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        One Year Ago — Crescent Hollow, Autumn Equinox

      

      

      

      The flame bowed once, as if in reverence.

      “Steady your focus, Lucy,” Aunt Honora said; her voice scraped through the stone circle like wind over stained glass. “Intent is the spine of the spell. No spine, no spell.”

      I tightened my grip on the obsidian dagger; my other hand hovered above the altar bowl, my heart thudding to Jocelyn’s low chant. A slow spiral of smoke rose from the fennel and myrrh, curling upward into the midnight sky. Crescent Hollow’s woods hushed around us, the air thick with the scent of wet earth and something older, raw, and sacred.

      Aunt Honora stepped between us, her long braids threaded with silver charms, her cloak dark as crow feathers. “Tonight, we mark lineage,” she said. “Blood speaks in fire and ash. You carry your mother’s gifts. That does not make you her.”

      Her gaze pinned me. Sharp. Not unkind, but impossible to wriggle away from.

      “I know,” I whispered.

      “But you will be Priestess, Lucy,” she continued. “This coven needs a true heir. Not just power. Direction.”

      Jocelyn’s lips twitched. “She’s not ready,” she said, looking worried.

      I gave Jocelyn a reassuring smile. She knew how difficult the upcoming ceremony would be for me. Transitioning to the role of Priestess for the coven meant every witch would be magically linked to me. My mother was Priestess for many years before her death, and the weight of all that magic had been truly taxing for her.

      “I’ll survive the Transition, Jocelyn. You don’t need to worry.”

      Jocelyn shook her head and appealed to our aunt. “You are pushing her too soon. Can’t this wait for a few more years?”

      Aunt Honora gave her a stern look. “You know it can’t. Our coven has been without a Priestess for far too long. As the current leader, I can only do so much, but I am no Priestess.”

      “The ceremony can be volatile,” Jocelyn said, worry coloring her tone.

      Honora replied without looking at her. “The Hollow made her for this.”

      I saw tears in Jocelyn’s eyes. She was afraid I wouldn’t survive the Transition. If I was being honest, I was afraid of that too.

      “Let us continue,” Aunt Honora said.

      The circle hummed with raw magic, too much of it, like a storm trying to hide behind candlelight.

      “Breathe,” Aunt Honora said. “Let the power move through you, not into you. You’re not the vessel yet, only the threshold.”

      Easy for her to say.

      I knelt on the cold stone in the middle of the ritual circle, my palms pressed to the etched glyphs, the obsidian dagger warm beneath them. My heart thundered. Magic pooled in my chest like molten light, rising fast.

      Jocelyn stood at the northern point, chanting under her breath, weaving a containment charm. Aunt Honora completed the outer ring in salt and ash, the moon overhead casting silver geometry across her braid-wrapped silhouette.

      This wasn’t the real ritual. Not the full Priestess Transition. But it was close. A controlled simulation. A magical pressure test.

      “The coven’s energy is not meant to be kind,” Honora warned. “It is fire, not balm. You must learn to carry it or burn beneath it.”

      No pressure.

      I loved Aunt Honora, but when she went into mentor mode, she was all intimidation with a touch of doom and gloom.

      At Honora’s final invocation something inside me cracked open. Magic shoved inward, jagged and bright, hunting a place to land.

      Pain flared across my ribcage. My spine arched.

      “Lucy!” Jocelyn’s voice broke.

      The power surged. I bit back a scream. My magic twisted against it, resisting. The coven magic I’d grown with, all sharp corners and clean lines, strained against something deeper, older. Something wild. Something not mine.

      I couldn’t hold it.

      The glyphs flared hot white, then exploded outward in a shudder of sparks. The circle cracked.

      I collapsed to the ground, the dagger clattering beside me.

      Jocelyn reached me first. “She needs more time,” she said, her voice tight. “I told you.”

      Aunt Honora stood on the other side of the broken circle, her eyes unreadable. She didn’t rush over. She didn’t soothe.

      But for the first time ever I saw worry.

      She didn’t think I could do this, either.

      “I could barely seal the backlash,” Jocelyn snapped. “If this had been the real Transition⁠—”

      “I would’ve died,” I whispered, voice hoarse.

      Honora’s gaze landed on me. “You didn’t die. And next time, you won’t falter.”

      I wanted to believe her. But the ache in my chest and the concern etched in her expression said otherwise.

      We cleaned up the circle in silence. The ash refused to settle.

      Aunt Honora finally reached out and gave me a hug.

      “When your mother passed, I thought I’d never find her equal,” she said. “But you don’t have to match her. You’ll be something else. Something new.”

      I nodded, feeling so completely unworthy of the responsibility I was expected to bear.

      On paper, I should have been enough. My magic should have been enough, but there was always some kind of internal glitch during these sessions that made everything go haywire.

      I didn’t understand it, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

      Jocelyn hugged me, her arms stiff around my shoulders as we left Aunt Honora at the altar. She continued to chant her charms and pray to the gods for inspiration.

      I had very little hope that any of them would answer.

      “She’s hard on you,” she said, not quite meeting my eyes. “But that means she believes in you.”

      I offered a tired smile. “You don’t think she’s just a control freak with high standards?”

      Jocelyn smirked. “Both can be true.” She hesitated for a moment and swallowed hard. “I can’t lose you, Lucy. You and Aunt Honora are the only family I have.”

      “I can do this, Jocelyn.”

      She was quiet for a moment as we slowly made our way back to town. “Let me do it instead.”

      I pulled up short. “Jocelyn, that’s suicide.”

      “Maybe it will work. We come from the same bloodline. We have the same amount of power. The same abilities.” She struggled to meet my eyes. “Lucy, I can feel it. Your magic is normally so aligned, but every time we practice this with Aunt Honora, something within you misfires. It really worries me. You can do anything when it comes to your magical strength and ability, but for some reason you can’t do this.”

      “I know, but I have a greater chance of surviving it because I’m the direct descendant of our last Priestess. That magic would tear you to shreds.”

      “I’ve trained for this too,” Jocelyn said, her voice softer now. “I’ve led circles, held vigil, even carried the coven’s energy during solstice rites when Honora was sick. You might survive because of bloodline, but what if you don’t?”

      “And if you die during the Transition? Then what? They would turn to me next. You would have died for nothing.”

      Jocelyn nodded, knowing I was right.

      “Don’t ever speak of this again, Jocelyn. Don’t ever let Aunt Honora hear you suggest this, either.”

      “But you don’t even want this, Lucy. You’ve never wanted to lead.”

      She was right. I would have gladly handed this position over to Jocelyn if I thought she had a better chance of surviving the Transition than me.

      “Maybe that’s the real problem. My heart isn’t in it.” I shrugged my shoulders, taking in a deep breath. “But I don’t get to live out my dreams the way others do. This is my burden to bear. Not yours, Jocelyn.”

      She let out a frustrated huff. “You’re right. We’ll just keep practicing, and we’ll make this work.” She suddenly stopped short. “By the way, I ran into Nicodemus yesterday.”

      The change in subject threw me a bit. “Nicodemus Darkthorn? What in the world is he doing in town?”

      Jocelyn’s lip curled with disdain. Like all witches, she hated vampires as much as I did.

      “He asked about you. Wanted to know when you were to become the new Priestess for the witch coven.”

      I rolled my eyes. There was zero love lost between Nicodemus and I. His father was the head of Crescent Hollow’s vampire coven, which made Nicodemus next in line if ever his father passed on.

      Considering Virgil’s immortality, his death was unlikely.

      “He probably wants to threaten me into submission in the same way his father has attempted to threaten Aunt Honora.”

      Jocelyn shook her head. “You’re not meant for this world, Lucy. You’re too kind. Too empathetic. Once you’re on the Alpha Council as Priestess to the Crescent Hollow witches, you’ll be dealing with all of those dirty, underhanded politics. It would be better if you let me handle it.”

      I definitely agreed. Jocelyn had shielded me all her life. I’d never given her any reason to think I was up to the task of being Priestess or handling the many political leaders within the magical community.

      I just wanted to live my life my way, but I’d never been given a choice.

      “Listen, cuz,” I said. “I’ll need your help like I always do, but I’ve got to start fighting my own battles at some point.”

      “I know, but I don’t have to like it.”

      We walked in silence for a few minutes before Jocelyn finally spoke.

      “How is that annoying pug of yours?”

      I smiled, thinking about my familiar. Spike had been with me for ten years; ever since I’d turned twelve. He was obsessed with superheroes, reality TV, my love life, and sugar. Not necessarily in that order.

      He and Jocelyn got along like oil and water.

      “Spike’s fine. Probably watching some of Marvel’s finest while dreaming about becoming his own sidekick.”

      “That dog is too weird.”

      “He’s just got personality.”

      Jocelyn’s side eye spoke volumes.

      “Okay, cuz, I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said.

      She gave me a quick hug, and we parted ways at Astor Lane. I watched Jocelyn walk away, heading back to her apartment as I went to mine.

      I thought about Jocelyn stepping in as Priestess and wished she had the capability to do so. She was a fierce leader and more loyal than anyone I knew. I took my troubled thoughts with me as I continued down the street.

      The town shimmered with late-autumn stillness. Leaves rustled along gutters, golden and skeletal. My boots scuffed the uneven sidewalk as I passed shuttered shops and dark porches, the moon sharp and watching overhead.

      Halfway down Astor Lane, I felt it. That shift in the air. Heavy footsteps somewhere behind me. Close. Too close.

      I turned sharply and saw no one.

      I stared into the inky blackness, and even though I felt the threat hovering, I couldn’t locate it.

      Turning back, I continued at a quicker pace, thinking about my pug familiar and wishing I’d taken him with me for the session tonight.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw a shadow lung from the trees.

      Pain bloomed across the back of my skull. White-hot, blinding. I collapsed to the pavement, vision fracturing into sparks. My scream caught in my throat, swallowed by my rising panic.

      Then blackness swallowed me.
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      The morning started like most of mine did. Too much bergamot, not nearly enough coffee, and one entirely avoidable magical explosion.

      Lathered in Charms sat right in the middle of Crescent Hollow’s historic district, wedged between a cursed antique shop and a vegan café that smelled vaguely like beets. The front sign, which had once read Lathered in Charms: Suds, Spells, & Sudden Epiphanies, now swung crookedly, the epiphanies long worn off thanks to a rogue wind spell I still hadn’t managed to reverse.

      Inside, the scent was a heady blend of lavender, patchouli, and poor life decisions. Shelves lined the walls, color-coded by intent—courage, love, banishment, eczema—and tied with handwritten spell slips that fluttered like gossip when the back door opened too fast.

      I stood behind the copper cauldron sink, sleeves rolled, violet hair in a bun that was losing structural integrity by the second, and stared down at my latest concoction with the same optimism one has when texting an ex: Maybe this time it won’t explode in my face.

      Alas, unfailing hope was not a safety protocol.

      “Come on, Hex Appeal,” I muttered, stirring counterclockwise. A risky move, but I was feeling spicy. “Just do what you’re supposed to. Break tiny jinxes. Smell faintly of sage. Don’t go rogue.”

      The mixture was supposed to turn a soft lemon with a gentle shimmer, cleansing but classy. Instead, it had gone violently fuchsia. Not cute fuchsia. More like evil Barbie with a grudge fuchsia.

      I leaned in and sniffed. “Okay, you smell like a lemon factory made out with a pixie who drinks boxed wine.”

      A sneeze erupted from under the counter.

      Spike, my pug, familiar, and unpaid emotional support animal, stuck his squashed face out from beneath a curtain of drying soap bars. He blinked at me with bleary judgment, his red cap tilted over one ear like he was auditioning for an off-brand superhero movie.

      “That’s gonna tingle in places it shouldn’t,” he said, nose twitching.

      “It’s fine,” I said, even though it absolutely wasn’t. “Just a minor color shift.”

      “Color shift?” Spike scrambled onto the counter, leaving a trail of hair and sass in his wake. “Lucy, it looks like it wants to fight me.”

      “It’s an experimental brew. Personality-forward.”

      “It’s got opinions. And they’re loud.”

      I glanced back at the cauldron. He wasn’t wrong. The surface of the soap had started to ripple, little sparks forming in the foam like it was planning a rebellion.

      “I think it’s stabilizing.”

      Spike squinted. “I think it’s becoming sentient.”

      I gave the mixture one last swirl. My fingers tingled as the rune on my left palm, my witch’s mark, flared faintly. The vampire rune on my right palm, the one I’d inherited by less than savory means, flared red and hot.

      My two magics rarely liked to work together, especially when I hadn’t consumed enough blood.

      I hated thinking about the bag of blood in the shop’s fridge, but the cravings for it were becoming unbearable. I did my best to limit feedings, but it was hard to fight nature.

      The soap glowed ominously.

      Then the shelf behind me exploded.

      Okay, exploded was dramatic. It didn’t level the building. But a large jar of finely ground Himalayan salt burst open with a bang and covered everything within a five-foot radius in sparkly pink dust. The air shimmered like someone had summoned a unicorn with boundary issues.

      I choked back a cough and turned just in time to see Spike blinking at me, now entirely coated in pink.

      “You owe me,” he wheezed. “Snacks. And possibly a new pancreas.”

      “Noted.”

      He shook himself like a furry snow globe and sighed. “I warned you about counterclockwise stirring. You witches and your hubris.”

      “Not all of us,” I muttered, brushing glitter off my apron. “Just me.”

      “Lucy,” Spike said, a hint of worry in his tone.

      “Right. Blood smoothie it is.”

      “I know you hate it, but this spell-gone-wrong had bite. The ripple effects will no doubt be felt down Main Street. Do you want that smelly werewolf deputy in here again, waving his obnoxious badge?”

      I did not.

      I headed to the back of the store where most of my supplies were located and opened the fridge.

      “Do you want me to make that for you, Lucy?”

      I nearly jumped a foot high as I spun around.

      “Cameron, how many times have I told you not to sneak up on a witch? What if I’d hexed you?”

      My clerk gave me a cheeky grin. For a human, he had an alarming lack of survival instinct. His large spectacles covered his freckly face, and his brown hair looked as if he’d run his fingers through it repeatedly.

      I turned back to the fridge and pulled out the blood bag. Cameron lightly touched my wrist and grabbed the bag from me, taking it over to the counter.

      “Let me handle it. You hate making these things, and you never measure properly, either.”

      “Cameron, there is no need to measure. You just throw some blood, Jocelyn’s protein powder, and frozen berries in there and call it good.”

      Cameron looked affronted, and possibly a little nauseated. “No need to measure? Please tell me that’s not the approach you take when concocting your recipes.”

      Before I could say anything, the front bell jingled. I left Cameron to it and hurried back.

      Mrs. Applebaum tottered in, her signature perfume, Eau de Gardenia and possibly Demonic Potpourri, wafting ahead of her. She took one look at the magical haze, the pink pug, and the fuchsia soap molds on the counter and nodded like this was all very normal.

      Which, unfortunately, it was.

      “Morning,” I said, pretending not to look like a glitter bomb survivor. “Today’s feature: Hex Appeal. Breaks streaks of misfortune and comes with a free existential crisis.”

      Mrs. Applebaum squinted at the swirling cloud of glitter. “Is that what that is? Smells like overconfidence.”

      “That’s the bergamot.”

      “Mm. I’ll take two. One for me and one for the HOA president.”

      I nodded solemnly. “Bless your HOA.”

      “She won’t be blessed for long,” she muttered, digging in her coin purse.

      Once Mrs. Applebaum left, her soaps clutched in both hands like contraband, I turned back to Spike and surveyed the mess.

      “Well,” I said, wiping down the cauldron, “that wasn’t a total disaster.”

      “It’s Tuesday,” he replied. “You know what happened last Tuesday?”

      “I got cursed with hiccuping glitter.”

      “And the Tuesday before that?”

      “I became temporarily married to a forest sprite.”

      “You see the pattern here?”

      “Only that I need to stop opening the shop on Tuesdays.”

      Spike hopped onto his usual perch, a stool under the sunny window display that doubled as his throne. “Mark my words. Today’s not done with us yet.”

      I heard the blender working overtime as Cameron made my smoothie. The somewhat stale notes of the blood bag hit me hard. I was nauseated and drooling at once.

      My clerk came sauntering from the back with a pleased grin on his face. “One blood smoothie for our lovely boss.”

      “Everybody hates a kiss-up,” Spike said.

      “He’s not kissing up, Spike. He’s making himself useful.”

      Spike sniffed. “Probably wants a promotion.”

      Cameron took it in stride and gave Spike a rub on the head before heading back to take stock of inventory.

      My familiar pawed at his nose. “I’m telling you. Something ain’t right with that kid.”

      “Give him a break, Spike. He’s only nineteen and new to all of this.”

      I downed the smoothie as quickly as possible, disgusted with myself for liking it even a little. The vampire rune on my right palm finally eased up a bit, the magic flaring for a moment and then receding into the background like white noise.

      I needed to get a handle on it, but I had no idea how.

      A constant conundrum.

      The next customer to walk in was a banshee in pearls. Her name was Linda. She looked like someone’s well-preserved aunt and screamed like she worked in loss prevention for the underworld. She smiled politely and asked for her usual: three bars of Peace Out, Poltergeist and something for her nephew’s hexing problem.

      I also handed her a sample of Karma Cleanse and wished her luck.

      Next came a pair of young werewolves in matching denim jackets. One looked at me warily as he picked up a bar labeled “Eau de Alpha,” which was mostly clove oil and swagger. The other just sniffed the air and muttered something about “hybrid tang.”

      Heat pricked my right-palm rune. I pretended not to hear that even though I had to grab Spike mid leap as he tried to defend my honor.

      I quickly rang up the wolves purchases, ignoring the way they stared at me.

      “Is it true?” one of them finally asked. “Are you really the hybrid?”

      “There are thousands of hybrids,” I said. “So what exactly are you going on about?”

      But I knew. I was the only hybrid in history to have been made instead of born. The only one to have survived being made, anyway.

      The werewolves left eventually, still eyeing me as if I’d up and croak right in front of them.

      “Hybrid tang, Lucy?” Spike said, rushing to the front door and glaring in our retreating customers’ general direction. “Why come here if they find you so vile?”

      “You’ve got to let it go, Spike.”

      “Have you been able to let it go?”

      I hadn’t. Not really. The insult still stung, but this was my shop. My world now. My restart.

      It’d been a year since I’d been turned against my will and lost my coven in the process.

      I’d come to Crescent Hollow’s downtown area for a fresh start, but I wasn’t fresh. I was layered in old choices, bloodline baggage, and a permanent record that followed me like magical BO. The shop had been my attempt at normal. Witchy, yes. But quiet.

      Uncontroversial.

      Practical.

      But magic never stayed small. And people never stopped noticing, especially when your veins carried both witch and vampire magic.

      But I pasted on a smile.

      Because in Crescent Hollow, when you’re half of two things and whole of neither, the last thing you want to do is let anyone see you crack.

      The door jingled again, and I didn’t even have to look up to know who it was. The perfume hit me first. Lilac and something that might’ve been beef stock followed by the familiar shuffle of clogs and the unmistakable sound of someone clearing their throat purely for attention.

      “Lucinda Whitmore,” crooned Mrs. Dapplegrey, stepping into the shop like she’d owned the building in a past life and expected back rent. “You didn’t burn down the place. I’m shocked. And delighted.”

      “Morning, Mrs. Dapplegrey,” I said, forcing a smile as I wiped salt dust off the counter. “Still spreading rumors faster than fire spreads through a broom closet?”

      She cackled, the sound sharp enough to shatter weaker glassware. “Oh, I don’t spread rumors, dear. I collect them. Polishing them up is just part of the service.”

      She wore a velvet cape far too dramatic for nine a.m., and a hat that could’ve been a small roof. Several charms jingled from her belt, mostly protection wards and love sachets, though one looked suspiciously like a glamour spell shaped like a chili pepper.

      Behind her stood Cameron, clutching a clipboard like it held the secrets of the universe and looking every bit like someone who had once been convinced that working in a soap shop would be “super chill.”

      “Hey boss,” he said with a cheerful wave that nearly knocked a display of body butters to their doom. “I alphabetized the labels in the back. Again. One of them was upside down.”

      “Tragic,” I said. “Your diligence will be remembered.”

      He grinned, clearly proud. “Also, I restocked the werewolf-friendly shampoo near the window. And I didn’t even spill it this time.”

      “Gold star.”

      Mrs. Dapplegrey leaned across the counter like she was about to share something confidential, despite Cameron being two feet away and the door wide open.

      “I remember when you were just a little thing,” she said. “Running around with leaves in your hair and that impossible glow about you. Before, of course.”

      I stiffened. “Before what?”

      “Oh, you know.” She waved a hand. “Before you got all…fangy.”

      Spike let out a warning growl from his perch, and I pressed my lips together.

      “Oh, this one’s nice. Smells like flannel and bad decisions.”

      “That was the goal.”

      Cameron piped up, adjusting his clipboard. “Mrs. Dapplegrey, would you like a sample of our new limited-edition bar? I infused it with juniper, rose, and a pinch of mugwort. Lucy says it’s good for protection and seasonal blues.”

      Mrs. Dapplegrey plucked the bar from his hand, held it to her nose, and sniffed like she was trying to detect sarcasm. Then she smiled.

      “Not bad, dear. You’ve got potential. A bit too human, but enthusiastic.”

      Cameron beamed like she’d handed him a diploma.

      I leaned over to Spike. “Five copper coins says she leaves a passive-aggressive gift again.”

      “She already dropped a sachet by the door,” he whispered. “It’s labeled Bless This Shop. I checked. It’s full of dried dill and judgment.”

      I snorted.

      The rest of the visit was brief. She left with three bars of soap, one subtle jab about my “fangy situation,” and a promise to “keep me in her prayers, magical or otherwise.” Then she and her hat were gone.

      I turned to Cameron. “You doing okay?”

      He nodded. “She called me ‘too human,’ which I think is the nicest thing she’s ever said to me.”

      “That tracks.”

      He wandered off toward the back to take inventory of bath bombs, which he logged with the intensity of a medieval monk cataloging relics.

      Cameron was as much of an oddball as me, being one of the few humans in this community. It was why I hired him.

      I leaned against the counter and rubbed the back of my neck.

      I could handle potions that misbehaved and exploding shelves. I could deal with Spike’s sarcastic remarks and unsolicited pug wisdom. But what I couldn’t quite shake—what I’d never quite shaken—was the weight of people looking at me like I was a before-and-after story.

      Like I was a walking cautionary tale.

      Before she turned. Before she changed. Before she got kicked out of the witch coven.

      I hadn’t turned. I’d been turned. Bitten by a vampire and changed nearly a year ago, although I couldn’t remember a single detail about the incident. Just woke up in my bathtub drenched in blood.

      And lost nearly everyone I’d ever loved.

      My magic hadn’t gone anywhere. Fangs and bloodlust hadn’t erased my spellwork. They’d just complicated it.

      Which, honestly, felt like my brand.

      I let out a slow breath and tried to center myself.

      The shop was quiet again, just the faint hum of the enchanted candles and the squeak of Cameron working.

      I turned back to the cauldron where my fuchsia soap was finally setting into its molds. Little skulls lined up in neat rows, glittering defiantly.

      “Just another Tuesday,” I muttered.
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      The sun dipped low outside the windows, painting Crescent Hollow in that syrupy gold light that made everything look briefly forgiven. My shop, quiet now, hummed with the soft residual buzz of candle wards and long spells settling for the night.

      I swept the floor with half my mind elsewhere. Cameron had gone home after triple-checking the inventory and promising he’d bring muffins tomorrow—“unless the muffins are cursed,” which, statistically, was fifty-fifty. The last customer had left an hour ago, and Mrs. Dapplegrey hadn’t returned to curse my potted plants.

      Small mercies.

      Spike lay stretched across the window ledge in a shaft of light, one leg twitching as he dreamed.

      Probably about fighting crime.

      Possibly about bacon.

      He always looked very dignified mid-snore.

      I was just reaching for the mop when I spotted the lockbox. Our little enchanted box near the front door blinked once, a subtle shimmer, letting me know there was something new inside.

      “Can’t even have one day without magical homework,” I muttered, brushing glitter off my hands before flipping the lid open.

      Most dropbox orders were harmless: requests for enchanted scrubs, spell-infused bath bombs, or the occasional passive-aggressive soap order obviously meant for an ex. We once got an order labeled “For him: something that smells like guilt.”

      I made a sandalwood and vinegar blend.

      I flipped through a few slips: two werewolf-specific de-frizzing bars, a love-drawing loofah, and a Don’t Hex and Text restock.

      Before I could decide whether it was worth tackling customs tonight, someone knocked.

      Through the glass, Jocelyn waved happily.

      I shook my head and grinned as I hurried to open the door.

      “Look who the water-drenched cat dragged in,” Spike drawled, giving Jocelyn a disdainful once-over.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Sir Spikewick. Lord of the Snacks.”

      “Someone has to be. It’s why Lucy loves me.”

      “Oh, shut it, mutt. Lucy will never love you as much as she loves me.”

      I rolled my eyes. Their rivalry was a thing of beauty—mostly joking, not entirely.

      “Hello, cuz. How goes the soap business?” she asked.

      “Oh, you know. Same old, same old. What brings you downtown?”

      “Custom order,” she said, handing me a paper in Aunt Honora’s fluid script.

      I blinked. “Considering her desire to keep me away from all things coven business, I’m a little surprised she asked you to deliver this to me.”

      “She actually wanted me to make it, but you do these a lot better than I do.”

      “Jocelyn, she’ll know I made this. I can’t mask my magical signature.”

      She gave me a wicked grin. “And by then it’ll be too late. She’ll have the stuff and move on.”

      I huffed a laugh. “You are positively evil.”

      “Everyone needs to get over themselves. Can you be Priestess now? No. Does that mean we ban you from the coven? Again, no.”

      “And yet that is exactly what happened.”

      Jocelyn’s look went long and level. “You know it killed her to do that, right?”

      I knew it killed her to lose her potential Priestess. Booting me without hesitation? That part stung.

      “You gonna help me make this?” I asked.

      “I would love to, but I’ve got a thing.” Jocelyn’s tight smile said a thing I wouldn’t approve.

      I sighed. “Who are you meeting with this time?”

      “What makes you think⁠—”

      “You need to stop this. I’ve done all I can to figure out who turned me. I hired a private detective, retraced my steps. Virgil Darkthorn opened up a full investigation into his vampire coven. If Virgil and law enforcement couldn’t figure it out, what makes you so sure you can?”

      “Law enforcement? Virgil? You really think werewolves or vampires have ever been the answer?” Jocelyn sniffed. “We’re gonna get the bloodsucker who did this to you. And when we do⁠—”

      “Then what, Jocelyn? The vamp who did this can’t undo it.”

      “No, but at least he can be executed.”

      “I didn’t die from the change. He won’t be executed.” I gripped her shoulders, trying to make her meet my eyes. “I am a total freak, but I’m not dead.”

      “No. You’re not dead, but you are a target. The only ‘made’ hybrid to survive the change. You’re not a born hybrid. You’re a threat, Lucy. There’s no rule book for what you are, and that means you’re not safe.”

      I swallowed, the runes on my palms pricking hot with emotion. Bottles of lotion trembled on the shelves as the marks grew brighter.

      “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” Jocelyn asked, eyes flicking to my hands. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this alone. You could be dangerous, Lucy. Maybe it’s time we really talked about solutions.”

      “I’ve done great for a year. Swimming under the radar. Everything is fine.”

      Her eyes hardened. “I overheard Aunt Honora on the phone, Alpha Council business she thought was private. They’re voting on something that concerns you.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know, but Virgil is heading the discussion. Aunt Honora sounded pissed.”

      My stomach soured.

      “Remember our deal, cuz,” she said softly. “If I ever give you the signal, you⁠—”

      “I run. I know.”

      Jocelyn blinked hard, then snatched the list back. “I’ll grab ingredients in the back. Then I’m out.”

      I didn’t argue. Showing up and making soaps in the shop was her love language.

      When she disappeared, Spike stretched and hopped down.

      “Your aunt still thinks you’re a danger to society?”

      “Yeah. And if the Alpha Council is talking, I’m on everyone’s radar.”

      The Council was made up of local leaders of every magical community—witches, werewolves, fae, even vampires. And since I was an anomaly not just in the magical community but in the history of hybrids…scrutiny was inevitable. Honestly, I was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner.

      Jocelyn reappeared, pulled me into a bear hug, and smelled faintly of spellwork. “I’ve added wards to the back entrance,” she said. “You are a trusting idiot who thinks an assassin won’t attempt to break in.”

      “An assassin, huh? I don’t think I warrant that much fuss.”

      She sighed, exasperated. “Please be careful.”

      “You be careful, and don’t go to this meeting alone.”

      Jocelyn grinned wickedly. “Oh, Lucy. No one is stupid enough to mess with me.” She flicked a dismissive wave at Spike. “Look out for her, mutt, or you’re dog meat.”

      “Charming as ever, Jocelyn. It’s a wonder you’re still single.” He grunted as the door shut. “And I already miss her. Don’t you?”

      I chuckled and headed to the register. Spike trotted after me.

      “Speaking of dating, I think it’s high time we looked into that.”

      I stifled a groan. “Not again, Spike! I am not creating a dating profile on Enchanted Encounters or any other dating site you’ve recently discovered.”

      Spike pawed at my leg. “I need you to think big picture, Lucy. Reality TV has a higher success rate for fated mate love.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since the last three episodes of Love at First Bite.”

      I closed the register. “Is that the one where witches speed-date via spell trials, and compatibility is measured by cauldron fizz?”

      “You’re thinking about Hex and the City. The one we finished last month.”

      “What about the one where Fae contestants have to drop their glamours by episode three?”

      He shook his fur in annoyance. “Not even close. That was Glamour Shot at Love. You’re mixing your TV series here. Love at First Bite is the one where vampires court mortals under a curfew.”

      “And why has this series given you hope?”

      “You’re part vampire, girl! Why not apply for the next season and see if you can find a sexy human companion to be your fated mate? He’ll meet all your unfulfilled needs.”

      My look was bland. “I don’t have unfulfilled needs.”

      “Oh, the lies we tell ourselves.”

      I shook my head and straightened some product on the shelf while Spike padded to the door and pawed at the coat rack.

      “I need the cape before we go, Lucy. You know the rules.”

      I turned, already smiling. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “You say that, but I’m the only one here with strong brand identity.”

      I grabbed his red superhero cape. He sat with dramatic posture while I fastened it under his chin.

      “You know Spider-Man doesn’t wear a cape,” I reminded him.

      “Yet,” he said. “The franchise is evolving.”

      I smoothed the satin and gave him a pat.

      He nodded, as if ready for battle.

      The bell chimed. I cursed myself for forgetting to lock up after Jocelyn left.

      My magic pulsed, restless and uneven. My vampire gnashing at my witch like a caged wolf with a grudge.

      “We’re closed,” I said, not bothering to look.

      Footsteps crossed the threshold anyway. Smooth. Purposeful. The kind that said: I walk where I want.

      Spike growled low, eyes flicking over my shoulder. “You’re early for the blood-moon drama,” he muttered.

      I straightened, wiping my hands on my apron. “Seriously, we’re⁠—”

      I turned and froze.

      Nicodemus Darkthorn stood in the center of my shop, glaring at me like I was the most offensive thing he’d ever seen.

      He looked wildly out of place amid jars of dried rose petals and shelves of hand-poured candles. Cloaked in black with gold thread glinting along his coat seams, he was every inch the vampire aristocrat. He moved like a man who owned the night. And judging by the tight line of his mouth, he wasn’t here for bath bombs.

      My pulse skipped.

      Damn it.

      “If you’re here for lavender soap,” I said flatly, “you’re about five sarcasms too late.”

      He didn’t smile. “Virgil felt a surge of magic earlier today. Vampire magic. Feral. Erratic.”

      My stomach turned. “Why do you call your father Virgil? It’s weird, right?”

      “I’d like an explanation, please.”

      “Fortunately, I don’t answer to Virgil…or to you.”

      Nicodemus stepped into my space, face a mask of barely restrained fury. “You absolutely do answer, Hybrid. Your vampire magic belongs to our coven.”

      I clicked my tongue and stared him down. I could have kept sparring, but I was tired.

      “I made enchanted soap. The batch misfired,” I said. “No need to send the big bad wolf.”

      “He thought it warranted a closer look,” Nicodemus replied. “Your surge was strong enough to ping Council sensors. That’s not a common accident. You sure you were just making soap? You’re not allowed to work high-level magic.”

      I turned, walked to the counter, and picked up a cooling bar. I let the silence stretch, then lifted both hands.

      Left palm: veins pulsing silver—the witch half. Clean. Structured. Familiar.

      Right palm: a crimson simmer beneath the skin—the vampire half. Hungry. Mean.

      “These don’t get along,” I said. “It’s not a trick. Not a stunt. It’s a war inside my body every single day.”

      Nicodemus didn’t blink. “Control it. Or the vampires will be forced to deal with you.”

      “There it is,” I said. “The threat in a velvet voice.”

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a reality.”

      Spike’s ears flicked. “Most people knock. Or bring pastries when they crash a magical breakdown.”

      Nicodemus ignored him. Of course he did.

      “You think I enjoy this?” I asked.

      “Power-hungry people always do.”

      I just shook my head.

      “If your magic destabilizes again, others will come,” he said. “They won’t ask questions first.”

      I stepped in, sick to death of the condescension. “If you ever threaten me again, you’ll find out exactly what happens when my magic does go wrong.”

      He stared a beat, then seized my right wrist, eyes on the vampire rune.

      It flared at his touch, heat lancing through my system as he pushed his own magic into it. A lotion bottle exploded on the next shelf.

      I ripped my hand free. “Did you just attempt to bind my magic?”

      “It was worth a try to get you under control,” Nicodemus said, smoothing his coat. “Of course, with you, Hybrid, nothing works as it should.”

      He turned on his heel and slammed the door behind him.

      Spike exhaled. “Whew. Intense. Ten out of ten brooding. Did you feel the swoon in your chest? I did. I need tea.”

      I pressed my palms to the counter and breathed. My chest felt like it might split open—threads barely holding.

      Spike watched me. Silent, for once.

      “Right,” I muttered. “Let’s feed the pug before I lose what’s left of my sanity.”

      “This problem isn’t you, Lucy. The coven is meant to train vampires, whether Vampire Born or Vampire Turned.” Spike pawed his nose. “It was their job to teach you to control the new magic.”

      “Yeah, well, they’ve never had a witch-turned-vampire hybrid before. Virgil’s bias—hell, the entire vampire coven’s bias—against witches trumps hundreds of years of tradition, apparently.”

      Being turned away by the people I’d considered my enemy all my life had been humiliating. Being kicked out of my own coven right before it? Worse.

      “I honestly don’t get the fierce hatred between the two races,” Spike said. “Never have.”

      “I think whatever started the rift thousands of years ago doesn’t matter. No one remembers, but bias and fear have long memories.” I straightened. “I’m not getting help from either side. So I’ll learn to control the dual magic on my own.”

      “How pragmatic of you.”

      “Well, it’s that or drown myself in a vat of Hex Appeal.”

      Spike sniffed. “On that happy note, I’m hungry, and reality TV awaits.”

      “Let’s go.”

      We closed up and stepped into the cooling evening, my marks itching the entire walk like they knew change was circling.
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