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      Rain had driven more people than usual into the warmth and ambiance of The Witching Hour, London’s go-to bar for magic practitioners and the curious out-of-towners drawn in by the name. Those of us with powers didn’t have to hide who we were here. Well, at least not entirely. Big shows of power were frowned upon by the owners. Wards were in place to keep any possible destruction to a minimum. Just enough was allowed to make the tourists think we were just an act to draw them in and relinquish their money.

      The usual dull roar of patrons enjoying a drink out with friends was amplified tenfold tonight. The cacophony made my head throb as I stood behind the bar, trying to keep track of incoming orders. Every available inch of space at the bar was occupied, even though there wasn’t enough stools to accommodate the number of people crammed in.

      “Oy, Morgan, get your head out of your arse. I asked for those pints five minutes ago,” Dean shouted at me, snapping his fingers in my face.

      I looked at the server long enough to register what he wanted and pivoted, filling two beer glasses and passed them over. “Sorry,” I muttered, but he couldn’t hear me over the noise.

      Tending bar in London was not where I had thought I’d be as I approached thirty. Yet here I was, busting my ass for tips and still living at home with my aunt. I’d much prefer to live on my own. However, Aunt Nim’s health was on the decline and there was no way we could afford to hire someone to care for her full time.

      The front door opened and a gust of damp air blew through, sending shivers down my spine. Something just didn’t sit right with me today. I could write off the ache in my temple to the weather, but this odd sense of dread had followed me all damn day. Something bad was coming and I couldn’t see what it was.

      Not that I could do a damn thing about it, even if I could see it coming. I might technically be a witch. I could feel the power in the world around me, but I was practically useless otherwise. I understood the general mechanics—magic existed everywhere. Magic was basically its own natural force. It couldn’t truly be destroyed, just transferred, and remolded into some other purpose. There wasn’t any of that good or evil bullshit. It was pure. Only the way a person shaped it made it good or bad. The specific intent was all that mattered.

      At least that’s how it was meant to work for everyone else. For me, nothing I had ever tried to do went the way I wanted. Even simple things like boiling a kettle for tea goes pear-shaped. Most days, I might as well just pretend I’m mundane like the rest of the world.

      Get out of your own head, Morgan.

      Wallowing wasn’t going to get people their drinks or give me any tips. Forcing a smile, I tugged my shirt into place to best show off my modest cleavage and leaned on the bar. Slowly, the mob at the bar had thinned as people found tables farther in the establishment. The rain appeared to be letting up as the clock ticked past eleven o’clock. I didn’t realize until there were only ten people at the bar that I’d been holding my breath. I exhaled and the tension eased between my shoulder blades.

      “So, anything decent to drink in this place?” a familiar voice asked from my left.

      I pivoted to find my best friend, Julayne Sellers, leaning on the opposite side of the bar. She wore her hair, with the iridescence of an oil slick, pulled up into a knot at the back of her head which only accentuated the sharp contours of her face. Even in the dim light around us, her sapphire blue eyes sparkled brightly. She, like me, was a witch. However, unlike me, she could do some decent shit. It explained how her hair looked perfect right after coming inside from a rainstorm. Though she’d never held it over me or thought she was better than me.

      “You know the menu better than I do,” I teased as I moved to stand across from her. “But we’re running a bit low on most things.”

      “That’s all right. I wasn’t that interested in drinking. I only came to steal the bartender.”

      “I don’t get off shift until two,” I reminded her.

      She let out an annoyed huff. “I can’t believe they made you work today.”

      “Come on, Jules, we’re not kids anymore. We’re grown adults who can manage to work on their birthday without it being the end of the world,” I quipped.

      “But you only turn thirty once,” she whined.

      I knew that tone. It was her ‘your practicality is ruining my carefully constructed plans’ voice. Since we were teenagers, Julayne had treated my birthday like some exalted holiday.

      “Get Dean to cover. We are going out,” Julayne insisted.

      I snorted. “You really think Dickwad Dean would do anything for me?”

      She flashed me a mischievous grin. “Oh, he could be persuaded.”

      “Absolutely not. You know that sort of magic won’t fly here. Look, how about this, I’ll call Tasha and see if she can come in at midnight. Deal?”

      “Fine.” She gave an exaggerated eye roll and turned to lean her back against the edge of the bar. “While you’re at it, I’ll take a bourbon.”

      I made the drink and slid it over to her on a napkin before scanning the rest of the patrons loitering by the bar. None of them looked like they needed me, so I ducked out the back into the small passageway between the bar and the kitchen. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Tasha’s number. It rang five times before going to voicemail.

      I didn’t bother with a message. Julayne could wait until I got off work. I needed the money more than we needed a girls’ night to celebrate another year of my existence on this Earth.

      That sense of foreboding washed over me as I hurried along the passage and out back behind the bar. I stayed under the meager awning to keep dry as I sucked in muggy summer air. Rain still drizzled around me. A few drops splashed down on my skin. It felt almost icy, sending shivers dancing up my arm. I focused, pouring all of my energy into summoning my magic. The barest hint of lime tickled my nose as my power sputtered to the surface.

      Keep me dry.

      The scent grew stronger for a brief moment and I stuck my arm out beyond the protection of the awning. Raindrops fell, but didn’t hit my arm. They bounced off an invisible shield, sizzling as if they’d hit something hot.

      It lasted for a few seconds before the magic faded and my arm got wet again. I took a few breaths to compose myself. As I turned to go back inside, I could swear I saw someone across the road watching me. I blinked and they vanished. Maybe I just imagined it.

      “Get a grip, Morgan,” I chided and darted back inside, grabbing a towel on the way to dry off my arm and wipe away the humiliation of another failed spell.
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      Julayne begrudgingly waited until my shift ended at two. It didn’t hurt she’d ordered three more bourbons while she hung around either. She could drink most people under the table. I suspected she used magic to give herself an advantage. Still, four drinks in meant she was already a little tipsy and any filter she’d had vanished.

      “You can’t hang around after closing,” Dean said, making shooing gestures.

      “Sod off dickwad,” she snapped, flipping him off. “I’m waiting for the birthday girl, so why don’t you show some respect.”

      “It’s fine, we’re going anyway,” I said, closing out the till and stowing my tips for the night in my bag. I rounded the bar and looped an arm through Julayne’s.

      “See you tomorrow,” I called as I dragged Julayne out of the bar and onto the street.

      “We better not be going home,” she said, sounding offended at the notion.

      “Jules, I just worked an eight-hour shift on my feet. I just want to go home and sleep,” I answered.

      “But it’s your birthday. We need to have some fun.”

      “I’m just not in a celebratory mood.”

      “Let’s at least take the scenic route,” she grumbled, tugging on my arm.

      I obliged her and we walked arm in arm down the street. The rain had finally stopped altogether, but the streets and sidewalks were slick. The few cars still out this late splashed through massive puddles. It was a miracle we didn’t end up drenched.

      “You know, I think I know why you hate birthdays,” Julayne announced as we walked.

      “Enlighten me,” I said.

      “You hate how they remind you of all those wishes you made as a kid that never came true.”

      For as long as I could remember, Aunt Nim had told me stories of the fantastical kingdom of Camelot with its gleaming castle on a hill. Where one day, she said I would return to claim my birthright as the heir to the throne. For years, I’d wished every night before bed for it to be true. For some portal to open up and lift me out of the reality that I was a shitty witch with no future.

      “Like I told you before, we aren’t kids anymore, Jules. It’s time we grow up and realize they were just fairytales. They weren’t true.”

      “Girl, we are literal witches with magical powers. But you draw the line at magical kingdoms?”

      “You may be a witch, but I can’t keep a spell going longer than a few minutes … if I’m lucky.”

      “That’s because you are supposed to be there. Not here.” She waved her hands wildly around her, upsetting her balance and sending her staggering into the street.

      It always amazed me how tightly my best friend clung to this fantasy that I was some exiled princess from a mystical land. If either of us deserved that title, it should be her.

      “And Nim knows it, too,” Julayne said as I pulled her out of the street.

      “She’s been getting stuck in the past more these days …” I said, sadness permeating my tone.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Jules assured me.

      We’d reached the unlit half block leading up to Jules’ flat and I instinctively picked up the pace. I hated this stretch of road. It always felt as if it was just inviting danger to lurk in the shadows. I heard footsteps behind us where they hadn’t been before. I pulled Jules forward. We’d almost made it to her front steps when a knife whizzed by my head, embedding its blade in the mortar of the brickwork framing the door.

      “What the fuck!” I spun to see a man approaching, another knife at the ready in his hand.

      “Finally, we can put an end to this,” he said in a gravelly tone.

      Jules pivoted at the sound of his voice and despite her questionable balance thanks to those four bourbons, she looked clear-eyed. “Get the hell away from my friend you perv!”

      A rush of air rippled out from her hands and she sent our would-be attacker skittering across the street. I tugged on her elbow, trying to get her inside.

      “We’ve got to phone the police,” I urged.

      “No shit,” she agreed, and dug in her pocket for the keys to the front door. Jules dropped them twice before she managed to get them into the lock.

      Our knife wielding psycho had regained his footing and sheathed the second knife. For a split second I hoped he was losing interest. Instead, he flexed his fingers and a bluish glow appeared around each digit until the entirety of both of his hands glowed like the center of a white-hot inferno. The flames lit up his face, revealing a menacing smile as he cupped his hands together and the flame slithered off his skin into something akin to a ball. He lobbed it at us.

      I let out an undignified yelp and dragged Julayne down a step to avoid being burned alive. The fireball collided with the brickwork, sizzling against the damp surface. Heat rippled up my back and panic set in as I flailed, trying to feel if it had made impact. My hands came away warm, but I didn’t think I was on fire. Yet I heard the crackle of energy behind me.

      “Go, go, go!” I yelped.

      I glanced back to find him charging at us with a second fireball raised. It flew through the air, landing on the opposite side of the door from his first attempt. He reached for his belt, except rather than a knife, I could swear he had a fucking sword. I shoved Jules through the open doorway and slammed the door shut behind us, jumping away from it as I heard the solid ‘thwack’ of the blade striking against wood.

      “Who the hell is this guy?” Jules shouted as we thundered up two flights of stairs to her unit.

      “How should I know? I’ve never seen him before,” I replied as I struggled to free my phone from my pocket and dial the police. I had to stop myself from dialing 9-9-9 for the mundane authorities. Regular police couldn’t do a bloody thing against this magic-wielding psycho. Lucky for us, practitioners had an elite unit who dealt with magic-based crimes.

      My heart thundered in my chest as the line rang. And rang. No one answered. For a moment, I was worried we were stuck in a nightmare where every stupid horror trope that scared the life out of me happened all at once. Please don’t let there be skeevy blokes in masks too.

      “Police, what is your emergency?” a disinterested female voice finally squawked in my ear.

      “Oh, thank God. Please, you’ve got to send help. There’s a man with a knife, or maybe a sword. And he’s been throwing fireballs. He just tried to kill me and my friend,” I said in one long breath as I trailed Julayne inside her flat.

      “You said a sword, Miss? And fire?”

      “Please, you’ve got to send someone.”

      I moved to the front window and peered down at the street. Our assailant stood watch and sure enough he sported a sword in his hand. I could even make out the afterglow of the flames he’d been handling. “It is definitely a sword.”

      “Are you somewhere safe?”

      “I … I think so.”

      “And what is your name, Miss?”

      “Morgan. Morgan le Fey.”

      She rattled off my address—likely because it was associated with my mobile number. “Is that right?”

      “Yes … but, no … that’s not where I am,” I said, fear and adrenaline making my words come out too fast.

      Julayne snatched the phone from my hand and provided the proper address. She placed the call on speaker before setting the phone onto the table in the center of the room while we waited for the police to arrive. I kept glancing out the window to find our assailant simply waiting and leaning on their sword as the tip dug into the concrete.

      “What’s he waiting for?” I muttered, straining to pick up any hint that the police were in fact on their way.

      On the table, my phone buzzed with another incoming call. I scooped it up, ready to decline the call when Aunt Nim’s name flashed on the screen. My heart leapt into my throat and I couldn’t breathe. I fumbled to accept the call and put the police on hold.

      “Aunt Nim?” I croaked out.

      All I heard was ragged breathing on the other end of the line, followed by a loud crash. The world flew off its axis and I couldn’t remain upright. I slumped to the floor, the phone thudding on the hardwood.

      “They … found us.” Nim’s voice was weak and breathy.

      “Aunt Nim, I’m here. Who? Who’s found us? What is going on?” I clutched the phone tight, holding it close to my face, forgetting in the moment it was on speaker.

      “You have to … have to … Run!”

      The line went dead.
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      I was halfway to the door before Julayne grabbed me by both arms and spun me around to face her.

      “Did you forget about the psycho standing watch like a creepy executioner down there?”

      “Aunt Nim’s in trouble.”

      “I get that, but you can’t be serious about going to her.”

      “She’s the only family I’ve got, Jules. I have to help her.”

      “She told you to run.”

      “I’m not abandoning her.” I was already formulating my route from here. It was only three blocks away to the flat Nim and I shared. It would be risky, but I had no choice. “Look, I’ll take the back stairs, and go the long way round. He won’t even see me.”

      “And what am I supposed to tell the police?”

      If they ever bother showing up.

      “Tell them I went to find my aunt.” It was the truth after all.

      Julayne released her grip on my hands and darted across the room to a small table. She flipped open a decorative box and plucked out a tiny can of pepper spray on a keychain, tossing it overhead to me. “Just in case.”

      “I will call you when I know everything is safe,” I said, pulling her into a tight embrace.

      Pocketing my phone, I crept into the hall and carefully navigated the stairs down to the back alley that ran parallel to the main street. I paused a moment to settle my nerves before I took off at a brisk walk. I didn’t need to arouse any other suspicions by being in a hurry this early in the morning. Jules had some nosy neighbors. As I moved with stealth, I still didn’t hear the sound of police sirens.

      “Get it together,” I whispered to myself as I made the final turn to get to our building.

      The moment I set foot in the front hall, it felt wrong. Like something toxic had spread over every surface. It made my stomach turn and I had to stop halfway up the stairs to avoid being sick. I gripped the railing to steady myself as the nausea gave way to vertigo. I counted the stairs in my head, keeping my eyes shut as I went. It was enough to allow me to make the trek without falling down three flights of stairs and breaking my neck. I’d walked these steps thousands of times since my childhood. Even without seeing them, I knew to skip the second from the top step on the fourth-floor landing to avoid the squeak that would have otherwise revealed my presence.

      I pressed my body against the wall, slinking down past the neighbors’ doors one by one. I held my breath as I reached the far door at the end of the corridor, the entrance to our flat. My legs shook and tiny black dots popped in my vision from the lack of oxygen. I sucked in a big gulp of air before I darted through the front door. The kitchen and adjoined living room area was in shambles. Shards of broken pottery lay strewn across the floor, along with shattered glass and discarded cutlery on the kitchen counter. I could see spots of something dark red and sticky on the floor. I couldn’t lie to myself. I knew it had to be blood.

      “Aunt Nim,” I hissed.

      No reply.

      I moved along the back of the flat towards my bedroom. I didn’t dare turn on the light for fear it might alert whoever had turned the front living area into a disaster zone. That sense of wrongness lingered in the air around me. I held up my hand, tugging at my recalcitrant magic to illuminate the area around me.

      A faint glow shone from my palm. It lasted just long enough to confirm the room was empty. That left Aunt Nim’s bedroom. I was about to back out of my room when I realized that would be a foolish move. So, I pivoted and shuffled as quietly as I possibly could to the next room. I thought I could hear something from within.

      Aunt Nim!

      I threw caution to the wind and barged in, my left hand groping along the wall for the spot where I knew the switch would be. Light sputtered above me and I immediately regretted it.

      Aunt Nim sat curled up against the edge of the bed, a ruined dish rag pressed to her stomach. Her hands were slick with blood and her cheeks were dangerously pale. I couldn’t quite explain it, but her ears looked strangely pointed. It had to be a trick of the light or the trauma of being attacked affecting my eyes.

      “I’m here,” I said, falling to my knees.

      “I told you … to run,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      “Couldn’t leave you, now could I?”

      She winced when I tried to remove the rag. “I’m sorry … I couldn’t keep … you safe.”

      “That’s enough of that. I’m going to get you a clean rag and then we’re going to take you to the hospital. You’re going to be fine,” I said and pushed myself to my feet. I rooted around in the chest of drawers next to the bed, grabbing a clean shirt.

      “No … hospital,” Nim protested.

      Prying the bloody rag from her fingers, I gasped at the nasty looking wound in her belly. It was as if someone had impaled her. At least it looked like a clean cut. Maybe the internal damage wouldn’t be too bad.

      “Let’s get you up. Come on,” I urged.

      She wouldn’t budge. “No … still ... here. Forgive me … princess.”

      “Now you’re just talking nonsense.” Hot tears blurred my vision as I pressed the shirt to her stomach to staunch the blood.

      The front door slammed open and I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from shrieking in response. I wasn’t going to let some psycho take the only family I had left from me.

      “I’m going to fix this,” I whispered, kissing my aunt’s forehead.

      I focused, pouring all of the focus I had into channeling my magic. The most fragrant explosion of lime I’d ever experienced washed over me and I directed it to the wound in her belly.

      Heal her.

      The magic wrapped itself around Aunt Nim’s body and I removed the rag. The sliced flesh and muscle in her abdomen fought to knit back together, but it just wouldn’t heal. Ugh, some bloody witch I was. I couldn’t even heal the one person who mattered most to me. Heavy footfalls clomped through the flat and the bedroom door slammed open against the wall.

      Psycho sword guy now hovered over me along with another man bearing a similar sword. Except his was stained red with my aunt’s blood. Fury mixed with the first taste of grief and I let out a guttural howl. I was on my feet, facing down the two men with my hands balled into fists.

      “Come on then, you arseholes. You think you can break in and kill a defenseless old woman and get away with it?”

      The man who’d attacked me at Julayne’s raised a hand as if to swat away a gnat. Before I knew what was happening, I was two feet off the ground and hurtling toward the wall. I collided against the hard surface with a painful thump and couldn’t hold back the groan as my head hit both the wall and the floor when I landed on the ground. Pain radiated down my neck and through my shoulder blades as my vision blurred, going grey around the edges.

      “Take her ... We’ll bring her back with us and take the traitor’s body, too?” said the one with the bloody sword.

      “His orders were clear. Neither survive,” Psycho Number One said.

      Fuck if I was going to let these bastards take me out that easily. My magic might be shit, but I could still do some damage. Give the police something to work with. But one word tickled my brain, striking a chord with me a few moments later, more than the rest of his words—traitor.

      It sounded like these lunatics knew my Aunt Nim. But that wasn’t possible. She was my eccentric Aunt Nim. She’d told me fairy tales even when I was too old for them. She worried about me constantly. She’d even tried to get me self-defense lessons when I was fifteen. I’d laughed her off. Despite that she’d still insisted I go and had driven me every week after school for a year.

      Did she know they were coming?

      My vision cleared as I lay there on the ground while they debated what to do with me. It was probably the oncoming concussion, but I could swear in the bedroom light, their ears looked different. Pointed, just like my aunt’s had looked earlier. But that notion was ridiculous. People didn’t have pointed ears.

      A word from my childhood filtered to the surface.

      Seelie.

      In Aunt Nim’s stories, she’d always made sure to paint the picture of Camelot with both its allies and its enemies. The most dangerous of those being the Seelies. All she’d ever told me was they were manipulative and powerful. As I looked back, she always got this wistful expression when she spoke of them. Not like they were something she missed necessarily, but maybe sadness for something else she’d lost.

      It couldn’t be true. Yet, these two men with fucking swords were standing in my aunt’s bedroom talking about murdering me. Something unnatural was going on. I needed to get up. I had to fight. For my Aunt Nim and myself.

      I rolled onto my side and pushed myself off the floor. My head swam in protest to the change in orientation. Though I didn’t have a choice. I tried to gauge which one would come at me first as I swayed on my feet. Maybe I could disarm one of them. Without thinking, I rushed the one closest to me, bringing my left knee up to his groin. The move hit true. He groaned, doubling over, and dropping his sword.

      I followed it with a jab to his throat before I scooped up the sword. Except that’s where my self-defense skills ended. I’d learned to fend off an attacker who was coming at me to grab me, not how to brandish a medieval weapon.

      “You don’t even know how to use that, girl,” Psycho Number One taunted, brandishing his own blade.

      “I don’t know where you’re from, but here it’s rude to call someone ‘girl.’”

      I was stalling for time and we both knew it. I had no idea what I hoped would happen next. Possibly for the police to come barging in to arrest this loon and his partner in crime. Only I realized in that moment, if police did come charging in, they’d find me holding a bloody sword. Not a good look if I wanted to convince them I was innocent. The longer I stood there, sword hilt clutched in both hands like the amateur I was, the more my eight-hour shift and being thrown into a wall were catching up with me.

      My arms felt leaden and my hands shook from the exertion to keep the blade upright. I tried desperately not to look to my right, to where Aunt Nim lay motionless and ghostly pale. Her hands had fallen away from her wound. The blood had now soaked through the shirt.

      “Why are you doing this?” I shouted, not caring that it was nearly three in the morning and I could wake the neighbors.

      “Orders,” he replied, angling his weapon down. Wait, was that a hint of hesitation in his tone?

      “I have no idea who you are, but I promise I’m not who you think I am. I’m literally no one important. I’m a bartender. I work for shitty tips.”

      “The magic doesn’t lie,” he replied. “I don’t relish taking lives. I can make it quick. You won’t suffer.”

      Bullshit.

      “You’re mad if you think I’m just going to lay down and let you kill me,” I argued, doing my best to raise the sword in a fighting stance.

      The blade wobbled in my untrained hands and when I tried to charge at him, he blocked me with barely a flick of his wrist. The defensive move knocked the sword out of my grip, sending it skittering across the floor toward his still groaning partner. I didn’t back down. Another grief-fueled howl ripped from my throat as I lunged.

      He intercepted me mid-motion, his beefy hand wrapping around my throat. He lifted me off my feet and squeezed. The world greyed out faster this time and my lungs burned from the lack of oxygen. Maybe he was right and it would be quick.

      Fight!

      I could hear Aunt Nim’s voice in my head pushing me onward. If I let this bastard kill me, she’d have died for nothing. I dug my nails into the flesh on the backs of his hands and dragged them across his skin. He
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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