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ONE

A surge of energy jolted Phine awake. Not the wake-up-refreshed-from-a-nap kind of energy, or the artificial high of too much caffeine. Instead, she woke to the universe mistaking her for a lightning rod … and by the Stars did it hurt. Joints locked, limbs twisting as muscle and sinew strained beneath her skin. A scream clawing up her throat, she tumbled out of bed onto cool floorboards. There, she thrashed like a catfish caught on a line while wave after wave of ancient power crashed into her body.

Without her Well, the vessel inside herself for magic, the power had nowhere to go. There was too much of it and not enough of her. Pain lit up her senses while she struggled to focus. Her mind’s eye conjured the image of a deep stone well, its opening sealed shut with glowing chains. Long ago, she had sealed her Well to start a new life. Now that life depended on breaking those chains before this great and terrible power broke her body.

She hissed as the chains constricted around her in the real world. The crushing pressure bore down on her, building in her bones until she cried out. She needed the incantation to break the warding. She waded through memories, desperate to save herself. Just as her vision began to blur, she remembered. Reap what was sown. Release what was bound. Return what was lost.

The chains flared, then crumbled into glittering dust that floated away. With the floodgates open, the magic flowed home. Its unrelenting waves mellowed to soft ripples that tingled but no longer made her skin feel two sizes too small. She came back to herself with a deep gasp.

Still on her back, she dragged air into seared lungs and groaned. In the stillness after, the city roar found her through brick, mortar, and steel. Heavy metal blared from the apartment above her. But not loud enough to drown out the baby crying across the hall. Someone else yelled for it to be quiet between banging on the walls.

When she opened her eyes, the room was dark save for light dancing along the walls. But the sun had set hours ago and the color was wrong. Head throbbing, she brought her palm toward her forehead but stopped inches from her face. Her right hand was surrounded by shifting currents of midnight blue and black light. The light was radiating across every inch of her skin. It was coming from her.

No, she thought as a pit of dread opened inside her.

It should be impossible. This power, the power of the Prime, should never have come to her. She was lucky to be alive. But that was more than could be said for someone back home. For her to be cresting on this ocean of magic, someone who should be near and dear to her was now dearly departed. One does not become the Prime by choice. The Heart of the Land chose a successor when the old Prime returned to it. Which meant she was in big trouble. Because if the magic found her … her family could too.

Phine crawled to her feet, stumbling across the room in search of and then finding a switch. Muted light flickered on in the tiny studio. It wasn’t much to write home about: a full-size mattress on a box spring, a bureau, and a nightstand just feet from a tiny, outdated kitchen. No TV or photos. No knickknacks or homey touches. Those were for people who weren’t always a moment away from skipping town. And that moment was now.

She threw open drawers and tossed clothes back onto the bed. Dragged on jeans and a tank top, and grabbed her jacket. The scent of old leather grounded her, helping her push away the instinct to panic. She started ticking off the steps she’d planned for this moment. Rent was already paid. The landlord knew if she wasn’t there the first of the month, she wasn’t coming back. Her emergency bag was in the car, already stocked with two weeks of toiletries, water, and nonperishable food. She would call work once she was out of the city as they’d otherwise be expecting her in a few hours.

As she scanned the bare room, nothing stood out as essential. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t do without, which was good, because she could never come back. As a dark presence from the south broke over the horizon of her mind’s eye, she faced that direction. The feeling crept closer like storm clouds rolling in. They’re already in the city.

She stuffed everything she could grab in a carry-on bag and bolted for the door. Outside her building, her 1970 Plymouth Barracuda waited for her. She tossed her bag in the trunk and climbed in. The monstrous engine roared to life, and she sped off into the night. She went from waking to on the road in twelve minutes flat. She hoped it would be enough.

Heading north with the single-minded focus of the hunted, she wove through traffic as fast as she dared. As the presence got closer, the shadow she’d sensed earlier became a pressure in the back of her skull. By the time she was halfway out of the city, it loomed like a tidal wave. Her grip on the steering wheel tightened until the leather creaked beneath her fingers. She’d spent the last ten years hiding. Now, despite all that careful, calculated seclusion, it had taken them only twenty-five minutes to find her once she reopened her Well. But if she could just make it across the river, she could find her safe house and ward it with her new power. She could …

Stop the car, Seraphine.

A man’s voice in her mind made her jump and she narrowly missed rear-ending a cab. Cursing under her breath, she got the car under control and accelerated again.

“Seraphine Barreau. Stop this car.”

“Saints and Stars!” she yelled.

This time the voice wasn’t in her head. It was right next to her in the passenger seat. She veered down a side street and parked. When her heart crept down from out of her throat, she glared at her new guest. Sharply dressed in a patterned tuxedo and top hat, her mother’s steward regarded her with equal parts scorn and satisfaction. A sigh heaved out of her. Of all the people they could send to ferry her back, why did it have to be him?

“Time to go home,” he said, his Yat accent thick.

He grabbed her hand, and the static tingle of magic surrounded them. Every cell, every fiber of her being charged just before she was pulled back to the one place she dreaded returning to. She closed her eyes against the nausea of teleportation, so it was her nose that told her where she landed. The air was rich with the scent of mossy trees in deep water, jasmine, and witch hazel. She was back in New Orleans. She was home.

If home is where the heart is, Seraphine Barreau had played the part of the Tin Man all her life. New Orleans had more ghosts than a graveyard, with painful memories worn into every cobblestone and wrought iron fence. For the last ten years, she had stayed as far north as she could to avoid even the idea of coming back here. And yet here she was, being driven down streets she remembered from another life.

New Orleans was as beautiful and dark as the night sky. Its bustling streets full of starlight. But as they drove with the windows down, something was … off. Something in the air was different. The wind carried a sickly sweetness that danced just out of reach of her perception any time she paid too much attention to it. It nagged at her thoughts. But the steward was either unaware or unbothered by it while he drove Phine’s mother’s car.

The Rolls-Royce Phantom IV was Maxine Barreau’s pride and joy. A car fit for a Queen, her mother liked to say. The aged leather was soft as silk under her fingers, which flexed and released each time she forgot and remembered to breathe. Each time she did, she caught a whiff of cedarwood and roses. The haze of her mother’s scent was thick enough to make her chew the inside of her lip. The Barreau matriarch wasn’t in the car; couldn’t be, truth be told. But the threat of her presence had Phine stroking the scar along her right palm. Its smoothness soothed her while she studied the man she knew only as Charles.

He was six feet tall, with a wiry frame and pecan brown skin. The Ankara suit he wore was starched within an inch of its life. Bushy brows framed eyes so deeply brown they melted into the black of his pupils. He had narrow, hard features like someone had pinched them onto his face. His mustache and beard were trimmed with exacting precision to frame lips set permanently in a frown. If one could get past his grim stateliness that eerily reminded her of a vulture, he could even be called handsome. But Phine couldn’t recall a single time he had smiled or laughed. This was the man to whom her mother had left the care of her two daughters.

“Where are we going?” Phine asked, daring to break the silence.

“To your mother’s house.”

She chewed her lip, considering a question she didn’t know if she wanted answered. “Have the Heads of House been informed of my arrival?”

“If they didn’t know before, they knew the moment you crossed into the city.” His eyes moved briefly to meet hers. “The power calls to them.”

For anyone else he would have said Your power, and the distinction was not lost on Phine. A crack of lightning drew her eyes back outside as it split the sky. She rolled the window up. Thunder growled while dark clouds chased behind them like wolves. By the time they pulled up to her mother’s house in the French Quarter, the sky poured rain. They arrived at a beautiful double-gallery home with ivory paint, rose red shutters, and a black roof. The front porch was enclosed by complementing red rosebushes in full bloom. The sight of them made Phine want to shudder. Charles opened the door for her while holding a golf umbrella open for them.

The Barreau house stood proud and unfazed by the storm, dwarfing her in its shadow. The windows were dark save for the flickering of candles in a few and firelight in one lone room on the second floor. For a moment, Phine swore a figure stood outlined in the window of her mother’s study. It was gone as quickly as it appeared. That was their destination. But the idea made Phine swallow the bile trying to creep up her throat. Bad things happened in that room.

Charles cleared his throat, drawing her from her thoughts, then led her up the grand porch. When he ushered her inside, the house was as still and quiet as a tomb. But for her, it echoed with memories. It was just in her mind, but the giggle of young girls tickled her ears before images of two little girls rounded a corner. Xiomara. They couldn’t have been more than six, but one of them looked like a little version of her. As they ran, mischief glinted in her younger self’s eyes. Even as her older sister came hurtling after them threatening to tell their mother, young Phine still laughed carefree as a breeze. The images faded, but a lingering ache in her chest did not. Phine knew they weren’t real, but she feared what other ghosts of her past this old house would conjure.

Original hardwoods creaked underfoot, breaking the heavy silence as they walked. When they passed the large French country kitchen, more images from her memories gripped her. An elderly woman with an easy smile to match her kind eyes stood behind the counter. The younger version of Phine, this time maybe nine or ten, balanced next to her on a stool. She and her Gigi Rosaline had been making biscuits for dinner, which her mother said were horrible. Later that night, Gigi comforted her while Phine cried herself to sleep.

Phine lost sight of them after she and Charles passed tastefully opulent room after tastefully opulent room. The Barreau house was supposed to reflect its witches: elegant, stately, traditional. The house was spotless, and everything had a place. Curated, she grumbled to herself. But what struck her most was, from the antique moldings to the decorative furnishings, everything was exactly as she remembered. Not one thing had moved or changed. It was like the Barreau house had held its breath for ten whole years. It felt more like a museum than a home.

After climbing the grand mahogany staircase, Charles led her down familiar hallways to her mother’s formal study. Phine’s pulse began throbbing in her ears. With each step, her pounding heart drowned out the creak of her steps. Charles stepped aside as they reached the doors to let her pass and made no move to follow. Phine stared at the doorknob where a Barreau B stared back at her. She couldn’t bring herself to touch it. Memories of that room reared up to consume her. The tightness in her chest spiked as her vision started to blur.

The groan of the door snapped Phine back to herself with a gasp. It opened and waited for her to walk through it. Just enough tension eased out of Phine so she could breathe. Bracing herself, she squared her shoulders and stepped into the room she had nearly died in.


TWO

Lush green plants with trailing vines were peppered across the room. Intricate crown molding trimmed midnight blue walls. Dark hardwood floors peeked out beneath plush oriental rugs. An oxblood love seat, tufted armchairs, and a couch faced a black-and-white veined marble fireplace against the far right wall. Above it hung a large rectangular gold mirror. Dozens of ivory busts, each a Barreau woman who came before, were placed throughout the study. Phine ignored the feeling of their eyes following her as she stepped forward.

The study’s massive walnut writing desk stood just beyond the center of the room. The high-backed brown leather chair her mother ruled over her household from stood just behind it. Void of clutter or wayward paperwork, the desk was just as she remembered. Along with the many times she was dragged before it for some unforgivable offense. In her memories, her mother glared at Phine with eyes full of disappointment and impatience. But her mother wasn’t there now.

Instead, centered on the desk facing Phine stood another ivory bust. Her pace as she approached was slow and measured, no different from approaching a predator. She stopped just out of reach of the desk to stare down at the statue. It managed to capture her mother’s proud, stately features. Blood red roses wreathed around her shoulders where pale brown skin would have met ivory. She wore her long, loosely curled hair in a high, heart-shaped pompadour, another rose sticking out above her right ear.

Maxine Barreau was a powerful witch, a Puppeteer, and a formidable woman. With the ability to control people’s bodies, she was the matriarch of the family even when her Gigi was alive. She was brilliant, beautiful, and gifted. But she was also ruthless and calculating and lacked the warmth and nurturing a good mother should provide. Phine couldn’t recall a single time she was hugged, received praise, or was told she was loved. Her sister received such niceties, but not her.

This time, when the bust moved, it wasn’t a trick of her mind. They were spelled to imitate the persons after whom they were modeled. The ivory bust drew back its shoulders and raised its head high just like her mother would have done. Its sightless eyes locked on her, daring Phine to look away as much as hold her stare. Not that Phine would give her mother that satisfaction, even in death. Unlike when Phine was a little girl, she met that gaze head-on. The bust couldn’t hurt her, at least not any more than her mother already had. Because she is dead. My mother is dead.

The thought brought her no joy. No relief or freedom like she thought it would. Phine thought the air would be sweeter without the pressure of her mother’s existence choking the life from her. But it wasn’t. Knowing she was gone eased neither the tension inside Phine nor the lingering fear that had haunted her steps since leaving the city. Maybe she was in shock, but she didn’t feel anything at all. This was just confirmation of a truth she had learned years ago.

A throat clearing drew Phine’s attention back to the present. So the shadow was real after all. She nodded and prepared herself for a fight. Another woman stood before the burning fireplace. The expression on her perfectly painted face was deceptively calm. Phine’s sister watched her from behind an end table, where she arranged dozens of freshly cut roses in a vase. No matter the occasion, the witch three years her senior dressed and acted like the world was her oyster. She mirrored their mother’s vintage sophistication in a fitted gown of black chiffon.

Phine stared into a face so similar, and so not, to her own. Her sister got the light skin genes in the family, what folks called high yellow. It was tawny to her hickory. They had the same long, dark curls, but Phine’s were 3c and framed her face like a lion’s mane. Her sister’s were 3b, and she piled them high into a graceful updo that allowed her face to be accentuated by flames.

The firelight danced and dipped along her sister’s high, sharp cheekbones while her full lips frowned at her. Phine’s features were softer, fuller, with slanted almond eyes and less severe cheekbones. Josephine’s large doe eyes were citrine stones to Phine’s warmer, amber honey. Her older sister studied her, assessing her in a long up-and-down. Then she raised one finely plucked brow, rolled her eyes, and sighed. This was not the first time Phine was weighed by another Barreau witch and found wanting.

“So it’s true,” her sister said with a drawl. Her accent was thicker than Phine recalled, and thicker still than her own after years up north. “The black sheep returns.”

“Josephine,” Phine said with a nod.

“Seraphine.”

Phine raised a brow back at her. Even as children, her sister never hesitated to call their mother “Prime.” But the strict adherence to protocol and rules didn’t seem to apply to Phine now. Like countless times before, Phine swallowed her family’s disrespect.

“I hear tell you are the Prime,” Josephine said.

“I am.”

“How? You are unfit to rule.”

“Yet here we are,” Phine said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “The Heart of the Land didn’t think anyone else was worthy.”

The barb struck home. Josephine glared at her, then set down the clippers and roses she worked with.

“An error that will be corrected soon.”

“You know that is not the Way. The Heart of the Land picks the Prime, and only death can make the power change hands again.”

“What’s one more funeral when I’m already planning another?”

As Josephine said this, the vining plants scattered throughout the study twitched and then slithered toward Phine. They reached for her with barbs and thorns like teeth and claws eager to tear her apart. Phine rolled her eyes and sighed. She had prepared herself for a fight, but she had hoped it would remain verbal. She didn’t want to fight Josephine, but it seemed the golden child had forgotten why she was the black sheep of the family. Phine, however, was not above providing a reminder.

Having unsealed her Well, she was free to use her own magic. After a decade, it was like coming home to an old friend. The power answered her call and the tingle of it brushed along her skin like some big, contented cat. Her vision flooded with saturated colors as the ebb and flow of magic all around her became clear. Josephine glowed with emerald green light that suffused the vines creeping toward Phine.

When they came within five feet of her, she drank down the magic animating them. Her sister’s power was rich and earthy as the vines withered to blackened tendrils. But like a hungry hound with a scent, Phine let her magic follow the trail back to Josephine, and she let it feed. Phine knew the exact moment her sister felt the pull because her magic bittered with fear. Josephine stopped casting, and, point made, Phine did as well. But not before returning the vitality of the plants she drained. She saw no need for them to suffer because her sister was petty.

“Unless it’s your own, I would reconsider. We both know there isn’t a witch in the city who could stand against me.”

That truth hung heavy and dark between them like overripe fruit on the vine. Phine did not need to be the Prime to be the most feared witch in the city. Before she locked away her magic, Phine had inspired terror in witchkin since she was five years old. Even among people who could alter fate and manipulate reality, Phine was a dangerous pariah because she could feed on magic and make it her own. The world was a feast of people and power as a Syphon.

Josephine’s poorly hidden temper was like chili peppers on her tongue. Light emotions were sweet, bright, or rich. Darker ones were bitter, spicy, or sour. Charles’s disdain had been like apple cider vinegar. But they could bottle and sell Josephine’s rage for barbecue.

“Josephine,” she began again. Phine tried to put a tenderness toward her sister she hadn’t felt for years in her voice. “I didn’t come here to fight. Knowing this family, there will be plenty of time for that. But for tonight … can you just be my sister and we—”

“You’re no sister of mine.”

Lightning flashed stark and white, illuminating the darkness between. Thunder rumbled while the wind rattled the windows. Shadows and storms always followed her family. It was tradition. With practiced ease Seraphine hid her hurt at her sister’s words behind a mask of calm.

“I am a Barreau witch,” she said.

“A real Barreau would not have abandoned her family. Not without a word or reason.”

Maxine never told her. Phine’s eyes widened in surprise. Their mother had neglected to share that dirty little secret. But as much as Josephine deserved the truth, it would be a cold day in hell before she ripped open her scars just to soothe her sister’s old aches.

“Considering the part you played in it, you already know the reasons.”

“All I know is after years of hearing how much you hated it here, you up and left.”

“I hated it here because every one of you treated me like a pariah.”

“How dare you! I did no such thing …”

“You never wished the Tick Witch gone?” Phine said, spitting back the name her people had given her. Josephine pressed her lips into a line and had the decency not to lie to her face, so Phine continued.

“There are enough things to deal with right here, right now, without us taking a painful trip down memory lane. So can we please deal with the past later and you just tell me what happened to your mother?”

Josephine’s hesitation tasted like sour grapes while she measured Phine with her eyes. They stood just a few feet apart, but there was an ocean of unsaid words and unresolved feelings between them.

“I don’t know. She collapsed in the garden a couple hours ago. Nothing, magical or other, helped.”

“What could be strong enough to bring a Prime down low that fast?”

“I said I don’t know,” Josephine snapped.

Phine put her hands up and took a step back. “I’m just trying to understand. Did Ma … did the former Prime seem herself, did you notice anything strange recently?”

“No, she seemed fine …” Josephine’s voice trailed off as she seemed to remember something. “Come to think of it, this … whole month she was keeping to herself a bit more. Still led and kept the peace, of course. But if you caught her when she thought no one was looking, something was weighing on her. She’d get like that from time to time after you left.”

Phine huffed; she could think of a few things the former Prime should feel guilty about. But now was not the time.

“I’ll do some investigating of my own. For now, I need to figure out where I’m going to get settled. I’ll need to assess the state of things and reach out to the Heads of House. Is that going to be a problem?”

Josephine’s huff mirrored the one Phine had made earlier. “I have no plans to impede the reign of the new Prime, if that is what you are asking.” When her eyes met Phine’s, her voice was thick with grief. “That is not what Mama or Gigi would have wanted.”

Phine’s heart seized in her chest.

“Gigi?” she asked.

Their grandmother was the only one Phine was close to growing up. Even after her powers developed, Gigi Rosaline was always on her side when no one else was.

“Gigi died a few weeks after you left. It cut Mama up real bad to lose both of you one right after the other.”

Images of her with her Gigi in the kitchen making biscuits just minutes before flashed in her mind’s eye. We’ll never get to do that again. Grief settled over her like a veil. Loss tightened her chest as she tried to work past the first real feeling of sadness since coming back to New Orleans.

Phine didn’t doubt that the former Prime mourned her mother. But Josephine believing that Maxine Barreau felt anything other than disappointment toward her younger daughter was just wishful thinking. And the worst part was, Phine couldn’t even blame her. While they grew up in the same house, their experiences were night and day. Josephine grew up a princess in a fairy tale. Phine was the pet dragon in a gilded cage.

Josephine’s powers were much more palatable to witchkin. She was a Green Thumb, someone who controlled plants. Witchkin liked to forget that her sister could turn any flower into a weapon, from strangling roots to poisonous spores. Whereas Phine was the threat they saw coming, people didn’t see Josephine as a threat until it was too late. People wanted a leader who was fearsome to their enemies, but not someone they themselves feared. Which unfortunately meant Phine was out of the running before the race even began … but she still expected to run it.

“No, she would want the Houses united, strong, and Barreaus leading the city,” Phine replied. “She’s halfway to getting what she wanted; will you help me with the rest?”

Her sister’s face got stuck somewhere between amusement and pity.

“She’s more than halfway, Phine,” she said after a pause.

“What do you mean?”

Josephine dipped into a modest curtsy. “I am the Head of House Wonder.”

Stars save me.

Witchkin magic varied widely, so they divided themselves between two Houses of magic. House Wonder was for abilities that changed the world and people in a tangible way, such as elementals, necromancy, and invisibility. House Enchantment included magic that focused on the mind and incorporeal forces. They were gifted in telepathy, illusions, divination, and so on. Each House had a designated witch, the Head, who handled day-to-day business, training, and education. The Prime was the Queen of New Orleans witchkin, but the Heads of House were her counsel.

The irony of it all washed over Phine. The former Prime had raised her daughters in the hopes that one of them—Josephine—would become Prime while Phine became Head of House Wonder. Somehow, the former Prime got what she wanted after all, even if it wasn’t the way she planned. Because even in the best of circumstances, this wasn’t supposed to happen for decades, if at all. It shouldn’t be possible for Phine to be the Prime, because the Primacy was not dynastic.

Nor had it ever been in the millennia of its existence. It passed between the two Houses like a pendulum, keeping their quiet rivalry at bay. When the former Prime died, the Heart of New Orleans should have chosen a witch from House Enchantment. Not her.

“Why didn’t the magic go to House Enchantment?”

“You think if I knew how and why the Heart picked people, I’d allow it to pick you?”

A cheetah could not change its spots. She could no more ask Josephine to not be Josephine than she could still the shining of stars. She’d survived fifteen years of her sister once; she would do that and more if she had to. Phine took a deep breath and counted to five before responding.

“I get it, Jo; we have to work together, but that doesn’t mean we have to like each other. But you did say you wouldn’t make this harder for me. Can we start there and figure the rest out as we go?”

Josephine stared at her like Phine had offered her rotten fish. But with a huff she crossed her arms and nodded. Her face had none of the confidence Phine needed to see. But beggars can’t be choosers, and she would rather have her sister grudgingly on her side than not. It wasn’t much, but it was a start; and most importantly, it was a start she could work with.


THREE

Josephine offered to let Phine stay at the Barreau house. While the offer was kind, Phine would rather drag herself through broken glass than spend another solitary night in that house. Instead, she graciously declined and opted to stay at a hotel. Left to her own devices, Phine would have chosen something cheap with no frills. But on the drive there, Charles had informed her, “That was not ‘the Way.’”

The transition of power began the moment the Heart chose the Prime. For many, the early days and even hours after ascending were when they began disconnecting from their old lives. When the former Prime ascended, she left the Barreau house that very night and rarely returned. It was put in a trust for Josephine and Phine to inherit. Now that Phine had ascended, Josephine would continue to maintain it.

The Phantom came to a stop, and the sudden lurch drew Phine from her thoughts. As she stepped out, Charles shooed away the valet coming to collect her luggage. He escorted her into a sprawling lobby brimming with old-world glamour. It had tall, dark batten boards on every wall to complement classic scrolling woodwork along the trims and baseboards. The cream, gold, and silver palette made the space sumptuous and inviting.

The ground floor was covered in glistening white marble that bounced light off the largest chandelier she’d ever seen. It hung thirty feet in the air between the ground floor and a mezzanine. Gold columns supported the ceiling as far as the eye could see. Big leafy plants climbed their way up three black marble staircases leading to the same mezzanine. Staff moved with measured precision in crisp black and gold uniforms.

As guests milled about, the click of heels and expensive shoes set a rhythm beneath the din of the lobby. They dressed well enough for a night at the symphony, making Phine fight not to fidget with her clothes. Anywhere else in the world and she wouldn’t give a damn if she was underdressed, but something about being back in New Orleans made her question everything. She let Charles handle the reservation at a twenty-foot-long, solid-gold front desk, intricately carved with a battle scene. Still several feet behind him, Phine studied the display.

Celestial beings, some beautiful, some terrifying, warred with monstrous forms in a timeless battle of light against darkness. The Infinite War, Phine mused. That’s where the Stars first vanquished the creatures from the Void. Of the many pantheons, Phine always found the Stars the most interesting. The belief in wishes made the Stars godlike in their power. Fueled by those beliefs, Stars granted the wishes of their faithful and even blessed their favored, the Saints, with powers of their own. Phine wished at least one Star would look out for her in the days ahead.

She had given up her unsuccessful attempts to blend into the dark wood paneling by the time Charles was done. He came to escort her to a penthouse. Outside the suite doors, Charles said, “I will return to collect you promptly at eight A.M. In the meantime, I recommend you get your rest. Tomorrow will be a long day.”

He pushed open the doors to darkness and she stepped past him in search of a light. She found one just as Charles closed the door, and she whistled. The suite was prettier than a magnolia in May. Deep brown hardwoods grounded the room’s neutral tones. Pops of coffee and crimson were both chic and trendy without trying too hard. There was a formal living room with a vintage pool table next to floor-to-ceiling windows showing the New Orleans skyline.

There was a pretty little powder room, but Phine was looking for the full version likely adjoining a bedroom. Shortly after, she found both. The main bedroom was a comforting mix of cozy luxury and high-end sophistication with an earthy green-and-gray decor. The big four-poster bed looked as plush as a cloud, and she groaned at the thought of sinking into it. But first things first; she needed to wash the last few hours off her. Through another door she found what she was in search of.

The bathroom was a warm, white marble marvel with a massive jetted tub big enough for four. Of places to be trapped for the night, she could have, and had, done much worse. Phine started the bath before choosing from a selection of scrubs, soaps, and essential oils. She added a drop of honeysuckle and waited for it to fill. She pulled her long, kinky hair away from her face and secured it into a wrap. Then she stripped down and stepped into the tub.

The heat was just the right amount of burn. It eased the sudden ache that had begun building in her bones since leaving the Barreau house. Submerging herself up to the neck, she lay back and let the tub’s edge cradle her head. Natural Black girl problems meant that was as deep as she was going in the water tonight. With a sigh of relief, she melted into the bubbles. Once she gave herself over to the jets and scents, she relaxed. But it wasn’t long before the reality of her situation settled in.

Phine’s life as she knew it … was over. While living on the run for ten years was emotionally difficult and physically taxing, it was the life she had chosen for herself. The studio she lived in wasn’t much, but it was hers. Her old ’Cuda was impractical, but it was hers and she wouldn’t trade it for the world. She hadn’t had much in the way of friends or relationships, but that was because the former Prime had nearly found her through well-meaning friends. Phine stopped taking chances on people and would have done it again every day if it meant she kept her freedom.

But I don’t have my freedom anymore, she remembered.

When she woke up that morning, she was a baker at a little bakery in Harlem. Most people didn’t know it, but they traveled far and wide for her bakes. But when she woke up tomorrow, she would rule witchkin and serve as guardian of the magic that chose her to do both. Because somehow, she … was the Prime. Surreal was putting the complicated jumble of emotions warring inside her mildly.

I’m not supposed to be here.

One of the many things the former Prime had found disappointing about her younger daughter was Phine’s perceived lack of ambition. Maybe if the former Prime and her sister hadn’t treated her like a family secret to hide, things could have been different. But by the time Phine was thirteen, she cared little about the prestige of her pedigree or maintaining the legacy that built it. All she knew was the cost she paid for it.

At best she was expected to support Josephine’s dreams, at worst not to hinder them. But now she was mistress of the house, with an ocean of magic at her disposal. Her wards binding her magic had been a comfort, a bit of protection she felt she no longer had. She wondered if Morgan, the Keeper who helped place them, knew she’d broken them. Phine would reach out to them soon. For now, she would reintroduce herself to her magic.

Deep breath to ground yourself. Feel the power fill you … see what it is you want to do … focus on nothing else … then bring your will to life.

She was out of practice. Not quite rusty, but stiff like old bones kept still for too long. She would need to take her time getting used to wielding her power. Phine’s Well opened and her magic answered her call. The lights switched off at the same time dozens of candle wicks began to spark to life, one after the other, until the bathroom glowed with soft, golden light.

Using magic again was like curling up with a good book. As comfortable and familiar as the scent of vanilla and cinnamon. It was more of a homecoming than setting foot in the Barreau house, where her magic had made her an unwelcome guest since childhood. Like anything else, magic was just a tool. Fire could keep you warm, light the way in the night, or consume everything it touched. She didn’t see magic—let alone hers—in terms of good or evil, only how it was used. She wished that sentiment were more widely shared among witchkin.

Grumbling about small-minded people, Phine drained and rinsed out the tub. She was in there long enough for the water to cool and her skin to prune. She wrapped herself in one of the plush robes and went back into the bedroom. It was past midnight and the need to sleep tugged at her. She was imagining just how soft those down duvets would be when she froze in the doorway. A single black velvet pillow waited at the foot of the bed for her. One that hadn’t been there when she came in earlier.

But the cushion wasn’t the problem. The problem was the crown nestled into the velvet. Her pulse started to race as her heart hammered at the mere thought of it. Its base was dark, delicate metals wrought into branching, thorny roses. Crystals infused with centuries of power twinkled like morning dew along the petals. It was beautifully made, something truly fit for a Queen. But Phine would not touch it.

The crown had no power, but it was the physical symbol of the Primacy called the Mandate. It would only react to the touch of the Prime and would assume the form that suited the wearer. Over the centuries it had been a circlet, a necklace, a dagger, a ring, and more. The former Prime had fashioned it into a crown. With slow, deliberate steps, and being careful not to touch the metal, Phine moved the cushion into the living room and locked the bedroom door behind her.

She leaned against the wood, resting her head back while she closed her eyes and remembered how to breathe. Her heart, still thudding against her hand, was slow to listen. Anything that reminded her of the former Prime still put Phine on edge. She had no idea what shape the Mandate would take on for her, but she wasn’t in any hurry to find out. More importantly, she wasn’t ready to accept what its appearance to her meant.

Worry clouding her mind, she tried unsuccessfully to push those thoughts away and climbed into bed. But even as she pulled the covers over her head, she was all too aware that escape was impossible. Until the day she died, the power and responsibility of being the Prime would find her wherever she went.


FOUR

A phone rang. It pierced the soft, warm blanket of sleep Phine was enjoying. Her eyes cracked open before snapping back shut. Where’s all that light coming from? Groaning, Phine rolled onto her belly and buried her face into a surprisingly fluffy pillow that smelled like jasmine and beignets. Beignets? That didn’t make any sense; she hadn’t smelled beignets outside of her own kitchen in years. Phine flopped over again and pushed the duvet off her. And why was she so warm when the super had cut the heat off in her apartment last week?

Because I’m not in my apartment anymore. Phine’s eyes shot open as she bolted upright. This wasn’t her bed. The sunlight flooding through the tall windows revealed one of the poshest bedrooms she had ever laid eyes on. The phone, which was on the nightstand to her left, blessedly stopped ringing. The nightstand’s only other occupants were a clock reading six thirty A.M. and a hotel keycard for the DeLorean New Orleans.

That’s right. She flopped back on the bed. It wasn’t a nightmare. The room phone started ringing again. Phine scowled at it before picking up.

“Yes.”

“Well, good morning and happy Sunday to you, Ms. Barreau,” said an entirely too cheery woman. “This is Chelsea at the front desk, and this is your wake-up call.”

Phine rubbed her eyes and yawned. “I didn’t ask for a wake-up call.”

“Not you personally, ma’am. But your … friend or … companion perhaps?” She faltered on the description. “The rather serious fellow with the top hat? He said, if I may quote him, you ‘have matters of utmost importance’ first thing in the morning.”

In her mind, Phine cussed Charles in every language, colorful or not, she knew. “Of course. How could I forget?”

“Your breakfast will arrive any moment now, ma’am. Today’s special is shrimp and grits, but we also have ham steak, beignets, egg whites, bacon, home fries, and many other selections depending on your preferences. Maybe a frittata, or oatmeal, crêpes …”

“I’m sure whatever was prepared will be fine.”

“Marvelous, ma’am. You have a lovely day and thank you for joining us at the DeLorean New Orleans.”

The doorbell rang just as Phine hung up. Gritting her teeth, she put on the robe she’d left draped on the other side of the bed and tried to get up. She succeeded in falling face-first onto the carpet. Pain blossomed like some twisted flower inside her. Her entire body ached like she’d taken a beating. Or more specifically throbbed; her body was throbbing like one big, angry bruise.

The power of the Prime.

Grumbling about fine print, Phine grabbed onto a chair leg and used it to brace herself to stand. It took far longer than Phine wanted to admit to get to her feet. But after collecting the breakfast of bacon and grits from the bellhop, she showered and was dressed an hour later.

Dressing in New Orleans was tricky. The city was hot … nearly all the time. Even in the middle of winter, temperatures rarely dipped below sixty degrees. Phine favored loose, flowing fabrics accented with lace and leather, tribal jewelry, and vampy, dramatic makeup when she bothered to put it on. Today, she wore a fitted black crop top and a black peasant skirt with beaded silver peacock feathers. Gold bamboo earrings adorned her ears along with a gold ankh on a chain. She’d bring a black lace shawl in case she went somewhere cool.

Charles was waiting for her when she came down to the lobby at 7:58 A.M. It was already seventy-seven degrees, but that didn’t stop him from wearing another Ankara suit.

“You dressed … comfortably,” he noted.

“No one said where I was going, let alone a dress code.”

He sighed and shook his head at Phine, something he never would have dared do to the former Prime.

“Because I thought that would be obvious. I’m taking you to the bayou.”

Charles took it upon himself to lecture her for the forty-five-minute drive out of the city into the bayou. Phine let him, if for no other reason than it gave her something to focus on besides the pain. While he talked at her about tradition and the days to come now that she had ascended, the old Phantom jostled her aching body. A speed bump left her grinding her teeth from trying not to hiss. As he had said, she was going home, or more specifically to one of two homes she had inherited as the Prime.

Which was why she didn’t know where they were heading. The exact location of the Low House was a carefully guarded secret known only by the Prime. Not even as daughters of the former one had she or Josephine ever been there. As her seat of power in the French Quarter, the High House would be where she governed, and her people gathered. The Low House, the true home of the Prime, would be her private residence away from everything and everyone. Every Prime before Phine went into the bayou and made a home out of the Low House. Now it was her turn.

When Charles pulled the Phantom over, Phine couldn’t say what she was expecting. A tiny castle in the swamp, or even a grand villa? But definitely not a swath of open brush on the side of the road. Charles got out and opened the door for her, and she stepped onto the baking asphalt. Phine took three steps before beginning to fan herself.

This stretch of land was no different from any of the countless others around them. Still, something was off. Morning sun beat down on her, but only darkness filled the spaces between tall trees packed tightly together. Birds chirped and twittered at her back, but not from the woods in front of her. And heavy silence drowned out what should have been the gentle chorus of crickets and bullfrogs. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. This doesn’t feel right.

Dread traced up Phine’s spine and she couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes watching from all around her. Hungry, dangerous eyes. A sudden, gripping desire told her to get back in the car and drive as far away from this place as fast as she could. But Phine shook herself, scrunching her face in confusion at the strange feelings. The swamps were her playground growing up. And while there were natural predators, she was always respectfully cautious but never afraid.

Phine pulled in a deep breath, and the air smelled bittersweet like cacao nibs. She opened her eyes and the tree line shimmered in her vision. She blinked again, seeing the shimmer for what it was. Magic. The fear trying to sink its teeth into her appeared to be a compulsion spell to scare people away. Phine opened her Well to take a few sips of the magic powering the compulsion. The spell broke and the darkness surrounding the path lifted. Phine smiled as the woods came alive again.

“Prime,” Charles said, and Phine turned in his direction. She frowned in confusion when she saw him back in the driver’s seat of the Phantom. “Find your way home quickly; you have a long day ahead of you.”

Then he drove off. Phine cussed and chased after him. She caught his hard eyes in the rearview. Charles watched her flail her arms and call his name, but he didn’t stop. Phine skidded to a stop, cussed again, and kicked at the road. She knew she would never catch him. It’s too damn hot for all this.

Glaring at the tree line, she tied her shawl around her waist, then grumbled about ashy men while restraining her curls high off her neck. By the time she was done, she was already sweating like a pig. Phine was not dressed for chasing down cars, let alone a swamp crawl. And in all her years dodging gators and running through the mud, she had never come across a witch house.

How am I supposed to know which way to go?

All around her cicadas sang, birds called, and the wind rustled through old trees. That was the bayou symphony she was used to. As her eyes drifted along the roadside, that was all she heard at first. But with another curious frown, Phine caught one other sound. A rhythmic throbbing like a pulse fluttered in her mind. It was slower and a beat behind her own and grew louder or softer depending on which way she turned. Looking back toward the road it was quieter; facing south it almost drowned out the sound of brush noises. And with the pulse came a distinct tugging at her chest. If that wasn’t a sign, she didn’t know what was.

Against her better judgment, she set off into the brush in the direction of the thrumming. The going was slow. The heat of the swamp was oppressive, reducing Phine to a sticky, sweaty mess in minutes. She also needed to be careful where and how she stepped to avoid muck or stumbling on roots. She kept her eyes trained for tracks since gators weren’t the only predators. Snakes and wild pigs could do serious damage if they didn’t kill you, and she did not want to get hurt out in the sticks.

Twenty minutes later, Phine was still following the pulse. Her sandals were caked in mud and every part of her body protested the hike. Her thighs wailed at every hitch or shift in elevation. Her calves burned from the exertion. The damn mosquitoes were determined to turn Phine into a pincushion. When her skirt caught on a patch of thorns for the eighth time, she stopped to wrench the fabric free.

“Comfortable my ass,” she grumbled.

Now an hour into her swamp crawl, Phine stopped to take a break. She leaned against a weather-beaten cypress, wiping the sweat from her brow. Wet burbling from a nearby stream kept tune with frogs and crickets. She fanned herself and considered, not for the first time, whether to strangle Charles when she got back to New Orleans. If I get back to New Orleans. Phine pushed the thought away as easily as she did her damp curls rebelling against their restraints. She brought her hand away from her face, then caught a glimpse of something shimmery in the distance.

Remembering the compulsion spell from earlier, Phine blinked to see magic around her. Just as she thought, the shimmering was more magic. This time it took the shape of crystalline currents that were teal, gold, and turquoise. They floated five feet above the ground and wove their way through the trees like languid serpents. Phine had seen magic for most of her life, but not like this. The fluid movements, the colors, and the power radiating from them reminded her of something the former Prime had talked about. They reminded her of …

“The Flows,” Phine could not help but say out loud.

The Flows were the power her people tapped into for their magic. It was their lifeblood as witchkin and tied directly to the Heart of the Land that first drew her people to New Orleans. She was sent to find the Low House, but where else could it be other than at or near the Heart? Phine started following the Flows. And while the going didn’t get easier, this time she knew she was going the right direction.

The Flows swam and danced around her as she followed them, seemingly curious about her presence but not hostile. She lost sight of some of them past thick foliage up ahead. Phine drew back a branch to see better as she came to a stop just outside a fifty-foot-wide circular clearing where ancient cypresses dripped Spanish moss, creating a veil around the threshold. When Phine stepped inside, the air grew thick with the scent of ozone. Magic hung heavy like a shroud, blanketing everything in a hush. But her focus was on the Flows. The Flows around her dipped down to slither along the earth. There were dozens if not more converging at a single point on the ground ahead of her.

Saints. And. Stars.

The Flows fed into an elaborate root system that sprouted up into a dense moss-laden canopy toward the back of the clearing. Ancient boughs soared sixty feet into the air before curving down into an enormous thirty-foot floating sphere. A semitransparent layer of shifting mauve and violet light bled down to plume around a forest green core so deep it was nearly black. Golden swirls of power lit up the inside with each deep thud and crackled with magic strong enough to level a city. The sheer magnitude should have scared her, but Phine was becoming as familiar with it as the taste of gumbo. This was the Heart of New Orleans, the fount of the Flows, and what had chosen her to be the Prime.

Still agape in awe, Phine stepped into the clearing. Her skin tingled more the closer she got to the Heart, like walking through a field of static. But it didn’t hurt. On the contrary, she felt … safe and comfortable, like she was home. Her magic hungered for a taste, but Phine leashed it. She had fed on the Flows once before, and that was more than enough. Pulling back from the memories, Phine turned her attention back to a soft glow.

The light came from a circle on the ground directly in front of the Heart. Phine stopped walking just outside it. Powerful magic illuminated sparkling runes and inscriptions. She recognized them as symbols of protection and sanctuary, but they looked older than any she’d seen before. Some reminded her of the wards she had back in New York City. There were other symbols as well that roughly translated to “heart,” “home,” and “binding place.” While she marveled at it, the Heart descended to be just out of her reach if she stepped into the circle.

Like the compulsion spell, feelings that weren’t hers flowed through her mind. It was somewhere between nervous excitement and anticipation, making her wonder. Is it the Heart? A giant ball of power being happy to see her. It should have been absurd, but Phine found it oddly endearing. Unfortunately, she wasn’t brought here for the scenery; she was here to bind with the Heart.

But if I step into that circle … there’s no going back.

Just like the Mandate coming to her last night, this would all become painfully, unavoidably real. The weight of that hit Phine all at once. The life, meager as it was, that she had carved out for herself would be swept away. Now she would be responsible for hundreds of witchkin. She would be the leader of a community whose existence depended on proper stewardship of this power.

The idea made her own heart flutter. Her lungs tightened until she couldn’t draw in another breath. A rush of blood to her brain made the world spin. Phine gulped down bile. The taste fueled her panic as the bars to her new cage threatened to shut around her. She wanted to run, to get out before she was trapped. Phine took a step back, and fear that was not her own washed over her.

As hot and bitter as ginger on her tongue, the Heart’s fear yanked her away from her own. It tugged at her consciousness like it was trying to get her attention or tell her something. What is it? What do you want?

The Heart’s pulse faltered, causing the whole mass to shudder. Then, among the swirling, crackling light, Phine spotted an ugly ash-gray splotch bigger than she was tall near the surface. The light around it flickered while dark-veined tendrils spread out into the Heart. Scrunching her face in distaste, she tried not to retch as the scent of wet rot filled her nose. Her skin began to crawl, and she had to fight the urge not to step back again. Her instincts told her to get away from this abomination. But unlike the compulsion spell from earlier, this was a danger to her and everyone she cared about.

Blight.

Blight was a curse, one that infected and corrupted whatever it came in contact with. A witch’s Well could be Blighted if they dabbled in dark magic they could not control. But this wasn’t some overly ambitious witch’s Well. This was the very bedrock of their community. How could it be Blighted? The Heart quaked, then shuddered, waves of urgent worry flooding out until they washed over her. The Heart was in danger and now she needed to decide what to do about that.

Prime or not, Phine knew what would happen to the witchkin of New Orleans if the Heart continued to carry this Blight. Their reservoir of power would become a pool of poison. And like drinking foul water, any witch who tried to pull power from the Flows would take the Blight into themself. They would lose the ability to control their magic. Slowly corrupted from the inside out, death that was neither quick nor pleasant would come for them. She wanted to run. But if she left her people defenseless, this would be the end of them.

Part of her wished this burden had been laid at the feet of anyone but her. She had left New Orleans; she had severed her ties. She had done everything in her power not to end up right where she was. And that part of her mourned. Because everything in her life was about to change, and this time it would be because she chose for it to.

I can’t, she thought. I can’t leave so many to suffer.

Phine took a deep, deep breath and squared her shoulders. Despite her reservations, it was not the Heart that was a danger to her. The Heart was in danger … and had chosen her to save it. Steeling her resolve, she stepped into the circle. The world seemed to hush as if holding its breath. The Heart reached out to her with a metaphysical pull that was unmistakable. With another deep breath of her own, Phine stepped into the binding circle and opened her Well. She let her magic pour out of her to join with the Heart’s.

Iridescent lightning struck within the circle, lighting up rune after rune until it glowed like a beacon. When the magics melded, their union became a soft, pleasant hum in her mind as the binding completed itself. The foulness of the Blight was as bitter as ashes on her tongue, but it was just a sip; it could not harm her.

As she opened her eyes a sense of groundedness enveloped her. In the uncertainty around her ascension, binding with the Heart gave Phine a rare moment of surety. She was ready for this. She could do this. She sighed out a breath, her nerves quieting.

The Heart reacted in kind, and Phine could no longer sense its fear. Its comfort was as warm and welcoming to her as a hug. Phine let that feeling wrap around her like armor and wished it would be strong enough for what was to come. The Blight’s presence was troubling to be sure and would be her primary focus. But at least she knew her enemy, and recognizing the danger was half the battle. Now all she needed to do was win it.


FIVE

Satisfied, Phine opened her eyes and gasped. When she had closed them last, she was standing in the binding circle. Now she sat in a high-backed, burgundy velvet chair. The bayou became an elegant sitting room with onyx-colored walls accented by gold filigreed crown molding. On her left stood a burgundy velvet couch for three, two overstuffed armchairs, and a gold clawfoot table with a clear glass top. A gold-veined, hunter green marble fireplace faced her, along with a large brass-framed mirror. The wall to her left was a mural of the bayou trees in mist that looked so real she could get lost in them. The room was vintage elegance revamped: formal, moody, but welcoming. It was a room she’d create for herself if she had any decorating skills.

But how? she asked, more to herself than anything. Images with emotions that weren’t hers filtered through her mind. First a stately, two-story plantation house with black shutters and a black roof. Then appeared the Heart, two interlocking rings, and an image of herself. Because Phine was bound to the Heart, it brought her to what she could only assume was the Low House. A feeling of affirmation was as close to confirmation as Phine was likely to get. Curiosity piqued, she got up and explored the rest of the main floor.

She passed bright, airy hallways to the literal kitchen of her dreams. The floors were black-veined white marble with evenly spaced diagonal black squares. Copper and brass finishes warmed up white tiles along the wall. Modern appliances complemented pale sage green counters and island. The entire back wall was floor-to-ceiling windows that let in the midmorning light. Instead of traditional cupboards, there were long open shelves to let even more light in. It was the perfect blend of light and shadow. She could see herself cooking everything from roasts to pound cake to gumbo. The marble island alone called to the baker in her. The things I could create here.

Phine’s vision began to blur. Hot, wet tears slipped from her eyes. Overwhelmed with gratitude, she ran her hands along the island. It wasn’t all the bells and whistles making her emotional. It was disbelief that the Low House had given her all this. After years of wandering, unable to put down roots, let alone stay long enough to make any place feel even close to homey. But now … she finally had one. She was home.

Phine walked from beautiful room to beautiful room, taking in the understated splendor, and whispered, “Thank you,” as she went. The main floor had a kitchen, a formal study, a library, and a full bathroom. Upstairs, her main suite took up the whole floor. She was stunned to find a closet full of clothes and dresses all fitted to her body. Dark brown hardwood matched oil rubbed bronze, a wrought iron round coffee table, a room divider, and accents.

There was a sitting area with a grand piano and a large four-poster canopy bed. It was soft and warm with its cream, honey, and mahogany colors. She hesitated at the bed, still grubby from swamp crawling. But a soft push in her mind gave her permission. She leapt into bed and sank into a sumptuous duvet and more fluffy pillows than she knew what to do with.

If it were up to Phine, she would let this bed hold her hostage for the rest of the day. But that wasn’t in the cards. Charles had mentioned business in the city and a long day at that. Which meant, despite his desertion, she needed to get back. Fortunately, there was an alternative. Every witchkin home had a Portal that let them travel from witch dwelling to witch dwelling safely and quickly. She just needed to find which door in the Low House it was.

Phine headed back to the main floor, and the tingle of magic to her left drew her attention to the outline of a door right next to the basement door. She blinked and the outline glowed with an icy blue radiance. Phine touched her palm to the center of the door. The light enveloped her and before she knew it, she was pulled back to New Orleans.

The Portal delivered Phine to the main foyer of the High House before melting back into the woodwork. The foyer featured a two-story vaulted ceiling, where a six-foot-tall, three-hundred-year-old crystal chandelier loomed above her. Checkerboard tiles offset
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