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  Chapter 1
[image: image-placeholder]
Crazy Al’s Pick-A-Part


If I could change one thing about my life, I wouldn’t be a witch. I also wouldn’t be driving a rented hovervan containing all my possessions into Crazy Al’s Pick-A-Part, although I guess it was a fitting place to say goodbye to this trashy planet.  
My stomach churning with station coffee, I drove past a crumbled cinder block wall with a faded, chipped mural of Crazy Al himself. His cartoonish, gap-toothed smile leered at me, a mobile of stars orbiting his head like he’d just been KO’d in a fight. 
If I could ask him, I bet even Crazy Al wouldn’t believe in magic. Most people thought it was a joke, a collective delusion perpetuated by crazy people on the internet writing love spells under a full moon and thinking the stars held meaning. 
Bullshit. Magic was my daily nightmare. It was the fizzy feeling in my marrow that bubbled up, shooting through my veins in a jolting pantomime of adrenaline, itching under the skin of my palms like buzzing bees. And if I hadn’t been struggling against years of pent-up power rattling in my bones, maybe I would’ve had a kiss from a handsome, brilliant man to think about for the two-month journey to Gaia. 
Instead, I lost my job and considered myself lucky that the police hadn’t been waiting for me when I arrived in New Orleans this morning.
I took a sharp turn into the junkyard proper, agitating the butterflies in my stomach into a mosh pit. The geo-locater on the dash marked me one hundred feet away from my sister Hannah’s pin. I couldn’t see her ship yet, only piles of bent dilating doors staring like the dead eyes of metal gods, the steel skeletons of stripped hulls, and everywhere, rusted sheets of riveted metal. 
I paused and flipped the visor down to check my hair and makeup. I couldn’t look a mess meeting all my sister’s friends, even if they were all witches. Sure enough, one wayward strand had the audacity to slip out of my careful chignon in this wretched Louisiana humidity. I hadn’t missed this place at all, not the memories, not the wild, humid heat. I wiped a stray, faint smear of eyeliner and dove my hand into my bag in a practiced search for my lipstick, trying to ignore my lab coat thrown across the back seat. 
Just seeing it stirred up dread in my chest like mud at the bottom of a canal. I held my breath, pushed it all down. I never wanted to use my magic again, much less lose control of it. And yet I did. I did, and I’d lost everything. Again.
After a deep, shaky breath, I pressed the pads of my fingers under my brimming eyes. All crying would do is mess up my makeup. It wouldn’t make anything better. The only way to get rid of my magic was to get to Madam Indigo on Gaia. The only way to Gaia was my sister’s ship.
Setting the hovervan into motion again, I pinged Hannah’s phone to let her know I was here. I turned past more piles of shield doors with fire scarring, an antique Zephyr hover from the 2130’s with the rounded decorative fenders like my grandpa used to collect, past the spiderwebbed metal of dented satellites dusted with ash, their guts rusting in the moisture-laden air. 
My thoughts drifted ahead to Gaia. I’d be lucky to get another job in the astro-engineering industry. I was probably on some secret blacklist now. But even losing my job hadn’t been the worst of it—and I needed money badly—Madam Indigo didn’t come cheap. I’d caused so much damage, scared so many nice people. 
After another turn, a silver behemoth emerged from the dead oaks and metal trash, and my chest tightened. “Holy Mother of God, is that her ship?” I ducked to get a better look through the windshield.
Al may have been “crazy to sell parts this low,” but my sister must’ve lost her damn mind if she thought this ship would be a good idea. If it was meticulously restored instead of dented and scarred by the fires of re-entry, I might’ve called it “vintage.” Its sleek, silver exterior, curvy stern, and gratuitous bevies of windows were typical of the golden age, hotel ships put out to pasture when interstellar travel boomed almost fifty years ago. When cruising around the rings of Saturn wasn’t fashionable unless it was a sentimental circuit on the way out of this godforsaken system.
Hannah appeared at the top of the ramp by the open cargo doors, her long blonde hair beachy and wild. She jumped and waved as I steered around another pile of disembodied ship parts and up the ramp. When I got closer and saw her sweet face more clearly, my chest hollowed out with relief, so pleased that my little sister looked happy and healthy. 
I followed her pantomimed directions into the decrepit maw of the old ship, its cargo bay clogged with baggage. After squeezing down a narrow aisle, I shoehorned my vehicle into a spot beside a battered hovervan sporting a mural of a vampire queen riding a black Pegasus. 
The moment I opened my door, Hannah squealed and launched herself into my arms. “Gemma!”
“Hannah!” I cried, squeezing her close. She smelled like lavender and sunshine, and I reveled in her fierce hug, tears stinging behind my eyes. It may’ve been the first honest affection I’d gotten since I left her five years ago. I didn’t want to let her go.
She pulled back and examined me, her blue eyes sparkling in the morning light. “Gem, you’re gorgeous, so sophisticated as always! Only you could come out of a two-day Tube trip without a hair out of place.”
I hugged her again. “I missed you so much.” She squeezed me in another tight hug and released me too soon. “Did work give you any trouble about the new launch date?”
My whole body went on edge, spooling up the lie I’d rehearsed all the way to New Orleans to cover for the magic Hannah didn’t know I still had. “Not exactly,” I said, choosing my next words carefully. “When I asked Evander, my boss, if I could have my leave early, he said no. And this was the leave he granted me a couple of months ago.”
Her mouth opened in outrage. “Wait, are you talking about the Evander Noble? The hot CEO’s son who’s been flirting with you for months? Why would he tell you no?” 
I bit my lip to keep the truth in, that he’d really said yes, of course. That we’d flirted some more, and he’d leaned in to kiss me.
“Oh Hannah, I made such a big scene.” I hiccupped a sob. I wanted to kiss him, but my magic threw him across his office instead. 
“Such a big scene. And he fired me.” Technically I ran away before he could fire me. Or have me arrested. He was yelling my name when I ran, so he couldn’t have been too badly injured. Guilt twisted my insides, laying the blame on an innocent man. 
She wrapped her arms around me again. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”
“No way. You were surprised by the early slot too.” And she wasn’t the one who fled in terror, slamming open a glass door so hard it shattered down like a prismatic waterfall.
She released me, her mouth a line. “When we get to Gaia, you’d better hire a lawyer. They can’t just fire you like that.”
“I’ll deal with it when I get to Gaia.” I bit my lip on another lie. Would I ever not lie to her?
“It’s okay, Gemma. You know what? I think it’s a blessing in disguise. You told me you were happy in San Francisco, and I wanted to believe you, but you never looked happy. You can live with me and work at a local firm if you want.” She glanced at her watch. “But look, we have to get inside. Let’s get your most important stuff unpacked. I’ve got a cart ready.” 
I tried to take a deep breath, pulling a suitcase with my toiletries from the passenger seat, but gills would’ve been more appropriate for breathing in the hot, humid air pouring in from the outside. While San Francisco had vented surface tunnels in the heart of the city to deal with the building planetary heat, we were only able to be outside in New Orleans because it was November. Extreme areas of the planet still got cold weather, but here, all winter meant was the weeds had a chance to grow before the blistering heat of February through October hit, withering everything.
“Do y’all need help?” A young woman near Hannah’s age appeared from behind me. I got the impression of a smile and brown and blue curls just before she came in for a hug.
“Summer? Hi!” I returned her hug. “I’m so glad to finally meet you in person!” 
“I’m so glad you made it safely! Ooh, I love your blouse,” she said to me before rushing to help my sister. “Here! Let me get that.” Summer’s dark brown eyes tinted warmer in the red morning sunlight, and she looked at Hannah like she was the rising sun, rushing to help her unload my most pressing things. 
My heart squeezed watching them work together, so in sync, so in love. I didn’t know if I’d ever have anything remotely that good. I wanted love, dreamed of it. But I wouldn’t be worthy of it until I burned every trace of magic from my bones.
I wasn’t lying to Hannah about my magic just for fun, or because I was embarrassed of its volatility and my lack of control. I lied because it was responsible for the hover crash that killed our parents nine years ago, and I’d been trying to atone for it ever since. 
Hannah checked her leather-banded watch again. “You made it just in time. Our launch slot’s in a few minutes.” She gazed out the ship door wistfully. “I guess it’s time to go in.”
Something that had been tickling my elbow rose to my full attention: a feeding mosquito. Gross. I slapped it against my arm where it left a smudge of bright red blood. God I hope that’s mine. I dug in my purse for a handkerchief. 
Summer looked out too, the humidity frizzing her curls and pinkening her cheeks. “I can’t believe we’re never coming back here. It’s so hard to leave, isn’t it?” 
“I guess.” I rolled my eyes a little. I couldn’t get off this planet fast enough. My blouse was already soaked with sweat, and damn it the filthy bloodsuckers were biting my legs now too. I slapped at my calf and scratched my ankle, wishing I hadn’t worn a skirt. 
I was a few weeks away from twenty-seven, but I was still waiting for my life to begin. On the Tube ride in, I decided that Gaia was going to be my promised land, my long-overdue fresh start. As far as I was concerned, I hoped the door didn’t slam on Earth’s ass as it walked out. Okay maybe that didn’t make sense, but I meant it anyway. My magic was a worn-out siren song, and I was tired of stuffing wax in my ears. If my appointment with Madam Indigo went as promised, my magic would be gone, and it would’ve cost me nearly everything I owned, including the diamond ring my mother left me. 
Worth it. 
A loudspeaker crackled to life. “T-minus eight minutes,” a man’s deep voice called. “Time to go!”
“Let’s rock and roll.” Summer flipped up the kickstand with her foot, and I pushed it behind her and Hannah, trying to match the man’s voice to my knowledge of Hannah’s friends. Hopefully it wasn’t the guy she’d been trying to set me up with. I had no interest in a two-month-long blind date.
The leather handle of my knockoff Pia Casale bag pinched my sweaty arm as I paused to watch my last bit of Earth daylight glinting off a pile of console panels with their wires sticking out. Then the shield doors shut out my home planet with metal finality.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the elevator doors closed behind us on Summer going up to the bridge, I pushed my luggage cart into the ship-hotel’s lobby behind Hannah. “You didn’t tell me the elevators were a time machine. Are we back in 2125?”
She laughed. “I thought you liked the art nouveau revival.”
“In art and architecture, not when it’s original to the ship bringing me across the galaxy.” I followed Hannah along the dull walking path on the bamboo floor which led to the paneled check-in desk, the launch room, and a few other doorways. Movement against the retro-stylized flowered wallpaper caught my eye. Smoke? An incense stick smoldered from the open mouth of a green ceramic dragon, right there on the desk. Safety violation number one. I paused to snatch it up and douse it in water from a flower vase.
Hannah was nearly to the launch room. “I can’t wait for you to meet the rest of my coven!” she called back.
Coven. The verbal equivalent of walking under a ladder. When I’d let my siblings believe that my grief over our parents stole away my magic, Hannah had only been fourteen, her magic strong and growing. Our older brother, Noah, took it upon himself to further her training in witchcraft, despite not having an ounce of magic himself. He’d even gotten engaged to a witch with her own coven, which only encouraged Hannah more. If he only knew how magic had torn our family apart.
I nudged my cart against the gravity wall three times before it latched on, securing my things gently against the wall—it probably needed a tune-up seventy years ago—and followed Hannah into the launch room, a large area with funky geometric hotel carpet and theater seating.
Summer’s voice boomed like a sky goddess over the intercom. “Five minutes, people. Strap in!”
A beautiful woman with a red scarf around her tightly coiled dark hair stood up in the launch room when we entered—Zola, my brother’s fiancée. She rushed forward, straightening her tight black T-shirt that read “Witchy Woman” in a runic sort of font. 
“It’s so lovely to see you with my own eyes, Gemma,” Zola said, reaching out for a gentle hug, “and not over a screen.” She pulled back and held my upper arms. “I’m so relieved your work allowed you to accompany us, even with our early slot! We’re in dire need of your expertise.” Her eyebrows drew together and her dark amber eyes filled with concern, as if she saw something behind the facade of my smile. “Are you doing alright?”
I nodded, tightly shutting the windows to my soul. I couldn’t afford the breakdown that normally came the moment someone genuinely asked if I was alright when I really wasn’t. Not right now. “I’m great. Just ready to leave this stupid planet.” 
Zola stared at me a moment longer, as if she was examining the edges of me. I looked to Hannah for saving, but Zola withdrew her hands. “Have you talked to Noah lately? They keep him so busy at the hospital.”
My brother was a cardiovascular surgeon and by all accounts the love of Zola’s life. I smiled. “No, but I think I need to see that ring in person.”
Zola’s whole face lit up as she extended her left hand. An oval-faceted natural emerald stone set in yellow gold and flanked by a round diamond on either side sparkled even in the low light. 
“Oh wow,” I breathed, “Noah did good.”
Her smile brightened even more, if that was possible. “He did great.”
Summer’s voice came from the intercom. “Buckle up, buttercups. Our launch slot just opened.”
Of course my seatbelt didn’t work. “I didn’t realize Summer was a pilot,” I said, trying out another seat. Nope. Also broken.
Hannah beamed, a blush coloring her pale skin. “She’s been training herself since her uncle left her this ship. I’m so proud of her. She’s a natural. Try this one, Gem,” she said, pointing to another seat.
Summer continued. “I need a quick roll call, people. I’m on the bridge with Eyre.”
Hannah jumped up and hung on the intercom by the door. “I’m in the launch room with Gemma and Zola.”
The same deep man’s voice from before crackled over. “I’m in the med bay and still not happy about it.” 
“That’s Beck,” Zola explained, adjusting her scarf. “Our ship’s resident male and klutz.”
So it was the guy Hannah’d been bugging me about. Fantastic.
“He’s not a klutz.” Hannah’s eyebrows pulled together, probably worried I’d lose interest. But I couldn’t lose something I didn’t have.
Zola leaned forward to look at Hannah. “I say it with love, but you know he’s the first one to break a bone or get a second-degree burn because he accidentally touched the oven rack when he was baking cookies.”
“He’s really, really smart though,” Hannah said in a rush.
“Smartest man I know,” Zola said. “I’d say don’t tell Noah I said that, but he knows. Beck’s going to be the best man in our wedding. You’re going to love him.” Zola’s smile was too big not to be suspicious. 
Ugh. “That’s what Hannah’s been saying for years.” 
Hannah pulled her shoulders up to her ears in a dramatic shrug. “All I’m sayin’, it’s a long trip. You might get bored, be looking for someone—things. For things to do.”
“Hannah,” I said, an affectionate warning delivered with a grimace.
Zola smiled. “Don’t be too hard on her, Gemma, she just wants you to be happy. Whether it’s Earth or Gaia, love makes the world go ’round.”
Maybe so, but only if you’re not a monster.
Summer came over the intercom again. “Great! So that’s six humans, plus a whole clowder of cats that I hope didn’t escape their carriers. Y’all better be properly secured with seatbelts on, because we’re cleared. Launching in ten...nine...eight…”
As Summer counted down, I squeezed my eyes shut and breathed deeply, anticipating the twisting, hollow drag in the pit of my stomach that always comes before launch.
“...six...five…”
I couldn’t swallow the sudden lump in my throat. We were leaving Earth for the last time. The last time. And I would never be back. I’d never see my parents’ house again. Would never place another flower on their grave. Wait!
“One!” 
The thrusters kicked in, pushing me back against my seat as the ship rose, creaking, into the air. My gut twisted like I was in an elevator powered by a jet engine, all the butterflies from before smashed against my stomach lining. Tears streamed down the side of my face, and not only from the launch. Out the high windows, dark clouds in a red sky bled to pink then white, and in under two minutes, the endless dark of space.
The air pressure inside the ship changed almost imperceptibly as the artificial gravity kicked in, and an indicator dinged. When the lit seatbelt sign on the wall flickered off, I unlocked my seatbelt and rushed out after the others into the lobby.
I pressed my hand against the window, my perfect pale pink nails contrasting against the dark. The rapidly diminishing Earth was a blue marble rolling away. That’s what Mom used to call it. Then it winked out altogether in the vastness. Only Ceres, Jupiter, and Saturn—my favorite—bothered to show on our trajectory and bid us farewell. 
I would never see Earth again.
A sob caught and tightened in my chest. I held my breath to keep it in, withdrawing my hand. Nothing good had ever happened on my home planet, but the tears still came. I lowered another steel door around my heart to block out the pain.
Good riddance. 
“Gemma?” Hannah’s soft voice caught my attention.
I wiped my tears and turned to where she stood with her arms wrapped around herself. In my eyes she’d always be a strange amalgam of grown woman and little sister.
“I’m so glad you made it,” she said. “I was so worried you wouldn’t. I missed you so much.”
I pulled her into a tight hug. “I missed you too.”
Summer’s voice cut into the room. “Zola, Beck wants you in the med bay.”
“He’s probably looking for a ‘get out of jail free’ card.” Zola laughed, wiping her own tears away. “If you need anything, Gemma, I’ll usually be in the med bay on B1.”
Before Zola had taken more than two steps, an alarm blared, and red emergency lights flashed on the walls. Summer’s panicked voice thundered over the intercoms.
“Everybody to the sigil on Level 1, stat! We’ve got interference with the supercritical oxygen storage system!”
My heart went to my feet as I grabbed Hannah’s arm. “The supercritical oxygen storage system that keeps the ship pressurized?”






  
  Chapter 2
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A Beautiful Marriage of Science and Magic


“I don’t know!” Hannah cried. “I didn’t help with that spell!” 
Zola was already at a door beside the elevator. “I’ve got it, Hannah! Go help Summer on the bridge!” 
As Hannah ran into the elevator, I ran after Zola. If something needed fixing, that’s what I was here for. I tore open the door she’d just gone through and went up the stairs inside as fast as my heels would let me, my chest searing from the exertion and the terror. At Level 1, I burst out of the stairwell door and looked both ways down an empty hall.
Raised voices on the right. I ran toward an open guest room door. Panting at the threshold, I gripped the frame with both hands while I took in the scene.
Emergency lights also flashed in this room, and a pressure alarm blared. Zola stood on the outside of a circle painted on the wooden floor, holding a lighter to a smoking bundle of leaves tied with string. She blew them into a smolder and walked around the perimeter of the circle, step after slow, careful step. Burning rosemary sharpened the air. 
On a folding table across the room, a cauldron bubbled on a hot plate. Beside it, a curvy woman in a short black dress over torn fishnets furiously ground a mortar and pestle, her long hair shimmering like the blue-black-purple of a raven’s wing against her ultra-pale skin.
A tall, muscular man in a white T-shirt and jeans—Beck?—walked out of the kitchenette to the table and stood with his back to me.
“How many bay leaves?” he asked in the same, deep voice from the intercom earlier. He plucked leaves from a stem cluster and dropped them on the table. 
“Three,” the raven-haired witch said decisively. “No! Five.”
“Remember we settled on four when the fifth leaf blew out a window,” Zola sing-songed, her face placid as she paced around the circle, eddies of smoke following her. 
Along the outer wall, an external window was boarded over. 
“Four it is,” Beck said. He turned toward me, and electricity shot through my body. He was obscenely beautiful, with dark, messy hair to his shoulders, muscular, tattooed arms—one bandaged—and a scruffy beard.
He picked a leaf up by its stem, brought it before his lips, and blew on it. It fluttered in his exhalation, and orange flames licked across it.
Power raced through my veins, my magic queuing up inside like a dog whose owner made the mistake of grabbing the leash. I balled my hands into fists, tightened all my muscles in a practiced tamping-down of my magic. Closed my eyes, imagined the fascia network under my skin choking off the power before it escaped its bonds. I didn’t want to see magic, didn’t want to feel magic, would never again do magic on purpose, not after what happened to my parents. 
I opened my eyes again. Beck dropped a second burning leaf into the frothing cauldron and picked up another. He pursed his lips and lit it, then his head turned toward me. His light eyes locked on mine and widened. He took a quick breath, and we watched each other as the leaf was consumed by the flame.
He cussed and dropped the burning leaf to the floor, sticking the tip of his finger in his mouth while he stamped the fire out.
“Don’t waste my leaves!” the raven-haired witch fussed.
He didn’t reply, didn’t look at me again, just lit another.
Zola chanted words in a language I couldn’t match to any continent on Earth while the smoke trails of her ministrations whirled around the circle, picking up speed. A horrible whooshing noise rose to a low roar in the room. My head pounded like it was trapped in a tightening vice, and my magic surged again from my core, itching the inside of my skin, clawing to be let out. Please, not now, I begged it. A drinking glass on the table popped into shards. 
Hannah’s panicked voice came over the intercom. “Pressure’s building!”
Beck looked up at Zola. “Shit. I think we did it counterclockwise.” The roaring intensified, and he pressed his hands to his head. “Counterclockwise!” he yelled over the noise filling my ears. 
“Where’s the box of spells?” the raven-haired witch shouted.
I crouched close to the floor, aware of Beck’s gaze on me, but too overwhelmed to care. Pressing my hands to my head, I desperately tried to hold the leash of my magic, to concentrate more on choking it off than on my fear of the faltering spell. I couldn’t lose control of it, not here. 
But the leash slipped through my hands, and self-protective magic swelled out of me in a crashing wave. More glass broke. Shouting filled the room. The pressure eased, for me. A crack and a whoosh, something—a crack in the windows, a crack in the wall—connected the little room to the sucking hell of space. 
Muffled, echoey chanting beyond my bubble. More shouting. Quick directions being given and followed, but I was in a cocoon of my own making, crouched on the floor. For just a moment, taking a deep, unfettered breath.
Then adrenaline seared through my veins, fear and anxiety entwining like snakes in my chest. I curled into a ball. I didn’t want to see the consequences of my cursed magic. All these innocent people on the ship, my Hannah, they’d all pay those consequences. And it wasn’t fair. 
I tried to dissipate my magic, my frenzied thoughts racing in a haze of self-hatred. The window’s broken it’s all my fault we’re all dead it’s all my fault!
My safety evaporated, and the roaring filled my ears again. Beck fitted an emergency seal across the window, chanting in that language while the raven-haired witch stirred her potion. Zola struggled to wave her smoking bundle, now walking counterclockwise around the circle.
After a few painful seconds, the pressure eased. The roaring softened, then died. I sucked a gasp of air into my lungs, and looked up to see the others’ postures relaxing too. 
Zola left the spinning circle of smoke and doused her bundle of leaves into a shell on the table beside the cauldron. 
“It’s ready!” the raven-haired witch called in a too-loud voice, stirring the pot with a huge wooden spoon.
Beck fitted one last seal against the window then ran lightly, barefoot, to the table. He pulled on a pair of potholders covered with pink cats—he was probably tired of burning himself—picked up the cauldron by its handles, and stepped over the spinning smoke without disturbing it. He sat the cauldron down without spilling a drop, right on top of a pentacle at the circle’s center, and stirred the potion.
The two women staggered into each other’s arms, whooping with relieved joy. Beck stepped over the circle and crouched into a fall onto his back on the floor near me, his arms out wide, panting. 
I stood, wobbled, and sat heavily onto a bench beside the door. He looked up at the movement, and our eyes met. Normally I was too proud to show any weakness, any imperfection, especially around strangers. But I was going to hurl in a second, and I didn’t want to do it anywhere near them. 
“Oh my gods,” the raven-haired witch said, “that was terrifying. What was that extra disturbance?”
I pushed myself to my feet and staggered out of the room, my hands shaking. Halfway down the hallway I pushed through the door of a restroom and threw up in the nearest toilet, tears streaming down my cheeks.
When nothing else would come up, I straightened and stepped to the sink with my legs shivering beneath me. The excited voices of the coven passing down the hall echoed under the bathroom door as I let cold water rush across my hands. I watched it drain into the sink, willing it to take the nausea and horror of the last few moments with it. If any of them noticed my magical disaster, I was completely sunk.
I wetted a paper towel and patted my face. I couldn’t do much about my lipstick, but the cool towel revived me a little. I smoothed my hair, drank a little water from the sink, tucked my blouse back into my skirt, straightened my wide belt. My hands only shook a little now.
I paused halfway through the door with one foot in the hall. Beck stood against the wall, one bare foot up against it and his muscled arms crossed. He pushed off and took a step toward me, digging his hands into his jeans pockets, his expression serious.
“You okay?” he asked quietly, as if he really wanted to know the answer and wasn’t making fun of me.
“I’m fine,” I said, invoking every woman’s sacred right to say it and not mean it at all. I crossed my arms, flustered by his presence and attention.
He extended his hand and continued in a quintessential New Orleans accent. “You must be Gemma, Hannah’s safety-obsessed sister?”
I frowned and placed my little hand into his big, rough one, shaking it. “You’re mispronouncing astronautical safety engineer.” 
He laughed without smiling. “You’re right. I am. I’m Beck.” He retracted his hand. “I hear we’re gonna be working on the ship together. Wanna see the engine room?”
I nodded, and he led me to the central elevator. We stood in silence as the panel lights flickered from floor to floor. From the corner of my eye, I saw him check on me once or twice. But he didn’t speak, and I wasn’t about to. I was too busy feeling the intense embarrassment of an introvert having a very trying morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]On the bottom floor of the ship, Beck led me through a door marked “Engine Room, Staff Only.” I’d spent much of every work day inside simulations of engine rooms, and I was almost looking forward to the familiar hum and crunch of the machinery and the clean, working smells of finely tuned engines. But one step in told me the room was too quiet, and smoke dirtied the air. 
I pushed past him, rushing toward the flickering light of a fire. I ran down a row of terminals on my toes over the metal grating, cursing my narrow, French-heeled shoes. Rounding the corner, I stopped short, my heart in my throat. In the command circle of the engine room where there should have been terminals and machinery, was instead the guttering light of dozens of candles, their flames flickering and throwing thin wafts of black smoke into the air.
“Oh my God!” I fell to my knees and blew them out. 
“No! Don’t!” Beck’s footsteps were behind me, but no way would I stop. But the moment I blew out another fat one, something overhead emitted a horrendous metal-on-metal screech, clunking like a monstrous metronome. The ship pitched, throwing me back against a row of metal cabinets and to the floor.
“Jesus, do you wanna kill us all?” Beck threw himself into a crouch between me and the candles, his back to me. I was a turtle on its back, trying to right myself and keep my skirted knees together. Lighter already out, he relit everything I’d blown out. The engine overhead spat a shower of sparks on us and ceased its screech-banging, returning to its customary, humming purr.
“We’re in a powder keg of carefully controlled gases and circuitry,” I sputtered, trying to stand and keep my knees together, “and an open flame, much less sixty open flames—are you trying to blow us up?” I yanked my heel out of a grate, cringing before I made sure it wasn’t broken.
“These candles are part of an intricately calculated spell system,” he said, tucking his hair behind his ear. The muscles in his broad back shifted under his shirt as he touched candles here and there, adjusting a couple only by a quarter turn. “And they’re keeping us hurtling the right way through space.” 
He stood to his full height and turned around to face me, arms back and palms behind him in an attitude of protection over the candles. “Please don’t touch them.”
He sighed and dropped his lighter back into his pocket. The ship lurched. I yelped and tumbled into him, my hands against his chest. He grabbed my elbows and kept us both from falling into the sea of candles behind him. The motion stopped abruptly, and he let me go as I took a step back, my face stinging with a blush.
I stood to my full height, hands on my hips. He towered over me. Sizing me up? I was certainly sizing him up. He smelled like clean laundry and smoke, which I knew because I was still standing far too close to him in the cramped space.
“Beck?” Summer’s voice crackled over the intercom. “What in the actual fuck was that?” 
He cleared his throat and reached sideways to press a button on the nearby steel column. “We’re good now,” he rumbled in his deep voice. “Just an accident.” He let go of the button with a purposeful flourish, a bracelet on a black cord glinting in the candle and halo lights. 
Summer came right back. “Don’t let it happen again! Loki was on my lap, and he scratched the shit out of me.” 
“Is there a cat on the bridge?” I balked. Images of my childhood cat, Bella, ran through my mind, sprawling across my tablets and making things happen with her pink toe beans.
He closed his eyes and rolled his neck in a resigned fashion, leaned back, and pressed the button again with a sigh. “Aye-aye, captain.”
He smoothed his face to a neutral expression and walked away, motioning with his head for me to follow. “You’re exactly what I expected,” he said, lobbing it over his shoulder like an insult.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I followed him, walking on the toes of my shoes across the grated floor and down a set of steps.
“Hannah warned us about your attitude toward magic.”
I turned the corner in time to see him grab a caulk gun of adhesive. He applied it in a thick, uneven circle to the bottom of a fat cluster of amethyst, which he placed within a plotted collection of crystals and candles on the spoke of a six-pointed star painted on an empty expanse of concrete floor, where the shield generator should be. 
The hair on the back of my neck prickled up. “Where’s the shield generator?”
“This,” he said, grabbing a hunk of turquoise out of a box and slathering adhesive on it, “is the shield generator.” He plunked it beside another hunk of turquoise and smooshed it against the floor. Adhesive oozed out from the sides.
I had never, to my knowledge, ever fainted, not even when Noah and the officer came to the door to tell us about our parents’ hover crash. But a wave of weakness roiled through me now. I sat on the steel steps, still gripping the railing, and pressed one hand to my stomach.
“How?” I didn’t even know what to ask.
“It’s a beautiful marriage of science and magic,” he said, patting the nearest metal casing, “keeping a shield around this hunk of junk so we don’t break apart in space. It kept us safe in that room upstairs when the window blew out.”
I stared at him, taking deep breaths to try and dispel the tightness in my chest. The shield generator. This disparate collection of candles, crystals, and arcane markings.
He picked up a water bottle from the worktable behind him. “Here, this might make you feel better.” He tossed me a bottle of water.
I caught it and opened the cap, hesitated. Did he drink out of it already? Whatever. I had worse problems. I took a big swig. “I thought you were an anthropology grad student.”
He didn’t look up from his work. “I am.”
“But you’re also a— What’s a male witch? A wizard?”
He huffed what might have been a laugh, except he didn’t smile, and pulled out a little pot of blue paint and a brush. “Witches don’t have gendered terms. That’s a flawed mythology based on a late twentieth-century children’s author. I’m an eclectic witch, and I dabble in artificery.” He settled cross-legged on the floor and thickened the lines of the pentagram with the paint.
“Which of those things makes you the right person to arts and crafts a shield out of paint and crystals?”
“I’m the only one here with an advanced degree in astro-engineering, so the job became mine by default.”
“How many degrees do you have? You can’t be much older than me?” I asked breathlessly, eyeing his handiwork on the floor. 
“I’m twenty-eight,” he said, his attention focused on his painting. 
I looked around the engine room from my step, playing a frightening game of “what’s wrong with this picture?” Strings of lights crisscrossed above the life support system, and someone hung a crocheted, rainbow-yarn spider web around the upper half of the recycling apparatus. Round paper lanterns painted with symbols hung all around the wastewater system. 
Too much. I forced my eyes back to him.
He pointed his paintbrush at me. “You look exceptionally nervous. But look, we ain’t breaking apart in space, so I must be doin’ somethin’ right.”
Neither of us spoke. He tucked his hair behind his ear again and leaned across a candle, swooping his paintbrush over a farther spoke of the wheel. He was, perhaps, even more handsome in candlelight with his eyes reflecting the flame, but thinking that addled me more. 
After a moment, he glanced up from under thick eyebrows. “You okay?”
“Peachy.” I was not.
He jogged his head toward a wooden box. “I’ve got another brush in there if you wanna—”
“Certainly not,” I said, enunciating every syllable. “I don’t have magic anymore.” That I’m willing to tell you about. 
He pressed his lips together and went silent. Impending doom settled on me, stealing around my headache and still-queasy stomach. I’d already been apprehensive about this journey with my sister and her coven. How would I get through it in a constant state of panic over how the ship was still sailing, fighting off my magic every minute of every hour? And now I had to work with a male witch who already hated me?
“Suit yourself,” he said finally.
I felt his gaze linger on me as I stood, then perched on a stool, but when I looked at him, he was focused on his work again. What could I even say to him?
“I’m surprised you gave up your plush ride off-world with Noble Industries. Why are you here with us scrubs?”
I swallowed hard. “That’s a personal question.”
He stood up suddenly. “You don’t look like you feel so good.” He grabbed a package of crackers and a lemon-lime soda from a little fridge on his side of the room, placed them on a workbench beside me, and went back to sit on a stool across the area. He nodded at his offering. “You need somethin’ a little stronger than water? I don’t know what’ll happen to my spell if you get sick all over it.”
I stared at him as he threw back a swig of orange soda, my heart still stumbling in my chest. “Are you making fun of me?”
He shifted on the stool, hooking one bare foot onto a rung. “No! Sorry. I’m an Aquarius.” 
As if that was any kind of explanation.
“Well, I’m a scientist,” I shot back, “and I don’t understand how somebody with as much education as you could possibly believe this”—I waved my hands at the shield— “and what’s upstairs is superior to science.”
“Spoken like a true Sagittarius.” He paused, looking down into his soda can. “But I know that’s not the first time you’ve seen magic done.”
I popped my soda open and gulped some down. The fizziness cut through the yuck in my throat and bubbled down into my stomach. Hannah must’ve told him what month I was born in.
“Not like that.”
“You thought your sister and the rest of us were just dancin’ around naked at the solstice, adorning ourselves with oils and sigils drawn on with lamb’s blood?”
I shook my head, heat coming into my face. His voice wasn’t unkind, but I couldn’t meet his gaze. The way he laid it out sounded ridiculous. And now I was trying not to picture him naked.
“See, that’s where you’re wrong. We only do that at the spring equinox.” He coughed what might have been a laugh without a smile and cleared his throat. “Just kidding about the nudity and lamb’s blood.” He raised an eyebrow and tilted his head to the side. “But there’s a fair bit of dancing.” 
I dug in the packet for another cracker, saying nothing, unable to imagine the tall, smile-less man before me actually dancing.
“Magic’s pretty powerful. Some people have a natural affinity for it,” he mused. “Some people don’t, and other people”—his gaze landed on me—“don’t want to admit they have it. A lot of witches go into science.” He shrugged. “Seems like the closest thing to magic, to me, but scientists almost never go into witchery.” He gestured to my dwindling cracker supply. “Do you want anything else to eat, Gemma?”
I shook my head, eating another cracker. The soda bubbles were settling my stomach, starting to calm it down. I was trying to ignore the irresistible way his full lips formed my name beneath his beard, and how his words terrified me. 
My magic came out
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