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Content warning 
 
Warning, contains minor spoilers 
 
In chapter 10 of this book, a secondary character overdoses on opioids and is given Narcan. She is ultimately survives, but there are detailed depictions of her time in the hospital and the decision she makes about future treatment. Take care readers, chapter 10 can be skipped without much impact on the story as a whole. This chapter was vetted by a professional who works with those struggling with addiction. 







  
  Prologue - 2009 


The poster board Miriam was attempting to schlep to school caught in the wind, pulling her every which way down the sidewalk. Her once-pristine presentation was now a rumpled mess. Her hair, which she’d tried to tame that morning, had twisted into a curly bird’s nest on top of her head. And despite the fact that she hadn’t eaten breakfast because she’d feared spilling food on her clothes, the blouse she wore already had some mysterious grease stain on it; her mitigation efforts had clearly failed. She would’ve tried to magic everything back into place, but it was her attempt to straighten her hair with magic that had led to the disorder she was experiencing in the first place. 
She felt chaotic. Not that that was anything new; she always felt chaotic, intolerant of the anarchy that battled to control her life. But today, she’d really, really made a concerted effort. Every decision had been coordinated, intending to control the chaos. She’d chosen to walk instead of ride her broom in an effort to avoid battling the wind. That hadn’t worked. She’d avoided eating breakfast in order to prevent stains—now a moot point. And her hair . . . well, trying to do anything for her hair was obviously pointless.
“Heya,” a buttery-smooth teenage voice sang from her side. She couldn’t see the speaker over her unruly poster board, but she knew who it was. Also, what teenager used the word Heya?
“Nelson.” There was a bitter edge to her voice, and she hoped the single word conveyed what she was feeling, which was the standard fuck off she had always reserved for Nelson.
“Do you need help?” he asked, so cheerfully she was sure he’d meant it to get on her nerves. 
“I’m fine,” she snapped as she wrangled her poster board below her face so she could see him. As she did, she heard the distinct sound of cardboard ripping. “Shit.” 
Scowling, she lifted her eyes to Nelson, who stood straight and tall, his dark, glossy hair shining in the spring sun and his smile just crooked enough to feel annoyingly sincere. He held his own poster board, which, unlike Miriam’s rumpled mess of a project, was perfectly pristine. The red, white, and blue construction paper he’d used to detail the three branches of government was cut perfectly straight and neatly glued down. Miriam’s looked pathetic in comparison, all the corners of the construction paper coming unglued and turning up at the edges.
Miriam knew all of the information on her poster board was correct and that she’d do well with her presentation. But this was the last grade in her AP Government class, and she really needed a good score to bring her grade up from a B+ to an A. It could mean the difference between valedictorian or salutatorian, which would affect the scholarship money she was offered. Nelson, with his perfect presentation, was her competitor.
“I could help,” Nelson offered, looking around to make sure there was no one else on the sidewalk. Miriam and Nelson were just two of a handful of magics at their high school, and keeping the secret about their magic was important.
“It would take a small miracle to fix this mess,” Miriam responded, and then choked a little on the words.
Nelson gave her his signature smile and then a wink. There was the subtlest of changes in the air, and Miriam looked down at her poster. The rip was gone, the construction paper was firmly stuck onto the poster board, and even the glitter glue she had attempted to use shined a little brighter and no longer looked patchy.
Miriam groaned at the now-flawless presentation. She didn’t know if it would get her the grade she wanted, but at least she now had a fighting chance at the valedictorian spot and all the scholarship money she desperately needed to afford Harvard in the fall. 
Even still, there was something so infuriating about Nelson’s golden boy act. When Nelson was around, good things happened, because of course they did. His magic was all about performing small miracles. Most of the time, he couldn’t even help it. 
Miriam’s magic, on the other hand, was chaotic, just like her.
“Why did you do that?” she asked, groaning again.
“To even the playing field,” Nelson responded with another wink, and all the stray hairs suddenly stopped whipping in Miriam’s face.
“I can take care of myself,” she grumbled as she shifted the poster board into a more natural position now that the wind seemed to be working for her instead of against her.
“If you say so,” Nelson said, his tone patronizing.
Miriam could feel frustration pooling in her stomach, and even worse, it was threatening to morph into anger. “I’m not some charity case.”
“You needed help,” Nelson replied casually, easily, as if it were his responsibility to save Miriam from her own dumb chaos magic.
“I was handling it just fine,” Miriam snapped.
“You deserve—”
“I deserve to do things on my own.” Miriam stomped away with finality. Just a few more weeks and she would graduate from high school, and then she would never have to see Nelson Copperfield again.






  
  Chapter One - Present Day 


Miriam leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes, careful to avoid smearing the remnants of the eye makeup she had applied that morning. She dug her bare feet into the scratchy, short industrial-blue carpet under her desk, her pointy black stilettos having been discarded hours ago, and with a tired sigh, she glanced out the open door of her office. The sun had long since set, and it was nearly midnight, making the fluorescent lights out in the bullpen feel jarring and much too bright. The light’s harshness matched the staccato clacking of keyboards and clicking of mouse buttons from the other room as well. With another sigh, she looked back at her computer. Maybe she should turn all the analysts’ computer mice into  real mice. They wouldn’t know what had happened, but it would be a good way to get them using keyboard shortcuts in Excel like they should rather than just click-click-clicking with their computer mice. Kids these days were bad at learning keyboard commands. Besides, an impromptu mouse infestation would also make a good excuse to call it a night and . . .
There was a gentle warning knock on the doorframe of her office, and Miriam looked up from her computer, surprised to see Charlie walk in. Charlie was the middle-aged managing partner of Alchemy Partners, the midsized investment bank where Miriam had worked for the last decade. Even though it was well past working hours, and he usually wasn’t around this late, Charlie was still dressed in a bespoke suit, his tie was still straight, and his buttons were done up all the way to the top. His salt-and-pepper hair was pristine. Miriam could barely pull off such a look with magic at her disposal, but Charlie, who was as non-magical as possible, accomplished it with what seemed like ease. Men.
“Hey, Charlie,” Miriam greeted. “You still here?”
He ignored the comment, closed the door, and took a seat on one of the free chairs opposite her desk. He made himself comfortable, with his legs spread wide, taking up an immeasurable amount of space in her small office. 
“I want you to take the lead on Pentacle,” he said, blunt with the delivery.
“Pentacle? But that’s . . .” Miriam trailed off, trying to maintain her composure.
“Robertson’s,” Charlie finished for her, referring to Gregory Robertson, one of the other senior vice presidents at Alchemy. Charlie always called the male employees he liked most by their last name, as if they were on the same lacrosse team. Miriam tried to ignore it, even though it often felt like she was missing out on a secret fraternity she would never be invited to. Charlie continued. “Robertson is stretched thin, and this is a big deal. Could make or break us.” 
“We’re in a good place on it,” Miriam mused.
“You know this client backwards and forwards.” Charlie gave her a knowing look as he added, “And the bonus when you close is sizable.”
Miriam paused. The bonus for taking the lead was a large sum of money. She already did well, but what she could do with this amount of money would be . . . well, it would be life-changing, even for her. It would mean knowing she could take care of her parents into their retirement. It would mean no more worrying about what she was going to do as they got older.
She had worked hard on Pentacle, but taking the lead would mean putting her entire career on the line. If she did well, besides the bonus, it could mean a big promotion, a big step up, a reward for everything she’d been working for the last decade. Yet, if the deal failed, it would be her responsibility. Staying on as second-in-command would mean she could bow out after it was done, but taking the lead was something else entirely. It would give her a real stake in the game, a responsibility that would affect other people’s lives.
“We’re not meeting with the client for another few weeks to present the options.” Charlie continued on, as if his offer wasn’t a huge bombshell. “Think about it this week, and then we can talk first thing Monday.” 
“Sure,” Miriam agreed casually, though she immediately second-guessed herself. Had it been too casual? Would Charlie think she was uninterested in the position? No, she decided, her aloofness was probably the sort of reserved attitude that Charlie was expecting from a future partner, a cool unattached-ness that all the partners seemed to carry themselves with. She turned her attention back to her computer, as if there was something urgent she needed to work on.
“You want this open or closed?” Charlie asked, and she glanced up to see him standing in the doorway with his hand on the doorknob.
“Open’s fine.” Miriam waved him off and then looked back at her computer. When she was sure he was gone, she rubbed her eyes again. Then she snapped her fingers and waited for the synchronized shriek of the newly minted associates out in the bullpen as their computer mice all suddenly transformed into real mice.
Miriam gave a quiet cackle at the reaction. They were mostly the sort of young guys who had gone to fancy schools and rowed crew or played rugby in school. They carried themselves with a sort of inscrutable upper-class masculinity, and there was a joy in unraveling that, even if just for a moment.
The chaos created by a dozen or so mice running all over the office seemed to be enough to send everyone home for the night, finally concluding a very long workday. Once the office had cleared out, she snapped her fingers, turning the live mice back into the computer type. The last thing the office needed was a rodent infestation, and though she was having a little fun now, changing the mice back was a crucial part of the prank. 
She slipped on her stilettos that were lying under her desk and packed up her bag. Then, with another snap of her fingers, the floor-to-ceiling window in her office disappeared. She pulled out a compact, lipstick-sized canister from her purse, and with just a flick of her wrist, it extended into a full-size broomstick.
The broomstick was a classically made wooden one, with twigs at the end forming the bristles and smooth knots lining the long handle. It was widely impractical for cleaning, but it was perfect for a late-night ride over the Hudson.
Miriam lived close enough to her downtown office that walking home was more practical, but she wanted the opportunity to put distance between the office and her apartment. And so she took to the skies.
It was still cold out, just past the spring equinox, and the air was icy. Miriam took a deep breath in, letting the briny air of New York Harbor fill her lungs. She juked and jived through the clouds and then around the Statue of Liberty. She wove through the coppered green spikes of Lady Liberty’s crown. As she did, she thought of all the people this statue had welcomed to the shores of New York and the country.
Give me your tired, your poor . . . She read the poem engraved on the statue and laughed sardonically, wondering how well those tired and poor were doing now. The Pentacle deal wouldn’t help, either, and maybe that was getting to her. It was a big deal for the firm, but the implications for the city were troubling, and alarm bells were going off in her head, reminding her of the ethics classes she’d been required to take during her MBA program. Could she really get on board with it as the lead, knowing what she did? Knowing how it would affect the most vulnerable populations in the city?
She shivered a bit as she paused in the clouds. She’d put on her jacket over the suit she was wearing, but it wasn’t enough to beat the early spring chill. The breeze up here, high above the water, only made her colder and ruffled the tight curls of her hair, which she’d worked so hard to learn how to tame. Being employed at her level meant keeping up a certain appearance, and it always felt like her body was working against her, hair included. Not to mention she was small-chested and flat-hipped but also a smidge larger than average size, making her awkwardly out of proportion. And in the moonlight, her pale skin nearly glowed. It definitely didn’t help her fit into any mold that could be labeled as “normal.” But then again, she was also floating hundreds of feet up in the air on a broomstick, and that was about as “not normal” as things got.
The cold finally got to her, and she headed towards the alleyway just outside her apartment building. This was her go-to spot. It always smelled vaguely of French fries from the plant-based burger place that had moved in three years ago to the ground floor of her Finance District apartment building. 
“Ms. Blum,” the doorman greeted with a curt nod, opening the door. “Working late again?”
“Always, Bruce,” Miriam replied. She paused, giving Bruce, her sixty-five-year-old doorman, a smile. He worked hard, had a tough job, and still always greeted her with a smile. He was about the only person who did. She could have flown straight into her apartment, bypassing the front door all together, but she enjoyed seeing Bruce every night when she got home.
Miriam made her way through the building’s lobby and then rode the elevator up to her floor, and the moment she opened the door of her small but modern apartment, there was a loud yowling.
“Larry,” Miriam said lazily, reaching down to pat the seventeen-pound black cat that was making the ruckus. “I know you ate dinner; I got an alert on my phone.” She’d set the fancy self-feeder she’d bought for Larry to take a picture of him eating his dinner and send it to her. It was the one thing that connected her to the world outside her office each day.
Larry just stretched long, sticking out a leg in front of him, and then started yowling again.
“Wet food?” Miriam asked, as if Larry would answer back. Larry couldn’t talk, and it was doubtful he understood much of what she was saying. Magical cats might exist (Miriam was skeptical), but if they did, Larry was definitely not one of them. Larry was a rescue Miriam had adopted five years ago, back when he was a small kitten. Miriam found it hard to remember there was ever a time Larry was small. And it wasn’t that he was fat. No, he was just a very, very large cat.
After slipping off her shoes, Miriam went into the kitchen, where she opened a new can of wet food. She scooped half of it out and plopped it into Larry’s food bowl. He would get the other half of the can before she headed to work in the morning.
Miriam pulled off her clothes on her way to her bedroom and then headed into the bathroom. There were plenty of magical people who could snap their fingers and suddenly be made up for bed with no effort at all, but Miriam was not that kind of witch. If she were on her game, she might have been able to do something passable, but her chaos magic meant that she was more likely to spill mouthwash all over her bathroom than to do anything productive.
She spent a few minutes getting ready for bed, then climbed under the covers, exhausted. She usually went to sleep fast once she was in bed. Long days at the office meant that there was no time to waste trying to fall asleep. Tonight, though, her mind was spinning with thoughts on the Pentacle deal. She knew she needed to make a decision about it, but she wasn’t sure what. The promotion was huge for her career, but she wasn’t sure if she could live with herself if the deal was successful. The impact on the community would be too devastating.
Needing a distraction, she rolled over and picked up her cell phone, her fingers instantly tapping the screen to take her to her email, even though she had left work late and it was unlikely anyone was still emailing at this hour. When she saw nothing new in her inbox, as expected, she turned her attention to her calendar, only to see an event she had almost forgotten about. Housing Magic’s annual fundraiser.
The firm had bought seats to the fundraiser months ago, way before the Pentacle deal landed on her desk. It was ironic that the weekend she had to make a decision about taking the lead on the deal was the weekend she was supposed to go to Housing Magic’s fundraiser. She’d be headed directly into the epicenter of her moral conundrum. 
Maybe, though, she considered as she drifted off, maybe this was how she was going to make everything work out. Maybe there was a way to clear her conscience while still getting the biggest promotion of her career. 
Maybe she could have it all. 
*** 
“I need a check for a hundred thousand dollars,” Miriam demanded a few days later while standing in the doorway of the controller’s office. The request was directed towards Hannah, the controller at Alchemy Partners and the only other person at the bank who was also magical. She, along with Hannah’s wife, Maddy, were also in Miriam’s coven, a group of highly successful New York witches. Collectively, they were the “Witches of Wall Street.”
“What?” Hannah asked, as if she hadn’t understood Miriam’s words. 
“I’m going to the Housing Magic fundraiser tonight. I need a donation to bring.”
“We already donated 10K,” Hannah replied, continuing to click away at her computer.
“For the tickets,” Miriam challenged.
“We paid 3K for the tickets and 10K for the sponsorship,” Hannah corrected. “I can’t just write a check for a hundred thousand dollars. That has to be approved by one of the partners.”
“But . . . do you know how much this firm makes each year?” Miriam pleaded.
“Intimately.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “But if I write you a check without approval, then I’d lose not only my job but also all future accounting jobs. And Maddy would literally kill me.”
Hannah got up from behind her desk, shut the door, and motioned for Miriam to sit. “What’s going on?” Hannah asked softly after they both sat again. 
“It’s nothing,” Miriam said, squirming under Hannah’s scrutiny. She was looking at Miriam as though she could see straight through her guise, revealing all the emotions Miriam was trying to keep hidden. Hannah knew what the bank did, but she rarely knew the details of the deals until they were closed and the press releases went out. Usually, the deals were boring, and Hannah had little interest in knowing the specifics. Usually, the terms were about selling a company owned by some really rich people to some other really rich people. This deal was different. The implications were different.
“It’s not nothing,” Hannah pushed.
“It’s the Pentacle deal,” Miriam admitted. “Charlie wants me to take the lead.”
“That’s great.” Hannah smiled at Miriam enthusiastically. “That means . . . Oh! Does that mean you’ll be up for partner?”
“Maybe . . . I don’t know.” Miriam was hesitant to sound excited, for more than one reason.
“You’re worried about your chaos magic?” Hannah guessed.
Miriam didn’t take the opportunity to tell the truth about what was really bothering her concerning the deal. “Yeah, I’m just worried I’ll mess it up.”
Hannah shook her head. “You are the most in-control witch and person I have ever met, and I am literally a controller. I promise you won’t mess it up. You’ve got this, and you deserve this.” Hannah was well into the pep talk, and Miriam could tell she was using that as an excuse to no longer talk about the deal itself.
Miriam nodded. She couldn’t tell Hannah the truth. Partly because of Miriam’s own reservations, but it would also be unfair to Hannah. Hannah was a good person, and she worked this job because she was a talented accountant who needed to pay her rent. It was unfair to pull Hannah more into the morally gray world of investment banking, especially when Hannah didn’t make any decisions around the deals the firm took or how they were executed. Hannah was also the one who kept them all honest, no matter what, and Miriam was happy to keep it that way.
“So the check.” Miriam brought the conversation back to why she’d originally come into Hannah’s office.
“Get Charlie’s approval, and then we can talk. He’ll have to sign it too,” Hannah reminded Miriam.
“But—” 
“I’m not losing my job over this,” Hannah said, cutting off Miriam’s protest with a finality that Miriam couldn’t dispute. 
“Fine,” Miriam finally acquiesced, yielding her time in Hannah’s office.
Hannah was right about the check, and not just about the ethics of using company funds without proper approval. Miriam had known it was a long shot, anyway—asking for such a huge sum of money as a means to offset her own guilt around the Pentacle deal. And Hannah’s reminder just meant she’d have to find a different way to get her promotion, guilt-free. If she’d learned one thing about working in finance, it was that there was always a solution to every problem. She just had to dig deep enough to find it. 
*** 
Later that day, the senior members of the team assigned to the Pentacle deal were gathered in a conference room for a strategy meeting, and Charlie was explaining the Pentacle deal in full. Miriam had gotten the overview that had sent her on her initial spiral a few days ago, but now she was getting all the details.
“This deal is contingent on being able to get the land rezoned,” Charlie explained, going over information from his initial meeting with the client—the one where they’d formally accepted the deal. It would be another few weeks before the bank’s team would meet with the client and present them with a full outline on how the bank would help them accomplish their goals. 
“We’ll need legal,” Miriam muttered despite herself. “It’s going to be expensive.”
“And we’re in a bidding war,” Gregory reminded the group. 
Miriam could feel sweat forming on her palms. She didn’t mind the bidding war itself; she was a seasoned pro, after all. But it was who they were in a bidding war with that made her stomach turn.
“It should be easy,” Charlie said, brushing her off. “It’s some nonprofit, and their budget is set. We just need to come in above them. Once we get city council to agree to rezone the building for luxury condos, we’ll get the bid in before anyone else finds out. It’ll be ours for a steal, and it’ll all work in our favor. No one wants affordable housing in the neighborhood, anyway. It brings in the riffraff and lowers property values. Once we start to get the locals involved and let them know that there’s an alternative, this will be easy.” 
“Nonprofit?” Norman, a mostly retired partner who still showed up to these meetings, seemingly just to meddle, huffed and then laughed a bit. “I’m not even sure why we should be worried. Are they big?”
“Housing Magic,” Miriam said, the words escaping her mouth before she could stop them. “They have a housing-first approach for the homeless.” Charlie and Gregory looked at her like she had two heads. So, she was apparently the only one concerned with the ethical implications of this deal. Of course.
“Okay.” Charlie shook his head at Miriam, as if she’d said the wrong thing. She wanted to fire back at him how it was the truth—and an important truth—but she held her tongue. “Now, I have the deck that the client shared with us. They want us to manage the acquisition and the rezoning. It’s currently five hundred residential units. Given the nature of this deal, we need to keep things more confidential than usual. We’re going to redact the information that’s going to the associates. If this gets out, the deal will be over.”
“Why? It’s just a real estate deal?” Gregory asked. “We’ve done similar deals before.”
Miriam sucked in her breath. She already knew some of the details about why this was more sensitive than many of the other deals Gregory had probably helped to broker.
“Housing Magic did a big public fundraiser to buy these buildings,” Charlie explained, his tone matter-of-fact. “They got all sorts of grants, and the mayor has even spoken publicly about how great this project is.”
“So . . . ?” Gregory arched his eyebrows in confusion.
“So,” Miriam continued, trying to act as cavalier about the situation as Gregory and Charlie, “this is five hundred apartments for unhoused people, including families, no questions asked, no requirements for sobriety or a job. Just a safe, free place to live. They struggled initially to even get government funding because they promised housing with no strings attached, but a high-profile congresswoman went to bat publicly for them. It was a massive effort to lock down the funding, and now, we’re going in to buy it up so our client can turn it into luxury apartments that start at a few million apiece,” Miriam explained, attempting to keep her voice calm. Perhaps she’d gone down a bit of a rabbit hole when this deal had first come across her desk. She was the sort of person who was always listening to podcasts, and there was a period when she’d gotten way too caught up in a series of podcasts on housing justice. Housing Magic’s efforts had been at the forefront of many of those podcasts.
Gregory gave a low whistle. “That would be a PR nightmare. We’d lose the deal to public scrutiny and lose a lot of future clients at the same time.”
Charlie nodded along and then turned to address Miriam. “Exactly, which is why I need the two of you to handle this with discretion. And we need to get this job done. The reputation of our firm depends on it.”
“Of course,” Miriam agreed, working to control her expression so she didn’t show what she was really thinking. Miriam had done plenty of deals since she’d been hired at Alchemy years ago. Some had even been real estate deals, large portfolios of commercial land, or established apartments that had been sold from some family-owned business or from one private equity firm to another. They’d been . . . well, harmless wasn’t exactly the word, but they’d been no better or worse than anything else that happened in business. Now, however, this deal was threatening to derail a nonprofit that was providing free housing in a city where housing was nearly impossible to secure. Miriam had accepted she was the harbinger of capitalism years ago, but she’d always been far enough removed from the worst implications of the construct. She’d been able to separate herself from any harm that might have come from the deals she’d been involved in. This was different, however. This deal was one she was firmly in the middle of, and if she were to be successful at her job, it would mean that many, many people would lose out on free housing.
The meeting carried on as Miriam took notes in her scratchy handwriting on the printed-out slide deck. The notes included both the address of the property and the name of their client, as well as all the other details that Charlie said would instantly tank Alchemy for shady dealings. The deal wasn’t illegal, but it was definitely in a morally gray area, and if any of the details got out . . .
When the meeting concluded and Miriam had finished her work for the day, she packed up her bag, stuffing a file folder with all the pages of printouts and notes she wanted to look at later. She’d review them at home, away from the distracting dings of her computer, the constant notifications of emails and other messages. She’d head back to the office at some point tomorrow, but for now, she only wanted to take the files with her and get home. At a minimum, she’d get some review work done after the Housing Magic fundraiser.
She pulled open her sleek, black designer bag, double-checking that her pocketbook and broom, neatly stowed in its lipstick-shaped canister, were packed. Then she slipped in the thin manila file folder with all the details of the Pentacle deal. 
She peeked out her office window. The alleyway was clear, and she should have no trouble sneaking down there once she was out the front entrance. Then, she could make her way to the Housing Magic fundraiser without having to worry about public transportation, hailing a cab, or the unpredictability of a ride share.
The receptionist had already left by the time Miriam made it to the elevator, and the security guard at the front door waved her out. She slipped easily into the alley and cast an invisibility spell on herself so she could fly through the city without being spotted.
Miriam stayed focused as she flew through the city. Her chaos magic fought against the need to remain hidden, and it had taken her years to master it enough to fly undetected. When she was a kid, her mom used to take her up high over the Long Island Sound and work with her on all the enchantments she would need to successfully fly without detection. There were other ways witches got around, of course, but brooms were a classic and the type of magic she had gotten used to. It was what her mom preferred, and it seemed as though Miriam had inherited that preference. It was also what worked best with her chaos magic. 
But mastering the skills she had needed had been painstaking work. While her few magical friends had all mastered transportation quickly, Miriam had spent hours upon hours fighting against her magic, which had wanted to blow away cloud cover or redirect her to populated beaches on a clear day. Once, it had even released a bunch of fireworks in the middle of September.
Now, Miriam was glad for all the time she’d put in learning to control her chaos magic. Her ability to fly meant that she reached Williamsburg in a matter of minutes, just in time for cocktail hour, with everyone none the wiser.
But as she landed, still using her invisibility spell to conceal her presence, Miriam couldn’t help thinking about magical secrecy and how nothing was really black-and-white. Magical secrecy and the need to maintain it were such odd concepts that existed in a sort of unscientific, subjective curve. Magic could not be too obvious, or it needed to be so ridiculously obvious that it was so beyond belief, no one could reconcile what was happening. Flying on a broomstick through the New York skyline fell firmly in the middle of the curve. Turning computer mice into real mice, however, was far enough on the absurd end of the curve that Miriam felt safe risking secrecy to have her little bit of fun. 






  
  Chapter Two


The fundraiser was in a converted warehouse turned event space in Brooklyn. Fairy lights had been spread across the ceiling, and standing tables were dotted across the exposed concrete floor. Banquet tables had been set for the standard three-course meal on the far side of the room.  
Miriam was overdressed in her casual Friday dress. Most attendees were wearing smart-casual jeans and dressy sneakers, giving away the fact that they worked in tech or some other industry that paid well but no longer required the formalities of business wear.
The bank had purchased an entire table, but most of the tickets had been given away to clients and partners—folks that Miriam was supposed to entertain. Typically, there would be more of a presence from the actual firm, but the fundraiser was in Brooklyn, and no one was willing to go that out of their way on a Friday evening. That meant Miriam was the sole representative from Alchemy. She’d agreed to it anyway, in large part because of her own guilt over the Pentacle deal, although her ambition had also played a part. Being a woman in investment banking meant doing twice as much as her male counterparts to get half as far.
As Miriam walked through the venue looking for her table, she tried to ignore the extra bulk of her bag. But the weight of the files she’d stuffed in there—the slide deck and all her notes—was just another reminder of how her actions were going to derail Housing Magic’s newest project.
She passed the bar on her way to find her table. The line was long already, full of folks who had just left the office and were looking for a drink to kick off the weekend. She got in line, deciding she’d need something to get through the next few hours, but then she noticed several servers walking around with flutes of champagne. That would do, and would save her from having to wait.
She turned quickly, not wanting to miss the server she saw walking the other direction, and she knocked right into another server carrying a full tray of champagne flutes. She jumped sideways, gasping, as the server stumbled back, the glasses on his tray starting what would no doubt be a very messy, very loud descent. Then, in a moment that could only be described as a small miracle, the server righted himself, and the glasses tipped back into place.
“Woah, that was close,” the server said, wide-eyed. “I guess those yoga classes have been paying off.”
“That or a small miracle,” Miriam replied dryly. She was used to chaos, but what she wasn’t used to was it righting itself right in front of her face. It had been a long time since she’d seen this sort of magic, but it had a familiar feeling. Magic was like that. Everyone had their own mark, their own take, even on common magics that a lot of witches shared.
Miriam looked over the server’s shoulder and was unsurprised to see a familiar face. Nelson Copperfield. She’d seen him periodically over the years. Miriam’s parents and Nelson’s mom had been in the same coven on Long Island until Nelson’s mom had moved to Westchester a few years ago. But they had mostly avoided each other since high school. They didn’t like each other then, and they hadn’t cared to remedy that over the years.
Nelson had grown into his gawky teenage frame. Now, he was tall and lean, with dark hair that fell over his forehead. In high school, he’d looked like he was auditioning for that week’s latest emo band, but now, he looked artfully sloppy. Messy, alive. Perched on his nose were a pair of thick, black plastic glasses. They were officially out of style, but Nelson still made them work. If anything, they made him appear softer, more approachable. The finance guys she worked with would never allow themselves the vulnerability of glasses. They insisted on contacts.
Nelson gave Miriam a knowing smile. “A small miracle indeed . . . How are you, Miriam?”
Miriam rolled her eyes. Nelson’s magic almost exclusively worked in small miracles. He was the entire reason the glasses of champagne hadn’t crashed to the ground.
“What are you doing here, Nelson?” Miriam asked with a huff, ignoring Nelson’s question. Of all people, Nelson was exactly the one person she was uninterested in talking to. It had already been a long week, and the last thing she needed was Nelson’s do-gooder, golden-boy act.
Nelson shrugged. “I know the organizers.” 
That tracked, maybe. At least, given how Nelson was dressed—much more formally than the rest of the attendees. He was wearing a white button up and a pair of gray slacks, and he filled out the outfit nicely, the shirt highlighting his well-built arms. Going without a jacket had been a smart move, at least in Miriam’s opinion.
Miriam gave a loud “uh-huh” and a nod, but she realized she didn’t actually know much about what Nelson was up to nowadays. She’d heard from someone or another that he’d ended up in the city, but a lot of the people she’d gone to high school with had ended up in the city, at least for a few years. Apparently, he was still here, and apparently, they’d both found themselves at this fundraiser.
“Nelson! Nelson!” a woman wearing a sleek purple jumpsuit called out from a few feet away. She was holding a clipboard, and she had the look of someone who was on the organizing committee.
“I gotta go, but catch you later?” Nelson asked Miriam, as if she would actually want to talk to him again. As if whatever relationship they had was important enough for a second round. She hardly knew Nelson, at least not anymore. 
So she waved him off, stepped back into the line to the bar, which was now much shorter, and waited. Better to be safe than try to hunt down one of the servers handing out champagne and risk another mishap. Besides, she reasoned, rubbing her temples, a glass of red might be in order now. She could already feel a small headache forming, and she hadn’t even made it to her table yet.
The table the bank had purchased was prominently featured in the middle of the room. As a title sponsor, the bank had been given prime real estate. More importantly, they would be front and center as folks spent the evening walking around asking for additional donations. Miriam already knew she would open her own pocketbook, but whatever she could give would be nothing compared to the amount she’d asked Hannah for that morning.
Despite it taking Miriam a long time to finally make it to the table thanks to the line at the bar and the near disaster Nelson had prevented, the table was only two-thirds full, occupied by Robert Dowling, Harvey Cobbler, and their wives. Robert and Harvey were two VPs at Ablesworth Capital, a private equity firm that had worked with Alchemy on a few deals, though notably, not the Pentacle deal. Which made sense. It would have been particularly sinister for representatives from Pentacle, who were planning to directly undercut the nonprofit, to attend. Alchemy was really just a broker, the facilitator of the deal, Miriam reminded herself as she approached the table, forcing a smile. There was no reason for her to feel as guilty as she did. It wasn’t like she was the one making the decision.
“Robert, Harvey,” Miriam greeted, giving them each a firm handshake. She was especially forceful when she was met with Harvey’s weak grip on her fingers. If there was one thing she hated, it was the handshake men sometimes used specifically for women. His fingers curled over the side of her hand, limp, and so, Miriam returned a firm squeeze, repositioning her hand in his so that she could shake it firmly.
Both men introduced their wives, blonde, primed, and over-made, who were seated alongside them at the table. Robert’s wife, Charlotte, looked as if she hadn’t worked a day in her life, and Harvey’s wife, Emily, looked no different. They’d probably both been swept off their feet by their men before they’d ever learned such a simple thing as how to use Excel.
After all the introductions were made and Miriam had given enough fake smiles to last a whole year, she took her seat, glancing at the extra chairs positioned at the table. She doubted anyone else was going to show up. They never could get people to commit to these sorts of things. Usually, they would pull associates to fill the seats, but the office had been chaotic after the spontaneous rodent outbreak the night before. That meant the associates were all stuck making up missed time ahead of the weekend, and it was unlikely they’d be showing up here. Miriam almost wanted to kick herself for not being more mindful. Even when she was in control, she seemed to always be making life harder for herself. 
“So, Miriam,” Charlotte started, her coifed blonde chignon bobbing as she spoke, “are we waiting for your . . . husband?”
“No,” Miriam answered firmly. “I’m flying solo tonight.”
“Is your husband out of town?” Emily asked.
“No,” Miriam answered. “I’m not married.”
“You work with Robert?” Charlotte asked, as if she could not comprehend that a woman might work in finance. Or perhaps she felt threatened by the fact that Robert might work with women. There were plenty of other women who worked at Alchemy, including a few associates. At Miriam’s level, though, the majority of employees were men. She wasn’t surprised, of course. This is how conversations always were with the wives of the upper-level executives Miriam worked with. It was 2025; plenty of women worked in finance. Hell, Miriam had even done a deal late last year where the majority of the team had been women.
“Alchemy, the bank I work at, does a lot of business with Ablesworth,” Miriam explained bluntly and then took a sip of her wine. Miriam had never smoked a cigarette in her life, but in that instant, she felt a strong urge to take a long drag from a Marlboro Light. She could picture it now—her standing outside, leaning against the building, letting out a long, frustrated stream of cigarette smoke in that battle-scarred way people in old movies would. She struggled not to laugh at the absurdity of it, and instead, she let out her frustration in another lovely, fake smile. 
It was always so weird being paired with the wives. Miriam could not fathom what they did with their time. Though, she guessed, they probably organized functions much like this one. Perhaps they had children, or maybe they spent hours at med spas, undergoing treatments that were meant to make them look younger than their age. And even that, Miriam couldn’t understand. But then, her own beauty routine was quite simple. Donavan did her hair every six weeks, and Kerry at the Clinique counter at Macy’s walked her through new products every six months and showed her how to use them. Miriam had little patience for makeup, but it was something she’d had to learn, something to achieve and control, just like everything else. Each morning, she slathered on thick foundations and powders to make herself look put together. It was a necessary evil for her, not something she enjoyed. These women, though, probably had much different opinions of the stuff.
“Oh.” Emily nodded demurely as she swirled her glass of chilled white wine. “We just don’t meet that many women who work in finance.”
“It’s not that uncommon.” Miriam gave another pinched smile, already over having to defend her career.
Charlotte opened her mouth to add to the conversation, but before she could say anything, the lights in the venue dimmed and a voice boomed over the speaker. “Welcome to the Housing Magic Annual Benefit. This is our twenty-fifth year in operation, and to date, we have housed over twenty thousand people in our two thousand units across the city, many of whom have gone on to find jobs and permanent housing. We are pleased to announce that dinner and the show will start soon, but for now, I would like to introduce Nelson Copperfield, Housing Magic’s executive director.”
Miriam groaned inwardly. How had she missed this? In all her research on how the Pentacle deal was going to affect Housing Magic, Miriam hadn’t noticed that Nelson, of all people, was the executive director.
“Good evening!” Nelson boomed from where he’d taken the podium. He paused for applause. It was smooth without feeling overly contrived or rehearsed. The glasses perched on his nose gave him an earnestness that made Miriam roll her eyes. “Welcome to a night of magic. In a moment, my good friend Meyer the Magnificent is going to take over, and I promise he’s a lot more entertaining than me.” He paused as the crowd gave a polite chuckle. “We also have dinner as well. But, before everything gets started, I wanted to thank each and every one of you for your support. Housing Magic would not be here without our donors.” He paused again, and the patrons golf-clapped for themselves. He then continued. “Over sixty percent of Americans live paycheck to paycheck, which means they’re at risk of falling into homelessness after just a couple of missed rent payments. Layoffs, injury, or even just a single emergency can put people at risk of homelessness.
“Although we need systemic changes, Housing Magic provides an interim solution, giving people housing without conditions. While we provide access to job training, social workers, and substance abuse counseling, we believe these services only work if people have a safe, guaranteed place to lay their head each night. We are not a homeless shelter. Our residents have permanent apartments that they can move about freely in. But we need more housing. We have identified five hundred units, and we are in the process of making a bid on the property. We are so thankful that you have already opened your pockets tonight, but to be blunt, we need more. Tonight, our social workers will be walking around, sharing some of their stories, and we encourage you to pledge your support and your money to make tonight successful. First, though, I want to introduce Talia, one of our residents, who has agreed to speak to you tonight.”
Nelson yielded the stage to a white woman somewhere in her mid-twenties or early thirties. She was worryingly thin, with long, stringy blonde hair that seemed patchy. Her dress was a bit too big, and the fabric was stretched in weird places, giving the appearance that it had been worn and washed many times before.
“Hello . . .” she started. The mic let out a loud screech, and Talia stepped back, a look of panic plastered on her face. A woman wearing all black quickly ran out to the stage and adjusted the mic so that it was closer to Talial’s face. “Hello . . . My name is Talia. I have lived in a Housing Magic building for the past year. For a lot of my life, I have been an addict. I was out on the street and had nowhere else to go. I was a foster kid, and a lot of bad things happened to me that I don’t like to talk about. The shelters are dangerous for women and fill up fast. The one time I got an apartment, I was required to be sober to live there, and that only lasted a couple of weeks before I got kicked out for using again.” Talia paused and let her words fill the room. She was by no means a gifted orator, but she seemed to know how to hold a crowd for a moment.
“If you have never been truly addicted to something, it’s impossible to understand how hard it is to stop. I was so incredibly lucky when Housing Magic was able to offer me housing. I had been living on the streets for years. I was still using when I moved in. I was not required to go to a treatment program, but Housing Magic had safe injection sites and people who started talking to me about really getting clean. I am officially four months sober, as of yesterday.” She paused as the crowd clapped.
“It took a lot of work, and I relapsed three times. But Housing Magic let me stay, and they let me keep trying. Last month, I started the first job I’ve had in a couple of years. It’s still going to be a long journey to truly get back on my feet, but having a place where I can do that has made an enormous difference.” The crowd cheered her on as she stood, soaking it all in.
Miriam had felt her stomach churn at Nelson’s speech, but Talia’s story had it churning even more. Five hundred housing units was a big deal for this organization, and all these people had come out to help make it happen. Miriam could feel her bag leaning up against her ankle under the table, the deck with her notes in its neat file folder like a lead weight. Heavy and real. She had no idea how she was going to detach herself from the moral dilemma and do her job. The wall between client and facilitator had never felt so thin.
Another speaker had taken the stage, but Miriam was having a hard time focusing as the speaker shared anecdotes about the great work Housing Magic had done for their residents—helping them become independent, procure jobs and housing on their own, get clean. None of it helped her feel any better about herself.
Almost as soon as the speeches ended, a server set down a plate with a bland-looking piece of chicken coated in some sort of soggy breading, along with blanched potatoes and green beans. It was the familiar rubber chicken dinner served at all of these events. The magician that Nelson had promised in his intro speech made his way onto the stage, followed by a few stagehands and an assistant, who pushed a large prop onto the stage as well.
Miriam nodded as another server filled her wineglass. At least she didn’t have to make conversation with Charlotte and Emily throughout dinner. She had a feeling that Robert and Harvey had been more than happy to pass Miriam off to their wives while they talked about their golf game or where interest rates were headed, as if Miriam couldn’t keep up. The magic show provided a pleasant distraction from the requisite small talk.
When a social worker came around with a clipboard and a pen a few minutes later, Miriam was driven by guilt to pledge a hearty four-figure amount out of her own pocket. She’d have to pay up next week, but the free-flowing wine and the fact that the money could be paid at a later date made the entire thing easy to do.
Meyer the
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