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      The thing about being a smudge of darkness against a black backdrop is that no one ever sees you. That is until there’s smoke. I’ve always been a creature of the night. Not like a vamp—although that would be kind of badass. I wouldn’t ever want to be like the sparkly ones, but I wouldn’t have an aversion to the cult classic: razor sharp fangs with no morals kind. Like They Thirst or Salem’s Lot, but maybe with a little more humanity left inside the creatures. I could totally rock alongside The Lost Boys.

      I’ve always clung to the shadows. It’s safe there. You know, like the night sky, or the stars. The twinkle of just that small bit of light breaking through this world. It knows me, unlike this place. This place is crawling with filters that no one else seems to notice—colored lenses that sharpen the edges of what most people, if given the chance, wouldn’t want to see. My Grandma Reanin used to say the same things. I guess that’s why I make so many people uncomfortable. I look for the details most people find cringy. Imagine if they knew the truth about me.

      “Tess? Are you listening?”

      Nope.

      Okay, redo. Insanity is nothing more than repeating our mistakes . . . right? And that’s what I was victim to. An endless cycle of finding myself in these kinds of places. The top of the juvenile learning services food chain. In this case, I was in Mr. Greene’s office.

      Mr. Greene was Ignatius Academy’s headmaster—that’s what the ritzy upper-class people loved to call their principals. Headmaster, like he was the Master of Child Rearing Ceremonies. Gag. Anyway, how was I supposed to pay attention when there was an actual storm raging inside me. Not like a cute little relaxing thunderstorm that people try to mimic from apps on their phones. No, like a hurricane unleashed from Hades and set to take the earth whole in one valiant swallow. The storm made it hard to concentrate; it made it near impossible to end this cycle.

      “Tess?” he questioned again.

      My gaze slowly lifted from the small speck of white on his stylish button up. The shirt was peach, patterned by red dots; the fabric looked like it had Chicken Pox. He’d spent at least fifty bucks on it. Of that, I was sure. I might’ve been sewn into this disaster of a three-piece uniform, just another version of the same set of clothes I’d been wearing most of my fifteen years of existence, but still, I knew fashion. And I knew that particular shirt came from the likes of Boutique Loren, a posh haven for every hipster within a thirty-mile radius. It also just happened to be right around the corner from Ignatius Academy. Gawd, what a name for a school (heavy eye roll).

      In accordance with his taste in clothing, Mr. Greene had staged himself across from me in a blue microfiber chair that didn’t match the orange leather chair in which I’d been corralled.

      Between us lived a silver coffee table with a goldfish floating in a round bowl; it was not a pet but a decoration. Trendy, Headmaster Greene. Kudos.

      His frustration and complete uncertainty about what to do with me wasn’t just brewing, it was boiling over the sides of his cauldron.

      “Yes, Mr. Greene. I heard you.”

      I was here because the two girls I’d been paired with in chemistry class (because, as usual, no one had volunteered to be my partner) had insisted that it had been me who had set their hair on fire. (Excuse me while the corners of my lips turn upwards).

      “You may not believe me, Tess, but I don’t think you meant to actually harm those girls.”

      Harm none, bitches. Isn’t that the correct phrase?

      I caught myself staring at the white flake on his shirt once more. “Raymond Wells.”

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “Your shirt,” I said matter-of-factly. How else would I reply? “It’s a Raymond Wells. $67.80, if I had to guess.” It was. I’d seen it with my own beady little eyes. Okay, they weren’t beady, but they were different colors and that freaked most people out.

      Mr. Greene’s eyebrows did a little jig, as did the corners of his mouth.

      “Am I right?”

      “Well . . . yes, actually.” His frown deepened and my attention was drawn to his naked ankle, dangling next to his right leg. The lack of socks screamed that he was making a statement about how he was cool enough to pull off red loafers without sweat protection. “And as much as I appreciate your attention to detail, we are here because⁠—”

      “And your shoes, they are Burgan Teek. $152.99.”

      Again, with the dance of uncertain facial expressions. I knew it made people uncomfortable when I communed with them like this, but I continued to do so because for one—it was just who I was. And two, it amused me. I’d grown bored after doing the nice-nice thing with everybody for so much of my life, not to mention, it hadn’t worked out. People shied away from me whether I was being ‘proper’ or unruly.

      “And you don’t have to beat around the bush. I know why I’m here.”

      Mr. Greene’s mouth opened part way as he took in an audible inhale. “Well,” he said, attempting to sound like an authority figure. “This is very good. You understand that what you did was wrong.”

      False.

      I scoffed at his assumption, at his dirtied attempt at playing the character of the job he’d taken to appease the pressure society put over his shoulders. I slumped down into the orange chair, crossing my arms over one another just like the ceramic logs inside the fireplace beside me. I could sense the ashes left behind underneath the gas replacement, and I could still smell the embers from the last real fire this room had experienced.

      “I know for a fact nobody saw me do anything wrong.”

      “Tess.”

      My stomach soured from his tone. As if the garbage hadn’t already hit the fan—it had only been three months since I’d lost my grandmother and mother to just another NYC crime.

      Add on the loner badge I was forced to wear and the burning secret I’d had cooped up inside my chest since I was seven years old—I didn’t have time for this.

      “I could have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but you haven’t even bothered to run that scenario through your brain.”

      “Tess,” he repeated my name in the same disparaging way that made me want to set his hair on fire. “Everyone in the class, apart from three people, saw you do it.”

      Again . . . false.

      The three undesirables—not creepy like me, but the three other unwanted peers in our class—these were the kids who I had to assume didn’t see me hold a torch to the long, bleached hair and extensions of Darcy Gruber and Holly Sharp. And wouldn’t it have been a little obvious if I’d used such a tool? Seriously.

      “The three kids who didn’t see me do it are the only kids in that class who don’t hate me for having the ability to breathe.” Not that they were my friends. I didn’t have any of those—at least not my age.

      Mr. Greene steepled his hands and rested his chin over the tips of his fingers. “From the sounds of things, you have other abilities as well.”

      Oh! For the love of⁠—

      I stared bullets at him as I refrained from replying, from giving him the satisfaction of getting myself into even more trouble.

      No one—at least not in this institution—was ever going to understand what I was capable of. They called me a witch because I was quiet in class, and because in the right light my eyes changed color like a flame dancing between orange, red, and blue. I wasn’t like them, so they had to give me a label. I just hadn’t expected a supposed grown man to come at me with the same accusation.

      Headmaster Hipster wrinkled his nose and nodded his head. “Don’t you think it would just be easier to admit that you set their hair on fire?”

      Invisible sparks of fury exited my nostrils. “I refuse to take the blame for what the boys sitting behind us did.” Because that was totally plausible. “I’d tell you to check their pockets for a lighter, but stupid as they are, I would think they still had enough brains to ditch the evidence.”

      “Now you’re trying to switch the blame to the boys sitting behind you. I don’t think⁠—”

      “I’m not trying to. I’m stating the obvious.”

      Mr. Greene released his hands down into his lap. “Okay Tess, I can see that we aren’t going to get anywhere here.”

      “No, we aren’t. Because you’re conditioned to believe in the actions of the ‘cool’ kids, the beautiful people—the chosen. You haven’t even considered the observations of the three unpopular kids who said I didn’t have anything to do with the hair burning incident.”

      “Ms. Moreau, we are all aware that you’ve taken quite a hit with the loss of your mother and grandmother as of late” –oh no he didn’t– “but making accusations is a nasty habit.”

      I did my best impression of a brick wall, letting my gaze fall back down to the speck of white on his shirt. “I wouldn’t say what I was doing was a nasty habit, as I wasn’t assuming but just stating the truth. Smoking, on the other hand, is a nasty habit.” I raised my eyes to meet his, just as the corners of his mouth ticked and fell. “Who even smokes anymore? I mean, it’s just gross.”

      He was swimming in befuddlement . . . and I was loving it. “Ms. Moreau⁠—”

      “Oh no,” I said, as perky as one of the dumb blondes now walking around with fizzled extensions. “I wasn’t done. Now then, let me save you the time of making something up.” I stood and parted ways with the orange chair, crossing over to where Mr. Greene had begun to turn the corner from apprehensive into slight terror. I stuck my finger onto the fleck of leftover ash and held it up to the natural light coming through the eighteenth-century windows. “It’s the same old story. People don’t like what’s different, what they don’t understand. They begin to fear what stands apart from everyone else, because what if this different person is more powerful than them? What if she can make everyone see how miniscule they actually are? So, what do they do to that person? They turn them into a freak, and sometimes, they even chain them to a stake and light a match under their feet.” I studied the speck balancing over my fingertip, my skin a magnet for creation.

      My gaze grazed the face of the man seated just below; he was wearing Old Spice deodorant and it had just gotten way more potent. Without looking away from his quivering lips I allowed the speck of ash to return to that from which it came—a smoking Camel cigarette. A spark of amusement filled my chest as I watched his eyes widen to the size of disco balls. Unable to stop myself, I brought the cigarette close to my lips, as though I was going to take a drag, but just as quickly pulled it away and held it out to him. He gawked at the thing held between my fingers before raising a shaky hand up to grasp the habit he probably thought was his own dirty little secret. As soon as it was between his fingers I stepped away. “It really is a nasty habit, Mr. Greene.”

      “I only have one a day,” he said so quietly I could barely hear him.

      “Not that. Well—yes, that too. But what I was really alluding to, was the habit of granting dominance to the ‘cool’ kids, even when they might be guilty of acts of cruelty.” I bent down and placed my hands over my knees, looking my ‘superior’ directly in his eyes. “Change has to start somewhere, Mr. Greene. But don’t worry, I know you don’t have the guts to be that person.” A genuine smile graced my face. “Hey, at least you’ve got great taste in décor.”

      That was enough. I’d had my fun. I stood and marched towards the thick wooden door surrounded by dark wallpaper and took my leave. But not before taking just a moment for the sake of glory. I glanced back once more before stepping out the door, just in time to find Mr. Greene staring out the window with terror still in his eyes, the reincarnated cig coming up to his lips so that he could steal a drag.

      I guess today you will have two cigarettes, I thought with a snicker as I left his office and stormed out of Ignatius Academy. As I flew out of the double doors and down the stone steps towards the New York City sidewalk, I knew very well that I would not be returning.
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      Jamae Carpenter was, like, my sole reason to keep existing these days. She was twenty-seven, a pagan, and had what she referred to as an interminable debt. She had pale skin, an odd tattoo on the back of her neck, dyed black hair with blue highlights, and an endearing affinity for cinnamon chewing gum. She also owned a metaphysical shop called Hexed—it had become my favorite after-school hangout. I’d been frequenting the magical place ever since I’d come across a flyer for it in my grandmother’s building (before she bit it, obviously).

      Hexed was seriously more than a hangout; it was my coping mechanism. My place of refuge. Even before two-thirds of my family was wiped out, I’d been consumed by the ever-present loneliness that hung around my shoulders like a lacy black shawl—the kind that could’ve been swiped from a mannequin in a dusty, vintage shop.

      I mean, sure, being an only child had its perks, like extra cash from the tooth fairy and all the toys in the world. As I got older books replaced the toys, and recently my pink bicycle was elevated to a brand new flashy red Lexus SUV. Except that one was a little different. The vehicle—still with a ridiculously huge bow on the hood—waiting for me to turn sixteen in a few months, wasn’t as much an only child perk as much as an ‘I’m sorry your mom and grandma are dead, and this is the only thing your dear old dad could come up with to make it better’ gift. I’m pretty sure the SUV was also some sort of bribing tactic to encourage me to make friends. Unlike my mom, who only showed signs she was aware of my existence when she yelled at me for messing up, my dad had always had this thing with flinging me into the throes of society—like he thought if I could configure the underlying psychology of humanity, I might be able to act a little more ‘normal’, or something. Heavy scoff. Whether or not that was his big plan, I didn’t care. I was good at being a recluse and I liked books more than people. Books didn’t need me to impress them with a shiny new car.

      However, riding solo most definitely had its cons. Constant solitude wasn’t all that bad, but I would be lying if I said it never bothered me. Even when I’d had two living parents, each of them had been hounded with demanding careers. If it hadn’t been for my grandmother—my one true love, my only legit string of pearls—I would have been just another NYC rich kid who had more of a bond with the housekeeper of the month than my parents.

      More than any other reason, there was an obvious disadvantage to being an only lonely: I had no one else to compare my gift to. My magic.

      Maybe if I’d had a little brother or sister, they might have displayed some unusual abilities as well. I might have been a little less inclined to think of myself as the only one in the world who could read ashes like tea leaves—who could manipulate them back to life.

      Jamae came into my world a year ago, bringing with her more than the sisterly relationship I’d come to crave. Her existence gave me someone to confide in. And when I was handed the news of my mother and grandmother on a dusty serving tray, void (mind you) of any cocktails to lessen the blow, Jamae brought me into the back of her shop with a box of old china and told me it was all mine to break. Yeah, you could say she was my best friend.

      The second my heels had hit the concrete just outside the Ignatius Academy, I knew there was nowhere else to go. It was Tuesday, so both Jamae and Ethan would be at Hexed—Ethan was the boyfriend. Also a self-proclaimed witch. Both Ethan and Jamae practiced witchcraft, but they’d never exhibited real magic—at least nothing like I was capable of. The extent of their skills seemed to be lighting candles with matchsticks and chanting with crystals strewn around their necks.

      As I trekked across the New York City sidewalk, the mid-winter air bringing with it just the smallest gift of freshness—as it fought the smog and filth of the city—I silenced my phone before returning it to my pocket. Usually when I got sent home from school, I could expect an irritated and hasty phone call from at least one of my parents. My mother had often been more concerned with her precious life being interrupted, whereas my father nearly always had the sentiment of an exhausted parent who couldn’t be made to understand his child’s motivation. This time was different. Not only had the plural of parents become singular, but this time I’d let my freak flag fly. I hadn’t the faintest clue how Mr. Greene was going to handle that nonsense. For all I knew he was curled up in his blue microfiber chair smoking the rest of his Camels. Either way, I wasn’t ready to deal. All I cared about was the welcoming scent of Frankincense, sage, and the invitation of clean energy from hundreds of crystal allies.

      The shop’s bell jingled over my head as I entered Hexed. I was immediately greeted with a seismic grin from Jamae. I noted, as I stalked towards her, that there was something different about her. It wasn’t until a freshly manicured hand unabashedly pulled at the strand of white hanging next to a blue highlight, that I could put my finger directly on it.

      I stepped up to the counter. “This is cool,” I said, pointing to the white in her hair. “When did you do that?”

      A fresh burst of sandalwood slapped my face. Recently, both Jamae and Ethan had been bathing themselves in it. Jamae’s eyes darted to the albino strip. “Yesterday. I was in a mood.” She smirked, then quickly diverted her expression into a sly one. “What the hell are you doing here anyway. It’s like eleven in the morning. Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

      I gripped the counter as if the floor was moving. “I’m pretty sure I got canned. Again.” I let one of my elbows sink to the surface just so I could rest my chin in it. “I’m so not in the mood to listen to my dad’s lame attempts at parenting so I’m escaping. The only way he knows how to make anything better is to buy me more crap anyway.”

      I regretted the words the second they fell from my lips. Jamae had never said a single thing about it, but it was super apparent from the moment I met her that she’d never known privilege. I grew up in a Brownstone on the upper east side, and Jamae—not so much. She’d relayed to me early on in our relationship that she’d driven to New York in a beat-up Beetle she’d bought off her cousin before fleeing the broken home she’d come from in Missouri. Everything her and Ethan worked for, they put right back into their shop. It’s what kept me up at night sometimes. I was terrified that the only friends I had in this lonesome world would come to see me as just another Gossip Girl.

      Even though she’d squashed all my anxieties with a tight fist as if they’d been nothing more than a juicy cockroach, I still fixated on them. The shiniest jewel in my treasure chest had been stolen—my Grandma Reanin—which meant that Jamae (and Ethan . . . and my dad) were all I had left. My weak, blackened little heart would never be able to keep beating if I lost any of them.

      Sidenote: why wasn’t my mother included in that little box of shiny things you ask? In that little corner of my soul where I’d always kept my grandmother? Simple. She’d never asked to be. Yes, there was more to that, but even in her death, I wasn’t sure what to do with it. Let’s leave it there for the time being. (Sore spot, remember).

      If Jamae had reacted to my admission of pampered guilt, she internalized it. Instead of judging me like the rest of the world, she simply asked in the sincerest way possible, “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Not really,” I answered honestly. “I acted impulsively and now I have no other option but to hang out and see what happens next. What’s done is done.”

      “That sounds ominous. Did you happen to do anything strange today, Tess?”

      My tongue slipped between my lips. I didn’t want to talk about it yet. “No. So hey, what’s this you’re reading?”

      She looked down at the opened book as if she’d forgotten its existence, then sighed audibly. “Oh, it’s just a bit of light reading, really.”

      Without permission, I pulled at the weathered book until it was facing me, then slipped my hand between the pages to save her place before flipping to the cover. “Confronting Your Shadows.” I raised my brows. “Interesting.”

      “Yeah. It’s kind of groovy.”

      A subtle frown seeped onto my face as I perused the Table of Contents. “What’s it about?”

      “Shadow work,” she retorted.

      I glanced at her. “What’s that?”

      “You know, facing your demons and all that. Like, instead of trying to bury the things about yourself you don’t find all that savory, you face them. You talk to them. You have tea with your dark side.”

      “Hm. That’s kinda cool,” I noted as I skimmed the page she’d been reading. Immediately intrigued, I started reading it out loud. “‘Be aware that facing your shadows may result in opening literal worlds that you never knew existed. It is up to you whether you enter but be wary if you do. There is no darkness without light, and there is no light without darkness, but know that if you leave the ground you’ve always stood on for a different realm, you will no longer be protected by what is familiar, and you will be hunted.’ Shit.” I looked up at my friend. “This is heavy. Who wrote this thing anyway?”

      I started flipping back to the cover to see who the author was, but I never got that far. Instead, I became distracted by a name scrawled on the top right corner of the first page. My mouth unhinged, but before I could draw attention to the familiar handwriting, Jamae retrieved the book into her rightful hands and started flipping through the chapters—taking my breath right along with it.

      “Juanita’s wife, Maggie.”

      Juanita was the head priestess of Jamae and Ethan’s coven. I’d never been invited to their meetings, or circles, or whatever they called them. I’d also never asked to go.

      “Wh—What?” It was all I could manage.

      “You asked who wrote it. Maggie did—like over forty years ago. This thing’s so old.”

      “Oh . . .” I muttered. I could’ve cared less about when it was written. What I was concerned with was the name I’d just seen scribbled inside the cover.

      Completely oblivious to the fact that I’d mentally wandered off, Jamae continued to rattle on. “There’s a lunar eclipse happening soon, and Juanita said that it’s the perfect time to address our chaos. She handed out these little lost treasures at our most recent gathering and told us to begin accessing our shadows.” She paused, then read aloud the section I’d just recited. When she was finished, she added, “You know, this could have a double meaning, this part here. ‘—know that if you leave the ground you’ve always stood on for a different realm, you will no longer be protected by what is familiar—and you will be hunted.’ That could mean that you might be hunted by something other than what’s in the shadows.”

      I temporarily set aside the shock of what I’d just seen scribed into that first page and returned to the conversation. “Like what?”

      “I mean—I don’t know. Like, who is to say what’s truly wrong with the world and what’s supposed to be right? Who defines who belongs to darkness and who to light? You know?”

      “I guess,” I ventured.

      “There are screwed up people out there. Trained or motivated to end someone’s life simply because of what they don’t and won’t understand. They never stop to examine the intention of who or what they are after; they just exterminate what they’ve been taught to get rid of.”

      Jamae was a person who was passionate about her opinions.

      “Heavy.”

      She ticked her head to the side. “I guess I just read this passage with that in mind.”

      One of my fingernails found itself between my teeth as I balanced between the image of that name scribbled in that book and whatever it was Jamae had tried to infer. I was still balancing over that tight rope existing in my mind when Ethan poked his head out from the purple curtain that separated the reading room from the rest of the shop. Within seconds, he was at Jamae’s side, his energy brimming with assumptions.

      “Whatcha all talking about?” His eyes were hungry.

      Jamae set the book down over the counter and patted the top of it. She answered him with a spooky voice and a little shoulder jig. “Shadows.”

      “Righteous.” He bobbed his head up and down. “Have you gotten to the part about opening portals yet? Cause that shit is straight up wicked.”

      Had he just said portals?

      “Oh yeah,” Jamae said, retracting the book back into her hands. She flipped to a dog-eared page, set it back down on the counter so it was facing me, and pointed to an underlined passage. “Check this out.”

      I bent down and read over the paragraph. Once in a new dimension, the shadows may draw energy from you, but you—overseeing your own darkness—may draw as much power from them.

      I lifted my eyes to the two pagans. “Are you guys messing with me?”

      Ethan shook his head as he leaned in, his sour breath close to my neck. “No, this is legit. Look here.” He pointed at the paragraph I’d just read. “Maggie became so enlightened after years of shadow work that she began to see past the veils humanity slipped in front of her eyes. She quickly figured out how to distinguish where otherworldly dimensions begin and end.”

      “She what?” I asked.

      Ethan continued without a hitch. “She figured out how to access other worlds, literally. After years of exploring, she eventually learned how to lock the doors to many of the worlds that she found wicked. She closed portals all the time back in the day. Like permanently.”

      “Uh . . . okay,” I said. “What exactly made these worlds so wicked?”

      “What do you think?” he quipped, his eyes grinning. He backed off so his shoulders were in line with Jamae’s.

      I looked from him to her then back to him. “I—I don’t know. Because there are scary things in the dark . . .” Gawd, I sounded so lame.

      Jamae turned and looked up at Ethan, who returned her stare, before they broke out in high-pitched squeals.

      “Something like that, kid,” Ethan smarted.

      I cringed. Whenever I was hit with a childish moniker, I began to detach.

      Oblivious that he’d offended me, Ethan reached for the book and began flipping through it. “Portals exist all over the place. Maggie, here, just had and still has, I’m sure, a natural talent at uncovering them.” His eyes fell over me with a thump. “She can reach into spaces and manipulate the elements in a way that most can only dream of being able to do.” He casually let the book slip from his hand back to the counter. It was right there, ready to be plucked, and I had a burning desire to snag it. I just wanted to look at that name once more, to see if this time it might speak back and tell me what it was doing there. Unaware that I’d drifted quietly away, Ethan continued. “Apparently Maggie got all freaked out sometime after writing this book. She doesn’t dance with her shadows anymore. In fact, I think she made sure her writings went out of print. Guessing Juanita had to scrounge to come up with these copies.”

      “That’s cutting her some slack,” Jamae smarted. “Maggie doesn’t do much of anything anymore other than selling the occasional crystal ball.”

      My gaze was still fixated on the book, memorizing the author’s name. Maggie O’Brien.

      “If she’s Juanita’s wife,” I said, sounding very much like I was coming out of a trance, “then isn’t she part of your coven?” Wouldn’t she be pissed they were reading her book?

      Jamae shook her head. “She’s a solitary witch—always has been. Juanita used to be, but she started craving group work shortly after this was written. She started the coven we’re in back in the eighties. And even though Juanita still calls Maggie her wife, they don’t live together anymore. They never officially split up, but I think this whole business” –she gestured to the book— “caused a rift between the two of them that they just couldn’t ever fully repair. They still talk, but only for the sake of their cat.”

      My eyebrows shot up. Hadn’t they just said that the couple had separated after the book was written? If the book was written over forty years ago, then . . . “How old is their cat?”

      Jamae smirked. “A witch’s familiar can live for a very long time.”

      “Interesting,” I mused. My fingertips were hinged over the edge of the counter. The book was right there, within reach. That name inside the cover—it belonged to my heart. “Do you think that, like, if someone accessed one of these portals, or I don’t know, like dug so far deep into their shadow work, that they could like . . .” My words drifted out into the ether. I wasn’t sure how to ask this.

      Jamae’s gaze inched closer to mine. “What are you trying to say?”

      My chest rose and just as quickly fell, my question escaping via the whisps of my breath. “Could someone take magic from the other side of things, and like, harness it?”

      Oh my gawd. That sounded so stupid.

      But if she thought so, Jamae didn’t show it. She leaned in, laying both of her hands flat against the book’s cover. “Anything’s possible. Like, the world tells you that when you’re a little kid, then when you get to be your age, they start to take parts of those promises away. And when you become an adult, they ensure you understand that everything in this place comes with limitations. That everything has a price tag attached to it. Even your paycheck.” Her brows reached for the ceiling as she said that last part. “But that’s what’s so groovy about witchcraft—there are no limitations. Humanity can do its worst to take it away, but magic surrounds us always. Both ends of it. All Maggie did was uncover the truth.”

      “And you know what,” Ethan said, pointing at the book. “This stuff is pretty advanced, even for someone like you, Tess. Come on.” He gestured for me to follow him into the room on the other side of the purple curtain. “Let’s get back to it. You’ll never get a job here reading for people unless you practice.”

      I tried not to be obvious as I gave the book one final last desperate look as Jamae shooed me off in Ethan’s direction.

      “He’s right. Go read some cards. And quit cheating by looking up all the meanings! Use your noggin!”

      I hesitated for only a second before nodding my head. “Right.”

      My shoulders fell though, as I walked away from what felt like the last prize at the carnival. It was dusty, and most other kids wouldn’t give it a second glance, but I saw the potential in it. That book was something that I could play with. Something that could perhaps help me open other worlds and maybe even grant me some answers.

      As I followed Ethan past the purple curtain, I knew—I had to get my hands on that prize. It was a must.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan’s reading room was nothing more than a table and a set of tarot cards. The centerpiece was a crystal ball covered by a lady’s scarf—he’d confessed the first time he’d led me into the space that the ball was primarily for show. He said something about it being a locked door, but I never cared enough to ask what he’d meant by that.

      The first time I laid eyes over a set of tarot cards, I felt wild. Kind of like the first time you see a Ouija board in person. Like maybe this was something I wasn’t supposed to play around with, and that alone made me want to touch them. However, now that I’d shuffled more than one deck in my hands, and since I’d been educated on what they stood for and the respect they should receive, tarot no longer held that spectacular rebellious vibe. Now I saw the cards as a way to create independence for myself. Because once I became a good little witch like Ethan and Jamae were training me to become, I could read cards for the public (and perhaps even more than that). I could have an identity of my own. Fifteen and already half an orphan wasn’t what I was striving for. Neither was spoiled city girl. Maybe I really didn’t know who I was, and doing readings may not fix that, but it was a start.

      Ethan used a few different decks in his readings, but we’d been practicing with the same old cards that most everyone has seen at some point in their lives. These were the cards that were waiting for me on the small round table in the reading room.

      “You know what to do,” Ethan said after I had a seat across from him.

      I pulled the deck into my hands and began to shuffle, an action that was quickly becoming familiar and more comfortable. “When do you think I’ll be ready—to you know, like, read cards for actual people?”

      Ethan smirked. “Actual people?”

      I didn’t have to fake the deadpan stare I sent his way. “What else are there in this world?”

      Again, he just grinned. After another moment or two, he fidgeted in his chair, crossing one leg over another. “Jamae thinks you should be a little older, but I don’t really think that matters. What I want to see is you unloading your burdens. I mean, you can’t really help others until you’ve cleaned house, if you know what I mean.”

      I swiveled my head, so my chin was sticking out and to the side. “No. I don’t think I do know what you mean.”

      “Just, you know. Let it out, girl. You’ve got some serious shadows in there. You’ve had a rough go at life. Bullies, and all that. Two-thirds of your family departing too early hasn’t helped either. You gotta let it rain sometimes, you know.”

      I swallowed a ball of thorns before nodding my head, careful to hide the shame trying to lift from my shoulders. I wasn’t above admitting my weaknesses, even though Ethan and Jamae were the only two pairs of eyes I’d willingly peered into and confessed my experiences of being shoved repeatedly in the school hallway.

      “Other than that,” Ethan said, “if you can pull off decent divination without pausing to reflect upon what others have written” —he picked up the booklet that explained the meaning of each tarot card then threw it back down— “then I’d say you’re good to go whenever. And really, you could start reading ashes anytime, we all know you’ve got that in the bag. Plus, no one else can do that. Once you get going on that we’d have a hard time keeping the doors closed, that’s for sure.” He winked at me in that all knowing way, then started to add, “But again⁠—”

      “She thinks I’m too young.”

      He scrunched up his nose and nodded.

      I sighed. “And she is the boss.”

      “That she is,” Ethan echoed.

      It was super hindering, but it was what it was. Ethan and Jamae were cool as hell, but they still had a thin layer of adult on them. Jamae wanted to talk to my dad in person before agreeing to let me work at Hexed.

      Ethan had been right about something, though. I could do what no one else I’d ever met could. All I needed were the ashes of someone’s hair, or the ashes of someone’s person (hair just seemed to be less gruesome). Once I had that and was able to sift it through my fingertips, I could read someone’s past, present, and future like a storybook.

      Interestingly enough, I hadn’t been aware of that little skillset until I met these two weirdos. I mean, I knew I could return ashes to what they’d been before they’d been burned, but I didn’t realize how much a pile of dust could tell me about a person.

      In the beginning, I’d been slow to trust Ethan and Jamae. At least enough to allow them in—to let them see the freak I really was. Sure, they called themselves witches, but they had only ever demonstrated as much magical ability as my brick of a dad. It wasn’t until my grandmother and mother were taken, and I was at my weakest, that I confided in them. It was shortly after that that Jamae had suggested we mess around with what I was capable of. What better way to take my mind off my losses, she’d said. It was her idea to see if I could read ashes like tea leaves. Before I knew it, she’d snagged a gray hair from the green wool coat of one of her customer’s and put it in my palm. “Go to town,” was all she’d said, handing me a lighter.

      We’d learned many things about the woman in the green coat that day. Her name was Shelly Roads, she was a hereditary witch, a content individual who lived alone, and would die peacefully in her sleep on a Thursday night. Thirty years from the day of the reading to be exact. It was such positive feedback that I didn’t feel at all bad about intruding on her life.

      The results had been legendary; I had a gift. But still Jamae was a roadblock.

      I’d heard her and Ethan arguing in the back once, about letting me work there—they hadn’t known I was eavesdropping. Jamae had said that my skills could attract the wrong sort and Ethan had shot back with, “It’s inevitable so why not just rush through all this and get it over with.” He’d also said something about how they couldn’t keep this up forever, and how it had always been me who had come to save them. . . Yeah, that was weird. Either way, Jamae had held firm and stayed rooted to her initial statement that I wasn’t ready.

      There was no way I was going to admit that I’d heard them. If nothing else, all any of that meant was the shop wasn’t doing all that well, and Ethan knew my rare gift could help bring in new customers as well as a new clientele. But who was I to get between them and their business? They were all I had and if I started taking sides, I could lose them both. It was best to keep my mouth shut.

      “Whatever,” I finally retorted, shoving the conversation under the rug. “Who am I reading for today?”

      Ethan had told me when he first took me under his wing that it was taboo to do too many readings for yourself, therefore he’d had me read primarily for other people. Namely celebrities. He and Jamae never allowed me to read for them; their excuse being that the cards couldn’t tell them anything that they didn’t already know. They had a ‘been there, done that’ sort of attitude about the whole thing. I’d yet to read for anyone who was in the same room as me, but Ethan had told me time and again that the person didn’t have to be with you to have their cards read.

      “You.”

      The cards slipped between my fingers. “Huh?”

      “Yeah,” he said casually. “I think it’s time.”

      Another thorny ball materialized in my throat. “I—I don’t know . . .”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to read my own fortune, or have it told to me—I was fifteen, teetering on the edge of sixteen, I was more than curious about what the years before me were going to bring. But it was all a little scary, especially considering that I’d never met anyone else like me in the world. Ever. What might these cards say about my magic?

      “What if it says I’m like one of those portals in Maggie’s book? What if it says I’m cursed? That I should be closed.”

      Ethan rested his back against his chair. “Come on, you know better than that.” He pointed to the cards in my hand. “They can’t tell you anything you don’t already know.”

      “That’s exactly the problem,” I whispered. “I really don’t know what my heart has to say.”

      The room was quiet for a moment as I continued to move the cards around in my hands. Finally, I placed them over the table and cut them into thirds, before collecting them back into one pile. When I was ready, I rolled my shoulders back and looked up at Ethan.

      “Now what?”

      He didn’t move a muscle as he said, “It’s a good day for single card draw.”

      I raised a brow. “Just one?”

      “Yeah. It’s good practice. It goes well with daily meditation, to pull a single card every day. It’s like facing your shadows,” he added with a gentle smile.

      “Okay,” I said, hesitant. I slowly pulled my right hand out from where I’d tucked it under my lap.

      “Just like always,” Ethan said. “Do so with an open heart.”

      I slipped my fingers around the top card, and though it should’ve weighed nearly the same as a feather plucked from the ground, it felt like I was turning over a boulder. My eyes grew as soon as I set it down next to the pile of cards. I gulped as I looked up at my tarot teacher.

      “Three of Swords.”

      He showed no emotion at all. “What’s it mean?”

      “I—I can’t⁠—”

      “The illustration, Tess. What does it say to you? If you were writing a story based on what you’re looking at—how would it go?”

      I returned my attention to the card. It was a red heart, punctured by three swords; in the background there were clouds and rain.

      “A storm is coming. The clouds make me think⁠—”

      Ethan was shaking his head. “Don’t say things like, ‘this makes me think.’ Just say it.”

      “Right,” I agreed. It was so hard to keep all the notes about how I was supposed to do this in order, but if I ever wanted to work at Hexed and find my identity then I was going to have to get good at this. I needed to sound believable. I readjusted my posture and tried again. “A storm is coming, and it’s heavy. There’s going to be heartache.”

      “And why is that?”

      I pointed at the swords. “They’ve punctured the heart. And the way they are set makes me think—I mean, the way they are crossing each other at the bottom—there is—betrayal.” I sat on the word for a moment. “There’s betrayal in my future.” I sat back as the realization sunk in. “Shit.”

      Ethan chuckled. “Very good. But don’t get all bent out of shape, the card could be communicating any or all those things. Considering your recent losses, this card is most definitely signifying your heart break over your mother and grandmother.”

      My gaze settled over his. Sure, that sounded about right, especially since they’d been found with punctured hearts, but my gut was struck with that storm in the background. The heaviness of it. It was more than a little foreboding.

      “Here,” he said, plucking the card from the table and lighting the end of it with the white candle burning between the two of us. He held it in his hand until it got too hot, then let it fall to the table, not caring about the burn marks it would leave as it turned to ash. “Does that make you feel better?”

      I sighed. “Not really.” I touched the ashes and reanimated the card. “There is no such thing as out of sight out of mind when you can do what I can. Can I read one for Miley Cyrus now?”

      Ethan’s light snicker turned into a full-on laugh. “Yeah, Lil Tess. Go on.”

      “Cool.” I picked up the cards and started shuffling again. As I did, I couldn’t help but scrunch up my nose. “No offense, Ethan, but what did you eat for lunch? It smells like rotten garlic in here.”

      His pale cheeks colored a very light red as he brought a hand up to his mouth and smelled his breath. Then, without missing a beat, he reached into his pocket and pulled out some mints, popping a couple into his mouth. “Sorry. Philly steak is my downfall.”

      I smirked, then let my expression soften. “So, I turned an ash that was sitting on my headmaster’s shirt into a cigarette about an hour ago.”

      I didn’t look up, but I could feel Ethan’s astonishment permeating my energy.

      “In front of him?”

      “Uh huh.” I pictured Miley’s face as I sorted through the deck.

      “Is that why you’re not in school right now?”

      “Yep.”

      “Maybe you should, like, tell your dad—you know—about what you can do.” I grimaced. “You never know, his reaction might surprise you.”

      I set the deck over the table and cut it into thirds for the second time that day. It wasn’t the first time Ethan or Jamae had urged me to speak to my dad. And it wasn’t the first time I’d had to say what I said next. “He really wouldn’t understand. He’s got enough on his plate right now as it is; he doesn’t need to find out that his only kid is a freak.”

      “Whoa.” Ethan leaned over the table and placed his hand over mine. My heartbeat softened. “Tess, you’re anything but a freak. What you have is an incredible gift, one that you should be proud of.” He seemed to waver back and forth before stating his next thought. “Maybe if you’d told your grandmother about what you could do before she died things would have been different.”

      I glanced at his hand over mine before pulling mine away. The comment stung—twice. Not only was my Grandma Reanin’s name imprinted in my mind at the moment, but his lack of concern for what my mother would have had to say about all this while she’d been alive was an interesting hypothesis. Then again, both him and Jamae knew the relationship I’d had with my mother had been non-existent. That the only two people I’d ever really loved had been my dad and grandma. My mother never wanted to get to know me. She never said that, but she hadn’t needed to. I only ever wondered why my father stuck around; she’d treated him the same way. Maybe he stayed for me. Who knew?

      “Whatever. Let’s see what fortunes are looming before Hannah Montana.”

      Ethan once more leaned back in his chair. “Fine. Begin.”
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        * * *

      

      We worked on readings for about an hour before Jamae stuck her head between the curtains and announced there was a regular in the waiting.

      “Who is it?” Ethan asked.

      Jamae rolled her eyes. “Miss Connie.”

      As soon as the name left the tip of Jamae’s tongue, Ethan’s head fell backwards as he whimpered, “God dammit.”

      “Not one of your favorites?” I questioned, gathering the cards together and placing them in the center of the table.

      Ethan’s head remained tilted back as he answered, “She’s not here for herself. She has the cards read for Miss Pretty.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle as I asked, “And who is Miss Pretty?”

      Both Jamae and Ethan answered together. “Her cat.”

      I bit my lip as I walked back out into the store and an older woman with blue gray hair bowed past me while clutching her purse to her stomach on her way through the curtains. Jamae leaned in and air kissed my cheek, her phone clutched in her hand, pasted against her ear—I was struck with another cloud of sandalwood.

      “Catch ya later, lady,” she mouthed. “Sorry, I’m kinda in the middle of this.”

      “No problem,” I whispered. “See you soon.”

      She nodded before strutting to the backroom.

      I started for the door, but just as I was about to reach out and pull it towards me, I glanced back at the cash register where Jamae had been perched when I’d first walked in. Sure enough, there it was. The book.

      I bit down over my lip again as I thought about what I should or shouldn’t do. I hadn’t ever made a habit of stealing from friends, but I didn’t really have a lot of friends . . . and this wasn’t really stealing. I’d return the thing in a day or two. Jamae would understand.

      Without a second thought, I sprinted to the register and yanked the book into my coat before running for the door. It wasn’t until I was about a block away that I got up the courage to pull it back out and reopen the cover to where that name was printed in blue ink.

      Reanin Wells. My grandmother. Sure, it could have been a coincidence, but I knew it wasn’t. That was my grandma’s signature, I was positive. Not to mention this exact signature was inscribed on the inside cover of every single book my Grandma Reanin owned. What I couldn’t be sure of and was one hundred percent curious about, was what my Good Housekeeping, women’s poker club playing, clad only in tan slacks and satin blouses, grandmother would have been doing with a book about shadow work.

      It was a long shot, but all I could think, as I dodged the passersby coming at me from the opposing direction of the sidewalk, was what if my grandmother had indeed worked with her shadows? What if my magic wasn’t an accident at all, but had something to do with my grandma going too deep? Had she wandered into a dark passageway that hadn’t been meant to be found?

      I flipped through the book until I found the passage I’d seen earlier. “The shadows may draw energy from you, but you—being in charge of your own darkness—may draw just as much power from them.”

      Was it possible that my magic was the effect of my grandmother venturing into another dimension? I let the book close in my hands as I came to a halt in front of a busy crosswalk. Jamae had just said, that when it came to magic, anything was possible.
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      Even after all my juvenile shenanigans in Mr. Greene’s office, I hadn’t heard a peep from my dad all day. Nothing good or bad. When he got home that night, at almost nine, all he did was stick his head in my room and ask if I’d had a good day at school. It was . . . bizarre. I was left with only one explanation—the Ignatius Academy must not have called.

      “School was fine,” I lied.

      “Good. What did you have for dinner?”

      He was only asking to make conversation. Most of his meals were had out with clients; when he was home, he didn’t have much of an appetite.

      “Mary Joe wrapped up some chicken and vegetables—there’s some left.” He made a face. It was warranted; our current housekeeper hadn’t been hired for her culinary wiles. She’d been with us for six months. Our previous one, Hilda, had been old and set in her ways but her cooking had excused her behavior, as well as her sideways comments about how my mom and dad weren’t home enough. At least she was forgiven by me and my palette; neither my mom nor dad had ever really fully tasted her food. That’s what you get when both your parents are high-end real-estate agents in NYC. “I think there’s still a frozen pizza or two in the freezer if you don’t want to soldier through the chicken.”

      He nodded. “Cool. So hey, I need to talk to you about something.” Ugh, here we go. “Someone else inquired about Grandma Reanin’s apartment today.”

      What? That wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

      Bricks fell from the ceiling. And dust. So much of it. Okay, maybe not literally, but it might as well have. I set down my laptop and rested it over my bed’s comforter. My screen was filled with searches on portals and other dimensions. I’d been researching shadow work and its effects. So far, no one else had mentioned anything about discovering other worlds after accessing their shadows.

      Redirecting my energy to my father, I chirped out a somewhat innocent and non-judgmental, “Oh?”

      This was the second time he’d come to me with this topic. The first time someone hit him up with an offer, he immediately slapped it away. As he should have. Truth: my grandmother’s apartment was like a New York City hot cake—as soon as it hit the market, it wasn’t going to sit there for long. Still, I’d been dreading this moment for a while. My grandmother’s apartment was all I had left of the woman who had practically raised me. Who had let me eat mac n cheese for every meal and sit on her lap until I was too big as she read to me her favorite book. The Last Unicorn. It had become my favorite book too. I’d read it five times since she’d gone.

      “It can’t sit there like that forever, Tess,” my dad said. “She didn’t leave it to you so it could just collect dust.”

      And there it was. I rolled my eyes until they met the wall. Yes, she’d left her apartment to me. No, it didn’t matter. I was too young to do anything with it, so it was in my dad’s hands.

      Thoughts scampered around my head like rabid mice as I refused to meet my father’s gaze. Most of my warped musings were in the form of ‘why?’ Like, why was the world so cruel? Why did this even have to be an issue? Why had she been taken from me?

      I mean, it was New York . . . muggings happened. It’s just one of those things you grow up thinking won’t ever happen to you or anyone you love. There were no witnesses, but it was obvious what occurred. As the headline read: Reanin Wells and daughter, Janine Moreau-Wells, were found stabbed to death in an alley. It was just behind my mother’s favorite restaurant. They’d been meeting for lunch. It was tradition. It had been my mother’s birthday.

      It was a busboy who found them that night. The first autumn chill had been in the air. My initial reaction, after I heard the news, was that they must’ve been cold . . . lying there like that all day and into the night. It’s funny the way our brains work when devastation finds us. The second thing I thought about was how it might not have been as heartbreaking if my grandmother hadn’t been there.

      Like, who even thinks like that? I’d been in a mental battle with my thoughts ever since that day. Going back and forth in anger towards my mother for having a birthday at all—for taking them to their deaths. Then shaming myself for not finding the right hallway to enter, the one that would lead me to where my grief sat on a pedestal. You know, the grief I should have had for my mother passing away.

      Yeah, it was morbid. But no matter how icy it was, the fact remained—I only missed my grandma. I couldn’t change the way I felt. Maybe if Janine had done more than just run through the actions of being a mother—like telling me stories as she put me to bed for instance or laying a hand over my forehead just because; but she’d never done those things. Instead, she seemed to move through a mental checklist of things mothers should do. I was enrolled in swimming lessons by age four and sent to the finest scholarly institutions money could buy. Both my parents had been workaholics ever since I could remember, but at least my dad made me his first stop every night he came home, and those nights that he got home very late, he snuck into my room and laid his hand over mine. I knew he loved me. I’d heard him whisper it many times when he thought I was asleep.

      “You are so special,” he’d even said one night not that long ago. I’d almost opened my eyes, so he would know I’d heard him. But I didn’t.

      Conflicted. That was how I felt about losing my mom, but I was sore all over from my grandma’s death. And now we had to talk about her apartment like it was in the way, when it was the last little bit of her that I had left.

      Without catching sight of my father’s eyes, his sunken demeanor, I replied to his comment. “Whatever. Sell it if you must.”

      “Tess . . . I didn’t say I was going⁠—”

      “No, I get it.” My words were so sharp it was as if they’d been clipped at the ends. But in reality, I didn’t get it. When the will had been read and her wishes laid out for all to hear—that I was to inherit her home and all her belongings, my dad hadn’t put up even the slightest argument. He’d been really chill, but when days and weeks passed and I refused to go check on the place, he started getting on me about it. I still couldn’t understand why he was so adamant about me checking in; her building had strict security and those neighbors of hers were always lurking.

      When I didn’t say anything more, he added, “Tess, it’s just sitting there. You said you’d go and check in on it every now and then, but you never do.”

      “It’s an apartment, not a dog,” I whispered heatedly.

      “Look, I know it’s been difficult, but she left that place to you for a reason.”

      Oh my gawd, I couldn’t listen to this overdone sermon one more time. So, I did the only thing I could do. I looked him in the eyes and stated firmly, “I got suspended.”

      The man visibly deflated. I tried to look away, but I couldn’t. He wiped a hand down his face and nodded. “We’re running out of schools to send you to, Tess.”

      “Nobody likes me, what else can I say?”

      A line appeared between his brows. “How come I didn’t get a call from the school?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t do anything strange, did you?”

      “Like what?” I asked defensively.

      He stared bullets into me for a moment before relaxing his gait. “Whatever.” He started to pull away from the doorframe. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I retorted.

      I kept my sneer in place as I pulled my laptop back up onto my lap, pretending to read about portals. He was gone, but my thoughts were still racing. Of course I did something strange, but what would he know about any of that? I’d never exhibited any of my special skills to any other school; today was a first. Gawd, he was acting just as weird as I was. And why now? We’d already lost so much. Why did he have to add my grandma’s apartment to that list?

      I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be fully ready to part with it, but I one hundred percent wasn’t ready right now. And it wasn’t just because it was all I had left of her; it was because of what I knew had to be in there somewhere. Secrets. Deep down in my twisted guts I knew that’s what I was really upset about. My dad couldn’t sell that bit of property just yet, because somewhere in between the city views and mirrored reflections—under all the clean lines and light-colored walls—I had always known them to be there. The explanations for why my grandmother seemed to be an enigma.

      I’d whispered as much during the will reading, loud enough, evidently, for my father to hear.

      “What did you say?” he’d asked, discreetly looking down at me.

      “She left me her place so I could finally get to know her,” was all I’d said in return.

      He’d reached for my hand and squeezed it. “I think you’re right, Tess.”

      That’s what was really bogging me down about his little retort concerning the sale of my grandmother’s place. He might not have known that I always suspected something was off about my grandma, but he knew how much that apartment meant to me. The more I thought about it, the more I began to wonder . . .  Was he actually alluding to a possible sale, or was he trying to encourage me to do something I hadn’t been ready to do as of yet?

      If the latter was the case, what was his motivation? Unless . . . maybe he’d seen it too. Maybe my grandma wasn’t just a mystery to me. On the surface, she was nothing more than another wealthy New York woman wrapped in silk—but behind her eyes, something was lurking. A piece of the puzzle was missing.

      No one ever mentioned my grandfather. From an early age, I’d learned not to talk about it around my mom; the subject irritated her. Reversely, my dad coached me to hold onto the question for when I was older. For when I was wiser. So that was weird.

      I’d asked my grandma about my grandpa only once. What she’d said had confused me.

      “He’s locked into the ocean waves. Just like all the other unicorns.”

      I knew the book she was referencing; I knew the part she spoke about—but I still couldn’t make out what she was trying to say.

      “One day, Tess,” she’d said. “One day you’ll understand.”

      Maggie O’Brien’s book was just the topper on a whole sundae filled with oddities when it came to Reanin Wells. Because none of it—none of the parts of her life that she’d so carefully glued to her like sequins on a sweater—none of it fit. For years I’d tried to pinpoint what it was that was so off about my grandmother, but it wasn’t until I’d seen her name etched into that book that it came to me. The woman had, buried underneath the blue of her eyes and hidden by the fancy clothes that didn’t seem quite right on her, shadows.

      My stomach couldn’t stop tying itself into knots, because even if my grandma had buried her shadows or hidden them away, I just knew that they were there. In her apartment. They had to be. I just didn’t know where to look or where to even begin.

      I picked up the stolen copy of Confronting Your Shadows and opened the front flap. I stared down at my grandmother’s signature; then, with a heavy sigh, I allowed the pages to open to the first chapter and began to read.

      If I couldn’t ask my grandma why she hid her shadows away, then maybe I could find the answer the same way she had. Through experience.

      
        
        Extinguishing the Flame

      

      

      
        
        The room is dark, save for the light of a single candle. Mirrors are set in a circle around you. If one were to enter the space, you would appear alone, but you know in your heart that you aren’t. For there are many entities with you, reflecting at you and dancing along the shadows of your face. Up until this very point, you’ve been taught to bury your demons as far deep as you can—into the cells of your skin and bones. You’ve been taught to soak in the candlelight and find the burn, for that is where you will feel enlightenment.

      

      

      But what would happen if you acknowledged your shadows? If you wet the tips of your fingers and killed the flame? If you found a bit of light reflecting at you from inside the darkness . . . inside the reflections? Here’s the thing, readers, if you don’t try, you’ll never know. What if you’re missing a whole other part of your existence because you’ve been trained to see the world only during the day? Imagine what you could see if you allowed the darkness to dance with you instead of away from you.
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