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        Earth magic – the ability to manipulate, transform, and use earth, stone, minerals, etc.

        Animal magic – an affinity with animals. The ability to connect with and manipulate creatures, and transform flesh. The ability to heal.

        Fire magic – the ability to control fire and create heat.

        Water magic – the ability to control water and ice, and draw moisture from the air.

        Air Magic – the ability to control air, including the air in someone’s lungs. Some can control weather. Air magic can be used to locate people.

        Plant magic – an affinity with plants. The ability to manipulate and grow plants. The ability to use plants to make magical tinctures and potions.

        Archivist Magic – Archivists are researchers and guardians of knowledge. Creators and custodians of grimoires. Most archivists develop the ability to use spells from the grimoires they handle.

        Veritas – A user of mind magic. Traditionally a seeker of truth charged with administering justice in the magical community.  A rare power that is a heavy burden for the witch born with it.
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      The top of a ladder is a sucky place to be when a magical shockwave hits. But that’s where I am, cleaning rag in hand, loud music pumping from the stereo.

      Power sizzles, stinging my flesh, and I gasp.

      The shockwave wakes the trapped magic inside me. I grit my teeth, instinctively fighting against the surge. My magic has been locked down for so long, I don’t know if I can control it. Whatever happens, I can’t let it out.

      The ladder wobbles.

      Dropping the cleaning rag, I shoot out a hand to steady myself on the ceiling beam I was wiping. Instead of wood, my hand hits a rusty old nail. The sharp point rips open the skin on my palm. It hurts like hell.

      “Shit!”

      My calloused hands aren’t exactly delicate or lady-like, but the nail has torn through my roughened skin, deep into my flesh. Blood flows from the ragged wound, and for a moment, I’m frozen. The rush of power in my blood holds me spellbound.

      Literally.

      My magic struggles to break free of the powerful council bonds holding it dormant. The released blood calls to my magic, both the earth and animal sides. It throbs inside me, pushing against its restraints. Pulsing in time to the song by The Flaming Buttholes that’s pumping out of my stereo system.

      But how can my magic be surging? The crushing bonds the Blood Council placed around it have held it in place for years. I’ve cut myself hundreds of times in the years since the spell was cast with no reaction. I don’t understand what’s happening.

      And then another wave of magic hits me and I can’t think of anything other than the need to control and contain my magic before I hurt someone.

      The magic is insistent. Urgent.

      Dangerous.

      With one hand, I stumble down the ladder, cursing the urge to clean drywall dust off the walls that led me up there in the first place. Desperately holding the power in, I’m relieved to feel the council bonds tightening back around the magic, helping me fight it. I press the wound into my Death Metal Forever T-shirt, wrapping the fabric around my hand to constrict the blood flow. Better. As the bleeding subsides, so does the power inside me. I let out a long breath, releasing some of the tension holding me rigid.

      There’s a pause in my favorite song, the musicians catching their breath before launching into the climax. In the silence, I hear somebody banging on the front door. They’re pounding hard, probably using the side of their fist. How long have they been knocking? When the lead singer’s gravelly voice starts up again, it all but drowns them out.

      I won’t do what ya want. I won’t be what ya make me. Hard as ya try, ya still can’t break me.

      The power is all but gone and my panicked heartbeats are slowing. I probably shouldn’t open the door before I’ve bandaged the cut on my hand, but whoever’s banging isn’t letting up. It sounds like they’re trying to break the door down. It must be urgent.

      With my injured hand pressed against my T-shirt, I stride into the hallway and pull the door open.

      Big mistake.

      Agnes Postlethwaite—AKA the demon neighbor from hell—is standing on the doorstep. All five feet of her trembles with outrage. Damn. My roommate Jess is good at dealing with the old battleaxe. Me, not so much. People skills aren’t exactly my super power.

      “Sapphira Black, I’m sick and tired of coming over here.” Agnes has to shout to be heard over the music, and the best thing that’s happened to me all day is that the singer has just launched into the climax of the song. He’s now screaming, ‘You’re a butthole,’ over and over. Perfect timing.

      “Turn off that horrible noise and stop hammering at all hours,” shouts Agnes. “Or I’ll call the police.”

      “I was cleaning, not hammering,” I yell back, glancing at the antique grandfather clock behind me. “And it’s three o’clock in the afternoon. When am I supposed to play music?”

      “That’s not music, it’s an abomination.”

      I shrug, not prepared to argue with her about this yet again.

      “What if I were giving a piano lesson?” She looks down her long beaky nose at me, disapproval etched into her face. She’s made it obvious she doesn’t like anything about me. Not my music, what I do for a living, or the way I look.

      Too bad for her.

      During the week, I work as a stonemason. On weekends I work on my house, rebuilding the rooms that were damaged in the explosion. I have three pairs of jeans I wear on rotation, and washing them never gets all the building dust and mortar out of them. The ones I’ve got on could stand up on their own.

      But I’d rather wear filthy jeans and a blood-smeared death metal T-shirt than look like Agnes. She’s wearing brown slacks with creases ironed down the front of the legs, a matching brown cardigan, and a blouse with ruffles. Ruffles! She’s probably about fifty, twice my age, but her gray hair makes her look older. It’s styled in such perfectly-crafted waves, I can count how many curlers she must have used.

      My thick black locks are pulled into two messy pigtails, one on each side, and probably covered with white drywall dust. Agnes and I couldn’t be more different. Still, I had nothing against her until she went to the police to tell them about an argument she heard me having with Mom before her death. I already feel terrible for losing my cool and screaming at Mom, without Agnes trying to convince the police it was something sinister instead of a normal family disagreement.

      Since then, I haven’t been able to look at Agnes without getting steamed.

      “I keep the volume down for you all week,” I yell. “Now you want me to tiptoe around on Saturdays too?”

      “You could employ a little courtesy.” Her nostrils flare as she focuses on my hand. “Are you bleeding?”

      When I look down, blood is trickling over my hand, shockingly red against my skin. The magic surges again, fighting against its bonds. My mother’s ring feels hot on my finger. Her blood inside the clear crystal orb is glowing, as though drawing from the power inside me.

      My magic is begging me to use it. I’m a witch, after all.

      Something dark curls up inside me. I used to be a witch. Now I want no part of it.

      “Are you going to do something about that?” Agnes glares at me with beady eyes, judging me yet again for not doing what she considers the proper thing.

      She’s a mundane through and through, with no idea about witches or magic, but I have a feeling if she found out it’d be the last straw. She’d vote herself in as the head of the witch-burning committee of Druid Park Drive, and I’m the first one she’d throw on the fire.

      With a final crescendo of dueling guitars, the song ends. In the silence, all I can hear is my magic, still thrashing against its bonds in a ferocious battering of frustrated energy.

      “I was about to bandage it when you knocked,” I tell her, gritting my teeth against the renewed surge of magic. “Better go and do that.” I start pushing the door closed.

      The first notes of next song fill the air behind me. It’s called Thrill Me, and it starts off a little quiet, with a pulse like a heartbeat and a single electric guitar winding up slowly. But I think Agnes can tell it’s going to get loud again, because she steps forward and catches the door before it shuts.

      “Not so fast. I’m turning off that stereo.” She pushes the door all the way open and barges in, charging past me like she owns the place.

      Seeing as I heft rocks for a living, I should have been able to stop her easily, but the magic is making my reactions sluggish, so instead I just watch with my mouth open. I’m shocked that she thinks it’s okay to barge in here. There’s even a little part of me that’s impressed by how badass she is.

      Then my responses kick in.

      She’s in my home, and I sure as hell didn’t invite her in. This is my place. My sanctuary. And with my magic surging, I don’t have time for her outraged self-righteousness.

      “Stop,” I snarl. “You’re like a clucking chicken, poking your beak into my business.” I grab her arm. As soon as my wounded hand touches her, smearing my blood on her bare skin, I realize my mistake.

      Too late.

      The heat in my veins turns to fire. I try to erase the image of Agnes as a beaky, squawking chicken, but that’s the picture in my head. I can’t change it. The image is clear.

      The magic bursts out of me. My earth magic is strong on its own, but intertwined with my mother’s animal magic it feels like a freight train tangled up with a roller coaster. They tear out of me so fast and hard, I have no chance to control them.

      It’s the animal magic that pours itself into Agnes.

      One moment I’m holding the cool flesh of my piano-teacher neighbor, the next there’s a chicken in my arms. The bird flaps and pecks me, but I’m already letting it go. My muscles have turned to water and my legs can no longer hold me. I collapse to the floor, trembling all over, the after-effect of the magic I’ve just released for the first time in five years.

      But my earth magic is still charged, still crackling the air around me. It’s so strong, so wild, it makes my hair stand on end. As desperately as I try to pull it back in, I’m too weak to contain it.

      My breaths come faster. The world around me blurs and both my head and heart pound in time to Thrill Me, which has built to be every bit as loud as the intro promised.

      With nowhere else to go, my earth magic slams into the stereo system. The machine explodes with a deafening bang. I cover my eyes as bits of plastic fly across the room. When I open them, smoke is pouring out of the twisted wreckage. Hell, I loved that stereo.

      At least all the magic is spent.

      Except that the council didn’t just bind my magic, they also banned me from using it. So the fact that my beloved high-performance audio equipment looks like a failed science experiment and my poultry-shaped neighbor is flapping frantically down the hall...well, that’s going to make things really complicated.

      Shit, shit, shit. In the sudden silence, my ragged breaths compete with the chicken’s squawks.

      What am I going to do? How am I going to fix this?

      I was born with my father’s earth magic, but when my mother died in the explosion, somehow I absorbed her animal magic. Nobody can control two kinds of magic, especially not power as strong as my mother’s. Hence the Blood Council’s binding, and the rules around using my magic.

      If Magnus Fox discovers the magical binding failed, he might be tempted to find a more permanent solution to keep my magic from creating havoc. One of the council’s favorite punishments is turning witches into frozen stone statues, still alive, but capable of nothing more than watching the world go past. Which pretty much sums up how much they suck.

      Both Uncle Ray and my cousin Sylvia are council members and would have felt me use the magic. They’re my only blood relatives, Ray on my mother’s side, Sylvia on my Dad’s, and I’m linked to both of them. I only hope their family loyalty is stronger than their council bond.

      Right on cue, my cellphone starts ringing from the pocket of my jeans. It’s got to be either my uncle or cousin.

      Cursing, I reach for my pocket. But as soon as I touch my phone, a charge of residual magic zaps my fingers, shocking me. I yelp and snatch my hand away. The phone is hot in my pocket and I can smell something bad. Burning plastic?

      When I tug the thing out of my jeans, it’s so hot I drop it. But at least it’s stopped ringing. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s dead. Which means I don’t have to talk to anyone, and right now, I’ll take any scrap of good news I can get.

      I push myself to my feet. In the living room, Agnes is perched on the arm of my couch next to my smoking stereo. I swear she’s glaring at me harder than she ever has, which is saying something.

      Can chickens blink? Because Agnes sure isn’t.

      “I didn’t mean to change you,” I say, still breathless. “I’ll find a way to turn you back.”

      Chicken Agnes is brown all over, with a silver head and pitch-black eyes. At least she’s not freaking out anymore. There’s a dangerous stillness to her, as though she’s devising the best way to murder me.

      I can’t help myself. “Maybe you should have let me play a little music,” I tell her. “Instead of storming over, complaining about every noise.”

      Agnes glares at me a moment longer. Then she shits on my couch.
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      In the bathroom, I clean my wound, gingerly washing away the blood. Some disinfectant and a bandage, and I’m ready to head back out to face the music.

      Or the chicken, as the case may be.

      Good thing Jess is at band practice today. This would be difficult to explain. She has no idea that magic exists and I plan on keeping it that way.

      My living room smells of burnt plastic, so I open a couple of windows to get rid of the toxic fumes. At first I can’t see Agnes and my heart leaps into my throat. What if she’s escaped? What am I going to do?

      Can I leave her as a chicken?

      Okay, so even asking that question in my head probably rules me out for receiving any humanitarian awards. But she’s a terrible neighbor, always complaining.

      My parents used to be friends with the mundanes in our neighborhood. I went to street picnics in Druid Hill Park, and played with mundane kids. But after the explosion, suspicion fell on me, the only survivor. Rumor had it that I’d killed my own parents. Articles in the papers hinted that I was the only suspect, people started looking at me sideways, and mothers hurried their children to the other side of the street when I walked past. Agnes couldn’t wait to blab about my fights with my mother, and she helped to brand a grieving nineteen-year-old as a killer.

      Instead of supporting me in my time of need, the Blood Council cut me off from everything I’d known. They bound both the earth and animal magic inside me and left me to fend for myself. I had a wrecked house, no job, no money, and I couldn’t use magic to help me anymore.

      Those first few months on my own, working out how to live as a mundane, just about killed me.

      Desperate for money, I advertised for a roommate. Jess turned up and miraculously agreed to move into the half-destroyed house my parents had died in. And getting a job as a stonemason, using my natural affinity for things of the earth, was the one thing the magic I was born with was still good for.

      Yeah, I got through it. Doesn’t mean I’m not still angry.

      There’s a flicker of movement behind a pile of paint cans in the corner of my living room. A scratch of claws against tin. Agnes. Hiding from me, perhaps?

      “Come out, Agnes,” I say loudly. “I can’t stand you, and I know you don’t like me. But I’ll do my best to fix this.”

      At least I hope I can. Turning her back into a human without doing her any major damage might be all but impossible. But if the bindings that hold my magic in check have weakened, I could definitely try. I mean, the damage is already done, right? And once I’ve done it, I swear, it’s the last spell I’ll ever do.

      I’ll need blood. New blood.

      There’s a box cutter amongst the well-used, paint-spattered tools in my toolbox. When I hold its blade against the tender flesh of my thumb, it feels cold and sharp.

      “You ready, Agnes?”

      With a deep breath, I slice into my skin. Not too deep. Damn it hurts.

      My blood wells, but my magic doesn’t. I can’t even feel it inside me.

      Bad sign.

      I stride over to the paint cans, where Agnes is watching. If I smear blood on her, picture her as human, and reach deep, maybe a miracle will happen and I’ll be able to pull the magic out again.

      But as I reach for the chicken with my bloody hand, Agnes dodges away, squawking and flapping her wings. She half-flies, half-claws her way up my curtains.

      “I’m trying to help you.” I clamber onto the back of the couch to reach for her. “Want me to change you back? You need to let me touch you.”

      My fingers barely brush her feathers when my land-line phone rings, making me jump. I lose my balance and fall, landing hard behind the couch. Crap.

      Groaning, I lift my head. Then I reach my unbloodied hand up to the table next to the couch and lift the handset.

      “Hello?”

      “What have you been doing, Sapphira?”

      I wince. “Nice to talk to you too, Uncle Ray.”

      “Has something happened to the binding spell? Did you just use your magic?”

      The best way to avoid his question is to deflect it. “I felt something weird,” I tell him. “A magical shockwave.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It almost knocked me off my ladder. And the Council’s binding weakened.”

      “What have you done this time?”

      “This time?” Sure, when I absorbed my mother’s magic, I accidentally destroyed a few things, but that was years ago.

      He sighs. “I didn’t mean it that way. But using your magic breaks Blood Council law. We can’t take that lightly.”

      “The binding failed. That’s not my fault. The spell isn’t supposed to wear off.” I can’t keep the edge from my voice. The council likes to think they’re infallible.

      “Regardless, you should have contained your magic.”

      “It was a tiny, harmless spell. No big deal.” I cross my fingers behind my back.

      “It felt like a lot more than that.”

      “Maybe what you felt was the shockwave.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Sylvia would have felt your magic too. I’ll discuss with her whether we report the incident to the other council members.”

      At least he’s not planning to ring Magnus before talking to Sylvia. I have confidence that she, at least, will be on my side. “Okay, Uncle Ray,” I mutter.

      When I hang up, I close my eyes for a moment, wishing the magical world would just leave me alone. Most witches ignore my existence, which is fine by me, except they still expect me to abide by their rules. It feels a little like having to pay rent for a house I’ve been locked out of.

      The sound of Agnes’s claws scratching against wood distracts me. She’s in the hall now, trying to figure out how to open the front door.

      It’s been a long time since I was a real witch, but even I know that turning a person into a chicken isn’t easy. I’m stunned I managed it, especially without runes, spell ingredients, a grimoire, or any kind of knowledge.

      It was a weird one-in-a-million fluke.

      The fact that I can’t turn her back doesn’t surprise me in the least. I study the cuts on my palm and thumb. Blood is smeared over my hand. It feels sticky. It also feels like mundane blood. There’s not the slightest whisper of magic in my ears.

      The council restraints have locked down my magic again. Right now, I probably couldn’t turn a cockroach into a dung beetle.
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      Cleaning up chicken shit and throwing my expensive stereo in the trash become, briefly, my least favorite ways to spend my weekend.

      They only get bumped off the top spot on the Sucky-Things-To-Do-On-Saturdays list when I try to catch my annoying neighbor-turned-chicken. It takes a long, frustrating chase through every room in the house, and when I do finally manage to catch Agnes, she squawks like I’m taking her out to be killed for dinner.

      I wish.

      To keep her from gouging my flesh with her sharp claws, I grab her with both hands, pin her wings to her sides, and hold her well away from my body. It doesn’t stop her from craning her neck around, trying to peck my hands.

      Some blood has soaked through the bandages I’ve wrapped around the wounds on my hand, but it isn’t so much as humming. I’ve never felt so empty of magic as I do right now.

      At least I have a plan. Although, admittedly, it doesn’t start off well when I realize I can’t let myself out my front door without tucking Agnes under my arm where she can peck chunks out of my torso.

      “Stop it,” I snap. “I’m taking you to my cousin’s house. She’ll be able to reverse the spell.”

      Sylvia’s not quite as zealous a council member as Uncle Ray, so hopefully I can convince her to keep quiet about the whole thing. After all, if she can turn Agnes back into her normal irritating, busy-body self, there really will be no harm done.

      Maybe Agnes doesn’t understand I’m trying to help her. More likely, she wants me to suffer. And seeing as she’s not co-operating, I can’t exactly drive to Sylvia’s place. Sharing the cab of my old pickup truck with Agnes would be giving her an invitation to peck out my eyes on the way.

      Instead, I walk fifteen minutes down the mercifully quiet Baltimore streets around Druid Hill Park to my cousin Sylvia’s place. I need to keep Agnes held out in front of me the whole way. I’m still covered in drywall dust, and probably have blood smeared on my face from swiping escaped strands of hair out of my eyes. Combine that with the fact that Agnes won’t stop squawking, and I’m not entirely surprised when a group of tough-looking men cross the street to avoid me.

      It’s a good thing Sylvia’s place isn’t far. She’s my father’s niece, but didn’t inherit the earth magic that runs on his side of the family. Instead she got her mother’s archival magic. She’s the custodian of centuries of magical knowledge, one of the few who can safely handle the oldest and most powerful grimoires.

      Her house is warded with the same kind of protection spells as mine, set to repel magical visitors who intend harm. My dad installed the wards around my house, and it’s a testament to the strength of his earth magic that they’re still holding, though I’ll have to find a way to shore them up again soon.

      Sylvia’s barrier is strong enough to make my skin vibrate and my teeth clench as I push through it, then climb the front steps of my cousin’s brick row house.

      Thanks to my job, my arms and shoulders are pretty much all muscle. Still, they’re beyond aching. Every time I let them drop closer to my body to give them a little relief, Agnes takes another peck at me. I know it’s my fault she’s a chicken, but the change sure hasn’t improved her temper.

      The doorbell is just low enough that I can stand on tiptoe and use one elbow to push it. This house used to belong to Sylvia’s parents and I’ve been coming here all my life, so when Sylvia doesn’t answer the door, I grit my teeth, stuff Agnes under my arm, drag my keyring out of my pocket, and fumble to fit the right key in the lock. I’ve done this a million times—minus the vicious chicken—because I feed Sylvia’s rat for her when she goes out of town.

      Though I steer clear of most people, I like animals. Ratticus the rat is picky about who he’ll let handle him. He’s a biter by nature, but comes running whenever he sees me. Since the explosion, when I was filled with my mother’s animal magic, critters of all kinds are naturally drawn to me. Locked down or not, the magic still attracts them, and even when I can’t feel it, apparently they can.

      Except for a certain chicken.

      I slip through the door and shut it behind me before letting Agnes go. Sighing with relief, I shake my aching arms out and glower at the chicken as she runs, wings flapping, down the hall. Hopefully she won’t crap on the carpet before my cousin can change her back into human form.

      “Sylvia? You here?”

      My voice is swallowed up in the silence of the house. Sound is absorbed by the plush carpet and the shelves covered in books. Hopefully Sylvia will be home soon. Maybe she’s at the library, although Saturday evening is a strange time for her to be at work. I left a message on her cellphone before I left home, and I’d be surprised if she hasn’t picked it up by now. Shame my magic turned my phone into a smoking ruin, so she can’t call me back.

      Still, I feel better just being here. As well as running the library, my cousin owns hundreds of magical books, and a few dozen seriously powerful grimoires. Her magic allows her to contain their spells–or to release them. Hopefully one of those books will have a reversion spell that will turn Agnes back into herself.

      The books on the shelves that line Sylvia’s hallway are the least magical in the house, but I’m careful not to touch them as I walk past, especially because my hand is throbbing under its bandage. I think I’ve re-opened my wounds.

      For some reason, the house feels creepy today. I’m not sure why, but the silence is thick. Ominous, somehow. And what is that smell? Could Sylvia have let Ratticus’s cage get funky?

      A bad feeling starts tiptoeing down the back of my neck. “Sylvia? Are you okay?”

      Suddenly I feel like I’m watching myself walk down the hall, past the study and hall closet, like I’m in a horror movie and something’s about to jump out at me. I glance sharply behind me. Then up, because nobody ever looks up in horror movies, and the scariest things always drop from the ceiling.

      There’s nothing there, of course. The silence must really be getting to me. I can’t even hear Agnes. Where could she have gone?

      At the end of the hall, I turn into the living room. Its tall bookcases are filled to the brim with books of power. They seem more potent than usual, because my skin is tingling, and their covers are trembling with the effort of containing their magic.

      A scuffling sound makes my heart leap into my throat, but it’s just Ratticus in his cage on the sideboard. He’s frantically running back and forth, and his food bowl has tipped over, spilling rat food through the bars of his cage onto the floor.

      What could have freaked him out? Hopefully it wasn’t Agnes flapping around. I still can’t see her anywhere.

      “You okay, Ratticus?”

      Opening his cage, I place his food bowl back where it’s supposed to go. Ratticus normally runs to me, but this time he shrinks back against the other side of his cage.

      “Did Agnes upset you?” I ask. Hearing myself talk makes me feel a little less creeped out, as though I’m not really alone. “Where’d that mean ol’ chicken go, anyway?”

      His cage doesn’t look dirty enough to account for the bad smell, although there is something red on his water bottle. What on earth is that?

      I’d lean in for a closer look, but I can feel rat pellets under the soles of my Doc Martin boots and I’m grinding them into the carpet. When I step back, I notice a dark stain on the carpet. Sylvia must have spilled something, but it’s not like her to leave a mess.

      I bend and touch the stain. The instant my fingers brush it, a hot, buzzing shock jolts up my arm and I know exactly what it is.

      Blood.

      My heart pounds and I jerk around. “Sylvia? Sylvia?”

      I spin in a circle, frantically searching the room. There are more stains. Why didn’t I notice them before? Droplets have splashed the carpet and hit the spines of some of the books. No wonder they’re trembling.

      “Sylvia?”

      I creep forward to peer into her kitchen. Nothing. Everything there is neat and in its place. Down the hall to her bedroom. Nothing there either. Or in her spare room, or the bathroom. Where could she be?

      The only bloodstains are in the living room, and when I return, I notice the biggest stain is directly in front of the bookcase.

      My body chills.

      The bookcase is the entry to Syliva’s athenaeum, the secure room where she keeps her most dangerous grimoires. Her athenaeum is somewhere outside of the mundane world, not in normal space. When Sylvia tried to explain to me where exactly that was, my brain wanted to turn itself inside out.

      The grimoires she keeps in there are the ones that have become so powerful, there have been cases of them being able to activate their own spells. Sylvia’s archivist power protects her, and the athenaeum has wards and spells to suppress their magic.

      I haven’t been inside the athenaeum since before my parents died, but I clearly remember its bookcases, which were a lot less packed than the one in front of me. Even with all her safeguards, Sylvia kept the grimoires precisely spaced, giving each book room to cast its shadow so it didn’t quarrel with its neighbors.

      I’d have thought it would be impossible for one of the grimoires to hurt Sylvia, but if it did, she could be trapped in there with it. I can’t just leave her there.

      Heart pounding, I pull out a book from the bottom shelf of the largest bookcase. It looks like the only ordinary novel in the case, a battered copy of The Lion, The Witch And The Wardrobe.

      The surge of magic that pulses from the book makes goosebumps break out over my skin. When I flip the pages open, a low buzzing noise announces something’s about to happen, right before the bookcase shimmers and dissolves. In the empty space where it used to be, the air glows.

      Pushing through the glowing air feels like walking through jello. I step through it into a black space. Another step and the room lights up. One more, and the wall seals behind me, enclosing me in Sylvia’s athenaeum.

      All the grimoires are in their places, neatly spaced in the bookshelves. All except one, on the table.

      My stomach clenches.

      Sylvia is lying face down on the floor. Blood has pooled around her, and kneeling in it makes my magic surge.

      My first instinct is to turn Sylvia’s face up and push her blood-matted hair out of the way so I can see her eyes. As soon as I touch her, I know it’s too late. Her body is cold. The eye I reveal is soaked with blood, open and staring at nothing.

      But, no. It can’t be too late. There must be something I can do.

      My mother could use her animal magic to heal people. Maybe I can figure out how to use it to save my cousin.

      I push my hands under Sylvia to lever her over. If I can just get⁠—

      The thought disappears as I roll her onto her back. There’s a ragged hole in her chest. It’s a sight I’ve seen once before. A sight that still gives me nightmares.

      I need to scream. I need to throw up, to get up and run. To do anything other than sit here and stare down at Sylvia’s chest. But I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

      Where my cousin’s heart should be is a gaping chewed hole, like some unseen monster has eaten through her clothes and bone and skin.

      Exactly like the wounds that killed my mother.
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      I must have managed to drag Sylvia out of her athenaeum and into her living room, then call the police using Sylvia’s land line, though I barely remember doing those things.

      There’s a buzzing in my head, too loud to hear anything else. I’m sitting on the floor, my arms wrapped tightly around my knees, trying to hold myself together. It feels like pieces of me are trying to break away, to fly into the air, and I have to clench my arms tight so it doesn’t happen.

      When someone touches my shoulder, I jerk backward, instinctively trying to get away from them, until I remember where I am. A man in a uniform frowns down at me, and I see him studying the blood on my hands and arms. I recognize that expression.

      They’re wondering just what happened here, and how I fit into it.

      A part of me is telling me to run, that I’m going to end up in trouble again, but it’s like it’s from a long distance. Everything feels muffled, indistinct.

      The police officers ask questions and expect me to answer. They move around, looking through Sylvia’s house, examining her body. But I can’t watch, I can’t talk. My chest is still tight and I’m fighting to breathe. They seem very far away. Unimportant. The only thing I can see is Sylvia.

      The gaping hole in her chest. The blood, the terrified expression on her face.

      The fact that the spell that killed her is unmistakably the same one that killed my mother.

      It’s all I can think about. Like there’s a tunnel connecting both deaths, past and present, and I’m trapped between them. All I can see is my mother lying dead with her chest torn open, and Sylvia with the same tears in her flesh.

      I’ve been trying to figure out what killed my parents for a long time, and now this. But Sylvia’s death raises more questions than it answers.

      “Are you hurt?” Another man crouches down beside me. In spite of the question, he doesn’t look concerned about my health. His brow is furrowed and his eyes are narrow. He’s studying me intently.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks again, his tone impatient.

      The invasiveness of his scrutiny brings a stab of anger to the surface. Instinctively I grab hold of it. Anger is better than the numb shock that’s keeping me frozen.

      “No.” My tone is curt. “But my cousin’s dead.” As if he doesn’t already know that.

      His jaw tightens. “I need you to get up and come outside with me, ma’am. There’s an ambulance arriving.”

      The way he says ma’am irritates me. He looks only a few years older than I am, maybe late twenties. He’s wearing a suit, like an office worker, though he must be a policeman.

      “It’s too late for an ambulance,” I snap. “She’s dead.” Then I realize the ambulance is meant for me, and look down at my filthy hands. Though they’re covered with blood, my magic has fallen silent. Thank god.

      “This is Sylvia’s blood, not mine.” My cousin’s blood is in my hair and clothes, and it’s soaked into the bandages on my hand. “I need to get clean. I need a shower.”

      “Not yet.”

      “But I need to⁠—”

      “First you’ll be photographed and examined. You can shower once that’s done.”

      I swallow. Like a recurring nightmare, I remember all this from when my parents died. There were three of us there when it happened. My mother was found in our living room with her heart ripped out. My father in the hall, killed by an unexplained explosion. I’d just arrived home and had barely stepped inside when I was knocked out by the blast. Numbed by shock and grief, it took me a while to realize the police were treating my parent’s deaths as a double homicide with me as their only suspect.

      This time, I won’t assume they’re on my side.

      “Can I help you up, Ms. Black?” Before I can answer, the policeman grips my arm and pulls me to my feet. He’s taller than I realized, his shoulders wide. He towers over me, making me feel small and a little fragile in comparison to his bulk.

      I hate feeling fragile.

      “I can walk on my own.” I wrench my arm out of his grip. By his expression, I can tell my strength has surprised him.

      “Let’s go outside.” He motions a policewoman to walk with us. It’s much busier outside, with flashing lights playing on the house, and men in blue uniforms swarming around it. The front door and gate are both wide open.

      “Wait,” I say when we get to the bottom of the steps. “Where’s Agnes?”

      “Agnes?” He frowns. “Who’s Agnes?” He looks around as if expecting to see another dead body.

      “The chicken. Where’s the chicken? And the rat? Is Ratticus okay?”

      “Ms. Black, have you had anything to drink in the last few hours? Taken any drugs?”

      “Of course not. My cousin owns a rat called Ratticus. The chicken is… it’s my chicken. Agnes is her name. I brought the chicken to Sylvia’s place because she was going to…” I shake my head. “I needed some advice about taking care of her. It. The chicken.”

      “Your cousin was a chicken expert?” His eyes are still narrow, but they’re sharp, too. He might be big, but he also strikes me as intelligent.

      “Of course not. She…just…knew a lot about all kinds of things.”

      My brain is whirling, but as he watches me intently, taking in my every word and reaction like he’s memorizing them for later, one thought surfaces enough for me to single it out. “Who are you, anyway?”

      “Detective Trent. I’m in charge of the investigation.” He looks at the policewoman who walked outside with us. “Have we found any animals?”

      “The cage in the living room is empty, sir. No animals found alive or dead.”

      Shit. Now, on top of everything else, I’ve lost Agnes.

      “If you find the chicken, will you tell me right away?” My gaze flicks from the policewoman to Detective Trent and back again. “It’s important. You can’t let anything happen to her.” I don’t want to be responsible for my neighbor getting killed, or shut up in an animal shelter.

      Or eaten.

      The thought makes me shudder. I need to find a way to change her back. Fast.

      Detective Trent’s frown deepens as he studies me. He’s no doubt trying to figure out whether I’m completely off my rocker, or just eccentric.

      “So, you brought a chicken to your cousin’s house,” he says without inflection, as though it’s a perfectly normal thing to do. “Can you tell me what happened when you arrived?”

      “As soon as I walked in the house, something felt wrong.” My voice threatens to crack. The memory of walking down the hallway is so clear and strong. And there was that smell. Should I have been able to tell right away that Sylvia was dead?

      “The door was open when you arrived?”

      I shake my head. “No, it was locked. I have a key.”

      “What felt wrong about the house?”

      “Just a bad feeling. It’s hard to describe, but it felt off.”

      The detective’s expression shifts almost imperceptibly. It’s not much, but enough to tell me what he thinks of my bad feeling. Too much of the woo woo stuff for this man mountain, apparently.

      “When I went into the living room, Ratticus was upset. He’d spilled his food so I turned his bowl the right way up. That’s when I noticed Sylvia’s blood.” I suck in a deep breath as a fresh wave of horror rolls over me. My cousin is dead. It’s like the shock lessened for a few minutes, just so it could come back even stronger and wipe me out again. How can Sylvia be gone?

      “Then what happened?” asks the detective.

      I can’t exactly tell him about her athenaeum. “She was on the floor. I called you. End of story.”

      “Most of the books on your cousin’s shelves are occult in nature,” says Detective Trent in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “Sylvia collected books. She was a researcher.” Of course, they’re going to think my cousin was a crackpot. Mundanes can’t sense magical power, even when it’s so strong that the books quiver with it. To the detective, my cousin’s books probably look ordinary. And their subject matter is more woo woo stuff for him to dismiss.

      “Was she romantically involved with anyone?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      He studies my face carefully, as though trying to tell whether I’m lying. “Why do you think your cousin’s neighbors would see her coming and going at all hours?”

      “Are you investigating my cousin’s death, or just my cousin?” I point back at the house, my voice rising. “Shouldn’t you be trying to find out what did that to her instead of wasting your time with innuendo and gossip?”

      “What did that to her? Not who did it?”

      I swallow, bringing my anger under control. I have too many secrets to be able to speak unguarded.

      “You saw her chest,” I say in a calmer tone. “It looked like an animal tore it open.”

      He nods, looking toward the road. “There’s the ambulance. Let’s talk more while they examine you.”

      “I’m fine, I just need to find my chicken. She must be out here somewhere. I can’t let anything happen to her.” I start to push past him, but he grabs my arm.

      He must have learned something from his previous attempt to hold onto me, because this time he grips my arm tightly with both hands to keep me from wrenching free. I try anyway, and get some satisfaction when his expression tells me he finds it tough to hang on. He nods to the policewoman to help, and she grabs my other arm.

      “You’ll be examined by the medics,” he says through gritted teeth. “Then we’ll take you for photographs.”

      “Look, you can take your photos, then I need to go.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Ms. Black, I’m taking you to the station for formal questioning in relation to the murder of your cousin.”
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