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      I slammed the kettle onto the stovetop and turned on the burner. I hunched over it, my fingers digging into the oven door handle. My attention was focused on the dining room table to the left of me, specifically on the woman sitting at it as if it were the most normal thing in the world for her to be seated in my kitchen between my daughter, Grace, and my fiancé, Chris. It had been almost twenty years since I’d seen my mother, twenty years since she had taken off in the middle of the day, abandoning my infant daughter in her crib for hours until I got home from work. I ground my teeth. At the time, I had been terrified something had happened to my mother. But after I went so long with no word, after she ignored all my attempts to contact her, she just showed up out of the blue. At the sight of her, all I had left inside was fury.

      “Dani, do you need any help in there?” Lori asked, her voice calm.

      I flinched as the kettle screeched. I turned off the heat and flipped up the steam whistle. “I’ve got it.”

      “Are you—” Lori began.

      “I said I’ve got it.” I grabbed mugs from the cupboard and banged them down on the counter. “Chamomile or tension tamer?”

      Grace cleared her throat. “Tension tamer sounds great.”

      I tossed tea bags into the cups, filled them with water, then carted them, one by one, to the table. The movement of crossing back and forth, depositing mug after mug in front of Grace, Lori, and Chris helped calm my nerves. By the time I set my mug down, my fury had cooled to a simmering rage. I breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth as I took a seat between Grace and Chris, opposite my mother. I had never been so angry before. Lori was here for a reason.

      Her words replayed in my head. I stayed away as long as I could. The darkness is coming faster than I predicted. And now we’re running out of time. The only emotion stronger than the anger was the curiosity that statement fueled. What darkness? How are we running out of time to break the curse?

      I glanced between Lori, Grace, and Chris, my eyes lingering on the bruise on his forehead from where Justin had bashed him over the head with a glass globe, and cleared my throat. “Why are you here, Mother?”

      Lori gave me a weak smile and cocked her head toward Chris. “This is a private conversation. Between family.”

      “No,” I said.

      Lori opened her mouth, and I shook my head.

      “Chris is my partner. He knows everything. He isn’t going anywhere. Whatever it is you came to tell me, you can say it in front and him. Then you can leave.”

      Lori winced and fidgeted in her seat. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

      I glowered at her. “Why don’t you start⁠—”

      Lori squealed with delight and bent over, reaching toward my familiar, Charlie, who had just sauntered into the room. He had just hit a year old, and he was a big cat. He weighed almost twenty-five pounds and came up to just below my knees. It was one of the benefits of being a witch familiar. They lived longer and grew bigger than their normal counterparts. He wasn’t done growing yet. I suspected he would end up past my knees and over thirty pounds by the time he was done. I sincerely hoped he would stop wanting to be carted around in my purse when he got that big. Charlie strutted across the room, his tail high behind him, and sniffed at Lori’s fingertips. He ducked his head under her waiting hand and purred.

      “What’s his name?” Lori looked up at me as Charlie turned and twisted his way through Grace’s legs to stop at my feet.

      “Charlie.” I scooped him up and held him close to my chest, kissing the top of his head. “Traitor,” I murmured in his ear.

      “Let’s get back on track. You returned to the great state of Washington for a reason. What did you come here to say?” Grace asked.

      Lori chewed on her lip, her eyes darting between everyone at the table. Her shoulders slumped. “I should have practiced a speech or something. I’m not good at this. You know, talking to people. How about you ask me questions, and I’ll do my best to answer them?”

      My jaw clenched, and I pulled Charlie closer to my chest. He tucked his head under my ear and purred until my shoulders lowered. I closed my eyes, turned my head away, and asked one of the questions that had been on my mind since she’d disappeared. “Where have you been?”

      “Traveling. I had things to figure out.”

      I snorted. “And you couldn’t return a phone call?”

      “I… it was complicated.”

      Charlie massaged my shoulder with his giant paws and pushed his head farther against mine. He purred directly into my ear. I exhaled, releasing a bit more tension. “Okay. That’s wonderfully vague. What have you been working on?”

      “The curse.”

      My eyes flicked open, and I stared at Lori.

      She clasped her mug in front of her with her head bowed over it. Her dark-brown hair, streaked with white, hung over her face, concealing it from view. “It needs to be broken. I know how. But I had to get it all in the correct order so we know what to do. It’s hard when the visions come in out of sync.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again. Grace, Lori, and I were all witches with powers of divination. It was part of being a witch of the Williams line. Grace was particularly skilled at looking into the past with her powers. She picked up emotional resonance left behind on objects much better than I could. But on the flip side, I could track people with magic much faster and more efficiently than Grace, and my handle on using divination to understand the here and now was stronger. I chewed my lip. I had never given much thought to what my mother’s specialty was. She made it sound like she was much more future focused.

      “Have you figured out the order?” Grace asked.

      I blinked and refocused on Lori’s face as she set a notebook down in front of her. It was almost identical to the ones my grandmother had left me. Through them, I had learned almost everything I knew about how magic worked. For the past year, they had been delivered by some unknown benefactor whenever I was ready, or in need, to learn something new. Bile rose in my throat as I realized who had been delivering them. I narrowed my eyes. My grandmother had trusted my mother with the notebooks. Why didn’t Gran leave them with Betty? She was already looking after me. Why would my gran give my mother a way into my life again?

      Lori tapped the book with her fingers. “I wrote it all down in here.”

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. “Then leave the notebook and go. It’s what you’re good at.”

      I inwardly winced as Lori flinched. “If only it were that easy. We all have to be there to break the curse. It won’t work if any of us are missing.”

      I sagged in my seat. “Of course we do.”

      Grace put one gloved hand over Lori’s and another on my shoulder. She squeezed, comforting me. Having my mother present, after all this time, was throwing me for an emotional loop. My anger was quickly fading as my childhood despair over not being good enough reared its ugly head. Chris slipped his hand under the table and put it on my knee. Between Grace, Chris, and Charlie, I recentered myself.

      I exhaled slowly and shook my head to clear it. My mother was here for a reason, and focusing on my hurt feelings wouldn’t do me any good. The curse wasn’t going to break itself. And this family desperately needed it broken. While it had hit me the lightest out of me and Grace, it was still untenable at times. I could never shut off the visions. I could never stop feeling what others felt when I touched stuff. Grace had it worse with nightmares, emotional feedback loops, where what she picked up from others played over and over, getting more and more intense with each iteration until she was a sobbing mess on the floor. She had to maintain a barrier between her and the rest of the world at all times, but she couldn’t live in gloves and long-sleeved shirts forever. If my mother knew how to break this curse, then we had to do it.

      I straightened in my chair and focused on the next question. “How do you know now is the right time?”

      “I don’t.” Lori sighed. “All I know is that the darkness is coming, and we won’t have a chance at breaking it again if we don’t do something now. It’s not that now is the right time. It’s that now is the only time we have left.”

      “What is the darkness?” I asked. “And how do you know it’s coming now if everything comes to you out of order?”

      “I—”

      The house shook violently under us, cutting off Lori’s words. Grace’s mug fell to the floor, crashing across the hardwood. Loud thumps sounded above our heads as things fell off shelves around the house. I clutched Charlie to my chest. While occasional earthquakes occurred near Seattle, I had never felt something so powerful since moving out to live on Whidbey Island. My heart skipped a beat as the entire room was bathed in a bright-green light.

      I stumbled to my feet as the shaking stopped and surged toward the front door, the others close on my heels. I slid to a stop on my front porch, Charlie still clutched to my chest, and stared. My jaw dropped. Trees had fallen over. And in the distance, in the heart of Point Pleasant, was a pillar of green flame.

      “Oh no! It’s too late.” Lori stepped up next to me. “It’s already here.”
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      Chris had his hand on my knee as I drove. I gripped the steering wheel so tightly my fingers ached. The only thing tethering me to that moment, that prevented me from spiraling into terror, was his hand. I tried not to follow my panicked thoughts too closely. They bounced from memories of my recent confrontation with just a fragment of the Outsider to worries about what my mother could have meant when she said we were running out of time to break the curse. If she was right, we might have missed our opportunity. No matter how much I focused on the road ahead, I couldn’t ignore the dread pooling in my gut.

      I glanced in the rear-view mirror. Grace sat stiffly in her seat, her gloved hands hugging Charlie to her chest. Lori sat beside her, staring blankly out the window, her eyes strangely unfocused. Even with her impassive face, I could sense the anxiety rolling off her in waves. The cloying emotion filled my lungs, making it hard to breathe. My eyes flicked between the road and Grace’s reflection. If Lori’s anxiety was strong enough for me to feel, it must have been almost unbearable for Grace. She was so much better at picking up emotions than I was. Unfortunately, she couldn’t turn it off. Neither of us could.

      My breath caught in my throat as I turned onto the road leading up to Meredith Walker’s house. I tensed, my arms beginning to shake. The green flames had died down as we drove, but the glow of it seeped from a giant crack that ran down the length of the roadway, pushing up the asphalt in a jagged line on either side. I slowed the car and parked twenty feet away from the end of the crack. My legs shook under me as I stepped out of the car, my head craning back so I could take in the devastation.

      Meredith’s house was mostly rubble. I stumbled toward what was left of it. The front half had collapsed. I could see straight into the dining room. The living room was just gone. On either side of the house, the neighboring properties sagged, their siding warped from heat.

      “Has she escaped?” Chris asked.

      My head jerked toward him, my mouth opening and closing. I didn’t know. This looked like something had burst out of the building’s very foundation. Meredith’s ghost had been locked away inside the home, under layers and layers of wards. But this… this looked like a prison break.

      Grace moved in front of me, blocking my view. Her brows furrowed, and panic danced behind her eyes. “What are we going to do?”

      I swallowed and focused my mind on the task at hand. “This looks bad, but we can’t make any assumptions. Let’s check the wards to see if they’ve broken. And if they have, search the area for signs of how. This shouldn’t be possible.”

      The Wardens of the West had assured me that the wards in place were strong enough to hold her. They were built using Warden secrets, and they’d claimed only Wardens could break them.

      I gritted my teeth and inched toward the house. I had a feeling they had been overly confident when they’d made that promise. “Let’s spread out, but stay in each other’s lines of sight. Be careful. Don’t touch anything. I’ll loop to the left. Grace and Lori, go right.”

      “I’ll call for backup. We need these roads blocked ASAP.” Chris pulled out his phone and stepped to the side.

      I squared my shoulders and willed my hands to stop shaking as I edged my way around the broken asphalt and toward the house. I tuned out Chris’s voice as I eyed the green glow being emitted from the cracks in the roadway. Is it safe to cross it? What if this is a trap? Could I get stuck on the other side?

      I stared at it, debating the best way forward, when a red work truck screeched to a halt forty feet from me. I tensed as the door flew open but relaxed as Megan, a member of my coven, launched herself out of the driver’s seat.

      Megan barreled toward me and pulled me into a hug. “Is anyone hurt?”

      “We just got here.” I squeezed her back. It was hard to imagine that not too long ago, I hadn’t trusted her. I had been a victim of her curse, which made everyone inherently distrust her. Luckily, a spell let me see her as she really was, and over the past few months, she had become a rock in my life. She was one of my best friends, next to Heather.

      Megan pulled back and studied my face before glancing over her shoulder at the truck. I peered behind her as Izzy slipped out of the passenger seat. Izzy was a local reporter who had recently discovered that she was a witch as well. She could see and talk to ghosts, which had thrown her into the deep end quickly. Ghosts almost always wanted justice, and they’d hounded her for it. She stared slack-jawed at Meredith’s house.

      “Why did you—” I began.

      Megan’s eyes widened, and she stepped around me. “Lori?”

      “Hi, Meg,” Lori said. “I’m glad to see you’ve made some friends.”

      My hackles rose at the sound of my mother’s voice. I knew Megan and Lori had met before and that Lori had helped create the spell to mitigate the effects of Megan’s curse, but it didn’t make the situation any less off-putting. Megan was my friend.

      I ground my teeth and turned. “We’re in a coven together.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Lori floated toward her on graceful feet. She had always moved like a dancer. She cocked her head toward Megan’s truck. “Who’s that?”

      “A new witch. I was taking her back to my place when we saw the fire, and I didn’t want to waste time dropping her off. Plus, if this”—Megan gestured toward the half-collapsed house across the street from us—“is as big as I think it is, every witch in town needs to know about it.”

      “What type of witch?” Lori asked.

      I cleared my throat. “If this is as important as it looks, then we need to be quick about this. We can catch up later.”

      “All right.” Lori shrugged and meandered back toward Grace.

      Megan stepped in front of me and lowered her voice. “Dani. Be nice. She’s come all this way⁠—”

      “That woman doesn’t deserve nice.” I spun and stalked toward the truck. “I’ll show Izzy how to look for hidden magic. Let’s regroup in five.”

      Megan scoffed but didn’t argue. While we had never discussed Lori, it was no secret that she had been a bad mother. Megan wouldn’t push me on my behavior. At least, not yet.

      I came to a stop in front of Izzy, who had her arms wrapped around her stomach. Her muted-teal hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail. Her strawberry-blond roots looked less stark under the green light. “Are you ready for a witch lesson?” I asked.

      Izzy wet her lips and nodded.

      “You can almost always see magic when someone is casting a spell,” I began.

      “Like your golden light?”

      I nodded. “And your blue water. It’s not physically there, but if you’re a witch, you can see it. And some spells linger. It can be like a residue or an enchantment placed on an object or place. To see it, you have to specifically look for it. I find it’s easiest if I unfocus my eyes. You’re not trying to see what’s here visibly. You’re trying to see beyond it. Once you’ve done that, pull your magic to the surface. Not to cast a spell but to feel it. Then… then will yourself to see what’s hidden. Got it?”

      “I’ll try.”

      I shook out my arms, relaxed my gaze, willed my magic to the surface, and looked at the property again. It was almost like looking at a stereogram. Relaxing my gaze while running my magic through my system caused hidden images to pop out. The green flames flared to life. With my eyes relaxed, the flames were almost two stories tall. I squinted past them and studied the ground. The last time I had checked on the property, there had been red chains of symbols worked into the very soil around the house. They’d flowed through the foundation, sinking into the wood. Those chains were broken, the red seeping into the ground like spilled milk. My knees buckled under me. Not a single chain remained in place.

      I was so focused on my fear that I almost missed it when a second startled sensation passed through me. I only noticed it because the startled sensation wasn’t afraid like my own, and the lack of fear pulled my focus. The emotion came from Charlie. My head jerked in his direction. He was inside Meredith’s house.

      “What are you doing in there?” I murmured.

      I scanned the ground, checking for signs of a hidden trap spell, but found nothing. The green flames were built-up magic escaping into the air. No active effects lingered in sight. I tentatively reached forward. Nothing happened as the tips of my fingers dipped into the fire. Holding my breath, I darted through it to the other side. The hairs on my arms briefly stood on end but settled as soon as I crossed to the other side. I closed my eyes, checking on myself internally. Stepping through it had scared me, but I felt no lasting effect.

      As I opened my eyes, Charlie poked his head out from inside the house and chirped at me.

      “I’m coming, buddy,” I said. “Hey, guys! I think Charlie found something.”

      I scrambled up the sloping front yard toward him. He ducked back into the house as I reached what remained of the front porch. Gingerly, I stepped over the broken wood and hauled myself up onto the cracked living room floor. I stood, dusting my hands off on my pant legs, and froze as my gaze landed on what Charlie had discovered.

      A circle had been drawn in chalk in the middle of the room. Under the scent of crumbling drywall was something else. It smelled strangely sweet mixed with pine, citrus, and a hint of earthiness. It was distinct from the smells outside, like incense instead of something natural. Around the circle stood candles with a dark liquid dripped over them.

      Is that blood? My mouth dried as I stepped closer.

      In the center of the circle, a woman lay on her back. Her dark-brown hair streaked with gray hid her face. She was too still. Even from where I stood, I could tell she was dead.

      A woman gasped behind me. I spun toward the sound. Izzy stood wide-eyed and staring to my left. She wasn’t looking at the woman on the floor. She was looking past me into what remained of the kitchen. She scrambled away, bumping into Lori, who stood only a foot behind her.

      Lori grabbed Izzy’s arm before she could flee to the front yard. “What is it? What do you see?”

      Izzy yanked at her arm, trying to free herself. Lori’s fingers gripped harder, digging into her skin.

      “Let her go,” I said.

      Lori dropped Izzy’s arm and stepped back. “What did you see?”

      “There’s two of them.” Izzy hugged herself.

      Lori’s gaze traveled between the dead body on the floor and the empty doorway. A small smile appeared across her lips. “A necromancer?”

      Izzy hunched her shoulders.

      I stepped up next to Izzy and put my hand on her shoulder, softening my voice. “Can you ask her what she saw? Maybe she can tell us what happened here.”

      Izzy shook her head. “No. I’ve never seen anything like this before. They’re both dead. I didn’t even know ghosts could die. But… both her physical body and whatever ghosts are made of have been killed.”

      My gaze slipped to my mother’s face. She had pulled her bottom lip into her mouth and was chewing on it as her eyes flicked around the space. I recognized that look. The wheels in her head were turning like she was putting together a puzzle. We only had a few minutes before she would disappear into her thoughts and be impossible to reach. I cleared my throat and caught her eye.

      While I was loath to do it, I needed answers, and my mother was more likely to have them than anyone else here. “What are you thinking?”

      “Dark magic can break almost anything, and this looks dark. Very dark.”

      Charlie rubbed against my legs. I crouched and picked him up. “Dark magic? I don’t think I’ve heard of that before. It wasn’t listed in any of the laws of magic.”

      Magic only had three laws: Don’t make deals with Outsiders to augment your powers. Don’t permanently alter someone’s mind, body, or spirit without their informed consent. And lastly, don’t violate the natural order.

      Lori screwed up her face. “It didn’t have to be listed. All dark magic out there violates at least one of the laws.” She pointed to the ritual circle. “It doesn’t get any more permanent than killing someone. And if your friend’s right, it sounds like this one went a step further. I can’t think of anything outside of dark magic that could kill a ghost.”

      “So, it’s official then?” I wet my lips, my mouth too dry. “Meredith’s out… and someone used dark magic to do it?”

      Lori nodded.

      I looked between her and Izzy. Then my gaze slid to the front porch, where Megan stood, blocking Grace’s view of the body. Chris waited in the roadway beyond them, his phone still plastered to his ear as he continued to give directions to Harrison or Peggy. This was officially too big for us to handle.

      My hands shook as I pulled my phone from my pocket.

      “What are you doing?” Lori asked.

      I turned away from her and dialed. I’d never thought this would be a call I would willingly make. “Calling the Wardens.”
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      I could feel their eyes on me as I raised my phone to my ear.

      The line didn’t even finish ringing once before Miranda’s cool voice filled my ear. “Delaney is already en route. I’m on another assignment. I’ll get there when I can. It’ll be a few days. Oh, and Miss Williams? Don’t do anything stupid before we get there.”

      The line went dead in my hands. I shoved the phone into my pocket and exhaled slowly in an attempt to steady my breathing. I shuddered at the thought of working with Delaney. Both Wardens gave me the creeps, from Delaney’s too-white hair and ageless face to Miranda’s sharp features and too-blue eyes. They both had a way of looking at me that made my skin crawl. It was like they could see right through me and knew how to pull my strings. It probably didn’t help that the first time I’d met Delaney, she had ambushed me in the middle of the night. And while I’d become accustomed to the somewhat pretty magic that came out of my coven, hers reminded me of Ursula from the Little Mermaid. It was all dark and tentacley.

      “Dani?” Megan whispered.

      I swallowed and turned toward her. “They’re on their way.”

      “All right, then.” Megan grabbed her phone. “Hopefully, the Retirees aren’t already in bed. It’s time for an emergency coven meeting.”

      I glanced behind her at Chris hovering in the background. He had finished his calls for backup. Sirens blared in the distance. I scrambled down the embankment toward him and came to a stop a few feet away. He reached out to me, and I twined my fingers with his.

      Chris rubbed his thumb against the back of my hand. “I know that look.”

      “There’s a body up there,” I said.

      He pressed his lips together into a thin line and nodded. “Murdered, I assume?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced at Meredith’s house, where the others had stepped out of the wreckage and stood gathered on the lawn. I sighed. “The Wardens are on their way. We need to have a coven meeting.”

      “Can you⁠—”

      “Do you want to come?” I blurted. I didn’t know where the question came from. One second, it flitted across my thoughts. The next, I had said it.

      He gave a half chuckle. It wasn’t amusement. It was shock.

      I peered up at him through my eyelashes as the sirens grew louder. “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “It’s a yes.” Chris raised my hand and brushed his lips across my knuckles. “I’m glad you asked. It means a lot that you want to include me. And on a practical front, I want to know everything. I’ve got a feeling more bodies are about to start dropping. And I can’t keep people safe if I’m in the dark.”

      I opened my mouth to respond as a sheriff’s SUV pulled to a stop next to me. I glanced over as Harrison unfolded himself from the vehicle. He was easily one of the tallest people I had ever met at six foot five if not taller. It was hard to tell, because he had a habit of slouching, his thin frame gangly in his uniform. He pushed his blond hair back from his forehead and strode toward us, his long legs eating up the distance in a few strides.

      “Any idea what happened here?” Harrison asked.

      Chris shrugged. “At first, I thought a gas leak with a spark that made the place blow. But we found a body inside, so now I’m worried about it being a meth lab or something worse. Either way, we’ve got to secure the scene. Let’s cordon off the street so no one can get close and evacuate the homes nearby just in case.”

      Harrison nodded along to Chris’s words, his eyes flicking between me and the other women on the lawn. He chewed his lip and released a long sigh as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Looks like we have a lot of witnesses to interview.”

      “We do.”

      “Why don’t you, uh, handle that while I secure the scene?”

      Chris’s shoulders relaxed, and he gave Harrison a small smile. While Harrison didn’t know anything about the witch stuff, he knew I was helpful for investigations. It seemed like he
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