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      Everything seemed in order, ready to go for the weekly support group meeting of the Victims of That Bastard Magician Samson. The chairs were arranged in a circle that Kitty Chilton hoped conveyed coziness despite the cold dampness of the cellar, particularly during a spring as rainy as the one they were having this year.

      She would prefer to meet upstairs in her bookshop, in the open area among the shelves that she set aside for readings and discussion groups. The smell was better up there, the dry musty smell of antique books infinitely preferable to the wet musty smell down here that seemed to warn of malicious mold spreading in the cracks in the stone walls or just out of sight in the shadows of the slanted boards that held up the low ceiling. The places the dim bulbs never reached.

      But Kitty had been outvoted. Her bookshop, which barely did enough business to keep her alive, was still too public a place.

      That Bastard Magician Samson might find them. Or so just over half of the members thought. And so, the cellar it was.

      But whether or not the circle of chairs conveyed coziness, Kitty fretted that there just weren't enough of them. Every week brought more people seeking support for the sudden unwelcome changes to their lives. Even after four other groups had started meeting in other parts of the Hidden City that lurked in the magic-laden corners of Minneapolis, unseen to the mundane world, there were still new people finding their way to her cellar nearly every meeting.

      Well, if they needed more chairs, she had them. She couldn't move them herself, being noncorporeal, little more than a living ghost, thanks to That Bastard Magician Samson. But she could direct the others to where they were tucked in the storage space under the rickety old staircase. Another shadowy place the light never reached, but there all the same.

      But she was really more worried that she hadn't ordered enough snacks. Again.

      Kitty hovered over the refreshment table, not quite literally. Despite the curse that Bastard Magician Samson had cast on her three years before, the one that kept her from touching people and things, she still maintained a working relationship with floors.

      Then she heard other feet on those stairs, and knew from the quick, skipping gait that it was Lara Tilley even before she turned to see the young woman ducking under the support beam that hung head-crackingly low just at the bottom of the steps.

      "Hi! Good to see you!" Kitty said, but Lara just nodded.

      Of course, that was all she could do. That Bastard Magician Samson had taken her voice more than two years back.

      Lara crossed the room to her favorite chair, the one next to Kitty's where both of them would be the first to see anyone who came down the stairs. She set a tall paper cup on her chair, the coffee chain's famous logo just discernable over the top of the cardboard sleeve that kept the contents from scalding her palm while she carried it. Then she went to the refreshment table to use the coffeemaker's hot water feature to make herself a cup of tea using a tea bag she pulled out of her own pocket.

      "I wonder how many new people will come? What with the rain and all," Kitty said as she settled more or less into her chair. Chairs weren't like floors; they didn't feel solid to her. But if she stayed focused, she could hold a squat position that would look like sitting to the others.

      Lara blew out a sighing breath, tipped her head to one side with an inquisitive look on her face, then shrugged.

      Lara hadn't learned any sign language since being cursed. Kitty suspected that would feel too much like giving in to her new situation, and Lara was one of the ones who truly believed that someone, someday would reverse everything That Bastard Magician Samson had done. Kitty, herself, had no such hopes.

      Instead of signing, Lara could make her phone speak for her, typing in words and using text-to-speech to "speak" to others. She had gone through an array of different voices, trying out American woman or Australian man or whatever.

      But in the end, her expressive pantomimes were her usual form of conversation. That, and her endless array of T-shirts. Today's example was a black baby doll T with "Self-Rescuing Princess" written on it in bright spangly letters. The P was even wearing a little crown.

      Kitty understood the impulse. She just didn't always understand Lara.

      "Wow, the fourth straight day of deluge. Are we sure he didn't curse the weather this time?" Jodi Fletcher grumped as she stomped down the stairs, shaking water droplets off of her raincoat before hanging it on one of the hooks on the wall. She touched her frosted blonde hair gingerly, but the rain hadn't stood a chance against the shellacking of hair product that held those curls arranged just so.

      Lara went to her chair, exchanging the tea for the coffee waiting on the seat. The barista's scrawls on the side of the coffee were largely indecipherable to Kitty, but they were voluminous. Lara held the coffee out to Jodi as she joined the circle. Jodi's grumpiness faded at once, and she took the mug with a murmur of thanks. Then she took a sip, grimaced, and set it aside with a sigh.

      "I really appreciate it, Lara, but I just don't think we're ever going to hit on it," she said.

      Lara gave her a mock-stern look, then pulled a leather-bound notebook out of her bag, checking off one in a long column of labeled boxes then showing Jodi the page.

      "You have to admit, she's being very thorough," Kitty said. "She'll get it one day. Statistically, she has to."

      "They add new things every day," Jody said, grumpy once more.

      "But if they add something now, we already know it couldn’t be what you want because it wasn't what you always ordered before," Kitty said, quite reasonably.

      "They also subtract things every day," Jodi said. "What if they take away some essential part of my order, and I never get it back?"

      Kitty exchanged a look with Lara. Lara kept her own expression carefully bland as she sipped at her tea, but Kitty had a harder time not letting her annoyance with Jodi show. Luckily, Jodi had turned her attention back to the coffee in her hands. It might not be her elusive preferred order, but it was good enough to keep sipping at, apparently.

      Honestly, the newer people were harder and harder for Kitty to connect with. On the one hand, it was incredibly messed up how piddling and small That Bastard Magician Samson's curses were these days. Not the offenses—those had always been piddling and small and completely out of scope with the powerful curses he punished the offenders with—but the curses themselves. It was like he was losing any creativity.

      But Kitty doubted that was a good sign. He might be afflicting people with more and more niche curses, but he was also afflicting more of people. And no one was stepping up to stop him.

      The three of them turned at the rare sound of two sets of footsteps coming down the stairs together. That fear of being caught at a meeting usually had members avoiding each other as much as possible, especially close to the bookshop and its hidden cellar. No one wanted to be the one who accidentally lured That Bastard Magician Samson to their secret meeting space.

      The first man down the stairs had to be another new victim, as he was no one Kitty knew. He didn't even look like he belonged to the world of the Hidden City, really. He looked like an accountant in the mundane world, dressed blandly in business casual, one of thousands and largely forgettable. Kitty wondered if that was, in fact, his curse. But she would know soon enough, when they shared their stories.

      But the middle-aged Black man who came along behind the accountant was an old friend, the only person Kitty knew who had been cursed longer than she had. Mo Standish, escort through the hidden ways extraordinaire. Capable of leading anyone from any point in the Hidden City to any other. That was a skill set second only to the powerful ceremonial magicians in its rarity.

      Or at least he had once been a professional escort through the hidden ways. Now he drove an Uber in the mundane world. The phrasing of his curse kept him from getting anywhere he wanted to go, and mostly while driving fares around, that was no conflict. He didn't want to go to any of those places, most of the time. But not all the time. Especially with restaurants as a destination, he would find himself craving the same sort of food, and that was it. He could never arrive there. When he did come to a meeting, he mostly lamented his troubles with keeping his driver rating up despite often getting lost a block away from his fare's destination.

      Worse, it almost always kept him away from the meetings. Because he wanted to get there, he couldn't. He would circle the block, unable to find the door to the bookshop even as he walked past it time and time again.

      But for the first time in a long time, he had made it inside.

      "Hey, Kitty! Good to see you," he said, leaning down to give her an air kiss. She always liked that gesture. Such a nice way to completely ignore her own curse. "This is a new member to our little group."

      "Wil Hoskins," the other man said, thrusting a hand out at Kitty. Rather than explain, she reached for his hand as if to return the gesture. But as with every other person she had done this to, he recoiled to the point of stumbling backwards when her hand passed ghost-like through his.

      "Kitty Chilton," she said after Mo had finished chuckling. "I bumped into That Bastard Magician Samson three years ago. Hard enough to jostle him. I wasn't looking where I was going."

      "She was carrying a tall stack of books to the back of her own bookshop," Mo said. "He could've stepped aside."

      "So now you can't touch anyone?" Wil asked, aghast.

      "Or anything," Kitty said, trying to sound casual. Even throwing in a careless shrug.

      But Mo, of course, couldn't let it go at that. "She can't even eat," he said, his voice almost a growl. "Look. She's not even touching that chair."

      "Truly?" Wil said.

      "If I focus, I can touch things," Kitty said. "But it's difficult to maintain for more than a minute or two."

      "And then what happens?" Wil asked.

      "If I was, say, trying to hold a book? It falls," Kitty said.

      "And if you tried eating something?" he asked, like he couldn't help himself.

      "It…falls," Kitty said. "Really, I don't think you want me to describe it. The longest I managed to hold onto food was two hours. I had a headache for days afterward just for trying, and what fell to the ground was not pleasant."

      "Well, I feel foolish even coming here, asking for support. What I deal with is nothing compared to that," Wil said with a shake of his head.

      "We all have our struggles, and we're here to help Kitty as much as the other way around," Jodi said. Kitty couldn't remember a single thing Jodi had ever done to help her, but she nodded and smiled warmly at Wil all the same.

      "And you've been a help to me already," Mo said as he settled into one of the chairs with a paper cup of coffee in one hand and a cheese Danish in the other. "I don't know what your curse
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