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  Chapter 1


Joan closed her eyes and inhaled the glorious aroma rising from her coffee mug, enjoying the rare quiet around her. She took a sip, savoring the bittersweet flavor. Opening her eyes again, she smiled as she surveyed her backyard. It was good to be home. 
A sound came from the house behind her, and she sighed. When would her home return to the peaceful sanctuary she’d made for herself? It had been Curse HQ for almost a week now, and it seemed like every day another person moved in. 
Joan turned as the back door opened, her lips curving at the sight of Brandon’s rumpled dark hair and sleepy face. Here was one person she was glad to see.
“Hey, beautiful,” he said. “I love you.”
Her smile widened. She and Brandon had been on-again-off-again since they were fifteen, but this phrase was a new addition to their relationship, and she was planning to hold onto it. “I love you too.”
Brandon plunked himself down in the chair beside her, and she nudged the second cup of coffee over to him.
“Oh, you’re the best, babe,” he groaned, picking it up and taking a long draft. 
“Don’t call me that,” she said, automatically. 
The door flew open again and Joan’s best friend, Sadie bounded through it.
“What are you guys doing, lazing about? There’s shit to do! Traps to set! Witches to capture! Curses to undo!” 
“One trap. One witch. One curse,” countered Joan. “There’s time for coffee. Where are your spawn today?”
“I fobbed them off on Grandma,” said Sadie, pacing around the patio. “I don’t know what this witch-trap thing is that Wendy’s got planned, but I figure it’s probably not great for inquisitive pre-teens to be sniffing around it.”
Sadie sneezed and reached into her pocket for a pack of tissues. 
“Bless you,” said Joan automatically.
“Thanks,” said Sadie. “Damn fall allergies. Why can’t I get them in the spring, like everyone else?”
“Why is that better?” Joan raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you want to be unique and special?”
“I just feel like the cashier at Dimestore Drug judges me more when I buy Sudafed in the fall. Like the only possible use I could have for it is making meth.”
“Who? Stephen?” Joan laughed. “He doesn’t think you’re cooking anything. He just hates you because you dumped his cousin.”
“Who’s his cousin?” Sadie frowned.
“Phil Smith,” said Brandon. “He’s still pining over you. Phil and Stephen come into the bar every weekend, and half the time it’s just Phil talking about how much he misses you and Stephen telling him he can do better. For hours.”
“That was two years ago and we dated for six months.”
“The guy’s got it bad,” said Brandon.
Sadie tossed her chestnut hair. “Well, that sounds like his problem. He needs to get a damn life.”
Joan’s smile faded as the door opened once more and a flood of people came pouring out, busily arranging themselves around her table. Most of them she’d grown up with; they had been part of her first-grade class when their teacher had placed a curse on them and then disappeared.
Joan continued to sip her coffee, waiting until the whole group was seated – except for Sadie, who was more of a stand-and-fidget type. There weren’t quite enough chairs anyway, and Finn ended up sitting on Veronica’s lap. Finally, everyone was situated.
“I know we’re all tired,” she began. “I mean, I’m exhausted. I feel barely rested. But we have to move fast. Mrs. Olsen isn’t going to sit around and wait. After seeing Ed yesterday – and him slipping through her fingers – she’s going to be on a damn warpath, and we have to get her here, trap her, and convince her to lift the curse, or in a few months, we’re going to be blind and mute forever, and our lives are just going to be absolute shit.”
Sadie folded her arms and leaned back against the patio railing. “Great pep talk, Joanie! You sure know how to get people excited!”
Joan raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I didn’t realize this was a pep talk. I’ll try again.” She took a deep breath, sat up straight, and pasted a strained smile across her face. She clapped her hands together. “Okay, team! We’ve totally got this! All we have to do is–” The teeny amount of pep she’d managed to muster fizzled and she slumped forward once more. “Nope. Can’t do it. I am not a pep talker. Wendy? Just tell us your plan.”
Wendy smiled brightly and straightened her spine. 
Joan couldn’t help but notice, beneath the confidence she exuded, some brand new bags under the witch’s big brown eyes. 
Wendy opened a green folder she’d brought out with her and pulled out a stack of papers. She handed it to Ed, who was sitting next to her. “Take one and pass them down, please.”
Ed took a stapled packet from the top of the stack and handed the rest to Derek. “Wow. When did you have time to make these?”
“Last night. I couldn’t sleep, so I put together a comprehensive plan. Joan, I took the liberty of using your printer. I hope you don’t mind.”
“I have a printer?” Joan accepted the stack of papers from Beth and passed it to Brandon. She glanced at her copy. It was quite thick, and the pages had been printed front and back.
“In the little nook off the kitchen.” Wendy cocked her head, her brow furrowing slightly. “Buried under a lot of papers and a disused hamster cage.”
“Oh, yeah, I think my dad left that here. He thought no printer was why I didn’t print out my tax returns and make weekly meal plans.”
“When did you have a hamster?” asked Sadie.
“You don’t print out your tax returns?” Derek leaned forward, frowning at her. “What if you get audited?”
“You really should plan out your meals, sweetie,” said Veronica. “You can’t live on junk food forever.”
Joan swung her head from one objection to the next. It was way too early for this.”Um, the hamster was fifth grade, I think. I’ll worry about an audit if it actually happens. And meal planning just makes me angry, and being angry every week can’t be healthy.”
“Wasn’t that our class hamster?” Beth frowned at her.
Joan raised her hands defensively. “Hey, I didn’t do anything to Mugsy. She was old, and she happened to die on my watch. That’s it!”
“Why do you still have the cage?” asked Ed.
“I don’t know! To hide my printer under? Why am I on trial here?”
“This is a very impressive document, Wendy,” said Derek. He was already on page three. “Really well-put-together, well-thought-out…”
Wendy preened a little, running a hand through her raven hair. “Well, I like documents.”
He smiled warmly. “So do I.”
“I’m not super into them, myself,” said Ed, flipping through his copy and then setting it down without reading. “Can you give us the gist?”
Wendy looked disappointed, so Joan picked hers up again to show support. After all, even though she and Wendy had gotten off to a rocky start, the more she got to know her, the more she liked the woman. Even if she had dated Brandon.
“The gist is that I’ve been going through my grimoire, and I think we have a real shot at catching her, disabling her, and then holding her until she agrees to undo your curse once and for all. But I’m not sure how to convince her. I do have some ideas outlined on page four.” Wendy paused for everyone to flip to page four.
“There’s no torture on here, is there?” said Veronica. “I’m not torturing anyone.”
“You think I’d suggest waterboarding my own mother?” Wendy stared across the table.
Veronica shrugged. “I don’t know. I just want to make sure my point of view is clear. No torture.”
“And what are we going to do if none of these ideas work?” asked Beth. “Because I am not murdering her either.”
Wendy’s eyes widened, and she spun in her seat to face Beth. “What? No! What do you guys take me for?”
Ed shrugged. “I mean, we don’t really know you.”
“And you did kidnap me,” Brandon pointed out.
“Not to mention plotting with the enemy and triggering our curse early,” added Sadie.
Wendy’s eyes darted around the table, her straight spine wilting slightly. 
Joan spoke up. “Let’s cut her a little slack, guys. She did reverse the early curse-triggering. And she was under a spell too. She wasn’t plotting with the enemy – she was brainwashed and magically coerced.”
“And I would never kill anyone,” said Wendy, giving Joan a small, grateful smile. 
“Well, good,” said Beth. “Glad we’re on the same page.”
“And no torture?” Veronica raised her eyebrows. 
“No torture either,” said Wendy firmly. “Honestly, if you’ll just turn to page four, you’ll see – I think we can probably wear her down. She has very little patience, and she hates most people. Especially – how can I put this delicately? Anyone who might be a little bit eccentric.”
“Excellent,” said Derek. “So all of you can just be yourselves at her, and she’ll be begging for mercy within a day.”
“I’m not eccentric,” said Veronica.
An awkward silence fell over the table. Joan stared at the pattern in the wrought-iron table in front of her, desperately holding in a snicker.
Derek cleared his throat. “My mistake. Meditating naked on someone else’s back lawn is completely normal.”
Veronica’s perfectly symmetrical face split in an angelic smile. “Apology accepted, sweetie.”
Joan flipped through her document, looking for page four, but page two caught her eye. “You seriously need all of these things for the spell? This is an insane list. Do you actually have this stuff? The spleen of a badger? Green-lipped mussels? Aren’t mussels like clams? Do they even have lips?”
“Green-lipped mussels is an herb,” said Wendy. “And no, I don’t have any. That’s a shopping list. The stuff I need from my house is on the next page.”
Joan turned the page. “Holy crap! You actually keep this shit in your house? How do you sleep?”
Wendy shrugged. “You get used to it. How do you sleep with the cage of a murdered hamster in your pantry?”
“I told you, she died of natural causes!” Joan glowered.
“I feel like I remember something odd about it, though,” said Beth. “Didn’t the eighth-grade forensics club do an autopsy?”
“No.” Sadie stepped forward to defend Joan. “They were going to, but they ran out of funding. The whole thing was just a smear campaign by that bitch Mandy Lessor from the school newspaper. Mugsy died of old age.”
“Your elementary school had a forensics club?” Finn cocked their head. “With funding?”
“Not enough funding,” said Derek. 
“There was no need for an autopsy on Mugsy!” Joan growled.
“Okaaaaaay, moving on,” said Wendy. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”
“It’s fine,” said Joan, leaning back in her seat, her arms folded as she glared at Beth. “Let’s just get this plan going.”
Brandon nudged her. “Me and Joan can run up to Salem and grab this stuff from your place, Wendy, so you can get started on your set-up.”
Joan sat up straight again. Some alone time with Brandon? Yes, please!
“Great!” Wendy said. “There’s a key in the potted rosemary plant on the front porch. And then just go to The Broomstick around the corner and give the shopping list to the owner and she’ll grab it for you.” She glanced at Joan with a raised eyebrow. “Just tread carefully around Diana. She’s a bit prickly. And very powerful. You don’t want to mess with those Council witches.”
“Oh, that sounds ominous,” said Sadie. “What’s a ‘Council witch?’’”
Wendy shivered slightly. “Just don’t piss her off, okay?”
Joan stood up, reaching for her coffee with one hand and Brandon’s hand in the other. “We’ll be polite. What could go wrong?”






  
  Chapter 2


Joan stepped into Wendy’s house and shook her head, amazed once again at the messy living room. It seemed particularly strange now, having gotten to know Wendy a little – she seemed so elegant and put together. Was this really the home of a woman who wore silk blouses and made super-organized eight-page (front and back) documents in a single night? 
Every surface of the living room was covered in books, herbs, and oddities. She now knew, of course, that the oddities were spell ingredients and not just some kind of twisted decorating aesthetic. But you’d think they could be stored tidily or at least dusted off every once in a while. 
“Seems like most of this stuff will be in the other room, right?” said Brandon, striding toward the arched doorway. 
Joan followed him, surveying the rows of shelves in what would have been a dining room in anyone else’s house. She consulted her list. “Okay, we need a bunch of skulls. Those are over there.” She gestured toward a bookcase full of various animal heads – including a shelf that looked human. Luckily, ‘human skull’ wasn’t on the list. “I hope they’re labeled. I have no idea what a badger skull looks like.”
Brandon picked up a skull at random, turning it over in his hands. “Yeah, it looks like they’re tagged on the bottoms. This one is giraffe. Do we need that?”
“No. Badger, eagle, and wild horse.”
As Brandon began picking up each skull to examine its label, Joan turned her attention to the next category – herbs. Most of them had weird names, like bloody dock, ashwagandha, and devil’s claw. She wondered if Neo, the nerd with the bottomless backpack who had helped them out in Idaho, carried those around in his bag too, alongside the coriander and sage.
At least this room did seem to have some organization to it. Joan scanned the shelves of herb jars, noting that they were in alphabetical order. She pulled down jar after jar, stowing them in a black plastic crate from a stack in the corner of the room.
“Okay, I’ve got the skulls,” said Brandon. “What’s next? Entrails?”
“Worse,” said Joan. “Eyeballs. Same animals.”
“Ugh. Why?” Brandon moaned. He moved on to the next display case. 
Joan finished up with the herbs and lugged the now-full tote over to the front door. Then she returned to help her boyfriend gather up some eyeballs because apparently that was what her life had become. Fortunately, the eyes were preserved in jars of formaldehyde, and not just rolling around on the shelf. They packed them carefully among the skulls, snagging some bubble wrap from a nearby desk.
“What’s next?” Brandon asked, stepping back. 
Joan consulted her list. “That’s all for what Wendy already had on hand. Now we go to the shop around the corner.”
“Sounds good.” Brandon grabbed Joan’s hand to lead her back to the car.
His hand was warm, and Joan’s heart glowed, her lips curving in a small smile. 
As they approached his car, Brandon dropped her hand, but the warmth lingered. Joan pulled open the passenger seat and slid in. 
Brandon cleared his throat as he began to drive. “So, um, I’ve been meaning to ask you.” He paused.
“Yes?” Joan’s heart began to thump. 
“About this whole love thing.”
“Yeah?” She fidgeted nervously with her seat belt, running her thumb along the frayed edge. Was he going to take it back? He couldn’t take it back. That wasn’t fair.
“What does it mean?” 
He was totally going to take it back.
“Mean? What are you asking, exactly?” she said nervously.
Brandon glanced over at her. “I mean, like, going forward. In our, uh, relationship or whatever?”
“I guess I hadn’t–”
“Oh, hey, we’re here.” Brandon pulled into a small parking lot beside a two-story converted house with an inflatable witch dominating the front yard, complete with striped stockings and a broomstick. Wendy hadn’t been kidding when she’d said it was just around the corner. But what had Brandon been thinking, starting a complicated conversation on a thirty-five-second car ride?
Joan trailed after Brandon into the shop, her mind going round and round in circles. Was he taking it back? Taking it to the next level? What did he mean by ‘relationship or whatever’?
The shop looked much smaller on the inside than from the lot – just a single room filled with books and a counter in the back, behind which a handsome and imposing just-past-middle-aged woman sat, writing furiously in a notebook. The woman glanced up as the bell on the diamond-paned door announced their entrance.
“Yes?” called the shopkeeper with a frown. “Did you need something?”
Joan followed Brandon to the back of the shop. “You must be Diana.”
The woman folded her arms raised her eyebrows, looking at him over her wirerimmed glasses. “Must I?”
Joan shrugged, a little taken aback. Then again, Wendy had said she’d be prickly. “I guess you can be whoever you want. I was told you’d be Diana.”
“We’ve got a list,” put in Brandon, sliding it over the counter toward her.
The woman relaxed slightly as she read it – the complete opposite of Joan’s reaction when she had first laid eyes on this list. “Fair enough. I’ll be right back. Feel free to peruse the books.”
Joan never could resist books, but she found it difficult to really get interested. She just kept wondering what Brandon had been about to say in the car. 
Anyway, as she glanced around the shop, she realized she already had most of these on her own shelves. They were just basics of Wiccan and druidic theory, with a smattering of quantum physics, and a few delving into unlocking psychic powers. All of these were topics that she and Brandon had studied in the course of their obsession with undoing their curse.
None of them had anything to do with actual witchcraft. So this part of the shop must be a front. Pretty clever, really – set yourself up as a witch store, only show the public what they think witchcraft is, and then keep all the good stuff in the back for your real customers. 
Joan paused at a display of crystals. The theories circulating lately about the physics behind healing crystals were actually pretty fascinating, and she’d seen some interesting studies being done. She wondered if Veronica would be up for joining forces to conduct a study or two themselves, with herself as the physicist and Veronica as the healer. 
Brandon stepped up beside her, picking up a large amethyst cluster and then setting it down again. “Hey, listen, Joan, can we continue our- Oh, shit!”
He grabbed her arm and shoved her behind a bookcase, following closely behind, shuffling her further back into hiding.
“What the–” she sputtered.
“Shhhh! Look!” Brandon whispered and pointed toward the door. 
Joan saw a woman in a severe black dress, her figure distorted by the patterns in the door’s glass, walking purposefully up the sidewalk.
The door opened and the woman walked in. She was older than last time she’d seen her, but Joan had her face etched into her mind. 
It was Mrs. Olsen. Their first-grade teacher. The witch who had cursed them.
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