar as she made her way up the porch steps. “What are you doing here, Mayor Mendez? Cooking up something exciting for the town?”

      “Oh, you know,” Pilar said. “I like to spend time with the locals to make sure everyone is pleased with the way I’m running things. Don’t worry. The bakery’s on my list as well. It’s my personal goal to keep the woman who sells the best coffee in town happy and healthy.”

      I held the door open for Belinda. When she crossed over the threshold, I caught Malia’s eye in the upstairs window and nodded. A quick flash of violet light appeared in the doorway, unbeknownst to Belinda. She was officially trapped inside.

      “You can place the cupcakes in here,” I said, leading Belinda to the dining room table.

      She huffed as she lowered the box. “I’m glad to hear you say that, Pilar. I do have a few things I’d like to address with you. First of all, those parking meters are killing my business. I used to have regulars who drove in from the neighboring town, but now that they have to give up precious quarters, they’ve started drinking coffee elsewhere.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Pilar said, so convincingly that I wondered if she’d forgotten the point of Belinda’s visit. “I’ll look into parking vouchers for your customers. Do you suppose that’s a worthy compromise?”

      Belinda considers it. “That could work. Would you like a cupcake?” She opened the box lid, revealing two dozen perfect vanilla cupcakes with a twist of cinnamon icing on top of each one. They looked like ice cream cones. “I even brought a few with light icing, Gwen. I know you’re not a fan of so much sugar.”

      I chose one of the cupcakes with less icing and peeled off the wrapper. “You’re the best person I know, Belinda.”

      Pilar smacked the cupcake out of my hand. It flew across the room and landed icing side down on the carpet. Belinda’s eyes widened with shock.

      “What the hell, Pilar?”

      She glanced at Belinda then whispered, “Were you really going to eat that? It could be poisoned!”

      “Is something wrong?” Belinda said. “Oh no. Gwen, tell me you haven’t gone gluten-free.”

      “I haven’t,” I assured her. “It was just a twitch, I’m sure. Right, Pilar?”

      Pilar’s face turned bright red as she balled her hands into fists. “No, it wasn’t a twitch. You want to know the truth, Belinda?”

      “Pilar…” I warned. Losing her temper wasn’t part of the plan. We both needed to keep our cools. “It’s no big deal.”

      The mayor couldn’t be stopped. “No, I think Belinda should know the truth, and here it is! Gwenlyn doesn’t want to eat demon cupcakes!”

      Belinda was stunned, her eyebrows so high on her forehead that they could have vanished all together with little effort. “I’m sorry, what? Did you say demon cupcakes? What does that even mean?”

      Pilar towered over Belinda. “Oh, you know exactly what it means, Vesuvio.”

      Belinda peered around Pilar to look at me. “Are you sure everything’s okay? It seems like everyone’s on edge.”

      I realized that I, too, had formed fists, ready to lay into Belinda at the first sign of a demon possession. But she didn’t look like Daisy had when the wish demon took over her body. There were no blacked-out eyes or inflated body parts. She simply looked like Belinda.

      “Everything’s fine.” I edged toward Pilar and linked my arm through hers to keep her from lunging at Belinda. “Thanks for the cupcakes. I’m sure everyone will appreciate them.”

      “Right.” Belinda dusted her hands, leaving flour marks on her pants. “All right then. I guess I’ll be off. Nice to see you two. Have a lovely day.”

      She saw herself out of the house. Pilar and I waited until we heard the door close to let out the air we were holding in. My shoulders stooped with my released sigh.

      “So Belinda’s not the demon?” Pilar asked, sitting in the closest chair. “I thought for sure—”

      “So did I,” I said. “But I guess we’re still waiting for Daisy to show up. Do you want a cupcake?”

      Pilar nodded and took one from the box. When she bit into it, a look of horror crossed her face. She dropped the sweet, and it fell onto the carpet and split open. Pilar spit her mouthful onto the floor. The cupcake had been filled with mealworms.

      Pilar let out a squeal and bolted for the kitchen. I ran after her and found her rinsing her mouth with the tap water over the sink. She coughed and gagged, her whole body convulsing.

      “Was it poisoned?” I demanded. “Other than the bugs?”

      “No,” she spat. “But it’s disgusting nonetheless.”

      Belinda kicked open the back door to the kitchen. I jumped out of the way as she stomped in. When she glanced sharply at me, I caught sight of her black eyes.

      “You thought I would leave so early?” Belinda roared, her voice deep and demonic. “I never leave a party before the cake is served!”

      Pilar screamed and sprinted from the kitchen, water dripping from her face and hands. I slipped on the wet floor and fell backward, landing butt-first. Pain seared through my tailbone and lower back as Belinda charged toward me. I covered my head with my hands and tossed up a quick shield spell, but the demon vaulted over me to find Pilar. Grimacing, I scrambled to my feet and followed the possessed baker through the dining room.

      “You owe me a debt!” Belinda’s shout shook the ceiling of the house. As I passed the stairs, I spotted Malia, Laurel, and Karma at the top. All three of them had magic building at their fingertips, but I shook my head to discourage them. This was mine and Pilar’s fight, at least until we weren’t able to finish it ourselves anymore.

      Pilar, for all her screaming and yelling, remembered the plan. She led the demon into the living room and ran through middle of the ritual candles, careful not to knock any over. Belinda followed right after her, crushing the melted candle in the middle of the ritual with her foot.

      “Halt!” Pilar yelled in the short Latin phrases I’d taught her.

      I summoned my craft and pushed it toward Pilar with a mental shuffleboard cue. Honestly, up until that point, I wasn’t sure if power sharing was going to work with a mortal, but Pilar lit up with green magic. The demon tried to lift its foot from the candle stub and found that it was rooted to the floor. It roared again, once more with the effort of trying to lift the roof from the house with just its voice. I almost laughed. The demon couldn’t have chosen a less intimidating body to possess. To see little Belinda from the bakery bare her teeth and shake her fists at us was downright hilarious.

      “Keep going!” I yelled at Pilar when she looked at me for help. “You have her trapped. All you have to do is complete the summoning spell!”

      Pilar pulled a crumpled cheat sheet from her pocket and smoothed it out. As she read the spell aloud, I opened the pathway between us even further, fueling Pilar with my craft. Green light poured from her skin as if she were a magical creature that lived in the deepest part of the ocean.

      “You will not entrap me,” Belinda bellowed. “Our deal is unconditional. Hand over the piece of your soul you promised to me!”

      “Not today!” Pilar hollered back, her hands moving in the patterns I’d taught her yesterday. “You’re done manipulating hopeless people for your own gain. Especially in my town!”

      Pilar chanted in Latin, and my green aura formed ropes to restrain the demon. As the magic wrapped about Belinda’s arms, she writhed and screamed. The beast’s eyes flickered, and the black disappeared, leaving Belinda’s normal brown eyes in place.

      “Please,” she begged in her normal voice. “I’m still in here. I’m still me! If you vanquish the demon, you’ll kill me too! I won’t be able to withstand the strength of the ritual!”

      The doubt got to me, and my craft faltered. The green ropes around Belinda slackened enough for her to free her arms. Pilar glanced across the room at me, the obvious question in her eyes: was this a trick?

      “I beg you!” Belinda pled, tears running down her cheeks. “I don’t want to die. I have so many recipes left to try.”

      A little more of my magic slipped. As the ropes dropped from Belinda’s body, her eyes flickered black. She grinned in triumph. I hardened my focus, and the ropes wrapped around Belinda’s ankles instead. She tripped and fell over. When she hit the floor, she had normal eyes again.

      “I’m still here!” she shrieked. “Get it out of me!”

      I charged over to Pilar at the sake of ruining the ritual. I refused to let Belinda die because of my stupid second task. “I need to add another spell to your ritual, one that will separate the demon from Belinda’s body.”

      Pilar’s fingers flexed and clenched as she struggle to keep the demon in place. “Got something in mind?”

      “No!” I hadn’t studied enough demonology to memorize an exorcism spell. “I’ll have to make something up?”

      Pilar’s eyes widened. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      I pointed to Belinda, baring her teeth again. “So is this! I’m not going to let some stupid wish demon kill Belinda!”

      “Do it!” Pilar shouted.

      Off complete instinct, I shook the elastic band out of my hair and threw it into center ring. It wrapped itself around Pilar’s wrist and turned green. A matching one, made of magic, appeared on my own wrist. It wasn’t an exorcism spell. It was a binding spell, one that would connect Belinda’s mortal body to my own. The demon, without its own physical form, wasn’t included in the connection. Slowly, I guided Belinda toward the edge of the candles. She was able to move her foot from the center, but as she got closer to the border, she gagged.

      “Keep moving!” I encouraged Belinda.

      Her eyes flickered from brown to black and back again as she took another step toward the outside of the candle star. She fell to her knees, and her whole body heaved. I kept using my magic to pull her toward me. One of her feet made it out, then the other. Her torso remained in the star as she convulsed and threw up. Something small and gray emerged from her throat, slid across the floor, and landed in the middle of the star with a disgusting squelch. Belinda pulled the rest of her body from the candle outline, gasping with effort.

      Sweat beaded on Belinda’s brow, but her eyes remained firmly brown. The three of us turned our gaze to the creature trapped in the star’s center.

      Vesuvio was not the grand and terrifying demon I expected it to be. Rather, it was a slimy gray humanoid with enormous pointed ears and fingers so long that the tips dragged along the floor. It looked like an ugly elf.

      The demon threw itself toward the star’s border and ricocheted off the invisible shield Pilar had engineered. In a high-pitched voice, it screamed nonsense at us and hammered its bizarre fists against the shield.

      “That’s it?” Pilar asked. “That little thing?”

      Belinda cupped a hand to her throat. “It was inside me?”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’re getting rid of it, and you shouldn’t have any lasting side effects once it’s gone. Pilar, do the vanquishing spell. I don’t how long this shield is going to hold.”

      I had expended so much energy on the spell to separate Belinda from the demon that it was getting difficult to lend my craft to Pilar. The green light flickered as she lifted her hands to get back to the ritual. She chanted the ceremonial phrase. On the third time around, Belinda joined her. Oddly, I felt a power boost, as if Belinda was able to add her energy to the mix even though she wasn’t a witch. Then again, I believed all women had innate power within them.

      The green glow strengthened and swirled around the angry miniature demon, as if we had engineered an indoor tornado. Through the twisted magic, the demon grew more agitated. It screamed bloody murder as the spell caused its skin to evaporate. The muscles and tendons went next, leaving holes in the demon near its joints. The bones of its elbows and knees protruded from the skin as it hollered in dismay.

      Right when I thought we were in the clear, the spell flickered and died. The green twister fell to the floor in a heap. The demon, half-gone, snickered and cheered. A completely different colored aura appeared out of nowhere. It was the pure definition of blue. Not too bold or pale, it was both the color of the ocean and the sky. It was the color of the universe. It was the color of the Summers’ magic and Cassandra’s aura.

      When Cassandra herself emerged from the explosion of blue, gasps echoed from the stairs. Malia, Karma, and Laurel had not seen any image of their mother since she had sacrificed herself to the yew tree all those years ago. They wore looks of admiration, love, and deep sadness, but it was Morgan I couldn’t tear my eyes from.

      Morgan, of all the sisters, had had the roughest relationship with her mother. Though they argued for decades, they eventually made peace, and Morgan had adapted more of her mother’s qualities over the years. She had none of Cassandra’s looks, no long white hair or silvery gray eyes, but she had all of Cassandra’s power and worthiness. As the Summers sisters stared at their mother, Cassandra spoke to them.

      “Though I sing for joy at the sight of you,” she began in a clear, bright voice, “I am not here for you, my daughters.” She turned her gaze downward, at me, Pilar, Belinda, and the Vesuvio. “I am here because someone has accessed a spell of mine. A mortal, no less. Explain yourselves.”

      Since Pilar and Belinda cowered beneath Cassandra’s magical form, I stepped forward. “Forgive me, Cassandra. We needed to vanquish a demon, the one you see in front of you, and your spell was the only one that would get the job done.”

      Cassandra’s gaze settled on me. “Gwenlyn. My, you’ve grown!”

      Sometimes I forgot that Cassandra was the first person to show me affection and love when I first arrived at the Summers house. I’d only known her for a short period of time, but she’d left a mark on me regardless.

      “I can grow even more,” I told her. “Ever since you welcomed me to Yew Hollow, I’ve been able to change the way I see the world. I’m not such a cynic anymore. I believe in love and family. That’s why I had to call on you.”

      Cassandra folded her arms. “Ah. This is not about the demon. It’s about your quest to become a real Summers witch. No wonder I’ve lost access to the coven.”

      “You lost access?” I said. “When the yew tree went dark?”

      “Yes, and it’s all for you,” Cassandra replied. “You’re the key to this coven, Gwen. You are a vessel for its power, just like the tree. Just like Morgan. Without you, a third of the coven’s power is gone.”

      “But I’m not actually one of the Summers.”

      “You really believe that?” Cassandra scoffed and waved the declaration aside. “Don’t listen to what anyone tells you. Surnames and bloodlines don’t matter. Though we are a traditionally proud coven, it should not become our fault. You, Gwen, are one of us. The fact that you could summon me, even without your share of the Summers’ power, proves it. Now, where’s this demon you speak of?”

      I pointed beneath Cassandra’s cloud of magic, where the Vesuvio sputtered its strange language and shook its fist up at Cassandra. “It’s a wish demon that’s been tricking people since the fall of Pompeii. If we get rid of it—”

      “Ah!” Cassandra clasped her hands under her chin and gazed at the tiny demon. “Yes, I’ve had one or two run-ins with this fellow during my time on earth. An unpleasant little thing, isn’t he? He always managed to escape my attempts to vanquish him. Clever, no?”

      “Pain in the ass, more like,” I said.

      Cassandra noticed Pilar again. “She made the deal, yes? I understand why you needed her now. Only a human can vanquish a demon, but only a witch can perform a vanquishing spell. It’s meant to be a paradox, but I suppose little Vesuvio here didn’t think of this loophole.”

      “I can’t sustain Pilar much longer,” I said. True, my arms were shaking with the effort of keeping the pathway between me and Pilar open. “And if she wields my magic much longer, she might never recover.”

      Pilar wasn’t doing too well either. Dark rings had appeared beneath her eyes in a matter of minutes. “Please, Cassandra. Let us use your spell.”

      “But of course,” Cassandra said, simple as that. “Do your worst. I’ll leave you be.”

      As Cassandra’s blue aura swept her manifestation away, she gazed across the living room at the four women standing on the staircase. Her daughters were the last things she saw before she disappeared.

      “Do it,” I commanded Pilar as soon as Cassandra disappeared. “Finish the ritual.”

      Pilar restarted the chant. Belinda joined in. I added my own voice to the mix, as did the four sisters. The green twister restarted. As our voices grew louder, the twister intensified until the demon was no longer visible behind it. The roar of magic drowned out the demon’s screams, and I thought I might go deaf from the cacophonous spell.

      Everything quieted at once. The twister vanished. The candles blew themselves out. Pilar, Belinda, and the sisters stopped chanting. The room became still.

      And the Vesuvio was gone.
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      “Do we have to do this?”

      While Belinda and Pilar recovered from their demonic ordeal in the living room, sipping calming draught that they thought was herbal tea, Morgan and I discussed their fate in hushed voices in the kitchen.

      “Yes,” Morgan insisted. “The memory spell will keep them safe.”

      “But they promised not to tell,” I countered. “It doesn’t seem fair to take this from either of them. They deserve to know the truth.”

      “They’re mortals, Gwen,” Morgan said. “They’ll never be like us, and we can’t risk letting them go. They might tell someone else, and with our secrecy spells down, that someone could easily take advantage of us. Besides, don’t you want Pilar and Belinda to have normal lives?”

      My shoulders slumped with defeat. “I suppose you’re right. Memory wipes always feel like a violation of human rights.”

      “It is,” Morgan agreed. “But for the sake of the coven, we sometimes find them necessary.”

      Her hand shook as she squeezed my arm. Her energy buzzed with a weird static, like a poorly-tuned radio. Cassandra’s sudden appearance had affected all the Summers sisters in some way. Malia, Karma, and Laurel had gone for a walk around the house to clear their heads, but Morgan declined the offer to join them. Still, she seemed shaken up.

      “Are you going to be okay?” I asked her in a low voice. “I didn’t know that was going to happen. I swear. I never would have done it if I had known.”

      Morgan smiled and clutched both of my shoulders. “Gwen, relax. I’m not mad at you. If anything, I’m proud of you. My mother was always highly protective of her spells. You’re a mighty woman to get her permission to perform one.”

      “It was for the good of the many,” I said. “The Vesuvio would have kept causing trouble if we had let it go.”

      She clapped me on the back. “And your second task is in the bag. How do you feel?”

      “Well, I never want to eat cupcakes again.”

      Morgan chuckled. “I’m sure Belinda could change your mind.”

      Together, the two of us joined Belinda and Pilar in the living room. With the demon gone, Pilar had been able to keep the things she’d wished for. Though she still retained her youthful appearance, the lines around her eyes were a bit deeper if you looked close enough. The important thing was that no one had come around demanding the mayor be ousted. Pilar could continue to help Yew Hollow improve.

      Belinda had finished her calming draught and moved on to coffee. Each time she drained her mug, it refilled itself. Either Belinda was determined to wash the demon’s remains from her system with caffeine and acid, or she was so fascinated by the self-filling cup that she kept drinking to see it happen again. My bet was on the first one though.

      “How’s everyone feeling?” I asked them. “Any residual side effects.”

      “Gas,” Belinda said and burped. “Oh, goodness. Excuse me.”

      Morgan vanished Belinda’s coffee cup. “You’ll thank me for that later.”

      Pilar had responded to the calming draught better than Belinda had. She wore a relaxed look, content to sit in the strange home of magical women for as long as necessary. “I’m all right. It’s done, isn’t it? The demon won’t come back?”

      “Definitely not,” Morgan assured her. “Cassandra’s spell eradicated the wish demon from our earth. It’s probably in some crappy level of the otherworld, looking for unlucky souls to trick.”

      Pilar and Belinda exchanged confused looks. They had no idea what Morgan was talking about.

      “Everything will go back to normal, right?” Belinda asked with another quiet belch. “I won’t accidentally dump a bunch of spiders into my next batch of cupcakes?”

      “I can’t promised that,” Morgan teased. “But if you do drop something unsavory into your baked goods, it won’t be because of a demon possession.”

      Belinda sank into the couch cushions. “Oh, thank God.”

      “Before you leave, we need to ask the two of you for a favor.” I exchanged a look with Morgan, who egged me on with a slight nod. “We need a strand of your hair. It’s to cement the spell. Precautionary, of course. The demon won’t return unless someone calls it.”

      Pilar immediately plucked a hair out from the root and handed it over. “Whatever it takes to keep that thing where it belongs.”

      “Certainly,” Belinda agreed, tweezing one of her own hairs from the top of her head. “I refuse to let anything that disagreeable have an effect on me again.”

      I collected the two strands of hair and held them in my palm. Morgan clasped her hand in mine, enclosing the hair between us. At the same time, we drew upon our craft. Each of us glowed with our respective aura colors.

      Pilar stumbled off the couch and backed against the wall. “What are you doing? Why are you aiming at us?”

      Belinda caught on and cowered behind the coffee table. “Please don’t hurt us!”

      My heart twinged at their scared faces. I would never intentionally hurt either one of them, and I hated having to lie to them. I pulled strength from Morgan’s grasp, willing myself to remember why we had to do this. Like banishing the Vesuvio, it was for the good of everyone involved.

      “Don’t be scared,” I told Pilar and Belinda. The craft in the air distorted my voice, making it sound far off and robotic. “This won’t hurt you.”

      Morgan began sinking in her broken, imperfect Latin. I joined in, harmonizing instead of matching her pitch. Our voices mingled together and caught the attention of the other Summers sisters, who’d returned from their walk. As Morgan and I sang, coaxing the magical memories out of Belinda and Pilar’s minds, the sisters watched and listened from the foyer.

      When the spell came to the end, Morgan dropped my hand. The hair disintegrated in a flash of white light. With it, Belinda and Pilar’s memories officially vanished. Morgan and I would remember what happened, but Belinda and Pilar would fill in the blank spaces with normal, mortal versions of their tribulations.

      Pilar shook her head to clear it. “Where am I? What is this place?”

      “You’re at my house,” Morgan told her. “Don’t you remember? I called you and Belinda to help reschedule Chief Torres’s surprise retirement party. What with all that sinkhole fuss at the Wash and Go last week, the plans fell through.”

      “Yes,” Pilar said, brows furrowing as she fought to retain these false facts. “I suppose I do recall something like that.”

      “Belinda, you volunteered to cater desserts,” I added. “Chief Torres loves your donuts. We can’t throw him a retirement party without them.”

      Belinda nodded excitedly, her own eyes a little blank as well. “Of course! Anything for the chief. He’s one of my best regulars.”

      “Perfect!” Morgan gave them both what I liked to call her “town square” smile. It was the pleasant beam she reserved for mortals. The rest of us got the pleasure of seeing her real smile, which was always more of a smirk. “I’m so glad to have the two of you on board. I’ll call you with the details. Thanks for stopping by!”

      She ushered Pilar and Belinda toward the door, who exchanged confused glances. Why was Morgan seeing them out when it felt like they had just arrived? With muddled memories, the two mortal women waved goodbye as they crossed the yard. Morgan and I watched from the porch.

      “Say, Belinda.” Pilar pointed to Belinda’s lime green car. “Do you mind giving me a ride? I’m utterly exhausted.”

      “Sure thing, Mayor Mendez. Hop in.”

      As the car disappeared down the hill, Morgan draped an arm around my shoulders. “I gotta hand it to you, kid. With you around, things are never boring.”

      “Oi!”

      We both spun around at the exclamation, hands at the ready to cast shield spells, but it was only Alberta calling us as she made her way around to the front of the house from the backyard.

      “Did I hear the rumors correctly?” she demanded. “Did you use one of Cassandra’s spells to vanquish an ancient demon for your second task?”

      “Ugh,” Morgan groaned. “I’ll never understand how quickly gossip spreads around here.”

      “Karma.”

      “Oh. I guess I do understand.”

      Alberta halted next to me and peered at me from her great height. “Well? Is it true?”

      “Yes, it’s true.”

      Alberta’s annoyed look transformed into a smile. She patted me on the back with such force that my knees buckled beneath me. “Well done, Guinevere. Well done.”

      

      Alberta’s reappearance was far from reassuring. On one hand, it was a victory. Without Alberta’s help, I’d learned how to solve my “fatal flaw” on my own, a key part to my accomplishment of the second task.

      “But I leaned on Morgan and the Summers,” I argued when Alberta informed me. “They helped me realize what I needed to do.”

      “The difference was your intention,” Alberta said. “When you came to me, you expected me to solve the problem for you. When you went to the Summers, you were determined to vanquish the Vesuvio with Pilar no matter what. That was a big change.”

      On the other hand, working with Alberta again meant that my final, most daunting task was nigh. Less than a week remained until my twenty-seventh birthday, but I received no word of my next assignment.

      “Shouldn’t we visit Eudora?” I asked Alberta one lazy afternoon as we sunned ourselves in lawn chairs in the backyard of the Summers house. “I’m getting anxious waiting around.”

      Alberta sipped what appeared to be lemonade, but her skin grew a shade darker every time she pulled from the straw. The potion acted as a tan enhancer. “I’ve already spoken to Eudora.”

      I sat up and pulled my sunglasses off to see her better. “You have? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She conjured one of those reflective panels and held it below her chin. “I didn’t feel it necessary. When she informs me of your third task, I’ll let you know.”

      “When is that going to be?” I demanded. “Before my birthday, right? What did she say exactly? I can go back to the lake if she wants to explain to me. I kind of hate that stupid wishing well, but if it’s necessary—”

      Alberta shot a spell at me that I wasn’t able to dodge. My lips sewed themselves shut with her magic. “Be quiet, little fishie,” she said. “If I needed to pass on information, I would.”

      Thankfully, Alberta’s spells weren’t as potent as her potions. I wiped my mouth with a deactivation spell to get rid of the magic stitching my mouth shut. “I just want to know what’s going on. Can’t you say anything?”

      Alberta sighed and tossed the reflective panel aside. “She said your moon has to be in the correct position before you can enter the soul realm. If you attempt to enter it too early, you’ll get stuck between here and there, and I can assure you the sensation of such a predicament would not be sensational.”

      “My moon? What does that mean?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like.” She took off her watch, dipped her finger in the lemonade, and let the liquid drip across the pale skin that the sun hadn’t reached. As the lemonade coated her wrist, the white section darkened to match the rest of her tan. “Your moon, the one that existed at the time of your birth, needs to move into the position it was in when you emerged into this world.”

      “You mean I have to wait until my birthday?” I asked. “That’s the last day! I won’t have time to finish the task.”

      “First of all,” Alberta said. “Time moves differently in the soul realm. You may linger in it for what might feel like months, only to return home in a few hours. Secondly, the moon does not always align in positions at the exact time each year. It could happen a few days before your birthday. You should be prepared for when you least expect it.”

      “How am I supposed to prepare?” I stuck my finger through the plastic strips of my lawn chair and spread them apart. “I don’t know anything about the soul realm. I combed the archives, but there’s no information about it.”

      “Because no one’s allowed to talk about it,” Alberta answered. “It’s the best kept magical secret of our world.”

      “Do you ever remember what it was like?” I asked her. “Or does everyone pretend it’s fancier than it is?”

      She chuckled and shook her lemonade so the ice swirled around. No matter how hot it was outside, the glass cup didn’t sweat. “I guess you’ll find out after the third task. Want some of this?” She offered the cup.

      “No, thanks. I’m going to cool off in the shade.”

      I left Alberta to finish her tan and jogged along the tree-lined path that ran from the Summers house to the coven’s cul-de-sac and then into town. The canopy provided much needed relief from the hot sun. Unlike Alberta, I didn’t have olive skin that tanned in the blink of an eye. My pale, freckled shoulders turned pink then red if I spent too much time without coverage. I savored the cool breeze and slowed my pace to wrap my head around the third task.

      “Still alive then, eh?” a sly voice called from the trees.

      Aunt Thelma emerged from behind an oak’s thick trunk. Her skin shimmered with magic. She’d been crafting in the privacy of the woods, and my walk had interrupted her.

      “What are you doing back there?” I jerked my head to the clearing behind her. “No doubt something Morgan would disapprove of.”

      “On the contrary, it’s my weekly facial.” She turned to the side so I could see the glitter fill in the pores and lines of her face like a smoothing serum. “Not all of us invoke demons to tend our youthful visages. I doubt Morgan would bat an eyelash.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.”

      “Oh, Gwenlyn.” She circled around me, arms crossed. “You’re such a suspicious little beast. Pray tell, what made you so untrustworthy?”

      “I grew up with a bunch of jerks. Therefore, I don’t like jerks.”

      A smirk turned up one side of Thelma’s face. “Ah, you think I’m a jerk for doing what I think is best to protect the coven.”

      “You invoked the ancient power of the yew tree,” I reminded her. “If you hadn’t, I wouldn’t have lost my part of the Summers’ power. We wouldn’t be dealing with demons running amok or ice cream showers in the square.”

      Thelma’s smile disappeared. “You don’t get it, do you? You don’t deserve a piece of the Summers power, because you’re not one of us. That power should be distributed amongst the true members of this coven.”

      “So what I’m hearing is that you’re butthurt about not having as much power as I do, is that right?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “The language you young people use these days is absurd. What on earth did you just say to me?”

      “Get. Over. Yourself.”

      The rest of Thelma’s glitter disappeared before it fixed the lines in her forehead, leaving the top of her face looking twice as old as the bottom. She wagged a finger in my face. “Listen here, you little brat. I’ll admit I’m impressed you survived the first two tasks, but the third one won’t be such a walk in the park. The soul realm is no joke. I hope it eats you alive.”

      “Since I’m such a brat, you won’t mind if I do this.”

      I lunged forward and chomped on her finger like a two-year-old. She shrieked and yanked her hand away.

      “Anyone who acts like such a child shouldn’t have so much power,” she said, clutching her digits to her chest. She put more trees between us. “Mark my words, Gwenlyn Bennett. You will never become one of us.”

      I smiled and waved, standing my ground as she fled. “I can’t wait to call you family, Aunt Thelma.”

      

      “You bit her?”

      Karma chuckled with glee, but Malia and Laurel were horrified. Morgan, whose sense of humor often mirrored Karma’s, attempted to hide her laugh behind a weird choking sound. It was another family dinner filled with hilarious conversation.

      “At the time, it seemed like a good idea. Besides, she shouldn’t be waving her finger in people’s faces like that.” I mimicked Thelma’s annoying posture and shook my finger at Karma’s nose. “She’s lucky I left it attached.”

      “I’m not saying she didn’t deserve it,” Morgan began, “but I recall telling you not to antagonize her. You still have one more task to complete. Don’t make it more difficult for yourself by inviting Thelma’s wrath to your table. Succeed silently. That’s what Cassandra always said.”

      “I’ve never been particularly silent,” I said.

      Karma snorted. “Oh, we know.”

      I pelted her with a baby carrot. “Thelma wouldn’t be stupid enough to mess with me while I’m in the soul realm, right? There’s gotta be a rule about outside interference.”

      “My high school sweetheart kissed my physical body while my soul was in the other realm,” Laurel said. “It nearly yanked me in half. My soul tried to return to my body before the task was complete. I felt like someone had cleaved my head in two.”

      I leaned forward to better listen. “What happened?”

      “Karma brought me back.”

      Karma examined her nails, unwilling to provide an explanation. Her voodoo magic was dangerous stuff. Laurel must have been in major trouble if Karma was willing to use her ability to save her little sister.

      “It was the scariest experience of my life,” Laurel added. “Except for when we lost Mom.”

      Malia scooped another plateful of salad for me. “When you go into the soul realm, we’ll protect your body.”

      “Yeah, if Thelma tries anything, we’ll be there to stop her,” Karma added. “We’ve got your back, Gwen.”

      “I guess that’s all I can ask for.”

      

      The days ticked by. Most of the time, I sat at the house and bit my nails, every muscle tensed as I expected the next second to deliver news of my third task. Every once in a while, one of the Summers sisters took pity on me and drew me out of the house to help watch the witchlings or contain the magic popping up all over Yew Hollow. After almost two weeks’ delay, we finally hosted the surprise party for Chief Torres at one of the nicer restaurants in town. It was Malia’s job to get Torres to the right place while the rest of us waited with the lights out.

      Morgan had kept me busy the entire morning. We decorated the space, went over the menu with the caterers, and confirmed RSVPs, but my head was never really in the right mindset. All day, I gave in to nervous eating, stealing mini hot dogs wrapped in croissants from the caterer’s plates until one of the servers smacked my hand away. Apparently, there was a limit to how much you could “sample” before the actual event.

      At long last, it was time for the party. The guests showed up early to get there before the chief. There were a lot of cops in and out of uniform. Sometimes, I still got nervous around the boys in blue, having had a little too much experience with them during the course of my childhood. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that my life had changed since then. I was no longer a delinquent on the run.

      Karma crashed through the restaurant’s doors, out of breath. “They’re coming! Malia and the chief are on their way! Everyone hide!”

      The lights went out as everyone scrambled to crouch behind a table. Morgan and I huddled way in the back by the entrance to the kitchen. Adrenaline made my head buzz. The anticipation, more than anything, was the worst part of any surprise.

      The restaurant’s doors opened. Someone walked in. The lights came back up and every jumped out of their seats. People pulled party poppers and sent confetti everywhere.

      “Surprise! Happy retirement—oh.”

      It wasn’t Chief Torres, but Alberta, who was late to the party as usual. She shushed everyone and motioned for them to return to their previous positions. When she spotted me and made a beeline for our hiding place, my heart shot into my throat.

      “It’s tonight,” she whispered in a hushed voice. “Your moon rises into the correct position.”

      Chief Torres walked in and looked around. “What’s all this?”

      The guests, who had not had enough time to reset, hastened to redo the surprise. It came out half-hearted, but the chief chuckled and bowed his head in thanks anyway.

      “Did you hear me?” Alberta hissed. “Your third task begins tonight.”

      Tonight. The day before my birthday.
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      Despite all of Alberta’s vague warnings about being prepared, it turned out there was no way to truly prepare for the third task. The soul realm was such an immense secret that you couldn’t possibly know what lay in wait for you once you entered it. Since the experience was different for everyone, no one else could prepare you either. The Summers sisters, however, were determined to try.

      “Keep your wits about you,” Karma said that night over dinner. As usual, we’d made a meal to share, but the food went untouched. Everyone was too busy giving me advice to eat. “The soul realm has a way of twisting reality. Don’t let go of what you know is true.”

      “And follow your instincts,” Malia added. “The craft is all about instinct. If something feels wrong, don’t do it. If something feels right—”

      “Do it?” I finished.

      “Of course not!” Malia chided. “Make a pro/con list, and then decide whether or not it’s a wise choice.”

      “Like she’s going to have time to make a pro/con list,” Karma said. “Go with your gut, Gwen. You’ve always been great under pressure. Don’t doubt yourself now.”

      “Pay attention to your surroundings,” Laurel jumped in. “Sometimes, the soul realm will give you clues to show you how to solve your impossible task. Listen to the earth and the animals. They behave differently there.”

      “You’ll know when it’s time to come out.” Malia patted her chest above her heart space. “You’ll feel a pull right around here.”

      “But if you’re nervous or scared or something’s happening in the real world, you might feel the pull earlier,” Karma supplied. “In that case, don’t come out, because you could end up leaving part of yourself in the soul realm. That wouldn’t be good.”

      “How am I supposed to know the difference?”

      “You’ll feel it.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Hush, Karma. Don’t scare her.”

      Karma drained a glass of what looked like pink lemonade, but if I knew Karma as well as I thought I did, the beverage was mixed with homemade moonshine. “I’m not trying to scare her,” she declared to Malia. “But I won’t sugarcoat things either. No matter what we tell her, we don’t know what’s going to happen to her in the soul realm. She should get everyone’s perspective, not just the nicest one. Just because you made it through the third task in fifteen minutes doesn’t mean—”

      “Enough,” Morgan said quietly. Karma fell silent, and everyone turned their eyes to Morgan, who had yet to offer any advice. “If no one’s going to eat, I’d like this food to be put away so it doesn’t spoil.”

      I picked up the full bowl of pasta salad to take inside, but Morgan took it and handed it off to Malia.

      “Not you, Gwenlyn. Come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “For a walk.”

      She stepped off the porch without waiting for me. I shot an apologetic look at the three sisters as they began clearing the table, but Malia waved me off. As I hurried after Morgan, knee-deep in wildflowers, the lightning bugs flickered above the grass, illuminating the path.

      Morgan didn’t say anything when I reached her side. She linked her arm through mine and kept walking all the way into the woods, where the trees hid the moon’s position from us. As it disappeared, she sighed deeply.

      “I’m worried for you,” she said at last. “I haven’t been able to admit it, but I can’t lose you, Gwen. You’re the closest thing I have to a daughter.”

      I squeezed her tightly. “I know.”

      She leaned her cheek on my shoulder. “When my mother sacrificed herself, I never thought I’d have to go through something like that again. Dominic was gone. Yew Hollow was no longer under fire. But recently I’ve realized as long as you love someone, you always have something to lose.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, Morgan,” I promised. “I’ll complete the soul task, come home, and you can make me an official part of the coven.”

      A teardrop landed on my shirt, but I pretended not to see as Morgan wiped her face.

      “That’s good,” she said. “I’m counting on it.”

      “Your sisters all got in a good word,” I said. “But do you have any advice for me?”

      She sniffled and turned her eyes skyward. “Be yourself. That’s the best way to get through the soul realm.”

      We walked for a few minutes longer, enjoying the last moments of peace before I had to enter the soul realm. Then a tiny orb of orange light landed on my shoulder like one of the lightning bugs.

      “It’s time,” said Alberta’s voice from the orb. “Meet me at the wishing well.”

      

      I arrived at the wishing well with the Summers sisters as my posse. Alberta was already there, standing at the water’s edge. For the occasion, she’d dressed in all black.

      “Not anticipating my funeral, are you?” I questioned as I parted the moss curtains to let Morgan and her sisters into the hidden clearing.

      Alberta smoothed the front of her black dress. “Of course not. Tradition says it’s good luck to wear black when so close to the soul realm.” She peered at the Summers sisters. “I see not everyone got the memo. I didn’t realize we’d have an audience.”

      “This is my family,” I announced. “I wanted them to be here. Besides, if Thelma tries anything—”

      “Thelma won’t be able to find the wishing well,” Alberta said. “You’ll be safe.”

      Morgan approached the wishing well and peered into the water. “We didn’t want to take any chances. How long have you known this was here?”

      “Forever,” Alberta replied curtly. “I suppose you’ll report it to the council now.”

      “I’m obligated to.”

      Alberta waved Morgan away from the edge of the water. “Then you better not fall in before you have the chance. Guinevere, come here. We don’t have much time before the moon moves.”

      I took Morgan’s spot next to Alberta. The water twinkled innocently. “Am I going in again?”

      “Yes.”

      “But my physical body is supposed to be safe while I’m in the soul realm,” I said. “What if it takes me too long to complete the task and I end up drowning?”

      “You won’t drown,” Alberta assured me.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’m here.” Alberta produced a silver chalice, knelt down, and scooped a cup of pond water into it. “Here you go.”

      I accepted the chalice and looked into it. The water was silver and opaque, like molten metal. “You want me to drink this?”

      “It’s the way in.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Morgan said, stepping forward. “What if it’s not safe?”

      Alberta puffed her chest out. “Are you her mentor?”

      “You know the coven leader can’t mentor for rituals, but if I could—”

      “A simple no would suffice,” Alberta snapped. “If the four of you are going to be here, you must agree not to interfere with the ritual. I can’t risk you all panicking if you see something you don’t like.”

      Morgan crossed her arms and frowned. Malia pulled her back into line with Karma and Laurel. I turned from the wishing well to face them.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I told them.

      Morgan’s face relaxed. She nodded. That was enough for both of us. I returned to Alberta, chalice in hand.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “Yup.”

      She lifted her palms to the sky. “Twenty-seven years ago, you were born under this moon. Now, it’s time for you to return from whence you came.” Her aura flared, and her palms lit up with the color of the sun. “Moon child, return.”

      I took that as my cue. With one last look over my shoulder at Morgan and her sisters, I tipped the chalice back and drained it. My body went limp. I had no control over any of my limbs.

      I fell backward, into the wishing well, with an enormous splash.

      

      Yew Hollow spread itself out before me. I stood at the top of the hill, in the middle of the road that led into the shallow valley of little houses and businesses. From here, I could see the top of the town hall’s pointed roof and the outline of the square. If I squinted into the distance, I could almost make out a dark spot in the landscape where the Summers house was.

      A car buzzed up behind me, swerved, and honked. I leapt out of the road and waved, but the car didn’t stop. So much for a ride into town. I got to walking.

      By the time I reached the welcome sign, my calves and ankles were covered in orange dust. For springtime, it was awfully dry and hot for Yew Hollow. All of the grass was sunburnt, dead and dry from the heat. The town’s usual flowerbeds didn’t bloom with color. Rather, the locals were lucky if the dirt had been graced with any leaves at all.

      The sun beat down on the back of my neck and seared my skin as I entered the town square. It was oddly empty. No one bustled about to complete their regular duties and errands except for a few stragglers. As I approached the middle, my heart sank into my stomach. In the direct center, where the yew tree always grew, was nothing but a burned black stump. Acid churned in my stomach as I averted my eyes and moved on.

      Sweating, I made my way to Belinda’s Bakery. The glass windows were covered in dirt and grime. A handwritten sign hung on the door, “Closed until further notice.”

      A loud bang echoed from the neighboring alleyway, so I turned the corner to check it out. There was Belinda, tossing a pile of belongings into the dumpster. As she heaved a heavy mixing machine over her shoulder, I rushed over to her.

      “Whoa!” I grabbed the mixing machine from her before the weight of it sent her toppling over. “Belinda, why are you throwing this out? Don’t these things cost hundreds of dollars?”

      “Who the hell are you, and how do you know my name?”

      I stared blankly at her, cradling the heavy machine to my chest. “It’s me, Belinda. It’s Gwenlyn.”

      She yanked the machine out of my hands. “Don’t try those tricks with me. I know a grifter when I see one, and there’s no way you’re getting your hands on this mixer.” With a grunt of effort, she lifted the mixer into the dumpster and dusted her hands as it clanged loudly. “What did I say, huh? Get outta here before I call the police!”

      “I’m not a grifter.”

      “Really? So this disgusting look of yours is intentional?”

      She gestured to a bakery window that wasn’t quite so dingy, and I caught sight of my reflection. The person staring back didn’t look anything like the person I knew myself to be. First off, my hair was straggly, dirty, and long, as if I hadn’t washed or trimmed it in years. My face was drawn and gaunt, and I’d lost a lot of muscle mass. I wore a T-shirt two sizes too big for me and shorts that hung past my knees. They certainly weren’t my clothes.

      “What is going on?” I murmured to myself as I tugged at my dirty outfit.

      “Whatever it is, I’m not getting involved.” Belinda tossed one last bag of pot holders into the dumpster and took out her phone. “What’s it going to be? You want to scram or you want me to call the police?”

      “Please don’t call the police,” I said. “What about Morgan Summers? Have you seen her around lately?”

      Belinda frowned and lowered her phone. “Morgan Summers? I haven’t heard that name in almost ten years.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “No one talks about her,” she growled. “Too angry, I suppose. After all, she ruined everything.”

      My eyebrows knit together. “What are you talking about? What did she ruin?”

      “The town!” Belinda spat. “That stunt she pulled at the last festival set fire to half of Yew Hollow!”

      “What?”

      Belinda pulled the door to the bakery open. “I’m done reliving the past. If you want to know what happened, I’m sure the sister can answer your questions for you. Check the house on the hill. She doesn’t like visitors, so be careful. Or don’t. What do I care?”

      She slammed the door in my face.

      

      I climbed the hill to the Summers house as I pondered the fate of Yew Hollow. With every step, I noticed another abandoned house or foreclosed sign. Weeds grew rampant on the side of the cracked, potholed roads. Some buildings still bore scorch marks of the fire Belinda spoke of. Though I passed two or three people, no one recognized me. They gave me a wide birth, eyeing my dirty appearance with disgust as they clutched their wallets or purses closer.

      When I reached the Summers house, I regarded it with wide eyes and an open mouth. The house never looked new, but Morgan and her sisters had always made a point to keep it up to date. The house in front of me did not reflect that. Paint peeled off the exterior. The porch had fallen through in several places. Shingles were missing from the roof. The yard was overgrown with weeds and grass. The place looked as if no one had lived there for several years.

      The fence was padlocked shut, but I vaulted over it anyway. As soon as I did, the weeds came to life. Roots sprang from the ground and grasped my ankles, rooting me in place. If I managed to tear one foot from the ground, another plant rose up to take the fallen one’s place. The weeds crawled up my calves and immobilized my knees. As they crept up my chest, I hollered for help.

      A woman came out onto the front porch, avoiding the broken boards with such ease that she must have memorized where they were. Her frizzy blonde hair hung loosely around her face, obscuring any recognizable features, but she glowed with a sky-blue aura that I’d seen a hundred times before.

      “Laurel?” I puffed as the weeds made their way around my neck. “Is that you?”

      She shook her hair out of her eyes. The woman, indeed, was Laurel Summers, but not the one that I knew. This Laurel had lost all hope. She had great purple bags under her eyes and had aged far beyond the years she’d spent on this earth. Her clothes hung limply from her thin frame, as if she didn’t bother to feed herself enough to stay alive. Ironically, the two of us shared more similarities than we ever had before.

      “Who are you?” she boomed across the yard. The Laurel I knew was timid and quiet. This one was done with everyone’s nonsense and had no problem letting them know it. “What gave you the right to jump my fence?”

      The weeds tightened themselves around my neck, making me choke. “I—can’t—talk—”

      Laurel’s aura flashed, and the weeds loosened their grip ever so slightly. “Well? Out with it!”

      I gasped for air as the blood rushed out of my cheeks. “I’m Gwenlyn Bennett. I came to Yew Hollow ten years ago, when I was sixteen, to look for Morgan Summers. I knew she was a medium, like me, and I needed her to help me. You know me.” I caught Laurel’s sharp eye. “You’ve known me since I was a teenager. This isn’t the world you and I are supposed to be living in. We can help each other.”

      Laurel regarded me from the front porch. If any hope crossed her mind, her doubt crushed it at once. “I have no idea who you are. Like it or not, this is the world we live in, and I won’t be tricked by some roguish witch from out of town. Get off my property, unless you want to become plant fertilizer.”

      I craned my neck to keep the hungry weeds at bay. “Please! I’m a vessel for the ancient magic!”

      Laurel paused, her back to me. “What ancient magic?”

      “The magic that fuels the Summers coven,” I said desperately. “In my world, I’m connected to Morgan. She knows me, I swear.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Come look at the scar on my wrist.”

      Laurel hesitated, then stepped off the broken porch and into the yard. As the weeds unwound themselves from me, she said, “This better not be a trick.”

      “It’s not.”

      When she was close enough, I presented my arm to her. The long, jagged scar that ran from my wrist to my elbow was easy to see in the bright, hot light of the sun. When Laurel touched it with gentle fingers, it flashed with blue magic. If she’d blinked, Laurel would have missed it.

      “My goddess,” she whispered, peering intently into my eyes. “You’re not lying. Who are you?”

      “I told you, you know me. We can help each other if you tell me what’s happened in this world.”

      The weeds recoiled, sank into the ground, and became still. Laurel clasped my arm in hers and pulled me out of the sticky mud. Together, we made our way up to the house.

      The inside wasn’t much better than the outside. It smelled like mold and dirt. Laurel had allowed nature to invade. A huge tree grew through the floor of the living room, through the ceiling, and onto the second story. Moss hung from the ceiling in the dining room, much like the curtains that surrounded the wishing well. Water gushed down the staircase like a bizarre indoor stream then disappeared at the first step. As Laurel led me past it, the cool spray tickled my face. The kitchen, at least, was clean, dry, and free of dirt.

      Laurel opened the fridge, drew out a banana, and offered it to me. I thanked her and peeled it, suddenly starving. She watched me eat with keen eyes.

      “Start at the beginning,” she said. “How did you get that scar on your wrist?”

      I swallowed too early and coughed on a large bite of banana. Banging my fist against my chest, I said, “When I first got to Yew Hollow, Morgan was working at the police station with a guy named Dominic Dobbes. He ended up being a warlock who threatened the coven and opened a portal to the otherworld to bring his mother and sister back from the dead. But Morgan got sucked in.”

      Laurel’s eyebrows furrowed as she listened. “And then what happened?”

      “I managed to communicate with Morgan from Yew Hollow while she was in the otherworld,” I explained. “When she reached a certain level, I sacrificed myself to pull her out. When she got back, she saved me from bleeding out. Since she returned from the otherworld with the ancient power, she shared it with me first. I guess you could call me one of the majority shareholders. Ever since then, we’ve always worked together for the good of the coven.” I finished off the banana and tossed the peel into the garbage can. A pair of raccoon hands caught it. “Then one of your stupid relatives made me do the coming of age ritual. This is the soul realm, not the real world.”

      Laurel shook her head. “Not for me. This is my reality. How am I supposed to trust yours?”

      She seemed so unsure and sad. I placed a comforting hand on her knee. “What happened here, Laurel?” I asked gently. “Belinda said something about a fire?”

      Laurel picked at a hangnail, ripping the skin from her finger. “Most of what you said happened here too. Dominic came and opened the portal. Morgan disappeared into the otherworld. The yew tree caught fire, and it spread across the town.”

      “What about Dominic?”

      “After a year of torturing us, he burned himself out,” Laurel spat. “Died in that ugly mansion all by himself. His half-zombie family went with him.”

      “What about the other witches?” I asked, swallowing hard. “Where is everyone? Malia and Karma? Where’s Morgan?”

      Laurel lifted her sad eyes to meet mine. “My sisters are dead. Everyone’s dead.”
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      For the next hour, Laurel and I compared the events of my world to hers. In this reality, I’d never turned up in Yew Hollow, so Morgan never had anyone to pull her out of the otherworld with the ancient magical weapon to slay Dominic. My absence set off a chain of bad luck. Dominic, with the stolen power of the yew tree, killed Cassandra so that she wasn’t able to bond with it. Then Dominic burned the yew tree to the ground to prevent the coven from rising against him. As the year passed, he tortured and killed every witch that dared try to defy him. The Summers got picked off one by one.

      “A few might have made it out,” Laurel said, rubbing her tired eyes. “Before Dominic set the border to keep the rest of us in.”

      “What about Malia and Karma?”

      “Malia attempted to gather the witches that were left to lead a rebellion,” she explained. “But there were only ten or so that joined her, and Dominic wiped them all out at once. Karma’s last stand was to make a doll for Dominic, but I guess he anticipated that. He somehow engineered a reversal spell, so when Karma put the needle in the doll’s heart, she ended up killing herself instead.”

      Pain ricocheted through my soul. Laurel spoke so nonchalantly about the death of her sisters, as if she had accepted the dark fate of the coven and her family long ago.

      “And Morgan?” I asked.

      Laurel shrugged and avoided my eyes, picking at a splinter in the wooden kitchen table. “Still stuck in the otherworld for all I know. She might as well be dead. If she’s not, she’ll have gone crazy by now.”

      “What if she hasn’t?” I asked, a plan forming in my head. “All of this terrible crap happened because I never brought Morgan back from the dead, but I’m here now. If I can get Morgan back, we can save the yew tree and reignite the coven’s magic.”

      Laurel’s eyelids drooped as she propped her feet up and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t think you’ve understood me properly. The war is over. We’ve already lost. There’s nothing left to fight for.”

      “You’re wrong,” I told her. “If there’s even the slightest chance we can get Morgan back from the otherworld, then you do have something to fight for.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Laurel scoffed. “What?”

      “Your sister.”

      She rested her palms over her eyes as if to black out the world around her. “I’m exhausted, Gwen. A lot of times, I wonder why I haven’t put an end to myself already. Why stick around when the rest of my family is already dead?”

      “It doesn’t have to be like that,” I said. “I need you to believe me. If we bring Morgan back, everything will return to normal. You don’t have to live like this.”

      Laurel blew out a sigh. “It’s not as easy as you make it sound. The circumstances are different than when you pulled Morgan out. In your reality, she was able to follow your cues through the otherworld’s levels. Here, she’s been stuck in there for almost a decade. She doesn’t know you. The two of you don’t share any kind of bond. How are you supposed to pull her out?”

      I pondered the question, rolling around the options in my head until I settled on one that made sense to me. “I guess I have to go to the otherworld myself and find her.”

      Laurel jerked upward at the suggestion. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You can’t go into the otherworld,” she said. “You have to be dead.”

      “Or,” I replied, “you have to be a Reaper.”

      “But you’re not one.”

      The sun shifted positions and glared through the windows to beat down on us. With a snap, I pulled the shades then conjured a miniature fan and a pitcher of pink lemonade. Laurel looked impressed as I poured her a glass.

      “I was one,” I told her. “I don’t have the privileges anymore, but I remember how to access the otherworld from this one. It’ll just take a little more effort, but with your help—”

      Laurel pushed the lemonade away as if rejecting it meant also rejecting my proposal. “No, no, no,” she said, shaking her head. “I know exactly what you want me to do. Everyone knows the otherworld and this one are connected through nature. It’s how Dominic opened a portal through the yew tree in the first place. But I won’t use my ability unnaturally. It goes against everything I stand for.”

      “In my reality, almost everyone sacrificed something to defeat Dominic,” I told her. “Morgan fought through the otherworld. I gave my life for hers. Cassandra gave herself to the yew tree. The coven gave themselves to each other with a dangerous blood bond. If we hadn’t done all those things—if we hadn’t taken those risks—we never would have been able to save the coven and Yew Hollow. I’m asking you for one thing: make me a portal.”

      Laurel stared at me over the glass of lemonade. For the first time since I’d reunited with her, there was a little bit of fire in her dark eyes. “If I do this, do you promise you can bring Morgan back?”

      “I did it once,” I assured her. “I can do it again.”

      She extended her hand for me to shake. “I guess we have a deal then.”

      

      The trouble with opening a passage to the otherworld is that you weren’t supposed to do it. Witches who played with the dimensions often ended up making grave mistakes. Dominic, for instance, used a portal to bring his mother and sister back from the dead, but they were half of the people they had been when they were alive. Witchcraft had specific rules about necromancy, and opening a portal defied the most important one: leave the dead where they were supposed to be.

      That being said, opening a portal was a challenge not easily taken on. Laurel and I were lucky enough to possess abilities that allowed us to do it. Without her, I couldn’t open a portal on my own, and vice versa. We either did this together or not at all.

      Since this was Laurel’s world, I let her lead the project. First off, we needed the perfect place to open the portal, somewhere it wouldn’t affect the mortal world if something unpleasant came through. I thought of the wishing well, hidden in the woods, but instinct told me not to mention it to Laurel. The Laurel I knew wouldn’t dare to make a wish there, but this one might be desperate enough to take a dangerous shortcut if it was presented to her.

      Instead, Laurel and I hiked through the woods behind the Summers house to search for a good spot. The trails were overgrown, but it didn’t deter Laurel. The weeds and roots parted beneath her feet, clearing a path for us as we traveled deeper into the forest.

      At some point, the barn appeared between the trees. It was decrepit and falling down. In this reality, Morgan had never renovated it into an apartment. Laurel walked right past it, but a familiar feeling tugged me to a halt.

      “Hey, wait a second,” I called to Laurel. “I want to check inside here.”

      Laurel backtracked to look at the dilapidated barn. “This place is a wreck. If a bird lands on the roof, the whole thing will cave in.”

      “Your house doesn’t look much better.”

      The comment humbled Laurel. She grumbled under her breath as I stepped over the brush and into the yard around the barn. The pavers I’d laid were gone. The wood walls were rotting, damaged by hungry termites. Rust locked the sliding door.

      I yanked hard, but it didn’t come loose. With a little help of my craft, the rust turned to powder and fell off the door.

      “Look out!” Laurel called.

      With nothing to hold it up, the heavy metal door fell off the barn. I stumbled out of the way as it crashed to the ground and sprayed leaves and dirt everywhere. The inside of the barn was dark except for the places where the sun shined through the holes in the roof. With cautious steps, I went inside.

      Long ago, the Summers had kept horses here. The pens were mostly intact. Moldy hay was piled in the corners. The sharp smell of horse poop still permeated the air. When I accidentally knocked over a pitchfork, several bats took flight from the loft, their soft leathery wings brushing against my face as they flew by me. When I turned around, several of them were hanging upside down off of Laurel’s arms.

      “Ah, friends,” she sighed. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Uh, Laurel?” I snapped my fingers to get her attention. “We’ve got work to do here.”

      Laurel dismissed her bat friends with a shake and some encouraging whispers. As they disappeared into the trees, I beckoned Laurel into the barn.

      “We should do it here,” I told her.

      “Here?” She wrinkled her nose as she took in the state of the place. “Why? It smells worse than it looks.”

      “In my reality, Morgan turned this place into her apartment.” I pointed to the loft. “Right up there, I called her back from the dead the first time. This place has history. At least try to reach out?”

      Laurel hugged herself as she moved further inside. Not all the bats had flown the coop. Some of them watched us with beady eyes. Though creepy to me, Laurel took comfort in the presence of her animal friends. She closed her eyes and let her arms fall to her sides. As she breathed, the barn seemed to move with the rise and fall of her chest. The vines and weeds that had wrapped themselves around the building reached out for the youngest Summers witch. Her palms glowed with her sky-blue craft, making the barn seem like a sunny day at the beach.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she stared up at the loft. “You’re right,” she said. “The border between this world and the next is thinner here. We have to get up to the loft.”

      The wooden ladder that led up to the loft looked one good kick away from vanishing into dust. I cast a spell to solidify the wood. Green light wrapped around each ladder step all the way up to the top. I tested the bottom step. It held.

      “Up we go.”

      We climbed into the loft, and the sense of deja vu washed over me. When I was first faced with pulling Morgan out of the otherworld without any help, I was terrified. Morgan’s enemy had lifted an army of dead from the earth, the coven was under a curse to keep them compliant, and I was the only one with the opportunity to save Morgan. But I was also scared because saving Morgan meant slicing a huge gash in my wrist and trusting her enough to return the favor once she returned from the otherworld. It was the main reason why she and I were so bonded: we did share blood, just not the way a family usually did.

      Laurel nudged me out of my reveries. “Are you okay?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yes. Are you ready to do this?”

      She shook out her arms and legs. The Laurel I knew was never this antsy, but losing her entire family had taken a toll on her. “Yup. Let’s get this done. If there’s a better reality out there, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to find it.”

      Laurel closed her eyes and turned her palms upward. As she called upon the forces of nature around her, the wind played with her hair and the dead leaves that had fallen through the broken barn roof swirled around her feet like a miniature tornado. Laurel never lost focus. No matter how much the elements blew her about, she stood firm. On the floor of the loft, the wooden boards warped and spun. A dark hole appeared, but it didn’t open to the barn below.

      “Well?” Laurel demanded, her eyes open. “Are you going to help me or not?”

      Laurel had created the portal, but I was the one who had to break down the barrier to the otherworld. I thought back to when I was a Reaper, feeling out that innate connection between the two worlds. In my head, there was a wall separating the sense of this world from the sense of the other one. All I had to do was knock it down, but the task was easier said than done.

      I drew on my aura and pretended that Alberta’s potion—the one that had heightened the sensus—was still in effect. At first, every rustle of leaves and whistle of wind distracted me. I closed off my hearing and focused on pulling the sensus to the front of my mind. Slowly, it began to work. Laurel glowed with the light of the living, as did I. The portal widened, and a spot of light appeared in the middle of the darkness. I forced all of my craft into the hole, using my aura to expand it bit by bit.

      “I can’t hold it much longer!” Laurel cried, her arms shaking as she fought to keep her part of the portal open.

      Sweat dripped down my forehead and into my eyes. Grunting, I shoved my magic further. “Just a little—bit—more.”

      At last, the portal was large enough to jump through. Without hesitation, I leapt off the loft and into the hole. Laurel yelped in surprise as my arms scraped against the sides of the portal and sent green sparks into the air. A few of them alighted on the dry hay and caught fire. Laurel’s pupils blew wide with panic as thick smoke filled the barn.

      “Go!” I told Laurel. My shoulders were stuck in the portal, and it had begun to narrow. Half my body was in the otherworld, and the other half was in the alternate reality of Yew Hollow. “I can handle this!”

      But I wasn’t sure if I could. No matter how much I struggled, the portal kept shrinking, closing in on my neck. I was too preoccupied with the idea of suffocating in a different dimension than the one I lived in to focus my magic on keeping the portal open.

      Laurel bared her teeth and yelled at the sky, a feral roar that echoed through the barn. She planted her feet and howled, summoning every bit of craft she had within her body. Her blue aura condensed into a basketball-sized orb right in the middle of her chest. Then, with another earsplitting vocalization, she let it go. The orb exploded in white-blue light, blinding me as she forced the portal open. I fell straight down, screaming as my stomach flew into my throat.

      

      I landed on the gray pebbled beach I’d expected on my first trip down to the otherworld. Morgan had told me all about the different levels, how they manifested for her, and how to move through each one. It had been a few years since I’d heard the story—she wasn’t a fan of reliving it—but I remembered most of the details. The beach, at least, wasn’t as busy as the weird reception area that I’d had to take Paul through to meet his wife.

      A few lost souls meandered about here and there, gray-faced and slumped over. Some of them wandered slowly along the shore, as if they knew how to move to the next level but weren’t finished contemplating their own death. Others looked desperately about and up. These people hadn’t yet accepted their new place of residence. They weren’t ready to move on either.

      I, on the other hand, knew exactly what to do and how to get there. I waded straight into the cold water, ignoring the chill and the stares of the other souls. Then, without hesitation, I dove into the gray depths.

      It was a cinch compared to the wishing well. One second, I was taking laps through the murky water and the next, I’d arrived at the door to the otherworld’s bar. I walked straight up to the counter, where the cute bartender who’d recognized me before served drinks to her eternal customers.

      “Hey.” I tapped the bar and beckoned her over. “I need a paradise shot, stat.”

      The bartender snorted. “Nice try, newbie. I gotta give you props though. It’s ballsy of you to ask.”

      I stared blankly at her. “Don’t you recognize me? I’ve been here before.”

      She looked me up and down with a wry smile. “Nah, don’t try to trick me. If I knew you, I would’ve recognized you. This bar is full of regulars, and you aren’t one of them.”

      “I’m a Reaper,” I pressed on. “I brought a guy named Paul down. You gave me a shot because I’m friends with Morgan Summers?”

      “Who?”

      “Ugh, forget it.” I drummed my fingertips on the bar. “Look, what’s the quickest way out of here? I’m looking for someone, and I’m kind of in a rush.”

      She filled a shot glass with viscous dark liquid from an all-black bottle. “It’s not pretty and it tastes like crap, but that’s your only shot to move through here.”

      “Pun intended?”

      She wiped a droplet of the gooey booze from her palm and replaced the bottle under the bar. “You got a tip for me?”

      “Yeah, here’s a tip.” I lifted the glass to eye level and made a face. “Market your products better.”

      I tipped back the shot and gagged immediately. The bartender grimaced in sympathy.

      “I don’t like to lie,” she said, her voice warping as the bar dissolved around me.

      

      When I landed on bright green grass, I threw up. As soon as the black drink reappeared, I felt a hundred times better. I wiped sweat off my forehead. It came away in green dew drops, reflecting the colors of the dark forest around me. I remembered this part of Morgan’s story too. It appeared I was moving through the otherworld as Morgan had. I preferred it this way to facing my own fears. On this level, I had one job: to locate a supreme being.

      “Hello!” I shouted into the depths of the forest as loud as I possibly could. My voice echoed through the trees and bounced back to me ten times over again. “I’m looking for a giant green dragon! Anyone know where I could find it?”

      Through the quiet, the deafening bellow of a beast shook the leaves from the trees. I rolled my eyes at its theatrics.

      “Yeah, you!” I yelled. “Come on, show yourself! I’ve got limited time on my hands!”

      The trees shook to my left, and an enormous scaled beast with saber teeth as long as my forearms emerged from the darkness. It squared its chest and puffed smoke from its dark nostrils, staring down at me from its great height. I waved.

      “Hey there,” I called up. “I need to move to the next level. I have it on good authority that you can get me there. Hell, you could probably get me all the way back home, couldn’t you?”

      The beast tilted its head to peer at me with one eyeball. “You,” it said in a slight tone that did not match its herculean appearance, “are not afraid of me.”

      “According to my research, I have no reason to be,” I told the dragon. I summoned my aura in the palm of my hand and held it out for it to see. “Check it out. Your scales are the same color as my aura. That’s gotta mean something, right?”

      I tried not to flinch as the dragon lowered its snout all the way to my skin to examine the ball of magic. Sure, this massive creature hadn’t injured Morgan when she’d first passed through, but I didn’t exactly trust it not to pull a surprise stunt on me.

      The dragon hummed and closed its eyes. If I wasn’t mistaken, he seemed to be enjoying the tickle of my magic against the scales around his nose. “I know you, little one.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” The dragon turned to its side, and his scales shimmered like the reflective surface of the wishing well. My face appeared there, but it was the sixteen-year-old version of myself, scared and alone. “This is you, is it not?”

      “A long time ago,” I said. “And in a different world.”

      “I see all worlds.” The dragon laid down and rested its head on its paws to examine me with fondness in its large eyes. “You are Morgan Summers’s daughter, and you have come to rescue her from this reality.”

      Goosebumps rose all over my skin. “I’m not exactly her daughter, but—”

      “You are,” the beast assured me. “To find her, you must answer a question of mine.”

      “Yes, good. What is it?”

      The beast winked. “What is it that you fear the most?”

      “That’s it? Don’t you already know the answer to that one?”

      “Ah,” the beast said and smirked. “The question is do you know the answer?”

      My throat bobbed as I swallowed the acid that had risen from my stomach. “My biggest fear, from then” —I nodded at his side, where the picture of sixteen-year-old me still remained— “until now, has always been losing Morgan.”

      “Very well,” said the beast. “I will help you forward, but be warned. The Morgan in this reality is not the one you know in yours. She has lingered in this questionable space for ten years. She is different. Faded.”

      “Faded?”

      The beast nodded, a grave look in its eyes. “Her existence is shallow. Do you still wish to find her? You may not like what you discover.”

      “Yes,” I said firmly. “Yes, I have to get her back. This reality and the one I’m from are counting on it.”

      “As you wish.”

      As in Morgan’s story, the creature’s pupil widened and met the ground. As it enlarged, it became a portal similar to the one Laurel and I had just created in the barn loft. I hesitated before stepping through.

      “Can you help return us to the real world?” I asked the beast. “Once I find Morgan?”

      The beast’s head looked positively terrifying, one side of it warped and stretched to accommodate the portal. “For the Summerses, I shall bend the rules.”

      “Thank you.” I patted its snout. “I like you.”

      The beast snorted, accidentally spewing smoke across my face, but it was clearly a gesture of embarrassment. “Go on, little one.”

      I stepped into the darkness.
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      The next level of the otherworld did not lighten and reveal itself like the previous ones had. The darkness pressed against my eyes. I strained to widen them, but there was simply no light to let in. I was scared to move in any direction. This was the level I’d wished to skip entirely on this journey. It figured Morgan had ended up stuck here. Here, you heard voices.

      I closed my eyes and waited with bated breath. My feet felt rooted to the floor. The first whisper came up behind me, slipping up my neck like a snake.

      Lie down. Rot with the others.

      Shivers ran up and down my spine. I flicked my head as if to dislodge a fly on my neck, but it did nothing to dissuade the voices.

      You don’t belong anywhere.

      You aren’t one of them.

      Worthless. Fool. Outsider!

      The whispers grew louder the long I stood there. I wrenched my foot out of its place and took one terrifying step into the darkness. Without sight, it was a thousand times more frightful to move forward. The whispers fell behind for a quick second then caught up to me again.

      You’re nothing. Nothing!

      Pretender. Usurper. Inferior!

      “Shut up,” I growled deep in my throat. I stepped forward again, and a quick respite of silence reached my ears before the whispers resumed. I caught on. The more I moved, the less I heard them.

      I broke into a sprint, zigzagging this way and that as if a massive alligator was chasing me through tall grass. I stumbled blindly on, hands outstretched to feel for anything that might be in my way. The voices fell behind, fading unless I faltered to keep moving.

      “Morgan!” I yelled over the whispers. “Are you in here? Morgan!”

      A voice whispered right in my ear. I yelped and jolted forward, but this voice, unlike the others, did not fade when I moved.

      “Hello?” it said.

      Panting, I struggled to focus on the one familiar voice above the whispers. “Morgan? Is that you?”

      “I—I think so.” She sounded weak and weary. “Do I know you?”

      “Yes.” I groped in the darkness. “Yes, we’re family.”

      Liar! Coward!

      I gritted my teeth and kept feeling my way forward. “Morgan, I need you to reach out for me. I can help you.”

      “Is this a trick?”

      “No. I’m here to take you home.”

      Hopeless!

      Beyond the menacing whispers, I heard the soft shuffle of footsteps to my left. I turned toward it. “Reach out for me, Morgan.”

      Death is upon you! Rot. Rot!

      “I’m scared,” Morgan’s voice came from the darkness.

      “I’m not. Do you know why?”

      “Why?”

      You have nothing! No one!

      I took a deep breath. “Because I have you, Morgan. As long as you’re around, I’ll never be scared.”

      With another step forward, I heard Morgan’s quick, shallow breaths beneath the level of my waist. I crouched down and crawled forward, feeling across the floor with my palms. At last, my fingers connected with someone’s shoe. When I inched my way up to the ankle, the person flinched and pulled away.

      “It’s only me,” I said softly. “It’s Gwenlyn.”

      My name triggered some unknown magic within me. Green light streamed from my eyes and illuminated the immediate space around me. Morgan was huddled in a ball on the floor, her knees pulled up to her chest and her head tucked in to make herself as small as possible.

      No! Put out the light!

      Stay! This is the darkness!

      “Go to hell,” I shouted.

      The whispers ceased all at once. Silence fell. The sound of a hundred relieved sighs echoed through the darkness. Perhaps Morgan wasn’t the only trapped in here.

      She lifted her head and opened her eyes. Like mine, they glowed with the color of her aura. Bright blue light added itself to the mix. I held out my hand to her. She stared at my face then at my hand.

      “Come with me,” I said. “I can get you out of here.”

      She uncurled from her position and set one cold hand against my palm. I squeezed it, pulled her to her feet, and threw my arms around here.

      “Get us out of here!” I shouted into the void, hoping the green beast was keeping its enormous eyes on me.

      Sure enough, as Morgan clasped herself more tightly to my frame, a beam of light appeared in the middle of the darkness to wash over us. Our feet left the floor as we rose into the air and followed the beam upwards. I hoped we weren’t getting abducted by some kind of otherworld aliens, but there was no way of seeing what lay above us. The higher we flew, the brighter the light grew, until I could no longer keep my eyes open. I shut them tightly as they watered, grasped Morgan with as much strength as I could muster, and hoped for the best.

      

      When our feet met solid ground, the light had gone. Cautiously, I opened my eyes. We had returned to the barn loft of my alternate reality. Laurel huddled in the corner and shivered. She was weak from having expended all her energy on getting me through the portal. She didn’t notice our return until I tripped over a pitchfork and sent curses streaming through the barn, at which point she shook herself awake.

      With a gasp that sucked up half the oxygen around us, Laurel uttered, “Morgan?”

      Morgan rubbed her head as she looked around. “Laurel? Gwenlyn? What’s going on? What happened to the barn?”

      Laurel threw herself at Morgan, who grunted with the effort of holding up her younger sister. She patted Laurel on the head. “Can someone fill me in on what’s happening? Gwenlyn?”

      I cautiously stepped forward. “Wait, you know me?”

      Morgan rolled her eyes as she petted Laurel’s hair. “Of course I know you. I’ve known you since you were sixteen, you big dummy. What game are we playing?”

      Laurel pulled away to examine Morgan. “Wait a minute. Which Morgan are you?”

      “Which one am I supposed to be?”

      “Do you know who Dominic Dobbes is?” I asked.

      She groaned. “Ugh, that shmuck? Why are we even talking about him?”

      “What happened to him?” I questioned Morgan. “In your memory.”

      “You don’t remember?” She chortled heartily, seemingly unaffected by her time in the darkest level of the otherworld. “We connected the coven with a blood bond so we could share each other’s powers and lured Dominic into the town square to battle. You’re the one who shot him, Gwenlyn. I was so proud of you.”

      Relief and confusion flooded through me. This was my Morgan, the one that had mentored me for almost an entire decade. But how could she exist in this reality and the one that I’d come from?

      Laurel pointed between us. “Wait a minute. You two are from the same timeline? But what about me?”

      “Timeline?” Morgan said. “What are you talking about?”

      While Laurel filled Morgan in on the differences between our dimensions, I sat on the edge of the loft and dangled my feet. For whatever reason, I always did my best thinking when my feet weren’t touching the ground.

      “Unsolvable task,” I muttered to myself. “The soul realm presents you with a problem that’s impossible to fix. But I went and got Morgan, so that was the first step. Where do I go from here? Do I get a clue—”

      “Yo, weirdo.” Morgan flicked my ear. “What’s the deal? Why are you over here talking to yourself?”

      “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. “I figured once I pulled you back from the otherworld again, that would solve the issues in this dimension, but if you’re from my dimension, does that mean I have to go back and get the right Morgan?”

      Morgan grasped my elbow and pulled me away from the loft’s edge. “First of all, get away from there because you’re either going to fall or get a splinter, and to be honest, you’d whine about either one. Second of all, you’re overthinking all of this. It doesn’t matter how many dimensions there are, okay? There’s only one of me and one of you and one of Laurel.” She clasped her sister on the shoulder. “We’ve experienced different things, but the root of the story stays the same. We accomplish our tasks together.”

      “But what does that mean?” I asked, exchanging a confused look with Laurel.

      “We’ve come back to this moment for a reason,” Morgan explained. “Something happened during the battle that defined you, Gwen. You shot Dominic and saved the coven. You have to save this version of Yew Hollow, right? Well, maybe this time, it should be you that leads the charge instead of me.”

      Laurel raised her hand. “There’s only one problem with that. In my reality, the coven lost. Dominic killed himself years ago. How are we supposed to redo a battle that already happened?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Time rewind spell.”

      I made a face. “You sure about that?”

      “Uh-huh!” Laurel furiously shook her head. “No way I’m doing that!”

      “Why not?” Morgan demanded. “From where I’m standing, we don’t have any other options.”

      “For one thing, it’s dangerous!” Laurel’s hair was in disarray from her head-shaking. She gathered it in a ponytail with deft fingers. “There aren’t many hard and fast rules in witchcraft, but the ones we do have, we have for a reason.” She ticked the rules off on her fingers. “Number one, don’t bring anyone back from the dead. Number two, never give someone a haircut by magical means. Number three, never play with the passage of time!”

      “Blah, blah, blah.” Morgan waved off Laurel’s protests. “This isn’t the real world. We can do whatever we want in here and get away with it.”

      “That’s very blasé of you,” Laurel spat.

      “It’s not my choice anyway.” Morgan turned to me. “It’s yours, Gwenlyn. This is your ritual. That means you decide what we have to do to make it right.”

      I remembered Karma’s advice from the night before. Listen to your gut. Go with your instinct. The first thing that came to mind—

      “Let’s time travel,” I said.

      

      The time rewind spell was an easy one. All you had to do was find a clock and wind the hands back according to how much time you needed to reverse. And, of course, you had to have enough power and control of your craft to do it. This was the main reason most witches didn’t attempt it, along with the warnings and reparations of screwing with time. I hoped Morgan was right about our actions here not affecting other dimensions. I just wanted to get home safe.

      Back at the Summers house, Morgan climbed onto the couch and pulled the clock off the living room wall with a little too much relish. Laurel crossed her arms and pouted in the foyer.

      “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” she said as Morgan dropped the clock on the coffee table in front of the hearth.

      “Laurel, as much as I love you, you gotta learn to live a little,” Morgan said. “Have some fun. If this doesn’t go the way I planned, then you can yell at me. As for right now, Gwenlyn needs our help. Come on, come on. Let’s get in formation.”

      The three of us made a triangle around the coffee table, the clock in the middle. Morgan called on her craft with an ease I envied, and the clock’s numbers glowed neon blue. Laurel added her flavor to the mix, and the inner mechanics of the clock lit up with the color of the sky. When I opened my aura up, the hands of the clock turned green.

      “Tell me I don’t have to rotate the hands hour by hour,” I said. “We’ll be here forever trying to get ten years back.”

      “I’ve got it set to years,” Morgan replied. “Ten turns should do it.”

      I took a deep breath to steady myself and leaned over the coffee table to take control of the clock. “Okay then. Here we go.”

      With the first rotation, the world blurred around us, as if I’d pressed rewind on an old VHS tape. The more I spun the clock hands, the faster things seemed to move. Only Morgan, Laurel, and I remained in focus.

      The witches’ faces changed. The lines on Morgan’s face smoothed out. Her hair became fuller and darker. Her shoulders broadened slightly as she regained the muscle she’d had in her late twenties. Laurel, likewise, aged backward. Her hair was more blonde than white, and her skin was ethereally pale. When both of them looked at me with raised eyebrows, I realized I must be reverting to my sixteen-year-old self as well. I completed the last turn of the clock’s hands and let go. The spinning room slowed to a halt.

      The house smelled like Cassandra’s famous sugar cookie recipe. Cassandra’s coat hung over the back of the sofa. A bottle of her favorite perfume perched on the mantle. Rain pattered on the windows outside.

      Morgan’s lower lip trembled as she looked around. Automatically, Laurel moved to her side, and the sisters embraced as they took in a past where their mother hadn’t disappeared so entirely yet.

      “Is she gone already?” I asked in a soft voice, unwilling to disrupt their moment.

      Morgan nodded and sniffed. “I think this is after she merged with the yew tree.”

      “When Morgan became the coven leader for the first time,” Laurel added. She beamed at her sister with pride. “I know you didn’t want to do it, but I can’t think of anyone who would have done the job as well as you have so far.”

      Morgan leaned her head on Laurel’s. “It’s grown on me. I don’t mind it so much anymore, except when witches like Thelma get on my case.”

      “Speaking of the other witches,” I said, looking through the window to the empty yard. “Where is everyone?”

      Morgan left Laurel’s side to join me. She surveyed the land. Everything was gray and mushy. Dominic’s warped craft gave the town the feel of a zombie movie. “It’s nearly dusk. The battle’s already begun.” She grabbed my hand and beckoned Laurel. “We gotta go before it’s too late!”

      

      The town’s mortals were nowhere in sight as we ran to the square. These events had happened so long ago that I couldn’t remember whether Dominic’s magic had driven the humans away or if they were smart enough to steer clear of the onslaught. As we drew closer to the square, the clash of fighting reached my ears. Morgan didn’t let go of my hand, no matter how awkward it was to run attached. This was the pivotal point in her life, laid out in front of her again. It was mine, too. Something about that felt significant.

      Smoke wafted toward us, obscuring the view of the square. I cast a spell to keep it out of our eyes and lungs, but there was no need. With a wave of her hand, Laurel cleared it from our path. Our line of vision opened up, and I let out a deep gasp.

      The yew tree blazed, fire licking the sky. Around it, the Summers coven battled against the ghosts and zombies that Dominic had woken from their graves. Auras flashed and popped like fireworks as the witches shot off attacks and defensive spells. The zombies fought with unrelenting power. If a witch lopped off an arm, the body kept fighting, down a limb, until it was struck through the heart. The ghosts were harder to deal with. The regular witches could hold them off but didn’t have the power to return to them to their rightful places. That was Morgan’s job.

      “The gun!” I said, turning to Morgan. “The one you got from the otherworld. Do you have it? How are we supposed to win—?”

      Morgan’s lip curled into a sneer, and I whipped my head around to see what had caused the expression to appear on her face. At the center of the fray, Dominic Dobbes stood on a bench close to the yew tree, reveling in the destruction and chaos. Morgan reached behind her and took something out of the waistband of her jeans—the magical gun inscribed with ancient runes that the dragon beast had deemed her worthy to wield.

      As she took aim, the gun’s neon-blue power wrapped around her wrists and entwined around her arms, so she had tattoos of the same ancient runes all up and down her body. In present day, they had faded to almost nothing, allowing Morgan to live a subtle existence amongst the mortals, but it was empowering to see her in all her glory again. She closed one eye, steadied her hand, and pulled the trigger.

      The bullet tore across the square and took out three ghosts all in one shot. Everyone’s attention shifted to us, including Dominic’s.

      “She’s here!” he roared to his army. “After her!”

      The ghosts and zombies swarmed toward us. The first time I’d joined this battle, I was armed with a baseball bat and the limited knowledge of witchcraft I’d picked up from Morgan during my short time with the Summers. This time around, I could do way more damage. It helped that the coven was blood-linked. We shared each other’s powers.

      As the army closed in, I made a wave-like motion with my arms and pulled on Laurel’s ability. The earth rose up beneath us—grass, dirt, roots, and all—and rolled toward the army like a huge tidal wave. The ghosts rose above the uneven ground, but the demon zombies couldn’t keep their footing. As they stumbled and fell, Morgan fired another shot into their skulls, putting them down for good.

      “Nice!” Laurel shouted over the fray. “I’m going to go help Karma and Malia!”

      The other sisters were on the opposite side of the square, holding off their own gaggle of undead. Morgan and I went back to back, circling around. As I cast more demons off their feet with force fields and bomb spells, she blew attacking ghosts back to the otherworld.

      “We have to get to Dominic!” I shouted over my shoulder. “That’s how we won this thing the first time!”

      “One of my finest moments!” Morgan called back. “And yours. Let’s get him!”

      We made our way toward the yew tree from the outskirts of the battle. The ghosts and demons were no match for me and Morgan, not with so much experience under our belts. We were both in our element. Each time I zapped another demon, a burst of adrenaline went through me. Morgan whooped with joy with every bullet she fired.

      When we cleared the last round of ghosts protecting Dominic, he stood framed against the burning yew tree. Unlike last time, when he was so sure of his powers, his lips were pulled back in an expression of fear.

      Morgan wiggled her fingers flirtatiously. “Hi, Dommy. Did you miss me?”

      Dominic stumbled off the bench. The fire from the yew tree licked his arm, and he batted the flames off his sleeve with his bare hand. “I don’t understand,” he stuttered, conjuring a shield to stand between us and him. “How did the two of you become so powerful? Even sharing your coven’s magic, you couldn’t have improved so much overnight!”

      Morgan and I awarded each other with satisfied smirks. It was rare you got to vanquish your greatest enemy twice.

      “Let’s just say we had some extra time on our hands,” I said to Dominic.

      Morgan raised the gun level with Dominic’s head. “Let’s get this over with. I’ve got an alternate reality to get back to.”

      “No!” Dominic pleaded, backing away from us. “Please! I only ever wanted to reunite with my family. It’s not fair!”

      “Oh, this is lovely,” I said to Morgan conversationally. “He didn’t beg the first time. It keeps getting better, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m pleased,” she replied, never lowering the gun. “Hell, I feel more alive than I have in years. Don’t you, Dommy?”

      He clenched his teeth. “You’re evil women. Nasty!”

      “Proud of it,” Morgan and I chorused.

      Morgan’s index finger bent, and she almost pulled the trigger to send Dominic to the depths of the otherworld. At the last second, she relaxed and offered the gun to me. “If I recall correctly, this was never my shot to take.”

      As I wrapped my hand around the gun, the scar on my wrist blazed the same neon-blue as Morgan’s magical tattoos. Energy ripped through me, from the top of my head to the end of my toes. The hair on my arms stood on end as I let out a yell of triumph. This was what had been taken from me on the night of the spring equinox, the ancient power of the yew tree. Now that it had been returned, my system balanced out. I didn’t feel empty or overwhelmed anymore. On the contrary, I felt better than ever.

      I turned the gun on Dominic as Morgan watched. He didn’t bother to make a last stand. After all, this battle had already played out once to his disadvantage, and you couldn’t really change history.

      “Goodbye, Dominic,” I said.

      My finger flexed, but before the trigger depressed, some unknown force yanked my heart out of my chest.
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      “Gwenlyn. Gwenlyn!”

      I gasped, clutching my chest. The gun had fallen in the grass somewhere. With blurred vision, I watched as Dominic took the opportunity to sprint away from the fight.

      “No,” I panted. “No! Morgan, he’s getting away—”

      My voice gave way to an anguished yell as the pull on my heart deepened. When I looked down, I expected to see an open wound, my rib cage torn open to expose all of my vital organs. But everything was intact. The pain was all in my head.

      “Gwen, look at me.” Morgan lightly slapped my cheek, bringing my awareness back to her. “What’s happening? Tell me what’s wrong?”

      My eyes flickered all around. The battle raged on. A witch fell to her knees beside me, struck down by a zombie. Morgan blasted the zombie away from us. Silvery ghosts zoomed to and fro. I couldn’t focus on one thing. The hypothetic hole in my chest widened. I sobbed openly, unable to process the pain. Morgan cast a force field around us and cut us off from the battle. It grew silent and still as she framed my face in her palms and forced me to look at her.

      “Tell me,” she said softly. “Use your words. You can do it. Focus on me. Focus on my voice. What’s wrong, Gwenlyn?”

      I tapped my chest, right over my heart. “It hurts, Morgan. It hurts so much. Like someone’s tearing my heart out.”

      Morgan rested her palm against my heart and listened to it pound. “You’re being pulled out of the soul realm, but it’s too early. I knew this was going to happen! Gwen, you have to fight it. Whatever’s going on in your reality, you have to ignore it!”

      “I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know—”

      My voice cut off with another flash of pain. The town square disappeared around me. Instead, I caught sight of the wishing well and the clearing. Something was happening in my actual reality. Something that was not good.

      “Thelma, stop!”

      Morgan aimed a spell through the moss curtains, but it was deflected by a defensive shield. The sisters stood in a rough circle, protecting something at their backs. As they revolved, looking for the threat, I caught a glimpse of what they defended. It was my body, unconscious but violently seizing.

      “You won’t be able to complete the banishing spell!” Morgan roared into the woods. “Not without my permission!”

      A flash of magenta magic ripped through the clearing. The sisters dove to avoid it, leaving my body unguarded.

      “Where’s Alberta?” Karma demanded as they scrambled to get back into position. “Nice time for her to disappear!”

      Back at the yew tree, Laurel breached Morgan’s defense bubble. “What’s going on?” she asked, staring down at me with wide eyes. “What’s wrong with her? Dominic’s getting away!”

      “Well, go catch him!” Morgan yelled, though she was too preoccupied with me to notice the look of shock on Laurel’s face. Morgan had never spoken to any of her sisters so brusquely before. “If he gets away, Gwen will die.”

      Laurel jetted off without another word. Morgan pulled my head into her lap and stroked my hair, slick with sweat, away from my face.

      “Stay with me,” she murmured. “I can’t lose you, Gwen.”

      My vision flickered again.

      The Summers sisters linked arms as their aura met to form a dome of protection around my thrashing body. A jet of magenta magic soared out of the trees and bounced off the shield.

      Morgan’s lips twisted into a grimace. She nudged Karma. “Go find her. She can’t be far off, and if we can’t see her, we can’t attack her. Be quiet. See if you can sneak up on her.”

      As Karma detached herself from the circle of sisters, so did her magic. The protection shield wavered, and another spell flew into the clearing. It slipped into the space between Morgan and Malia’s magic and dropped onto my body like rain. Another violent convulsion ripped through me.

      A moment later, a flurry of lilac and magenta magic sparked beyond the clearing. Then Karma emerged from the moss with a gash across her cheek. Panting, she rejoined the circle.

      “She’s too strong,” Karma said. “I can’t do anything to her unless I use my ability, and we all know how that turns out.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Malia muttered. “Thelma is alone, but there are four of us—”

      “Five, if Alberta got off her butt to help,” Karma added.

      “Still,” Malia said. “Thelma shouldn’t be able to match our combined power.”

      “Unless,” Morgan growled. “She laid the black salt for us too.”

      “That witch.”

      I returned to the battlefield. Each breath felt harder to pull into my lungs. Morgan’s eyes were wet, but she refused to let her tears drop. She wasn’t the type to give up this easily.

      Laurel burst back into the bubble. “Morgan, Dominic’s gone. There’s no sign of him here, at the cemetery, or anywhere in Yew Hollow. It’s like he vanished.”

      “No!” Morgan slammed her fist against the wet dirt. “He can’t be gone! We have to kill him. Gwen has to kill him!”

      I slipped into the other reality.

      “We can’t let her get away with this,” Malia snapped, eyeing the clearing’s edge. “If she banishes all of us, she’ll become the new coven leader. We’ll be outcasts.”

      Thelma, at last, emerged from the trees. She laughed as she watched the sisters struggle to keep the shield around my body intact. She also had erected a force field to keep herself safe, but it was less transparent than the one around me. The more opaque a shield, the stronger it was.

      “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it?” Thelma clapped her hands gleefully. “All the Summers sisters together with your weird, adopted offspring. You wished to be a family? I’m giving that to you.”

      “How did you do it?” Morgan growled. “How did you make black salt without my permission?”

      “Once again, you forgot our traditional rules.”

      “I know the rules,” Morgan said. “If Gwenlyn fails her last task, the coven may choose to banish her. What you’re doing—banishing all of us because you don’t agree with the way I run the coven—is traitorous.”

      “Perhaps it is.” Thelma peered into the wishing well, shuddered, and looked away. “Or perhaps I’m looking out for the good of the many. There are more people in this coven than just you and your sisters, Morgan. For too many years, we’ve been fighting to be seen and heard.”

      “I have an open door policy,” Morgan barked. “Anyone with an issue can come talk to me. Clearly, you want power. That’s why you did all of this in the first place.”

      Thelma shrugged. “Maybe you’re right, but the rest of the Summers won’t ever figure that out when you’re gone.”

      “Banish me, and I’ll haunt you and Yew Hollow for the rest of my life,” Morgan threatened. Blue beads of sweat decorated her forehead. She was expending a lot of energy to keep the protective shield active against Thelma’s passive attacks. “You will never have peace.”

      “I can live with that.”

      As Thelma smirked, her magenta aura grew more solid. The sisters’ knees buckled as they were sapped of their power.

      “The circle of black salt isn’t quite complete,” Thelma announced. “I wanted you all to admit your mistakes before you could no longer return to this land. Come on, now. Each of you must have something to tell me.”

      “Screw you,” Morgan spat.

      Thelma sat on a fallen tree log and made herself comfortable. “All right, then. I was going to give Gwenlyn a nice, quick death, but I suppose I can draw it out for your sake.”

      Morgan lunged, and her aura broke free of the protective shield. Thelma only smiled as Morgan bounced off the magenta force field around her.

      “It’s amazing what you can do with a little help from your friends,” Thelma said. “I borrowed energy from some other witches.”

      “Borrowed or stole?” Karma said.

      “Semantics.” Thelma watched Morgan crawl away on her hands and knees. She pointed at my body through the protection spell. “How about some incentive?”

      Thelma’s attack broke through the sisters’ shield and hit my body like a truck.

      I screamed bloody murder, clawing at my chest and head. It felt like every nerve ending was exposed. Morgan’s tears finally fell, dampening my face and shirt. I clutched Morgan closer and pulled her ear to my lips.

      “I c-can’t do it,” I breathed. “I can’t stand the pain. P-please. Make it stop.”

      “I don’t know how!” Morgan cried. “I’m so sorry, Gwen. I’m trying every healing spell I know, but nothing’s working.”

      “The g-gun.”

      Morgan’s breath hitched. “What?”

      I fumbled in the grass until my fingers connected with the gun’s cold metal barrel. I dragged it into Morgan’s lap. “Use the gun.”

      Morgan stared dumbfounded at me until I raised a single finger and tapped my temple. Her expression turned to horror. “I’m not going to shoot you!”

      “It’s the only way.” Another wave of pain rocked my body. My yell echoed louder than the noise of the battle. “Please, Morgan. You can do it.”

      She shuddered as I put the gun between her hands. “Gwenlyn, no—”

      “P-please.” I steadied my gaze long enough to meet her eyes. “This is my biggest fear. This is what the soul realm wants me to face. I’m scared of losing you, but the thing I’m most afraid of is leaving you on earth without me.”

      Morgan closed her eyes and shook her head, cradling the gun to her chest as she muttered under her breath. “I can’t do it. I can’t do it. There has to be another way.”

      “Morgan.” I tugged the gun from her and placed it against my forehead. I wasn’t scared. I was just ready for the pain to end. “Pull the trigger.”

      “No.”

      “Do it.”

      “No.”

      I stared into her eyes. They were the same neon-blue as her tattoos. “I’m dying, Morgan. If I’m right about this, you can save me.”

      Morgan sniffed. “By killing you?”

      “Yes. This isn’t my reality.”

      Morgan’s throat bobbed as she looked down at me. “No.”

      “Morgan—”

      “Not your way,” she interrupted. “My way.”

      She turned the gun on herself, placed it under her chin, and pulled the trigger.

      

      I jerked awake, ripped myself from the ground, and whirled around. “Morgan? Morgan!”

      Morgan spun away from Thelma, ran through the protection shield, and tackled me with a hug. “Gwen, you’re back! You’re alive!”

      “You’re alive.” I laughed with relief and squeezed Morgan tighter to make sure she was actually there. “Thank goodness.”

      “Me?” Morgan said. “What are you talking about?”

      “You shot yourself to save me,” I told her. “In the other dimension.”

      “To give you the power of the yew tree,” she said. “Yes, that would have worked. Let me see your arm.”

      I held it out. Morgan presented hers next to mine. Our matching scars flashed with neon-blue magic. I pumped my fist and high-fived Morgan.

      “Yes! We’re back, baby!”

      “I wouldn’t quite put it that way,” Thelma drawled.

      As in my vision, she lounged on the fallen log, one leg crossed daintily over the other. She looked ready to have tea, not to fight against all of the Summers sisters.

      Morgan planted herself between me and Thelma. Though I was alive, I was weak. It would take a few days to recover from my trip to the soul realm.

      “Give it up, Thelma,” Morgan said as Malia, Karma, and Laurel joined her to form a wall in front of me. “Gwenlyn passed the coming of age ritual. She’s officially one of us.”

      Thelma sucked on her teeth. “Yes, I suppose that make things a little more difficult for me, though not impossible. Did you forget that I’ve already laid the black salt? One snap of my fingers and the five of you will be banished from Yew Hollow until the end of time.”

      I stepped into line with the sisters, directly between the four of them. “If you banish us, you forfeit all of the ancient power you wanted from the yew tree. It lives in me and Morgan.”

      “The rest of the coven bears the ancient power too,” Thelma countered.

      “Not as much as we do.” I grasped Morgan’s wrist, and the neon-blue tattoos that had been dormant for almost a decade lit up to their full effect. I raised my arm to show Thelma my glowing scar. “We are the true bearers of the Summers’ magic. If you want it from us, you’re gonna have to fight us for it.”

      Thelma’s lips twisted into a sneer. “That can be arranged.”

      Without lifting herself from the log, she snapped her fingers. The magenta cloud left her unprotected as she sent all of her magic toward me, Morgan, and the sisters. The five of us lifted our hands and called on our auras, countering the attack with our own magic. Thelma’s stolen power thrashed wildly against our shield, causing cracks in the armor.

      “We can’t just defend,” Malia grunted. “We have to attack her.”

      “That’s a little hard considering she’s already sapped us of our strength,” Karma said.

      Morgan buckled beneath the weight of Thelma’s spell. “What do you think, Gwen? We could use a little ancient magic miracle right now.”

      “I’m tapped,” I admitted.

      “Then why did we challenge her?” Laurel mourned.

      Thelma chuckled and clapped her hands again, as if applauding our noble effort to hold off her spell. She leaned back on the log, the ends of her hair almost dipping into the silver water. “This is even more amusing that I thought possible. Say, Morgan, what do you think Cassandra would do if she saw this pitiful display of magic? I hardly believe you’re her daughter.”

      “Don’t talk about my mother,” Morgan and Karma snarled at once.

      “Ooh, I’ve hit a nerve,” Thelma said. “I suppose it’s only natural for witches to have mommy issues. I think you all deserve a second chance to talk to her. Shall I bring her about for a late discussion?”

      “If you raise her,” Morgan said, “I will kill you.”

      Thelma paused, then the glint of fear in her eyes washed away. “I’d like to see you try.”

      She lifted her hand and pressed her middle finger to her thumb, a second away from snapping the spell into place, but something exploded from the wishing well behind Thelma’s log.

      It was Alberta, who had been submerged underwater this entire time. She flew from the well, water pouring off of her, and wrapped her arms around Thelma’s neck and shoulders. Thelma’s eyes widened with shock as, with one giant yank, Alberta pulled her off the log and into the wishing well. The water bubbled as they sank beneath the surface. Then it was quiet.

      Thelma’s attack spell vanished. Tentatively, the four of us let our defensive spells go. I separated myself from the sisters and neared the water’s edge.

      “Be careful,” Morgan warned.

      Carefully, I looked into the water. My own reflection stared back, pale and sweating, with a few scrapes and bruises from my time in the soul realm. The image dissolved as Alberta surfaced right in front of me. I leapt away from the well’s edge.

      Alberta swam to shore and clambered out of the well. Her orange aura, which had been glowing around her, faded with each step on land. She shook water out of her hair and noticed us staring at her.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Where’s Thelma?” I asked.

      “Eudora needed help with a new quest,” Alberta said. “I thought Thelma might be the perfect volunteer. She won’t trouble the coven any longer.”

      I looked at Morgan. Her face said it all. Whatever Eudora’s “quest” was, Thelma would not return from it.

      “You saved me?” I said to Alberta.

      “No,” she claimed. “I told you. I was fulfilling Eudora’s wishes.”

      Without thinking, I hugged Alberta. “Whatever you say.”

      She didn’t hug me back. “I’m uncomfortable with physical affection, Guinevere. Might you get off?”

      As I let her go, Morgan cleared her throat. “Let’s get the black salt out of the woods. No reason to leave that crap lying around for someone else to mess with. Partner up. Gwen, you’re with me.”

      The witches separated to clear the area. Morgan draped her arm around my shoulders as we took our own path.

      “Don’t you ever scare me like that again,” she muttered. “Or I will shoot you.”

      I looked at her in surprise. “You remember?”

      “Like a weird nightmare. It was horrible.”

      I leaned my head against her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anyway. But I do have one favor to ask of you.”

      “I guess, since it’s your birthday, I can’t object.”

      

      A magical adoption ceremony wasn’t quite as easy as a mortal one. There were no papers to sign or lawyers to deal with. Instead, the entire coven—including the reclusive witches—was required to be present, and several things had to line up for the ceremony to go well.

      “This is unorthodox,” said Laurel as she wrapped wildflowers into my hair. “Covens don’t usually adopt fully-grown witches.”

      “I know.” I fiddled with a daisy before handing it to Laurel. “But this is important to me.”

      Laurel finished braiding my dark hair and kissed my cheek. “I don’t mind. I’m already happy to call you my sister, but it’s fun to make it official. You ready to head downstairs?”

      “Can you give me a minute? I’m feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      “Sure thing.”

      As Laurel left, I shook out my jitters and looked around the attic, also known as Morgan’s bedroom. Her presence was all over the place. I could feel her craft everywhere: between the pages of her books, in the jars of mysterious potion ingredients, and even in the hamper of dirty laundry in the corner. I loved everything about it. Maybe Morgan would let me take this room one day.

      I peeked through the window. The field’s high grasses had been trimmed for the occasion. The coven gathered in crooked lines, leaving an aisle up the middle. An altar of Laurel’s creation—all vines, braided branches, and colorful blooms—had been erected at the front of everyone’s eyeline. Beneath it, Morgan waited for me. As if she sensed my gaze, she looked up at the attic window and smiled.

      

      When I emerged from the house, the coven cheered. If any of them had qualms about me joining the Summers as an official member, they kept quiet. I couldn’t contain a grin as I walked up the aisle toward Morgan. Fairies and sprites sang a happy tune as I made my way along, and the witches joined in with their own voices. As I passed the front row of witches, each of the main Summers sisters waited to greet me. Malia squeezed my hand, Laurel hugged me tightly, and Karma winked and stuck out her tongue.

      When I approached Morgan, the songs and cheers faded. A serious silence fell over the field. The sun sank beneath the horizon, casting perfect purple and pink shadows across the congregation.

      Morgan held out her hand to me. “It’s time. Are you ready?”

      I took her offered palm and stepped up to the altar. “I’m ready.”

      Morgan grinned and addressed the coven. “We are here today at dusk to welcome a new member into our family. Of course, you already know Gwenlyn as one of our own, but today we make it official!”

      Another cheer went up, scaring birds and bugs out of the trees. I smiled as bats and sparrows landed on Laurel’s shoulders and tangled themselves in her hair.

      Morgan turned to face me. She held a small knife in one hand. “Not scared, are you?”

      “Why would I be? We’ve already done this once.”

      I presented my arm to Morgan. She made a delicate slice, no longer than a centimeter, at the top of the scar on my wrist. Then, she pulled up her sleeve and made the same incision on her own skin.

      “Here we go,” she said, offering me her arm.

      As the coven began chanting, their auras reached up and filled the sky with a rainbow of colors. With the biggest grin, I clasped my arm against Morgan’s.

      The spell solidified when our blood touched. A blast of neon-blue magic exploded around us like a supernova, mushrooming out toward the crowd. It passed over the coven like a light breeze and disappeared beyond my eyesight. As it fizzled out, Morgan pulled her arm away from mine. Though the small cut healed itself, it still glowed blue.

      “Everybody,” Morgan called to the crowd. “I present to you the newest member of our family: Gwenlyn Bennett Summers!”
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