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      Spots floated in my vision as I stared down at the map of Point Pleasant that was sprawled across the couch cushions. The Retirees were talking, but I couldn’t focus on their words. I stared at the point where my tracking spell had landed.

      Charlie, my feline familiar, jumped up next to the map and placed his oversized white paw on the glowing motes of light that danced over the location where my daughter was. I could feel his concern through the bond. Grace was at Meredith Walker’s house—the same Meredith who had cursed my family line. I fought to breathe as my chest constricted and my legs wobbled underneath me.

      “Dani.” Sarah grabbed me by the shoulders and yanked me around to face her. She held my gaze, her gray eyes wide. “We don’t know why she’s there.”

      I shrugged out of Sarah’s grasp and bolted toward the front door. Charlie scampered after me. Meredith has my daughter. He yowled beside me to stop as my feet carried me to my car. The Retirees trailed after me, their voices melding together as they called my name. I threw myself into the front seat.

      Betty dashed in front of my vehicle, her salt-and-pepper hair a wild mane around her head, and slapped her hands down on the hood.

      “What are you doing?” I leaped out of the car.

      “Making you stop.” Betty glowered at me. “And think for just a minute.”

      I ground my teeth together. “She has my daughter.”

      “When has running in without a plan gone well for you?” Betty put her hands on her hips.

      I faltered. She was right. When am I going to learn that panicking isn’t helpful? I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. “What am I supposed to do?” My voice cracked.

      “First, you tell us what you saw,” Betty said.

      “Then we make a plan.” Sarah walked around me to stand next to Betty.

      A second later, Agnes joined her. “And we go in together or not at all.”

      They all crossed their arms and glared at me, daring me to disagree. Whenever they stood in a line together, it seemed as if they liked to line up from most to least white hair. Agnes’s hair was completely white, while Betty’s was a fifty-fifty mix of salt and pepper, and Sarah had one streak of silver in her otherwise-black hair. They all wore matching red track suits. Charlie joined them by giving me a disapproving glare from the hood of my car.

      I sagged against the car door. “I’m still trying to make sense of it.”

      “Then that’s even more of a reason not to run off.” Betty wrapped her arm around my shoulders and led me back to the porch.

      I sat down on the steps and studied my hands. The initial panic was wearing off, and exhaustion set back in. The entire evening had been emotionally draining. My boyfriend, Chris, had asked for time to think about things after I hid a murder investigation from him. Did he break up with me?

      I pushed that thought aside and focused on the bigger problem. In 1946, Meredith Walker cursed every member of her coven, and that curse had been passed down through the generations to me, my daughter, and the Retirees. We didn’t know how or why and had spent the last few months trying to figure that out. We finally succeeded and cast a spell to get a vision of what happened that night. But what I had seen left me with more questions than answers.

      Sarah took a seat next to me and held my hand. “Why don’t you close your eyes and tell me the first thing you saw when the vision began?”

      I did as she said. Charlie jumped up next to me and headbutted me. Petting him, I replayed the vision in my head. My stomach hardened like a rock. I swallowed, my mouth dry. “I was in her living room, and there was a knock at the front door. Or at least, I think there was, because Meredith answered it.”

      Someone sat next to me on the other side and held my other hand. Agnes’s voice came from a few inches away. Her tone was warm and caring. “Then what happened?”

      “Six women pushed past her into her home. I think they were her coven. I recognized most of them from my great-grandmother’s photographs.” I squirmed on the step. The vision had been difficult to focus on when I first experienced it, and trying to refocus on it wasn’t any easier. “I couldn’t make out who said what. It was like the vision was fighting me. Everything was distorted, but I heard someone say she needed to stop. That they knew about her deal.”

      Betty inhaled sharply. “What deal?”

      “I don’t know. They said a Warden was going to come if she didn’t. They threatened to strip her of her powers.”

      “That can’t be right,” Sarah said.

      “After that, she attacked them.” I squeezed their hands. “They put up some sort of shield around her. It was… chaotic. She kept calling them traitors. She was so angry.”

      The Retirees sat there silently, reassuringly, holding my hands until I could continue.

      “They confined her and were trying to figure out what to do when… I don’t know, something changed inside her. Her hair turned white, her eyes glowed this horrible green color, and she said something. I think it was ‘May all your dreams turn to ash.’ Then she attacked them again. The second before the attack landed, Beatrice, your mom, Betty, she did something. I don’t know if I can explain it. It was almost like she made Meredith part of the house.”

      “Okay.” Betty exhaled. “So she’s part of the house, and your daughter is at the house. I think that would scare anyone.”

      “That’s not what scared me.” I swallowed. “Not entirely.”

      I opened my eyes. Betty was crouched in front of me.

      “Meredith’s magic looked exactly like Grace’s. Or at least how Grace’s looks now. Her sparkles used to be purple, but they’ve been turning green. Just like Meredith’s were green.”

      Betty rocked back on her heels and almost tumbled to the ground. She caught herself at the last second and surged to her feet. For an older woman, she was still nimble. Holding her hands behind her, she paced back and forth in front of me.

      “Sometimes, magic changes in appearance,” Agnes said. The hopeful edge to her voice sounded forced. “Especially during a witch’s developmental stage. Grace is still young.”

      “It can?” I grabbed on to the sliver of hope.

      “It’s possible.” Sarah’s voice rose, almost like it was a question. “But the same color? In such a short period of time?”

      “It’s impossible to know without investigating further,” Betty said. “And the best place to start is at the source. We should go see what Grace is up to.”

      “And do what when we get there? Confine her like our ancestors did to Meredith?” My words came out shrill as I lost the battle against the panic bubbling inside me.

      Charlie shoved himself onto my lap and nestled his head against my neck, purring gently into my ear.

      Sarah interjected, “No. Repeating history is foolish. We should…”

      “Figure it out when we get there?” Agnes stood. “There are too many unknowns for us to make a plan. Let’s do recon. And if things get tense, at least all of us can access our magic right now.”

      All our curses had manifested differently. For Grace and me, the Williams line, we had no control over when or how our powers of divination activated, which was stressful on the psyche. Agnes’s curse prevented her from ever leaving Point Pleasant. She was stuck on Whidbey Island, never able to even visit Seattle, which wasn’t far away. Betty’s magic always had unintended and often negative side effects. And Sarah could only access her magic during the full moon. I glanced up at the sky. Clouds covered the full moon. If it was going to be a confrontation, now was the best time.

      Charlie leaped off my lap as I stood. He stared up at me, trust in his eyes. I squatted down to pet him. “This might be a bit too dangerous for you, buddy. Do you mind staying home?”

      He growled and turned back to the house, his tail swishing angrily behind him. I let him back inside then walked toward my car. The Retirees scurried after me. Betty power walked until she was ahead of me by a few paces. She closed my car door and continued to her truck. “I’ll drive.”

      I opened my mouth to object but closed it without saying anything. The panic was still bubbling under the surface. It wouldn’t take much for me to become reckless again, so it was a good idea to have someone with a clear head driving. I hugged my arms to my body and followed Betty to her truck.

      No one said a word as we drove through town. We followed the roads into one of the older neighborhoods, which was filled with post–World War II construction, and pulled to a stop half a block from Meredith Walker’s house. The night was quiet, and most of the houses on the street were dark. Sitting across the street from Meredith’s house was Grace’s car. In the dim light, I could make out her shape sitting on the hood. My eyes flicked between her back and the house.

      Meredith Walker’s house was the creepiest building on the block. The Wardens of the West had placed an illusion over the building to make it look like an abandoned home, with a touch of magic that scared people away. It was an eyesore that no one would ever want to approach or do anything about. Under the spell, it was a well-preserved time capsule. The home hadn’t been occupied since that fateful night.

      I inhaled through my nose and exhaled through my mouth as I tried to calm my nerves. It was so quiet—too quiet. I exchanged glances with the Retirees. They gripped each other’s hands, their eyes full of apprehension. It was the moment of truth. And the truth had the potential to be very scary. None of us wanted something to be wrong with Grace, but I also couldn’t imagine any of us thinking something wasn’t wrong with her either. It was the degree of wrong that we were there to figure out.

      Squaring my shoulders, I flung the passenger door open and climbed out of the truck. Before my confidence faltered, I strode down the road toward my daughter. With each step, I scrambled to figure out what to say when I reached her. I came to a stop next to her car, and every option fled my mind as she looked up at me, her eyes red rimmed.

      “Mom?” Grace cried. “How did you know I would be here?”

      “I…” I stared into her eyes. What if the color change doesn’t mean anything? “I was worried about you when you didn’t show up for the witches’ school lesson.”

      Grace nodded and wiped at her eyes. She glanced at the Retirees as they fanned out behind me. “I’m sorry. I know I should have been there. It’s just I… I couldn’t bear it if the spell failed. I’m used to not knowing what happened. But the thought of never figuring it out… of being stuck with our curse forever, I couldn’t face that.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” My heart broke as she slipped off the car hood and collapsed into my arms. I patted her back, careful not to touch any of her exposed skin. Grace’s psychometry abilities were incredibly strong. She could pick up the emotional residue from any object or person with a touch, and it frequently overwhelmed her as it created vicious feedback loops. I didn’t want her to feel my fear, not when it was clear she was already feeling so lost herself.

      “Did you guys do it already?” Grace whispered into my shoulder.

      I nodded. “I’m still trying to make sense of it, to be honest.”

      “What did you see?” Grace pulled back. She pulled her sweater down to cover her hands.

      My eyes flicked between them and her face. She wasn’t wearing gloves. For the past few months, she barely took them off because they helped protect her from an overly emotional world. Why isn’t she wearing them? The pressure in the back of my head began to build. There was something important about her missing gloves. My heart skipped a beat. What had she touched when she hugged me? Was she checking to see how I felt? I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know if I could trust my daughter.

      I forced a sad, sympathetic smile onto my face. I had practiced the expression and perfected it over all my years as a claims adjuster. Frequently, when people were meeting me during the claims process, it was on one of the worst days of their lives. A sympathetic smile went a long way to make them feel understood and seen. “I saw Meredith Walker in her living room, and her coven arrived. I think I’m going to have to sleep on it to figure out what else happened, because it was very distorted.”

      Her expression fell, and she hugged her arms to her body. “I was really hoping you would have seen more.”

      I chewed on my lip. She seems normal. What if the sparkle color doesn’t mean anything? I could be overreacting for no reason. I couldn’t be sure, and as my gran always said, better safe than sorry. “Me too. But I might understand more of it after a good night’s sleep.”

      “Are we good to go, then?” Agnes sidled up next to me and tried to catch my eye.

      “Yeah…” I glanced between the Retirees and Grace. “I think we all need to rest, and we can figure out what to do in the morning.”

      “Did you need a ride home, Mom?” Grace asked.

      I glanced back at Betty’s truck. I didn’t have a good excuse not to get a ride from my daughter. We were going to the same place. I nodded. “Let me just check the truck to make sure I’ve got all my stuff.”

      The Retirees drifted off to the truck, while Grace opened up her car door and took the driver’s seat. I followed Betty and climbed in. I stared at Grace’s car. It was too far for her to listen in without using magic, and there were no sparkles coming from her vehicle.

      “What do you want to do?” Sarah whispered, her eyes flicking from me to the car.

      “I don’t know. She seemed like herself.”

      “She did. But you never know what Meredith’s ghost, if that’s what she even is, did to her. Why come here?” Agnes fidgeted in her seat.

      Betty grabbed my hand. “There is something wrong. I can feel it.”

      I nodded. The hairs on the back of my neck hadn’t gone down through my entire conversation with Grace. “Don’t worry. I’m calm now. I won’t do anything reckless.”

      Agnes grabbed her purse from the floorboards and fished around inside it. “Do you still have your protection amulet I made you?”

      “Yes.” I retrieved it from the inside pocket of my bag. “Just in case we ever had to go back into Meredith’s house.”

      Agnes held up a small vial. “Put it on, and if anything seems off, anything at all, I want you to drink this.”

      I wrinkled my nose. It was one of the tinctures we had made that helped protect against mind-altering magic. The things tasted awful. I took it from her and shoved it into my pocket. “I promise.”

      I had been in the truck long enough, so I put on the amulet and scooted toward the door.

      Betty grabbed my arm before I got out. “We need to talk about what to do. Meet us tomorrow for brunch at Slice of Life.”

      I nodded and hopped out of the truck, then I lowered my head and marched back to Grace’s vehicle. A weight had settled over my shoulders. I didn’t know if it was possible for this week to get any worse. I climbed into her car and put on my seat belt.

      “I love you, Mom.” Grace started her engine and pulled away from the curb.

      The pressure at the back of my head pulsed. My Sight was desperately trying to tell me something. Betty had been right. Something was wrong with Grace. But I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. She looked and sounded right. I studied her out of the corner of my eye as I clutched the vial Agnes had given me in my pocket. Grace had put her gloves back on. She never took them off, not if she could help it. Why wasn’t she wearing them when we arrived? I swallowed.

      “I love you too,” I said.
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      Time seemed to crawl all morning. Each second stretched until five minutes felt like an hour. I focused as much as I could on the task at hand. The photos I’d taken during my last home inspection weren’t going to label themselves. After each photo, my eyes flicked to the clock. Brunch time couldn’t come nearly fast enough. Why couldn’t the Retirees have said to meet them for breakfast? I fidgeted in my seat until exactly ten fifty a.m., when I stood from my desk, grabbed my purse, and marched out of my office.

      My feet carried me to the Slice of Life diner. I had walked there so many times over the past year that my body knew the way without my having to think about it. Instead, my brain replayed every second of the night before on repeat. My heart ached as it looped back around to the moment Chris had said he needed time to think. My bad luck had started at that moment, and the whole night went downhill from there. I tried to distract myself by studying the new spray-painted murals that were going up all over town. The mysterious artist had started on Madison Street on the building that used to be Abby’s bistro, Eats and Treats, and had spread from there. They were beautiful. But even they couldn’t keep my mind off the creeping dread that had been building in the back of my mind all night.

      I stepped into the diner. Only a quarter of the tables were filled. Since it was the beginning of brunch, I arrived during the small lull between the end of the breakfast rush and before the lunch surge began. Seated in the middle of the room were the Retirees. Every quarter, Willow rearranged the decorations on the walls. She had photos and artwork of the town going back to its founding. This quarter, she had the diner divided into the four seasons. The Retirees had claimed a spot in the spring section, which boasted photos of downtown in full bloom.

      Each of the Retirees had a slice of pie, untouched, sitting in front of them. My stomach rumbled. It was close to my usual lunch anyway, and the scent of spiced apples filled the air. I nodded at the Retirees and stopped by the counter to put in an order. Willow and Abby stood at the register, engrossed in a deep conversation about the merits and flaws of gas ovens. They stopped as I approached.

      It felt odd seeing Abby behind the counter. After her bistro had been vandalized, she had lost her lease at Eats and Treats. Willow was kind enough to give her a spot to cook in her kitchen so she could start up her food truck again until she found a new space. She already looked at home here, chatting away with her “archrival.” They looked at ease standing next to each other—Willow with her long strawberry-blond hair piled high on her head in a messy bun, her usual red-framed glasses, and her flowing bohemian-style dress, and Abby with her short brown pixie cut, black slacks, and polo shirt.

      Despite my hunger, my brain couldn’t focus on the menu. I swallowed and stared up at the photos of food.

      “Want us to surprise you?” Abby asked.

      I nodded.

      “Coming right up,” Willow said.

      They bowed their heads together and began whispering back and forth as I retreated from the counter and made my way to the Retirees.

      I took a seat next to Sarah. “Am I glad to see you guys. I’ve been frazzled all day.”

      Sarah touched my arm and held up a finger for me to wait.

      Agnes grabbed the salt shaker from the table and poured a small pile of it into the center of her palm. When she murmured over it, the air in front of her shimmered with an iridescent quality. It shifted from teal to purple to blue and back again as she cast a spell. I was so glad only other witches could see the lights we gave off when casting magic. No one else in the diner would notice the strange quality around our table. Once she was done, she sprinkled the salt in a barely noticeable circle around the table.

      “A spell to prevent eavesdropping,” Agnes said. “I added something to it that will alert me if anyone tries to listen in.”

      My heart clenched. It was to protect us from Grace. My daughter knew how to track and to spy on distant locations with a scrying spell. I hated that it might be necessary. But none of us knew what the change in appearance of her magic meant, and we couldn’t take any chances.

      “What happened after we left last night?” Betty asked.

      “Not much that I could tell. Grace took me home. We both went to bed. Charlie knew something was wrong, so he stayed up all night, watching my bedroom door.” Through my bond to my familiar, I could sense that he was finally sleeping. He had been exhausted when I left that morning and hadn’t been pleased when I left him behind, but I wanted him to keep an eye on Grace—as much as he could anyway.

      “Where is Grace now?” Agnes asked.

      “Still at home, I think.” I fidgeted in my seat. “She was still in bed when I left this morning. And Charlie hasn’t noticed her leave.”

      “All right.” Betty leaned forward, her hands splayed across the table. “What do you want to do?”

      “I…” My mind went blank. What are we supposed to do? She’s my daughter. “I thought you guys would know.”

      “We…” Betty’s mouth opened and closed as she struggled to find the words.

      Agnes put her hand on Betty’s arm. “We’ve never dealt with something like this before.”

      “Okay. So we’re basically going in blind.” I lowered my gaze and studied my hands as I clasped them in front of me. We were all in unfamiliar territory. While the situation was nothing like handling insurance claims, my life as an adjuster was the only thing I really had to pull on. Whenever I encountered something I had never come across before, the first step was always the same. “Step one is to find out more information.”

      “I think we should start—” Betty stopped talking as Willow appeared at the side of the table with a plate of food.

      “You looked like you could use some comfort food.” Willow held out the plate for my inspection. “I made the bacon mac ‘n’ cheese. Abby made the roasted brussels sprouts, also with bacon and cheese.”

      My stomach rumbled as she sat the plate down in front of me. It smelled divine. “Thank you.”

      Willow beamed. “I know it’s only been a day, but it’s been a blast having Abby here already. We’ve been teaching each other tips and tricks all morning.”

      “I’m glad it’s working out,” I said.

      “Oh, and Abby said to tell you it’s on the house.” Willow took a step back from the table and scurried away before I could object.

      I took a bite. The mac ‘n’ cheese had a sharp bite to it. I groaned. It had been made out of Beecher’s cheese, which was a local cheese company. They made the best sharp white cheddar I’d ever had.

      The Retirees only waited for me to take a few bites before they started tittering. They had a habit of talking over one another. Somehow, they understood what they were saying, but it was impossible for me to track.

      I shoved a few more bites into my mouth before I cut in. “Where should we begin?”

      The Retirees glared at one another. Sarah slouched into her seat, crossing her arms over her chest. Agnes threw up her hands and followed suit. Betty grinned. Whatever argument they had been having, she had won, as usual.

      “We should⁠—”

      The pressure in my head spiked as my phone rang. I gasped and doubled over. Spots formed in my vision. With each ring, the pain surged through my skull. I swayed in my seat, struggling to keep upright.

      Agnes scrambled to her feet. Her chair wobbled behind her as she darted around the table to my side. Betty stood, leaned over the table, and peered into my face.

      “Dani, are you all right?” Sarah’s hand hovered over my arm. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know.” I grimaced and slumped forward as the call went to voicemail. My head throbbed.

      Sometimes, when my Sight, my witch’s power that let me peek into the future, wanted me to pay attention to something, the pressure in the back of my head went up. It was a low-level headache that, while annoying, had never really hurt before. At least
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