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  Chapter 1


Joan Sinclair turned the key over in her hand. She turned it over again, then tossed it into the air. As she reached to catch it, it awkwardly bounced off the side of her palm and clattered to the metal lab table in front of her. Yeah, that seemed about right. She left it where it was, staring at it as she chewed on the tip of her thumb. 
It was a skeleton key — not an ornate object that you could imagine opening a pirate chest or the perfumed boudoir of a Victorian courtesan, but a prosaic one, the kind that might open the dusty drawer of an old desk found in your grandmother’s attic, tucked behind a stuffed owl and a painting of seven apron-clad carrots performing a ritual sacrifice of a beet. 
The key was made of brass with an oval loop at one end, two jagged teeth at the other, and a short shaft connecting them. Its only concession to aesthetics was a single decorative groove down the barrel. 
But it had called to Joan. 
She had been walking past Shiny Ol’ Junk, an antique shop in the quaint downtown of her small community, enjoying the first crisp autumn day as the bracing breeze caressed her face, ruffling her shoulder-length honey-colored hair and blowing the ends of her knitted purple scarf away from her body. She had laughed with delight and glanced at her reflection in the window.
And then she had looked through the glass at a wooden bowl of vintage keys next to the register and her gaze had fallen upon one unassuming key sitting partially submerged a little to the right of the center. She had stopped short, her body going rigid, rocked by a familiar electric jolt, just like the one she’d felt that fateful day when she was six years old — twenty-nine years, seven months, and eight days ago.
Her smile had faded, and the chill air felt colder, no longer pleasantly brisk, but a harbinger of winter to come. This key was obviously cursed — as cursed as Joan herself. This might be her chance to undo the jinx before it was too late. She had rushed into the store to purchase the key.
Joan put her head down on the table, the smooth metal cool against her cheek, staring at the fallen key from the side. There was a tiny streak of tarnish just below where the teeth met the barrel, and she found herself transfixed by it, her mind hiking a well-worn path back to that terrible, unforgettable Monday afternoon. 
The rain had been continually beating against the classroom windows all morning, so she and her first-grade class had been deprived of their outdoor recess. This was nothing out of the ordinary for March in Oregon, but on this morning, their teacher, Mrs. Olsen, had been suffering from an intense migraine. 
Mrs. Olsen’s patience had worn thin as the day dragged on and the class grew more and more restless, their piping voices grating her nerves, her pleas for calm ignored. They had returned from pizza day in the cafeteria full of vim and rambunctiousness, squirming in their desks and shouting to each other across the room. Whatever she did, the teacher just couldn’t convince them to sit quietly and focus.
Joan was a naturally reserved child and wasn’t participating in the rowdiness. She and her best friend, Sadie, had been sitting off to the side, happily coloring and whispering together, making up a story about the fairy tale scene on the pages in front of them, crayons smearing their gritty hues over bunnies, gnomes, trees, and a castle in the distant background. 
Then she had caught a whiff of an acrid, burning smell. Glancing up, Joan had stared at Mrs. Olsen’s face, at her deep brown eyes uncannily glowing, black smoke curling from her short tawny hair. She had gasped as she watched sparks emanating from those eyes, the smoke growing in volume, hovering in a cloud above the teacher’s head. 
And then another girl, Beth Fiorella, a high-strung child who was prone to histrionics, had also looked up and begun a shrill banshee-like wail.
At that, Mrs. Olsen’s face had fallen into a bizarre blankness, the entirety of her eyes becoming solid black almonds, her visage slackening. She had ponderously stood from her old-fashioned desk, and the class had finally, gradually, quieted at the sight, except for Beth, who continued to scream.
Mrs. Olsen’s head had turned like a searchlight, her gaze slow and heavy, her dark stare freezing each child as it passed. When she’d gotten to Beth, the girl’s mouth had snapped shut with a final whimper. And Mrs. Olsen had spoken quietly, evenly, into the silence.
“I have your attention right now,
And I’ll keep it awhile, I vow.
In one score and ten,
I will see you again.
To silence and darkness you’ll bow.”
Mrs. Olsen had paused. Then her voice had risen, building a pyramid of sound. “And so I curse you — and I curse you — I curse you — curse you!” Each phrase a higher level, ending with a brief wordless scream to rival Beth’s. 
As the shriek left her throat, each child in the room felt a stabbing bolt of electricity from head to toe, just like the one Joan was to experience years later, upon catching sight of the skeleton key.
Beth and two others had fainted dead away and a few more had wet themselves. All of the class found themselves unable to speak at all or with diminished voices and most found themselves blind as well. Joan herself had lost her voice for the rest of the day, her throat dry and her vision fracturing like an old deteriorated film.
The teacher had taken in a deep breath and then sat down with a THUNK. All around the room, frightened children sat in silence, too terrified to move.
Through a haze, Joan saw Mrs. Olsen’s body sway and collapse, her head falling onto her desk. She fell into a deep sleep, snores drifting through the otherwise silent room, as the class desperately struggled to make any sound.
The children trembled in their desks. Those who had been away from their seats groped and stumbled into any empty ones they could find. They sat, numb and dazed, for what felt like hours. Joan later learned it had only been a few minutes before another teacher came in to investigate the shouting. 
He had entered the room, found it full of traumatized students and a sleeping teacher, and taken immediate action. Other adults were brought in. The school nurse took one look and insisted on calling in a doctor. Those who had had accidents were cleaned up and the fainted revived. Parents were called and most took their progeny straight to the hospital, where the staff were stumped. 
Many unsuccessful attempts were made to wake up Mrs. Olsen and finally an ambulance was summoned to take her away. She had remained in a coma for about a year and then disappeared from her long-term care facility. As the kids got older, some of them had tried to find her to demand answers, but there was no trace.
Over the course of the next few days, everyone gradually regained their sight and voices and were released from the hospital and cleared to return to school. The principal assigned the class a substitute teacher and a therapist, who asked gentle questions and administered extensive psychiatric tests. She never did figure out what had happened, dismissing their tales of a curse and a teacher on fire as a mass hallucination.
Most of the students eventually lost interest, their trauma fading as time passed. But a few, Joan included, just couldn’t get past it. Through the years, even as some transferred to other schools, even past graduation, even though they didn’t always get along, they kept in touch. These few class members became obsessed with the curse, devoting their lives to lifting it, finding careers in curse-related fields or jobs that required little time and energy, allowing them to focus on research and experiments. 
And as time went on, the urgency grew. “One score and ten” was thirty years. What would happen in thirty years? 






  
  Chapter 2


As she lifted her head and picked up the key again, running her fingers over it, memorizing the smoothness of the shaft and the ins and outs of the teeth, Joan knew she needed to tell the others. Their thirty-year timeline had diminished to five months, and this was their first real lead. She was in over her head. 
But first — wine. 
She left her physics lab, striding through her backyard and into the kitchen, and pulled a bottle of red wine from the rack on the countertop. She rummaged in a drawer for a corkscrew. Her fingers found one right away, but it was that crappy one that Brandon had left behind once after a disastrous picnic situation. 
It was the kind of corkscrew where you stab the cork and then twist it in, and then you push down the wings on the sides, and supposedly, they would move the cork up and out, but really it usually moves it about a centimeter and then you have to wiggle and wiggle and wiggle it for a zillion years until half of it comes out in your hand and the other half falls into the wine. Joan was in no kind of mental state to deal with that bullshit. 
She opened up the drawer all the way, peering into its deepest corners, searching for her preferred corkscrew, the one that looked like a Swiss Army knife, where you just twisted it into the cork and then levered the side doohickey, little by little, up the bottleneck. That one always worked. Plus it had a nifty little blade for cutting the foil and a tab that you could use to make citrus twists for your cocktails. Joan wasn’t ruling out the possibility that she would be moving on to cocktails later.
She pulled the drawer out entirely, setting it on the counter and shoving aside a cacophony of chopsticks and spatulas, a potato masher and a vegetable peeler, nested spoons and measuring cups. She poked herself on a corn-on-the-cob holder she hadn’t used in years and snatched her hand back, sucking on the tip of her finger and glowering at the assortment of useless crap. 
Her easy-to-use corkscrew was nowhere to be found. Finally, she picked up the other one and gave it a look typically reserved for war criminals and door-to-door missionaries.
“Fine. I’ll use this one,” she muttered. She sat down at the table, just for a moment, to psych herself up, dropping her head back to stare at the ceiling. There was a smattering of something pinkish up there, to her left. She glanced down at the countertop below it. The spatter was directly above the blender, possibly indicating a smoothie or daiquiri incident. She didn’t remember it. 
Daiquiri, then. Or maybe Sadie had done it and hadn’t told her. Which still argued for a daiquiri.
Actually, maybe a daiquiri sounded better right now than wine. First, though, she’d better clean off the ceiling. 
She pushed herself up out of her chair and walked over to the broom closet, pulling out a sponge mop and carrying it to the sink to wet it. As she scrubbed at her ceiling, lukewarm dirty water trickling down the mop handle and hitting her hand, she knew she was putting off the moment when she had to put out the word about the key. Maybe she should call Brandon or Sadie first instead. 
She shook her head, sending blonde hair flying into her face. She tipped her head to shake it back. This was the first actual clue to their specific situation, not theoretical studies of magic or energy work or ghost-hunting or neuropsychology or physics, and it needed to be addressed, especially as they neared that thirty-year mark. She couldn’t keep it within her small group of friends — they would need the expertise of the whole curse-obsessed gang.
Joan swung the mop down and rinsed it in the sink. She wrung it out, cursing and sputtering as the smelly, gritty water squirted her in the face. She grabbed the hand towel from its hook beside the window and dabbed her face clean, then carried the mop out to the back porch, stopping on her way to snag a bottle of rum from the top of the fridge. 
Screw the daiquiri. This was the important part anyway. 
She sat down at her patio table, unscrewed the lid from the bottle — so simple! Why had she been messing around with corkscrews and wine bottles, anyway? — then pulled her phone from her jeans pocket, opened her browser, and pulled up the group forum used by those members of the class who still involved themselves in lifting the curse. She took a swig of rum, grimacing as the bittersweet booze hit her tastebuds. 
Joan set the bottle on the table and closed her eyes, struggling to gather her thoughts into a tidy queue, but ending up with a stampede. She corralled them into two groups: helpful and panicky. The panicky thoughts mustered into a large, nervous herd, and she sent them galloping off into the distance, focusing in on the small clump of helpful notions.
She opened her eyes and began to type. 
I found something today, at an antique shop in town. I don’t know where it came from or what it means. It’s just a skeleton key, but it called to me, and when I saw it, I felt that jolt. You know, the jolt we all felt. It was just like that day. I bought it and I have it here at home. What do I do? It has to mean something. Mrs. Olsen’s desk key, maybe? Please advise.
Joan read it back to herself and then read it again. Too stiff. She deleted the last sentence, changing it to Please help. She chewed on the tip of her thumb and held her breath.
She hit Post.
The air whooshed out of her lungs, and she slumped in her chair. Her phone made the PING of a text coming through. 
Joan sat up and looked. Brandon. That was fast, but she shouldn’t be surprised. Brandon was one of the most intense about the curse and one of her closest friends — sometimes boyfriend, sometimes just friend, and sometimes friends with benefits. You’d think that would be complicated, but it wasn’t; Brandon was just Brandon.
She clicked on the message. I’m coming over.
She swiftly typed out a response, blowing another errant hair away from her face as she did so. Meet me in the lab.
Joan stood, relieved to have gotten that over with and gotten such quick results. She stretched and strode back into the kitchen with the rum, taking another long belt and then screwing the lid back on the swishing bottle as she walked. She tucked it under her arm, grabbed the blender and a carton of daiquiri mix, and headed out to her lab.
Joan made her living as a meteorologist, but she had a degree in physics — prompted, she knew, by her need to understand how a curse could fit into the Universe — and she’d built herself a lab for her experiments out in the old barn on her three-acre property just outside of town. It wasn’t fancy; just some basic measuring equipment, a microscope, and plenty of dry erase boards. She was a hobby physicist, focused solely on her goal of lifting the curse.
As she approached the rustic, red-painted building, she heard a car pull up the gravel driveway and turned to see Brandon’s beat-up green Honda. She tried to wave, but with her hands full, she ended up just sort of bobbing the blender up and down slightly. Then she tried to shrug ruefully and almost dropped everything. Joan hurried into the lab, nudging the door open with her foot and setting her supplies down on the rickety card table she kept next to the door. 
She plugged in the blender and opened the tiny freezer at the top of her brown mini-fridge. She pulled out an ice cube tray and twisted it, plopping the frigid cubes into the blender. Joan poured in a little bit of daiquiri mix and a whole lot of rum. Then she remembered they were there to do serious work and added more of the mix, careful to put the lid on properly this time — it was one thing to make a mess in her kitchen, but the lab needed to be clean. As she hit the blend button and the lab filled with the cacophony of grinding ice, the door opened, and Brandon Barber walked in. 
Brandon was Oregon-pale and dark-haired, handsome in a nerdy kind of way, with his black-rimmed glasses and his slender-but-strong physique. Joan was prone to breaking out into fantasies at the sight of his well-muscled, heavily tattooed forearms on any given day. Fortunately, he was wearing long sleeves today, in deference to the September weather. 
Joan quickly moved to cover the key with a notebook. She had been giving some thought to how she could experiment on the key to uncover its secrets, and it had just occurred to her that measuring Brandon’s initial reaction to it might be helpful. She hit the Stop button on the blender, and the air rang with sudden quiet.
“Can I do experiments on you?” she asked Brandon, pouring crimson cocktails into two glasses and handing him one. 
“I feel like we’ve done this experiment before,” he said, accepting the drink. “If memory serves correctly, and I’m sure it doesn’t, it takes about three to get me into bed.”
Joan raised a blonde eyebrow. “Since when do I have to get you liquored up for that?”
“Touchè.” He leered at her. “So, what kind of experiments, then?”
“I want to measure what happens when you see the key. I felt a jolt, and I’m wondering about the energy that caused it.” Joan squatted beside a cupboard and pulled out a convoluted contraption, a mass of wires connected to a clunky black helmet. She fumbled a little, her fingers tangling in the cables. “I can use this to measure your electrical pulse levels and then do the same with anyone else who comes around, and we can see how they compare.”
Brandon nodded, his face sobering. “That sounds like a good start.” He hesitated, biting his lower lip. “You didn’t have any… symptoms, did you?”
“No. I didn’t lose my voice or get blurry vision or anything. Just the jolt and then it was gone. And I haven’t felt anything else looking at it or touching it.”
“Okay, then! Let’s do this thing. What do you need from me?”
“I just need to put this on your head and then attach some sensors to your throat and chest.”
Brandon shrugged out of his jacket, baring those magnificent forearms. Joan focused on setting up her laptop, opening the program that would show the results picked up by the sensors. 
“Do I need to take my shirt off or just pull it down a little?”
“Off is best,” she told him. “Just the shirt, though, Barber. Keep your pants on this time.”
“Fine. But under protest. Pants are the worst.” 
Joan looked up and grinned, taking in the view as he removed his plain black t-shirt. She used to tease him about his smooth chest, but she had to admit that the hairless expanse was ideal for displaying the intricate red and black dragon drawn across it, flying above the pine forest landscape encircling his abdomen. 
She grabbed two metal-and-cork stools and positioned them near the wall in order to plug in her apparatus and then moved her computer to the side of her lab table, so she could sit directly in front of him and observe. She took a sip of her drink, shivering
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