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Luke lets himself in through the side door of Primrose Stone’s magical house and consultation rooms, balancing coffee, thinking about the joy of ordinariness and routine. He’s picking up coffee on his way home from work. His car’s in the long steep driveway. He’s holding a key to Prim’s enchanted herb-scented home.

He’s allowed to do that now, given the delight of the past three months: himself becoming Prim’s boyfriend, the two of them together, an astonishment and a thrill that scampers down his bones.

He’s dating Primrose Stone. Dazzlingly beautiful, casually fashionable, white witch. Magical advisor to a lot of celebrities, friends with film directors and actors, and immediately ready to assist anyone who needs assistance. And that’s because Prim actually is the local witch responsible for a lot of the Hollywood area, and he’s good at it; Luke has learned as much, over the past months. Prim takes those responsibilities seriously: keeping his oaths, caring for his people, checking in with the Arch-Mage and magical colleagues in neighboring areas.

Of course, Prim also cheerfully invents outrageous prices for the clients who have money and no real problems, who merely want an attractive young man to tell them that nothing awful’s waiting in their future. Luke’s well aware of that. He also knows his boyfriend never charges for emergencies and never requests payment from anyone who needs help and can’t afford it.

The house-wards, these days, know him as Prim’s boyfriend. Him: Lucas Wright. Solid, reliable, generally ordinary in scruffy brown-haired looks and average stature, having spent the day in film-studio production meetings about the next documentary project, on rescue dogs. Which he happens to be excited about, because he loves his job and the magic of storytelling. He wants to talk to Prim about canine heroes.

He always wants to talk to Prim. Who’ll get excited right back, right there with him.

He’d been one of Prim’s emergency cases, once. Well—not an emergency. A problem. A minor hex on a film set. Luke’s made his name, at least to some extent, as a director of documentaries—nature, animals, wild places—and normally his shoots are friendly, everyone getting along, but as it turned out two of his crew had had a bad breakup, the sort that led to someone paying for ill-luck charms. Luke, in some desperation at the broken cameras and unusable sound, had gone to the young rock-star local witch some of his friends swore by.

Prim had agreed to visit the set, had found and taken apart cheap hexes within five minutes, and had shaken his head at the crew in question, in a way that conveyed both utter disappointment and supportive empathy: I know you’re better than this, you don’t really want to cause harm, I’m sure you’re sorry and you won’t do it again, I believe in you, but also I’m here and giving you a warning just in case, had been the general tone.

Somehow, coming from a twenty-five-year-old witch with too-long black hair and kohl-lined grey-blue eyes and a dramatic black coat, this had worked. Both crew members had rather desperately apologized to each other, the entire production, Luke himself, and also Prim. And then they’d bought expensive trendy cookies for everyone, the next day.

Of course it’d worked, though. That’s Prim. And Luke adores him.

Something prickles along his arms, as he crosses the threshold and shuts the side door. A bite at the nape of his neck. A shout he can’t precisely hear, as if the cry’s come from another room, a house next door, a radio fuzzing in and out.

He says, “Prim?”

The house is small and older but renovated and designed for consultations; it’d belonged to the previous local witch, Prim had said once, and she’d left it to him, her last student. The location alone would make the property staggeringly expensive, if Prim wanted to sell. But it’s a witch’s house, and a kind witch’s house at that, with centuries of protections and care. Prim loves it, Luke knows. He loves it too.

He’s wondered occasionally whether—if they get there, if they’re that serious, as serious as he knows he is—he could ever move in here for good, in this tranquil clean space with the sunny windows and the scents of herbs and water and old books. He knows Prim won’t or can’t abandon the house, certainly not without a successor to care for it; any moving in together will mean that he, Luke, will be the one to move.

He wouldn’t mind. He would like that. He does like that idea.

He hasn’t said the words aloud. But he wants to.

No answer’s greeted his arrival as of yet; maybe Prim’s in the private workroom in the back, which is guarded from interruption. But the sense of unease, of wrongness, grows.

The main room is normally a comfort, a familiar paradox of tradition and Prim’s effortless style. A moon-chart and a star-map, the row of bottles and jars labeled in Prim’s messy handwriting, a wide-mouthed scrying bowl, candles and pillowy chairs for the benefit of clients, a tidy rack of gold and silver and bronze knives, the long white ceremonial robe hanging on the wall-peg—and also Prim’s favorite black leather jacket tossed over one chair, and charmed coffee keeping itself hot in the background, and a tumble of jewelry that isn’t magical at all but just means that Prim’s shed some whimsical shiny bracelets and rings in the usual random places.

That one makes Luke smile, and normally Prim’s magic smiles back, all warm and smoky and glittery as opals.

The magic is familiar. It recognizes him. But it’s also wrong. Frantic. Scurrying. Spiking. Singing and summoning, sounds Luke doesn’t quite physically hear but feels—

He’s not a witch the way Primrose is. But he is magic-sensitive, kind of adjacent to it and aware of it if it’s happening, and he’s Prim’s boyfriend. The magic knows that.

He turns toward the hall, with the two doors: the individual consultation room, for anything too personal to be done in the main space, and then Prim’s private workroom. The distillery and store-rooms are in the garden, and the old wooden staircase on the right goes up to Prim’s bedroom-slash-library, with the books on astronomy and the low cozy bed with the decadent satin sheets, where they’ve spent a lot of enjoyable time, but that’s likely not where his boyfriend is during working hours.

“Prim? Are you home?”

No answer. But Primrose’s protective magic’s shrieking now, a cacophony of clashing melodies and scents and textures—burning scarlet and blinding gold and copper on Luke’s tongue and whistles in his ears—and it wraps coils around his wrists and ankles and begs for his help—

Something else nags at his brain, something seen or not seen; his eyes catch up after a second.

A space on the wall rack. A missing knife. The silver one, the moon-knife.

Prim’s protected against most ordinary blades, but magicians sometimes need to offer drops of blood. Prim’s got a few specific knives for that purpose, which means a few weaknesses.

Luke tries to breathe. To think. He’s clutching the to-go coffee-cup so hard he’s denting the curve of it. He shoves the cup onto the nearest flat surface, next to a stack of books with constellations on their spines.

Prim doesn’t have any specific enemies, not that Luke knows about; magicians can be envious and prickly and wary, but Prim’s generous and happy and clever and kind, and good at warding-spells, also.

But Prim had said—something, that morning—something about being asked to consult on a police investigation, a missing child, and of course he’d said yes, and Luke had nodded because that was a good thing, obviously...but Prim hadn’t said it’d be anything difficult...

Or had he? By not saying so, by smiling, by kissing Luke as a distraction?

Prim’s a good witch but—in his own words—not anywhere near the sorcerers of legend. Gifted at cures and summonings and counter-curses, not at leveling mountains or flattening enemy armies. Not an Arch-Mage, not a coven leader, though the latter is in part because he just doesn’t want to be bothered, and also he’s busy handling most of Hollywood’s magical problems. He doesn’t work with an assistant or a familiar. He never has.

So he won’t’ve had help. If something has gone wrong.

Luke could have helped. Luke’s at least a sensitive.

Luke should have helped. Should’ve offered to stay—to skip production meetings—if Prim was doing something dangerous—

They’ve only been a them for three months. Maybe Prim hadn’t wanted him to worry. Hadn’t told him about lurking peril. Involving a knife.

Luke is worried now. Luke is terrified now. “Prim! If you’re here, if you can hear me—say something, come on—”

A whip-crack of magic yanks at his arm, insistent. Wind howls past his ears, though nothing in the main consultation room physically stirs.

The door to the private workroom has a small trickle of red underneath, seeping out.

Luke stares at it for a second. Then throws himself that way.

The knob, heavy and bronze, doesn’t turn. Luke slams a hand against thick wood. “Prim!”

No sound.

“Prim, please! It’s me!”

Still no answer. More red, visible. Staining the floorboards. At Luke’s feet. “Primrose—it’s me, I love you, can you open the door—just that, you can do that—let me in, please, Prim, just try—”

No word from Prim; but a click echoes through horrified silence. This time the knob turns.

The red’s blood and the blood’s so much, a vicious trail that stretches crimson from the door to a puddle over tidy chalk lines and up to—to—

Luke’s lips say Prim, without noise, even as he’s flinging himself across the room. A sizzle scratches down his spine, a hint of burning singes his arm-hair, as he crosses chalk marks; but it’s weak. He doesn’t care.

Prim, lying on his back, blinks and tries to focus as Luke bends over him. He’s clearly just collapsed in place, knocking over equipment along the way. The knife lies silver and deadly amid broken ceramic bits of what looks like an enormous coffee mug; Prim can do scrying-work with anything, Luke knows, and is actually best with an object he uses daily, a coffee-cup friend, a connection. The big silver bowl in the consultation room’s mostly for effect.

Prim’s bleeding from—from everywhere, all over, red soaking his shirt and jeans, Luke’s jeans where he’s kneeling in the puddle, Prim’s hair—red streaks Prim’s face, his nose and mouth, his ears, his bared and laid-bare arms, which Luke almost can’t look at because of the raw—

He clamps hands over the closest wrist. Prim’s blood’s hot. Sticky. “Prim—no—”

Prim coughs. Starts to talk, coughs again, then manages, “Oh, hey...love you...”

“You—oh gods, oh no, Prim—I love you, of course I—what, how, what can I—no, no, stay awake, look at me, don’t shut your eyes—”

Prim promptly opens those eyes again. He’d had on eyeliner, black and dramatically effective, and sparkly gold eyeshadow; it’s smudged now. Bruised. Splashed with scarlet pain. “Not...as bad...as it looks...”

“It looks like you’re fucking dying!”

“Well...not quite...that was
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