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            WHAT READERS HAVE TO SAY…

          

        

      

    

    
      About The Undead Mr Tenpenny…

      "…a clever, hilarious romp through a new magical universe…"

      —Sarah Angleton, author of Gentleman of Misfortune

      

      "Wow and wow again! I absolutely loved this book! You get such a feel for the characters and the story is so fast paced you don't want to put it down."

      —Goodreads Reviewer

      

      "Man oh man, did I love this book!"

      —Jonathan Pongratz, author of Reaper

      

      "…suffused with dark humor and witty dialogue, of the sort that Painter excels at…"

      —Berthold Gambrel, author of Vespasian Moon’s Fabulous Autumn Carnival

      

      "…a fun and entertaining read. Great wit too."

      —Carrie Rubin, author of The Bone Curse

      

      About The Uncanny Raven Winston…

      "More, please!"

      —Goodreads Reviewer

      

      "…quirky with a capital Q, and I mean that in the best way! …I laughed out loud several times while reading this…"

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "Magic, mayhem, mystery, it’s all here."

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      About The Untangled Cassie Black

      "…a great ending to a truly delightful ride."

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "…super captivating! If you love magical hijinks, punny witticisms, and crazy adventure, then this is the series for you!"

      —Bookbub Reviewer

      

      "A truly satisfying end to a charming, funny, action-filled trilogy."

      —Goodreads Reviewer
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE: TOWER TERMINOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      The majority of this book takes place in the Tower of London. The Tower of London has many towers… which is a little confusing, so let me explain how I use the term "Tower" in this story.

      The Tower of London is a large complex that includes walls, living quarters for the Yeoman Warders, and structures like Wakefield Tower, Salt Tower, and the White Tower (the castle that started it all).

      In this book and in The Untangled Cassie Black (Book Three), I use the word "Tower" by itself only when referring to The Tower of London as a whole. Other towers within the Tower are referred to by name.

      I don’t know if this will help dispel any confusion, or add to it, but there it is.

      To get an understanding of the layout of The Tower of London, take a gander at the excellent map provided by the Historic Royal Palaces website at:

      
        
        www.hrp.org.uk/media/1587/tower-map-2018.pdf

      

      

      Oh, and if you aren’t familiar with the "Shoop Shoop Song" mentioned a couple times in the story, you can see Betty Everett’s rendition on YouTube at:

      
        
        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4L7WTpxcPfQ

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE - THE REPORT

          

        

      

    

    
      "Report in from the Yanks, sir."

      The grey-haired woman glanced up at the stout, somewhat hairy man who’d just stepped into her office.

      No, she thought upon noticing his hands had only four digits. Not a man. A troll. Judging by his lack of a bulbous nose, and with ears that didn’t stick straight out from the sides of his head, he was only half troll, but he still possessed that frustrating troll trait of being difficult to train out of a habit. Once a troll got an idea stuck in his or her head, it was near impossible to get it back out.

      It’s what made them excellent guards. You simply made them promise to keep whoever they were meant to guard alive, and that became their primary focus, even if some of them went about it in unconventional ways. However, this sticky-idea quirk was also why you always had to be careful when working with them.

      "I've told you before, I'm not a sir. Ma'am, mum, even just Olivia would be fine."

      "Yes sir, mum," he said, mumbling the two titles together.

      Olivia Waylon rolled her eyes and, even though she made a great effort to hold it in, let out an exasperated sigh. It was too early in the day for this, and someone — probably one of the pixies they hired as cleaners — had hidden the cords for all the electric kettles. Which meant Olivia was not only having to deal with a pile of troubling information that had surfaced about the Starlings, but also with a dim-brained half-troll without the benefit of caffeine from the tea department of Fortnum & Mason.

      No witch should have to endure so much before ten a.m.

      Olivia pushed back from her desk. The chair’s wheels stuttered over the stone slab floor.

      "What is it?"

      Before the troll could begin, a man entered her office. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties and was slim with cheek bones so sharp they could slice cold butter.

      "Ah, you've heard the report, then?" Rafi said, taking a seat in one of the chairs before Olivia’s desk.

      "Not yet."

      "Chester, why haven't you told her?" he asked, speaking in a tone of mock reproach as he twisted his lithe frame around to grin at the troll. "Never mind. Tell her now."

      "The Mauvais is back," Chester said as flatly as if delivering a weather report.

      "Damn, Chester, you could've eased into it," Rafi chided. Olivia caught a hint of Rafi’s sandalwood scent as he turned back to face her.

      "Sorry," said Chester. "That was the report, though."

      Olivia's dark cheeks had paled to an odd shade reminiscent of a paper sack left in the sun too long. Did this have anything to do with the information she’d just received on the Starlings? The single sentence from Chester — and the lack of any tea — left her head pounding. She rolled forward, put her elbows on the desk and began rubbing her temples.

      "Never mind, then," Rafi told Chester. "Go to the next person on your list and relay the news."

      "Yes sir. Goodbye, sirs." Chester gave a little bow and touched his three fingers to his forehead in a salute.

      "You do know we’re only supposed to use them as guards," Olivia criticized as soon as Chester’s heavy footsteps could be heard thumping down the hall.

      "I know, but I keep thinking there’s more to them. I mean, with their level of dedication to a job, it just seems with the right training…" Rafi’s words trailed off under Olivia’s it’s-not-going-to-happen stare.

      "So, what's this about?" Olivia asked. She couldn’t shake the idea that whatever Rafi had to say had something to do with the file humming under her fingers. Her throat went dry, and she swallowed hard to relieve it.

      "Turns out some American girl—" Olivia scolded Rafi with her eyes. "Sorry, a young American woman woke up the watch, brought some dead people back to life, and this alerted the Mauvais’s senses as to the watch’s location. He’d already been on the hunt for the watch, but we assumed he lost the trail when Corrine Corrigan shut down her messenger portal."

      "That was an inconvenient fiasco." Olivia watched Rafi’s face. He met her scrutiny with a patient, level gaze. "There’s more, isn’t there?"

      "The Mauvais got the watch." The words rushed from his lips in a tumble of syllables as if, like ripping off a bandage, he could make delivering the news less painful if he did it as quickly as possible.

      Olivia burst up from her desk. "What the hell, Rafi?"

      In rapid, angry strides, she paced the office from one tapestry-lined wall to another. With each step she mentally listed everything that needed to be put into place immediately. When she realized her head was going in circles with tasks, she stopped at the desk, hovering over Rafi like a hawk over its prey.

      "The Mauvais has the watch? Don’t you think that’s what you should have led with? The wizard who wants to rule us Magics and enslave the Norms has regained the incredibly powerful, the insanely dangerous object that could allow him to do that very thing. And you send me bloody half-troll Chester with the news? Why are we not on full alert?"

      "First off, if I can't call her girl, you can’t go around pointing out Chester's impure bloodlines in such a disparaging tone."

      Olivia no longer wanted tea. Who cared if it was only ten a.m., she needed scotch.

      "Sod the bloody semantics, Rafi. We need to activate all the defensive tactics we have ready."

      "No, we don't." Rafi leaned back and put his feet up on the edge of Olivia’s desk. He wore a grin that made Olivia want to scream. The only thing holding her back was that she hated revealing the tiny drop of banshee blood she carried in her veins. Well, and the fact that she could kill Rafi with her scream.

      Not that she wasn’t tempted. Her fingers twitched with the urge to wrap around his long neck. But since being a frustrating twat first thing in the morning wasn’t a punishable offense, she restrained herself. Instead, she shoved his feet off her desk.

      "Need I remind you I have the authority to set your hair on fire?" Olivia said through tight lips. "Which I will do if you don't explain things more clearly right this very second."

      "The Mauvais had disguised himself. He got his hands on the watch, but the watch is useless because the girl absorbed all the power out of it. Supposedly she's got a knack for magic, even though she only started training a few weeks ago."

      The lurch within Olivia's stomach had nothing to do with hunger. Too many issues, problems, and rumors were snapping together to create a tower of concern.

      "Where did this take place?" she asked, although she was willing to bet she already knew.

      "Portland community. Busby Tenpenny, he was one of the people she brought back."

      "Busby’s dead?"

      "Not anymore."

      "This girl⁠—"

      "Young woman," Rafi corrected.

      "Whatever. She doesn't happen to be named Starling, does she?"

      "No, Black. Cassie Black." With a heavy exhale of relief, Olivia dropped into the chair opposite Rafi. He then added, "But she is the daughter of a couple Starlings. Name got changed somewhere along the way, I guess."

      Once again, Olivia pressed her fingers to her temples and worked them in small circles.

      "What’s her name matter?" Rafi asked, his voice suddenly full of confused worry. Olivia was one of those people who were never shaken. She was a steadfast rock who radiated confidence and authority without being overbearing. For her to show this much distress made him wish he’d left Chester to deliver the information.

      "Because I just received a stack of reports from various sources indicating Simon and Chloe Starling may still be alive."

      "She's their kid?" Rafi asked, awe replacing his concern for his boss. "The people who got the watch from the Mauvais in the first place?"

      Olivia nodded.

      "And based on the information I’ve just received," she said, tapping the folder in front of her, "they could indeed be alive. If they are, they would be in extreme danger. Until you and Chester came in, I’d been thinking we might put a team together to sift through the files, sort out their exact location, and extract them." Rafi’s mahogany skin went a shade more in the direction of pine. Olivia raised a hand as if wiping a slate clean. "Sorry, not extract as in extraction. Although, that may have already happened. I mean, extract as in get them out. Rescue them. If we can. They deserve our care after what they did for the community at large."

      "How can they not be dead after all this time? It’s been what? More than twenty years, yes?"

      "Twenty-four. If they are alive, it won’t have been a thriving existence. They’re nothing more than pawns to whoever has them. Likely kept just enough alive. Again, assuming these reports aren’t false leads, if the Starlings aren’t dead, it’s quite likely they wish they were."

      "You’re thinking the Mauvais has them." Chills went up Rafi’s arms.

      "I haven’t had time to sort out what I’m thinking, but from what you’ve just said, if this daughter of theirs has tricked the Mauvais and it turns out they’re being held by him, he’s going to use them to get to her. He’ll dangle them in front of her then throw them away once he has what he wants. What I don’t understand is why wouldn’t he just go after her directly? What good do the parents do him?"

      "He tried." Rafi’s voice carried a hint of amused pride. "He was trying to get the watch, but she beat him."

      "Her years of training have really paid off. Remind me to commend the Portland community." Rafi, an enigmatic grin lighting up his face, shook his head emphatically. "What?"

      "I just told you. She wasn’t trained. I mean, she was, but only for a couple weeks. Before that, she had no idea she was one of us. Think about it," Rafi said, clearly impressed, "barely trained and she beat him. Of course, she had been hopped up on donuts, but it’s still impressive."

      Olivia’s stomach growled at the mention of food. She stood up, flipped open the report cover, and looked at the photo of a lanky, dark-haired white woman. Barely trained and she had survived going toe to toe with the Mauvais.

      "But you said the Mauvais had the watch. That doesn’t sound like she won."

      Rafi’s face beamed like a pre-teen gushing over the latest boy band. "She pulled all the power from the watch into herself. The Mauvais got the watch, but it’s nothing more than a decorative trinket now. He’ll be fuming once he finds out."

      Barely trained, and she now held the watch’s power within her.  "We need to call her in," Olivia said with grim decisiveness.

      "Are we locking her down or inviting her to work with us?"

      Olivia closed the folder.

      "We'll see."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            HOME DESIGN

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate it when Fiona looks at me like that. I mean, I expect it from Dr. Dunwiddle, but when Fiona gives you that I’m-so-frustrated-I-could-smack-you glare, you know you’ve screwed up.

      Okay, I admit the book I was supposed to be shelving — hands free, mind you — might have traveled a bit farther than I intended. And, well, there might now be a book-sized hole in Fiona’s wall.

      In my defense, I had offered to put it away using good old Norm muscle power. She's the one who insisted I use my magic to place the book back on the shelf.

      You know when you reach into the fridge and lift up an opaque jug thinking it's full to the brim with orange juice, cashew milk, wine, or whatever liquid suits your fancy? Your muscles prepare themselves to heft a certain amount of weight. So when you lift the jug that your roommate/spouse/child/self put back nearly empty, you end up overdoing it and banging the damn jug right into the top of the fridge while your muscles are shouting, "Hells yes! We are so strong!"

      That’s pretty much what I’ve been doing with my magic these past couple weeks.

      Again, in my defense, the book was really thick and looked like it should have weighed at least six pounds. When I gave it a magical little lift and push…Bam! It went straight through the drywall, through the insulation, then through the siding of Fiona’s schoolroom that makes up most of the ground floor of her house.

      I couldn’t figure out why she was so agitated. I mean, Fiona now had a perfect peekaboo view of Spellbound Patisserie, along with the tantalizing smell of baked goods wafting through her home.

      I also couldn’t figure out why it mattered so much to me that I’d annoyed her. After all, a month ago I wouldn’t have given a flying rat’s fart about upsetting any human on Planet Earth, except for Mr. Wood — my boss at the funeral home where I illegally put makeup on dead people for their final show.

      In fact, I took personal pride in being able to put up someone's hackles against me in less than eight minutes. I was like the rodeo queen of keeping people at a distance. Now, here I stood worried, bothered even, that I’d upset Fiona, one of the few Magics who had shown an enormous amount of patience and understanding with me.

      So far.

      Oh, by the way, while there are supposedly flying cats in MagicLand, there are no flying rats. Although they can be very aerodynamic if you ask them to tuck up their paws while you magically zip them around through the air.

      Probably best if you keep that one from PETA.

      "Really, I think it’s an improvement," I said, looking appreciatively at the damage.

      "Cassie, you put a hole in my wall," Fiona said with controlled matter-of-factness.

      "But now you have the tasty scent of cake filling your home."

      "Since I should really lose a few pounds and ought to stay away from Spellbound’s product line, I don't see how that's a benefit." She almost, almost tapped her toes with impatience, but then seemed to think better of it. Even so, Fiona standing with her hands on her round hips and arms akimbo was a clear sign of her frustration level.

      "Still, when you do get the urge to go, now you can check to see if there’s a line before you head out." As I looked through the hole to demonstrate this excellent new amenity, my heart jumped. Before I could control my mouth, I said, "Look, there's Alastair."

      I blurted this too brightly, trying in some weird way to use good cheer to cover up my confusion over this man. He was one of my instructors. He had known my parents. But he had also known the person who may have killed my parents. And while he had seemed to want to help me in my fight against the Mauvais, something about his involvement that day and his actions in the two weeks leading up to it, left my suspicion systems on high alert.

      Unfortunately, while Team Brain was trying to be analytical about all this, Team Heart stubbornly refused to listen. Even though Alastair couldn’t match a pair of socks to save his life, he was devilishly good looking, he had a shy charm, he had great taste in sweet treats, and my attraction toward him was bulking up like a boneheaded jock who’s chugged too many protein shakes.

      And our class time together wasn’t helping one bit with this confusion. See, the Mauvais — that’s this evil wizard who wants to go all Voldemort on the world — would love to capture me to tap into my magic for his own nefarious purposes. A comforting thought if ever there was one. As such, it was imperative to get me trained in how to protect myself. But I also needed intensive and immediate instruction on how to control my magic since my powers were currently overflowing like a leaky diaper.

      As part of this more rigid, more in-depth training, my lessons with Alastair these past couple of weeks were no longer the back-and-forth banter sessions over cake they had been before my showdown with the Mauvais. They were now physical and focused primarily on defense.

      As with any defense-oriented class, there were plenty of awkward moments of close contact. This close contact also led to a few near kisses, from which Alastair would — after a couple tension-filled seconds — catch himself, fumble his way backward, and launch into some tidbit of magical history no matter how out of context it was for the lesson at hand. All the while, his embarrassment would bring the most adorable sparkle to his eyes…

      Ugh. See how ridiculously enamored I’ve become. Pathetic, right?

      However, in my most recent sessions with Alastair, it seemed he wasn’t jumping back quite so quickly. Which would be fine if I was your run-of-the-mill Magic, but I’m an absorber. That means I can suck away someone else’s magic without even trying. As an absorber, you’re supposed to be taught from a very young age how to tame your abilities so you don’t end up draining your entire neighborhood.

      Thanks to missing out on my magical formative years and thanks to my recent overdose of magic, my absorbing side was running as wild as a lion who’s just escaped from the zoo. Just as it would be dangerous to hang out with that rogue lion, it was risky for any Magic to be near me too long.

      Which meant Alastair’s willingness to spend time with me, and spend that time in close proximity to me, was creating a battle royale between Team Heart’s ever-intensifying crush and Team Brain’s incessant questions regarding his true motives.

      Of course, when I was around Alastair, Team Heart usually won out and all these doubts fell right out of my head. Especially when he would lean in close to adjust my hands into a spell’s proper sequence and his breath on my neck would send goosebumps all down my arm…

      Sorry, where was I? Oh right, I was telling you a story about a hole in a wall.

      "Yes, I'm aware Alastair is there," Fiona said, distracting me from drooling as Alastair shifted a square box under his arm. He checked both ways, then darted across the street and headed straight for my remodeling job. Realizing I was staring, I turned away. Fiona had a knowing look on her face. "Look, Cassie, a few people, including Alastair, are coming by. We need to talk."

      "Somehow I don't think the topic is about getting a team together for the Starlight Parade this year," I said, referring to a silly bit of annual fun in the non-magical Portland world.

      "No," she said so crisply you could have topped the word with cheese and served it as a savory snack.

      "Is this about my parents?"

      I can’t tell you how much I wanted her to say yes. Every part of me wanted to find them, wanted news about them, wanted to be reunited with them.

      My parents, who I’d thought abandoned me to a childhood trapped in wickedly nasty foster homes, turned out to be heroes in the magic world. Everyone believed they had died in action, but the Mauvais hinted they might be alive. As had Dr. Runa Dunwiddle, who is not the kind of person to tell you lies just to boost your mood.

      "No, it’s not, and I know you think we’re not taking the rumors seriously, but it is being looked into. So, please let the matter of your parents be handled by proper investigators. You poking around and playing detective is exactly how the Mauvais will get his hands on you."

      "Then what⁠—?"

      "Hello!" Alastair called through the hole in the wall. At the sight of him, Team Brain responded by tensing my shoulders, while Team Heart did a couple cartwheels in my chest. Welcome to the Infatuation Roller Coaster, everyone. "I like what you've done with the place, Fiona."

      I smiled and raised my eyebrows at Fiona as if to say: See, everyone’s going to love this new, innovative feature in home design.

      In a curt tone, Fiona told him to go around to the front door then focused her stern, green eyes back on me. My smile dropped.

      "That," she pointed to the hole, "is what's going to be discussed."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            TOO MUCH MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Once inside the house, Alastair lifted a lemon cake decorated with summer strawberries from the box. Fiona directed him to take it upstairs to her sitting room, telling him we’d join him shortly. With Fiona following, I went into her kitchen to make coffee under her careful scrutiny.

      Thankfully, she was too busy welcoming the no-longer-dead Busby Tenpenny to notice when my Boiling Charm went too far and instantly turned an entire kettle of water into steam. I quickly refilled the appliance and opted to use the on/off switch just like normal people do to heat water for the French press. I then pulled down a tray and arranged five sets of cups and saucers on it, as well as cake plates and forks.

      Without breaking a single thing.

      And let me tell you, that really was a feat to be proud of. See, even though the bones of one of my hands had recently been crushed into a billion pieces, that hand refused to give up its delusions of being functional.

      As such, it kept reaching for things, only to bash into them and send shocks of pain up my arm. It was annoying and embarrassing, but since Dr. Dunwiddle insisted there was no such thing as Skelegro, I was stuck waiting for the hand to heal the old-fashioned way.

      Fiona, apparently not wanting her dishes to go flying through any walls, carried the tray upstairs, where Mr. Tenpenny doled out the treats. Cake and caffeine sorted, I took a seat in an agonizingly stiff, wooden chair, while Fiona, Dr. Dunwiddle, Alastair, and Busby sat in plush chairs passing judgmental stares over me. Okay, Alastair’s stare was more mischievous than judgey, but the others? Very judgey indeed.

      "I'll get right to it, Cassie," said Fiona just as I’d taken a bite of the cake and was preparing to swoon in strawberry bliss. "You're too powerful and you aren't learning to control it."

      "I am," I said, gulping down my forkful of cake. "I can change a feather into a rock just as quickly as the advanced students."

      "But there's an inconsistency," Fiona insisted. "When you trained with Lola you were able to show excellent control." She was referring to my lessons with Lola LeMieux during which Lola had turned me into her personal Magic Maid service. But I had to agree that even after I’d spent two weeks dusting, vacuuming, and rearranging furniture, Lola’s walls had remained free of any unexpected new openings. "Now, you’re demonstrating no finesse."

      "Look," Dr. Dunwiddle said, cutting me off from muttering my excuses. She used to hate me, but ever since I proved myself against the Mauvais, she had switched gears to only mildly disliking me. "We’re not blaming you."

      "It certainly feels like you’re blaming me," I said, my defensive instincts throwing up a barrier so extensive and sturdy it would have put the Great Wall of China to shame.

      "This isn’t an accusation or implication," said Mr. T, "but you pulled in a great deal of power from the watch when you fought the Mauvais. Your magic levels are off the chart. Since you’re barely trained as it is, the extra strength makes it harder to manage."

      "So, how do I get my magic levels under control? Could you just prescribe me some magic statins," I quipped, and I thought it was a pretty clever quip, but there was Dr. D giving me the stink eye.

      "I feel it's my fault," Alastair said. "After giving her the donuts, I should have stuck by her side when she went to Vivian’s."

      Yes, about that⁠—

      I darted my gaze between my other three interrogators, hoping one of them would ask what I’d been finding myself unable to. Really, why had they not addressed this before?

      Alastair had fed me a heap of donuts on the day he believed I would be coming face to face with the Evil One. In addition to being an absorber, I’m an even rarer Magic who’s also a giver,  meaning I can donate magic. Or have it taken from me against my will. Alastair had to have known those sugar bombs would boost both the absorbing and the giving side of my magic.

      So the question remained: Had he given me them to strengthen me for the fight ahead? Or had he hoped the Mauvais would capture me and use my sugar-charged magic to strengthen himself?

      My eyes locked on Mr. Tenpenny’s. I raised my eyebrows in a prodding way. He gave a slight nod.

      "After enhancing Cassie’s magic with sugar, you let her walk into danger. Is that what you intended?" Mr. T said, voicing my own thoughts in his rich, posher-than-the-Queen accent.

      "I did not," replied Alastair, clearly offended. "I wanted her to have an advantage if something happened. I’d planned to be there, but Cassie and the Mauvais found each other first. Fiona, if you recall that day, you’re the one who stopped me to tell me how Cassie’s draining went. Remember how impatient I was?"

      "You could have just said something," Fiona said.

      "I wasn’t certain what you’d think. I mean, I didn’t know Cassie would steal the watch, but I did know she was up to something. I had hoped to keep it between me and her because I didn’t want to stir up trouble for her."

      He stopped and took a sip of tea, watching me over the rim of the cup. The deep blue eyes were now serious, all hint of the earlier mischief gone. "Maybe it was foolish of me, but I thought with a little help from the donuts, she and I could work together to face the problem, but by the time I did get there. Well…"

      He let the sentence trail off, holding back from telling them I was the one who didn’t let him in. I was the one who refused his help, unsure if he’d come to fight with me or against me. "Anyway, she was doing well. When I did get in, I was merely helping finish up what she had started."

      I don’t know, it may be my inability to trust, but this sounded a little weak to me. Still, when Alastair next met my eyes there was sincere apology and maybe a hint of guilt in his look.

      "This is beside the point," said Dr. Dunwiddle. "The sugar in the donuts not only kept her from being able to be fully drained, but it also amplified the power she absorbed from the watch, which would have been a huge dose for even the most capable Magic."

      "So, maybe I just cut back on sugar for a bit," I offered, hating the idea the moment I said it.

      My ability to absorb may have allowed me to pull the trick with the watch, but Dr. D was right, the watch’s power had thrown my magical strength into overdrive. If I’d wanted to, I could have probably sucked up all the magic in the room, swirled it into a tornado, and funneled it into Alastair’s cake box.

      But I had been making a sincere effort in my training over the past couple weeks. Part of this effort stemmed from not wanting the Mauvais to turn me into a rechargeable magic battery, but also because if it turns out Alastair’s not on the side of evil and I do allow myself to succumb to this force between us, it would be nice not to completely de-magic him.

      Which I did nearly do during our last class. See, the timer failed to go off. I’d just nailed a Shield Spell for the first time when Alastair started swaying woozily. I thought it was me. Well, it was me, but only the uncontrolled magic part of me, not the sweeping-men-off-their-feet part — if I even had one. We’d only gone thirty minutes over our time; it took Alastair the rest of the day to recover.

      But look at him now, he looks fine.

      Really fine.

      "You can try adjusting your diet," Dr. D said, jerking me away from gawking at Alastair, "but I want you to bear in mind that you now have more power than any Magic should. And a fair deal of that is the watch’s power."

      "And it’s a worrisome power at that," Mr. Tenpenny added, "because if the Mauvais does capture you, he will use you against us. Against everyone."

      I slumped in my uncomfortable chair and shoved a hunk of cake into my mouth. So much for the diet.

      "We can help," Runa offered. "We can intensify your training and we can hope to drain some of the magic from you, but that could be dangerous."

      "Dangerous how?" I asked.

      "We should have asked Gwendolyn to explain this," Fiona said. "Basically, magic can stay separate in an object, but once magic goes into a person, it combines. The instant you took in the watch’s magic — most of which is the Mauvais’s magic — you intertwined your power with his. Much like butter and eggs being mixed into sugar for a batch of cookies, it’s near impossible to separate the components once they’ve blended. We don't know what exactly to do with you. We’ve been hoping these past couple weeks might have given us some answers, but we’re at a loss. The more we try to tame your magic, the wilder it gets."

      "You make me sound like a freak." Which I was used to, but it still hurt, especially since during my time in MagicLand — my not-so-clever name for Rosaria, the secret underworld of the magic community of Portland, Oregon — I hadn't felt quite as freaky as I used to.

      "No, not a freak," Mr. Tenpenny said, "but like a very talented pupil who's been assigned teachers who only know how to instruct mediocre students."

      "Not exactly how I’d put it," Dr. Dunwiddle grumbled.

      "So, what? You're kicking me out of Hogwarts?"

      Mr. T bristled. He hated Harry Potter. Hate can't even describe it. It’s more of a personal assault on him every time there's a Harry Potter reference. I’ve tried to control the habit in his presence, but one slips through now and then. Still, he can't complain too much. After all, I did bring him back from the dead. Twice.

      "No, we're not kicking you out," said Fiona. "Right now, you’re kind of like a clumsy kid with an elephant gun, but I’m certain with enough time and patience, we can turn you into something more akin to a marksman with a fine-tipped arrow. But if there are any further incidents, something will have to be done."

      "I understand." I didn't. I couldn't help but have this magic and I’d been working really hard, so what more could I do?

      "Good. I hope you do. Because if you don’t show more control, I honestly don't know what we’ll do with you."

      And with that, with the feeling I was an unwanted knickknack only being kept around until they could find time to list me on eBay, I finished my cake in silence, my magic buzzing with every bite.
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      After my you’re-a-freak intervention session, the other three Magics volunteered to help Fiona tidy up. With one hand broken and with my new habit of destroying things by over-magicking them, no one tried to cajole me into kitchen duties. I bided my time browsing Fiona’s bookshelves while Runa, Busby, and Alastair followed Fiona downstairs with the dirty dishes.

      I felt like a halfwit. I felt like I would never fit in anywhere or make the right decision about anything. I thought I’d been helping with the watch trick. Instead, I’d only turned myself into a bigger misfit.

      So, once their voices were bouncing off the walls and high ceilings of Fiona’s vast country kitchen, I slipped down the stairs and out the door, dashed over to the next building, and hurried through my portal.

      Or rather, tried to hurry.

      I had recently succeeded in straightening up my coat closet, which is where my portal to MagicLand had been installed. However, to keep the main living area of my apartment somewhat clean, I have a habit of simply tossing things into whatever cupboard or drawer is handy. So, it had only taken a few short days for my briefly tidy closet to revert to its usual tangle of coats, bags, and shoes.

      Once I’d waded through the disarray and into my apartment, I dropped into my secondhand (or was it third?) wingback chair and sulked. But even that self-indulgent moping wasn’t to be. Pablo, my formerly deceased feline who I’d gotten from a formerly deceased Hispanic lady, barely had time to rub across my legs and beg for a treat before my phone pinged to let me know messages were waiting.

      For some reason, although I can make calls out of MagicLand, incoming messages seem unable to make it past the barrier. Luckily, I’m not very popular, so the task of sifting through the notifications rarely takes more than twenty seconds.

      This time, however, there were four voicemails from Mr. Wood, all sent within the space of two minutes. I didn't bother to listen to them. That many messages in a row could not be good. My boss had repeatedly expressed his utter boredom in his convalescence, but it's not like he was going to call every thirty seconds just to chat. Something was wrong. And with the way things had been going at the funeral home lately, it was likely my fault. I handed over some cat crack to Pablo, then hustled down the stairs to the door of my apartment building.

      Where I was promptly met by my landlord.

      You remember Morelli, right? Hairy shoulders, dirty tank tops, missing pinky on each hand, and a fan of television reruns. Other than keeping the garden gnome out front looking spiffy, Morelli didn't do much in regards to building maintenance, but he did get a kick out of informing me, his only tenant, when my rent was due down to the exact minute. He could also, without a lick of effort, block a doorway with the prowess of an all-star hockey goalie. That’s not to say he was fat. He had a paunch, but thanks to his favorite tank top revealing more than I cared to see, he appeared to have rock-solid muscle underneath those hairy shoulders.

      "We need to talk about your lease, Black."

      "Not now," I said, shifting to the left then the right, trying to find a gap I could squeeze through.

      "Yes, now. You canceled your lease, but yet you're still here. I could call you in as a squatter. Plus, I know you got a cat in there."

      "Hey, I never signed anything. I only verbally canceled." Mind you, that cancellation had been made while I was having a bit of a temper tantrum. "And I think you need some fresh air to clear that thick skull of yours, because if you remember correctly, my lease allows me to have a pet."

      He narrowed his eyes, and I wondered if he did strength training to develop the muscles in his face. The squint was menacing and intimidating, but I didn’t back down because I knew I was right. Although Morelli had recently threatened to raise my rent by a ridiculous amount, he now possessed a legal document that guaranteed I could stay in my apartment for the next five years without a single rate increase. That same document also stated I was allowed to keep a cat, free of charge.

      And no, I wasn’t in the habit of memorizing rental agreements. All this information was fresh in my mind because a few days ago, while Morelli was out bench pressing cars, eating an entire cow, or whatever it was he did to pack so much bulk onto his bones, I "adjusted" my lease by moving around a few ink molecules on the document. Which does prove I can control my magic. Although I don’t think Fiona or the others would exactly approve of that particular use.

      "I’ve still got a matter to settle with you, Black."

      "And I’ve got an emergency." I made a step-aside motion with my hands. If he only knew that move — with the right intention behind it — could fling him through the wall, maybe he’d drop the scowl and show a bit of respect.

      Something in the set of my jaw must have told him I wasn’t fooling around because his eyes relaxed, he reeled in the finger he’d been pointing at me, then crossed his arms over his chest.

      "We're talking about this later," he grunted as he stepped aside.

      "Looking forward to it," I said cheerily and hurried past him.
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        * * *

      

      After race walking the five blocks to Wood’s Funeral Home, a stab of guilt hit me when I saw the sign posted in the window announcing we were only open limited hours due to illness.

      Actually, that illness was the only reason we were open. Although I’d initially started my magic training in an effort to save his business, I'd ended up delivering danger right to Mr. Wood’s doorstep. Danger that resulted in an unconscious, nearly dead Mr. Wood being taken away in an ambulance after the Mauvais, or one of his minions, had shattered various bones of my boss’s body.

      Despite receiving injuries that should have warranted surgery and at least a three-week stay in the intensive care unit, Mr. Wood’s hospital trip lasted only a single night, and I suspected one of the Magics had repaired some of his extensive damage. Thanks to this head start down the road to recovery, Mr. Wood was showing daily improvements. Still, he was nowhere near to being fully recuperated.

      Although my boss was now physically out of the worst trouble, he was chin-deep in financial woes due to the insane cost of health care. Mr. Wood had no intention of driving up any sort of credit card debt or of starting a Go Fund Me campaign (my suggestion), which meant he had to take on clients just to make the minimum payment on his hospital invoice. Luckily, local families had been using Wood’s Funeral Home for generations of cadaverous care, and that loyalty had been keeping the business afloat. So far.

      As ever, Mr. Wood’s role in the funeral home was to meet and greet, to arrange events, and to consult with family members about their final wishes for their loved ones. Other than fatiguing by midday, his injuries didn’t greatly interfere with that work.

      As for me, well…

      While I could still apply makeup with only one good hand, shifting my clients onto my work table or moving them from table to coffin couldn’t be done single-handedly. I was tempted to magic them around, but with my recent power boost there was a high risk I might send a body hurtling through the door and into the nearby park if I used any form of Lifting Charm on them.

      As such, I had to have a babysitter. Oh sorry, a mentor.

      Mr. Tenpenny had volunteered for the job. As part of this mentorship and training in magic control, I was allowed to use a Lifting Charm on the dead, but only when Mr. T enlisted his own spell to increase the gravity near the walls of my workroom. If any bodies did go flying, they’d immediately find themselves grounded before ever clearing the runway.

      We’d managed to bring in five clients in the past couple weeks. It wasn’t a pace that would keep Mr. Wood rolling in dough, but it was enough to keep him from drowning in a flood of medical expenses.

      We probably could have taken on more clients, but in addition to Mr. Wood’s broken limbs, we were also having a nasty case of the undead. But that’s not exactly something you announce on a sign in the window of a funeral home, is it?

      As Dr. Dunwiddle and the others had pointed out, unlike before when I only had a little bit of the watch’s essence in me, during my tussle with the Mauvais I had pulled in the watch’s power. All of it. I was now basically the watch.

      And that watch had some special features: It enhanced magical strength, it could control time, it could give the possessor the power to steal magic from others. Oh, and in the wrong hands (meaning my clumsy mitts) it could make the dead come back to life. And I had a feeling that's what all of Mr. Wood’s messages and calls were about.

      The moment I approached the building, I knew that feeling had been right.

      Since Mr. Wood couldn’t do much for himself in his condition, he needed a live-in nurse. And to ease a little worry from his shoulders, I’d taken on the responsibility of hiring them.

      Did you notice I said "them" up there? It’s so hard to find good help these days, or at least help that doesn’t panic when faced with the Zombie Apocalypse.

      See, with my new watch-fueled strength, our clients who were supposed to be resting in peace kept waking up. And even with strict instructions of where the nurses shouldn't go, and even with my workroom door being firmly locked, there had been a few incidents.

      Apparently there’d been another, because as I came around from the side of the building, Nurse Number Three stood outside the funeral home’s front door. Her arms were crossed over her sturdy bosom and her face was doing its best to look tough-as-nails. But the sweating brow, the greenish tinge to her pale skin, and the frantically wide eyes revealed the telltale signs of zombie-induced terror.

      The second she saw me, she bustled across the parking lot toward me.

      "I am going to the authorities with this. You have—" She gasped, then jutted a trembling finger at the funeral home. "You have a dead person in there."

      "We are a funeral home," I said slowly as if she wasn’t the brightest bulb in the marquee. "That big sign you’re parked next to might have been your first clue."

      "You know very well what I mean. I've heard about this place. I was told there were strange things going on, but I ignored it because you were paying double the usual rate."

      "Who told you what exactly?" I thought I'd made it clear that lips needed to be kept sealed when Nurses One and Two departed.

      Mr. Wood’s business was already on probation after the Mortuary Board recently got wind of odd sightings and of a possible missing body. Responding to this, one of their investigators had doggedly tried to shut us down. He eventually came to his senses and declared that nothing was amiss, but we still had to keep our noses clean to avoid any further inquiries.

      And with this recent spate of waking dead, I didn’t think we could pass such scrutiny if an inspector was called in a second time. I mean, twice in less than a month? They’d have to be suspicious, right? That suspicion, and any subsequent investigation, would lead to the funeral home being shut down permanently.

      "None of your business," Nurse Three snapped. "I’m quitting. Pay me now so I can go to the police."

      "You can go to the police for free. Why do I need to pay you?"

      "You know what I mean. Never mind. Withhold my pay. I can visit the Bureau of Labor and Industries after I finish with the cops."

      "And I'll report you to the Nursing Board."

      "For what?" she asked, fixing me with a defiant stare.

      After pulling out my phone from my pocket, I swiped through to the correct screen as I said, "You've been knowingly practicing nursing without a license."

      As if I’m one to talk. Mr. Wood had saved me from homelessness by hiring me to doll up the dead despite my own lack of a mortuary license. It’s part of why I felt I owed him so much.

      "Your nursing license expired six months ago," I said, watching her challenging expression slacken into self-doubt. My finger hovered over my phone’s PayPal app, ready to send Nurse Three’s paycheck through from Mr. Wood's account.

      "My paperwork is in good order," she said with just enough uncertainty in her voice for me to know I'd won.

      "Look," I said, putting on a sympathetic yet business-like tone, "I let it slide when you applied. I assumed you'd get things in order at some point. Now, if I can keep quiet about that, you can keep quiet about any delusions you had while here. Plus, if you start rambling on about what you think you saw, you'll never get that license reinstated. So, what were you saying about the cops?"

      "I— Nothing," she said, sounding slightly overwhelmed by what was happening. I tapped the phone. Hers pinged, signaling the payment had gone through just as a crash sounded from inside the funeral home. Nurse Number Three jumped six inches backward. "There's something not right in there. I'm glad to be done with it."

      She fumbled her keys from her bag, scurried away from me, and threw herself into her Hyundai hatchback.

      Did Number Three really have an expired license? She did for now. As with certain clauses of my rental agreement, I’d used a little magic to alter our nurses’ license expiration dates to convince, shall we say, them not to blabber about our little zombie situation. I suppose it really was a terrible trick, but it did guarantee their silence. And I always changed the license back to being valid. I’m clever, not evil.

      As the Hyundai squealed out of the parking lot, the clanging crash of several pieces of metal hitting tile came from inside the funeral home. I sighed heavily. Magic would be so much more convenient if it would just stop waking up the dead.
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      As soon as Number Three’s hatchback bullied its way into traffic, I hurried around to the rear door and let myself in to find my latest client missing. Mr. Green was supposed to be spread out on my work table, waiting for an application of Dewy Beige foundation and Sunshine Rose blush.

      Instead, he’d not only figured out which door he needed (this wasn’t often the case, my first dead-alive person ended up in the storage closet), but he’d also navigated his way around the lock on my workroom door. From the workroom, he’d headed straight to the kitchen. Where he had pulled out drawer after drawer and upended the contents onto the linoleum. When I burst in, Mr. Green had his hand on the pull for the drawer that held the kitchen’s knife collection.

      "Cassie?" Mr. Wood called from his office where he was currently camped out. His living quarters were above the funeral home, but stairs tend to be tricky when your lower limbs are in more pieces than they should be.

      "Be right there, Mr. Wood."

      I approached Mr. Green. I couldn’t screw this up. If anything went wrong with him — for example, if he wandered away and got hit by a bus — Mr. Wood’s business would end up deader than our most recent clients. Although that was already a distinct possibility. After Mr. Green’s funeral, we had no other work scheduled. It was not good times for Wood’s Funeral Home. And yes, I was consuming extra portions of guilt pie over all of Mr. Wood’s current problems being entirely my fault.

      But enough wallowing. There’s a zombie to catch.

      Mr. Green stopped in mid-pull, but not soon enough to keep the knife drawer from slipping out of its cubby. A Kershaw chef’s knife went tip first through the center of Mr. Green's bare foot. I grit my teeth as an electric spark of phantom pain plunged deep into my own toes. I made a note to myself to get safety stops installed on the drawers.

      "Mr. Green, I'm pretty sure being stabbed in the tarsal bones wasn't your last desire."

      When the dead return to life — my dead anyway, I can’t vouch for other zombies — they come back to satisfy one last bit of business they left unfinished when they died. Oddly enough, for each of the five clients we’d had over the past couple weeks, this last desire turned out to be a food craving.

      Or maybe it wasn’t so odd. Think about it, you deny yourself for years in an effort to stay healthy, but yet you still end up dead. You can’t blame a corpse for reanimating with a major case of the munchies.
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