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CHAPTER ONE

Hiding in the closet wasn’t new to Jade. Crouching down, making herself small - she was good at it. Or rather, they were good at it - Jade and Lily. When their father would drink, the closet was a refuge - a small, forgotten corner of their house that in his drunken stupor, their father seemed to forget about. If he’d had the clarity of mind that came with sobriety, he might have realized his daughter was a small child and couldn’t actually leave the house. He might have realized that the dark closet, with its long shape, was the perfect place for a six-year old to curl up in the back, piling an old quilt on herself to make it seem like she was just another misshapen lump of detritus relegated to a bleak corner. 

So no, being in the closet wasn’t foreign or strange to Jade. What was strange was that she was an adult now. She should be long past the time where she felt the need to hide in the closet. She had magic. She could call fire to her fingertips, cast a circle of protection, or conjure a hex to lash out at demons. Jade shouldn’t need to hide in the back of a closet, pressing herself into the cool drywall and waiting for daybreak. She ran her hands along the wall, finding the dimensions of the closet strange and wrong. The closet should be smaller, or she should be. She frowned, squinting in the dark. Now that she thought about it, she shouldn’t be in this old closet at all, should she? If she was in a closet, wouldn’t she be in the one in her little cottage at the Coven? Why was she in the closet in her old bedroom? In a house she hadn’t been back to in years?

It was that detail that first tipped her brain toward the inevitable realization that she was dreaming. That and the fact that she wasn’t in the closet alone. 

Jade looked down at the warm weight next to her where a little girl was curled up against her leg. The girl turned her face toward Jade and in that strange wrong-logic that dreams had, Jade could make out her features perfectly despite the dark. She found them to be a miniature of her own features, except for the eyes. Jade’s eyes were a stormy grey - somewhat bland, actually, but for the fact that their light color tended to make people nervous when she gazed at them for too long. She’d been told she had eyes like a bird of prey. She didn’t mean to glare at people, but the pale color of her irises sometimes gave that impression. 

The little girl’s eyes were apple green. The color of Lily’s eyes. 

“Are you her?” Jade asked, her voice sounding loud in the small space. The girl blinked up at her, her eyes glowing for a moment. “Are you back?”

A loud crashing sound outside the closet made them both flinch. The girl curled up into Jade and Jade tried to pull her closer, to bring her further back into the closet. 

“He’s out there,” Jade whispered. She could hear their father cursing and shouting - breaking things, throwing things. The words were unintelligible - nonsense words from a dream. Maybe it was because Jade and Lily had never understood what he was yelling about, or maybe they’d both forgotten over the years what he’d said. 

The closet door was yanked open and the light burned her eyes. Jade squinted, unable to see. There was a shrieking sound and Jade could feel the girl being pulled from her - being dragged away. Jade couldn’t make herself open her eyes, couldn’t make herself see what was happening. She lashed out, clawing with her hands, trying to grab something, anything - a hand, an arm, a leg. 

Her fingers wrapped around something too large to be part of the girl, but too slender to belong to a man. The light faded and Jade could open her eyes. Above her stood another version of herself - same long brown hair, pulled back into a ponytail, same impressive height, same fit build. Except the doppelgänger that stood before her had green eyes. Lily’s eyes. 

Jade’s fingers tightened on Lily’s arm. “Are you back? Say you’re back!”

Lightning quick, Lily’s fingers shifted underneath Jade’s, grabbing Jade’s wrist back tightly and Jade winced - she thought she could feel the bones grinding together. Lily was urgent, desperate. Jade could feel anxiety coming off her and it was so unlike everything she ever remembered of Lily. 

Lily pulled hard on her arm and Jade struggled. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know it wouldn’t work. You made me.”

“You need to come with me.”

Hearing Lily speak, her voice the same pitch and cadence as Jade’s own was strange and vertigo inducing. The grip on her arm tightened and Jade tried to pull back into the depths of the closet. 

Lily looked behind her, over her shoulder. They were no longer in the house where they grew up, but were at the lake, at the Nature Preserve by the Coven. In the distance, a figure stood, dark and faceless, a swarm of birds swirling around her like an ominous fairy tale. Lily’s grip on Jade’s forearm was tight, her fingers digging in. 

“I shouldn’t have slept so long.”

#

Waking up after one of her nightmares was like rising from a body of water. There was an initial shock of air as she sucked in a breath and then disorientation mixed with slight distress. Both bled away, leaving her feeling shaky and a little cold. 

It was dark in the mornings now. This time of year, it seemed impossible that when she would get up at the same time during the summer, her bedroom would be already bright. She wouldn’t need to turn on any lights to get out of bed and get her running gear on. But now, closer to midwinter, it was as though it were still night. The only light came from the glow of her alarm clock and even that made her squint at its partial brightness after the blackness of sleep. Like most mornings, Jade wanted to roll over and close her eyes. Maybe more lately because of the dreams. She’d been dreaming of Lily a lot lately. Every night. 

Jade didn’t know how to explain it. She’d never known how to explain it. She wasn’t Lily and Lily wasn’t her, and yet, they both lived in the same body. It wasn’t a split personality or dissociative identity disorder or whatever the world was calling it now. She didn’t know how or why it wasn’t that. It just wasn’t. They had never been one person. They had always been two separate people. Jade didn’t remember anything but being that way. When Jade was little, she hadn’t questioned it. It had always just been. Like other things she ‘knew’ as child - the only monster in their house was their father when he drank, her mother would always forget dinner on Tuesdays after her ladies lunch, and surely everyone was really two people that shared the same body. That way no one was ever lonely. Jade had no memory of a life that didn’t include Lily. It was only once she got older that she’d realized the rest of the world wasn’t the same. 

It had been different for Lily. Lily could remember a time that didn’t involve Jade. Jade could see the memories in her head still, even with Lily gone - murky, abstract images where it had been just Lily and her parents. Before the drinking and the yelling and the fighting. But when Jade tried to think of anything for herself that didn’t have Lily, her head was just... empty and dark. Cold. 

Intellectually, Jade knew everything she remembered, everything she described sounded like dissociative identity disorder. But she also had a sense that the definition didn’t fit what they were. They never felt like one person. They were always separate, yet together, sharing one body except for their eyes. Their eyes shifted color depending on who was ‘in control.’ It was a subtle thing people never noticed, or if they did, they never said anything. As far as Jade knew, things like that didn’t, couldn’t happen with an identity disorder. They didn’t often think about it. It just was. Always had been and always would be. Or so she thought. 

Then Lily ... went away. Thinking about that day, the last day she saw Lily and spoke with her, made Jade feel sick. She finally pushed herself out of bed for her run. She couldn’t think about it. She wouldn’t think about it. She would ‘Scarlett-O’Hara’ the problem. Only she wouldn’t think about it tomorrow or the next day or the day after that. It made her chest clench, her heart pound, made her angry and anxious and just... empty. Alone. Incomplete. Like losing a limb, she was unsure of her new structure and balance. Everything was hard and different. Sometimes, late at night when the darkness of the day was pressing in on her, she would get crazy thoughts like maybe the morning would never come and sometimes she would wish that it wouldn’t. She wished she would just fall asleep and never wake up. Some days she couldn’t stand being alone. 

As if sensing her thoughts, Bruce, her lizard familiar, leapt off the bed, where he’d been curled by her feet and butted his serpentine head against her leg. 

“I know, Bruce. I’ve got you now.”

His pink tongue flicked out and he made his customary ‘pffft’ sound. She wasn’t sure what to make of him most days. It was extremely uncommon for a witch to have a familiar and Jade wished she could take credit for Bruce’s presence, but he’d chosen her far more than she’d chosen him. Jade didn’t understand their connection, but she knew she liked having him around, knew that he was somewhat magical, and also knew that he was a horrid little laundry thief. He loved to drag her workout clothes out of the laundry basket and make himself a little nest, burrowing under tanks, shirts and sport bras. Jade was both disgusted and a little touched. 

Jade realized she wasn’t really alone anymore. She had Bruce and maybe something more.

As Jade pet Bruce, feeling his serpentine skin under her fingers, warm and smooth, she remembered a moment when she’d been fighting Dex, a witch gone bad, trying to defeat his hex. Jade had felt something against her brain - a presence - Lily’s presence - for the first time in years and it was just as it had always been - a cool tingle in her brain - calming, soothing and there. 

Afterward, when Jade was safely by herself in her little cottage, she’d worked up the courage to stand in front of the mirror, like she’d done so many times in the past before Lily left, and spoke to her reflection. Jade asked the mirror if Lily was there. She asked for a sign. For a moment, so quickly she could have imagined it, one of her grey irises had turned apple-green. The color of Lily’s eyes. 

Jade didn’t know what that meant. She’d tried to talk to Lily since then - the silent communication they’d always had with each other, unheard and unspoken, inside her head. There’d been nothing but emptiness and blankness in response. 

Bruce head-butted her leg again and Jade realized she’d been standing stock still in the middle of her darkened room. “Sorry, sorry,” she mumbled and then, “watch your eyes, Bruce,” as she turned on the light. They both squinted at the brightness, blinking away the last vestiges of sleep. She pulled on her running outfit before she stumbled down the stairs, liking the way Bruce’s heavy footfalls followed after her own. She headed straight for the coffee pot in the kitchen, firing it up, while Bruce took a detour to the window she’d spelled for him, hopping up and over the sill, spilling out to the ground outside. The magic on the window let him in and out as he pleased without it needing to be physically opened. Ah, magic. Not just for the fancy-pants things in life, but for practical stuff like letting your lizard familiar out without having to actually open a door. 

Bruce toddled into the kitchen moments later, shaking himself like a dog. His Elizabethan lizard-collar flapped open and shut a few times and he came over to where Jade sat at the kitchen table. She flipped open her laptop and read her email reaching down to pat his head. When he tilted his head to the side, she pressed her fingers against the soft part of his neck, intending to give him a good scratch. She paused when she felt a small rough patch of skin under her fingers. 

“Whatcha got here, bud?” she asked. He tilted his head even more, stretching his neck to the side, almost presenting the area. Jade ran her fingers over the scaly skin, peering closely. Despite the fact that he was a lizard, Bruce’s skin was normally soft and supple. Although she hated to think it and would never, ever, ever say it out loud, (and certainly not in front of him), Bruce’s skin was like an Italian leather handbag - buttery smooth and pliant. Finding a section feeling scratchy and uneven was new. 

“Dry weather got you down? Do we need to get some of that udder cream they put on cows?” she teased. He pushed his neck out a bit more and she patted his head. “Okay, I’ll keep an eye on it. If it gets worse, we’ll go to the vet. I guess.” She frowned. A vet might not cut it. “Well, Paris will know who we can see.” If there was anyone who could help her familiar, Jade was sure it would be the Coven Leader. 

Giving a longing stare toward the coffee pot, she tapped Bruce’s head one more time. She knew that drinking coffee before her run was a bad idea - it was why she set it up so it would be ready upon her return. She was tempted every time to grab just a half a cup before heading out, but this early in the morning, it was like her body was hyper-efficient - if she drank even half a cup, she’d have to pee halfway through her run with Daniel and she was not going to end up squatting somewhere in the Nature Preserve, getting poison ivy in the summer or freezing her ass off in the winter. 

Jade laced up her runners, donned her head lamp and darted out the front door, detouring to the back alleys until she got to an access point to the reserve. She used to just hop over the chain link fence, but she’d tried her hand at spelling the fence the same way she had spelled the window at home for Bruce and found that she could now come and go through the chain link as she pleased. She pressed against the metal, murmuring her spell and felt it almost melt away underneath her skin, or maybe into her skin, she wasn’t sure. There was a slightly unpleasant tingle associated with it, but it was worth not going up and over the fence. She’d ruined a pair of running pants that way, tearing a really indecent and obnoxious hole in the soft fabric. She was mostly certain the spell was temporary and only remained active for a few minutes after she used it. Of course, if it turned out she was letting deer or moose or whatever out of the Preserve by accident she was going to deny all knowledge. 

Daniel was waiting for her in his usual spot. He jerked his head at her, his own headlamp bobbing in the semi-darkness. It was still too early for the sun to be up and Jade was thankful for her multiple layers. She knew she’d be warm enough in a few minutes, but right now, it was pretty damned cold. Her breath plumed out in grey globes as she exhaled from her mouth and her nostrils burned from the chill as she inhaled. She bobbed her own headlamp at Daniel; morning greeting complete. As much as Daniel’s boyfriend, Henri, was chatty, Daniel was not. If he were, Jade didn’t think they could be running partners, at least not in the morning. She liked the company, or rather, the companionship, but appreciated the silence. Running with Daniel was blissfully conversation-free. It was his day to pick the music, so he fired up his MP3 player and they fell into step to the identifiable beat of the Black Keys. She was yawning her way through their first mile, willing her body to fall into the semi-trance like state it often did while she ran. The ‘thump-thump’ of their footfalls, the beat of the music, and the cadence of their breathing all started lining up, but just when Jade thought she might drift into ‘the zone,’ her mind would jerk back to last night’s dream. Like a record scratch - jarring and harsh - she was zipped back. She could see Lily standing over her, feel her tugging on her wrist. Jade shivered in the morning air and told herself it was just the reaction of the sweat on her face evaporating in the cold morning air. Pushing all thoughts of Lily down, she listened to the music, focusing on the lyrics and the bass line. As the next song started up - a heavy hip-hop tune - she wondered what kind of bass setting Daniel must have his speakers on because she could feel the beat in her chest. A heavy, wet thumping. 

Then she realized that it wasn’t the music causing the feeling in her chest. It was the lake. 

Jade had first passed by the lake with Paris as they walked through the Nature Preserve to work on Jade’s circle casting - casting magical spells within the confines of a circle. It could boost power, protect a witch and enable them to work on more complicated spells. At the time, she’d felt something tugging at her - pulling at her insides. Paris had led her toward the lake, thinking maybe they could work on Jade’s water magic, but on the way there, she had felt sick. Even now, she couldn’t articulate it. Her hand had reached out of its own volition to clutch at the back of Paris’ coat, stopping him from going any further. Getting closer and closer to the lake had felt like being sucked into a gravity well. The closer she got, the harder it was to stop; as though something deep inside her was being pulled against her will. Paris mentioned there’d been an accident at the lake years before and many witches in the Coven had an aversion to the area. She hadn’t asked what he meant and he hadn’t offered. She was both sorry and grateful; Jade wasn’t sure she wanted to know what other witches felt when they passed by the lake. She’d rather not think of it at all. 

It made no sense that Jade should feel a similar sensation from the lake now. She and Daniel were on the other side of the Preserve from where Paris and Jade had been. She never felt the lake on this side of the Preserve until today. Her chest felt like a hollow drum, her skin stretched tightly across the cavernous emptiness. The thumping sensation she felt was as though someone were striking the surface with deep, hard blows, sending the reverberations rippling through the space, rattling the edges. While running always made her breathe hard, today she felt like she couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t get in enough oxygen. Her legs slowed down until she was stopped, bent over, hands on her knees, trying to breathe. Her lungs felt small and inadequate, unable to pull in enough air. The light from her headlamp made a circle on the ground in front of her, illuminating the dry twigs and desiccated leaves that littered the pathway. She focused on the bright area in front of her, willing her lungs to open up. There was a hot press against her chest and she fumbled with her gloves, pulling one off so she could dig under her coat and sweater. Her salamander charm, the one Paris gave to her, was hot to the touch. She pulled it away from her skin, pinching it between her fingers. 

“Rough run today?” Daniel asked. He’d stopped a few paces in front of her and turned back, jogging little circles around her while she panted. She rubbed at her chest. Some running days were easier than others, but this was different. 

Without warning, she dry heaved, making a choking-gagging sound. Daniel immediately stopped, standing still beside her. 

“Hey, hey,” he said, placing a hand on her back and rubbing a small circle. “You okay?”

Jade nodded, still gasping. Focus, she thought. Breathe in and out. In and out. It seemed like the silver weight of the salamander increased for a moment and then released. She wasn’t sure if the charm was magical. She’d thought that it was only symbolic, but as she clutched it in her hand now, she felt safer, calmer. Slowly, it felt as though some kind of wall was coming up in her mind, blocking the sensation of the lake. Between the comforting warmth of the charm and the sudden scent of citrus, the empty-drum feeling ebbed and her body no longer felt like it was betraying her with its weakness. She stayed bent over and focused on the feeling of Daniel’s hand on her back, feeling the pressure through the layers of her long-sleeved shirt and coat. 

“You must really be in the inner circle now. I didn’t even flinch when you touched me,” she joked. 

He huffed with laughter. “We’ll work you up to hugs.”

“Hey now, let’s not get crazy.”

He laughed again, the sound warm and friendly. “Seriously. You okay?”

She nodded again, this time managing to stand upright. He stepped back, out of her space. It was one of the reason’s she was so comfortable with Daniel. Jade always got the feeling he respected her space. That and he was gay. He didn’t want anything from her. Or rather, he would never want from her something she couldn’t or wouldn’t give.  

“Yeah, I don’t know what happened.”

“You sick?”

“No, I don’t think so. Just... tired lately. Not sleeping well.” It was mostly the truth. 

Daniel nodded. “Well, let’s cut it short today. It’s all fun and games till someone dry heaves.”

“And then it’s a sport.”

“Or a reality show.”

Daniel turned around on the little pathway and started walking back the way they came, keeping his pace easy. They worked their way toward the outer edge of the Preserve, away from the lake. Jade took several deep, icy breaths, almost relishing the way the cold air bit at the soft tissue of her lungs as she did. By the time they were back at Daniel’s car, it was hard to remember she’d ever felt sick in the first place.

As per their usual routine, Daniel drove her home, instead of Jade hiking her way back through the alleyways and paths. Back at her cottage, he turned to her once last time.

“You sure you feel okay now?”

Jade rolled her eyes. “Yes. I didn’t even really get sick. I just got all...” she made a churning motion with her hands. 

He studied her for a moment, as if weighing the truth of her words. “Let me know if you want to take any of our other running days off this week. It’s okay to have a rest period.”

“I’m fine. Just tired.”

He made a ‘hmm’ noise, as though he’d wait to see how she was himself. “All right. See you at work.”

She got out with a wave, watching his car pull away. The sun was just barely coming up, making the sky dirty grey-blue with touches of pink and orange. She knew by the time she saw Daniel again at the Counter-Magic offices, it would be pinky-orange with the arc of the sun crowning.  

Heading up the walkway, she checked in with her demon locks, more out of habit than any real need. It wasn’t like she had a lot of visitors. The locks would keep anyone out other than herself, Bruce and now Paris. She had to add him one day and just hadn’t bothered re-configuring the locks. Her steps slowed as she reached her front door. The magic felt sluggish and slow in her mind. Normally, it was a big puzzle box and Jade could feel the gears of it turning and twisting as she moved through the space - like it was stretching open around her and then sagging closed again. This morning, it was like the gears and cogs were cold, like the weather - moving slowly and with protest. 

Or maybe it was her. It might be because she was tired. Jade wasn’t sure. While she had been proficient enough to cast the spell, she didn’t know enough about demon magic to be able to troubleshoot why her locks weren’t acting the same. Maybe the spell needed touching up? Maybe it was responding to how she felt? Maybe this just happened to demon magic in the winter? She’d have to check Sakkara’s demon grimoires. 

It’s not like she could (or would) ask Paris. While his mother, Sakkara, had been a beloved Coven Leader and seemingly good mom (if the way Paris turned out was any indication), she was also quite the demon spell hoarder and conjurer. Sometimes (okay, most times) Jade felt bad for how much she liked demon magic given how adverse Paris was to it. Not only did he, and the Coven, consider demon magic taboo, Jade didn’t think he’d ever really gotten used to the idea that his mother had regularly practiced it and had been damn good at it. Finding not one, but three demon grimoires in Sakkara’s handwriting had been a blow to him. 

Jade would have to go through the books on her own and see if she could find a reason why her locks were acting weird. Or maybe they would be better tomorrow. But she wouldn’t ask Paris about it. Not yet. 

Bruce came charging out of the kitchen when Jade came in, like he was surprised it was her at the door. He pushed his way past her, sticking his snout out the front door and giving a deep, hard sniff. A laugh escaped Jade at the sight of him wiggling his lizard-nose back and forth. 

“Getting some fresh air? You know you can go out the window for that.”      

He huffed as if he was expelling something out his nose and then turned, sauntering back inside. His long, scaly tail swished behind him as he made his way to the stairs and then started hobbling up them. 

“All right then,” Jade muttered, closing the front door. She watched Bruce labor up the stairs enviously. No doubt he’d crawl back into bed, or into a pile of her laundry and go to sleep. Jade didn’t have such luxury. It was time for a cup of coffee and then getting ready for work. Her cube at Counter-Magic awaited.

#

After taking the bus to work, Jade always wanted to wash her hands. Maybe her face. Maybe all her clothes. Ugh, public transit. Gross. Plus it was really inconvenient to pick up coffee before work when you took public transit. It meant finding a bus route that stopped by a coffee shop, getting off, getting coffee and then waiting for the next bus. No, thank you. So after her cup at home, Jade resigned herself to wait until she, Callie and Henri went for their usual ten-thirty coffee break in the Coven’s cafeteria. The coffee wasn’t bad and it gave Jade something to break up her morning. 

She needed to get her car and bring it to the Coven. 

She’d been getting ready to move to the Coven. Honestly. But then Dex, one of the other Coven Leaders, had gone all dark side and Jade ended up getting involved. Okay, she threw herself into the mix, but she knew Dex was bad news from day one and guess what? She’d been right and it was thanks to her that he hadn’t gotten his bat-shit crazy paws on Sakkara’s demon grimoires.  

If only the Coven were grateful about it. They seemed mostly grateful. Partially grateful. Reluctantly grateful. They gave Jade sideways glances and not-so-covert looks for the most part. Jade could feel the equal parts of discomfort, distrust and grudging gratitude in their expressions. It wasn’t Jade’s fault that in the process of stopping Dex, Coven magic got sort of broken and Paris had to reset it. 

According to the Coven, it was apparently Jade’s fault that Paris reset Coven Magic to resonate with Jade’s personal magic. A magic that was slightly different than what everyone else had been born into. Of course it was. 

Jade couldn’t help that. Her magic was just her magic. At first, people seemed intrigued by the difference. It was like a shiny new car that had the new car smell. But now, the new car was making a clunking noise that couldn’t be fixed, it guzzled gas like it had a hundred cylinders and the dealer was saying no take-backs. 

Jade was the only one who was proficient at ‘driving’ it. She felt bad. Sort of. Obviously it was great for her because her magic was what she was used to. It must totally suck for everyone else trying spells they’d been using for years only to have them fizzle out, or blow up in their faces. Literally. Penny Simpson had a bad experience with a scrying spell she’d done for years and her eyebrows hadn’t grown back yet. Hannah, their sometime-resident magic expert, said the residual magic had to dissipate on its own before the hair follicles would resume their natural cycle. 

Still, it’s not like that was Jade’s fault. But try telling that to Penny and her horridly drawn-on eyebrows. Yeesh. Penny should just... not do anything with them. Although that would mean she’d have to walk around with that perpetually surprised look people with no eyebrows have. 

Whatever. It wasn’t life-threatening. No one had died. No one would die. Probably. So long as they didn’t go crazy with their magic until they got it figured out, it would all be fine. She was trying to help by reconfiguring spells at Counter-Magic, but even if she hadn’t been helping, she couldn’t force them to like her. 

Plus, she didn’t need to be liked. Being liked wasn’t important in the grand scheme of things. Right? Still, when she walked into the Coven and Henri, already at his reception desk, looked up and gave her a big smile and wave, she felt warm and pleasant in her chest. He had his headset on, taking a phone call, but he still managed to point at his watch and mouth ‘ten-thirty?’ and then mime drinking a coffee. Jade nodded, passing by his desk on her way to Counter-Magic. Once there, she took off her coat, straightened her keyboard and then settled down in her chair. Time to work. 

She had some emails waiting for her - a couple of minor spells that Coven witches had been using, but couldn't get working since Coven magic had been reset. Jade’s job at the moment was to slog through spells that were failing, see if she could figure out why, and tweak them. She liked it. It wasn’t as much fun as demon magic, but it was puzzle solving and no two were the same. She worked on easy and simple spells assigned to her by Daniel or Josef after they had reviewed the Counter-Magic Incident Report log. Coven members called in, their issues got logged and then assigned out to appropriate witches. Sometimes spells went wrong due to bad ingredients or improper casting. Sometimes people just weren’t as good as they thought they were. Counter-Magic ensured that nothing too horrible happened to the Coven and that things were mostly put right in the end. 

Except for Penny and her eyebrows. 

Jade was just glad she was finally getting work, even if it was simple fire creation spells, house-cleaning charms gone awry or positive mantra magic not working. At the end of the day, she could point to the number of emails she’d resolved and say, ‘Yeah. I did that.’ Simple, but gratifying. 

Daniel came in about ten minutes after her and raised his eyebrows in question. Jade guessed he probably wondered if she was feeling well after her dry heaving incident that morning. She gave him the thumbs-up and then went back to her spell work, trying to untangle why Lucy DeWinter hadn’t been able to scry for her favorite necklace yesterday. Or rather, why she’d found four lost socks and a ball of dryer lint instead. Jade wasn’t sure if she wanted to first figure out how Lucy could find her necklace, or if she should figure out how to cast a spell that would perpetually locate lost socks. She hated losing socks. 

Ten-thirty rolled around faster than Jade expected and she grabbed her purse to head to the cafeteria. Callie and Henri were already there, at their usual table, heads bent together. Callie’s fine blond hair was pulled back into a simple French braid and Jade wondered if she should or could try something similar with her own hair. Maybe she could ask Callie to try it out on her. Did women do those kinds of things when they were adults? Or was that a ‘teenage sleepover’ thing, complete with requisite pillow fight and giggling? Absently, she reached up and tugged on her usual ponytail, tightening it at the crown of her head, feeling it swing as she grabbed her coffee, pulling at her scalp. She never did anything with her hair other than pull it back. Hair was a hassle. 

Henri and Callie both had their smartphones out, looking up from their screens as Jade sat down, half-heartedly stirring cream into her coffee. 

“Oh good, you’re here. What are you doing the day after tomorrow. At night?” Callie asked immediately. 

Jade frowned. “Nothing. Why?”

Callie smiled, her brown eyes going wide with excitement. “Booty yoga!”

Jade felt her insides go a little cold. “What?” she asked weakly. 

“It hear it’s amazing,” Henri said, voice colored with enthusiasm. “It’s all the poses that target your booty. Lifts your butt. Makes you look like a dancer. It’s like hot yoga and booty boot camp with some Pilates thrown in.”

Jade took a sip of her coffee. “That sounds horrible.”

Callie rolled her eyes. “You promised you’d try a fitness class with us. We’ve picked. Booty yoga. Seven p.m. I’ll pick you up at quarter to.”

Jade hoped she hid her nose wrinkle behind her coffee cup as she took another drink, wracking her brain for some reason she could get out of it. She’d already said she wasn’t doing anything. It’s not like she could lie now. Besides, she didn’t have anything believable to lie about. She didn’t have a social life before she moved to the Coven, never mind after. She woke up, sometimes she ran with Daniel, then she worked. She read books and streamed TV on her laptop. She fiddled with demon magic and tried to learn some regular spells. She talked to Bruce. Such were her hobbies. 

Henri waved a hand. “It’s going to be so good for you. Runners always have really tight hips and lower back. I’m going to try to drag Daniel as well. He never stretches after he runs with you. He’s going to snap an achilles tendon or something, I swear.”

“If you get Daniel to booty yoga, I’ll buy you coffee for a week,” Jade told him. 

“Deal.” They shook on it. 

They exchanged the minutiae of their lives. Henri brought up the last episode of the sci-fi show they were all watching.

“No, I’m telling you, Peter is the alien and they’re going to kill him when they find out. They need to write him off the show. The guy who plays him just got offered the lead in that sexy remake of Frankenstein.”

“Spoiler alert!” Callie yelled, slapping him on the arm. 

“It’s not a spoiler! It’s speculation,” argued Henri. 

“Wait, how are they going to make Frankenstein sexy?” Jade asked. 

“Meh,” mused Henri. “It’s cable TV. They make everybody good-looking and mostly naked.”

“That has nothing to do with Frankenstein!” Jade protested. 

“I repeat, cable TV.” Henri took a sip of his coffee, giving Jade knowing eyebrows from over the rim as he did. “It doesn’t matter what the original story is.”

“Well, be that as it may, it’s not Peter. Jackie is the alien.”

Callie made a face. “Jackie? What makes you say that?”

Jade stirred her coffee and then gnawed on the stir stick. “Didn’t you see her face when Dr. What’s-his-name was trying to put the moves on her?”

Callie and Henri both shrugged. Callie leaned in. “She didn’t look interested.”

“That wasn’t disinterest. That was disgust. Little lip-curl, slight nose-wrinkle.” Jade touched her lip and her nose as she spoke. Jade knew what disgust looked like. She spent a lot of time schooling it off her face when she was hit on.

Callie thought about it. “I’m going to have to watch that again.”

“Plus, whenever the doctor stands too close to her, she moves back.”

“I never noticed that,” Henri mused. 

Jade nodded. “She’s totally not into it.”

They chatted for a bit longer before heading back to their respective jobs; Henri to reception, Callie to the library and Jade to Counter-Magic. 

Just before Jade sat down at her desk to get back to work she used a bit of magic to lob a paperclip at Daniel, clipping him lightly in the back of the head. 

“What was that for?”

“You’re about to owe me your eternal gratitude,” Jade said. 

“Eternity is a long time.”

“Okay then weekly gratitude and maybe some coffee. Henri’s going to try to get you to booty yoga this week. Day after tomorrow at seven. Make plans with someone else or suffer the consequences.”

Daniel frowned. “What the hell is booty yoga?”

“I’ve no idea but, apparently, I’m going to find out. Save yourself.”

He nodded, already pulling out his phone and texting someone to make plans, she assumed. “Someday they’ll sing songs about this act of friendship.”

“I’m a peach. I know.”

Jade settled back into work, stopping only to grab something from the cafeteria for her lunch and eating at her desk, for which her keyboard suffered mercilessly. She used a quick air spell to blast out the crumbs that she lost under the keys, but couldn’t get a lonely staple out from underneath the ‘CTRL’ button. She didn’t have enough finesse with the magic to focus that finely. Yet. She was determined to keep at it. She’d get it. Someday. 

At the end of the day, her boss, Josef, came out of his office and headed straight for her cube. Jade immediately checked that all browser tabs she had opened earlier looking at boots and some leggings were closed and the only programs she had up were email, word processing and link in to the Coven library database. Not a shopping tab in sight.  

“Jade, I was hoping to ask you a favor.” 

With his impressive height, he towered over her even when she was standing, and she was five-ten. While she sat at her desk, she felt a little like Alice in Wonderland - looking way up after taking the ‘drink me’ shrinking potion. Josef was one of those super fit older guys - like a Patrick Stewart or Clint Eastwood type. Tall and lean. But he wasn’t one of those men that used his bulk to loom over people. Jade never felt that he was trying to bully her with his size or his attitude. In fact, she was surprised by how comfortable working with him was. She really liked the vibe he put out. He’d asked for her specifically to join Counter-Magic after she’d decided to stay with the Coven. She’d never officially asked him why, but Paris had indicated that Josef had said he got a ‘good feeling’ off Jade and was impressed with her power. 

“Uh, sure,” she said, feeling a little nervous. She liked Josef, but when your boss asked you a favor, was saying ‘no’ ever an option? She was pretty sure she would be committed to whatever he wanted before he even asked. 

“Most witches have never had a chance to see a familiar in person. I was wondering if you would bring your lizard by the Coven.”

“Bruce?” she asked inanely, as if she had more than one lizard. “You mean for a show and tell?”

Josef nodded. “If you’re both okay with it.”

Jade shrugged. “I guess so.” She had a horrible thought. She’d have to ask for a ride from someone. There was no way she’d be able to get Bruce on the bus. It was too crowded in the morning and he’d get stepped on. Or squished. Or he’d hiss and spit at people. “Oh crap,” she muttered. 

“Problem?”

Jade waved her hand. “Uh, just logistics. But, yeah, I’m sure I can bring him in. And then just... show him around?”

“If that’s okay by you. I didn’t get a chance to learn much about him while he was here briefly before,” Josef said, which was a nice way of putting it. When Jade had rescued Bruce from the sewer, he’d been stuck in a pipe, causing a magical kind of blockage. Jade happened to be the witch that freed him and he sort of imprinted on her, breaking away from Josef and Counter-Magic and finding his way to Jade’s cottage. He’d been there ever since. “I understand he’s fairly tame?” Josef asked. 

Jade nodded. “Definitely. He sleeps in the house, eats crumbs from the table. He’s kind of like a dog. Except he can do magic.” She paused for a moment to consider. “And he spits. And hisses. And sometimes flips up his lizard collar.” She made flapping motions around her neck to illustrate. “Plus, you know. Really big lizard.”

Josef seemed amused by her descriptions. “Well, I think the other witches in the Coven would really appreciate a chance to see a familiar close up and maybe interact with him. And you. Both of you.”

Jade nodded slowly. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew she wasn’t a favorite around the Coven, no matter how Josef was trying to phrase it. “I’ll bring him by. Any particular day you were thinking?”

“No, whenever works for you and your familiar.”

“Bruce.”

“Pardon?”

“That’s his name. Bruce.”

Daniel poked his head around the cubicle. “Because he’s green and gets angry. Bruce Banner.”

“Cubicle etiquette dictates that you pretend not to be hearing this conversation,” Josef said dryly. 

“But then how would we all learn all the gossip we do and spread it around?” Daniel asked with a wicked grin.

Josef turned back to Jade. “I appreciate you agreeing to bring him. “

“No problem,” Jade said. 

Josef headed back to his office and Jade turned to Daniel. 

“Hey, think my lizard will fit in your back seat?”

CHAPTER TWO

Prior to resetting Coven magic, if Paris had been asked how his Coven would respond to the challenge of learning a new norm, he would have said he was sure they would handle it with grace, diligence and strength of character. 

He truly hadn’t expected this level of complaint. Or, if he were honest, bitching. It made him question whether he was the right person for the job of leading the Coven. This was another instance of what was becoming a trend. He was continually being surprised by the actions and reactions of his Coven members. 

He didn’t regret resetting Coven magic to Jade’s natural resonance. Indeed, he hadn’t had a choice. The spell Dex cast on the entirety of the Coven had warped its usual tone and when Dex’s spell had been broken, Paris had acted in the moment - wanting to immediately to bring it back in alignment with working, functioning magic. It just happened at the time that Jade’s magic had been the only magic working. He hadn’t had another option. He wished the rest of the Coven realized that. 

It would do more harm than good to toss the latest reports from Counter-Magic and Research and Development into the fireplace, but the idea was certainly tempting. Although Josef personally had little problem with Jade’s magic, his department, Counter-Magic, was facing significant workload issues with all the incidents reported from the other witches of the Coven. No one seemed to be adjusting quickly or easily to the shift in the balance. Witches who primarily used Earth spells found their magic sluggish. Those who used Fire found it too responsive, likely due to Jade’s own proficiency with it. Those who used scrying, psychomanteum and tarot said their results were unpredictable and confusing. Those who used Water were dismally desperate; they couldn’t get a thing to work, finding their spell work collapsing around them. While Counter-Magic took calls for magic that needed work or fixing, the incident log had recently turned into some sort of complaint line, with witches calling or emailing in only to protest the new magic, even when they were able to make their spells work. 

Paris wasn’t sure if he should issue a formal statement or not. He would not be resetting Coven magic. At the moment, he had no way of knowing if he could get it back to the way it had been before. He could be trading one problem for another. Additionally, he found his own spell work... interesting, now that it lined up with Jade’s magic. He’d always been powerful, but now it seemed like there was something... more. Something else, just beyond his reach. He’d always known he could be doing more powerful spells, if only he had the time to study and research them. But now, he felt as though they were just out of the corner of his eye. Waiting patiently for him to turn his head and catch sight of them. 

Paris didn’t consider himself power hungry nor a vain man, but there was certainly something alluring about the new Coven magic. It was no wonder Jade was so cocky in her power and so sure of trying new spells if she felt this way all the time. Hannah had mentioned her own magic hadn’t felt so fresh in years. She was quite sorry leaving the Coven to head back to her Council duties, wistfully waxing on about all the magic she’d not done in years but was itching to try again with the new ‘normal.’

The desk phone ringing distracted him from his thoughts and he pushed them away, turning his mind back to Coven business. 

“Paris, here.”

“Paris, it’s Josef.”

“Good morning. How are things in Counter-Magic?” 

“Mostly the usual. I’ve got a couple of kids that ended up turning themselves blue. Not sure if it’s the new magic or if it’s just kids and their spell work being shoddy. No serious damage. The parents have decided to let it wear off on its own as a lesson to the kids. Although one of the fathers wants Counter-Magic to get involved, claiming it must be because of the magic reset. It’s winter season picture time in school and I think his son is a bit of a prince-type. Raising hell complaining about his pictures being ruined.”

“What are your thoughts?”

“That family is... difficult. The kid needs some blue-faced pictures in his life. Might sort him out a bit.”

Paris smiled wryly, hearing Josef’s chuckle over the phone. “I remember having to wait out a spell gone bad that turned one of my eyes lazy. Horrid six weeks.”

Josef laughed even louder. “I remember that. Your mother would come into the Coven offices every day and tell us what you’d run into - poles, animals, other witches.”

Paris groaned in embarrassment. That was the problem when your mother had been Coven Leader before you - everyone knew you as a child and still remembered all your infractions. 

“She’d been absolutely adamant that it recover on its own and wouldn’t let me wear an eye-patch to cover it up. I still have the scar from the stitches I needed from when I accidentally tripped over that rabid dog.”

“If I remember correctly, that rabid dog was a twelve-pound schnauzer.”

“It was fourteen pounds and their claws can be quite sharp if not kept well,” Paris mused. “But, I assume you’re not calling to discuss some truant schoolchildren. What can I do for you this morning, Josef?”

Josef sighed and Paris could feel the tone of the conversation change. “Well, I’m getting more complaints.”

“You’re Counter-Magic. There are always complaints. Spells gone awry, spells overlapping where they shouldn’t, spells not working correctly. But you don’t generally call me about them.”

“No. No, I don’t. These complaints are about the lake.”

Paris felt his good humor drain out, replaced by slight confusion. The lake area in the Nature Preserve was well-known among the Coven, or perhaps ‘notorious’ was a better description. An accident years ago had left the area magically tainted. The lake had previously been a popular picnic and recreation spot, but after the accident, many of the Coven’s witches abandoned it, feeling as though the area had been corrupted or changed. Some witches wouldn’t work magic anywhere near the area, some witches couldn’t. Most complained of an ‘off’ or ‘spoiled’ sensation and gave the area a wide berth. Other alternate areas had become popular in the Nature Preserve as a result and now the lake area tended to be abandoned year-round. It was something Coven witches never had to clarify when speaking. All they had to say was ‘the lake’ and everyone understood. 

“What sort of complaints?”

“Witches out in the woods for nature walks or spell casting are feeling ‘weirded out’ further out from the lake than usual. Spells not working in some parts of the Preserve that used to be okay. Then, just recently, the kindergarten class was out last week doing a nature walk. It was one of the nicer days and we don’t get many of those this time of year. A few of the kids started crying and wouldn’t stop until they left. That led to some parents heading out and noticing more power in the area than usual.”

“Power?” asked Paris. “People don’t usually get a sense of power from the area. A bad vibration or sensation maybe. But power usually is indicative of working magic.”

“I know.”

Paris paused for a moment, choosing his wording carefully. “These complaints must be serious if they’ve reached you.” The accident in the lake area had involved Josef’s family. Over the years, it had become customary for witches to be cautious around him and make an effort not to mention any discomfort the lake area caused. 

“Yeah,” Josef said, his tone regretful. “To be fair, I think Daniel was keeping a log of all the complaints and was going to investigate it himself, but after the kindergarten kids, it was hard to keep a lid on it. Also, I think more people feel uncomfortable talking to me about it than I actually feel myself.”

“I think most people just want to be respectful of your loss and not remind you unnecessarily of it.”

“I’m sure that’s true, but it’s not like I ever forget about it.”

“No, I’m sure you don’t.” Paris shifted in his chair. “I understand of course if you’d rather pass this along to someone else. I can certainly ask one of the other Department heads to investigate this for you. Perhaps transfer someone temporarily to work on it.”

“I appreciate the offer, but that’s not why I called.”

Paris blinked, taking in Josef’s words. “Oh, I see. If not that, then is there another problem?”

“The problem is, I think the issue at the lake has something to do with Jade.”

“Jade?” Paris repeated. “I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

“Well,” Josef began, dragging the word out slightly. “The complaints coming in say the disturbances at the lake feel like her magic.”

Paris was glad he was on the phone and not in person because he was certain the look on his face was less than professional. “I’ve just reset Coven magic to Jade’s power. I’m sure everything feels like her magic at this point. It’s an adjustment and I understand witches are struggling, but I’m positive this change will prove good for us.”

Josef chuckled in his ear. “No need to sell me the party line. I’ve been a Coven member for years and worked for your mother before you. I recognize the buzz words when I hear them.”

Paris’ lips curled slightly at the older man’s tone. “That bad, huh?”

“You might have gotten some younger ones with that speech, but this isn’t my first rodeo.”

“I suppose not. So, I take it then this is not just the Coven adjusting to the new norm.”

“I don’t think so,” Josef answered. “If it were just the complaints about magic in general feeling ‘off,’ then I would be inclined to agree with you - the Coven needs time to adjust. But it’s not just complaints about magic. It’s complaints about the lake area and the Coven doesn’t really have a reason to attribute anything in that area to Jade.”

“Other than the fact that Jade stopped Dex out in the Preserve,” Paris interrupted and then wanted to chastise himself. As Coven Leader, he was supposed to remain neutral. Thankfully, Josef was an older Coven member and wasn’t perturbed by Paris’ outburst.

“You’re correct - Jade did do some magic out in the Preserve to stop Dex. But unless I’m mistaken, not in the vicinity of the lake.”

Paris paused. Josef was completely correct. While Paris and Jade had travelled out into the Preserve to work on some of her magic skills, and Jade had stopped Dex’s attempt to re-cast a Hex on the Coven out in the forest, she’d not been around the lake area when she’d done it. In fact, when Paris had brought Jade out to the Preserve to work on her magic, Jade had felt a strong aversion to the lake area - much further out than Coven witches generally felt anything. 

“No, you’re not mistaken. Jade wasn’t at the lake area when she stopped Dex. She was further north.”

“That and the reaction of the children. While the adults in the Coven may have some issues with their magic being reset to a new norm, the kids aren’t likely to have the same problems. They’re usually still figuring out their powers and it’s all new to them. They may hear things from their parents, but I don’t think overhearing gossip and grousing is likely to make them burst into tears.”

Feeling the need to play devil’s advocate, Paris hedged, “They could still be reacting to something they heard.”

“They could,” Josef agreed. “But I don’t think so and neither do you.”

“No,” Paris said quietly. “No, I don’t.” 

There was a silence over the phone for a moment before Josef said, “I can head out there and check it myself, if you like.”

Paris felt a fondness swell in his chest for the older man. Josef had avoided the lake area for years. While Paris couldn’t be absolutely certain, he didn’t think Josef had been back to the lake since the accident that led to a death in his family. 

“I heartily appreciate the offer, but that won’t be necessary. I think given the circumstances and the likelihood of this somehow being tied to Jade, I should head out there myself and see what I can learn.”

“I can send Daniel. I know as Coven Leader you don’t have a lot of free time to go gallivanting around in the Preserve. He’s one of my best and if there is anything... sensitive out there, he’ll be quiet about it.”

Paris smiled at Josef’s kind offer and tone. “I’ll keep that in mind, but I think for now, I should handle this. I’ll let you know what I find out. But, I would appreciate it if you could set up some perimeter spells - you or one of your agents. Just to monitor the area.”

“I’ll try, but I’m not sure if they’ll work. Sakkara already set some powerful wards in the area. I was wondering if something about this was causing them all to fail.”

Paris paused at the mention of his mother’s name. “I don’t recall that. I don’t recall that at all.”

“I’m not surprised. You were young when the incident at the lake happened.”

“I think I was eight or nine. Old enough to remember,” Paris replied. Additionally, his mother often took him with her when she did magic for the Coven, wanting him to learn by example and watching. “What sort of wards? I’ve never felt anything like her magic out there.”

“If I understood correctly, Sakkara set them to neutralize some of the bad energy surrounding the area. Her own magical essence was probably cancelled out in the process. I doubt if anyone from the Coven gets a sense of her magic at all out there. I’m worried that with the Coven starting to sense Jade’s magic out there, she’s somehow nullifying your mother’s wards. Or maybe your mother’s wards have finally failed. It has been years.”

“Yes, her magic was strong, but it wouldn’t be indefinite. I had no idea she’d set anything out there.”

“She was very kind after everything that happened,” Josef said, his voice soft and a little faraway. “She really tried to help my family and stopped by often. But...well, you know how it all went.”

Paris knew enough to know that there really wasn’t anything to say to make the passing of loved ones easier, not even years after the fact. “I hope she was able to offer some comfort.”

“She tried,” Josef said amicably, and Paris recognized it for what it was - an acknowledgement of the act, but a statement that during grief, not much can help.

“I know you have some of her spell books in Counter-Magic. Perhaps if you sort through those, I’ll go through her other grimoires and we can try to find the wards she used. If they held up for this long, perhaps all we’ll need to do is reset them.”

“Sure,” Josef agreed. “I’ll look through the indices for them. Although,” his voice turned fond. “I must say, with all of our magic resonating at Jade’s frequency, it might not work.”

“You don’t sound too upset about that,” Paris said. 

“Well, she’s a firecracker for sure. And I admit, this new frequency makes me feel a little bouncy and young. My magic hasn’t felt like this since I was a teenager.”

Paris found himself smiling at Josef’s tone. “No problems with your own magic then?”

“Oh, a little tweaking here and there, but I’ve not had any major problems. Certainly nothing like the rest of the Coven. I’m really enjoying it actually. It’s like a puzzle.”

This time Paris laughed. “Well, that’s why you’re the right man for Counter-Magic, I suppose. All right, I’ll plan a trip out to the Preserve and look through the spell books of my mother’s that I have. I’ll check in with you if I learn anything.”

They exchanged a few more casual pleasantries, rounding out the conversation. Despite the light note it ended on, Paris felt uneasy when he hung up the phone. Everything seemed to circle back to Jade. And his mother. 

It wasn’t like Paris to avoid problems and yet that’s exactly what he’d been doing. He’d avoided thinking about what he’d seen after Jade stopped Dex. Jade stopped Dex from re-casting a spell on the entire Coven by using a large amount of her power and siphoning some of his. Immediately after, she’d had fallen to the ground, dazed and confused. When she’d looked at Paris, he had the notion that she didn’t know who he was. Her eyes, normally a clear, distinct grey color, had been a bright, vibrant green. Paris had no idea what it meant. 

Of course, a witch changing her eye-color was a knock-off spell - something young witches did for fun, the same as putting on new clothes or trying out eyeliner. But when it had happened, Jade had been in no condition to be tossing out frivolous spells. She’d just managed a rather significant demon hex against Dex, attempting to bind his magic. There was no reason for her eyes to have changed color, no matter how quickly they shifted back.

There was one other thing that kept him lying awake nights, worrying. When Dex had been fighting with Jade, Dex had tried a blood spell on her, a named blood spell, and it hadn’t worked. When Paris had found them, Dex had been yelling at Jade, enraged. He shouted it should have worked because Dex used Jade’s real name, Lily. 

Jade answered that ‘Lily’ had never been her name. Which meant she lied to Paris. Jade told him ‘Lily’ had been her name and she changed it when she was twenty-one. She’d been somewhat defensive at the time, claiming Paris could look up the paperwork if he liked. Paris never told Jade that he had investigated her claim and he’d seen the legal paperwork that officially changed her name. Either Jade lied to Paris, or she lied to Dex. But why?

It was also the way Jade had answered Dex. ‘It was never my name,’ she’d said, with the slightest emphasis on the word ‘my.’  Paris wondered if he’d made the emphasis up and had even
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