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      For Buddy. You will always have a place between Mint and Thai Basil, even when you sneeze in my face and try to push your nose into my mouth while I’m still asleep.

      

      Always for Ben—I love the way you twerk
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      Canada and its people are awesome. While it is mentioned that there was a war between the United States and Canada in the 70s, it’s merely world building. It is my hope that there will not be a war in real life between our countries.
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      The dense, brooding darkness sealed me in the room, the stale odor crowding me like I’d stepped into a warren of dust bunnies instead of my client’s home. The terse tick tick tick of a clock swelled as it marked off time. I couldn’t see anything except for the halo of light behind the heavy curtains shrouding the large bay window. My client Renee made a soft, dissatisfied noise, as if she hadn’t expected this to happen when she’d closed the door. Again. I believed her absentmindedness was a symptom of her larger distress. Once my sight adjusted to her living room, I moved toward the coffee table, stepping around the wing-backed chair.

      “Light the candles while I set up, please.” I set my oversized bag on the sideboard.

      “I should’ve had them ready for you. We know the drill, don’t we Sergeant Buttons?” Renee said, flitting around the room.

      She certainly hadn’t called me Sergeant Buttons. It was her way of calling her familiar to quick cast the fire spell. Every caster had a familiar, and I’d asked her to use her familiar less when we did readings so it wouldn’t clog up the spirit realm with unnecessary white noise. From the corner of my eye, a flame erupted at the end of Renee’s pale finger. She moved around the furniture-crowded living room, setting each wick alight.

      Born on July 28th, Rene was a Leo and her casting element was fire. I knew this because I read crystal tarot for her. One of our ley abilities was determined by our zodiac signs, but which ones we received—alchemy, casting, or enchanting—was entirely random. However, if a child was born on a solstice, that child was practically guaranteed to have all three ley abilities, making them ACE.

      Although mother nature is a fickle bitch and sometimes that switch in our DNA that allowed people to manipulate ley energy never flipped, leaving them Muted. Even in Starglen with one of the largest nexus of ley nodes in the country, touching magic was out of reach.

      “Oh, your check’s on the plate,” Renee said absently.

      My name on the check had caught my attention the moment she mentioned it, so I tucked it in my bag. Then I removed the redwood crystal grid plate I used for crystal tarot readings, my tarot deck, and finally a reddish-brown acacia box that rattled as I set it on the coffee table. The crystals and tiny bells attached to the sash around my waist tinkled with my every movement. The royal purple silk crepe skirt almost had a will of its own with how it swished around my hips and ankles.

      “Would you like anything before we begin?” Renee asked.

      The candles in the room gave off light almost as bright as LEDs, probably a condition she’d added to the flame since blackout curtains covered the windows in the middle of the day. Despite how bright the lighting was, the room still felt dreary thanks to the brown carpet and the dark, heavy furniture standing against the walls. Renee, with her white skin and baby pink tracksuit, was the only blip of color in the room. I turned toward her, my response nearly past my lips.

      “Oh!” Her hands plopped to her hips, and she shook her brunette head. “Willamina, your makeup always makes me jealous. I wish you’d tell me what brand you use. When I try to make my eyes look like yours, I look like a raccoon!” She laughed, nerves wringing her voice and tightening her smile. She was stalling; I’d shared my makeup routine with her several times.

      I tilted my head. “What’s bothering you, Renee?”

      “It’s just that our last reading didn’t answer my questions, and I’m getting to the point of not knowing what to do? My mother’s still in hospice. It’s getting tight around here.” She gestured at the living room, as if that was what she meant. “I love her, I really do. But is there an end in sight to this?”

      “Of course there is.” I approached her and scooped up her clammy hands. “Death comes for us all, but I’ve explained to you that the readings you’re asking for do not have me directly in contact with the spirits.”

      Her fingers clenched around mine. “But can’t you, just this once, cut me a discount? I’ve been paying for your readings for a better part of a year, and I think I’ve been a rather good client.”

      “You have.” I smiled to lessen the blow of what I needed to say next. “It’s just that gentle possessions require a hazard payment because they can be dangerous, you know?” They were called “gentle possessions” because whoever came up with that term didn’t know their head from their ass.

      “I don’t know!” she cried, ripping her hands free as she turned toward the coffee table. “Your answers to my specific questions are always vague. Was my mother even ready for hospice? It’s been six months! The nursing home said it’s helping to ease her pain, but she’s playing bingo!”

      I frowned and returned to the sidebar. “How often?” My grandmother, who was enjoying her late 80s, played bingo almost every other night at the community center in downtown Starglen. She’d get rambunctious if something ticked her off—or tickled her feathers.

      “Twice a week, I think.” Renee slumped onto the loveseat, her gaze landing heavily on my profile as if the weight of her stare alone could change my mind about directly contacting a spirit without hazard pay.

      I removed my headdress and veil from my bag. Both were made from silk, and the enchantments carefully attached to them made the pieces heavy—especially the many small chlorite crystals carefully sewn into the lining of the headdress. I’d found over the years that clients liked to watch me prepare for readings. Apparently, it soothed their suspicions that what they were getting was the real deal. Scraping my red hair back from my forehead, I peeked at Renee. Honestly, I was surprised her mother was still alive if she’d entered hospice care that long ago. When Renee began asking how long until her mother died, I’d thought she was being a gold digger. A leech. Someone who only cared about the money.

      Now, I realized she was at her wits’ end, and I wondered if it was . . . morally wrong of me to continue accepting her requests for readings. We all needed money for something. And that bolt of sea island cotton at Wildest Seams, the local fabric store, called my name whenever I was within a three-mile radius. By now, I had visitation rights with the store. However, Renee was a grown-ass adult who could make up her own mind. It wasn’t for me to decide how she spent her money and whether she made responsible choices.

      I secured the headdress over my hair. The flat aquamarine crystal lay heavy on the crown of my head as I centered it so the beaded fringe didn’t swing into my eyes. Then I hooked the veil to it, pulling it across my nose, mouth, and chin, securing it to the other side and brushing the white phantom quartz near my ear. My fingers followed the long, powder blue celestine pendulum enchantment, ensuring it covered the chakra in my throat. This ritual I had when dressing activated all the enchantments on my costume, ensuring my third eye was open, my ears attuned to the spirit realm, and that all communication revealed the truth.

      She squeaked. “Every time you do that, I can’t get over all the ley energy that appears around you. It’s like you’re swimming in it.”

      Of course it looked like that. I lifted my brows. “Your mother plays bingo that often?”

      Renee sighed, shaking her head. As if she couldn’t believe this was the thing to focus on. “Yes.”

      “Have you seen her at bingo?” I opened the wooden case. The dazzling candlelight glinted over the faceted and smooth crystals within. The collection of tumbled or raw crystals was deliberately gathered for the crystals’ natural claircognizance abilities. I turned the case toward her and gestured as if they were the most delectable offering of chocolates. Then I set up the grid plate in the center of the coffee table. There were many types of these plates available, but mine had belonged to my mother. Made from redwood, it was possibly older than my grandmother and engraved with multiple grid layouts for these stones.

      Sitting across from Renee, I began shuffling my tarot deck. The cards were a prop for me. My deck wasn’t infused with ley energy like most enchanters did. I relied solely on crystals, but the deck encouraged people to loosen up. Maybe it was the relaxing sound of cards sliding against one another, like the effervesce of waves against a shore.

      “She called the numbers the last time I visited while a game was going on. She got into an argument with one of the residents.” Renee grabbed crystals at random. “How on earth do you get anything with these rocks? There’s no ley energy in them.”

      “They’ve been purified in salt water and charged in the sun and the moonlight, enhancing their innate abilities.” I’d explained this to her countless times, and she willfully forgot it every time. I’ve long suspected Renee might be a ley purist, and that was fine so long as she didn’t interfere with my reading.

      I placed the crystals on the grid, and something just clicked perfectly with them. I couldn’t explain how or why, but I knew this was the correct order and the perfect stones.

      “What will it take to get you to agree to contacting the spirits for me?” she asked, her desperation wringing her voice into a whine.

      Hazard pay. And maybe a touch less guilt.

      I flipped a card and closed my eyes. In an explosion of pale blue glitter, my third eye revealed the crystal grid in front of me from the stones she’d selected and what they had picked up from our conversation while I shuffled the prop deck. Renee gasped again, but she thankfully remained quiet. I could only imagine what I looked like to her now.

      The grid lit into perfect clarity behind the backs of my lids. I followed the sequined motes of light with my mind’s eye, watching its lazy contortions. The stone for the past faded into nothing.

      “The past has no impact on the present anymore,” I whispered slowly, the enchantment sitting on the crown of my head growing warm. Or I was imagining it. I could never tell.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I flipped another card. The sparkling blue-violet ribbon slipped and glided over the grid until it shifted to the stone resting on the present placement. It turned brown. I frowned, racking my brain for a plausible reason. Brown wasn’t necessarily bad; it could mean the earth or it could mean a malignancy. I pursed my lips. Sometimes, looking at the next stone allowed me to piece together what was before me.

      With that thought in mind, I flipped the last card. The stippled glitter flared, cascading into a strange mélange of brown and green. It reminded me of greed. I exhaled slowly and touched my fingertip on the present stone once more. It flared brown.

      “There’s something staining your mother⁠—”

      “Oh no.” Renee’s voice pitched higher. “I doubted her and⁠—”

      “Your mother never lied about her illness. We’ve gone over this. She’s been truthful with you. But someone close to her has not been honest with her.” I touched the stone representing the future and the glittery ribbon split off into two pathways. One was lined with a dark green-brown glow that made me believe it would lead Renee to financial ruin. The other color faded back to its natural periwinkle luminescence—almost as if hinting there was something that could give back what had been taken from Renee and her mother.

      “What?” Renee asked. “What do you see, Willamina?”

      “You’re correct about being swindled.” Heat flashed up my back and my seat became uncomfortable. The band of green and brown flared while the lighter path faded. “You’re running out of time to correct this before it costs you too much.” I opened my eyes and met Renee’s aghast stare. “I’d launch an investigation into the hospice care and the administration for the nursing home immediately. Also . . .” Oof. This was going to hurt. “I think it’s time we end our partnership.”

      She drew back sharply. “What?”

      I shuttered my gaze once more, seeing the difference my words made. The dark path had lost some of its impending doom, and the lighter path seemed more solid. I focused on the aquamarine enchantment on the top of my head, hoping it’d reveal more, but it never did.

      “Yes,” I said. “This is the right path for you going forward.”

      I swallowed the sour taste in my mouth. Renee was having money troubles. Though I thought she could solve some of it by selling a handful of the furniture in her home, like the tall grandfather clock, I had no clue how much she could get for any of it. To my discerning eye, it was all somewhat dated but well made. So I would lose Renee as a client going forward, but it wouldn’t hurt me—not financially. Or at least not in the immediate future. I gathered the tarot cards, hardly paying attention to what was flipped, and returned them to the pouch.

      “I’m confused,” Renee said. “What does stopping our appointments have to do with my mother? You said something was staining her, and now you want me to stop using you? What was it? Will she psychically hurt you? Is it your safety?”

      “Renee.” My tone was sharper than I’d used with her before. “You’re having money troubles.”

      Her wounded expression did all the talking for her.

      “I’m not . . .” I groped for the right word, pulling this and that before rejecting it for something she’d accept. “I’m not essential for her health or for you to make the right decision. Not anymore. I think it’s time you get a lawyer. Someone who can help you with your mother. Maybe move her out of that nursing home?”

      “But you . . . Have you been lying to me about everything this whole time?” Renee asked.

      I froze, a coil in the cushion persistently poking my right butt cheek. “I’ve interpreted what the stones and tarot show me when we have sessions as best I can.”

      Her brow wrinkling, she nodded. “Ley energy doesn’t lie.”

      No. It never did, did it?

      Her eyes widened. “It’s the hospice nurse? She’s lying about how sick my mother is, isn’t she?”

      I licked my lips behind the veil, the soft fabric brushing against them. “I think it’s something to investigate, but I can’t see any more and it’s definitely above my abilities, Renee.”

      “So you don’t think you can help me anymore?”

      “No. Not with this.” I packed up my stones, then reached across and laid my hand over hers. “My services are only adding to your burdens now.”

      She half-smiled. “Then I don’t suppose you’ll give back that check?”

      “No, sorry.”

      She chuckled half-heartedly and patted my hand. “Well, I just didn’t expect this outcome at all today.”

      I stood. “Me either, and I’m psychic.”

      She laughed, and I finished packing up my things.

      “Sergeant Buttons, it’s too bright in here,” Renee whispered.

      I glanced up in time to witness all the candles go out in a wink, the sooty smoke hanging in the air like an omen.

      But then I was blinded twice, once by the candles extinguishing, and second by Renee opening her curtains to let the early afternoon sun blaze through her large windows. While I removed my veil and headdress, I blinked my vision back into working order. Carefully folding them and deactivating every charm, I studied Renee.

      She stood by the window, rubbing her brow and frowning. “My nephew might know someone who can help. He’s interning at a firm right now.”

      I nodded. “That sounds like a good place to start.” A peek at the clock had me edging toward the door. This session had gone on longer than normal thanks to her distraction from the real problem at hand today. I needed to get back home and make sure my grandmother was behaving.

      “Oh, Willamina, would you wait a couple days before you cash that check?” Renee flashed an embarrassed smile.

      “Sure.” I made a note to update my website that I would no longer accept checks. This wasn’t the first time a client had some kind of issue with their bank, and honestly, I was worth the cash or the transfer on the same day. “Take care, Renee. And let me know if anything comes from the investigation.”

      “I will, thank you.”

      I stepped outside into the bright sun and hurried to my maroon Malibu parked at the curb. Once settled in the driver’s seat the powdery scent of sweet peas enveloped me and I pulled out my journal and quickly jotted down today’s session and the outcome in shorthand. I’d given Renee all the info she needed, but sometimes I got extra insights, like what might be around the corner for them in the next week. I rarely gave this information because it could change as quickly as a bird flying across the sky.

      I thumbed back a few pages to my previous entry with Renee and skimmed over the slashes and swoops, checking if anything I’d seen last had been important. I hadn’t, not this time. I quickly leafed through the pages, reading the slashes and swoops all in shorthand, and smirked. Sometimes I was perfectly accurate.
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      Declan laughed at the punchline, and I joined in like I’d paid attention to the exchange. The tinny music from the band in the next room played over the speakers in auction room one. Or whatever it was. I glanced over the shoulder of . . . I forgot who we were schmoozing, and now that I think on it, I wasn’t certain we were.

      There was a stand-up bar in the hallway right outside, and this Manhattan was a watered-down mess thanks to several things, mainly bad whiskey.

      “I’ll be right back,” I whispered to Declan.

      He nodded and continued the conversation. I ambled toward the hallway. My brother Guy had insisted I attend the black-tie charity event for the Familiar Care and Animal Rescue League instead of donating a sum of money, or some packages like the ones people were now bidding silently on. Said it was important for Slater Technologies’ image. Which made me laugh. I wasn’t the man for that job. Especially after that unfortunate offhand comment I’d given about Muted people more than likely being responsible for the fiasco in the Nettles.

      Look, I had nothing against the Muted, not personally. They could still consume potions and use charms, they simply couldn’t see ley energy or manipulate the ley lines around them without the aid of an enchantment or a potion. Time and again, when charms or potions went awry, Guy bitched about the Muted being the reason and it simply popped out of my mouth. Right into that reporter’s recording. No amount of effort in attempting to walk that comment back had worked.

      Once out of the auction hall, the noise decreased to a soft hum and the air smelled cleaner. The woman behind the bar flashed a smile as I approached. I’d say bar loosely. Really, it was just a mobile counter with a black cloth and a few upscaled coolers full of beer. The stuff you’d find at a tailgating party in a parking lot of some stadium. Then I saw the taps.

      “I’ll have a Starglen Raspberry Beret,” I said, retrieving my money clip from my inside pocket. “Twenty ounces.”

      “Right away,” she said.

      I turned away from her as she poured my fruit sour. Like a Guinness, it needed a minute between pulls to settle. At least it should. The bartender set my drink down, the red-purple foam sliding down the glass to pool at the bottom. That was exactly why it needed to be poured like a Guinness.

      She smiled. “Fifteen dollars, please.”

      I didn’t react to the price, not really. Alcohol at these events always cost more than anywhere else. Maybe this was why Guy wanted me here. My brother knew I’d shell out for the expensive alcohol all night. “Can I get a napkin?”

      A smirk tilted her lips to the side. “Sure.” She jotted something down before handing it over.

      It was her name and number. “Thanks, April.”

      I grabbed my beer and turned away, then cleaned the glass up with the napkin, the ink blurring before I tossed the stained thing in the trash. I meandered into the auction hall and paused at some of the lots. There were baskets full of toys geared toward cats and dogs. One had enchanted balls that would lead your pet on a merry chase, which I thought was nice. I’d had a dog once. Well, Guy had a dog that was starved for playtime. I was pretty sure it was being trained as my niece’s familiar, but I assumed it didn’t work out as the dog wasn’t around anymore and it certainly wasn’t Alexa’s familiar now.

      “I thought you said you’d be back.” Declan placed a hand on the small of my back and whispered into my ear.

      I glanced at him and shrugged. “I was checking out the stuff here. Guy said I should bid tonight.”

      “So pet toys?” His dark brows lifted, and he half chuckled and smirked at the same time. When he’d first done that in response to something I’d said, I thought it was kind of charming on him, in a mean, arrogant sort of way. But tonight, I simply couldn’t be bothered to have an opinion.

      “Well, this is an animal rescue event, so yeah, there’ll be pet toys.” I rolled my eyes and meandered down the aisle. And this guy was a doctor.

      Declan grabbed my hand and looped it through his arm. I swallowed a sigh. Now wasn’t the time, so I scanned the large room for a distraction. Instead, I saw cutouts of animals and their stories, a few people on the fringes of the room with animals in their strollers and people petting them, and Guy Slater giving me a dirty look. My brother dearest could fuck right off.

      I finally took a sip of my beer and smacked my lips. It was tart and sweet, and the bright raspberry flavor smacked me right in the mouth. The Raspberry Beret might be my favorite of the Starglen Brewery sour line.

      “Oh look,” Declan said, stopping in front of a basket. “We could finally take that picnic up in the mountains I was telling you about.”

      I don’t fuck around with picnics in the mountains. “Are you sure you were talking to me?”

      His head tilted as he took in the picnic basket with the blanket and some dinner plates and glasses. “You have a point.”

      We weren’t exclusive; we’d barely started hanging out, so this mishap of his wasn’t a big deal. If it didn’t happen all the time. Was he trying to show me he was in high demand and a suitable partner? Like with his possessiveness? I pulled my arm from his and opened the app to read the basket details.

      “Oh, it’s going for eighty bucks if you want to bid on it,” I said, then spotted the next lot. It was a cabinet Pac-Man machine, and I did bid on that.

      Declan’s phone went off, and I knew before he even looked that he was going to leave. He unlocked it, and his entire demeanor changed. Gone was the easygoing yet weirdly dominant act, quickly replaced by excitement. “The ER needs me.”

      “Okay.” I stepped back from him. What else was I supposed to say? Have a good night? Take it easy?

      “There was a four-car collision with a logging truck.” He shrugged, lifting his head from his phone finally and scanning the hall. He smirked and nodded. “You won’t be alone for long. I’ll call you.”

      And as he walked away, I turned to see whom he’d nodded at. Cheyanne smiled at me, and I thought about it. I really did. She was never one for misplaced displays of affection or the act of making plans just for the sake of showing they knew what a good time was. She knew. We knew together.

      I sipped my beer, feeling somewhat lighter now that Declan had left. I didn’t know why I’d followed through with the invitation with him. He was handsome, and I enjoyed the way he looked without a shirt on, but I didn’t like him. That was probably why he was being aggressive with me. Which, in hindsight, was hysterical. I’d been called stubborn and dominant, but with him, I was a pushover. No. I was blank.

      He’d bored me.

      Tediousness had been a problem for me for some time now. Even here, alone with a great beer and the opportunity to pet some doggos and cats, I wasn’t feeling it. Some time ago, and I wasn’t sure when, I’d become impossibly bored with everything, constantly spacing out and letting my mind blank.

      I almost crashed into Julian Christensen. Luckily, I didn’t lose a drop of beer. But his scotch took a hit.

      “Slob,” he hissed.

      “It was your drink,” I muttered, stepping around him.

      “You should watch where you’re going, or is the big bad wolf too busy looking for a replacement?”

      Julian followed me, keeping his tone casual and his body language “relaxed.” I didn’t believe he was relaxed for a moment. Not after that “big bad wolf” jab. It’d been an accident the first time I’d blown him over in private school. I’m an air caster; the nickname stuck.

      “I saw your date leave,” Julian said. “They always seem to make a quick exit. Nothing new for you.”

      “Oh, were you scavenging for more of my seconds, Junior? You’d think one would be enough.”

      His face turned red. “Don’t think too highly of yourself, Slater.”

      I leaned closer to him, lowering my voice. “I think you like being second to me. That’s where you always ended up in school, and look at you now.”

      Guy caught my attention and motioned me over. I couldn’t have planned a better exit myself. Until I saw Luther Christensen was with my brother; he also happened to be Julian’s father. So instead of leaving the bastard choking on my words, we walked toward them together.

      This was my ill fate for the night: schmoozing. Unfortunately, the Christensens and Slaters were more than simply social rivals, we were business rivals too. However, some of that had eased a bit when Luther won a seat on the city council, and now he was running for mayor of Starglen, so of course Guy wanted to butter up the old bastard and get on better terms with him.

      While Slater Technologies dealt with munitions for the front lines in Canada—like charm grenades, flash bombs, and some larger weapons. The Christensen company, Ley Technica, did as well, but they were more into protective gear. At least until recently. Guy had tried for a couple years now to get a bid with the US military on our armor and protective gear. The quality hadn’t been an issue, but the price was. Until a few days ago.

      “Oh, Guy, I heard about your military contract,” some rich old lady said. She wore a wine-colored dress and tons of glittery silver around her wrinkly white neck. “The stock market’s been exciting since that.”

      Julian and Luther’s expressions flared with identical scowls. Yeah, they were definitely related.

      A blink later, Luther was back in his couldn’t be bothered demeanor, clutching an unlit cigar between his thumb and index finger. “Oh, so you’re the bastards who undercut me, eh?” He barked out a laugh.

      “I hadn’t thought of you still in the game, what with you campaigning now,” Guy said.

      “Your underbid was so low, I didn’t want to risk my business by winning the contract. I guess you get what you pay for, isn’t that right, Guy?” Luther sneered, but covered it up by sticking the cigar in his mouth. “It’s like the ley baton all over again.”

      Shots fired. While the Christensens snickered, I could feel everyone holding their breath, waiting for my brother’s response to that jab. It was still a sore spot for both companies.

      Guy forced a closed-lipped smile. “Well, we didn’t want to be greedy with protection gear, thinking of our men and women on the front lines.”

      “It’s not like it’s the 70s again,” a rich old White man said. “Niagara is secure.”

      Back in the early 70s, the US and Canada had a discussion about the largest nexus of ley lines in that area. It lasted seven years, the last two being hostile, but eventually it was declared half US territory and half Canadian. So the area remained patrolled on both sides. Honestly, it was probably for the best. Half the nexus shifted onto the land on both sides, and no one wanted to give up an inch of territory because we all knew it wouldn’t have ever stopped there if either country had a toehold.

      “Yes,” I said. “Thank goodness for the United Nations.”

      “And how!” The pink blush on the old White lady’s cheeks stood out more as she lifted a hand to the old White man—who kind of reminded me of my father: absent—and pointed at Luther. “Dear, this man says that when he’s mayor, there’ll be tax cuts . . .”

      I tuned them out, drifting to the table. My phone buzzed and I pulled it out, noticing that someone had outbid me on Pac-Man. Not for long. I set my max bid on the app and tucked my phone away.

      “When you said you were bringing a date, Hendrick, I’d expected you to bring a respectable date.” Guy edged me farther from the campaigning talk and the Christensens. For good measure. I yearned to beat the shit out of Julian on a good day, and today wasn’t that great.

      I cocked my head to the side and feigned confusion. “Declan’s a doctor.” And a douchebag. “He’s saving lives right now. I don’t know how much more respectable that can get.”

      Guy’s eyes narrowed. “You know what I mean.”

      I did. Guy wasn’t comfortable with my sexuality, and I wasn’t comfortable pandering to his needs with my happiness, not anymore. Unfortunately, it was a generational issue, him being twenty years my senior and sometimes thinking he needed to be a father figure to me. I’d tried dissuading him from that, but then he’d pull shit like this, and there we were. Me, without a date at a charity event, and him berating me for bringing the wrong gender with me. I glanced over his shoulder and caught Luther and Julian mean-mugging us while having a hushed, private conversation. That also wasn’t unusual. Julian and I had attended the same school, even dated the same girl once. When my relationship with her ended, she hadn’t hidden away, but when she ended things with Julian, she left the country. Telling, if you ask me.

      “I don’t want to have this conversation with you,” I said.

      “I don’t enjoy it either, but⁠—”

      “Guy.” I passed him my empty glass. “You’re determined to have it, and I’m not. You asked me for my best behavior here, and I’ve given it. And now I’m going to go above and beyond and leave.”

      Guy stopped me. “By leaving, you aren’t keeping your end of the bargain.”

      “What bargain? You asked me to come and play nice. I’ve done that, and I’ve made bids. I don’t want to stay here and get into a loud argument with you over why I brought a man as my date. So I’m going to leave and you’re going to pick up my Pac-Man game when the auction is over.”

      Guy scowled. “Why would I be your pack mule?”

      “Because you’re being a dick.” I grinned, clapped his shoulder, and strode out.
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        * * *

      

      The lights blinked on as I stepped into the temperature-controlled lab. It was as quiet as a church in here, and it was my church. Passing bays of windows overlooking standing desks, enchanting and alchemy tables, I stepped inside my smaller lab. I slung my suit jacket on the hook and grabbed my lab coat, shrugging it on. The knots in my shoulders loosened as I tugged off my tie and hung it on the hook. Formulas for quick casting and enchantments together covered the walls.

      Hey, El Diablo, I called to the spirit realm. Wanna hang out, buddy?

      I didn’t call out loud for him, especially when we were alone, a habit I’d kept from my time in the Air Force. The veil to the spirit realm parted, and my familiar, a giant ley-energy-blue raccoon, stepped through. Sigils filled with concentric circles and runes covered his massive body. The more spell workings I memorized, the bigger the familiar was, and El Diablo was no slouch. He was as large as a black bear. He shuffled over to me and nudged my hip. I pulled a packet of peanuts from my desk and opened them. El Diablo couldn’t eat them anymore, but he really liked having them. It was, after all, how I’d gained his trust. Then I fed him some of my ley energy every day for the rest of his natural life, bonding him to me. When he’d passed, he’d left behind a spirit stone, a forever companion kept in my pocket.

      I stepped behind my standing desk and turned on the light box to illuminate the thin paper I traced spell workings on. Slater Technologies had been founded in my father’s younger days when a skirmish on the Canadian border wouldn’t have caused a blink, not with World War II raging on in Europe and the Nazis intent on eradicating the Jewish and Muted communities.

      Unfortunately, war was good for business, and being a Slater, it was my business as well. If I hadn’t been groomed for this lab, this very desk I stood over, I wondered what I would’ve done with my life. I’d rarely considered it before, but as of late, something hadn’t felt right.

      Not to mention that my last breakthrough on the delayed flash bomb wasn’t innovative. Someone else had come out with one right before my debut. The competition was ruthless, and for a while, that spurred me on—to be the first, the best, the It Thing in munitions. And I was, for a while.

      But now, I was tired of it. In a few years, I’d look forty in the face, and I guess I just thought I’d be happier with what I was doing by now. I had a job that allowed me to mix my casting and enchanting abilities, which I enjoyed. Money wasn’t an issue, not for a few years with some substantial investments, but I could always have more. Men and women seemed to like me, so I was never long without someone next to me. My penthouse overlooked downtown Starglen, and it came with a gym membership. I had everything I needed.

      And yet I was bored.

      El Diablo’s spirit paw floated through the bag of peanuts and back to his mouth, as if crunching on one. He silently chittered at me and reached for more nuts, happy in his simple life as a familiar. Maybe simple should be a goal for me.

      Well, fuck me, if I only had a few years before I hit forty, I should figure this shit out.

      I grabbed a clean sheet of paper and began making a list of the things that didn’t bore me and the things that did. What bothered me the most was that I put my career in the bored column. Right under dating. I frowned. Well, I wasn’t entirely bored with my job. I got a kick out of creating new charms and spell workings. But I wasn’t sure if what I made was my calling any longer.
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      I stood off to the side as the doctor chatted with my grandmother. Mimzy had a mulish set to her mouth whenever she wasn’t smiling, and she tried to smile often with the doctor.

      “I’m only saying reducing the amount of red meat and alcohol will get those numbers down, Erma,” Dr. O’Neil said, passing a prescription to me. “Okay, I’ll see you in a month.” Her cat-shaped brown eyes met mine. “Nice seeing you again, Billie.”

      Mimzy flapped the paper. “Thanks, Doc. Be good.”

      When we stepped out of the office and into the drab, gloomy day, I could feel my spirits deflate. I’m just gonna say it. Gloomy days bummed me out, and Starglen had a lot. Today was no exception. We walked in silence to the car, my heels clipping along the way in time with the thuds of Mimzy’s orthopedics. Mimzy held her hand out to me, palm up.

      I gave her a low-five and raised my hand. “Up high.”

      She rolled her eyes. It wasn’t hard to miss thanks to her ginormous bright blue glasses that magnified her brown eyes to the point she reminded me of those sad animals with enormous eyes paintings. She wiggled her fingers. “Gimme the car keys.”

      I laughed. “Your license is no good, Mimzy.”

      She cupped her hand around her mouth, leaning in to me as a twinkle glinted in her magnified peepers. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      I playfully swatted her. “Maybe after the grocery store.”

      We climbed into the Malibu and buckled up. Her sweet pea and baby powder perfume immediately overpowered the cabin. Probably because she’d worn it for years and the car upholstery held onto it. I swear I could smell it when I was alone.

      I turned on the car. “I need to make a stop at Wildest Seams before we hit up Robertsons and refill that prescription.”

      She laughed a little. “Sure, sure, Chipmunk. I’ve got all day.”

      I’ll be straight—I have many names, and so do the people in my family. We’ve got formal names, nicknames, and the names we always call each other. I give my clients my full name. When my mother was pregnant with me, she’d believed she was going to have a boy. She’d named me William after my father but called me Billie when she spoke to me in the womb. She’d passed during childbirth, and my father—who was just as dead—named me Willamina. Mimzy called me Billie because that was what my mother called me, and I wouldn’t ask my grandmother to go against her daughter. To be honest, I’ve never really liked either, but what am I gonna do? Nothing.

      I headed toward the shopping district. She turned the radio to the oldies station, which wasn’t her music anymore, and grumped about bingo.

      “Flo and Ro brought their damned trolls again,” she muttered, twisting open a strawberry candy she’d pulled from her purse.

      I held my hand out for one, as was customary. “Wait, which trolls?”

      She slapped a candy in my palm. Don’t ask me what they were called. I’d never known my entire life, and I was convinced it was a government secret. “The ones with the gems in their tummies.”

      “So not their grandkids.” I tugged the candy from the wrapper with my teeth into my mouth.

      Mimzy cackled. “Right. Those darn trolls have enchantments. I saw them.” She wagged a long, gnarled finger at me. “They’ve got dementia if they think I can’t see an enchantment from a mile away.”

      “Not without those coke bottles on your face.” I crunched open the candy, probing the strawberry gel in the center. “Why not go to a different bingo night?”

      “What?” Mimzy twisted her tiny, wiry body in the seat to gape owlishly at me. “And let those broads have Benny Rodriguez? The good caller?” She shook her head so vehemently, her tight and short cloud of blue-tinted curls shivered with indignation. “Never.”

      “How about switching tables from Flo and Ro?” I pulled into a spot and turned the car off.

      We unbuckled and headed into the fabric store. Mimzy looked around but stayed close as I headed toward the thread.

      “You know, it should be them who leave the front row. Flo and Ro. Bah. Sounds like a dumb team name for some Florida buttholes.”

      A bolt of off-white lace caught my attention. It was tightly crafted. As I reached up and rubbed it between my fingers, I thought of the charms I’d sew into the lining. This was sturdier, made exactly for that . . . I stepped back, scanning the price. It was on sale.

      Mimzy’s voice turned into white noise as once more I inspected the bolt of lace. I didn’t need the entire bolt. A few yards, maybe five, would do me just fine. I could dye it to match my costume easily enough, and thanks to Renee yesterday, I had the funds for this extravagance. Well, I would tomorrow when she’d promised the check wouldn’t bounce, but today I could afford it, and tomorrow’s deposit would supplement what I spent today . . .

      I sighed and clutched the strap to my purse as I led Mimzy to the thread aisle. That kind of thinking had gotten me into all this trouble. My impulsiveness in fabric stores. Don’t get me started on clothes. I loved fashion. I loved seeing the newest and sexiest designs out there, and I found I have excellent taste because the price tag matched it.

      But this kind of thinking landed me in hot water. I’d had more debt than I could pay off. I’d lost my apartment, lost my car, and I had to sell my purses and shoes. And a few bolts of fabric. I still thought about that hunter green silk chiffon. But that was seven years ago. I wasn’t the same Willamina I was then that I am now. I’d become debt free, and now I worked on rebuilding my credit. I did everything I could to not carry over a balance to the next month. My psychic business, The Ethereal Eye, had helped get me out of that hole a lot faster than if I hadn’t done it.

      Living with Mimzy came with the condition that I take her where ever she wanted, her appointments and what have you. Now I cared for her, because she’d cared for me when others couldn’t.

      I bought my one spool of thread and then, at the grocery store, bought the ingredients for today’s dinner, also filling the prescription. Mimzy landed on the lazy boy and turned on her game shows. I had a little time before I needed to get dinner ready and retreated into my room.

      I’d shoved my double bed in the corner, currently covered in the outfits I’d rejected for the day. I went about hanging them back up. I had an unfinished sewing project on the mannequin standing next to an old travel trunk I stored my psychic costumes in. On my desk sat my little sewing machine, which I set the spool on, and then turned to the stacks of crystal journals lined up chronologically against the wall. Nudging some loose crystals out of the way, I tugged one of the later journals out and opened it.

      My mother’s handwriting greeted me. She had this habit of writing in cursive, then switching to shorthand and back to cursive. It’d taken me years to become comfortable reading the journals without the old shorthand workbooks Mimzy had given me. Shorthand was a relic now, thanks to computers, but back in my grandma’s day, it was the easiest way to memo without getting behind. It was still being taught in high school when my mother was a teen, and she used it for journaling. So I learned it to be closer to her.

      My phone rang with an unknown caller, and I answered. “Hello?”

      “Yes, ah, is this Willamina from the Ethereal Eye—the psychic?” a woman asked.

      I closed the journal and grabbed my planner. “Yes, it is I.” People expected such talk from me. I drew the line at fake accents, mostly because I could never remember which one I’d originally used with them. It got complicated. Then suddenly I’m in people’s court for fraud. Well, that’d never happened, but someone once implied they’d threaten me with that. “I’ve been waiting for your call.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you have.” She tittered. “My name’s Suzana Bruce. And I wanted to know what your spirit package entailed.”

      I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. “I’ve installed a significant hazard pay for gentle possessions from a spirit, Madam Bruce. But not before I investigate the manner in which the spirit has departed from this mortal coil.”

      “Oh, of course. And please—call me Suzana.” She drew in an audible breath. “I’m not even sure if the spirit package is what I need . . . I don’t think your palm reading is either.”

      I sat forward, my gaze blindly straying to the journals, wondering what made picking a service so difficult. “What’re you looking for?”

      A door clicked, and sounds I hadn’t noticed suddenly disappeared. “Closure.” Her breath hitched. “My daughter has gone no contact with me, and I want to know if she’s okay.”

      I frowned, deflating slightly. “You want me to spy on her?”

      Suzanna sighed, tears choking the noise, and her voice remained quiet. “Kendra and I used to be best friends until her fiancé came along, and I complained about how her behavior had changed⁠—”

      “I’m not comfortable doing this if it goes against your daughter’s wishes,” I said as firmly as I dared. I knew she was troubled, and I didn’t want to upset her further, but I also didn’t want my actions to worsen their relationship.

      “I just need to know if she’s alive,” Suzana said. “That’s all.”

      It was hard to know if she was playing me or not. As a psychic, I had responsibilities, or at least, I made sure I did. There were thousands of con artists out there seeking to make a buck off someone’s grief and pain, and I swore I wouldn’t make anyone’s life worse with my side hustle. I already had enough on my plate to work through; I didn’t need to add bad karma.

      I checked my planner. Mimzy had bingo tomorrow—the only plans she kept in her head—and that meant I had three hours of free time.

      “I’m free for a consultation tomorrow evening.” I plucked a pencil from the desk and jotted down her name. “Give me the address and I’ll visit you around . . . say five?”

      “Oh.” Suzana sniffled and collected herself. “Okay, but six-thirty would be better. Here’s my address.”

      I copied it down and repeated it back to her, confirming the time she asked for. If she was being truthful with me, I could find out for her if her daughter was alive or not. People deserved to know that sort of thing.
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        * * *

      

      I sliced through the onion quickly, the blade of my knife knocking on the cutting board when Trixie, my cousin, breezed in with her youngest in tow. Shawn stopped in the living room, and Mimzy gave up the TV for him.

      Our home didn’t have an open plan, but it had high ceilings and the wall between the kitchen and living room didn’t go all the way up. Mimzy’s tchotchkes lined it, from pictures of her daughters to grandkids, and now great grandkids, with sea turtles and otter figurines between them. It could be worse, like clowns.

      “Hey, Trix!” I glanced up to smile at her and resumed chopping. “Where’s Candi?”

      “She’s covering the shop for me,” Trixie said, taking a seat at the counter. “Bolognese tonight?”

      “Damn right.” Mimzy turned on the tiny television in the corner and switched it to Jeopardy!. Then she cracked open a bottle of wine. “Do you and the messes need leftovers, Beebee?”

      Like I said, so many names for one person. Trixie was short for Beatrice, and Mimzy had thought of her as a busy bee since she was a child. The messes were her kids, and I believed that was self-explanatory.

      “Shawn and I will eat here, but I’ll take some for Candi and Brandon.” Trixie spotted my headdress left on the table and jabbed a thumb at it. “Hey, I’ve got some charms to recharge tomorrow. Do you want me to take that too?”

      I dumped the diced onion into a bowl. “Oh, that’d be great. I’ll transfer the money to you after dinner.” And if I’d bought that lace, I wouldn’t have been able to pay Trixie the fee to recharge my charms. Self-control was great. Even if I didn’t have that lace now. Besides, I really wanted a steamer closet, anyway.

      Mimzy poured some wine into a measuring cup, then split the bottle between her and me, she taking the heavier pour.

      “Mimzy!” Trixie snatched the glass from her. “The doctor said to cut back.”

      Mimzy lifted a brow at me, her glasses magnifying the glare like a laser beam. “Tattle tale.”

      She grabbed another wine glass and sat at the island next to Trixie, pouring half into the glass and pushing it at her.

      I started on the celery, dicing up a few ribs and chucking them into the same bowl as the onions.

      “I’m just saying that if you’re told to cut back, you should cut back.” Trixie took a sip of wine. “Maybe save one glass as a nightcap or⁠—”

      “Don’t question me if I should drink or not,” Mimzy said, her tone taking on an extra prickly texture. “I’m eighty-eight, girl. I’ve buried my husband, my two daughters, and raised a grandchild like there was nothin’ wrong with her. I can tell well enough if I want a drink while she’s cooking.”

      “Gram-cracker!” Trixie snapped. “Not nice.”

      I didn’t wince; I didn’t have to. Trixie did it for me. Just like a big sister, she always had my back when Mimzy said something hurtful. Honestly, she’d gotten much better over the last decade or so. I didn’t even take the slips of the tongue personally anymore.

      “Sorry, Chipmunk.” Mimzy lifted her glass.

      I tapped my wine glass against hers. “You know, one day I’ll make this with ground turkey.”

      Her eyes widened as big as an owl’s. “You wouldn’t dare!”

      I grinned at Trixie and shrugged, starting on chopping the carrots.

      “Oh, hey.” Trixie leaned closer. “Candi’s applying for a work release from school to earn extra money. Would you be okay cutting your shift to three hours on Wednesdays?”

      Trixie was the owner and baker of TrixieCakes, and I worked five hours three days a week for her. It was all I could do with taking care of Mimzy. She had a lot of appointments and did not give a flying fuck about schedules. That was my job. It would suck, but it wouldn’t hurt me.

      “Sure. I can do that if Candi cleans up for me.”

      Trixie frowned. “She’s not as good as you.”

      “Practice makes perfect.”

      Mimzy drained her glass and swapped it with Trixie’s. “It builds character, cleaning does. When I was her age, I worked in a soda shop and these jackasses would blow bubbles to overflow their malts. I got so mad at them one day I threw a wet rag in their laps.” She took a gulp. “Billie, don’t think I didn’t notice you not buying that lace today. I’m proud of you.”

      Then she turned up the volume on the news regarding the new contract between Slater Technologies and the government, and the strange tornado incident in the Nettles. A caption flashed on the screen that caught my attention, blaming the destruction on a Muted. It said something like a Muted played with power they could never understand. People like the Slaters were obtuse gatekeepers.

      Shaking my head, I peered at Mimzy, who was doing everything she could to keep her humongous peepers glued to the TV. It was always like that, ever since I could remember. Mimzy never praised, and if she did, she didn’t want it to be commented on. She used to leave the room. Her favorite now was to turn up the volume on things as if her hearing aids didn’t work.

      Trixie caught my eye and smiled. I shrugged and began sautéing the vegetables.

      Sometimes, I wished that just once, something exciting would shake up the routine.
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      It wasn’t so much a noise, but more of a suction of air when I opened the door to Icing, the small patisserie my best friend and his partner owned in the Flower Market. The scent of vanilla hit me first, making me think of waffle cones even though I knew Dane would never. Then came the cinnamon with an undercurrent of rich chocolate.

      My mouth watered before I was two steps inside the pristine white and gray lobby.

      There were no customers, but I knew it’d been a busy morning for them despite the spotless dining area. The coffee machine had signs of use, but more importantly, the crumbs in the pastry case let me jealously know what had already been bought.

      “Rex!” Dane called as he came from the back. His chef’s coat was spotless, and his short dark hair was tidy. He had the classic Irish complexion: pale.

      I waved at him distractedly, searching for my post workout reward before heading into the lab. The croissants stuffed with vanilla and chocolate cream were always a hit, so were the tiny Neapolitan cakes. Or at least I believed that was what they were. I only guessed the pink cakes were strawberry. Dane, if anything, was predictable. And disciplined. And my favorite baker. Everything was fresh and decadent.

      I lifted my head, looking past him to the large window to the back. Eric, a buff Black man, stood before a marble slab. His familiar, a betta fish in sparkling periwinkle, floated around him as if it swam on the astral currents of the spirit realm. The fish was as large as one of the bistro tables in the dining area.

      On the marble slab in front of him, Eric worked a thin spread of chocolate with one of those bench scraper things in each hand, doing some scooping and scraping motion. Which, since I knew Eric well, would make some of the smoothest, delicate chocolate concoctions. He was a fire caster, and since his familiar was out, I assumed he was tempering chocolate or something. I don’t bake; I wouldn’t know.

      “How was the workout?” Dane asked.

      “Oh, you know. The usual.” I leaned against the counter. It was no secret I went to the gym before here. Before I moved into my penthouse, I’d had a membership at the gym two stores down, and it became a tradition when Dane’d first opened Icing. And when my new building offered a gym, I declined because it wasn’t on the way here and I didn’t want to give up my daily treat.

      “How was the pet thing?” Dane opened one case and, using tongs, refilled the Danishes.

      “I won a Pac-Man game.”

      “Nice!”

      “Guy has it.”

      He closed the case and snorted. “Don’t you have to pick that up yourself?” He grabbed a paper cup and approached the coffee machine.

      “I left early but gave him my bid number after I won.”

      Dane placed the coffee before me and shook his head. “So, what was the lecture about this time?”

      I knew without checking it was black coffee. “The usual. Okay, I’m going to have that peanut butter stuffed cupcake thing with the hazelnuts and—is that caramel?”

      Dane’s dark brows slammed together. “It’s not a fuckin’ cupcake, dude.”

      I blinked innocently at him, my smothered laughter tickling my ribs. “Oh. But it’s a cake, right? Stuffed with yumminess, but single serving?”

      “Of course it is. You know what it is, Rex. Read the sign.”

      “The sign says ‘peanut butter mousse mirror cake with crunchy hazelnut and caramel drizzle.’ But it eats like a cupcake,” I said.

      The door from the back opened, and Eric stepped through with a tray of gâteau. “Is that mean man claiming your delightful petit fours are cupcakes again, baby?”

      Dane closed his eyes, breathed in through his nose, and exhaled through his mouth. “Yes.”

      Oooh, he’d clenched his teeth for that.

      I bit back a smile and nodded at Eric. “Hey, I’m just calling it like it is.”

      Eric carefully set the cakes out in the case, the chef’s coat straining around his massive arms. It amazed me still that with all the chocolate these two worked with, their chef’s coats remained pristine white. Maybe they substituted messy coats with clean spares.

      “Stop riling him up, Rex.” Eric’s twinkling brown eyes said otherwise. “He’s a bear to deal with later.”

      “Well, maybe if you hadn’t left me for my best friend, I’d stop.” I picked up the coffee and inhaled the rich and robust scent before taking a sip. Hot, acidic, with a touch of fruit on the end.

      Eric snorted, waving off my comment.

      “Okay, but I clearly remember you ditching him here with me.” Dane moved to the case and grabbed the confection I asked for. “I think that’s more of a you problem than an us problem.”

      I took the cake, my mouth watering yet again. “Mmhmm. Hey, does this cupcake make me look fat?”

      “Oh, fuck off, you twat.” Dane laughed and chucked a towel at me.

      I settled my bill and glanced at the clock. I still had time before I was needed at the lab—and I could get there before Christopher and eat this thing with no shame over the noises I made. It was a good thing I enjoyed working out, because I enjoyed desserts just as much.

      “How’s the wedding planning coming along?” I asked, snatching a box from the top of the case near the register.

      Eric passed me some napkins. “We’re at a standstill right now.”

      “Only because he’s making it complicated,” Dane said lightly.

      “Excuse me if I don’t want you working on our wedding day,” Eric replied politely.

      I lifted a brow. “This still?”

      “What is so wrong with me wanting to make our wedding cake?” Dane leaned on the counter, the muscle ticking at his jaw. “We’ll get exactly what we want, and we know what we’ll be getting too.”

      “Because then you’ll take over everything else, like you always do.” Eric placed a hand on his shoulder, tilted his head, and looked into Dane’s eyes. “I want you to be relaxed and enjoy our day.”

      “How can I relax when the cake’s wrong?” Dane scoffed, shaking his head.

      Eric tossed his hands in the air, muttering something, and glared at me.

      I lifted my hands to show I was harmless. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You called that petit four a cupcake,” Dane muttered.

      “I always call it a cupcake, dude.”

      “It’s a sore spot today,” Eric said.

      His shoulders grew rigid. “Don’t.”

      Eric retrieved his phone from his pocket and opened it.

      Dane shook his head. “I can’t watch this again.” He shoved through the door to the back, and a moment later he was at the marble table, cleaning it vigorously.

      I lifted my brows and faced Eric. “What’s going on with him?”

      Eric pursed his lips, fiddling with his phone. “It seems we’re in a TikTok war with a local shop.”

      “What?” I took Eric’s phone and tapped the video.

      It was Dane, making one of his baller chocolate sculptures. This time it was an octopus hugging a treasure chest. I knew he’d filled everything with something decadent and sinfully delicious. Before the video was over, it cut to a woman with unfortunate braces and heavy makeup that didn’t quite match her messy brown bun. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Ohmigod. I would feel so guilty eating something so awesome.” She smirked. “So why not come to TrixieCakes instead and get one of our amazing dragon cupcakes?”

      Then there was a dark chocolate cupcake with a blue dragon made with frosting spouting flames. She cut it in half to show a beige filling that could be caramel or milk chocolate. Maybe even peanut butter.

      Dane slammed through the door again and stabbed the air with his finger. “Those are fucking trite! Cupcakes?!” He made a strangled noise and stormed into the back room once more.

      I blinked, slowly passing the phone over to Eric.

      “It’s not the first video, but it is the first one that’s really pissed him off.” Eric shrugged. “He memorized how long the video lasted from playing it for an hour last night.”

      “There are more?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but they were harmless.” He waved the phone. “This is harmless, but . . . I don’t know. He’s worked so hard to be the best, you know?”

      “Yeah, and he is. You both are. Icing is amazing!”

      I never call this shop by its full name; no one did unless marketing became involved. The sign behind the counter spelled “Icing” in flashy letters with soft blue backlighting, and underneath it in small caps was “by Dane.” Pretentious? Maybe. But he was so proud of himself when he opened two years ago, and no one could take that from him.

      “This chick can’t be serious. That cupcake is nothing like what goes on here,” I said.

      “Yeah, but TrixieCakes is fairly established . . . I used to go there a lot before I met him, is all. They’re good. Not Dane good, but they’re good.”

      “Do you think he’s gonna do anything about it?” I asked.

      “What can he do?” Eric tucked his phone away. “If he responds, then he’s going to look like a bully. That never goes over well on the internet.”

      The door opened, and a White woman entered, eyeing the cases. I glanced at the time again and straightened. I had to go.

      I lifted the box. “Well, tell him I said thanks for the cake, but tell him I used the proper name for it this time.”

      Eric chuckled and waved. “Will do, man. See ya later.”

      As I headed for the door, I tucked an earbud in my ear since I listened to podcasts on my walk to work and I didn’t want to be that person who blasted everything from his phone’s speakers. Guy was like that. I stepped out of the way to let a couple more people inside the shop, then hit the pavement.

      The podcast was typical. I was more interested in the diminished rate of ley crystals being imported from Asia as of late. They were claiming there was a shortage hiking the price up. I believed the shortage came from the lack of enchanters purging their ley energy into empty vessels.

      Ley crystals are a natural formation from a large amount of raw ley energy, and don’t form without human intervention. Something about the process allowed the crystals to become malleable with heat, allowing for all kinds of manipulation—like threading it into armor for protection against ley attacks. Enchanters were the only practitioners able to do this. It had to do with the mechanics of how we enchanted an object. We stood at the enchanting table, pierced our palms with ley spikes to drain our bodies’ natural ley energy to create the enchantment. Then the table would pull from the closest ley line to replenish what it took.

      However, making ley crystals impacted the replenishing rate of the energy back into a body. This significantly slowed replenishment, leaving many unable to practice for a week or more. Something to do with the absence of an enchantment and the body not being open to renewal.

      And while Slater Technologies didn’t have an issue paying the prices, there were some grumblings going on in acquisitions over how much we used.

      To be honest, I’d make ley crystals all the time if it didn’t mean I couldn’t enchant or cast for the better part of the week after. I’d use them in every build instead of only for protection gear we were supplying to the military.

      Ten minutes later, I walked into the building hosting my lab as the podcast turned to local news. Shit was getting real in the Nettles since that incident with the Fornaro family went down. I didn’t know the details. When it first happened several months ago, I was in the final stages of creating The Dome—an enchantment with a spell working to cause mass destruction in a marked-off area. Imagine a snow globe forming over a concentrated area, but instead of snow, there were tornadoes, and the dome kept the tornadoes from escaping.

      Back then, the last test happened in a quarry twenty miles out of town, and the device had caused serious structural damage to the building. It’d even caused a stray rope tornado. Now, as I know it, the building was quickly erected just for the tests, so maybe it wasn’t as structurally sound—I doubted it. Besides, tornadoes were a serious source of destruction, and I’d worked tirelessly to keep it contained within the dome to minimize collateral damage.

      Lately, the destruction in the Nettles reminded me of The Dome before I perfected the spell working. What really bothered me about that was the military also contracted that weapon. So how were they going off in the Nettles? And to be clear, tornadoes were not common in northern California. The chances that this device was mine were high.

      When I’d been asked about what I thought could’ve happened, I’d stupidly said, “Probably some uneducated Muted playing with power they fundamentally cannot understand.” That quote spread faster than any other gossip about me. Like it was the common cold. I shouldn’t have answered, but the reporter had caught me on a first date, and I’d wanted to impress her back when dating still excited me. Lots of mistakes were made that night.

      I nodded to the receptionist as I walked past them and into my lab and then my tiny office. I sat at my desk and placed my pastry box on the list I made last night and opened it. The light reflected off the glaze on the side before I popped the whole thing into my mouth.

      I moaned, closing my eyes and savoring every burst of flavor as I chewed as slowly as possible. All worry about the concerning coincidences of The Dome appearing in the Nettles and that stupid thing I’d said about the Muted melted from my brain like chocolate on a tongue.
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      The Bruces’ home was in Old Town, a stately Victorian house with a large bay window and old oak floors. Built-in shelves overflowed with books that seemed to be flea market finds, and countless pictures of Suzana, her husband, and a young blonde woman with green eyes covered every available surface.

      Suzana smiled grimly at me, clutching her hands in front of her stomach. The light reflected off the thin infinity knot bracelet on her left wrist. It caught my attention because I recognized something beautiful when I saw it.

      “I’ve always wanted one of your readings, but there’s just never been time in my schedule,” Suzana was saying. “Or you don’t have time when I do. You’re quite popular.”

      I smiled. “Well, I can commune with the spirits easily. It’s a gift. What is it you’re looking for? My tarot and crystal readings might⁠—”

      “I was thinking of a séance.” Suzana’s eyes darted to her husband, who stood in the doorway leading deeper into the house like a guard waiting to clothesline me.

      “Of course.” I nodded and glanced around the room. “Now, if your daughter isn’t dead, I won’t be able to contact her.”

      The man snorted. “Of course not. Then should we assume she’s still alive now?”

      “Martin.” Suzana flashed me a fragile smile. “Sorry, he’s a skeptic.”

      Let me say it amused me greatly when someone said they were skeptical of communicating with the dead when half of us had familiars. What else did they think they were? “Understandable.” I approached one shelf and ignored Martin stiffening as I gestured to the picture of Suzana and the young blonde hugging each other with huge grins for the camera. “Is this your daughter?”

      “Yes, that’s Kendra.” Suzana stopped next to me and stared at the picture. Her fingers played with the infinity knot bracelet. “I haven’t spoken to her for six years. I know I should accept what the police in Cyprus said, but I can’t.”

      I faced her. “What was that?”

      “That she was lost at sea.” Suzana pulled her focus from all the pictures of Kendra and met my gaze. “There’s just no definitive answer. I can accept she doesn’t want to talk to me if she’s alive, but I need to know. I need to know if she’s still on this earth.”

      I clasped her hand to let her know she wasn’t alone. “I have an opening for a séance on Friday night.” Mimzy had the big bingo game then, and Fridays were my day off from everything else. “The best room for this would be the one she used for herself, or a place she was drawn to. A kitchen maybe?”

      “We bought this house after Kendra last moved out,” Martin said in a low voice.

      Suzana gasped, covering her mouth. “Oh no. Does it mean we can’t contact her now?”

      I patted her shoulder. “It doesn’t mean that. What’s ideal for me is a place she lived, where her spirit energy has stacked up a lot, and people who loved her. Who were the people most important to her? If we don’t have access to a place, the people will be a good enough connection.”

      “Oh!” Suzana glanced at Martin. “We can arrange that. I . . . I have people to call. Oh! Do you need a payment now or after?”

      Martin cleared his throat, left his guard in the hallway, and prowled toward the door. “I’m sure she does.”

      I nodded, not appreciating his meaning, but he also wasn’t wrong. “It’s $375 for a one-hour séance that includes up to ten people. I require 25% now. PayPal or Venmo, either will do.”

      “Of course.” Suzana had her phone out and a moment later, I had a buzz on mine. She smiled at me, a smile broken and fragile, like crepe paper. “I’ll call you to let you know if we’ll be meeting here or elsewhere. Thank you for coming, Willamina.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Martin said, opening the door.

      Really, I didn’t need his help. I gave my goodbyes to Suzana and preceded Martin out the door and down the walkway. His hurried footsteps alerted me he was behind me right before he grabbed the crook of my elbow to stop me.

      I turned and yanked my arm free. “Please don’t touch me without consent.”

      He sneered. “I need you to say Kendra’s crossed over. That she’s gone and you can’t reach her. I need you to tell my wife our daughter is dead so she’ll stop spending money on this shit. I’ll send you a nice bonus for the favor. She needs peace.”

      “I’ll have no problems telling your wife your daughter has passed over if that is the knowledge I gain from the spirits.”

      He rolled his eyes, then jabbed a finger at me. Oh no. We wouldn’t do this, not now, and not on Friday either.

      “Listen, Mr. Bruce. I know she’s in pain. I know your anger’s a symptom of your pain, but you will not bully me. Have a good night.” I turned and walked to my car without further incident.

      He shouldn’t worry about this too much. If Kendra was as close with her mother as Suzana claimed and hadn’t contacted them in six years, Kendra was most likely no longer alive.
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        * * *

      

      The reddish-brown bar top shone under the pot lights at a fancy lounge not too far from the Bruces. The meeting had gone quick despite Martin. The ambiance here was dark and soft, all masculine, with dark tall-backed booths and a couple armchairs in front of a dark fireplace. Had I walked into a gentlemen’s club by mistake?

      Then again, I would probably be an exception to the rule. Not to brag, but I was attractive on my bad days, and today was not one of those days. I’d worn my best taupe palazzo slacks, gorgeous black heels that gave me an extra three inches, and I’d pinned my hair off to one side, letting it slide over my only green silk blouse. I looked fucking amazing.

      “What can I get for you?” the bartender asked, looking me over. His eyes stopped before meeting mine.
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