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Dedication

For my sisters.

No matter what, we got each other.
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NASA Breaks Ground with New Magic-Focused Facility


From the Eventide Observer

March 12, 1961

The Ainsworth Research Center will soon break ground in Cheswell, Maryland, just 30 miles outside of Washington, D.C., with an opening date currently set for later this year. This is the second of the research-focused facilities that NASA has recently built, following the Goddard Flight Center. Ainsworth will focus primarily on the arcane aspects of space flight and planetary studies, for the support of the “moonshot” as well as studies to better life here on Earth.






Riposte Magazine

National News Service

Week of April 30, 1964

Opinion Divided on World Fair Stall-In

National leaders of NAACP, SLCL, and more have condemned the proposed protest of the 1964 World Fair, citing it “as a distraction from matters of greater concern” and that the stalling out of autos on the roadways leading to the fair will negatively impact emergency services. Leadership with WONDR argues that a protest is needed due to the exploitation of non-white magical practitioners who were underpaid to set up the fair’s facilities.

NASA Calls Up First Negro Astronaut

Dwight Lawrence, 33, will be taking to the stars. NASA has officially put the Air Force pilot on notice for a future mission with the Circe program. This will make him the first of the Race to venture into space. Lawrence was in the news recently, due to a mechanical failure in the capsule he was testing. The emergency landing was guided by the quick calculations of Miss Cynthia Rhodes, an engineer at the Ainsworth Research Center.

Archaeologist Arrested for Doing His Job

University professor Theodore Danner was arrested at the site of a recent excavation dig in the Florida Keys. Authorities refused to acknowledge his work permit and falsely claimed he was a thief attempting to steal items from the sunken ships in the region. The 31-year-old maritime archaeologist spent a night in jail and the vessel he had been investigating was compromised and washed away.

Magical Negro Colleges Now Number Seventeen

The establishment of Vinson School of Arcane (Savannah, GA) brings the number of magic-focused collegiate level study to 17. A list that includes Brewster University (Cheswell, MD), Hayden University (Alexandria, VA), Knightdale College (Charleston, SC), and Bridgewater University (New Orleans, LA).






“We [What’s My Spell? (1963–present)] were the first television show to teach magic to children, and we remained the top-rated show for more than forty years and outlasted all others who followed. We managed that mostly for two reasons: Rhodes and Danner.”

While neither intended to have media careers, Cynthia Rhodes and Theodore Danner were originally brought on as consultants for What’s My Spell?, eventually hosting the material themselves. With a remarkable expertise, a deep knowledge of magic, and a wicked sense of fun when it came to conveying tricky topics, their easy chemistry was the secret ingredient to the show’s enduring legacy. While often fanciable, many of the show’s most memorable features—an air balloon traveling to exotic places, an all-knowing cat, a portable laboratory, and the characters themselves being a rocket scientist and a treasure hunter—were drawn from the pair’s rather extraordinary lives. Although where exaggeration begins and truth ends is still an enduring mystery. . . .

from Spelling Tests: How Children Learned Magic from Television








[image: ]
Chapter 1


Cheswell, Maryland

August 1964

As usual, Cynthia spent the afternoon precariously balanced atop a ladder as she jotted down equations on the chalkboard before her. She had a perfectly good desk on the other side of the building she could use, but when she needed to let the numbers in her head roam, a chalkboard was the only place she could work. Although Cynthia found that even then there still wasn’t enough space.

Pushing up her glasses, Cynthia etched out the star sigil connecting the lines and vertices to form the river constellation, Eridanus. With a few taps of her chalk against the drawing and the slight pressure of her will, the chalk dust turned into starlight that flowed before her like a true river.

Letting go of the ladder, Cynthia stepped along the floating path to finish off the equation. According to her numbers, the potion proposed for usage as a coating on the rocket’s heat shield wouldn’t withstand reentry. But it was close! With one little adjustment . . .

The numbers she was looking for rose out the nebulous mist just as the door swung open.

“They said you would be in here, Miss Cynthia!” a voice squeaked from below.

Brought out of her thoughts, Cynthia glanced down to see the new hire, a fresh-faced Howard University graduate that Cynthia was 68 percent sure was named Sheryl. Or was it Sharon? She couldn’t remember exactly, but Cynthia did recall that two weeks ago Mrs. Ling had asked if Cynthia was interested in mentoring the girl. Since then, Cynthia had made herself very hard to find.

Alas, Ainsworth was not big enough to play hide-and-seek forever.

“You can just call me Cynthia. You’re new, aren’t you?”

“I’m Gracie,” the girl said, and rattled off excessive introductory details. Inwardly, Cynthia sighed. She had been way off regarding the name. This was why she never bothered using people’s names unless she was one hundred percent certain.

“. . . because of that, Cynthia, I have a few questions related to the Hummingbird Capsule.”

At that name, numbers vanished around Cynthia, leaving only the nervous Gracie before her. With a wave of her hand, Cynthia manipulated the river of starlight to slope downward, allowing her to become eye level with the girl.

The Hummingbird was the latest prototype currently doing time in the testing labs. In fact, it was scheduled to be tested today. Cynthia had been attached to the project since the beginning, conducting the required calculations as needed. At this stage of the project, it was highly unusual that a report regarding the Hummingbird didn’t land on Cynthia’s desk, even if she was hiding in one of the meeting rooms. In fact, it shouldn’t have gone to anyone else—not if she had a steady pulse.

“I know there’s an error here,” Gracie spoke up, sounding as young as Cynthia’s sisters. “I checked it twice, but I can’t isolate it. Could you try?”

Cynthia flicked through the pages as she scanned the numbers. Before she had even finished, Cynthia saw trouble lurking in the forest. This report should not have arrived in Gracie’s hands, not because Gracie was no match to the task (she was passably decent), but because the delay was a catalyst to catastrophe.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Gracie asked.

“Not as terrible as it could be.” Cynthia jumped off the river of starlight and headed for the door. “I’m going to find out how much, though!”

A glance at her wristwatch told her she was in luck—the weekly meeting for Project Featherweight was still going on. As she slipped inside, Cynthia spotted Irma Greengrass, unfortunately tapped to take notes once again. Across from Irma was Farid Zaki and Daniel Gorman, both of whom were also in the research group with Cynthia and Irma. Not far from them sat the lanky alchemist, Nelson Marlowe. He gripped a pencil, looking as if his stomach was a trampoline stuck in a wind tunnel. The arcane-infused fuel that was in the center of the project was the fruit of his labors. This was a very big deal, especially as he was the only Black alchemist currently on payroll. As for the others in the room, they were engineers and project leads: all white, all men, and all who came to Ainsworth eager to work with arcane resources.

Radio transmissions from the payload testing lab were a gentle hum in the background, just barely audible over the vigorous conversation, which was just as well because it gave Cynthia the element of surprise.

With her head held high to make as much as she could of her short stature, Cynthia walked right up to the thickest knot of people and disrupted the conversation with a loud cough. Heads craned downward toward her and Cynthia announced:

“I just finished checking the numbers from engineering and the projections are wrong. The formula for the new fuel wasn’t designed for the Hummingbird Capsule. If the engine is engaged, it will combust due to the materials around the magical components increasing in temperature until it breaks off, triggering a series of reactions that cannot be stopped with even the quickest of spells.”

Cynthia’s words were met with a long silence until someone asked: “Did you get that?”

There was a nervous titter, some awkward smiles, even some laughter—and then Noam Rosenbaum rapped his cane against the table, like a judge perplexed at his unruly court.

“Cynthia, what is the short version?” Noam asked. His soft voice had the majesty of an ancient tree despite him being squarely middle-aged without even a trace of gray in his sandy brown hair. As he directed his gaze around the room, laughter quelled, providing space for Cynthia to take center stage.

“The machine will explode after it makes a third rotation.” Cynthia spoke only to the project director to avoid the suddenly attentive eyes around her. “If it doesn’t on the first trip around.”

There were a few quiet swears, but Noam withdrew his wand. Muttering an incantation, the phone flew across the table to his hand and he dialed away at once.

“This is Dr. Noam Rosenbaum. Stop the test. Yes, the one about to go now. I don’t care what you do, but make sure that capsule doesn’t move. It’ll be trouble. Listen, I have more authority than— Well, I don’t care! It’ll look bad if it sets a building on fire!”

“Actually, its projected path won’t come near the buildings, just the marsh,” Cynthia said. Because the last was important enough to bear repeating, she added, “If it doesn’t explode first.”

If he heard her, he didn’t give any indication, because whatever was happening on the phone wasn’t getting resolved easily. Noam’s voice grew louder, spots of red appearing under his pale skin—whoever was on the other end had their ears closed against common sense.

Not good.

Not good at all.

Without giving it a second thought, Cynthia walked out of the room and went to the nearest window in the hall. Yanking it open, she leaned out and whistled a few notes into the breeze. The moment her broomstick soared into view, she climbed out onto the window’s edge and jumped.

As she fell, Cynthia grabbed her broomstick’s handle and swung herself astride. Pausing only to orient herself, she darted across the campus to the payload testing lab at top speed.

Laid out like a half circle, Ainsworth’s campus allowed for ample space between buildings, anticipating future growth. Cynthia worked out of the squat Applied Arcane Sciences building at the bottom of the half circle while her destination was the tubular building in the middle. She didn’t have to go far, but she had to avoid quite a few buildings on the west side of campus. The rest of Ainsworth passed by in a blur as she locked her eyes on the lab, hoping she wasn’t too late as predictions of disaster taunted her. When Cynthia reached the lab’s perimeter, the broom twitched under her hands, warning of the anti-flight barrier activating.

Veering to the left, Cynthia rolled into a series of tight spirals that skimmed along the edges of the barrier, avoiding collision at the last moment. Landing at a safe distance, she didn’t even pause as she dismounted and headed into the building with her broom in hand.

A security guard hurried out to stop her, but Cynthia held out her badge and walked right past the man. Her sensible saddle shoes clicked against the floor as she hurried along the corridor, her fast walk turning into a run as the gentle hum of a machine became chatter that echoed in the building. Reaching the innermost chamber, Cynthia rapped her knuckles against the door until someone wrenched it open.

“The capsule will explode if the test is run. You need to stop the launch!” She had more to say, but upon realizing who was on the other side, Cynthia knew in a single moment she had wasted both her words and her time dashing here. All she was about to do was charge into a very stubborn wall.

“Rosenbaum sent you,” Richard McKinnon sneered. “Or did you come here because you insist on seeing trouble where there is none?”

“I came here because the test will be a disaster if it goes through,” Cynthia retorted.

Like a petty villain from a B-movie, Richard just laughed. “That is your opinion, not mine. We’re going forth with the test. Science doesn’t happen if we don’t take risks!”

Cynthia opened her mouth to protest but Richard slammed the door before she could get a word out.

She slapped her palm against it, but she knew it wouldn’t open this time.

Cynthia did not go around making enemies on purpose, but she’d made one of Richard simply by applying for the same spot in Spacecraft Operations when she transferred to Ainsworth. Although he got the job in the end, he still saw her as a threat to his career prospects. They were the only two Black arcane engineers at Ainsworth, and he apparently felt further reductions were still needed. Cynthia would very much like to ignore Richard, as she did with many other troublesome people, but she couldn’t anytime soon. Not when his mistakes could cost lives.

Still fuming, Cynthia walked down to the observer’s portion of the lab, where a large glass window gave her a full view of the slender Hummingbird Capsule. Although the weight was several tons, it looked especially fragile as it began to rotate in simulated flight.

The capsule spun once around, twice around, and then on the third . . .

The hair lifted on Cynthia’s neck as the lights on the equipment blinked so quickly it became a steady light. The capsule shuddered and it was the last thing Cynthia saw before the window shattered.

She threw up her hands and cast the first star sigil that came to mind to form a protective shield. Glass and debris collided against the star-speckled swan and its spread wings, kicking up a dust storm that prevented Cynthia from seeing beyond her own hands. Rumbling and yelling echoed around her, painting a good picture of what she would have seen as people gagged over the stench of rotten eggs. If she squinted, Cynthia could almost see the outline of a dust-covered Richard staggering out the chamber.

“Cynthia!”

Noam dashed down the hall as fast as his bad leg would allow. Coming to a halt next to her, he stared at the dust clouds beyond her shield as if unsure what good his magic could do. Gasping, Noam asked, “Richard didn’t listen to you, did he?”

Cynthia shook her head.

Noam ran a hand through his hair, stopping short of pulling it from the roots. “This will set us back and we can’t afford to lose time.”

“We won’t. It’s an easy fix—the failure just didn’t properly account for gravitational forces,” Cynthia said helpfully.

“Oh how I wish it was only the capsule we need to worry about,” Noam said. “The first big test of the Circe Project is coming up soon. I’m afraid more incidents like this will occur as the pressure to prove we belong here increases.”

“I’m used to that,” Cynthia quipped.

Noam chuckled, catching the grim humor of her words. “So am I.” He headed for the door but stopped and swung around toward her, his wearied face silhouetted by the dust. “No matter what happened, your warning was timely. Let’s hope we won’t need it a next time.”
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Chapter 2

Such an accident meant the rest of Cynthia’s week was immediately taken over with filling out three different documents in which she explained in three slightly different ways the work she did, the events leading up to the accident, and what she witnessed.

Surprisingly her flight across campus didn’t make the official report, which was a rather interesting oversight. That didn’t mean her supervisor, Nancy Ling, didn’t give her a few stern words and warned against repeating such a flight again.

“I wouldn’t complain if I were you.” Irma rolled her chair from her desk to Cynthia’s. Resting an elbow on her favorite perch, she gave Cynthia a bright grin. “Breaking spells,” Irma informed Cynthia cheerfully, “especially those on active test sites, can get you an audience with someone about spying.”

“I thought I could stop it.” Cynthia sighed. “But it was too late to do anything.”

“I say it’s lucky you weren’t caught up in it. You could have vanished with the capsule!”

“People are saying it vanished?” Cynthia nearly laughed. “The rumors this place generates never fail to surprise me!”

“Are you saying”—Irma leaned forward eagerly—“you saw what happened?”

“I saw nothing but dust,” Cynthia admitted. “Afterward, I was in Space Projects with Dr. Rosenbaum trying to figure out what went wrong. It was all cleared out once I got back.”

“What a shame.” Irma pouted as her hopes for intel were dashed. “Still, at least you are much more in the mix. All I’ve done is take notes on star sigil engravings again and again for Wilson Hall! If this is all the work available to me, I should have stayed on the rez.”

“You couldn’t wait to leave Oklahoma,” Cynthia reminded her friend.

“Because I wanted to touch the stars, not pick away at stones!”

“Everything we do is important to the project,” Cynthia said diplomatically even as she was sympathetic to her friend’s frustrations. While Cynthia had plenty to do at NASA, she still yearned for projects different than the ones currently landing on her desk.

Cynthia and her coworkers were all assigned to Featherweight, one of the key projects part of the Circe program that sought magical alternatives to support human space travel. In addition to the propellant for Featherweight, the other work included: using star sigils to adjust the cooling and heating systems for spacesuits, modifying gemstones for use as a base material for interior helmet lights, and conducting research for the Vesper satellite’s battery and sensors. Everyone, except for Gracie, was engineers, and Cynthia was the only arcane engineer in the room. Although to be fair, Farid—who had taken equivalent studies in his home country of Egypt—was a mineralogist by trade. They were all brilliant, but because Cynthia had broad expertise in addition to her arcane knowledge, everyone knew she could answer any question sent her way. It didn’t hurt that her reputation of solving even the strangest mathematical mysteries at Langley had made the transfer with her to Ainsworth. She wasn’t the most popular person at the lab, but everyone knew of her and her work.

For the rest of the day, Cynthia dug into the reports that had stacked on her desk while she had been dealing with the aftermath of the accident. As she worked away, chairs slid across the floor, conversations faded into silence, and the room collected shadows. Cynthia barely looked up as her supervisor said good night, lost as she was in the numbers. Just as Cynthia had thought she teased out a solution for the issue with the heat shield, the phone on her desk rang.

“Hello,” she answered absently, looking around the empty office.

“CeCe,” Sid said as he skipped right over the proper pleasantries. “Put down your slide rule, tuck your reports in your bag, and come down to the station right now!”

“There’s no reason for me to.” Cynthia kept working, knowing that whatever he was calling about was not important. Her cousin’s calls at this hour were always filled with nonsense as he teased her about working late, even though Sid didn’t even have an apartment until last January and still frequently made use of the cot in his office at the TV station.

“I disagree,” Sid said quite smugly. “Theo’s back, so we’re filming today.”

“He’s back?” Cynthia nearly dropped the phone as she scrambled to check her calendar. “He’s not supposed to be until—”

“For another few weeks. I didn’t care to get the details, but his plans changed. He got back a few days ago and said he’s open to filming tonight. If you’d called me back yesterday, I would have told you.”

“You know I’m busy—”

“Yeah yeah, I know, putting a man on the moon and all that.”

“—but since you’re my favorite cousin, I will make time for you.” Cynthia snapped her fingers. The papers scattered across her desk stacked themselves and then flew into her bag. “I’m heading out now.”

“Good.” The pause following Sid’s words lasted a full three seconds longer than usual before he added, “You won’t be nervous if there’s people watching you film? There’s a scheduling overlap with Crosstown Dance Party, and some of the crew might sit in to watch you. I don’t want them wandering around between tapings.”

“That’s fine. Thanks for the warning,” Cynthia said absently before she hung up. After nearly two years hosting a magic education show, she no longer got the jitters before appearing in front of a crowd. However, that crowd was rarely larger than an audience of seven. It sounded like there would be more tonight; how kind of Sid to give her warning. He was probably afraid she’d faint like she did the one (and only) time they taped with a live audience.

Cynthia’s broomstick was the last in the locker room at the end of the hall, so she grabbed it as she ran out. The moment she was outside the building, Cynthia threw the broom out in front of her and hopped on. Brushing a hand along the star sigils carved into the wood, she put on a burst of speed as she headed for the TV station that Sid owned.

Although they had grown up together, Cynthia didn’t become especially close with Sid until she joined him at Hayden College at the tender age of fifteen. His parents had insisted that he look out for her, which meant Cynthia got involved in the college radio show that Sid ran. Fixing up radio equipment earned Cynthia her cousin’s respect, but the number of misadventures they had in the years that followed cemented their bond. After college, Sid worked as a disc jockey and dabbled in music promotion until he managed to scrape up enough money to buy WVMJ. The station broadcasted from Alexandria to Baltimore and had a pretty good audience despite local papers dismissing it as a novelty given its target audience was Black folks. While Sid didn’t run the station, leaving it in his GM’s more capable hands, he did produce a bulk of the programming and was intimately involved in the show Cynthia hosted.

As the building came into view, Cynthia hastily dove. She flew right into oncoming traffic, and as horns blared she darted between cars like a minnow. Pivoting with sharp turns and twists, she avoided even clipping a single mirror. When a Cadillac driver rudely snapped out his door as she flew past, she leaned forward against her broom and threaded the needle to zoom through his open window.

Landing in the TV station’s parking lot, Cynthia swung her broom over her shoulder and headed for the entrance. As always, the teen dance show had a line winding around the station filled with students wanting to be featured as dancers or audience members. When someone popular was there, the line nearly wrapped the station twice. Often Cynthia’s sisters and their friends would be out here waiting, sometimes even in the very front if Sid felt charitable enough to drop hints. As her sisters were away at summer camp, they wouldn’t be here tonight, but thinking of them made her look for Josie and Lizzie in the crowd. In fact, there was one girl clutching a magazine to her chest who looked remarkably like Josie, right down to the glasses. Although when she looked again, the girl vanished from sight.

Jostled by someone trying to get by, Cynthia moved past the crowd and headed for the side entrance. Plastered along the building’s wall were posters for the station’s lead shows, including hers. Featuring stylized images of herself and her cohost, Theodore Danner, her cartoon self wore a bright yellow shirtdress accessorized with little golden crescent moons tucked in her glasses and belt buckle. Cynthia thought it was too on the nose given her character’s name was Miss Luna, but the artist had drawn Cynthia perfectly, from the dimples in her cheeks to her short curly bob. The cartoon version of Theo was rendered just as well. Suns dotted his tie and he wore a blue sweater vest that looked just like the one he had in frequent rotation. Sitting on a desk, they held three cue cards depicting the show’s title.

What’s My Spell? was her cousin’s creation. Sid had been quietly working on it for months until the stars aligned to get it into production. It wasn’t the most popular show at the station—that was Mavis’s show, The Alchemy of Good Cooking—but What’s My Spell? got decent ratings. The show had taken a slight break these past few weeks as Theo was on a research expedition. Cynthia supposed she could have carried on without him, but she refused. She told Sid that it was her workload at NASA, but honestly the only reason she was even doing the show at all was because of Theo. Putting on the show without him was unthinkable.

Cynthia was still studying the poster as a shadow passed overhead.

Too large to be a bird, she glanced upward, thinking she’d spot a plane or even a blimp. Instead, something on the rooftop glinted and there was a distant slam of a door.

Something or someone was up there that shouldn’t be!

Swinging her broomstick around but not fully mounting it, Cynthia floated up to the rooftop.

Not a soul was in sight or even cloaked with a strong invisibility spell. The door wasn’t locked—a brick wedged along the frame kept it opened. Cynthia knew from frequently landing on the roof that station employees often snuck up here for a smoke. Today however, the ash tray placed on a small crate had nothing but cold discarded cigarettes. But there was something in the pattern of grit along the roof that looked as if something heavy had been dragged.

Nefarious options rattled off in Cynthia’s ear as she hurried through the door. Down the short set of stairs she went, heading into the station with eyes darting about for anything out of place. She made it all the way to the bottom, but saw nothing, not even a stray footprint.

It was just a trick of the light, Cynthia mused; once again she was looking for mysteries that weren’t there.

A loud, pointed cough echoed behind her.

Cynthia reluctantly turned around to face the brick wall that was Joe Greene.

“You shouldn’t have come this way, Miss Cynthia,” the security guard politely grumbled. A grizzled veteran of at least one war, he expressed a great deal of parental disappointment in the slight tilt of his head. “The last thing I need is someone catching sight of you and playing copycat. It’s bad enough shooing the kids from the staff-only entrances.”

“I promise,” Cynthia crossed her fingers behind her back. “I won’t enter this way again.”

Under his disbelieving stare, she hastily changed the subject. “Mr. Greene, did you catch anyone else back here? The door to the roof was propped open again.”

Joe sighed. “That’s Donnie’s doing. I caught him coming back from a smoke break earlier. They’re not supposed to do that, it messes with the wards around the station. I haven’t seen anyone else, but best believe no one’s getting up to any tomfoolery under my watch!”

Or hers.

On the way to her cousin’s office Cynthia kept one eye out for intruders and any spells they may have left behind. She didn’t see much along the way, other than some rote enchantments. Cynthia had just started to ease her vigilance when raucous sounds began in Sid’s office.

Shoving open the door, she found no intruders—well, not the intruders she was worried about.

A pair of young children bounced like little kangaroos on Sid’s couch, knocking aside cushions and threatening the delicate balance and order of the room.

Despite their erratic movements she was still able to calculate the exact moment the girl struck the little boy’s arm by mistake. Immediately the siblings were at each other’s throats, but before tiny fists could exact revenge, the children were snatched up into the air.

“Now don’t do that, that’s not very nice,” Cynthia said as she twirled her left index finger and thumb around with the same spell she used on her sisters when they had been around the same age. The sudden shift of gravity had always managed to cool their tempers as it shocked them into surprise, and it was just as effective now as the pair stared up at Cynthia with almost comically wide eyes.

“Miss Luna!” the little boy cried. “Can we play a game?”

“She won’t, she doesn’t play with babies,” his sister said matter-of-factly.

“We can play later,” Cynthia hastened to say, before they turned on each other again. “But you shouldn’t be messing around Mr. Sid’s office, it’s very dangerous.” Cynthia craned her head backward to look at the ceiling. “See right there? There’s a spell hidden in the shadows that will snatch you up like a spider’s web. You don’t want that, do you?”

The children shook their heads.

With them properly distracted, Cynthia set the children back onto the ground.

“Now let’s go find your father, or,” Cynthia added, thinking better of wandering around the station with two small children, “let’s have your father find us. Will you help me?” She took on the tone she used on the show, and the children nodded encouragingly.

Cynthia demonstrated drawing Canis Minor, making one long line and then dotting it with two star points. The older child copied Cynthia at once, but couldn’t quite get the glimmer of starlight to manifest into a beagle as easily as Cynthia did.

The girl lost focus as the dog made of stars romped about. Both children cooed and attempted to grab Cynthia’s spell, although they only succeeded into bumping each other. Hiding a laugh, Cynthia sent the spell off to find the children’s father, while she kept encouraging the pair to cast spells of their own.

A misshapen cloud was starting to take form in front of the little girl as Wallace Nichols hurried down the hall to collect his wayward offspring. A stocky man only a few years older than Cynthia, his past as an Army medic was often forgotten due to his frazzled air and obliging nature. Both his children took after him looks wise, as they shared the same round face shape with a sprinkle of freckles across brown skin. He was out of sorts as he ran up to them, but lavish in his gratitude toward Cynthia.

“You’re lucky I found them,” Cynthia remarked. “They were about to engage in low to moderate hijinks in Sid’s office.”

“When aren’t they? One of the PAs volunteered to look after them and your spell found me just as I was freeing poor Maple from a broom closet.” Wallace sternly glanced at his children. “We talked about this, tying people up and covering them in jam is not very nice.”

“Miss Maple wasn’t very nice to us!” the girl retorted without shame.

“Daddy,” the boy said, tugging at his father’s sleeve, “where is Lizzie? We like her.”

“She’s on a holiday,” Wallace said, then added in undertone to Cynthia, “and can’t come back soon enough!”

Cynthia laughed. “I thought you said my sister charged too much for babysitting?”

“I realized I wasn’t paying her enough after the trials I went through this summer. I don’t know what Lizzie did, but I never had to worry about coming home to find her hanging upside down from my roof!”

“All she did was say that she’s my sister.”

Wallace sighed. “They always did like you.”

Cynthia smiled. “A pity it never worked out, isn’t it?”

Cynthia had met the child psychologist at a small party some time ago when well-meaning friends thrust them together because Wallace, who was a widower, had two small children and Cynthia had experience with children since she looked after her much younger sisters. They had gone out on several dates, mostly to appease their friends. It took three times for Cynthia to know she preferred just to be friends, and two more times and an hour spent in Cynthia’s favorite ink shop for Wallace to admit it too—and that he asked out the wrong cousin. They still had dinner together regularly though, and Wallace shared with her a book he was writing and truly meant it when he said he wanted to hear every critique she had.

As the main educational expert for What’s My Spell? Wallace approved all the topics and concepts they worked on. While he was at the station as often as his schedule would allow, he did not stay for the full taping of the show unless his children were filming with Cynthia and Theo, which seemed to be the case today.

“I didn’t know you’d be here tonight,” Cynthia said.

“I didn’t plan to be,” Wallace said as he swung his son into his arms. “Sidney called me and said I was needed at the station. I didn’t ask further questions.”

“You should have,” Cynthia reproved. “He’s clearly plotting something, because he called me quite abruptly as well, and Theo too, I assume.”

Wallace shrugged. “If it’s good or bad, we’ll find out soon.”

“Such vague phrasing with a lack of any empirical grounding does not inspire confidence,” Cynthia couldn’t help but point out.

“That’s the truth though.” Wallace laughed. “Tammy and Andy will be taping the show with you tonight. If they behave,” he added sternly to the oldest child, who had picked up the model airplane on Sid’s desk. Caught, she snatched her hand back and angelically beamed at her father. “If you’re looking for your cousin, you’ll have to wait. Sidney’s in a meeting.”

“Then I’ll have him find me,” Cynthia said. “Is Mavis still filming?”

Wallace nodded. “Just started.”

As it turned out, Mavis hadn’t gotten past the first sponsor break.

Slipping silently into the soundstage, Cynthia huddled among the film crew watching with admiration of her friend’s easy confidence.

As always, Mavis stood in the facsimile kitchen, elegantly poised, under the bright studio lights. Her uniform was a crisp monogrammed apron, tiny gold hoop earrings, an artful beehive, and a couture dress. Her ambitions and decidedly average features didn’t have many calling her a beauty, but she had an effervescent and magnetizing personality that was used wonderfully in her show. Named after her bestselling book, The Alchemy of Good Cooking was the only show at WVMJ that was picked up across the country and was one of the biggest successes of the new public education channel.

“. . . this is all you need to blend this bubbling brew,” Mavis said as she waved her wand over a smoking goblet, with a bright smile directed at the camera. “One part wolfbane, two parts sun storm flowers, and just a dash of pepper, and you’ll have boundless energy to tackle anything that comes your way.” With a wink Mavis added, “So don’t drink before bedtime!”

The director called for a sponsor break and stage crew emerged to prep for the next segment. Mavis’s buoyant smile deflated as she slammed the goblet onto the counter.

“You’re doing too much again,” the director told Mavis. “It’s looking fake.”

“It’s the only way I’m going to get through this, Brad. This is the recipe I made for my wedding anniversary.”

“What’s the problem then?”

“My divorce,” Mavis said.

There was tittering among the crew, and the director hastily tried to save face. “Well think of the recipe as a dish for your next husband then. I don’t care what you do, just dial it back. We don’t bring the personal before the camera.”

“Two minutes,” one of the assistants called as pots and pans shifted themselves along the counter.

Mavis stopped glaring at the director long enough to finally spot Cynthia in the crowd.

“CeCe, Sid was calling you as I headed to get ready!” Mavis waved her arm, nearly striking the assistant at her side. “What did you do to get here so quickly, break the sound barrier?”

“They haven’t achieved it with a broom, yet.”

Mavis smirked. “Given how you fly, you might be the one to do it!”

“Aren’t you glad I’m here to watch for a change? I usually get here at the end.”

“Forty seconds,” the assistant called again.

Mavis rolled her eyes. “Don’t watch the show—I’m doing the biscuits like I wrote them in the cookbook, and I don’t want to listen to you complain that I’m doing it wrong!”

“Because you are,” Cynthia teased.

The lights flashed in warning and Mavis hitched up her smile as she pulled out the next dish.

Mavis had dialed down the excessive cheerfulness as she moved to the main course, but Cynthia couldn’t blame her friend for the earlier exuberance. The ink on Mavis’s divorce papers was still very wet, and while her former husband had an infinite number of faults, his work as a chef to diplomats had helped get Mavis her food column at Riposte magazine, which had set her on the path to her current success.

As she traveled with her former husband, Mavis wrote about food, cooking, and how magic linked it all together. She lavishly detailed the meals and recipes she encountered in the Geechee islands, Brazil, Mauritius, South London, and all the places where Black folks could be found. Her insights, as well as her recipes, marveled an avid readership. Mavis didn’t just write about food, she weaved together history, local culture, and different magical traditions. Cynthia had been a regular reader until she stumbled across an unforgivable error about Celestial magic practices in Morocco. In a heated moment, Cynthia wrote a letter and sent it before she changed her mind. She didn’t expect a response, but Mavis wrote back with scathing words of her own, which of course meant Cynthia had to reply. After a half-dozen similarly exchanged letters, a friendship had begun. Cynthia even helped Mavis test and proofread her cookbook. The earliest portions of the manuscript were sent by airmail before Mavis moved back to the States, and they had had long calls in which Cynthia got wrapped up in a phone cord as she ran around with pots and pans and sautéed, broiled, simmered, and baked her way through Mavis’s recipes. Although she never thought she played a major role, The Alchemy of Good Cooking was dedicated to Cynthia as the “secret ingredient.”

Cynthia watched about half the show before she decided she needed to get ready for her own show. As screaming teenagers echoed in the hall from Crosstown, she slipped into the blissful silence of the dressing room that had been put aside for her use.

Switching on the lights, she propped her broomstick into the stand next to Mavis’s and settled into a chair, facing the chalkboard on the other end of the room. Notes from over a month ago covered its surface detailing the outlines for upcoming shows. Cynthia was refreshing her memory as the door flew open.

“Hey stranger.”

Theo drifted into the room carrying a small cardboard box with a map tube and a few books balanced on top. Despite his burdens, there was a lightness to him that radiated from the smile he shot Cynthia. He had been gone for four weeks and five days—and the time away had suited him exceedingly well. Or maybe it had been just long enough for her to forget that the moment he came into a room, the whole world got a great deal brighter.

“Do you need help?” Cynthia asked.

“I’m managing,” Theo said even as the pile wobbled.

“Is this for tonight?”

“No, just some things I’m working on before the semester begins, although I’ve been told to ‘take it easy’ over the next few days.” Theo scoffed as he deposited the boxes onto the table.

It was only then that Cynthia realized what she had thought to be another map tube was actually a crutch.

He grinned when he saw where her eyes tracked. “Souvenir from my expedition,” he said.

Theo had a lightweight cast on his right leg, the sort of temporary brace most hospitals put on before prescribing a series of healing potions. They weren’t meant to be walked around on, but given the fraying state, that was exactly what he was doing. Theo was not the sort to stay still, and if it weren’t for the collection of items with him, she’d have thought he’d ridden his bicycle to the station. The more she considered it, she wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t tried that first.

“Why did you say we could film today!” Cynthia cried. “You shouldn’t be here. You should be resting, laid up—how did this happen!”

“It’s not a bad break”—Theo brushed off—“and it’s a very boring story.”

“You went down to Peru to confirm rumors of a Spanish ship said to have sunk in the largest magically induced storm on record—a ship whose hold was filled with gold doubloons cursed to kill anyone who stole them within the turning of the moon! That’s hardly boring, and only the start of the tale.”

“It also was just a rumor,” he said. “Not to mention a waste of a trip! There was no ship, my contact was thoroughly tricked when buying supplies, and we got lost in the jungle for three days due to a faulty map.”

“The jungle?” Cynthia echoed. “That must have been a really bad map.”

Theo dropped into a chair, exclaiming, “I know! It was supposed to be in a river . . .”

A professor of arcane archaeology at Brewster, Theo specialized in shipwrecks and lost places below the waters. While he was well traveled and well versed in unusual adventures, he claimed the exciting parts of his work made up a tiny fraction, and that most of his time was spent on paperwork and arguing with academics who should have retired twenty years ago. The interesting collection of scars, plus the broad shoulders and musculature of someone who swam, climbed mountains, and grappled with more than one hostile smuggler, suggested that his claims about “only paperwork” might be the actual exaggeration. Wallace, who was Theo’s oldest and best friend, said that Theo’s biggest lies were always the ones you wanted to believe.

“. . . after I cut her loose from the rope, we decided enough was enough,” Theo continued. “We headed back to the campsite and trekked back to the city.”

“And along the way you broke your leg,” Cynthia said, stubbornly returning to the one detail he hadn’t elaborated on yet.

“If you want to believe that’s what happened, fine with me,” Theo said airily.

He was not going to tell. Cynthia could see that in the slightly mocking grin he gave her. Theo was a stubborn and patient man, admirable traits—except when she was on the receiving end.

“I see you had an eventful time,” Cynthia said, deciding on a different tack. She leaned forward, taking in his appearance once more, but this time sweeping objectively from the broken limb to the bubbling amusement in his copper brown eyes. Theo was lean with sharp edges, which he dulled with a smile and a careless air when he wished. His eyes were too keen to be an absent-minded professor, but he had adopted an academic air because without tweed or a sweater vest no one would take the professor part seriously. His hair was neatly trimmed, and lingering on his skin was a faint aftershave from the barber he’d visited that morning. His blue blazer was pristine but the brown collared shirt underneath was too casual and had never been worn with it before. The outline of a healing patch marked the back of his left hand, and along the dark brown skin of his wrist was a faint outline where his watch should have been. His satchel had a new patch of leather from where it had been torn and one of the boxes he carried was badly dented on one side. While Theo lounged unconcernedly, his hand drummed slightly against his uninjured leg the longer Cynthia studied him.

Finished, Cynthia sat back and her arms crossed over her chest as she announced: “While on your bicycle, you ran into a piano that movers had left on the sidewalk during their break. You were on your way back from Brewster when a child or animal ran out before you. Focused on not dropping your books you forgot even the simplest spell to avoid collision. When you crashed, you prioritized your bicycle and was rewarded with a leg fracture in two places. While you went to the hospital, you didn’t get the full treatment because your usual doctor wasn’t available. Wallace doesn’t know about this yet because you don’t want your friend to have any more worries since his last nanny quit on him, even though you’re not sure how you’ll get back home on the bus since it was very difficult getting here in the first place.”

After a few passing moments of silence, Theo met her words with a chortle. “It was a cat that ran out before me, but everything else was money. Mystery solved!”

The lighthearted words almost brought out a bitter smile from Cynthia.

Mystery solving was not something she did anymore except in very specific situations.

She may have come from a family of sleuths, but these days she was the only family her younger sisters could rely upon, and she couldn’t do that while running around town after would-be murderers. For all she still had that itch to continue playing sleuth, it was through mystery solving that she nearly lost everything, and she couldn’t let that happen again.

“What were you up to while I was away?” Theo asked. “I kept up with the news, so I know we haven’t made it to the moon yet.”

“Work has been quiet,” Cynthia replied, certain the minutiae of her days was hardly of interest to him. “The most exciting thing was a minor accident at work. Now that I think about it,” she added breezily, “you weren’t even gone that long, so it was a nice break from the show. Wallace and I even found the time to go to the opera you suggested. It was rather dull, but the rest of the evening wasn’t.”

“I see.” His tone went flat like a punctured balloon. “If so much had happened, perhaps we should do something different for the taping tonight instead of what was planned before I left?”

Cynthia shook her head. “What we have planned will be fine. But will you be able to manage? The pain dampening spells on the cast will wear off soon. You really should take a healing potion.”

“I will,” Theo said as he pulled himself back onto his feet. “I’m going to dash by the infirmary to see what potions I can take.”

“I don’t think the nurse is going to just hand over the potions to you,” Cynthia protested.

“Then why even have someone here?” Theo asked.

“Because legally you need to have someone—” Cynthia began to explain only to realize she was speaking to empty air.

“Why didn’t you take anything earlier?” Cynthia asked when she caught up with him part of the way down the hallway.

“I would have taken a potion already, but the only ones I have are seven years old, and I figured they might be closer to poison.”

“You could brew something yourself. There’s a place near my favorite ink shop,” Cynthia began, only for her words to shudder to an abrupt halt at the rather curious sight before them.

Spun across the door to the infirmary were intricate and interlocking spells, with all the hallmarks of Sid’s particularly extravagant spell casting. Her cousin’s Bramble Crescent roots showed through the loose and sweeping spells. While his work was top notch, Sid was lazy. Usually, his spellwork consisted of sloppy and poorly defined constellations—even though the charms always held. Today, though, the designs before them were immaculate.

“This is the neatest I’ve ever seen Sid’s spellwork,” Cynthia whispered, thinking of that open door on the roof. “It’s set to hold something back. See these interlocking marks, it’s how he does protection spells.”

“Will it hold?” Theo asked.

“In theory,” Cynthia concluded. “Sid’s spells are sturdy, but he didn’t say anything about this when he called me.”

“I wonder why,” Theo mused.

“It’s a mystery,” she couldn’t help but say, and shuddered at the thought—as if the universe were plotting against her. “I just hope his reasons are good.”

Cynthia withdrew one of her cards from the deck she kept in her pocket. A repository of her magic, the cards featured hand-drawn star sigils marking complex spells Cynthia could employ in any instance. Selecting a card charmed with warning spells, Cynthia tapped her fingers against the Lyra and Corvus star sigils. Light shone across the vertices illuminating the lyre and crow respectively as she placed the card on the doorknob.

“What’s that for?” Theo asked.

“If anything breaches Sid’s magic, my card will sound an alarm. It can’t hold anything back, and if we’re lucky it won’t need to.”

She didn’t mean to say the last, but Theo nodded as if she’d said something perfectly sensible, and not something that would cause most people to look at her as if she’d sprouted another head.

“Good idea,” Theo said. “I don’t have cards, but I can do this to keep others from coming this way.” Theo traced the centaur star sigil against the wall, and the spell flashed as it settled along the hallway, leaving behind a boundary charm.

Cynthia had questions for her cousin about the door, and now it seemed for Theo as well. How did he know that this was exactly the next spell she was going to cast?
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Chapter 3

Unusual activity was frequent at WVMJ. Just existing as a station that aired distinctively Black content had attracted all sorts of attention over the years. No one liked it when the station aired only music and dance shows. Then they didn’t like it when there were no music shows on the channel. Parents complained all the time about their children having nightmares about the Terror Hour or sci-fi movies that aired when their children should have been snug in their beds. Letters poured in about how banal the book review show was, that the broom-making show was false advertising, and that maybe the weather correspondent should do the broadcast with a puppet. The station was also at the whims of its sponsors, who threatened to pull funding when the news show gave coverage to boycotts and sit-ins occurring around the country. When the station aired the candlelit vigil for Harrison Everly, the WONDR lawyer who was shot outside his church last spring, the station itself had been picketed and cowardly sponsors dropped like flies. All of this, Sid weathered with little care. As the only son of Velma Frye and Dillon Harris, trouble with a dash of chaos was something he learned to deal with long ago, which was probably why if something was happening at the station tonight, Sid didn’t see a reason to raise alarm.

Instead of searching for her cousin throughout the station, Cynthia and Theo waited backstage on the set, as Sid was always there when What’s My Spell? filmed.

The conceit of the show was that everything took place in a magical treehouse, which contained an undefined number of rooms and spaces for the various lessons and activities. This was a compromise of flexibility and whimsy, while giving them the freedom to take the show anywhere they wanted. At Cynthia’s insistence, the main set was a library with a pair of desks that prominently displayed nameplates of their characters, Miss Luna and Mr. Leo.

Ten minutes before filming was to begin, Sid burst onto the set like a much awaited storm ready to upset a quiet afternoon. He stopped short as a wave of animosity fell over him, but continued undeterred to study the clipboard in his hand.

“You found out,” Sid said.

“Why didn’t you mention somebody at the station was causing trouble when you called me?” Cynthia demanded. “You have someone locked up in the infirmary as we speak!”

“Causing trouble?” Sid scoffed. “Someone has just taken sick.”

“You have protection spells on the door,” Theo pointed out.

“Good ones, for a change,” Cynthia added.

“All my spells are good. The spells are there so the sick man won’t be disturbed.” Sid gave Cynthia a particularly sharp look. “It’s nothing and won’t interfere with anything tonight.”

“Interfere with what?” Theo asked.

“Grand plans.” Sid stopped and stared at Theo’s crutch and cast. “What happened to you?” Then on the heels of those words he added quite worriedly, “You can do the show, can’t you?”

“Observe his particular lack of concern about my well-being,” Theo remarked dryly. “Who is here tonight that you want to impress? It’s not just you who’s nervous—several crew members attached to the show are as well.”

“You don’t need to worry about them. Just worry about yourself.”

Sid tugged his tie, and then abruptly stopped when he noticed Cynthia following the movement. A sharp dresser, Sid was always in a suit that made much of his spare frame. Remaining current with the latest trends, he dressed with a flamboyant flair to match pomade hair and boldly patterned ties and vests. His suit and tie today were a sedate navy blue, a combination he wore together for only one reason.

“You invited network reps again, didn’t you?” Cynthia asked suddenly.

Sid swallowed hard. “I want you to show the folks from Public Broadcasting that we aren’t serving a niche audience,” Sid admitted.

“Public Broadcasting?” Theo exclaimed. “Why do they need to see a live show? Don’t they have the tapes of the one we did before?”

“They want to see you in person. The network is deciding right as we speak if we can go nationwide this fall. There is a slot open on the schedule, and now is better than later.”

Cynthia cried, “It’s too sudden! Wallace hasn’t even reported back on the studies he’s been undertaking this summer. This is too risky!”

“CeCe,” Sid said, “sometimes you got to take risks and see what happens.”

“You have said many unwise things over the years, Sid, but this is top tier!”

Sid sighed. “I know you like to list all the pros and cons before making a move, but Ce, the best things you ever did came from decisions you made without a plan in sight. Without you—both of you”—he belatedly included Theo in this—“this would have been just a laugh and a dream we shared over drinks. It’s more than that, though: we took that dream and made it real. You two with your superior knowledge, Wallace knowing all the innerworkings of a child and their educational needs, me keeping you all together and on schedule—even Mavis who helps when she can. We’re almost there, CeCe. At least try. I’d rather fail miserably than not try at all.”

“You need to leave,” Cynthia said after a long moment of silence.

“Are you serious, just listen—”

“We have less than three minutes before the show starts. You need to get off the stage.”

“Unless you want to be introduced as a visitor to the treehouse,” Theo jested as he tapped the crutch onto the ground.

“It won’t fail,” Cynthia assured her cousin. “I’m here to help you, after all.”

“Thank you.” Sid swallowed a large, sentimental lump before he cleared his throat and then crisply continued, “Don’t do the segment about the lyre, it confused Tammy, so that means it’ll be confusing to the other children as well.”

Sid dashed off the stage, and Cynthia turned to face Theo across the desk.

“I like the lyre segment,” Theo said.

“It is a little confusing,” Cynthia admitted. “Let’s do something else.”

“What about doing a quiz game? Like we did back in March? I’ll host it.”

“No, let me. I have an idea for something with cards.”

The main lights turned on and the audience’s chatter grew louder and the charm that concealed them from sight faded away. Although they were on the stage being watched by dozens of eyes, in the space of this moment they were the only ones in the room.

“Once more into the breach,” Theo whispered as he winked.

On cue, Cynthia turned to face the audience. “So, Mr. Leo, it’s fair to say your experiment went badly, so let’s try a different approach. That’s to say, my approach, which will work this time . . .”

As always, filming went fast. They used scripts as a rough outline, to help keep them on track regarding topics and magical concepts. The banter, the dialogue, and reactions were all what came to mind in the moment. While they were playing characters, it was really them on the stage, just a more colorful version.

Despite weeks away, tonight’s show was like opening an old notebook and resuming work on a proof. She knew exactly where they left off as if they never stopped. Cynthia had been brought on as a magical consultant as a favor to her cousin, who couldn’t afford to pay someone to do the job. She worked with Theo to develop the scripts, as he was originally tapped to host the show given his experiences with Quiz Bowls. One of the leaders at the Acorn Workshop had watched her rehearsing with Theo and suggested a pairing would be better. Theo, without even pausing, agreed it was an excellent idea.

There were many times, like when she fainted in front of a packed studio audience, she thought it was the worst mistake ever made. Then there were times like this, as she excitedly wrote the variations of star sigil placement on a chalkboard as Theo explained the nuances at an elementary level, that she felt it was the most perfect idea in the world.

By the time filming wrapped up, energy was high in the studio and the audience was just as disappointed as she was when the lights dimmed. Oblivious to the cameras, Wallace’s children were still trying to figure out the game set on the desk, when Theo carefully covered it with a lid.

“You did a good job, you two,” Theo told the children.

“Uncle Theo,” Tammy asked, “can we bring Captain Blueberry next time?”

At the mention of the gigantic Great Dane that had once knocked Cynthia headfirst into a river, she declared, “No!”

“I don’t think Blue would be a good student.” Theo consoled the suddenly distraught children while attempting to suppress a small smile. He knew all too well exactly how much Cynthia disliked the Great Dane and dogs in general. “Dogs don’t have magic.”

“But cats do!” Andy cried.

“They most certainly do,” Cynthia agreed, and changed the subject. “Let’s go find your father, shall we?”

She had no sooner walked off the stage with the children when Roz came by to collect them. “Dr. Nichols is talking with people from the Acorn Workshop and Public Broadcasting,” Roz explained. “I’ll keep an eye on these two.”

Good luck, Cynthia thought as Sid’s unflappable assistant walked away with the kids. Cynthia glanced at the knot of mostly white TV executives and the familiar faces from the Acorn Workshop. A group of educators, artists, musicians, caregivers, and more, they believed in the idea to teach magic through television. The Acorn Workshop met regularly and their notes about the show were the only ones, along with Wallace’s suggestions, that Cynthia took seriously.

As Cynthia stepped aside before she found herself the unwilling center of attention, Sid ran up to her. He picked her up and spun her around in a small circle with a buoyant laugh.

“You are the best person in this sorry little world!” Sid exclaimed as he placed her back on the ground. “I knew I could count on you! They loved it!”

“Why wouldn’t they?” Cynthia remarked. Then she shook a finger at him. “Next time, don’t surprise me like that. Tell me earlier so I can prepare!”

“Giving you time only allows you to find excuses. You tend to overthink things, even when the answer is quite clear!”

As she scoffed preparing her excuses, over her head the lights flickered as a flock of birds flew into the station. The crows were not ordinary birds. Instead of pitch black they were navy blue and dappled in starlight. They flew in wide circles above their heads, a sight that delighted the children—even as it struck fear into Cynthia’s core.

This was the warning spell she had left across the infirmary.

Something had gotten inside—or something had gotten out!
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Chapter 4

Luckily, Cynthia didn’t have to make an excuse to vanish from the soundstage. The general manager who ran the station for Sid had come around with questions, and once her cousin was distracted, Cynthia disappeared.

She hurried through the hall, her heart pounding even more than it had when she tried to stop the accident at Ainsworth. She trusted her cousin wouldn’t let anyone come to harm, but he didn’t always consider the possibilities in play . . .

The card Cynthia placed on the door lay scattered in ashes on the ground. Blown off its hinges, the door laid in the hallway. Strands of spellwork dangled from the empty doorframe like strewn streamers with jolts of escaping magic like static energy.

Inside the room, a man floated three feet off the ground. Angry red lines stretched across his neck and face, fracturing his skin into misshapen checkerboard pieces, and he cried out incoherently in pain as sparks of bright light flickered around him.

Sid was wrong.

This man wasn’t sick, he was cursed!

Anyone else would turn and run from this peculiar and terrifying sight, but instead Cynthia patted her pocket for her cards and fountain pen.

“Rhyme before reason,” Theo called behind Cynthia.

“What?” she asked, startled.

“Rhyme before reason,” Theo repeated, as he came to a stop next to her. “I go in before you.” Theo etched out star sigils in the air before him. The shield star sigil materialized and he shoved it forward, pushing
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