

























Hexes and Foes




(Agents of SPELL Book 1)










By CD Rachels








Copyright © 2026 by CD Rachels. 

Chill Discourse Books, LLC. All rights reserved.




This story or any portion of it may not be repurposed or used in any manner whatsoever without the expressed written permission of the publisher. For permission, write to: cdrachelsauthor@gmail.com.







Edited by: Angela, angeoco@gmail.com  

Beta read by: David Gray

Book Cover by: Carol Marques











He was the boy I couldn’t stand in sorcery school. And now he’s the only man who can help me stop a dark threat.




	I take pride in being one of the lead agents tasked with protecting the magical world. It’s not an easy job to put our lives on the line keeping mortals and mages safe. Slaying extradimensional monsters is a regular day for us.

	But new threats are emerging, and my new partner is the one dude I never thought I’d see again. My old schooltime rival used to get under my skin, and clearly, that hasn’t changed.

	Still, he’s just as proficient as he was all those years ago. While we work together, secrets emerge, and when we aren’t bickering, we learn to protect each other. As dark threats rise to power, I need Taz to back me up in the art of breaking hexes and saving lives.

	It’s entirely possible he and I have had a sizzling chemistry that burned deeper than teen rivalry. We’re men now, and we need to protect the magical community―that is, if we can stop being at each other’s throats for five minutes. 

	The only thing scarier than hating my foe is falling for him. Being an agent of SPELL just got more complicated.




	“Hexes and Foes” is a paranormal, spicy, MM romance. Don’t read this book if you don’t like childhood-enemies-to-lovers, spellcasting action scenes, and hot wizard dudes sharing angry kisses. Each Agents of SPELL novel has a HEA and can be read as a standalone, with some series elements moving forward as part of the “Boysen Witches” universe. 








Disclaimer




	Names, teams, colleges, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this work are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual places or events is purely coincidental.




Content Warning




Mild violence with blood.







Notes




	If you are reading this on a website as a free download (other than an official library or directly from the author), then consider it pirated/stolen goods, a product of illegal activity, and the author has not been compensated.

	

	About AI

	This book was not made with any artificial intelligence (AI). No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training AI technologies or systems. 


























To J.

Thanks for being hexy.














	The Union of Mages is the most prolific multi-coven organization in the magical world, a community unseen by non-mages, AKA mortals. When dark forces threaten all human life, the Union has the skills and means to counter such threats. Among witches and wizards, one specialized group rises above the others. 

	The Sorcery Protection Enforcement and Logistics League takes on the most potent of magical threats. These agents stand between death and destruction. Their struggles and triumphs are interwoven with magic, mystery, and love.
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CHAPTER 1- LUTHER




THIS ISN’T WHERE I want to be. Being in an unfamiliar cornfield in the middle of the night gives me the creeps. Unfortunately, it’s part of the job. Traveling to random locations comes with the territory of being a lead agent in a worldwide coven of mages. I breathe in the Kansas air, then shut the rental car door. It’s quiet out here, and almost pitch black save for the brilliant twinkling stars. Whatever we’re about to face is silent and subtle right now, a potentially deadly combination. 

	“This way,” I announce as I walk through the only path between rows of corn. 

	“The only farmhouse in miles,” Necia remarks. “This thing better still be here; I don’t want to have to, like, chase a creature roaming around the Kansas wilderness.” 

	I snicker as we continue walking. My hands are in my trench coat pockets, and I squeeze the magical rock in my palm. No matter how many of these missions I go on, fear courses through my veins at the prospect of facing the unknown. “The intel report said it’s occupying the barn at this address.”

“A barn, huh? Let’s hope the mortals are hiding in their basement as instructed,” Necia says as we march on the dirt path. “We don’t need anyone witnessing our work.”

	“Or any magic at all,” I reply. “Hence why we need to capture this thing promptly.”

	After a minute, Necia clears her throat. “I can’t believe whatever monster is here is this quiet.”

	“I know, right? I’d almost rather it make noise.” 

	“But not too much noise. Don’t want the resident mortals to come out and take a peek at the action.”

	“Intel called us in as animal control.” That should answer any questions for non-magical bystanders.

	Necia laughs softly. “Even if they buy that, I’m praying they don’t freak out at two random Black people walking around their farm at night wearing trench coats.”

	I grin. “I think we can take care of ourselves.” I hold up the palm-sized rock, my geo arcanum, then pocket it again. “Let’s get in there and bind this thing. You got the container?”

	“Aye, aye, boss.” Necia holds up a small blue jar, and I shoot her an amused smile. I hate when she calls me that; we’re partner agents, but we’ve also been best friends for years. I’m no one’s boss. 

	Once we get to the house, I stop and hold up my left palm. Necia nods at me, and I move my fingers. If there’s a monster here, I should be able to tune into it. In moments, the familiar pulse of a creature not belonging to this realm thrums into my left hand. 

	“The barn,” I state. We get moving like we’ve done dozens of times before, ready to take this thing in. Once we enter the wooden farmhouse, Necia whips out her flashlight, shining it all over the enclosed space. Piles of hay are scattered about, but I don’t spot anything supernatural.

Fortunately, the stalls are unoccupied; the family moved out their horses as instructed once the Union discovered the threat. Now we have to prevent any further damage.

A distinct rustling sound fills the barn from a far corner. “This way,” I announce, striding forward. 

Once we get to a far stall, Necia shines her light on the corner. I bite back a gasp at the sight; there’s blood on the ground, likely from the poor horse that was preyed upon. In the corner, hunched over, stands a five-foot, bipedal, gremlin-looking thing, staring at us with four wide green eyes. We’re rarely prepared for exactly what we’ll see, so this monster renders me immobilized for a moment. 

But I’m not an agent of SPELL for nothing. 

I grasp my geo arcanum in my right hand and channel the magic from within it. With my left hand, I launch a simple energy blast. Three orange rings fly out from my palm and instantly bind the monster, and it falls over.

After it struggles for a few seconds, I don’t need to ask Necia to take out the binder’s jar. “Let me wrangle it in,” I say, cautiously stepping forward. I channel the orange rings of magic to drag the beast toward us. Steady now…

“Rarrggh!” The beast roars as he slips right through my rings. It leaps forward, and my pulse picks up. I’m frozen in fear as it jumps at me, fangs forward, ready to devour me. 

In seconds, the beast bounces back. I notice an orange film in front of me―a protection spell. Turning to my right, Necia smirks at me with her left hand up. “You owe me one, Looth.”

I glance at the creature on the ground, shaking its head. Then, he leaps over us, bouncing on the magical bubble around us. It strides away, but I’m not about to lose my chance. 

Necia lets the bubble down, and I raise my hands, ready to go on the offensive. “Add it to my tab. After we collect this sonuvabitch.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Head it off outside, and set up an immobilization charm,” I instruct. 

“Copy,” Necia says.

My hands glow as the two of us dash apart. I reach the monster just as it stops romping toward a dead end of the barn. It turns and snarls at me. When it backs up, ready to launch, I channel more energy into my fingers. Not this time.

I focus on the earth beneath me. After waving my hands, the ground itself rises up in a square shape, like a dirt brownie floating in the air. The monster isn’t fast enough and hits the dirt with a satisfying thump. With it dazed on the ground again, I focus on the mud and rocks below. 

Crouching, I touch the ground. Then, as commanded by my spellcasting, the earth rises up like a small tidal wave of dirt, pushing the creature back. The abomination whimpers as it lands on its back. In moments, it scrambles to get up, then runs off toward the light of the open barndoor. 

I chase after it, hoping the plan works. I make it outside in time to see the thing floating several feet in the air. It struggles in vain to get free. Orange tendrils reaching up from the ground reveal themselves, and Necia steps forward. She’s smiling as she opens up the binder’s jar. In moments, the monster is pulled into the enchanted blue void, and I use my magic to seal it off.

“Great work,” I say, catching my breath.

“Why can’t missions always be this easy?” my best friend asks with a grin. She pockets the bottle, and I tap her shoulder.

“What the hell?!” We whip around to see a man holding a shotgun by his hip. Oh great, it’s the head of the household. Necia’s fears are about to be validated; if this old White man wants to shoot two random Black folk on his farm, we’re screwed. Magical barriers aren’t strong enough to stop bullets. Maybe I can move rocks to make a shield? Am I fast enough? I really don’t want to teleport us right now; the clean-up―i.e., scrubbing mortals of the memory of magic―required after teleporting mid-mission is freaking annoying.

So, I raise my hands up and think fast. “You called about the animal control, right?”

The old man stares at us warily. “That…that you?” 

“Yes. I’m with animal control. We’re sorry we couldn’t get to the coyote before it ate one of your horses. But we disposed of it, and we’ll take our leave.”

The man doesn’t seem to believe us. “It didn’t look like no coyote when I saw it earlier.”

I gulp. “It was.”

“If you got rid of that wild thing, then where’s the body? Or do I have to clean up that, too?”

I turn to Necia, her hands up as well. Then, I step closer to the old farmer. “Let me show you where it is.” I slowly bring my right hand into my pocket and touch my geo arcanum. Then, with my left, I wave my hand right before his eyes. 

The farmer shuts his eyes, and when he opens them again, they’re pink for a moment before going back to normal. Enchantment unlocked. 

“You can see we’re holding the body of a dead coyote in a white bag,” I state.

“Y…yes.”

“And we’re federal animal control.”

“You’re…federal animal control,” he says slowly.

“And you don’t remember what we look like, or the coyote that attacked your farm. But you’ll be safe now.” 

I smile as Necia walks by him, grinning.

“I don’t…remember…” 

“In five minutes, you’ll go about your night.” With one last command, I leave him be, following Necia along the path among the corn. Mission complete.
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Hours later, the rental car is dropped off, and the two of us walk through the magical archway in Kansas. In moments, we’re in the Union of Mages building in Scotland. Wizard guards nod at us as we make our way to the exit. I take in the other archways, magical portals to different parts of the world. The Union has always reminded me of a mini airport lobby, with the morning sunlight streaming through the skylights. Much like an airport, wizards from all over the world walk in all different directions, ready to start their day. 

This is the easiest part of our mission, so Necia and I casually make our way outside. “I’m exhausted,” she says through a yawn. 

“You slept the whole way back to return the rental car,” I retort.

“Yeah, barely. And we’re always globe-hopping.” 

I snicker and breathe in the Scottish air. I don’t need to tell Necia that I can’t wait to go back to Virginia and crash in my own bed. “You love world travel.”

“Yeah, when I get to relax, have fun, and see the sights.” 

“We can have fun when you unload the binder’s jar in your pocket.” 

She takes out the blue mason jar and grins. “Fine. But we should go out later. Hong Kong? Paris? Anywhere to let off some steam.”

We approach the two guards standing vigilantly at the edge of the grassy cliff. They gaze up, facing the blue skies and shore below. “We’re unloading,” I announce. 

The two men turn and nod. “Agents.” They step back, and Necia and I get closer to the cliff. 

I wave my hands and peel back the invisible barriers. In seconds, the sky above us reveals a large break in reality; it’s best described as broken glass, peering into the monstrous dimension known as the Other Side. Beings float through, momentarily gazing at me with almost a dozen eyes each, causing a chill to go up my spine. 

“Send it,” I say with my hands up. I don’t dare let go of the invisible barriers.

“Sending it now,” Necia replies. She magically levitates the jar and then launches it into the crack in reality. The moment it’s gone, I seal up the barriers. Now our mission is actually complete; we’ve banished the monster back to where it came from.




After bidding goodbye to the guards, Necia and I make our way back to the main Union building. We only walk for a minute before we get stopped in the walkway by our friend. 

“Gear! How are you?” Necia asks with a smile.

Girish, a bookish, dark-skinned dude, gives a shy smile. “Agents Westbrook and Anderson. Good day.”

“Are you ever gonna just call me Luther?” I ask.

“We’re at work,” he says with a shrug. 

“What’s up, man? Wanna grab breakfast with us?” Necia asks.

“Unfortunately, this isn’t a social call.”

“What’s wrong? Is it another threat from the Other Side?” I ask.

“No, nothing like that.” He waves his hands. “We…you…have SPELL school.”

“Aw, shit,” Necia mutters.

I rub my forehead. “I completely forgot. I’m dead tired.”

“I’m aware that you had a mission in Kansas all night,” Girish says. “But you’re on the schedule. I could cancel…”

“No, no, I made a promise,” I say. “Even though I smell awful and probably look ratchet.”

Necia laughs softly and fixes the collar on my trench coat. “Time to face the music, Professor Westbrook,” she says.

I groan, and my two companions laugh. After smoothing out my shirt, the three of us walk back into the Union building. As we approach the central hub, more folks are quickly strolling in and out of portals, paying us no mind. Necia and Girish are engrossed in conversation about the latest cafeteria offerings, so I hang back. I pat down my hair despite my shorter style—force of habit when trying to appear presentable. I need to look the part since I have to teach youngsters in a matter of minutes.

Right before we reach the staircase, I wipe my mouth with my sleeve just as one face in the moving crowd catches my eye. Even from yards away, I catch his almost golden hair, gleaming in the sunlight, now with a set of longer bangs than I recall. He’s talking to a guard, and time slows down as I take him in. The dude’s jaw is more defined than I remember, along with a muscular neck, and his easy smile makes my breath hitch. His black suit is tailored to fit his trim body. He’s clearly grown into an in-shape dude, no longer the gangly teenager I once knew.

And now he’s looking at me. I don’t stop walking, and his image fades from view as I enter the staircase and other folks wander in front of him. But I have no doubt his piercing blue eyes saw me, a look filled with recognition. 

My schooltime rival, my academic foe, has somehow returned to the Union of Mages. I shouldn’t be annoyed or intrigued by that thought. I mean, it’s been over a decade. He shouldn’t have any effect on me.

But tell that to my racing pulse, hammering like I’m a disgruntled teenager all over again.











CHAPTER 2- LUTHER




(FOURTEEN YEARS AGO)




	Professor Rodante walks before us in the small lecture hall, placing papers on our tables, and I squirm in my seat. Tests are a big deal in regular school, and this weekend, wizard academy is way more important. For several weeks, it’s been drilled into us that we’re going to be saving the magical world. Those who pass this four-year course will be part of a new superhero-type group here in the Union. We’re training to be part of the first-ever batch of agents in the Sorcery Protection Enforcement and Logistics League.

	Imagine me, an agent of SPELL. So dope.

	Therefore, this first written exam on magical history and geography is crucial. The professor walks by my long table and, after handing Necia her graded exam, stands in front of me. 

	“Great work, Luther,” she says. After she gives me my paper, I flip it over―99%! Yes. That’s an A-plus in New York, it should still be high marks here in Scotland. Realistically, the Union is all cultures merged into one; I know this because it was a question I aced on the test.

	“Wow! Thank you!”

	“I expected nothing less from the son of a councilman.” She gives me a once-over through her thick glasses, and my smile falls. There it is again, that shadow of Dad’s greatness always shrouding everything I do.

	“Um, sure.”

	“Great job, Luther!” Necia says.

	I smile at her and reply, “Yeah, it’s just the first exam. I doubt I’ll get the highest marks every time.”

	“I’m proud of all of you!” Professor Rodante announces. Her voice echoes over the twelve of us teenagers here in the lecture hall. She walks to my left and hands a paper to the dude at the neighboring table with the short haircut. “The mean grade average was eighty-five, and someone got a 101. I guess that means I should make my tests more difficult.”

	A smattering of polite laughter fills the room, but I’m silent. I scrutinize my exam. Someone got more than me?

	“Thank you, extra credit,” a voice to my left says in a sing-song voice. I glance at the boy―Devries, I think his name is? He’s wearing a baggy shirt over a long thermal, but I can tell he’s as skinny as me. 

	“I bet he can run fast, faster than you,” a sinister voice in my head whispers. “He looks athletic with his long legs.”

	Shut up, voice. Those are gay thoughts, and the world hates gay boys, so that’s not me.

	“It was only because of the extra credit that you got that score.” 

	The boy glances at me, and my throat goes dry. Okay, that was supposed to be a voice in my head. 

	Where I expected a clapback, he looks me up and down instead. “Didn’t say it wasn’t. But hey, maybe next test you’ll get the highest marks, for real this time.” He leans back and smirks. “That was a bit premature of you to celebrate, wasn’t it, son of the councilman?”

	My blood boils. “Big deal. It’s just the first of our exams of the year.”

	“First of four years’ worth of exams.” He whistles. “Can’t wait to be an agent of SPELL. It’ll bloody brilliant.” When he glances at me, his blue eyes shine, and my skin runs hot. “And you’ll be there too, I presume. If you make it to graduation.”

	I grunt and say, “I will, Devries. And I’m gonna be at the top of the class. Just wait for the next exam.”

	He shrugs. “The real test is gonna be the field demo of magical skills. That’s where we’ll prove our worth.”

	“Then I’ll best you there, too.” I’m not sure where this competitive instinct is blooming from, but I want so badly to wipe that smug grin off his face. Mom always told me not to resort to violence, lest someone label me a thug and lock me up. But triumphing in academia will prove who the better wizard is.

	He looks me up and down again with an amused grin. Why isn’t he threatened or annoyed? It’s infuriating. “Sure thing, Lou.” 

	“It’s Luther,” I say through gritted teeth.

	“That’s lunch!” Professor Rodante announces. “I trust you all know where the Union cafeteria is.” She sits down, and the sounds of everyone picking up their bookbags fill the lecture hall.

	Devries is the first to stand up, and I notice his baggy, ripped jeans. Must be a London-style thing, I’m guessing that’s where he’s from based on his accent. Then I wonder what his ass looks like underneath. No, stop it, I’m not gay. 

“Whatever you say, Lulu.” His taunting words snap me out of my trance. 

“That’s not my name!” I holler as he saunters off. Some kids give me weird looks, but I ignore them. Necia beckons me to come to lunch and walks away, so I stand up and put on my bookbag. Everyone trails out of the wooden double doors, but I stand still, holding the graded exam. 

Ninety-nine is good, but 101 is better. Devries thinks he’ll keep doing better than me, I bet. Well, that’s just unacceptable. He’s my academic foe, and I’m going to prove my worth―to him, my father, and the entire wizard community. 




(Now)




If I squint my eyes, I can still see fourteen-year-old me sitting at the long desk in front of me. In my memory, little Necia is also sitting there, and I smile. 

But alas, that was the past, and I’m standing at the teacher’s desk. When I look behind me, Professor Rodante, old and yet inexplicably unaged after more than a decade, stands by the chalkboard. Necia and Girish are by the double doors, another relic from my sorcery protection school days. After spending every Saturday in this lecture hall for four years, one would think I never wanted to come back.

Well, I didn’t. I’m simply the guest lecturer for the spring. Dad wanted me to do it, and it makes sense to teach the latest batch of fourth-years from the perspective of an active agent of SPELL. 

The kids stare at me in silence, and I gulp. Teenagers can smell fear, I bet. I’m not used to giving lectures, but it’s only for today.

“So, uh…hi?” I play with my fingers, then shove my hands into my pockets.

“Professor Rodante wanted me to come speak to you all since…you know, you’re on your way to graduating high school. While some of you might go on to university, all of you will have your internships here at the Union, leading up to being full-fledged agents after a few years. That’s…pretty sick.”

They don’t reply. The kids don’t even blink. “So, um…who can tell me what the goal of sorcery protection is?”

“To protect sorcery,” one boy in the front mutters, and the kids all chuckle.

“Okay, but protect it from what?” I ask.

“From being exposed to or harming non-magical folk,” one kid says.

	“Yes!” I clap my hands. “You all sound like experts already, haha!” My laugh sounds forced, even in my ears. 

After putting my hands in my pockets, I gaze at my audience. One kid clears their throat, but otherwise, the silence is deafening. This is terrible. I turn around and look at the various scribbles on the chalkboard for inspiration. Perfect, their most recent lesson plan.

I turn back around. “Who can tell me what the difference between a jinx and a hex is?”

Thankfully, one girl in the front raises her hand promptly so I point to her. “Yes?”

“A jinx is general entropy, also known as ‘bad luck’, and lasts anywhere from a few seconds to several hours. Contrarily, a hex is a designed disruption of functioning, an alteration of reality. It can last anywhere from a few hours to a few months, and generally manifests in much more harmful ways.” She grins at me, and her African accent is musical.

“Great. Absolutely.” I clap my hands together. “It seems Professor Rodante is doing a great job training you all in magical theory. If you’re to graduate and become agents, you’ll be tasked with undoing hexes and overcoming jinxes.”

One kid on my left raises his hand. “Yes, a question?”

“Have you dealt with hexes in the field?”

“Mhm.” 

“Why would someone cast a hex on you?” the blond kid asks in his American accent. “I thought you only fought monsters from the Other Side.”

I stand up straight. “Being an agent means taking on all magical threats. And unfortunately, sometimes they come from other wizards.”

The kids murmur in shock and interest. “You’ve had to fight and kill warlocks?” the girl in front asks.

My throat goes dry, and I ponder what’s the best way to describe the violent part of my job; they’re barely eighteen, it looks like, and I’m not trying to scar their minds. “It’s uh, classified.”

The kids chatter in interest, and hands dart up. “Um, you?”

“Why would wizards want to hurt anyone in the Union? We’re trying to protect the magical community from the mortals.” 

“I bet it’s the witches,” a boy next to her says. “My dad says he’s not happy about letting them into the Union.”

“Hey, watch it.” I point at him. “We don’t slander witches in this house. Who can tell me the actual difference between the spellcasting of wizards and witches?”

The girl in front raises her hand, and I point at her. “Witches draw their power from the full moon; meanwhile, we wizards pull our power every day from the Sun.”

“Exactly. I was there when witches joined the Union. It’s an adjustment for sure, but we’re the Union of Mages. And what does the S in agents of SPELL stand for?”

The kids nod and murmur, “Sorcery,” out loud. 

“Precisely.” I look directly at the unimpressed boy in the second row. “You may not be fans of it, but this is a new era. Witches and wizards are learning to work together. The mortals go to war and fight every day over arbitrary labels like religion, sexual orientation, and nationality.” I pace to my right and look at each of the students. “We don’t want to be like them. We welcome all mages who seek peace and prosperity. And how do we ensure that they’re using the geo arcanum appropriately?” 

“The morality test,” one student replies. 

I point at them and smile. “Right. Everyone in the Union goes through the competency exam and then the morality exam. This is to ensure no one is using our resources for nefarious purposes. Now, does anyone have any questions about what an agent does on a mission?”

“Do we have to like, kill monsters during every mission?” One bookish-looking kid seems squeamish as he continues, “We’ve practiced with the training dummies, but…” 

I nod and pace to my left. “Unfortunately, the creatures from the Other Side cannot be slayed. We can down them, incapacitate them, and even make them bleed, but there is only one solution for those types of missions. Does anyone know what that is?”

“Return them with an enchanted binder’s jar,” the glasses kid says. “So, do we have to like, wrestle with them? Ew.”

Some kids laugh, and I nod. “It’s not always easy. And the job can get dirty for sure. I implore you all to consider what you want to do during your internships after you graduate in a few months. We always need researchers.” I nod back to Girish, who smiles and pushes up his glasses. “Or even infrastructure for the Union. There’s so much we need to do for the magical community at large. Never forget our mission―to protect mages and mortals from dark threats.”

“But what if we run out of geo arcanum?” the girl in front asks. “How will we transport and amplify our sorcery?” Ah, the age-old question of what to do once our power source―a giant rock in the Union―runs out.

“I heard there’s a new lion man who can make his own arcana!” the boy next to him says. The crowd of students coos in interest.

I nod and say, “Yes, it is true. We have the Jade Lion. He’s a good friend of mine.” The kids are in awe as I continue, “I actually tracked him down. That’s another role of being an agent of SPELL―investigation. Raise your hand if you’re adept at detection spells.”

A few students gradually raise their hands, and I smile at them all. “Much of the job is tracking these mystical threats, then working around being caught by the non-magical folk. Have you covered basic enchantments?”

A few students nod. “Then you know how much magic is required when fully altering memories. Remember, sorcery isn’t your greatest weapon when you’re an agent of SPELL. The most crucial elements are…” I pause for dramatic effect and glance at Necia and Girish.

“Your wits and your team. Because only when we’re united can we make real change. That’s the real magic.”

The kids stare at me with blank expressions. Was that too corny?

“If we’re so good at magic, why haven’t we closed up all the rifts to the Other Side?” one kid mutters. 

I open my mouth, but words don’t come out. That’s the other problem that keeps all wizards awake at night: why are we so reactive to the threats from another realm, and not proactive? 

“Alright, that’s enough insight for one day,” Professor Rodante says. “Thank you, Agent Westbrook. Class, let’s all go to lunch, then we’ll be finishing advanced mystical herbology in the afternoon.” She wipes the board down, and before she finishes her sentence, the kids are all packing up. The teens are eager to get out of lecture and socialize. Some things never change.

With the kids leaving, my friends approach me. “That wasn’t so bad,” Necia says.

“I think I’d rather take a hiking tour through the Other Side than face those teenagers again.” I dramatically shiver, and my friends laugh.

“Kids can be a tough crowd,” Girish remarks.

“Very. Let’s file our reports so I can go collapse for the next two days,” I say. The three of us chuckle as we make our way to the nearest portal to America.







Days later, I’m back at the Union, ready for my next assignment. Our desks and laptops are on a higher level than the main lobby, not that I spend too much time there. Typically, I type up my reports, read on my next assignment, and head out to whichever country needs attention. 

Today, however, an enchanted flying piece of paper lands at my desk. The writing informs me to meet the chief at the infirmary. This can’t be good. 

	Twenty minutes later, Necia and I are at the infirmary, a miniature hospital wing of the Union. “It’s about time.” Chief Tuttle wipes his face and leads us into the small room. He never verbalizes that he’s satisfied with our work, but the way he rubs his red beard leads me to believe he’s extra stressed. A curtain is drawn, obscuring who’s in the bed. I haven’t spent much time in this wing; magic has no effect on mortal wounds and illnesses, so a hospital is usually the preferred treatment for most problems.

	Which is why the anxiety levels radiating from Chief Tuttle concern me. The look on Necia’s face shows we’re both on the same wavelength. “What’s going on, Chief?” she asks.

	He puts his hands into his coat pockets. “Every agent’s mission is on a strict need-to-know basis. Typically, that doesn’t matter when we’re going after monsters. It’s the usual MO: detain the threats, save lives, and make sure the mortals know nothing about magic.”

	I glance at Necia and nod. “Uh-huh?” I ask.

	“But some missions require a bit of…finesse.” He puts his hands on his hips and gazes at the curtain. “Research in the field. Gathering intel and asking individuals about sorcery without revealing the mission.”

	“Why would we bring up magic in a conversation with mortals?” I ask.

	“I didn’t say mortals.” He rubs his face. “I had one agent infiltrate a group suspected of using dark wizardry.”

	“Wait, like, undercover?”

	Chief Tuttle looks up in exasperation. “Unfortunately, it went awry. This is what happens when we don’t have partners to fall back on.”

	“What happened to the agent?” Necia asks. “Who was it?”

	Chief pulls back the curtain, and we see our old schoolmate, Max, sitting in the bed. He’s wearing a pajama shirt and a quizzical expression.

	“Max!” Necia says as we both move closer to him. “You’re alright.”

“I haven’t spoken to you in months. How are you, man?” I ask. I smile, elated to see him in one piece. When I see the chief’s look of concern, my smile falls. “What is it?”

“He went undercover in what presents as a community organization in Minnesota. When he missed a check-in, we detected where he was to extract him, fearing the worst. I found him sitting in the apartment we set him up in, just like this.” 

	“Max is fine,” Necia argues. “Right, Max?”

	I turn to our old friend, and he nods. Then, he opens his mouth. “Zzxxbbuuooouhzzzuoh!” Inhuman, unintelligible sounds come from his throat, like a record playing backwards. 

	I gasp at the sight―as he talks, his face spins, fractured and wild, like a Rubik’s cube. It’s a shocking, almost incomprehensible image, as his jaw spins backward and the top half of his face spins the other way. 

	“He’s been hexed,” Chief Tuttle says. 

	Max’s face stops spinning and returns to its normal, not-Picasso state. “What…how…who?” Necia stands up, asking all the questions I have.

	“A group of suspected warlocks. Our monitoring of the world’s ley lines has detected powerful dark magic for weeks. And we don’t know,” the chief replies. “In that order.”

	“Why don’t we undo it?” I ask. 

	When I move my hand towards Max’s face, the chief bats it away. Max says more gibberish, and his face spins again. School taught us hexes are unpredictable, but we never learned about anything like this in a textbook.

	“Of course I thought of that. Our best HQ agents have attempted for two days now to get Mr. Potato Head here fixed.” The chief rubs his eyes, and it’s evident he hasn’t been sleeping. “We’ve tried interpreting it, to no avail. It’s not any language, and the way his head is moving is clearly the result of dangerous magic. Max won’t follow directions; he just sits here, and I fear permanent brain damage if we let him remain hexed.”

	“Cauldrons,” I mutter. I move closer to his face and put my hands out. Undoing hexes has always been complicated, but it’s my duty to help a fellow agent and old friend. I attempt to feel for the threads of magic keeping him in this entropic state. Hex-breaking can be complex, and all I sense is a tangled ball of natural entropy, like the most complicated knot of all time. After trying to pull apart the strands of arcana for almost a minute, I stop and catch my breath. “Nothing’s budging.”

	“That’s what I was afraid of,” the chief says. Necia attempts to undo the hex as well, but to no avail. “This all but confirms our suspicions.”	

	“What suspicions?” I ask.

	“Typically, when we suspect magic is being used for destructive purposes, we’re able to identify and neutralize the threat. One single agent going undercover should have been able to sniff out the new wizard with uncontrolled powers. Or perhaps even a warlock practicing magic in a destructive way. Then, our agents could stop them. But this time…”

	“They turned Max into a human slot machine,” Necia remarks with a frown.

	“The amount of organized magic this required…” the chief’s voice trails off, and fear crawls up my spine. Max may have been hexed by multiple wizards working together. Or one powerful warlock.

	“You sent him after what could be a…cult?” I ask.

	“We had to be subtle. Our reports stated that they only let in folks who look like Max,” the chief remarks. “Young White men. But since things have gotten shaky…this is now a multi-agent case.”

	“Send us in,” I say, ready to stop this threat before it grows. “I mean, I know I look nothing like my blond friend over here…”

	“Which means you’re not right for the undercover mission. Besides, now that this has occurred, we have confirmation that foul mages are at play. We need more intel, but the only lead we have sounds like an old dial-up internet connection.”

	The chief points at Max, and he opens his mouth, only to have his face spin again. “These are desperate times. So, I’ve called in a consultant. A new, temporary agent of SPELL.”

	“What kind of consultant?” I cross my arms. We agents train and study hard, so trusting some random wizard isn’t easy.

	“A newer member of the Union of Mages who wrote the book on complicated hexes. Literally.” The chief opens the bedroom door and leaves. Necia and I share concerned looks with each other, then Max. It hurts my heart to see him in this state. Sure, the hex will wear off eventually, but there could be devastating effects if we don’t act soon. On top of that, every moment he’s in this state is a moment we could lose our lead. Who knows what a cult of warlocks can do? 

	“Agent Westbrook, Agent Anderson.” The chief’s voice walking through the doorway pulls me out of my thoughts. “Meet our temporary consultant for SPELL.”
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