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    ​A Note Before You Begin


    Amoura’s story includes some experiences that may be difficult to read—including sexual assault by someone she trusted, trauma and captivity, and themes of persecution against those considered “other.” There’s also a moment of character death, though it doesn’t last.


    I didn’t include these elements lightly. They’re part of Amoura’s journey because they’re part of so many of our journeys, and I wanted to write them honestly. But your wellbeing matters more than any story. Please read at your own pace, skip what you need to skip, and be gentle with yourself.


    If anything in these pages echoes your own experiences, I hope you’ll reach out to someone who can help. RAINN offers free, confidential support at rainn.org or 1-800-656-4673. You deserve to be believed.

  


  
     


    ​For Meli and Bowen, who are undoubtedly made of magic.

  


  
     


    ​Magic is not drawn from the Elements.


     


    It is the dragon asleep


    between bones and breath,


    waiting for truth to speak its name.


     


    To wake it is to remember:


    you were always


    the serpent.


    You were always


    the flame.
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    ​Chapter One


    ​Wednesday


    The postcard wasn’t there when I left for school that morning.


    I found it wedged under our doormat when I came home, tucked carefully so the afternoon breeze wouldn’t carry it away. Amoura Jimenez Renly in elegant script across the front. No address. No postmark. Just a sharp indentation near the top, as if something had tried—and failed—to puncture the thick paper.


    An invitation to an entrance exam at a school for the “magically inclined.”


    I barked out a laugh. Hilarious. This had to be a prank, though even the bottom-dwelling miscreants who tormented me at school weren’t creative enough to pull off something this elaborate.


    “Love note, my darling?”


    I jumped. Mrs. Mulgarden lounged across the railing of her front porch, bare feet crossed at the ankles beneath her cerulean kaftan, steam rising from the mug in her hands. My neighbor was one of Portland’s many “magically inclined”—and perched on her banister like that, she could’ve been the poster child for whatever whimsical institution this Elderwood place claimed to be. If it even existed.


    “Not quite,” I called back. “Just someone’s weird idea of a joke.”


    I found the embossed watermark at the bottom of the card. A wand underlining four letters: ESMI. Too much detail for a prank. Too precise.


    “Did you see who left this?”


    Mrs. Mulgarden hesitated, clicking her nails against the mug. The clicking stopped. Then she smiled. “No, my darling! I’ve been inside all afternoon brewing that elixir for your father’s marathon—the healing potion for his shin splints. The formula at that overpriced apothecary on Hawthorne is such a waste. I swear they dilute everything with old herbs.”


    I nodded and studied the card. My finger traced the letters again. ESMI.


    A vibration hummed beneath my fingertip—so faint I almost missed it. Like touching a speaker with the volume turned down low.


    “What the—”


    “Everything alright, darling?”


    I yanked my hand back. “Yeah. I’m fine.”


    The competitive part of me—the part that couldn’t resist a challenge, couldn’t walk away from a test—whispered that maybe I should be curious. I probably knew more about magic than most human sixteen-year-olds. Mrs. Mulgarden had been brewing me potions and tinctures since I was a toddler, fixing every scraped knee and stomach ache. I’d absorbed things by osmosis, if nothing else.


    But the louder voice shut that thought down.


    There’s nothing magical about you. It’s a prank. Or a mistake. Either way, it’s not meant for you.


    The thought stung more than it should have.


    I shoved the card into my bag and pushed open the front door, leaving magic and entrance exams and invitations on the porch behind me where they belonged.


    But the vibration didn’t stay on my fingertip. It seeped under my skin, a low, insistent hum that traveled from my knuckle to my wrist. It was already part of my pulse.

  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    ​Thursday


    ​The clock above Miss Haverman’s desk was the most insolent in the school. Its tick shattered every silent second of my lunch hour, clicking between my ears like claws tapping glass. The clocks in every other classroom had gliding hands that moved like silent exhales, but this one reminded me—with each crisp tick—that I was alone.


    I’d eaten lunch in empty classrooms for almost a year, ever since Finn moved to San Francisco. He’d been the glue holding our lunch group together—a total brain, obsessed with coding, but with a magnetism that made him impossible to dislike. The drama kids found him inspiring; the jocks found him hilarious. When he left, everyone absorbed back into their proper circles, and I had nowhere to sit. To them, I’d only ever been Finn’s shadow. The weird smart girl, always dressed in black, always lingering nearby.


    “Thanks for holding down the fort!” Miss Haverman chirped as she breezed through the door, as if she’d left me in charge of rowdy five-year-olds instead of an empty room.


    I returned a thin smile and looked back down at my sketchbook.


    ESMI covered every inch of the page. Bold block lettering. Elegant calligraphy. Rounded bubbles. The same four letters, over and over, in every style my hand knew how to make. I’d been writing them without meaning to—in margins, on napkins, the fogging shower glass that morning.


    I flipped quickly to a flower I’d drawn last week.


    “You know, Amoura,” Miss Haverman said, perching on the desk in front of me. She was one of the younger teachers at Rose City Prep, armed with fresh optimism and an untarnished drive to save the youth of America. “If you ever want to talk, I’m always here.”


    “Thanks, Miss Haverman. I’m fine.”


    “You could invite some other kids to eat with you. I’m totally cool with that.” She leaned forward. “There are some really smart sophomore girls in my third period. Kind of quiet, like you. Maybe we could start a book club?”


    The look I shot back could’ve formed icicles on her eyelashes.


    “Come on! You love to read! What was the last book you read?”


    “The Brothers Karamazov.”


    “Oh.” She sat taller. “I’ve never read any Tolstoy.”


    “Dostoyevsky. Not Tolstoy. Wrong Russian.”


    Did you really need to do that?


    “I really think if you—”


    “Miss Haverman.” I cut her off. “I know you’re probably just out of college and eager to save every antisocial teen, but I promise: I don’t need saving, I don’t like high schoolers, and I don’t like book clubs. I just want a place to eat my sandwich.”


    Her face crumpled. The bell rang, saving us both. She scurried back to her desk, cheeks flushed.


    Great job, idiot. It’s been a while since you made a teacher cry.


    I slipped my sketchbook into my bag and pulled out my textbook as voices poured through the doorway.


    “What’s up, Hermit? You miss me?”


    Asher Rockford’s breath hit my ear, sending every hair on my arms to attention. I’d become good at shielding myself from most bullies, but Asher was different. Being the star of Rose City’s soccer team made him untouchable. He tormented everyone—students, faculty—but I’d earned special attention as the only sophomore in his senior classes.


    “Seriously, what do you do to make your hair so big?” His fingers picked at the curls on my neck, sharp as pinpricks.


    “Don’t touch me.” I jerked away. Strands snapped at the base of my skull.


    “You shed everywhere.” He shook the hair off his fingers. “Should shave that pelt. Make a nice blanket.” Snickers erupted around us. I kept my eyes on the history book cover.


    Don’t engage. He wants a reaction.


    His finger jabbed the crown of my head. “You in there, Hermit?”


    I opened the book and flipped to the previous night’s reading, fingers quivering.


    “Well, if she’s not home, I guess I can go through her stuff.” He dangled my backpack in front of him.


    My cheeks ignited. “Give it back.”


    I grabbed for it, but he slid out of reach, eyes bright.


    “There she is. What’s got you so hot and bothered?”


    “Kids, take your seats.” Miss Haverman’s voice barely carried across the room.


    Asher opened the bag. “Nothing interesting…” Then he pulled out my sketchbook. “Wait. Is this your diary?”


    The class hooted. My pulse hammered so hard my teeth throbbed.


    “I wonder if I’ll find anything about me.” He flipped it open and pitched his voice high. “Dear diary, Asher Rockford is the boy I dream about when I’m alone in my bed.” Laughter erupted.


    “Enough, Asher,” Miss Haverman pleaded.


    I lunged, but he stumbled backward, laughing. “Dear diary, maybe if I act smarter than everyone, they won’t notice I’m pathetic.”


    Tears burned my eyes. I jumped for the book as he dangled it above his head. “Give it back.” My fingers buzzed.


    “Geez, Hermit. If I’d known you were so hot for me…” He danced backward down the row, dipping the sketchbook in and out of reach.


    “Dear diary, I don’t think anyone will ever love me.” He grabbed me around the waist with his free hand, lifting me off the ground, pinning me against his hip. “You like that?”


    I thrashed and kicked. My foot connected with the back of his knee. He dropped me.


    I hit the floor hard. The laughter died. His face blurred above me through tears. I wanted to claw the smirk off his face, but rage and humiliation pinned me flat. Everyone watched, eager to see if he’d show mercy, hoping he wouldn’t.


    For one second, as a tear slipped down my cheek, I thought he might give the book back.


    Then his mouth twisted.


    “What’s in this thing, anyway?” He flipped through pages, his eyebrows rising. “These are actually good. Like, really good, Hermit. You could make money off these.”


    Then, with a flick of his wrist, he ripped out a page.


    My body flinched as if he’d cut me. Something was unraveling inside me—the binding I kept cinched tight around my chest, the thing that held everything down. The threads snapped, one by one. The buzzing in my fingers climbed my arms.


    “Don’t,” I bellowed, jumping up.


    Again and again. A flick of the wrist. A rip. The sound tearing through me. Pages floating through the air. Hands reaching, grabbing. Students catching them as they fell. He laughed. “Share the wealth, Hermit.”


    Tears streamed down my face. I lunged. Again. And again.


    Pressure built in my chest—tight, too tight, the fleeting thought that I might be dying.


    Then: heat. Low in my belly, small at first. A match head flaring.


    It started to rise.


    The sensation climbed my spine, slow and deliberate, one notch at a time. Not pain—not exactly—but pressure, insistent and building, spreading, as if something coiled at the base of me had woken and was unfurling toward my skull. My hands went beyond tingling. They burned from the inside, bones gone molten.


    Asher’s face shifted. Amusement. Confusion. Fear.


    It hit my chest and detonated outward. A shockwave rolled through me. My vision went white at the edges. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. There was only pressure and something massive waking up, furious at being disturbed.


    My arms flew out, palms up. I wasn’t controlling them anymore.


    The burning in my hands became unbearable. Then—


    Ignition.


    Real flames burst from my palms. Not metaphor. Not imagination. Actual fire—orange and crimson and bright enough to hurt my eyes. The flames twisted and danced across my skin but didn’t burn. They were me.


    The classroom went silent except for that insolent clock, still ticking.


    Every face frozen, eyes locked on my burning hands.


    Then, screaming. Running. The energy kept building, kept rising through my chest, my throat. My whole body convulsed. I opened my mouth but nothing came—only more heat, more pressure, a scream locked behind my teeth.


    Something inside me gave way.


    The blast ripped outward. I remember the sound—like thunder trapped in a box. Saw desks lift from the floor. Then white. Then nothing.


    *


    Sensation returned slowly. Tingling in my fingers. Ragged breaths on my face.


    “Can you hear me?” Miss Haverman’s voice, thin and scared.


    I opened my eyes to hers hovering above mine, darting wildly. I was flat on my back, limbs splayed.


    Did I faint?


    “Ye—yeah. I can hear you,” I croaked. I tried to roll onto my side.


    Her hand slammed into my chest, pinning me down. “Lie still. We don’t know if you’re injured.”


    “Really, I think I’m—”


    The look in her eyes rewrote me—I was something to manage now.


    She’s afraid of me.


    Her hand pressed harder.


    What did I do?


    Whispers and whimpers came from somewhere in the room. I turned my head.


    The desks were no longer in rows. Metal legs jutted into the air like fractured bones. Arms connecting tabletops to seats twisted at impossible angles. Windows along the wall veined with cracks. Miss Haverman’s filing cabinets wilted toward the floor. The inspirational poster above the whiteboard—a goldfish wearing a shark fin, Mindset is Everything—burned around the edges, curling inward.


    But the walls weren’t scorched. The ceiling wasn’t blackened. Whatever had come out of me had hit like a wrecking ball, not a fire.


    My classmates huddled in the far corner, eyes peering around desks, watching me like I was rabid. Shaken, terrified—but whole. Not a burn on any of them.


    I closed my eyes. Tried to remember. Tiny flames. Flying books. Journal pages singed, some burned to ash. ESMI. So much screaming.


    The school nurse arrived, mousy-voiced, asking if I could move. She helped me stand.


    My legs went numb as I took in the destruction. She led me through the wreckage and out the door.


    *


    “You’ll wait here.” She guided me to the plastic chair outside the dean’s office.


    Dean Matigan and I knew each other well—I’d been a thorn in his side since kindergarten. Sent home for back-talking teachers, screaming at students, refusing to follow directions. But never for anything violent. Never anything like this.


    My hands still tingled. The more I tried to remember, the more the details tangled.


    I closed my eyes and breathed deep.


    Algeria. Angola. Benin. Botswana.


    Lists grounded me. When I was out of control, I’d pick a continent and name countries.


    Burkina Faso. Cameroon. Cape Verde. Central African Republic. Chad. Comoros. Congo. Djibouti.


    “How far did you get?”


    Papá’s voice wrapped around me. I opened my eyes. He squatted in front of me, Dad at his side.


    “Djibouti.”


    He smiled, but his eyes were dark. “We made it here quick, then.” He kissed my forehead. “Dad and I are going to figure out what’s going on, mijita.”


    They disappeared into the office, door closing behind them.


    Egypt. Equatorial Guinea. Eritrea.


    I squeezed my eyes shut. The phrases seeped through the cracks anyway.


    “…no longer welcome…”


    Ethiopia. Gabon.


    “…my legal requirement…”


    Gambia. Ghana. Guinea.


    “…must alert the authorities…”


    Guinea-Bissau. Ivory Coast.


    “…with others of her kind…”


    He can’t even say it. He can’t name what I am.


    When they emerged, my fathers looked like ghosts—faces chalky, eyes glazed.


    Dad cleared his throat and grasped my shoulder. “Let’s get you home, Mo. We’ll talk there.”


    “Mr. Renly,” Dean Matigan called from inside. He trundled out on stubby legs, a small periwinkle card pinched between two fingers. “This is the colleague I told you about.” His caterpillar mustache twitched. “I’ll phone her as soon as you leave and explain…the situation. I’m sure she’ll know what to do next.”


    “Thank you, Dean Matigan.” Dad accepted the card and slipped it into his coat pocket.


    Dean Matigan nodded curtly and disappeared back inside. He never looked at me, never acknowledged I existed, as if the simple act of doing so might reduce his school to rubble.

  


  
    ​Chapter Three


    ​The Visitor


    She appeared on our doorstep at precisely six-thirty. I’d been chopping carrots for twenty minutes—nobody needed that many carrots, but my hands needed something to do while we waited. The knife I’d been using clattered to the floor at the sound of the bell.


    Dad looked at me from the doorway, eyebrows raised. “You good?”


    Am I good? “As good as a lamb going to slaughter.”


    His eyes widened, but the bell chimed again. He shot a glance down the hall, back to me, then to the door once more before sighing and rushing away.


    I moved on cat feet, hiding in the shadows just off the entryway. My attempts to calm my breathing only made my bones quake harder beneath my skin. I crouched low, watching Dad wipe his hands on his apron and open the door.


    “Good evening, Mr. Renly. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”


    Her voice was like warm bathwater, its deep resonance soothing the frantic tingling in my hands. Dad’s spine stretched half an inch taller. Through the doorway came a floating obelisk draped in forest green, a slim silver cane clasped under her right arm. Black lace crawled up her neck like creeping vines, sharp against porcelain skin and painted red lips. She wore her crow-colored hair in a bun pulled so tight my own scalp hurt looking at her. She swept into the foyer, inspecting it from ceiling to floorboard before settling her gaze on Dad.


    “I should be thanking you for coming all this way, Ms. Blackwood. And so quickly!” Dad’s baritone went unnaturally high.


    “Doctor Blackwood,” she corrected, lifting her chin. Even from my hiding spot, I caught the electric twinkle in her sapphire eyes. “When Dean Matigan shared what happened this afternoon, I knew I could help. It was no trouble—a quick half-hour trip on the skyway.”


    “Right. The skyway.” Dad rubbed his bald head. “Sorry, we’re all still shaken up about…everything.”


    My six-foot-one father, usually the picture of confidence with his impeccable style and steady presence, looked like a schoolboy. He smoothed non-existent wrinkles from his apron.


    She watched him, amusement playing at the corners of her mouth.


    “May I take your coat? Or—cape, I mean?”


    Dr. Blackwood flicked one long finger toward her collar. My hand shot to my mouth as the cloak slid from her shoulders, spun in midair, and folded itself over his extended arm.


    “Your home is lovely, Mr. Renly.” She drifted into the living room. “I’ve always loved Portland’s old Craftsman houses.”


    Dad shook his head as if waking from a dream. He hung the cloak with care on our crowded coat rack—no doubt mentally scolding himself for not clearing space. “My husband and I put a lot of love into this place. The houses here were why we moved from San Francisco. We could never afford this kind of space in the City.”


    I dropped to my stomach and pulled myself forward until I could peer around the corner. Dad stood rigid in the living room’s center, profile to me. Dr. Blackwood stalked the perimeter, examining artwork.


    “You lived in San Francisco?”


    “That’s where Mateo and I met. We wanted to start a family, and the City didn’t feel right for that.” He shrugged. “So we moved here.”


    “And the child?” She picked up our family photo. “When did she join your family?”


    I bit the inside of my cheek. I was the entire reason for her visit, but “the child” made me a specimen under observation.


    “We adopted Amoura as an infant, three years after we settled in Portland.”


    “I see.” She studied the photo, examining our frozen, goofy smiles as if reading secrets. Silence stretched.


    “And her gifts. You had no suspicion of your daughter’s abilities?”


    “Well, no—I mean, of course we knew Amoura was special.” He rubbed his head. “She’s brilliant, kind, curious, and so many other things. But—but your kind of special? No. We had no idea.”


    Dr. Blackwood set the photo down and drew herself up to her full height. “My kind of special, Mr. Renly? What in heavens could you mean?”


    Dad’s mouth opened and closed like a codfish. “I—um, well—”


    Her face softened into playful amusement. “I’m only teasing. I know this has been an emotional day. But I think it’s best to avoid euphemisms when discussing Amoura’s identity. Wouldn’t you agree?”


    “Lo siento, lo siento!” Papá’s voice rang clear from the kitchen. Dad’s shoulders relaxed as Papá swept to his side. “I’m so sorry to be late. I’ve been on the phone with family.”


    He’d been talking to Aunt Lish—his best friend since college, and mom to my best friend, Finn.


    Papá kissed Dad’s cheek before turning to Dr. Blackwood and offering both hands. Even at his full height, his warm brown eyes had to tilt up to meet hers. “Please pardon me for not greeting you.”


    Dr. Blackwood bowed her head, keeping firm hold of her cane and ignoring his outstretched hands. “No need to apologize. Your husband and I were just getting acquainted.”


    Papá’s hands closed, then wrapped around the nape of his neck. “Well. I’m sure we have much to discuss. Shall we sit and talk about Amoura? And please, call me Mateo.”


    Dr. Blackwood didn’t move. “I think it’s best I speak with your daughter rather than about her. Wouldn’t you agree, Amoura?”


    Before I could process the question, her eyes locked with mine.


    An electrical zap shot from my head to my toes. I scrambled back behind the wall. She saw you. She saw you hiding like a child.


    Through the blood pulsing in my ears, I heard Dad’s nervous laughter, desperate apologies for my “unusual” behavior, promises that I “didn’t normally act this way.”


    Seconds later, he stood over me, looking like he’d forgotten how to form a sentence.


    “What on earth are you doing? Get out here this instant.”


    I shook my head. Black curls fell into my eyes. Dad’s twittery laugh echoed around the corner—“Just feeling a little nervous.”


    “Amoura Jimenez, you are acting like a child.” He crouched down, frantic. “Get off the floor and come into the living room. Now.”


    “I’d like to see how you’d react in my place,” I shot back.


    He sighed and parted the curls from my face. His eyes pleaded with me. “I know you’re scared. I’m scared too. But she wants to help you. She can tell us what to do next. Please? Do this for me?”


    Floating cloaks and soul-piercing eyes felt like more than I could handle, but there was nothing I hated more than making my dads so anxious. I groaned, extending my hands.


    He pulled me up. I swept the curls back and stepped out of the shadows.


    Dr. Blackwood stood in the center of the room. “Good evening, Ms. Renly.” Her smile was amused, but something shifted in her expression for just a moment. The sharp, assessing glint in her eyes softened into something else entirely—not quite recognition, but a deep, aching familiarity, as if she were looking at a memory come to life.


    It was gone as quickly as it appeared, but the warmth lingered. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance.”


    Everything about her was extreme—towering stature, jet-black clothing, angular bones that looked sharp enough to cut. She looked like something out of a story I’d read as a kid—a jewel-eyed character I would’ve drawn in my sketchbook and never quite believed was real. But that momentary flash in her eyes, combined with the kindness in her voice, disarmed me completely. Like she was greeting an old friend.


    “Hello.” I gestured over my shoulder. “Sorry about…that.”


    She took a step forward, lips parting, then stopped herself and looked to my fathers. “I think it’s best if I spend some time getting to know Amoura alone.”


    “You want us to leave?” Dad’s eyelids fluttered. “Don’t you think we should be part of this conversation?”


    “I assure you both that Amoura will be fine. We’ll all talk together once she and I have had some time.”


    Dad puffed his chest. “Dr. Blackwood, I told Amoura we’d be by her side through this process. And if that’s what she wants, that’s what I intend to do.”


    My protector—even against a woman who could probably turn him into a garden gnome.


    But Dr. Blackwood’s expression didn’t change.


    “Dad, I think I’ll be okay.” He flinched at my voice. “You and Papá can leave me for a bit.”


    “Are you sure? You were adamant earlier that you didn’t want to do this alone.”


    He was right. Before her arrival, I’d made them swear not to leave me with the stranger. It was the only way they’d gotten me to agree to this meeting. But something about her presence eased me, as if just the sound of her voice melted my fears. My gut told me: ally, not enemy.


    “I’m sure.”


    Dad’s chest deflated. “Okay. But if you need anything at all—anything—Papá and I will be in the kitchen.” Papá grabbed his arm and led him away. “Just holler if you need anything!” The door swung shut behind them.


    “They’re handling this better than most would,” Dr. Blackwood observed. “You are very lucky.”


    “I know.” Dad’s face stayed with me—that unfamiliar panic. “I’ve never seen my dad act like that, though. He’s usually unshakable.”


    Amusement flickered across her face. “Most humans aren’t prepared for their first genuine interaction with one of our kind.”


    One of our kind. The words prickled across my skin.


    “Come, sit with me.” Dr. Blackwood gestured to the emerald loveseats. She folded herself like origami on the couch opposite me, oversized for our furniture with long arms extending past the edges and knees bent high, but somehow still incredibly graceful.


    She propped her cane against the armrest and reached for the small vase of wilting camellias on the table beside her. She touched each faded petal, twisting the vase between her fingers. Pink sunrise spread through each flower as they rose to her silent call. She smiled and presented the vase to me. “Better, don’t you think?”


    I had no words.


    Dr. Blackwood placed the vase back and folded her hands in her lap. “Do you know why I’m here, Amoura?”


    Frustration flared. “You’re wearing way too much black to be an Avon lady, so I’m guessing you’re not giving me a makeover.”


    Don’t sass her, Papá’s voice warned.


    Dr. Blackwood sat back, amusement flashing in her eyes. “Dean Matigan warned me about your temperament.” The corner of her lip twitched—almost proud. “I see what he meant.” She assessed me in silence before trying again. “What happened today at school?”


    I sighed at the ceiling. “Well, it’s Thursday, so it was B schedule. I started with English. We’re preparing for AP exams, so—”


    “Why don’t you tell me about what happened in your History class?” Gentle, but with a warning edge that made me feel three inches tall.


    Every instinct said deflect, change the subject, shut it down. But she wasn’t the type to ask twice. “I—I honestly don’t know what happened. I don’t remember. They said I caused an explosion?” I paused, but her expression didn’t change. I took a deep breath. “On Thursdays, I eat in my History classroom because it’s the class I have right after lunch.”


    “You don’t spend your lunch hour with your friends?”


    I raised my chin. “I don’t have any friends at school.”


    “Why?”


    “Because teenagers are the worst.”


    “Clearly.” Her lips curved. “What is your relationship like with the boy who angered you?”


    That marrow-unwinding sensation spread through my legs. I crossed my arms. “Don’t know him well.”


    Her eyebrows arched. “No? You don’t know him well, but he was able to make you so angry?”


    I shrugged. “I have anger issues.”


    “Has he ever treated you poorly before?”


    Electricity prickled in my fingertips. I tapped them wildly on my legs. “I guess it depends on what you consider ‘treating poorly.’”


    “Ms. Renly…” Another gentle warning.


    “There’s nothing to discuss!” I exploded. “He’s a grade-A bully, I’m an easy target. It’s as simple as that.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”


    I looked at my hands. “I don’t have a protective social force field. No one has my back when he comes for me. Plus, I’m the only sophomore in his senior classes. I guess you could say I’m pretty smart.”


    “And modest.” Her lips curved. “Your teachers, the administrators—they’ve done nothing about this boy’s behavior?”


    I scoffed. “Asher Rockford’s not the boy to ‘tattle on.’ When I brought it to my teachers, I got in trouble. A week of detention because he stole my physics lab report, copied my data, then destroyed my work.” The prickling spread through my wrists. “It didn’t help that I told my physics teacher if ignorance is bliss, he must be the happiest person on the planet.”


    Dr. Blackwood’s mouth twitched.


    “Asher only got worse after that.” I flexed my fingers to release the sensation.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Breathing. It helps when I’m losing my cool.”


    “Do you frequently ‘lose your cool?’”


    “I’ve gotten better.” I shifted. “When I’m angry, I say things I don’t mean. I used to lose my temper all the time—it was a problem. Epic tantrums about little stuff. My dads took me to a therapist in elementary school because I was constantly melting down in class.”


    “And did that help?”


    “Clearly not, since I’m still tantruming so hard I blow up my classroom.” I stared at my hands. “I hate not being able to control my temper.”


    “Is this what that boy took from you?”


    I looked up. She held my tattered journal, aged a hundred years in one afternoon.


    “Where did you—how—?”


    “I stopped by your school before coming here. Dean Matigan wanted me to return it.” She reached across the coffee table, barely having to stretch. I took it, examining the charred cover.


    “In my community, a book like that is called a grimoire,” Dr. Blackwood said. “A grimoire is sacred because it’s filled with the owner’s most potent magic, learnings, and ideas. It’s an extension of their essence, their work, their identity. The destruction of a grimoire this way would be an unspeakable devastation. Though your response to that boy is unacceptable in our community, it would be understandable to ‘lose your cool,’ as you say.


    “Ms. Renly, what happened today was not a tantrum. You experienced an unusually powerful magical outburst brought on by an emotional response. You’re obviously a very bright child, and I’m assuming you’ve gathered why I’m here—to help you understand what this means. Am I correct?”


    “Yes,” I said without looking up.


    “And what do you think that is, Ms. Renly? What am I here to help you understand?”


    “That I’m a witch.”


    The words hung heavy. We’d danced around the statement all afternoon, but speaking it aloud made it real. I wished I could suck it back into my throat.


    “Yes.” Dr. Blackwood smiled. “Do you know what that means? Have you ever met a witch before?”


    I shrugged. “Of course. It’s Portland. They’re everywhere. But I know it’s not polite to point them out, right? My neighbor’s a witch, but she’s more…reserved. She doesn’t do things like that.” I wiggled my fingers at the now-blooming camellias. “We don’t really talk about it as something special.”


    Mrs. Mulgarden’s face filled my mind. How could you keep this from me? But she probably didn’t know. There’s no way to tell if someone’s a witch by looking at them.


    “I guess my answer is no, I don’t really understand what it means to ‘be a witch.’ My neighbor does witchy things, but we never talk about her life as a witch. I knew a girl in elementary school, Julia, whose parents were witches. But her family moved away before she made a connection to magic. That’s how it works, right? You…connect?”


    “Yes.”


    “In school, we haven’t learned much about witches. Other than references to the Outing and the Witch’s Bill of Rights, we never studied witch history in detail.”


    Dr. Blackwood’s eyebrows furrowed. “It’s a shame humans remain so ill-informed about the world in which they live.”


    “I completely agree,” I said with more enthusiasm than intended.


    “You have a lot to learn, Ms. Renly. I’m going to be honest with you. The type of magical outburst you experienced today is not only unusual, but also illegal.”


    “Illegal?” I croaked.


    “Yes. But because your abilities have been dormant until this point, I was able to negotiate on your behalf with the authorities in Portland to have the episode expunged from your record. You’re very lucky no one was badly hurt.”


    A thousand questions flurried too quick to catch.


    “I am Headmaestress at a prestigious school for young witches in San Francisco. Elderwood School for the Magically Inclined.”


    ESMI. Goosebumps rolled down my arms. “Wait.” I jumped from the couch and ran to the entryway, grabbing my satchel and pulling out the postcard I’d stashed inside.


    “You sent me this? This invitation to an entrance exam?” I rushed back, presenting the card.


    Dr. Blackwood didn’t take her eyes off mine. “No, I did not send that invitation. The school sent it, as it deemed you to have the potential to succeed at Elderwood.”


    I blinked at her. “I don’t understand. The school sent it? Like the admissions department? How do they know about me? What does that even mean, ‘that I have the potential to succeed at Elderwood’?”


    “Elderwood is quite unique,” Dr. Blackwood said. “Our school was the first of its kind, founded long before the veil between the world of humans and witches was lowered, before humans knew we lived among them. The wards protecting our campus were created from ancient spells—source magic, we call it. The wards draw directly from the elements, the source of all magic. It makes them virtually indestructible.”


    “I see,” I mumbled.


    “When magic is concentrated to such a degree, it can develop unique properties.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “The school has a level of consciousness.”


    A building that thinks. I waited for her to say she was joking. She didn’t.


    “For the last two hundred years, it has invited young students like you to sit for our entrance exams. We believe the school’s link to source magic allows it to know much about a witch’s connection to the elements, and when it senses great potential in a magical activation, it releases an invitation, as it did with you.”


    I shook my head. “I received my invitation yesterday, before my…connection.”


    “Your initial connection to the elements must’ve happened before this afternoon.”


    “How is that even possible? Wouldn’t I have known if I’d suddenly… become magical?”


    She paused. “Magic is mysterious.”


    “That’s not an answer.”


    Dr. Blackwood sighed. “It is, Ms. Renly. It’s quite possible your elemental connection occurred without you even realizing it. Most connections aren’t dramatic, like what happened with you today. But when the activation happened is irrelevant. What matters is what you choose to do next.


    “We train the brightest magical thinkers from all over the world. Elderwood has a rich history of educating the most successful thought leaders, politicians, artists, and scientists in modern history.”


    “Well, that’s not intimidating at all,” I grumbled.


    “I’m here today, Ms. Renly, to encourage you to attend our entrance examination. You are an excellent candidate for our school.”


    I burst out laughing, almost falling off the couch. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Blackwood. I know I’m being rude.” Her face remained neutral as I composed myself. “I learned I was magical, like, five hours ago. How do you expect me to get into a school like yours?”


    “I’m not saying it will be easy. It will take dedication to compete with your peers. But your magic is impressive, Ms. Renly, and you desperately need training. Not just for your safety, but for the safety of everyone around you.” The words landed like a slap. The buzzing returned to my hands. “I don’t say that to embarrass you, child. You’ve done nothing wrong of your own volition. And I believe, under my supervision and with the guidance of the Elderwood faculty, you could become one of the most powerful witches of our time.”


    “Okay, now that is ridiculous.” I threw my hands up. “You don’t even know me! I did this thing at school today, this unusual magical outburst I’ve never done in my life, and now you’re telling me a literal school, an inanimate object, a building, thinks I could become a crazy-powerful witch? Do you hear how nuts that sounds?”


    Dr. Blackwood smiled with the patience reserved for a four-year-old. “Those who are chosen to attend and ultimately capable of completing the entire course of study at Elderwood simply are the most powerful witches of the time. I’m happy to provide you with a list of our alumni from the last decade, and I guarantee you’ll recognize at least ninety percent of the names, perhaps more, depending on your interests.”


    She wasn’t saying what I wanted to hear. Why me? Why was I deemed worthy of attending Elderwood? The question stuck in my throat, unformed. Everything she described sounded like a door swinging open. But without that answer, I couldn’t make myself walk through it.


    Her offer didn’t feel real. And I didn’t feel the least bit worthy.


    “I’m sorry, Dr. Blackwood. I really don’t think this is for me.” I rose from the couch. “I’m grateful you came all the way to Portland, and I’m sorry I wasted your time. We should get my dads.” I was walking toward the kitchen when her voice stopped me.


    “This is extraordinary work.”


    I turned. She was holding my tattered journal, which I’d left on the coffee table, reverently turning the few surviving, singed pages. “The detail, the focus. This isn’t a hobby, is it? It’s a world. A world you’ve built for yourself because the one you live in doesn’t feel like it has a place for you.” Her eyes lifted from the page, piercing right through me. “You’re so tired of being alone, Amoura.”


    My lungs wouldn’t fill all the way.


    “You isolate yourself from your classmates because you’re afraid of who you are, of what you are,” she continued. “Because you sense that you’re not the same as them. You stay with your schedule, your lunchtime routine, your books, and your drawings because they ground you in a reality that’s easy. But you know there’s more to you. You feel it, don’t you?”


    My cheeks blazed with the heat of utter exposure. It was one thing to feel it, another to have it laid bare by a stranger. “You have no right,” I whispered, the words shaking. “My life is great. I have my dads, my neighbor, my—”


    “You speak with such pride about your lack of friends at school. You wear it as a badge of honor to protect yourself, so no one sees how lost you truly feel. But you yearn to be great. You’re being offered the opportunity for greatness, Amoura.”


    I wanted to interrupt, to tell her exactly where she could stick her opportunity. But I was frozen, tears trickling down my cheeks, my deepest secrets rolling over me like a rising tide.


    “You want to know why. Why you? Isn’t that what you want to hear? You’re so terribly afraid you’re unworthy that you won’t allow yourself to even try.”


    “How am I not supposed to be afraid?” I swallowed hard, hating how thin my voice sounded. “Everything I thought I knew about myself is wrong.”


    She shook her head. “Not wrong, child. Your world is cracking open. Of course, you’re frightened; I’m not saying you’re wrong or weak for being afraid. But it’s when we step into our fear that we truly find who we are. You have that potential.”


    “And what if I don’t? What if your school is wrong? What if I decide not to attend the Elderwood exams?”


    She paused. “Well, there’s a very nice public institution for mages just outside Seattle, though they don’t have the resources to train a power like yours. You would be among other mages, though none quite like you, and I imagine you’d quickly slip back into isolation.


    “Or you could choose to ignore your powers, to continue living your very normal life at an average human high school, and pretend today never happened. That sounds appealing, I’m sure.


    “But I need you to understand this: to have a magical outburst as you did this afternoon, to lose emotional control to such an extent that one produces such powerful magic, is very rare. Your hands—I’ve watched the way you shake them. Are they experiencing sensation?”


    The mention of my hands shot heat into my palms. “They’ve been tingling all afternoon.”


    The witch nodded. “It is unusual to have magic manifest in such a way. You need to learn how to control your connection with magic. There are few witches who could help you accomplish that task, and I am certain I am one of them.”


    “Why should I trust you?” I crossed my arms over my chest.


    She watched me, taking in my last push of defiance. “You are welcome to choose not to take the entrance exams. I will not force you to try. But I cannot help you when this happens again. And it will happen again. Once a magical connection is established, there’s no turning it off, so to speak.


    “This is not a casual mistake, Ms. Renly. There is no ‘oops’ with improper use of magic. There are many of our kind who believe that any magical abnormality is a threat and should be removed from this world altogether. When this happens again, they will take you from your family and isolate you in the Realm for the rest of your life.


    “Which, you should know, could be quite a long time. The average witch lives two to three times longer than the average human.”


    Her truth settled in my stomach like something swallowed wrong.


    I held her gaze a moment longer before slowly returning to the couch, legs shaking. There was so much I didn’t understand. My life would be longer than I’d ever imagined? I was a “magical abnormality”? The Realm had always felt like a place from fantasy stories since humans weren’t permitted through the portals. The Realm could potentially be my prison?


    You’re a ticking time bomb, Renly.


    “What if I don’t get into Elderwood?” I finally managed to ask.


    Dr. Blackwood’s face softened. “Then we will reevaluate your plans. But you don’t need to worry about that right now. The entrance exams are being held this coming weekend in San Francisco. You will receive your admission status shortly after the examinations, and the new term begins in July. Do you have any questions?”


    “A million.”


    “Then let’s start with one.”


    “How long would I be there? Is this like a high school? A college?”


    “The program is five years. Most who leave our program and wish to continue their education go on to graduate-level programs at top universities around the world—our program is that advanced.” She lifted her chin. “Most mages begin around your age, fifteen or sixteen, when their connection to magic emerges. Occasionally, a mage connects earlier, but that’s uncommon. You would be among peers, Ms. Renly, not children.”


    “Five years,” I repeated. Five years away from my dads, from Finn, from everything I knew. Trading the path I’d always envisioned—high school, college, advanced degrees—for something else entirely.


    “Why don’t we invite your fathers back in and catch them up on our plans?” Without waiting for a response, the witch unfurled herself from the couch and disappeared into the kitchen.


    Our plans.


    My fingers itched with restless energy. I had no actual choice in “our plans.” She had decided for me. And if this stranger in my living room was correct, if the only way to control my seemingly uncontrollable powers was to attend her school, I had no other choice but to follow her lead.


    *


    “You know, we’re all going to laugh about this one day.” Papá wagged his finger as he joined us in the living room after showing Dr. Blackwood to the door.


    “Mateo, please. I can’t handle your incessant positivity right now.” Dad leaned his head back on the couch and pinched the bridge of his nose.


    Papá huffed and planted himself next to me. “Ay, and you all say I’m the dramatic one.”


    “Be gentle with Dad, Papá. I think I broke him today.” I glanced at my father sprawled on the opposite loveseat, where Dr. Blackwood had sat minutes before. He looked completely unraveled, as if he’d released the binding that usually kept him upright.


    “You did not break me, Mo.” Dad lifted his head, propping it against his hand. “It’s just…a lot to digest.” He studied me. “How are you holding up?”


    “I honestly have no idea what I’m feeling. Everything is moving at lightning speed.”


    Papá rubbed my leg. “It is happening fast, mijita. But we’re not going to do anything that makes you uncomfortable.”


    I exhaled slowly, trying to relieve the heat in my palms. “Everything about this situation makes me uncomfortable. I have no option but to at least try to get into Elderwood. You heard what she said—this magical outburst thing will happen again, and I need to learn to control it.”


    “What does she know anyway?” Frustration built in Dad’s voice. “Why are we trusting this stranger who claims you’re some kind of liability? She said magic connects spontaneously with every witch, right?”


    “She did,” Papá hesitated. “But she also said the spontaneous connection is usually something small—using magic to catch a spilling glass, or calling a book from a bookshelf.”


    “Not melting filing cabinets into the floor,” I added.


    “How are you so calm about this?” Dad exclaimed. “Why aren’t you freaking out that our daughter could be leaving us?”


    “I think you’re freaking out enough for both of us, amor.” Papá sighed. “And why should I completely fall apart? She’s not dying. She’s just…magical.”


    “This means my birth parents were witches, right?”


    Both my fathers froze. We hadn’t talked about my birth parents in years. I’d never felt a strong draw to know about them—couldn’t have even if I’d wanted to. I’d been found by a nurse outside the night entrance at OHSU hospital. No note, no identification. My birth parents were never located.


    Dad cleared his throat and sat up. “One of them, at least.”


    I turned to Papá. “And while I was in the NICU, they didn’t run a test or something to see if I was a witch?”


    Papá had worked in the NICU when they brought me in for observation. He wasn’t assigned to my case, but he’d spent every break with me. He always said it was love at first sight, as it had been when he first saw Dad.


    Papá shook his head. “There is no such test, mija. Genetically, there’s no difference between humans and witches. At least nothing scientists have discovered.”


    “And you both swear you never knew there was something different about me?”


    “Oh, you were una pistola.” Papá smiled. “As a baby, your screams would literally shake the house. But we just assumed you’d be an opera singer.”


    “We never suspected you to be a witch,” Dad added.


    “And now that you know…” I couldn’t finish. Did they think less of me? Did they see me as a freak?


    “Now that we know, we want to do everything we can to find you the support you need.” Dad sat up straighter. “Being a witch doesn’t change who you are, Mo. What’s hardest for me is the idea of you going away to school. I thought we’d have another few years before you’d be out of the house.” He glanced at Papá. “We have a lot to learn, but I never want you to think we don’t love you just as you are. Okay?”


    Their reassurance softened the tension in my chest. I’d been more nervous about their reaction than I’d known. It didn’t matter to them. They’d be by my side no matter what. I snuggled closer to Papá, resting my head on his arm.


    The front door creaked. “I saw her leave! Tell me everything, children!”


    Mrs. Mulgarden swept into the living room, a swirl of color and fabric. She kneeled before me, taking my cheeks between her hands. Her eyes searched my face as if looking for something broken. “Are you alright, my darling?”


    “I’m fine,” I said through squished lips.


    “When your fathers told me what happened at school—you must’ve been terrified!”


    I pulled my face free. “I’ve had better Thursdays.”


    She rose and joined Dad on his loveseat. “When is your examination?”


    “The day after tomorrow.” I laughed.


    “There have to be other options, though,” Dad said. “She mentioned a school outside Seattle. Do you want to check it out? It’s closer to home.”


    “What are you talking about, Michael?” Mrs. Mulgarden blinked furiously. “This is absolutely the best option! You don’t turn down an invitation to test at Elderwood! Amoura doesn’t belong at some public institution.”


    “It didn’t sound like she thought it would be a good fit anyway,” I interjected.


    “It wouldn’t be.” Her voice rose with each word. “Our kind is lucky to have those schools in the human world. All witches should have the opportunity to learn to control their connection to magic. But when a school like Elderwood is an option—and understand that for most, it’s not—you don’t let the opportunity pass you by.”


    “Amor, I think Vera is right.” Papá rubbed the back of my neck. “If that’s where she wants to go, I fully support her trying.”


    “Did you attend Elderwood, Vera?” Dad asked.


    “No, I wasn’t lucky enough.” Wistfulness washed over her face. “I spent my school-age years studying in the Realm. My family worked with private tutors—I never attended an actual school. I always wanted to be an Elderwood mage, though.”


    A faraway look filled her eyes. This was the first time Mrs. Mulgarden had spoken so openly about her early life in my presence, the first time she’d shared she’d grown up in the Realm. She blinked several times, caught my eye, and smiled.


    “At the end of your tenure, the entire world will be open to you. You could do anything you dream. Your future will be yours to determine.”


    “If I can pass the entrance exam.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course you’ll pass.” She waved her hand dismissively. “If you decide this is what you want, you will pass. The Amoura Renly I know is too headstrong to turn down a challenge like this.”


    Her eyes twinkled mischievously because she knew she was right. As overwhelming as the prospect was, Mrs. Mulgarden had said all the right things to pique my interest. I needed to try. I wanted to try. I would regret it if I didn’t.


    “I guess I have nothing to lose, right? We should probably let Aleisha and Finn know we’ll be in San Francisco tomorrow.”

  


  
    ​Chapter Four


    ​Friday


    ​I spotted Finn first—wild auburn curls and gangly limbs unmistakable, pressing his face against the arrival gate glass. When his eyes locked onto mine, his entire face lit up. Before his mom could even react, he took off running. He wove through the crowd at San Francisco International, then launched himself at my dads. Papá caught him mid-leap, laughing.


    “Get over here, Mo!” Finn waved me forward.


    I dropped my bag and let them fold me into the mass of bodies and warmth. My hands were still shaking from the flight—from everything—but surrounded by all of them at once, I could almost forget why.


    “Alright, alright,” Aunt Lish laughed, peeling us apart and planting kisses on our cheeks, tears twinkling in her cobalt eyes. “Break it up, people. This isn’t the final scene of a rom-com, let’s get you home.”


    We piled into Aunt Lish’s pocket-sized car and began the journey north. The San Francisco Bay spread to our right, blanketed in diamonds, glistening in the mid-morning sun.


    “The exam will be three rounds,” I said when Finn couldn’t contain his questions any longer. “Academic assessment, magical aptitude assessment, and a panel interview.”


    “I can’t believe this is happening to me.” Finn grinned.


    “How you’re managing to make this about you is astonishing.”


    “My best friend is moving to my city to become a witch!” He squeezed my arm. “This is definitely happening to me.”


    I rolled my eyes, but I understood. Witches fascinated Finn. His dad, who’d passed away just after he was born, had been a researcher for one of the largest semiconductor companies in Silicon Valley—technology originally developed by witches in the 1940s. I’d always suspected that for Finn, magic wasn’t just an obsession; it was a link to the father he’d never known.


    “Might be moving,” I reminded him. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


    I pressed my palms flat against my thighs, willing them to behave. I’d been going over Dr. Blackwood’s sparse details all night, and I couldn’t convince myself I was the sure thing everyone thought I was.


    I closed my eyes, breathing through the knot in my stomach. Dad and Aunt Lish sang from the front seat, something about little boxes on the hillside—a cluttered ticky-tacky rainbow, all squished together like sardines in a can.


    “There she is.” Dad’s voice was thick with emotion.


    My eyes opened. Downtown San Francisco spread across the windshield—a dense, dizzying stack of shapes and angles, towers of glass catching the sun between old stone facades. To the west, massive hills rose one behind another, packed so tightly with buildings they looked like they’d run out of room decades earlier and still kept building more. At the highest point stood Sutro Tower, its enormous pronged silhouette striped red and white, its base dusted with fog.


    The colors were almost aggressive. Sky too blue, light too sharp, every edge and surface scrubbed clean by the wind off the water.


    Aunt Lish shot like a pinball through a green light at the freeway’s end, plunging us onto the city’s grid, and immediately slammed to a halt in the heavy traffic. We inched along. Outside the window, a woman walked by in a floor-length wine-colored cape. Then another in deep emerald. A man in midnight blue, talking on his phone, the fabric swishing around his ankles.


    “What’s with all the capes?” I asked.


    The car went quiet.


    “Those are witches.” Aunt Lish glanced back at me.


    “They don’t wear capes like that in Portland.”


    “The witch community here is very proud. They wear their robes to show they have nothing to hide. San Francisco has always been a haven—the human community here has embraced witch culture.”


    Another witch passed—this one in copper-colored robes with intricate embroidery along the hem. She walked with her chin up, meeting the eyes of everyone she passed.


    Could I be like that? Walking these streets draped and proud, claiming my identity for everyone to see?


    Unease coiled through me. Was I proud to be a witch? I had no idea. The community had a history and culture I knew almost nothing about. I had no idea where I fit.


    If I fit.


    After dropping our bags at the Oates’ top-floor flat, Finn insisted on lunch.


    “You have to see this place,” he said. “It’ll change your life.”


    We walked through their neighborhood—Cole Valley, they’d called it—past small shops and cafes, under trees that arched over the sidewalk. Stickers were plastered on nearly every light post and newsstand we passed: a simple white dove in flight with the words “Be a Champion” printed below.


    I stopped at a shop window. “What’s a ‘Champion’?”


    Aunt Lish sighed. “The Purity Champions. A sort of witch police, the High Council’s answer to…well, everything, lately. They’re supposed to protect witches and educate humans. They’re all over the city recruiting. A little too shiny, if you ask me. I don’t know. Something about them feels off.”


    The image from the news flashed through my mind—a young woman’s property vandalized somewhere in the Midwest. Burn them all scorched across the lawn.


    My throat tightened. I’d barely paid attention. Just thought that’s awful and went back to my homework.


    I almost walked into Finn when he stopped dead on the sidewalk.


    “This is it,” he announced, pointing proudly to a weathered door.


    I stared. “Are you sure?”


    Spellbound Creperie was a literal hole in the wall I would’ve walked past in any other situation. No sign on the door. No painted name. The entrance looked identical to every other apartment door on the block. One window faced the street, caked in dust, barely revealing an empty dining room inside. The only indication this was a restaurant was the metal fork-and-knife sign hanging above the sidewalk.


    “It doesn’t look open.”


    Finn smiled and pushed the rickety door.


    Inside smelled faintly of mothballs. Ten empty tables sat in the dusty gloom, each set with forks, knives, and water glasses. A young man greeted us from behind an old wooden podium, his twinkly eyes brightening the dark surroundings.


    “We’re quite busy but let me check if we have a table.”


    “What is he talking about? The place is empty.”


    “No one eats inside,” Finn whispered.


    The host returned and led us down a narrow hallway before I could ask more questions. He stopped before a massive painting of a garden, grabbed the gilded frame’s sides, and swung it sideways on an invisible hinge.


    Sunlight and laughter flooded through the opening.


    “Follow me, please.”


    One by one, we stepped over the threshold.


    We stood on a lush garden patio packed with customers. Flowering vines climbed the walls and draped around tables. High above our heads, where the ceiling should’ve been, a woven blanket of vines created a lacework to block the brilliant sun. The entire building was alive, moving and flowing, with oversized elephant-ear-shaped leaves shifting to dampen the sun’s rays on each table.


    “This is one of the oldest magical restaurants in the city,” Finn said as we took our seats. “It used to be a secret gathering spot for witches, but they’ve opened it to everyone now. It’s where all the real San Francisco witches come. They make everything with ingredients from the Realm—things you can’t get at a normal grocery store.”


    A server appeared at the far end of the table, holding a tray of five empty glasses perched on the tips of her fingers.


    “Welcome to Spellbound! I’m Angie. First time in?”


    Her breezy voice rolled the statements and question into a single melodic phrase. She snapped her free fingers, flicking her wrist. With every click, a menu materialized in front of someone at the table.


    My dads gripped the edges of the table, absolutely useless. Magic had broken them.


    “Not for us.” Finn wrapped his arm around his mom. “We live just around the corner. Everyone else is visiting.”


    “Ohhh,” Angie cooed at my dads. “Welcome! What brings you to our fair city?”


    Dad glanced at me. I shook my head slightly, but Finn was already talking.


    “My best friend is taking the Elderwood entrance exams tomorrow!”


    I wanted to disappear.


    “Woooow, Elderwood!” Angie dragged her words long. I sank three inches in my chair. “That’s the toughest school in town. In the country, really! I never would’ve gotten into a school like that. Best of luck to you, sis!”


    She smacked my shoulder with the back of her hand, oblivious to my mortification.


    “Why don’t we order drinks?” Aunt Lish interjected.


    As we placed our drink orders, Angie snapped, twirled, or flicked her fingers around the rim of each glass on her tray. She cast the way people breathed—effortless, instinctive, already moving to the next glass before the last one had finished filling. Finn ordered me a fuchsia-colored lemonade made with something called “orlene.”


    “Did you have to tell her?” I spat at Finn the moment Angie left with our order. “Can you stop living vicariously through me for five seconds? If you thought about anyone but yourself, you’d see I’m not doing okay with this.”


    “Mija, Finn’s trying to be supportive,” Papá scolded.


    “I know,” I snapped. “But it’s my news, not his.” The tingling shot up my arms to my elbows. I flapped my hands wildly at my sides, shaking it off.


    Finn watched me, his face hard. “I’m sorry I shared your news. I got carried away. But, too harsh, Mo. Reel it in.”


    My eyes dropped to my lap.


    “I thought we were bringing you somewhere safe.” His voice went quiet. “Somewhere you could feel comfortable being a witch.”


    “I don’t want to think of myself as a witch.” I blinked furiously, fighting tears. “You don’t understand how scary this is.”


    “But that’s what you are, Mo. You’re here now. You’re taking that exam tomorrow. Fighting it won’t make it easier.”


    I shook my head. “You don’t get it.”


    “Get what? That you’re scared?” He leaned closer. “Of course you’re scared. It’s something you didn’t know about yourself, and you blew up Miss Haverman’s classroom! But none of this is bad. Nothing’s really changed about who you are.”


    “I know it’s not bad to be a witch. I just don’t understand what it means. I know nothing about magic or what will be on this exam or anything about witch history.”


    “You feel like an imposter.” Aunt Lish leaned forward.


    I met her gaze. “Yeah. I guess so.”


    “You’re not an imposter, Mo.” She shook her head. “You have plenty of time to learn. You wouldn’t have been invited if they thought you unworthy. Not Elderwood.”


    “And you’re not seriously nervous about a test, are you?” Finn bumped my shoulder. “You’re a master at tests. You’ve been training your whole life. This is the Olympics of exams, and you’re…Simone Biles.”


    A smile broke through despite everything.


    “Aren’t you even a little curious?” he pressed. “Don’t you wonder if you can do this?”


    The curiosity I’d felt finding the postcard flickered back to life. “I guess so.”


    “Then focus on that. The scary stuff can wait.”


    I nudged him back with my shoulder. “I’m sorry I’m such a jerk.”


    He shrugged. “You don’t scare me, Renly. Never have.”


    Angie reappeared. Five plates hovered in midair around her like flying saucers. She drew lines with her pointer finger from plate to person, and as if attached by invisible strings, each followed its path to the table.
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