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NOTE TO READERS

This novel contains violence, on-page death, a blood magic system involving cutting, and explicit sexual content.




CHAPTER ONE

The witch across the street had terrible taste in coffee.

Katherine Barnes shifted against the leather seat of her Beetle as she stared out the window, pushing a strand of sweaty brown hair behind her ear. Despite Los Angeles’ reputation for being consistently seventy and sunny, there’d been an ever-increasing number of days that topped ninety. Six so far in the month of October. A cut on her palm, a flick of her wrist, and Katherine could entrench herself in a small bubble of the real fall weather she so desperately craved, but she wasn’t one to waste magic like that.

The witch across the street had no such reservations. He pricked his finger to cut to the front of the Starbucks line. Sliced into his hand to avoid the six-dollar charge for the monstrosity of whipped cream–laden hell he ordered. Dripped a bead of red onto the ground to force two ordinaries from their table so he could manspread while he scrolled Reddit.

He didn’t bother trying to hide his magic, but it didn’t matter. The people in line had missed him the first time they checked. The barista must have scanned his card—she just spent so much time over-caffeinating others that she’d become under-caffeinated herself. Those hipsters needed to go feed the meter anyway. Ordinaries had a way of looking past things they didn’t understand.

They were small crimes, the kinds of things most witches blew right past. But if Katherine’s suspicions were right, this man’s transgressions went way beyond coffee chains. Once she caught him in the act, he would be firmly in Katherine’s crosshairs. In her coven’s crosshairs.

She watched through the window as the witch cemented his new mouthful of cavities by sucking down the last dregs of his drink. He didn’t bother throwing it away before leaving the store. Katherine prickled.

She hadn’t become Aestas Coven’s designated law enforcement for the sole purpose of finding privileged assholes to take her anger out on, but it was certainly a perk.

The witch crossed the street, the bounce in his step showing just how little he expected consequences to find him this morning. Katherine reached into her pocket and pulled out the switchblade that had been resting heavily against her leg. She flicked it open, running a finger along its sharp edge.

The witch slipped into an alley between two of the sky-high office buildings, and Katherine knew this was her moment. Her fingers clenched around the handle of her blade, the cold metal a relief against the sweltering heat of the sun as she got out of the car.

It was time to go to work.




CHAPTER TWO

Katherine cursed as another drop of blood dripped down her steering wheel and onto her jeans.

“If you let me go, I could get you a Band-Aid.”

Katherine gave a pointed glare to the witch in the passenger seat of her Beetle. Joe had given her more trouble than she anticipated. When she’d pulled out her caster and cut into her palm, she’d only planned on doing the invisibility spell she used to sneak behind him into the alley. She’d watched as he sold a packet of powder to an ordinary who looked like a carbon copy of him, right down to the single AirPod in his left ear. And then she’d winked back into view and told Joe he was under arrest. Her mistake was assuming he’d be smart enough to go down easy.

“Nice try.”

Joe huffed, hitting his head against the headrest behind him in frustration. That was about as much movement as he could manage given the body-locking spell that Katherine had used on him after his ill-fated decision to try to headbutt her and run off.

“I promise, I’m done fighting.”

Katherine tapped her fingers on the wheel, willing the light in front of her to turn green. It ignored her.

“I give in. Take the spell off.”

She could do a silencing spell, but the pounding in her head told her that was unwise. The body-locking spell was a doozy—if she didn’t give her magic time to recharge before using it again, she’d be in for the migraine from hell.

“Unless you’re threatened by me.” Joe attempted to clench his soft jaw into a threatening expression. “Don’t release me if you’re too scared.”

It might be worth it.

The light finally changed, and Katherine floored it—only to be stopped a few feet later at yet another red.

Katherine hadn’t realized how spectacularly annoying Joe was. He’d been a member of Aestas for six years, but in that time, the only thing she’d had cause to learn about him was that he wasn’t someone she needed to know much about. She’d been content to leave him to snicker in the corner of coven meetings with the rest of the desperate-to-relive-their-high-school-glory-days crew, but then he’d decided to go and become a drug dealer.

She’d first caught the telltale whiff of altum while trying to enjoy one of her few days off at Hermosa Beach four months earlier. The acrid, tart scent wafted around the ordinaries who had taken it, pouring from their mouths, their sweat, as they screamed, laughed, danced.

Powdered magic. Only a drop of what flowed through the veins of any witch, but it was enough to make someone without magic feel like a god. The high, they said, was somewhere between cocaine and ecstasy, but without the side effects.

The ordinaries had no idea what they were taking, but they wanted it. It was a lucrative—and very illegal—venture.

One that could have deadly consequences.

“Come on, Joe.” Katherine laid on her horn as a Tesla swerved out of a parking lot directly in front of her. “I know you were just selling the altum. Tell me who’s making it.”

Joe kept his gaze pointedly forward. Katherine knew he couldn’t have done this alone. Joe had the magical ability of an especially witless goldfish. Making altum required skill and resources that she knew Joe didn’t have.

Katherine had a theory about who did, but she needed evidence. Evidence she might be able to convince Joe to provide.

“Give me a name and you’ll get a shorter sentence.”

“Too bad there’s no name to give.”

Katherine’s grip tightened, the motion squeezing more blood out of the cuts she’d made on her palms while apprehending Joe. It dripped over the plastic steering wheel cover she had for this very situation, falling onto the black jeans that she also had for this very situation. The blood wouldn’t stain, but she hated the way it dried and crusted against her skin.

Katherine leaned her head back against the headrest as they waited at yet another light. She sent an encouraging thought to Noctis’ spellmakers, who were always assuring the witch community in their monthly newsletters that they were getting closer to creating a teleportation spell that wouldn’t require a full body’s worth of blood to complete. Katherine would believe it when she saw it.

“Why now?” Joe asked, after a few minutes of tense silence. “The drug thing—you have to have known about it for a while. Until I got that summons, I kind of figured you were fine with it.”

Katherine bit her lip. While it had taken her some time to find out Joe was dealing altum and to gather the evidence needed to try him for it, there was another reason why his arrest had waited until today.

“Noctis rep is coming tomorrow.”

Joe sighed. “Ah. So I’m a victim of circumstance.”

Katherine huffed a laugh. Yes, the timing of Joe’s arrest was tied in part to the upcoming visit from the representative of the New York–based coven that held the purse (and spell) strings of Aestas and all other covens in the United States. Their Bookkeeper was sent to Aestas once a year to make sure they were following the laundry list of rules for Noctis affiliates. Unfortunately for everyone involved, the man was so deeply annoying that his forty-eight hours in town felt like a month. Throwing a flashy arrest like Joe’s in front of him would be a good sign to Noctis that Aestas was keeping its people in line. But that didn’t mean Joe didn’t have it coming.

“You’re not a victim of circumstance,” she said. “Selling drugs is a crime, last time I checked.”

Joe shrugged. “I gave a few ordinaries a quick high so I could buy myself a vacation. I’m a witch. Why shouldn’t I use that?”

Katherine bit back her speech on magical privilege. It wasn’t worth the breath—a guy like Joe was never going to understand that being born with magic didn’t make him inherently special, and that any advantage it gave him in life was stolen, not earned. She’d given that speech many times before, and even with a sympathetic audience, it didn’t land.

Witches who were born into this world couldn’t understand. And witches who were born to ordinaries, whose magic didn’t so much fall into their laps as get thrown at them like a ticking time bomb—witches like her—well, the wreckage of their previous lives was usually enough to make them see magic for the double-edged sword it was.

“You broke the law, and now you’re going to pay. Deal with it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Joe sneered, his voice anything but respectful. “Happy to be your little Noctis whipping boy. I hope my sentencing brings Sylvia the glory and respect she’s been craving ever since her unsettled ass—”

Katherine grabbed a rag out of her door, then slammed her makeshift gag into Joe’s mouth, keeping him blessedly silent as they crawled their way east until, finally, they made it to Sunspot.




CHAPTER THREE

To ordinaries, Sunspot looked like every other restaurant in its hip, indie Silver Lake neighborhood—a modern silhouette, white walls with dark brown wood accents, surrounded by lush greenery and a tastefully manicured garden out front. What ordinaries didn’t see was the faint gold sheen of the magical wards that lined the building. All they would get was a hazy feeling of dread as they drove past, a subtle twinge telling them this wasn’t the place they wanted to stop for lunch today. Those who ignored that warning were served a mediocre meal by blasé waiters before being sent on their way, with no desire to repeat the experience.

If you had magic, though, Sunspot was a beacon. Anyone with a hint of power in their blood could sense it: Here be witches. The calm power of the wards that surrounded the building provided an instant balm to Katherine’s pain, a reminder that this was the only place she could truly call her home.

Coven headquarters were all designed that way, aimed at bringing the witches of the area together to learn and share spells, but Sunspot was special. Welcoming to witches who weren’t invited anywhere else. Katherine shuddered to think of where she might be if she hadn’t heard the call of Aestas all those years ago. Probably dead in a ditch. Surrounded by the bodies of all the people she’d taken down with her.

Katherine shoved that thought out of her mind as she pulled into her parking space. Being Aestas’ Executrix came with a lot of annoying things, but at least she got a reserved spot. The middle-class dream—her family would have been so proud.

Her family was another thing Katherine did not like to think about.

Katherine shut off the car and turned to the still-gagged Joe, leveling him with a glare. The body-locking spell was wearing off—his fingers, slowly regaining motion, were drumming against the seat. Katherine sighed as she reached for her caster.

She flicked the blade open and pressed it to her palm. She’d done this cut thousands of times, but it always hurt. That was the price of magic—not just the blood, but the pain to bring it out. Magic wouldn’t work with something so civilized as blood taken from an IV or syringe. It provided brute force, so it demanded brute force in return.

Every spell required a fresh cut—magic was a bitch that way—and of course, to add insult to injury, you couldn’t use magic to heal a cut used to do magic. Witches healed faster than ordinaries, but it still led to an unreasonably high Neosporin and gauze budget.

Katherine closed her eyes and focused her mind on the bead of blood, channeling it into the rune she had absorbed that morning until it flashed briefly on her palm, a bright violet temporary tattoo against her pale skin. Her stomach dropped as the spell took hold, the familiar bitter scent of magic filling the air.

She pressed her palm to Joe’s neck, the rune letting out a small flare of purple light between them. Her body deflated along with his, although her sag wasn’t due to the sleeping spell. No, she was just plain exhausted.

She sighed as she got out of the car. It was still hot as balls on the east side, but the heat felt at least marginally less oppressive than it had in Beverly Hills. She wondered if all the spray-tan fumes and egos on Rodeo Drive clogged the air.

Katherine opened her passenger-side door, undoing the seat belt spell and pulling the rag out of Joe’s mouth before putting her arms under her captive’s and trying to heave him out of the seat. She winced as her arms buckled under his weight, his body thumping back against the leather.

Katherine reached into the car to try again, but she was interrupted by the sound of Sunspot’s door clanging shut. She turned around to see Fiona, hands on her hips as she chuckled.

“Please stop laughing and help me with this,” Katherine begged.

“But it’s so much fun watching you struggle.”

“Fiona.”

“Fine, fine. Only ’cause you’re so cute.”

Katherine’s best friend waltzed over, seemingly unaffected by the heat or the glaring sun. She took a hair tie off her wrist and put her head of pink, purple, and blue braids into a high bun. “This is the part where you say I’m cute too.”

“You’re more than cute, Fi. You are a princess. A queen. The owner of my heart and soul.”

They reached into the car, pulling Joe out together, his body balancing between them as they started a slow, sweaty march to the door.

“Why do you only flatter me when I’m helping you carry a six-foot-two pillar of deadweight?”

“I will make a note to compliment you more when we’re not suffocating in BO.”

“You can keep complimenting me while we suffocate too, if you’d really like to.”

“Last week when you texted asking if I wanted to get frozen yogurt, I quite literally teared up because I don’t think I’ve ever known someone so attuned to my every thought and desire.”

“Aw, babe.” Fiona looked around Joe’s slumped body to smile at Katherine. “Froyo later?”

“God, yes.”

Katherine felt Joe start to fall between them, but Fiona picked up the slack, shifting more weight onto herself. Katherine shot her a grateful look.

“He go down easy?” Fiona asked.

“Easy enough.”

Fiona’s gaze went to the cuts on Katherine’s hands, her eyebrows raised in question.

“There were a few complications,” Katherine said. “But I handled it.”

“You always do.” Fiona’s face split into a smile, her brown skin crinkling around her eyes. Katherine hated that look—love. Support. Pride. No matter how many criminals she apprehended, how many people she helped, her slate would never be clean enough to deserve that.

They reached the door, and Katherine shifted to get a hand on the doorknob. Her palm was slippery with sweat and blood, and she huffed as the metal slipped under her grip. Luckily, the door swung in on its own, revealing a tall Black woman with a shaved head and a truly flawless graphic eyeliner look that Katherine made a mental note to try (and fail) to recreate at some point. Tess, Sunspot’s new chef.

“Bring the trash in,” Tess said.

Katherine chuckled as Tess joined her and Fiona in hauling Joe over the small step of the threshold. Sunspot didn’t open for an hour, so they were spared the watchful eyes of gossipy witches.

Tess stepped aside as Katherine and Fiona dragged Joe past the bespoke bar area, which was decorated with glittering lights delicately threaded through bottles of upscale liquor. They were emptier than they should’ve been, thanks to many nights of Katherine and Fiona sitting on the roof, passing a bottle between them as they tried to determine what was an airplane and what was a star. (They were all airplanes.)

They reached the swinging door to the kitchen and waited as the wards hummed, recognizing Katherine’s presence. A few seconds later, another door winked into view, small and flat against the wall, with no handle.

Katherine pressed her palm to the rough wood, praying that she wouldn’t end up with a splinter in her fresh cut. The golden light of the wards flickered across the door as it recognized her touch, then swung open, revealing the darkened stairwell beyond.

Katherine angled her body to slide through, Joe’s weight shifting heavily onto her for a moment as Fiona squeezed in as well. The door clanged shut behind them as she and Fiona rearranged themselves, squishing together so Joe could be between them again.

“Have I ever mentioned how much I despise whoever decided to make these stairs this narrow?” Katherine grunted, shouldering Joe’s body back up before she accidentally sent him tumbling down the steps.

“More than once,” Fiona huffed. “Have I ever mentioned how much I despise whoever decided to put your Creepy Magic Dungeon all the way at the end of the hall?”

“More than once.”

They made it to the bottom of the stairs, emerging into an equally nondescript hallway. The pair dragged Joe past the closed entrances of Aestas’ storage rooms and spell library until they reached the final door.

Katherine’s Creepy Magic Dungeon, as Fiona had affectionately dubbed it years earlier, was not, in fact, Katherine’s, but another invention of Noctis’. The room was warded so any witch detained inside would find their magic practically unusable. Fiona called it Katherine’s because Katherine had been, for the last seven years, the sole person responsible for putting anyone inside.

Katherine laid her hand on the door’s surface, gold wards lighting up across it before it popped open. The Creepy Magic Dungeon had a cot on one side and a toilet (hidden by a curtain) on the other. It was sparse, but comfortable enough. There was even a small stack of paperbacks in the corner—although Katherine doubted Joe was a reader.

With a grunt, she hefted him higher on her shoulder, then dropped him down unceremoniously on the cot. The sleeping spell would wear off in an hour or two. Katherine hoped that would be enough time for the odd angle of Joe’s neck to develop into a gnarly crick.

Katherine and Fiona left, shutting the door behind them. Fiona raised her hand for a high five, but Katherine lifted both of her bloody palms in response.

“Got a sec to go nab some spells with me?” she asked instead.

Fiona nodded, and the pair walked to another closed door. Katherine’s back straightened as they approached. This room seeped energy, calling to her with intoxicating promises of power and comfort.

The door to the spell library swung open, revealing what would be a pretty pitiful library, with just three thin books lying in a line on a table in the center of the room, open to completely blank center pages. To the casual observer, the sight was odd, yet unassuming.

To Katherine, it was power.

She walked closer, reaching her hand for the center book. She brushed a finger along the edge of its leather binding, taking a moment to appreciate the zing it sent through her. And then, finally, she touched the page.

It awoke beneath her touch, glowing softly as lines and symbols of various colors ran quickly across the paper. Spells, bound to runes and locked within the pages of the book. Katherine pressed her full palm on the page and concentrated on the spell she wanted—a Class 1 that let her instantly boil water, which she had been very annoyed to find herself out of when she was trying to make coffee a few mornings earlier. (Katherine generally avoided overusing magic for everyday things, but the less time spent between getting out of bed and drinking her first cup of instant espresso, the better.) The runes stopped spinning and settled on the spell’s gray symbol, which then floated off the page and absorbed into her skin.

Every Noctis-sanctioned coven was given spellbooks filled with runes for common spells. Witches who absorbed a rune from the book got a certain number of uses of that spell out of it—more for easier, lower-Class spells; fewer for the harder, higher-Class ones. The boiling water spell would last Katherine a hundred or so uses before she needed to re-up. The spell she’d used to freeze Joe was a one-and-done—hence her desire to get here quickly. Her ability to sleep at night relied on having those powerful protection spells locked and loaded.

Before the invention of magical runes a century and a half ago, spells were done through a messy combination of blood, words, will, ingredients, time, gestures, flawless dance moves, and god knew what else, all of which you had to get perfectly right otherwise the magic would backfire. Most witches avoided doing magic entirely, preferring to let their power rot rather than risk severe injury or death because their sage had been grown in soil with a slightly too-high pH. Without runes, witchcraft was a culture rather than a practice, a family story that kids were told but rarely actually believed. With runes, magic came back into the forefront, power that could actually be used—and, as with any power, a system grew to guard exactly who could access it.

Katherine focused on a few more spells, savoring the zap of energy she got as each flowed into her. Most witches in the coven needed authorization to take spells, but Sylvia gave Katherine free rein, an honor she didn’t take lightly. Spellbooks were incredibly valuable, each representing a massive sacrifice—they were made from the entirety of a young witch’s power, yielded to make a vessel strong enough to hold the magic of the runes that had been developed through painstaking, dangerous experimentation by Noctis’ team of researchers. Katherine didn’t know the witches who had made Aestas’ books. They were faceless volunteers, paid handsomely by Noctis in exchange for giving up the core of their very soul and then fucking off for the rest of their lives. Noctis locked them in with iron-clad NDAs and the threatened revocation of monthly payments to force them to stay quiet, freeing the rest of the witch community from ever having to think about just where their magic came from.

There was a part of Katherine that could understand taking the money and running—the part that remembered the price magic had taken from her, that got sick of the politics and games power brought out in people. But that was drowned out by the memory of all the love she’d forged here. Fiona. Sylvia. Her found family.

Nothing was worth giving that up.

She kept going, until she felt the magic pinch at her chest—a sign that she had absorbed as many spells as her body could handle. She pulled her hand back, frustrated. Increasing her spell capacity was the first step toward being able to do more complicated magic, like maintaining the wards that protected Sunspot. The types of things she should be able to take off Sylvia’s plate, if she could only figure out how to manage them. She’d been meditating like it was her full-time job—she’d hoped she would be able to hold at least a couple more runes this time around.

“Please cease with the stink face,” Fiona said. “You can still hold like, twice as many spells as I can.”

“Yeah, but you don’t spend every second of free time working on it.”

“Ah, yes. I do enjoy having a life.”

Katherine chuckled as she walked back into the hall. “How’s that going for you? Have you asked her out yet?”

“As the de facto HR of this coven, you should be encouraging me not to ask out a coworker.”

“You know, you can just talk to Tess. Like a normal person.”

Fiona blushed. “But she’s not a normal person! She’s smart and funny and I want to climb her like a tree and also ask if she’s ever considered starting a podcast because she seriously has the voice of a goddamn angel.”

“This is LA,” Katherine deadpanned. “You can definitely ask her if she’s considered starting a podcast.”

“My point is,” Fiona said, throwing her hands up in frustration, “dating sucks and I hate it and I plan to never, ever do it again.”

“You can’t deprive the world of your presence in the dating pool, Fi. That’s just cruel.”

“What about you? I don’t see you diving into the dating deep end.”

Katherine couldn’t argue with that. She had the occasional friends with benefits, one ill-advised drunken tryst with her too-hot-to-be-a-landlord landlord (she’d spent the remainder of her lease forcing herself not to resort to an invisibility spell every time she walked outside), and of course the countless guys who asked her out on the street or slid into her DMs or did whatever inappropriate men did to women who made the mistake of being in their general vicinity. But there was never anyone she actually wanted to start a relationship with. Relationships required communication and emotional honesty, neither of which was her strong suit. If the angry words her last situationship slurred at her as he stormed out of her apartment after she broke it off with him were to be believed, she might not be capable of love at all.

“I, as we are both well aware, am destined to remain single forever and die at my desk with only a stapler for company,” she said. “You are not.”

“Ugh,” Fiona said as they climbed the stairs. “Why can’t she already know everything about me? Then we could skip from the awkward get-to-know-you part and go right to the cuddle-on-the-couch-while-we-watch-Buffy part.”

“You’ll make it to Buffy binges eventually,” Katherine said, stepping onto the wards at the top of the stairs and waiting as the door reappeared in front of them. “But before that, you have to talk. Say words to each other. Bond. Etcetera.”

“Fine, fine, she of infinite wisdom. I will talk to her. Like an adult.”

“There you go.” Katherine pulled the door open, clapping Fiona on the back as they headed back into the lobby.

“Hey.” Tess stood behind the bar, drying off glasses, while Fiona waited stock still in front of her, despite the brief moment of bravado in the stairwell. Tess raised an eyebrow in question, then turned to Katherine. “How’d it go down there?”

“Fine,” Katherine said. “He didn’t wake up, which was good. I’ve had enough of listening to him talk for the day.”

“I’ve met Joe like, twice, and I’ve heard enough of him talking for a lifetime.” Tess did an exaggerated shudder. “He’s way more into cryptocurrency than a witch should be.”

Katherine laughed, then heard a high-pitched sound halfway between a giggle and a scream come out of Fiona. Katherine held in a grin.

“Hey, Tess,” Katherine said. “Were you reading a book on old magic last week?”

“Oh, yeah,” Tess replied, her eyes lighting up. “I’m fascinated by it. I mean, I know it’s outdated and a lot of people think it’s useless since we have runes now, but that doesn’t mean it’s a worthless field. People don’t like magic that takes actual work.”

“Fiona is an expert on old magic,” Katherine said. “She’s been studying it since she was a kid. She even works on her own spells.”

“No shit, really?”

Fiona flushed red as Tess’ attention focused on her. “Well, not an expert. Or I guess, kind of an expert. Comparatively. The progeny of experts. My parents are all in on old magic, even with the risks. They’re kind of free thinkers, so they have all these thoughts on rune magic and how we should try to practice magical veganism . . .”

Katherine smiled as she listened to the two of them talk, their conversation free-flowing and easy. She leaned on the bar, relaxing for a few more moments until she felt the light tap of a summoning spell on her shoulder. She took a moment to steel herself, then excused herself and ducked out.

Sylvia was waiting for her.




CHAPTER FOUR

Katherine walked down the hall of Sunspot, then paused outside the heavy wooden door of Sylvia’s office. The wards here reeked, the magic warning both ordinaries and witches to stay away. Among the coven, it was described as overkill, a paranoid remnant of Sylvia’s past, but Katherine knew the truth. There was plenty in the present that Sylvia had reason to hide.

She knocked twice, the wards on the wood glowing as they recognized her. The door popped open slightly—a setting Sylvia had built for her, a sign of the trust between them. Katherine appreciated it, even if that trust came with the responsibility of keeping a secret she didn’t want to know.

A secret she was apparently going to have to deal with right now. Katherine could make out the sound of two voices filtering from inside—Sylvia’s calm, lilting tones, and a gruff male voice that she didn’t recognize. The haze of the wards still in place kept her from hearing what they were saying, but she didn’t need to—she could guess what was going on.

The door swung open the rest of the way, which Katherine knew was an invitation to enter. She slid in, pushing the door shut behind her.

Sylvia Page was sitting in the plush office chair she and Katherine had thrifted together a few years earlier, her hands resting on the mahogany surface of her desk. Sitting across from her was an ordinary with too much facial hair, slumped in the chair that Katherine usually sat in. The matching one to Sylvia’s, which Katherine had said was too fancy for her but which Sylvia had insisted on buying anyway. Katherine could smell cigarettes wafting off the ordinary. If the stench got into the fabric, she’d be furious.

Sylvia smiled widely at Katherine, her green eyes glinting as much as her white teeth. Her long blond waves ran free down her back, resting perfectly against one of her many cashmere cardigans. She’d been letting her hair go artfully gray since she hit fifty last January, the small streaks of silver dotting her temples so perfectly spaced that they looked like they had been placed there on purpose.

Katherine self-consciously ran a hand through her own brown hair, which was getting stringy. When had she last washed it? Three—no, four—days ago. That, plus the wrinkled cropped tee she’d thrown on that morning, did not speak of wealth, class, or even basic personal hygiene. She had no idea how Sylvia managed all of it—Katherine’s desire to put any effort into her appearance was the first thing to go when coven duties got stressful, but Sylvia never let hers slip. She never let anything slip.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Sylvia said to Katherine. The ordinary introduced himself, but Katherine didn’t hear him over the swishing sound of his Ye Olde Prospector mustache bouncing as he spoke.

“He needs a pain-management spell,” Sylvia said. “Would you care to help me?” She turned to Mustache. “In magic and in life, it never hurts to have a few extra hands.”

Mustache stared at her, clearly smitten. Sylvia had that effect on people. Even thirteen years in, Katherine still sometimes felt overwhelmed when Sylvia hit her with her full attention. The force of it shot her right back to her sixteen-year-old self, in awe of the goddess who had snapped her up and showed her the way when she’d thought all was lost.

“Of course.” Katherine dragged over the spare chair from the corner, the one usually reserved for guests—nowhere near as comfortable as her chair, she thought bitterly.

“My daughter messed up her knee pretty bad,” Mustache explained. “She’s a gymnast. Been doing it since she could walk. Always flipping everywhere, until one day, boom. Takes a bad fall and suddenly she’s twelve years old scheduling surgery for a torn ACL. She’s miserable since the ex-wife won’t let her do gymnastics anymore, and then on top of that, she’s in pain every time she walks. The doc prescribed meds, but I’ve seen firsthand how much those can fuck up your life. I mentioned to a friend how desperately I wanted to help her and he suggested I come here.”

Katherine shifted in her seat, feeling guilty for her earlier assessment of . . . she really should remember his name. Judgmental was her default state, but Mustache had gotten the short end of the stick thanks to her anxiety over what Sylvia was doing. Still, as uncomfortable as she felt with the legality and risk of Sylvia’s actions, she couldn’t deny that Sylvia helped people.

Sylvia reached into her desk and pulled out a necklace, a dainty heart locket on a gold chain. “Do you think this is something your daughter would wear?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Sylvia laid the necklace on the table, the clack of it against the wood echoing through the air. “Perfect,” she said. “As long as she’s wearing this, her pain should be severely diminished.”

Sylvia pulled out her caster and cut into her palm, and Katherine did the same, once again reopening the barely healed cut. Sylvia grabbed the necklace, her hand shaking—the telltale sign that she needed this. That she had waited as long as she could.

The two women clasped hands, the metal cold in the center of their grip. Mustache’s eyes lit up as Sylvia chanted in Latin, her words rushed and quiet: “Hic homo stultus est. Obsecro te hinc eum ut conquiescam.” It wasn’t a real spell—just gibberish Sylvia had memorized from a Latin for Dummies book—but ordinaries always appreciated a show. It helped convince them that magic was real, that what they were about to give up was for something.

The light of the rune lit up their palms as Sylvia closed her eyes and began to actually perform the spell. Katherine kept her gaze on Sylvia’s face, watching the magic flood up into her skin, giving her pale cheeks a pink flush. It was like watching a dancer in their element—perfect, graceful, demure. Katherine had seen Sylvia do magic thousands of times, but she never tired of it. Their magics were kindred spirits, both born in the same chaos, both forced into a box that tamped them down into a shadow of what they once were, but Sylvia’s kept the fire it once had. Katherine’s had been put out.

The pain-management spell she was using was a Class 1, designed to help witches with headaches and turned ankles. Katherine’s job was to give Sylvia the raw magic she needed to take it up a few notches, to make it something that would have the staying power and depth to do what she promised.

Sylvia took her time doing the spell, building up the anticipation for a rapt Mustache. After a few more moments, the necklace glowed white between them. Sylvia let the chant build to a very official-sounding finish, then pulled her hand from Katherine’s, dropping the necklace onto the desk with a loud gasp. Mustache actually clapped.

He reached for the necklace, running his hand over the gold surface. “Damn,” he said. “I’ve had a twinge in my back for years, and now it’s totally gone. She’s gonna be thrilled.”

“Good. I’m glad to be able to help.”

“Really, thank you. Your guy mentioned payment?”

While all witches in a Noctis-signed coven were technically required to keep their magic a secret, most covens operated under the same terms. If their members heard of an ordinary with a problem that could be fixed by magic, they’d bring that information to their coven head. If the leader agreed, the ordinary was brought into the fold and their problem was taken care of. Selling select, non-harmful spells to ordinaries was something Noctis was willing to overlook, as it was a great way for a coven to bankroll itself without putting a massive financial burden on its members. Plus, favors always came in handy—being able to bypass city restrictions, zoning laws, and all of the other red tape ordinaries thrived on made coven life significantly easier.

Sylvia, of course, didn’t bargain for money—at least not exclusively. But Noctis and the other witches didn’t know that. Only Katherine did.

Mustache held his hand out for Sylvia, his face apprehensive but not scared. Sylvia, to her credit, was always up-front about what was going to happen: what her services would cost, how it would feel, how that price would be pulled from them bit by bit. She gave them the terms, and they agreed to them. It was completely fair.

It still turned Katherine’s stomach inside out.

Sylvia cut into her unblemished palm, the trembling of her hands now even more pronounced. She made an identical cut on Mustache’s hand, then gripped him as she’d gripped Katherine. And just as she’d pulled magic from Katherine, she did the same to him. Except he didn’t actually have magic.

So she pulled his life force instead.

He knew what he was giving up—two weeks, taken off the end of his life. For a witch, life force—even an ordinary’s—was magic. Sylvia’s blood transformed his into something greater than it could ever be in him. That power replenished the stores of magic Sylvia had to spend every day to keep the coven running. For an ordinary, it was two weeks of their life; for Katherine and all of the other witches who relied on Aestas every day, it was salvation.

Katherine couldn’t blame Sylvia for taking the opportunity when it came. She might make the same choice, someday. When her power reserves were so low that she could only manage a fraction of the spells that she had once been able to. When there were still people relying on her, needing her to stand for them when no one else would. She wanted to believe she’d find another way, but she couldn’t say for certain.

Both of them had seen firsthand what it was like to be powerless and alone. Despite her reservations about Sylvia’s methods, Katherine understood Sylvia’s reluctance to go back to that.

The spell seemed to drag on longer than normal, seconds stretching like a rubber band as Katherine ground her teeth in fear that someone would somehow break in and see what Sylvia was doing. But finally, Sylvia released the ordinary’s hand.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“A little dizzy.” Mustache pushed up out of the chair, then immediately sat back down. “A lot dizzy.”

Sylvia chuckled, the sound like wind chimes. “That’s normal, don’t worry. It’ll fade in a moment.” She reached for her caster again, cutting into the skin of her palm with a smooth hand. “Rest while I perform the secrecy spell, then you should feel fine.”

She moved quickly with the secrecy spell, not bothering with the fake theatrics. The gold rune flared on her hand, then settled into Mustache’s chest as she pressed her palm against him. The secrecy spell was a key part of keeping magic under wraps—it would prevent Mustache from telling anyone what was done in this room, no matter how hard he tried.

If he pushed hard enough, his tongue would fall out. Not that he knew that.

The spell done, Sylvia reached into her desk drawer, pulling out a piece of gauze and passing it to Mustache. He took it and wrapped it around his hand before standing up. “You’re right,” he said. “I’m not dizzy anymore.”

Sylvia stood as he walked toward the door, coming around the desk and shaking his hand. “I’m happy to help.”

He ran a hand along his mustache, his cheeks flushing. “You wouldn’t want to grab dinner or—”

Sylvia reached around him, opening the door and giving him a light tap on the shoulder to push him into the hallway. “Have a good day.”

Sylvia shut the door behind him, rolling her eyes before going back to her seat. Katherine moved back into her rightful seat, which, she noted happily, did not reek of the ordinary’s tobacco.

Sylvia handed Katherine a piece of gauze as well. She wrapped it around her fresh cut, pulling tightly as she bit her lip.

“Are you sure you should be doing that so close to Noctis’ visit?” Katherine asked. “You know what’ll happen if you get caught.”

Sylvia waved off the idea of permanently losing her magic like it was nothing. “It’s fine. Divakar is useless,” she said, referencing Divakar Sen, the rep from Noctis who had visited every October for the last ten years. “The one thing he’ll do is check that the main wards are still being maintained. I can now do that.”

Katherine nodded, yanking at the gauze again, savoring the burst of pain. It was her fault Sylvia had to make these sacrifices. If she was smarter, better at intricate magic instead of brute force, she’d be able to strengthen the wards herself. But she wasn’t, and so Sylvia was forced to find another solution. Forced to take risks she shouldn’t have to take.

“Hey,” Sylvia said, reaching for Katherine’s hand and taking it in hers. There was no magic running through them now, but it still felt like there was. Soul-level understanding was a magic of its own, Katherine supposed. “Don’t beat yourself up because you can’t do ward work. I know focus is tough for you. Hell, even I couldn’t manage spells that complicated until I was in my thirties.”

Katherine let out a wry chuckle. “Yeah. Because you had to learn how to do them all by yourself. I have the best teacher in the biz and I’m still useless.”

“You flatter me. Try flattering yourself sometimes too.” Sylvia gave Katherine’s hand another squeeze before letting go. Katherine felt lighter, some of her guilt clearing.

“So,” Sylvia said. “Give me the case against Joe for the meeting tonight.”

Katherine ran through the list of evidence she’d gathered against Joe—from fingering him with a spell to track altum residue at their last coven meeting to following the mysterious payments she’d found when she hacked Joe’s bank records (not exactly aboveboard, but witch courts were less stringent than ordinary ones). All culminating in the eyewitness account of him selling the drugs that morning.

“All very good,” Sylvia said. “Thank you. That’ll be a great case for us. Divakar will be elated at how well we’re following procedure.”

Katherine laughed. “You know how much he loves procedure.”

“Indeed.”

Katherine paused. Selling altum was a serious crime for any witch, but Aestas took it with an extra degree of solemnity. Both Katherine and Sylvia had personal experience with how devastating the consequences of the drug could be to the people they worked so hard to protect.

Still, though, it was nerve-racking to voice her suspicions to Sylvia out loud. Considering that the consequences of what she was about to say could be devastating as well.

“I don’t think Joe did this alone,” she said. Creating the magical drug was a dangerous and difficult process based on an old spell that had never been bound to a Noctis rune, given that it was . . . well, illegal. It also required the use of an honest-to-god cauldron, and those were nearly impossible to come by nowadays. Artifact magic was one of the many kinds of old magic that had gone by the wayside when Noctis’ safer, more efficient runes came along. She couldn’t picture Joe doing all that planning when his brain was already so preoccupied with his fantasy football team.

“He wouldn’t give up any accomplices, but he’s gotta have one,” she continued. “Joe couldn’t manage even the most basic old magic without blowing his head off.”

“Do you have any suspects?”

Katherine sucked in a breath. “Byron Chambers.”

Sylvia tapped a manicured nail against the wood of her desk. “I see.”

Byron Chambers was one of the coven’s most powerful members. His family had been in LA for generations, making a name for themselves in Hollywood as actors, writers, directors, studio execs, and all of the other positions that nepotism could hand someone. They were influential with ordinaries and witches alike, and they’d been instrumental in keeping Aestas in the good graces of the local government and Noctis. They also donated a significant amount of money to keeping Aestas afloat. Katherine was fairly certain her salary came entirely from donations from the Chambers family.

Katherine had suspected Byron’s involvement in making the magic drug for weeks now. He was friends with Joe. He was, she hated to admit, smart. His family’s wealth and history would make it easy for him to get the rare cauldron needed to create it.

But she didn’t actually have any proof. Even if she managed to find other dealers like Joe, she wouldn’t be able to get any of them to give up their supplier—not if it was Byron. Not with what he’d be able to afford in order to pay them off. The only way she could prove it was him would be to catch him in the act, and that required legwork. Byron’s family didn’t make him untouchable, but if Katherine was wrong about him being involved and she managed to ruffle any feathers in the process of looking for evidence against him, Aestas would be in big trouble. The fact that his position protected him from even being investigated for his potential wrongdoings ate at Katherine like an ant on a crumb.

“I want to question him.”

Sylvia shook her head. “No.” Katherine’s heart fell. “Not now, at least. Not with Noctis coming. We need to get through this visit without incident.”

“And after?”

“We’ll see.”

Katherine knew from Sylvia’s tone that they would not, in fact, see. Sylvia took big risks with the coven, but she was also deeply careful. This, apparently, was not a risk she was willing to take.

“What if—”

“No,” Sylvia said, in a voice that brooked no argument. “I have something else for you to do.”

Sylvia pulled out her phone and slid it over to Katherine. Her breath caught as she took in the photo on the screen—a yearbook picture of a young teen smiling awkwardly against a navy-blue backdrop, her pale skin marred by blemishes, her blond eyebrows and straw-like hair making her look like a patch of monotone. Katherine’s last class picture—the one taken just a few weeks before everything happened, the one that was pasted all over the news after—looked almost exactly the same. Her face now was a product of magic, but before all that changed, this girl could’ve been her sister.

“Who is she?”

“Lily Woodson. She’s fourteen.”

Katherine sucked in a breath. So young. Usually they had a year or two more before it happened. “Did she snap?”

Sylvia nodded. “I think so. Bolted from her apartment yesterday after sending her little brother through their coffee table.”

Katherine’s heart pounded in her chest, drowning out the sound of her own words as she asked if Lily’s brother was okay.

Please let him be okay.

“He’s all right. He’s in the hospital, but he should make a full recovery.”

Relief. She should feel relief. But it was impossible to feel anything other than the death grip of anxiety around her heart.

“It’s okay, Katherine.” And it was, Katherine reminded herself. It would be, because she’d make sure it would be. She forced her heartbeat to slow, her ears to clear so she could listen to what Sylvia was saying. “We can get to her before anything bad happens.”

Anything worse.

“Where is she?”

Sylvia took her phone and navigated to the maps app. Katherine stared at the blue spark blinking on the screen, sitting on a side street in Glendale. The dot came courtesy of a locator spell, tied by Noctis’ developers a few years ago to a smartphone rather than a paper map. It was what Katherine had used to track Joe that morning. A burst of magic that she sent out, bouncing off his own, showing her where he was.

“Bring her back safe. We both know what will happen if she’s left out there on her own with all that power.”

Katherine grabbed her car keys as she rushed out the door. The clock on Lily’s life was already ticking.




CHAPTER FIVE

Lily Woodson lay in the filth of the alley and contemplated ways to make herself disintegrate into the concrete. Her body felt like it was on the verge of falling apart anyway. Like she was full of cracks, and whatever was inside of her—whatever vile, rotten, awful thing—was pushing, pulsing, demanding to be let out. And soon it would be free, and then she would be lost entirely. That, at least, she was sure of. What she wasn’t sure of was how long she could fight it off. Or if she would be strong enough to end herself before it broke out.

She pulled herself tighter into a ball. Her fingers were bone white against the dark blue of her jeans, despite the fact that it must be upwards of ninety degrees. Her body was both hot and cold at once—burning up from the inside out, but frozen by the layer of dread that coated her like a second skin.

She hadn’t meant to do that to Noah. Sure, she’d been mad at him—he was blasting the TV while she was trying to scroll through her feed, interrupting a very dramatic thread about a girl who walked in on her boyfriend making out with her best friend. She’d yelled at him to keep it down, and because he was ten, he yelled back that he was going to keep her big fat butt down. It was a pointless comment, the type of thing she normally would have laughed off, but something about it snagged. Made her remember the boys in the school cafeteria who would snicker about what every girl had put on her tray for lunch that day. And that, that whiff of discomfort and danger she’d already trained herself to put in a box in the back of her mind, made her boil with rage.

It came at her in a wave then, this thing she’d felt twinges of before. The other times, she’d been able to push it down, dismissing it as nausea or a sugar rush. But now she couldn’t get rid of it, this tsunami that was drowning her, crowding out her ability to think of anything other than the white-hot anger that seared every corner of her body. It overwhelmed her, coming and coming until she had no choice but to let it out.

At first, she thought there’d been an earthquake. One second everything was fine, and then the coffee table was flipped, the TV was smashed, the couch was upended. She hadn’t felt the shake, but sometimes these things were quick, right?

But then she saw Noah. Lying on the ground, his body thrown into the coffee table, shards of wood sprinkled across the floor. A singed hole in his T-shirt, a bloom of red growing in the center of his stomach. And her hands, hot with anger, hot with rage, hot with actual fire, sparks darting across her skin.

She threw up, right over her brother’s shoes. Her dead brother, she’d thought, but then she’d seen the faint rise and fall of his chest. She managed to get herself to her phone to try to call 911, but when she touched it, the metal melted in her hands. They were still covered in those red sparks. She was on fire. How was she on fire?

There were keys jingling in the door. Her mom, coming home from work. Her dad would be home soon too.

And she was on fire, Noah bleeding on the floor, with something inside of her screaming to do it again.

She went for the window. Crawled out, leaving burnt handprints in her wake, and then ran, and ran, and ran, until the fire finally gave out, and then ran and ran and ran some more until her legs gave out too, and then she wound up here.

She decided she’d die here, away from anyone she could possibly hurt. Alone.

Only she wasn’t alone anymore. She spotted the feet out of the corner of her eye as she shifted, white sneakers with scuff marks on the bottoms. She pushed herself closer to the wall, until she was hidden in the shadow of the building. Whoever this was could just throw away their trash or smoke their joint and leave her alone.

But they didn’t leave. The white sneakers took a step closer, and then another, and then they were right above her, and then a female voice said, softly, “Lily?”

Lily closed her eyes tighter, buried her face further in her knees. Just wait for her to go away, she told herself. This is a test—ignore the voices in your head, and then you’ll stop being crazy and everything will go back to normal.

But the woman didn’t go away. She sat down, trash crushing beneath her, deciding—incorrectly—that Lily was a person worth sitting in the middle of a disgusting alley for.

That, Lily decided, warranted a glance. She lifted her head up, peering over her knees. The stranger stared at her, concern flashing through her hazel eyes.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” the woman said, and Lily laughed, because that wasn’t what she was worried about.

“And you’re not going to hurt me.”

That was enough to make Lily take her head fully out of her hands.

“My name is Katherine,” the woman said. She looked like Lily’s English teacher from last year, the one who let her write her final essay on Little Women even though the class was supposed to be covering John Steinbeck. “I’m here to help you.”

“Can you take it out of me?”

Lily’s heart fell as Katherine shook her head.

“But I can help you get to a point where what happened to your brother won’t happen to anyone else,” Katherine said softly. Lily ran her hands through her hair, picking at the knots that had developed as she fled. She wanted that more than anything, but she didn’t see how it could be possible. Not with the strength of the fire still burning in her.

“I don’t think I can keep this in. It’s too much.”

“I know it feels that way right now.” Katherine reached out, gently pulling Lily’s fingers away from the tangle she’d been trying to rip apart. She rubbed her thumb along Lily’s palm, and Lily’s breathing calmed. “But I promise, you can learn how to control it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I controlled it. I thought my magic was going to eat me alive, but it didn’t. I’m here, talking to you.”

Magic? Lily’s brain stuttered on the word, the rational part of her saying that magic didn’t exist, that that couldn’t be what this feeling was. But the burning in her stomach danced when the word was uttered, glad to be called by what it was. There was power in being named.

And Katherine had learned to control it. Her . . . her magic. She was here, and she was alive, and she didn’t seem like she was on the verge of falling apart.

Maybe Lily’s life wasn’t over.

“Please,” Katherine said. “Come with me.”

Lily paused, hope warring with fear. Fear that told her to stay here, to let the pavement grow around her and
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