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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 as the sweet iciness spread across her tongue. She set it down beside the computer. 
Brandon took a seat, and Joan plunked the helmet onto his head, buckling the smooth plastic strap under his chin and pulling it snug. Next, she began positioning sticky white sensors across his throat and chest, where they would pick up his heart pulse. Her hand brushed his chest and she noticed some tension in the muscles. She rested her palm over his heart. “Are you okay? Does this hurt? Is it uncomfortable?”
“No, no. It’s just — Fuck, Joan. This is so surreal. We’ve been working so hard for so long, and it felt like we would never find any kind of solution. And now, it’s like there’s this chance, out of the blue, and I’m trying so hard not to get my hopes up. Because we’ve never had any hope about this.”
“I always had hope.” Joan’s voice was quiet as she continued her task.
Brandon laid a hand against Joan’s cheek. She glanced up into his dark eyes and found herself caught in his gaze, her face on fire, in sharp contrast to his hand, chilled from his frozen drink. “But we never had any control over anything. No matter how much we learned, the ball was always in her court.” 
Joan reluctantly pulled away from his caress. There had been too many sessions like this in the past, where they’d been doing research or experiments and then ended up naked and distracted. 
And he was right — this time they had a clue, a lead, a concrete item that they might be able to manipulate, instead of just theories. They couldn’t afford any diversions. 
“Okay, I think I’ve got you all hooked up.” She stood, moving brusquely to sit down on her own stool. She turned slightly so that she was facing the computer screen, avoiding any more eye contact. “And it looks like it’s picking up your electrical signals and your heartbeat.” She paused for a moment to observe, watching the graph as it tracked Brandon’s vital signs. “Everything looks normal for a human male of your age.”
“Well, that’s probably what I am, so that’s good.”
She glanced at Brandon, whose furrowed brow and tightly drawn shoulders belied the flippancy behind the words. She gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile.
His charcoal eyes widened in alarm. “What? What’s wrong?”
So much for reassuring. “Nothing. Just trying a new facial expression. I guess it needs some work.”
Brandon laughed, some of his tension easing. “Okay, so what’s next?”
Joan took a deep breath. “Now I show you the key, and we see if you feel what I felt, and how it translates into energy. You ready?”
He hesitated, pursing his lips, then nodded. He closed his eyes.
Joan reached over and grasped the spiral spine of the notebook covering the key. She pulled the notebook closer, and it dragged the key along with it. Joan scooped up the notebook, baring the key on the table.
“Open your eyes.”






  
  Chapter 3


The white line of the graph in front of her spiked wildly against its black background, and Joan jumped to her feet in triumph. It worked! She realized now that she had been subconsciously terrified that she had just imagined that jolt, but she hadn’t — the key was really connected to the curse! 
She spun around in place, losing her balance and plopping down right in Brandon’s lap. She threw her arms around his shoulders and kissed him with wild abandon, savoring the intoxicating flavor of strawberries and rum. Everything tasted better through Brandon’s lips.
She felt his arms slide around her waist as he enthusiastically returned the kiss. 
After a moment, she came up for air, pulling her head back and grinning at him, and his daiquiri-stained lips twitched in response.
“It worked!” she told him.
“Yeah, I definitely felt a jolt. I mean, I was expecting it, but it still caught me off guard. Luckily, I was distracted from the traumatic memories of being cursed when you flung yourself into my lap and started making out with me.”
Blushing, Joan stood up, brushing herself off. “Right. Sorry. Got a little carried away.”
“No need to be sorry. Did you get the data you needed?”
“Crap!” Joan bent and looked at her laptop. “I got the data from the moment you saw it, but I would have liked to have been able to monitor the after-effects.”
“Why can’t you?”
“Because now what we’ve got is data on the effects of a woman landing in your lap and kissing you.”
“Damn. Well, since the good stuff is already ruined, maybe we should get more of that kind of data? Just in case.”
Joan picked up a dull yellow pencil and threw it in his general direction, missing by a mile. He ducked anyway, pulling off some of the sensors in the process. She sighed. “Let’s just get that machine off of you. I hope we can get enough volunteers for further tests to make up for this one.”
She knelt beside him and began carefully peeling the remaining sensors off his chest.
He laughed. “And I hope you can resist those volunteers.”
Joan glared at him, deliberately pinching as she removed the next one. “I think I’ll manage.”
“Ow!”
She felt immediate remorse at her vindictive behavior. “Sorry.” 
Joan took more care with the rest of the sensors and then gently unbuckled the helmet and removed it from his head, running a quick hand through his soft hair to smooth it down. 
Nope. That way madness lies. She hurriedly stood up, swaying at the sudden change in elevation, but somehow managing not to fall on her face, and stashed the helmet back in its cupboard. She returned to her stool to look at the data collected. 
“Okay, so it’s really clear right here, that this is the moment you saw the key.” Joan pointed to the first spike in the graph. 
Brandon leaned over her shoulder as he put his shirt back on, and smacked her in the back of the head with his arm. “Oh, shit! Sorry!”
She didn’t turn around. “I’m sure I deserved it. Now we’re even.” She indicated the next section of the line. “Then it looks like your levels remained heightened, just briefly, after the initial jolt. See, they don’t level off right away, not until two seconds later, which argues for lingering energetic transference.”
He pointed to another area, his finger brushing the screen. “Okay, but then it goes back up right here.”
“Yes. Well. Apparently, our kiss was also quite electrical.”
His chest was against her back, and she could feel his laugh before she heard it, that deep, rich chuckle that was Brandon’s alone. His chuckle had a way of wrapping itself around her like a warm, soft blanket. Then his arms wrapped around her too, and she looked down at his forearms, nestled against her belly. The chuckle and the forearms – a dangerous combination for her libido. 
She swiveled to face him, gazing upward into his laughing brown eyes. He looked into her blue eyes and lowered his face. His lips grazed hers for just a moment. 
Then he stepped back, grinning. “There. Now we’re even.”
Her heart racing, it took a moment for Joan to get his meaning. Wait, he’d kissed her as a joke? Well, fine, she didn’t need him anyway. 
She turned back to her computer, busying herself with saving their work, closing the laptop with a snap and standing to stow it in its storage spot atop a cabinet near the outlet. “Huh. You call that even? A teeny little peck like that, for my full-on make-out? Get outta here, Barber.”
“Okay, okay. I’m going. Listen, babe, come by the bar tomorrow after work, once we’ve both had a chance to think about everything, and we’ll swap notes on this key business.”
She turned around again, watching him pull on his deep red leather jacket. “Sounds good.”
Brandon sauntered out, and Joan flung herself back onto her stool, folding down over the table, resting her forehead on the hard stainless steel. This was ridiculous. They had five months left to break this curse, and she couldn’t seem to keep it in her pants. 
She sat up and picked up the key, holding it tightly, memorizing its jags with her fingers, hardening her resolve to concentrate solely on it until the solution was found. Yes, Brandon would be helpful with the work, but others could help too. A buffer — that’s what she needed. In fact, the others were probably clamoring to get in on it. She grabbed her phone out of her back pocket. 
Yep, there they were: texts from Veronica, Derek, and Ed. 
Joan looked at Veronica Grinner’s first. Sweetie, why didn’t you message me directly? I’m coming up there. I’ll need to stay in your spare room, okay? I’ll drive up tomorrow.
Ugh. Who took the time to type in “sweetie” in a text message? To say nothing of all the times Joan had asked her not to call her that. It was starting to feel vindictive. 
She messaged back. I have limited space. Can’t you stay with your mom?
She checked the next message, which was from Derek Pandora, aka The Most Pompous Ass Who Ever Lived. I’ve booked an immediate flight and will be arriving in Portland tomorrow. I will require the use of your lab and your home.
Joan emitted a small groan. Another one who wanted to stay with her. Before responding, she clicked over to Ed Lockhart’s message, praying he and his incessant pot smoking had somewhere else to stay. Yo, I can drive down tomorrow if u want some help with this key. I can crash on my dad’s couch for as long as I need. Lmk if u need me.
Joan felt a pang of remorse for her unkind thoughts. Ed might be a stoner, but he was nothing if not considerate. She typed out a quick, grateful affirmative to him and then clicked back to respond to Derek. 
Before she had a chance, the phone chirped and a new text from Veronica popped up. My mother moved to Portland a couple of years ago. I’ll need to stay with you, sweetie. I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon.
And that was that. Knowing Veronica, any protests would be gently but firmly deflected. 
Joan shrugged and texted Derek. There would be no budging him either. Veronica has already claimed the guest room, but you can have the couch in the living room. And yes, you can use my lab too. She hit Send, and then typed out a brief description of the experiment she had run on Brandon as well, omitting everything after the initial spike of energy, and making a mental note to erase that data from her computer. Derek was a renowned neuropsychologist; hopefully he would be able to expand on the experiment and provide more nuanced equipment. 
Yawning, Joan stood, stretched, and switched off the lights. She wandered back into the house to feed her cat, Friday, and rummage in the fridge for her own dinner. She settled on a slice of only-two-day-old sausage and mushroom pizza and the rest of her daiquiri and then ambled off to bed. 






  
  Chapter 4


Joan had an uncharacteristically restless night, forever fidgeting and flipping over as sleep eluded her. After an hour and a half, she drifted off, only to flounder awake as Friday walked across her face. She groaned and spent another two hours staring at the wall and occasionally scratching Friday’s ears, as demanded. 
Finally, around 3am, Joan sank into anxiety dreams, chased through Alexandria Elementary School by a Mrs.-Olsen-shaped pillar of flame, forced to leap over Brandon-shaped hurdles along the way. She was pulled out only by the blaring of her alarm at 7:00. Her left arm was tucked under the pillow and remained asleep.
She lurched out of bed, slapping feeling into her arm with her right hand, wincing at the spreading prickles as it slowly regained perception. She wandered into the blue-tiled bathroom, shedding pajamas across the floor as she walked. 
Joan emptied her bladder and pushed aside the stiff white shower curtain. She turned the tap and tugged on it, watching as the nozzle above sputtered and then erupted. She let it run until it steamed and then stepped under the spray. 
She missed the days when her job consisted solely of analyzing the atmospheric conditions and predicting rain or shine — just science. Science was what she’d signed up for. 
Then the vapid “weather girl” had run off with a rogue anchorman and her boss had decided that, since his meteorologist was also a buxom blonde, he might as well put her on camera. So now she had to actually make an effort to look nice, showering every morning, wearing professional clothing and make-up. It was a nightmare. 
Work fared little better than sleep — she spilled coffee on her keyboard, mixed up her forecasts for this week and next and had to redo the entire teleprompter program, and then stumbled over the words again during the taping. Thankfully, the station she worked for didn’t broadcast the weather report live anymore, and after twelve takes, she finally wrapped up, muttering something to her boss about a sore throat to lay the groundwork for probably calling in sick the next day. 
She headed straight to the bar where Brandon worked for a much-needed drink.
As soon as she entered the dimly lit room, Brandon hailed her. “Hey, babe! I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve got a gazillion thoughts!”
She wove her way between rickety bistro tables and sturdy pool tables to her habitual green-cushioned stool at the bar. This time of day, between happy hour and the after-dinner crowd, the place was deserted. “Don’t call me that. Can it wait like eight minutes? I need a drink.”
“I guess so. What’re you drinking today? Red wine?”
“No. Gimme a Hendrick’s and soda with a splash of lime.”
“The good stuff, huh? Rough day?” Brandon leaned in over the bar, as if to kiss her. Automatically, Joan began to lean in too, but then she remembered last night’s resolve and her ominous dream, and she veered downward, bending over to hang her purple crossbody purse on a hook underneath the protruding dark wood counter, fidgeting with the strap and the brass hook for a long moment to give him plenty of time to get the hint. 
By the time she figured it was safe to come back up, Brandon was mixing her drink, scooping ice into a glass with a clink, then grabbing the squat black bottle of gin from among the rows of bottles behind him. He poured a stream of liquor into the glass, squeezed a fragrant half-lime over it, and topped it off with fizzy soda water from a blue nozzle. 
His grey flannel button-up shirt was rolled up to the elbows. Joan averted her eyes, watching an errant drop drip down the side of the tumbler as Brandon reached to his right for a lime wedge and perched it on the rim. He tossed a cream-colored cardboard coaster in front of her, advertising a local distillery, and then set her cocktail in its center.
“This oughta help.”
She sipped her drink and briefly closed her eyes in bliss at the tart combination of lime and gin, the fizzy joy of the soda water. “Yum. Thank you. Yes, it’s been a rough day. I just couldn’t focus, you know? And I couldn’t sleep last night. Like, at all.”
“Me neither. Has it been eight minutes? Can I tell you my thoughts now?”
Joan smiled. “Go ahead. What are your thoughts?”
As though a switch had been flipped, Brandon shifted instantly into what she had long ago labeled his Intense Mode — he leaned forward again, supporting his body with folded arms braced against the end of the bar, his mind turned inward, and his whole face glowed. As he spoke, his voice emerged slightly breathless. 
“I’ve been thinking about the data you pulled from me last night. My electrical current spiked, right? And then it went right back down again before you kissed me?”
Joan nodded, basking in his radiance. “Right. After a couple of seconds, it started to fall again.”
“Yeah! So it occurred to me that that contradicts the documented phenomena from experiments with witchcraft. Typically, in those cases, the subject’s vitals are altered for a much longer time, and the electrical energy dissipates really gradually.”
Joan put her elbow on the bar, resting her chin on the back of her hand. “So you’re saying that the effects of the key aren’t spell-related? Does that mean the key isn’t connected to the curse after all?”
“Well. You know how I’ve always felt like our picture of witchcraft is incomplete.”
“Oh, Brandon, not this again.”
He scowled. “Look, there are hints in all of the older texts on witchcraft that there are multiple sources of energy and different types of magic that can be used! And all of the studies done on witchcraft have used the same garden-variety Wiccan style of spells. Maybe there’s something else out there and that’s what Mrs. Olsen used on us.”
“Hints are not concrete evidence! It’s just conspiracy theories. That’s why we’ve focused our research on ‘garden-variety Wicca’ and probably why the scientific community as a whole has done the same. We can’t go chasing wild hares — we’re running out of time!”
Brandon turned away from her, grabbing a polishing rag and angrily attacking the water spots on a pint glass.
“But the curse didn’t follow the same formula as a Wiccan spell either!”
“So she improvised! There’s no proof that these other branches of magic exist at all, much less any information on how to find them or use them.”
Lips pursed, Brandon set down the pint glass and crossed his arms. “Fine. Yeah. You’re the scientist.”
Joan forced her voice into gentler tones. “Isn’t Veronica a witch? Maybe she can add some insight to this.”
“No, she’s just New Agey. She is an energy worker, though — Reiki, I think. So we can compare those energies.” He hesitated. “I do have a… friend who is a witch. I could see if she’d be up for helping out.”
Friend? “What was that?”
“What?” Brandon began vigorously wiping down the bar, scrubbing away an imaginary stain. He peeked at her through his eyelashes.
Joan frowned, eyes narrowing. “That hesitation. You dithered.” 
“I did not.”
“You absolutely did. Why have I never heard of this friend? We talk about witchcraft pretty often – I would think it would come up.” She grabbed his hand, stilling it. “Are you seeing someone?”
“No!” Brandon wilted under her stare. His words slipped out quickly, like fish frantic to escape a net. “Not currently. We dated for a few weeks, about six months ago. You and I weren’t together or anything at the time. I never mentioned her because it seemed like borrowing trouble but now we have this key and—”
“Whatever.” She pulled her hand back and waved it in the air, dismissing his fumbling disclaimer. Who needed Brandon and his daiquiri lips and delicious arms anyway? She eyed the pentagram tattoo just below his left elbow. He’d gotten it recently — was it six months ago? 
Focus! Joan shoved her jealousy into a tiny box and locked it away. “It’s fine. It’s none of my business. If she can help, that’s what counts. Tell me about these witchcraft studies you mentioned. Who is running them?”
“Derek has been very involved, actually.”
“Well, that’s good news. Derek is flying in today. And crashing on my couch.”
Brandon grinned. “Sort of a good news/bad news situation there. What time is he getting in?”
“Actually, I have no idea. I haven’t heard from him since his initial text. Veronica has been texting all day long — constantly. Way more than she needed to be. She’s apparently at my place now; I left a key out for her this morning. She claimed the guest room right away, of course. And Ed is on his way down from Seattle. Thankfully, he’s staying with his dad.”
“I feel like Ed is the only one out of that group who I could stand staying with me,” Brandon remarked. 
“Well, the others bullied their way in. I’ve had a few comments on my post too, from people still living nearby and willing to help out. I figure I’ll get them all to sign up for time slots to come in and measure their jolts. You’ll come by after your shift, too, right?”
“Of course.” A gust of wind struck from behind her as the door was thrown open. Brandon leaned to his left to look past her at whoever was entering. “Sadie! Get your ass over here!”
Joan swiveled on her stool to face her oldest friend, who bounced onto the seat next to her. No sooner had she sat down than Sadie was on her feet again, standing on the brass rail, leaning over the bar to plant a kiss on Brandon’s proffered cheek while somehow simultaneously managing to shed her forest green coat and matching hat, depositing them onto the stool on her other side. Then she plunked back down, spun in a full circle, and stopped herself by grabbing Joan’s blue-clad shoulder. 
“What a beautiful day, you guys! Have you been outside? The fall is my absolute favorite!”
Joan laughed. “You said that about summer just a few months ago.”
“Oh, but fall is here now, and it’s the best, at least until it starts raining nonstop! Joanie, my love, you look positively exhausted.” Sadie accepted a glass of white wine from Brandon with a wink and then turned her full, formidable attention back to Joan. 
Used to such scrutiny, Joan merely sipped her cocktail. Sadie was the only one who was allowed to call her Joanie, and she was even willing to overlook my love, based on the force of their friendship. At least it wasn’t sweetie. “I’m not exhausted yet. You must be looking into the future.”
“Oooooh, what’s happening in the future?” Sadie absently tugged at a lock of her chestnut hair with her ring-laden right hand and drummed the long blue-painted fingernails of her left on the base of her wine glass. 
Joan often wondered what would happen if Sadie ever tried to sit absolutely still. Maybe she could convince Veronica to give her a yoga lesson — she was probably no crazier than the celebrities Veronica usually taught. “Absolute chaos.”
“That sounds amazing!”
Brandon intervened. “Didn’t you see Joan’s post? About the key?”
“No, I haven’t been online today. I have a life. What key? Oh! Are the two of you back together? Moving in? What key?” Sadie’s head oscillated as she tried to look at both of them at the same time.
Joan rolled her eyes. “Sadie, aren’t you at all concerned about the doom that is potentially descending upon us in five months?”
Sadie deflated. “Oh. This is about the curse. I should have known. Don’t you guys think about anything else? You are young and vibrant and sometimes in love. You should move in together! I mean, look, who knows if ol’ what’s-her-name really meant the whole ‘you’ll see me again’ thing, or if she even has the power to bring it around a second time. Or she could be dead. Or—”
Brandon rapped his knuckles on the bar. “Wake up, Sadie! This is important!”
Joan shook her head at him. That was no way to get through to her. She laid a gentle hand on Sadie’s arm. “We have to try. Not just for our own sakes. For our families.”
Sadie sobered immediately. She jumped to her feet and began to pace. “I do know that. I’m not completely in denial. I made my mom promise to take the kids if anything happens to me. I just don’t see why we shouldn’t have fun in the meantime! Especially if our fun-time is limited. I mean, look at you guys.” She gestured widely, nearly smacking Joan in the face. “You’ve put your whole damn lives on hold, and you’re no closer to finding a solution than when we were seven!”
Joan and Brandon exchanged glances. “Actually—” Joan began.
“We have a lead!” Brandon burst in. “Joan found an old key that gave her the same jolt as the curse did, and we’re going to study it, and all the others are coming into town, and we’re totally going to figure it out!”
Sadie stopped pacing and twirled around on the balls of her feet, arms lifted in triumph. “Holy fuck, you guys! That’s amazing!”
Joan grinned at her. “So you’ll help? I need a buffer between me and Veronica, to say nothing of Derek.”
“Ugh, Deadly Dull Derek is coming?” Sadie rolled her eyes. “You’re on your own there. I like Veronica, though. She’s got spunk.”
The door opened again and a couple walked in, hand in hand, choosing an out-of-the-way table on the other side of the room. Brandon hurried over to take their orders. 
Sadie plopped herself back onto her stool, windmilling her arms as she almost overshot the seat. She leaned close to Joan and spoke in a conspiratory tone. “Don’t think you’re fooling me for a moment. You are perfectly capable of handling Veronica and Derek. You want a buffer betwixt you and hunkalicious over there.”
“We kissed last night.” Joan took a sip of her drink. “Twice.”
Sadie squealed. “I knew it! I could feel the sexual tension the moment I waltzed into this place! You two are totally getting back together and you’re gonna get married and have babies and—”
“Shhh! Keep your voice down!”
“Oops!” Sadie giggled and lowered her voice again. “Well? Are you back together?”
“No! We have to focus on this key! We’re working on a serious deadline now. It’s not like when we were twenty-four and just making out over our research, confident that we’d be finding a cure soon, but not too concerned, because it felt like we had a million years.” Joan paused. “Also, some witchy ex of his is going to come help us out.”
“Why, Joanie, I didn’t know you had a catty side to you!”
“What’s catty? Oh, no, I mean, she’s an actual witch. Wiccan. She’s going to help us with our experiments.”
“Oh. Well, anyone with or without eyes can see Brandon is insane about you. I’m sure she was just a blip.”
Brandon returned to his station, and Sadie turned to him, a mischievous smile blossoming. “So, Brandon, Joan tells me—”
“I’m sure she did,” he interrupted, grabbing two pint glasses from beneath the bar. The tap hissed as he filled them with amber beer. “But she’s right. We need to focus right now.” He bustled back to his other customers with their drinks. 
Sadie shrugged, finished off her wine, and fished some money out of her pocket. She tossed it onto the bar and reached for her coat. “Well, I gotta go pick up the twins from play practice. Should I come by this evening and help out?”
“Please.” Joan’s phone chirped and she grabbed it, absentmindedly leaning her cheek toward Sadie for the inevitable goodbye peck. 
As Sadie bounded toward the exit, Joan read the message from Derek. “That presumptuous little fuck!”
Brandon rounded the corner of the bar, setting down his now-empty tray. “What’s up?”
“He wants me to pick him up at the airport. As soon as possible. Apparently, he was expecting me to already be there. Even though it’s two hours away and he never told me when his flight was getting in. And I’m not his lackey.”
She angrily punched in a response. Not gonna happen, dickface.
Joan’s finger floated above Send. Then she sighed and deleted it. She was going to have to put up with him in her house for who-knows-how-long. Might as well start out on a diplomatic foot. 
Her thumbs moved furiously across the screen as she typed a new message. I don’t have time to drive up there. Take the damn bus. 
She pursed her lips and deleted the damn. That was as diplomatic as she could be. She sent the text. 
The reply came in immediately. I’ll look into it. See you later this evening. 
Huh. No argument? Maybe Derek wasn’t as stuffy as she’d always thought. 
“That was unexpectedly easy. He’s taking the bus.” 
“Who is? Derek? Doubt it.”
“No, he said—” She was interrupted by the sound of another text. It was Beth Fiorelli, the notorious screamer, who had surprisingly not contacted her before now. I’m driving up to Portland to pick up Derek. What’s your address again?
Of course — he knew he could count on other lackeys. She texted back her address and set her phone on the bar again. She knocked back the rest of her drink. She’d put it off long enough; it was time to go home and get Veronica settled in before she had to deal with even more of them. 






  
  Chapter 5


Joan drove slowly up her long driveway, gravel crunching under the tires, a few early red and orange leaves drifting down onto her windshield, and braced herself for Veronica’s presence. They had done a lot of texting, emailing, and even video-chatting about the curse through the years, but she hadn’t actually seen her since high school. Veronica had moved to Los Angeles immediately after graduation, studying yoga and other such hippy-dippy subjects and eventually gaining status as a guru to the stars. 
It’s so much harder to avoid someone in person — you can’t just tell them you have to go and then log off or hang up. To say nothing of the added potential for punching them in the face if they call you sweetie one more time.
“New Agey,” she muttered. “I don’t deal well with New Agey.”
Joan parked her red Kia behind a blue SUV and turned off the engine. A dreamcatcher hung from the rearview mirror, and a bumper sticker read Meditation is for Lovers. A luggage rack on the roof held six yoga mats, arranged in a pyramid. 
As she gathered her belongings and her patience, she gazed forlornly at the house, usually a bastion of peace and solitude. It still looked so tranquil from the outside. She’d take a moment to enjoy it.
She savored the quiet as long as she could justify doing so and then exited the car and strode to her front door. She turned the key, twisted the knob, and opened the door just a crack, listening for any suspicious chanting or flute-playing or whatever other nonsense these New Agers got up to. 
Instead, she heard a dog barking. She frowned and pushed the door all the way open. She stepped into her entryway and closed the door behind her, kicking off her black flats. “Hello?”
The door to the spare room opened and a giant fluffy white dog bounded through it, followed by a slim, busty woman wearing baby blue high-waisted yoga pants and a clinging bright yellow midriff-baring half shirt.
“What the hell?” Joan shoved the dog away as it rushed her legs. The animal began to run back and forth between Joan and Veronica, barking excitedly, nails clicking on the hardwood floor.
Veronica glided toward Joan, navigating dog-infested waters with ease, a broad smile spread across her perfectly symmetrical face. Her long auburn hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail and her feet were bare, her toenails painted the same sunny shade as her top. She spread her arms for a hug.
“Sweetie, it’s been too long!”
“Don’t call me that.” Joan put up one hand to ward off her guest, keeping the other low in case the dog attempted another breach. “Sorry, I’m really not a hugger. And who is this great white beast here?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Would a handshake be all right?”
“What? Sure, fine.” She swung her arms, moving her right hand up into shaking position and thrusting the left down to push back the fluff monster. Veronica’s handshake was pleasantly firm, and her fingernails matched her blue yoga pants.
“It’s wonderful to be here, sweetie; you have a beautiful home. Such a welcoming environment, and the grounds are just gorgeous.”
“Thanks. You know you didn’t say you’d be bringing a dog.”
“Didn’t I? Well, I don’t go anywhere without Willow.” She knelt to address the dog head-on, giving her neck a vigorous scratch on either side. “Isn’t that right, you big fluffy girl?”
Joan recoiled in horror as she watched Willow lick Veronica’s entire face in one circular sweep of her tongue. Veronica laughed and stood back up. “I do hope it won’t be too inconvenient for you?”
“Well, I don’t think my cat will be very happy.”
“Oh, you have a kitty? Willow adores cats. I’m sure they’ll get along wonderfully.”
“Yeah. I’m sure.” Joan glanced around, but Friday was nowhere to be seen. “Um, anyway, I’ve had kind of a long day, and I’m sure you must be hungry and tired after your drive. What do you say to ordering some Chinese food?”
Veronica frowned. “I’m sorry, but that will be unacceptable. I’m very strict about what I put into my body.”
“Sure. How about pizza? Or burritos?”
Veronica gently grasped Joan’s arms and leaned her forehead against hers. Joan found herself looking cross-eyed at Veronica’s slender nose. 
“I hope I don’t offend, but I’m afraid there won’t be any ready-made food available in this rather provincial town that will suffice.” 
Joan leaned back and shook her arms free of Veronica’s grip. “What do you propose?”
“I did take the liberty of stopping at the grocery store on my way in, and your kitchen is now stocked with wonderfully nutritious fare. Why don’t I just whip something up for us, sweetie?”
“Don’t call me that. Fine, as long as I don’t have to cook, I’m not picky.”
“Wonderful!” Veronica skipped off to the kitchen, Willow at her heels. 
Joan stared after them. “You grew up in this ‘provincial town,’ same as me,” she muttered. She pulled her phone out of her purse and texted Sadie. She doesn’t eat burritos, she brought a gigantic dog, and my forehead is no longer a virgin.
Joan headed down the hall to her own bedroom, calling out softly, “Friday? Here, Friday. Where are you, Friday?” 
A soft meow came from behind the ajar door of the hall linen closet. She pushed it open and the calico jumped into her arms from her nest of towels. “Oh, I know, kitty. This is the worst, huh? It’s gonna be okay. Let’s go in here.” 
She carried Friday into her bedroom and shut the door. She set the frustrated feline on the bed and opened the window just wide enough for the cat to come and go, shivering a little as a brisk breeze swept in. “See? We’ll just keep this open and you won’t have to go into the rest of the house at all! Isn’t that nice?” Friday butted Joan with her head and she smiled and scratched her ears. “Okay, I gotta get changed, because if I have to wear this damn skirt for another second, I’m gonna kill someone.” 
Joan pulled her purse over her head and slipped off the offending pencil skirt and emerald green blouse, exchanging them for a comfortable pair of jeans and a vintage-soft burnt-orange tee emblazoned with a cartoon atom. She went into her bathroom to wipe off her make-up and vigorously brush out the ridiculous curls that the stylist at work always insisted on putting in her hair, cursing each time the brush tugged at her scalp. 
Feeling like herself once more, Joan strode back into the bedroom and checked her phone. Good, Sadie was on her way. She looked at the time. Brandon wouldn’t be here for another hour or so. She stuck the phone in her back pocket, gave Friday a few more minutes of love, straightened her shoulders, and headed to the now-fragrant kitchen, arriving to find Veronica emptying a can of lumpy coconut milk into a sauté pan full of colorful veggies. Willow rushed to greet Joan and she stuck out a foot to keep her away, hopping into the room and leaning against the doorframe, leg still extended.
Veronica looked up, setting down the can and picking up a slotted wooden spoon to stir. “Oh, you look much more comfortable now, sweetie. Do you feel better?”
“Don’t call me that. Yes, I feel much better, thank you.”
“Wonderful! Do you have any ground turmeric?”
“Any what?”
“Turmeric. The spice?”
“I think I have some taco seasoning.”
Veronica winced. “Never mind.”
Joan narrowed her eyes and hopped forward, pushing Willow before her. “Listen, you judgy little—”
Veronica interrupted. “No matter! I’ll pick some up tomorrow. Tell me what you’ve discovered about this key!”
Attention diverted, Joan leaned her butt against the round four-person kitchen table and explained about the jolt, the experiment she ran on Brandon (again omitting the ultimate outcome), and Brandon’s theories about the connection to witchcraft.
“Wow,” breathed Veronica. “Is it really just like — that day?”
Joan shivered. “Exactly. It’s unreal. We’ll run the test on you after dinner, and everyone else as they arrive. I’m sure Derek will have some thoughts on how to improve the test and maybe the equipment to measure brain waves and other vitals too. The only equipment I have just measures electrical impulses, which is helpful but doesn’t paint a complete picture.”
Veronica waved a blue-tipped hand. “I don’t know about all this science stuff! I’m really more of a mystic.”
“That’s actually fantastic because I’m clueless about that side of it. We’re lucky to have such a broad range of experts. I know Brandon will want to talk to you about how the energy source you use in your healing work compares to that generated during Wiccan spellcasting. He’s also going to try to get a Wiccan friend of his to come and talk to us about how spells work.”
Sadie skipped into the kitchen, followed by her eleven-year-old twins, Becca and Marlon, who gasped with delight and ran straight to the dog. 
“Ooh, spells? That sounds like fun!”
Joan lowered her foot as Willow turned her attention to the new, much more attentive humans.
“Mrs. Connor says witches are taking over the country, driving out God-fearing Christians,” said Becca, looking up from vigorously petting Willow. “She says they dance around naked and stuff.”
Marlon’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“No, Marlon, they don’t do that, and even if they did, they wouldn’t do it in front of you.” Sadie laughed, shedding her coat and hanging it on the back of a slatted chair. “Becca, I’m gonna get you a pentagram necklace to wear next time you visit Mrs. Connor; that oughta shut her up. Why don’t you guys take the puppy outside and play for a bit?”
“Okay!” The children happily pushed Willow out the back door. 
“Who the hell is Mrs. Connor?” Joan asked, lips twitching. 
Sadie bounced over to the fridge and opened it up, grabbing a bottle of white wine. “This nosy neighbor who thinks I’m raising my kids to be heathens. I mean, she’s not wrong, but I don’t see why it’s any of her business. Nice to see you, Veronica.”
“It’s wonderful to see you too, sweetie!” Veronica hesitated, arms outstretched. “Are you a hugger?”
“Bring it in!” Sadie set down the bottle on the counter and embraced Veronica, as Joan rolled her eyes and walked over to the stove to poke at the contents of the pan. It smelled divine, redolent of ginger and black pepper. There was another pan on the back burner, and she peeked in, lifting the lid an inch, to reveal brown rice. She wrinkled her nose. 
Veronica approached. “Shall we dish up? It should be ready. Sadie, will your wonderful children be joining us?”
“No, we stopped for burritos on the way. I will have some, though.”
Joan cleared her throat to cover a snicker, then pulled down three bowls from a cupboard. She claimed a smallish share of the suspiciously healthy food, scooping in as little of the brown rice as possible without giving offense and then heaping on the veggies. 
Sadie danced around the kitchen, busily opening wine (she was one of the twelve people in the world who could use the bewingèd corkscrew properly), pouring two glasses (“None for me, sweetie,” said Veronica. “It’s sheer poison for body and mind.”), and setting utensils and mismatched cloth napkins on
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