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Nothing. Something. Everything.









Prologue


On nights when nature defies its own rules, magic is most potent. The perfect time to find what she needs.


Armed with a worn leather foraging bag and a sharpening knife, Veda walks the old forest’s twisted paths, ready for whatever lies in wait. Ducking under low-hanging branches, she dodges bushes and trees, stepping over fallen boughs with the ease of years spent foraging. Veda doesn’t stop until echoes of her destination graze her awareness. After one final cut through thick foliage, the sound of the river’s current spills through. Veda emerges, exposed to the sky. The blue moon remains veiled behind clouds, casting an ethereal glow.


Beneath riverbank rocks, luminescent moss flourishes. Using her knife, Veda digs out only what she needs and places it into a small black pouch. Foraging is a twofold pursuit: It keeps the school’s supply closet full of otherwise expensive ingredients and satisfies Veda’s joy for the hunt.


She retrieves a lantern from her bag and whispers, “Lux.”


The Cosmos demand payment for every spell cast, and Mages’ currency is physical pain and suffering—a price many pay willingly. But Veda is lucky. The eye-shaped sapphire amulet around her neck glows, absorbing the cost as the lantern floats ahead, illuminating the path.


What has been lurking in the darkness turns her bones to ice.


Bloodred spider lilies aren’t native to Washington state, nor are they in season, yet they are in full bloom as far as she can see. Relief floods her veins when the flowers don’t catch fire, but it does little to ease her fear. She tries to outwalk the prickly unease, heading downstream across slippery rocks, but anxiety clings to her like a vise.


A sudden storm of stirring winds and rumbling thunder charges the air like static fire. Veda searches for a path, a way home; the ticking seconds echo the rhythm of her heart. The sky opens, and rain turns dirt to mud, unearthing the sediments of her past. Taking root, fear blooms into petals of panic, driving Veda to run. Thin branches sting her face, but she doesn’t stop until the downpour suddenly eases. Moonlight finds her between the thinning raindrops, pushing away the darkness and revealing not only the path home but the flowers that followed her. Bloodred, and too close for comfort.


Trouble.









One


Veda rips from the root as many spider lilies as she can carry and throws them into her makeshift firepit. Drenched from rain and dirty from weeding, she watches the crackling flames turn to ash. Sunbeams filter through the forest, painting the trees with a smoky golden glow. The hushed moment lulls her fears into dormancy until they reignite with the realization that fire purifies; it doesn’t always destroy.


She extinguishes the last of the embers in favor of a trip back to her cabin for a hot shower, from which Veda emerges in a cloud of steam a short time later. She grabs a towel, noticing the welts on her brown skin from the trek through the forest. After gathering her thick copper-brown hair into a bun, she carefully spreads her arms in front of the mirror.


The Sanguis Curse slumbers in her blood. Fatal if not for the bewitching magic that keeps it sidelined, the curse feeds on her energy, growing stronger. For the past six years, purple bruises have deepened into angry clusters of raised skin. Black veins have branched like fractals, curving around her shoulder, inching toward her throat. Every avenue for a cure has ended in failure, meaning that, one day, the Sanguis Curse will consume her. But her curser’s blood fills a cyst on her ribs, a reminder of a mistake that damns the culprit to die with Veda . . . if they don’t kill her first.


Wincing, Veda rubs salve on what she can reach. Magic activates at first touch, cooling her skin and easing the pain. It’s a temporary fix that helps her get through each day. She hides her mortality beneath jeans and long sleeves to avoid the looks and questions, then swallows a pain elixir, another for nutrients, and makes oatmeal to combat the impending nausea.


She’s halfway finished eating when the blue gemstone sitting in a glass jar on the table pulses twice before glowing bright. Rendered obsolete by modern technology, lapis stone messages were once the only method of instant communication when secrecy was paramount. Ominous uncertainty knots her stomach. Veda picks it up. A shock of magic races up her arm as a familiar voice projects from the stone:


“Come quickly.”


It goes inert.


“Shit.”


Veda grabs a jacket and sets off.


Dense, tall trees create a canopy overhead, casting shadows across Veda’s path.


A breeze rustles the trees as chirping birds dart to and fro. Lined with ivy and fern, the uneven trail is a worn path of her own creation. The scent of rich, damp earth is calming, the atmospheric fog and steady drizzle, peaceful. Without a spider lily sighting, the walk is a perfect distraction.


Veda emerges into the pasture behind Weston Academy. She’s not fifty yards from the tree line when the first chicken scuttles past her feet. More follow, scattering across the field, pecking at the ground in noisy pursuit of critters. Their liberator, Peter Weston, waits by the gate, his fair skin flushed from time spent under the morning sun.


Peter is an intentional man. That he’s straying from routine puts Veda on edge—a tension he tries to ease with a crooked smile. With green eyes, tousled blond hair, and soft yet strong features, the tall, slim Seer is handsome in all the ways that count, and none that soothe her nerves.


“Who died?” Veda asks cautiously.


“No one.” His smile falters. “Oh shit. I only used the stone message because I thought you were already in the greenhouse without your phone. Sorry I scared you.”


“It’s fine.” Veda wants to relax, but the anchored unease in her bones won’t allow it.


Gaze sharpening, he gently tilts her chin to the side. “What happened to your face?”


“I didn’t want to waste the blue moon, so I went foraging.” She winces. “There were hundreds of spider lilies along the path about half a mile north of the cottage. I got spooked, it started raining, and I ran into a tree branch or five.”


“Tomorrow is the last day of March, but spider lilies bloom in late summer,” Peter muses thoughtfully. “It’s too much of a coincidence to ignore.”


“I know. I figured I’d talk to Gabriel after he drops off August.”


“You do that, and I’ll ask a forestry technician I know to guide them out there.”


“Okay.” Veda takes off her heavy satchel and slings it over his shoulder. The weight doesn’t faze him. “My bag’s still wet. I wanted to collect more, but what I did gather is safe and sound, ready to make anything the school needs.”


Peter nudges her. “They could use a lesson from the best brewer I know.”


“Ms. Everly is a good brewing master,” Veda says, dismissing him with a wave as they walk toward the school. Weston Academy is a single-story brick-and-stone building with high ceilings and dozens of windows. It sits on a small butte, with steps shaped from the hillside and a large wraparound deck where students linger. Peter pauses at the top of the steps and squeezes Veda’s shoulder. The chill of his spell tingles her skin before she can stop him. Soreness vanishes like it was never there.


While the price for magic isn’t always equal or fair for Mages or those without amulets to absorb the cost of their spells, Seers like Peter are a minority who can use magic without physical consequences. How remains a mystery, though theories point to a specific gene cluster activated when Sight—the precognitive ability to glimpse the past, present, or future—manifests. Seers cannot brew potions or imbue magic into anything except amulets, and they’re highly sensitive to magical neutralizing agents, but they don’t suffer chills from casting light spells, broken bones from hexes, or organ failure from curses. Sight isn’t a choice. It comes with a lifetime of discrimination, stereotyping, and unchecked harassment by some of the Mage majority that sees them as dangerous abominations.


“You could get in trouble for that,” Veda mutters. “Then Khadijah is going to be mad as hell when enforcers kick down your door to arrest you for a casting violation . . . again.”


Peter smiles at the mention of his wife. “They’d probably take her in, too, for mouthing off.”


Veda shakes her head, amused. “True.”


“Besides, that healing spell was weak enough for a Mage to cast without major injury, which makes it legal. As long as Seers don’t display overt magical superiority, we’re safe.”


“I know. It doesn’t stop me from worrying.”


Calling Peter a friend doesn’t quite match the true nature of the bond they forged years ago, when he sat beside her at orientation during freshman year at Crestwood University. It was the first year the campus integrated Mages and Seers, and tensions were high. He spoke first, cautious but polite, and their conversation turned genuine the moment Veda argued that integration should have happened years earlier. Born in that moment, their friendship grew during intellectual debates and bittersweet nostalgic ramblings about her childhood, and rooted deep enough to endure after Peter returned to Proventia to take over Weston Academy from his retiring mother, while Veda moved to Philadelphia for medical school. He is the closest thing to a sibling she’s had.


“Are you okay?” Peter asks.


Veda doesn’t trust easily, a conditioned reflex after losing so much. Even though she’s never doubted Peter, the answer is complicated. Best to keep her feelings buried and stick to the script.


“I’m fine.”


Peter’s timing either protects or prepares Veda—the hardest part is recognizing the difference. Outside his office, with a hand hovering over the knob, he becomes unusually cryptic. “This isn’t an emergency in the traditional sense.”


Before she can ask what the hell that means, Peter pushes open the door and gestures for her to enter. More suspicious than wary, she stays close to the wall. Peter’s office is small and well lit, with neutral walls, oak floors, sparse furniture, and an antique ceramic tea set that serves as an icebreaker for parent meetings.


Standing in front of his wall of bookshelves is an older, petite woman who emanates an air so superior, Veda regrets not rinsing the mud off her boots before entering the room. The woman wears long deep-purple pants and a matching knee-length embroidered kameez with gold earrings and jewelry, and her makeup is as perfect as her silky black hair—streaked with gray at the temples and pulled back with a vintage gold hair clip adorned with a colorful array of tiny amulets. Freckles dot her brown skin, and crow’s-feet indent the corners of round brown eyes. Both speak to her age and only heighten the powerful presence she exudes.


The woman’s pensive focus is fixed on a target. Veda follows her gaze to a child no older than six occupying the chair in front of Peter’s desk. Despite dangling feet, the boy reminds Veda of a micro-adult. With deep-tan skin, freckles, bright-hazel eyes, and dark-brown hair gelled and parted severely to one side, he carries a cautious, curious tension while maintaining a level of stillness children his age rarely possess. He’s dressed in the standard school uniform—a white button-down, fitted black pants, and leather dress shoes—and his black knitted bow tie stands out as much as the standard blazer neatly draped over the back of his seat in an oddly tidy act.


“Apologies for keeping you both waiting. Veda, this is my godson, Antaris Fowler.” Peter’s introduction holds an uncertainty that earns him a quizzical glance from the child. “Today is his first day of school.”


Unsure how to greet Antaris, Veda settles for an awkward “Welcome to Weston.”


Antaris scrutinizes her in a silence that borders on painful until Peter gestures to the woman. “This is his grandmother, Simran.”


Simran assesses Veda with equal interest before politely nodding. “Pleasure.”


It doesn’t sound like it.


“You as well,” Veda replies with a practiced, put-on pleasantness.


“Please, do take a seat, Miss Thorne.” Simran’s British accent is gratingly posh yet smooth in a way that naturally develops after years in America. “I imagine you are curious about why you are here.”


Veda is, but instead asks, “How did you know my last name?”


“I know many things.”


“Subtlety won’t get you anywhere with me.” Veda smiles, saccharine sweet.


Peter’s cough sounds like a chuckle. Every eye turns to him. “Just had something in my throat.”


Veda folds her arms, still waiting for her question to be answered. A tight expression crosses Simran’s face. “If you must know, I inquired about you, Miss Thorne. Peter tells me you spent a year studying Eastern brewing in my hometown, Bangalore, India. You were born in Maine, turned thirty eleven days ago, and do not possess Sight. Your mother was a tenured professor of theoretical Earth magic, and your father was an expert stonemaker. They Vanished when you were sixteen, during the Great Vanishing. To your credit, you did not let this tragedy stop you and went to college on scholarship, graduating with high honors in magiology and Earth medicine. You studied to be a doctor at Riverty University, where you again graduated with high honors, but quit during your internship. Pity.”


Keeping quiet in the face of a woman who will talk more when given a stage is harder than Veda realized, but she’s motivated by irritation at Simran’s flippant attitude toward her tragedy, her life.


“That is all I was able to gather. You see, Miss Thorne, I like to know everything about those I invite into my personal space. I want to surround my grandson with the right kind of people, if you understand what I mean.”


Veda’s politeness dies. “Clearly.”


Mages and Seers live, work, and are educated mostly separately because of the normalization of prejudice. Demeaning incidents, slurs, biases, and the desire to remain independent of each other are common occurrences. Casual cruelty. Mages’ actions are dismissed as harmless yet cause tremendous damage. The most extreme bigots use rhetoric involving extermination, like “breeding out the gene,” and express a desire to bring back a time when Seers were controlled by injecting them with magic-blocking serum and forcing them into compliant servitude. Where on the scale Simran lies, Veda can’t tell. Her willingness to enroll Antaris in the only integrated school in Proventia is promising, considering there are other institutions that fit her taste. More importantly, Veda can’t help but wonder what the hell Peter is thinking by allowing a proud bigot to set foot on the property.


With over three hundred students from years one to twelve, half of whom are Seers, security has always been tight due to threats from various hate groups. Since its opening, and more so in the years since Peter took over, the academy has been vandalized, Seer students attacked walking to and from campus, and law enforcement has made it clear they watch the school closely—not to protect anyone but to arrest any Seer who steps out of line. Allowing a bigot free access to the faculty and student body is dangerous.


“I would not have requested this meeting had I not thought you were worthy.” At Veda’s visible tension, Simran continues. “Consider my approval a compliment, Miss Thorne.”


Veda certainly does not.


Simran gestures to the chair once more, clearly used to getting her way. “Please sit. I insist.”


“I prefer to stand.”


“Very well.”


From Veda’s vantage point, observing Antaris and Simran comes naturally. Grandmother and grandson. Aside from the freckles, their features vastly differ. Simran’s are delicate and fawn-like, a contrast to her strong presence, while Antaris’s are rounder yet serious. The only resemblance Veda can find is that they both look through people, not at them.


She catches Antaris staring at her amulet.


“Is he Sensitive?” Veda asks.


Like oxygen, magic is omnipresent, but Sensitives are naturally able to feel or smell residual magic after a spell has been cast. Or when it has been imbued into objects like her necklace. Sensitivity is found only in Mages. Along with wealth, it’s used to define social hierarchy, with wealthy Sensitives at the top.


“His father and grandfather are, but Antaris is not.” Simran doesn’t disguise her tinge of disappointment. “There will be no need for accommodations, if that is why you are asking.”


It isn’t, but Veda doesn’t probe further. Despite working at a school, she finds teenagers and babies easier to manage than children old enough to talk yet young enough to lack the filter of common sense developed by experience. Veda glances at Peter, her patience slipping along with her manners. “Not to be rude, but why exactly am I here?”


“Simran wanted to discuss something with you.”


The woman in question moves to stand at the end of the desk. “I take it Peter did not inform you about my visit.”


“He didn’t.”


Simran assesses her further before nodding. “You will do as a tutor for my grandson.”


Antaris looks more confused than Veda.


“Isn’t he—” She refuses to keep talking about him like he isn’t there, turning to the boy. “Aren’t you in year one?”


“Yes, he is,” Simran replies.


Irritation spikes, but Veda suppresses the unproductive emotion. “Typically, their curriculum—”


“Is not my concern. Tutor him for two hours a day following dismissal. I intend for him to be ready for testing to gain admittance into a respectable school.”


From the corner of her eye, Veda catches Peter shifting his weight.


“Weston Academy is an excellent school,” Veda says.


“It is. I can hardly tell it is an integrated school. The teenage Seers are well behaved and polite.”


“They are no different than Mage teenagers.” Veda glances at Peter, who pinches the bridge of his nose. “Are you aware he is a Seer?”


“Peter is not like the others.”


It’s not a compliment, responding is futile, but Veda can’t leave well enough alone. “Why are his parents not here having this discussion?”


“My son is new to fatherhood, having only discovered his existence a mere two months ago. As a mother, I am better suited to guide Antaris’s path.”


Is he a commodity or a child?


Veda notices Antaris’s pinched, wounded expression. “Have you had a tour of the grounds?”


This grabs his attention. His response is a quick shake of his head, but it’s Peter’s and Simran’s surprise that leaves her puzzled. “Peter, will you show him around?”


He’s already on his feet midway through her request, gesturing for Antaris to follow. The boy appears hesitant, but one stern look from his grandmother makes him comply. Once they’re out the door, Veda excuses herself and follows. Antaris is already out of sight, Peter several steps behind.


She sharply whispers his name. Peter turns. “What?”


“Is she paying full tuition?”


“She is, and has made a sizable donation.”


“Be that as it may, her being here is absolutely insane.” When he offers no explanation, she glares. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“I’ll tell you more when you check your judgment at the door.”


He’s gone before she can argue. Seething, Veda returns to find Simran sitting in Peter’s chair.


“Is there something wrong?” The tone implies she knows the answer. “Or did you need a moment to fuss at Peter for not preparing you for our intrusion?”


The room feels smaller, congested. Veda takes the seat Antaris left. “I was letting him know who was at the barn to help with the tour.”


“Peter reminds me of myself,” Simran says. “He moves in silence, not letting one string know how it fits with the others until they are all entwined.”


That is Peter in a nutshell. Veda rests her hands on her lap. “What strings are we?”


“I do not know. My current concern is for my grandson. His mother recently passed on, as you probably know.”


“No, I didn’t.” Nausea rises with the guilt of judging her absence.


“Antaris has been in the country for less than two weeks, and we have much to do to acclimate him.”


“Where’s he from?”


“London,” Simran replies.


“That’s not the moon. It shouldn’t take much for him to—”


“Cosmos only knows what his Seer mother taught him before her death. Antaris was homeschooled and did not complete proper testing. We had a comprehensive Sight panel done yesterday, and blessedly, he tested at a zero.”


Stifling her growing anger is all Veda can do in the face of such bigotry. “Those tests are not accurate. Most Mages have the potential for Sight. How it manifests is a matter of genetics and chance.”


“The chance, according to the test, is zero.”


Veda smothers her original comment, amending it to something softer. “I’m struggling to see why it’s so dire that I take him on.”


“Antaris does not speak.”


Once again, Veda silently apologizes for assuming he was being spoken over. “Can he speak?”


“He has not always been silent, according to his mother’s stepfather, who helped raise him.”


“Then he’ll speak again, I suppose.” Veda shrugs. “I’m not a child therapist.”


“Be that as it may, from the moment you spoke, Antaris paid attention. You are the first adult outside of our family to gain his attention and response without prompting. I need him to speak again. No proper school will take him as he is now.”


“I can’t make him talk.”


“Perhaps not.” Simran’s jaw is tight as she stands and crosses the room to the table to pick up her purse. After producing a collection of folded papers, she hands them to Veda. “This contract includes payment information, guidelines, and an ideal time frame. There is also a stipulation for time bonuses, should you get him speaking before August. All you need to do is sign.”


It’s not that simple.


When Simran realizes Veda isn’t accepting the contract, she places it on the desk. “It appears you have already made a choice. Had you planned to accept my terms, this conversation would have gone differently.”


“It would have.”


Confirmation of Veda’s decision deflates her. She sits back down, suddenly less rigid. “Are you going to tell me why you denied my request?”


“No is a complete sentence.” Veda stands and dusts her jeans. “But since you’re curious, I manage the grounds. Spring and summer are my busiest times of year. I won’t have the time to tutor anyone.”


Confusion flashes across Simran’s face, but she remains composed. “I have been told you tutor Investigator Sallant’s son.”


The extent of Peter’s association with Simran is a curious juxtaposition. Veda wants to jump to a hundred conclusions. Instead, she holds her judgment until they can talk. She owes him that much. “I don’t tutor August, per se. He occasionally stays after school, plays in the dirt, chases the school’s livestock. It’s hardly educational. Peter should’ve known better. Wait, who is he to you? You’ve made it clear you don’t associate with Seers.”


“I do not, but his mother was my housekeeper before starting Weston Academy. Peter was my son’s playmate until my son left for boarding school at twelve. From afar, I watched Peter grow into a respectable man. Sight notwithstanding.”


“Ah, well, I hope you find what you’re looking for.” Veda extends her hand to shake, sighing when it’s rejected. “My denial isn’t personal.”


Simran’s facade collapses, and something honest rises. “I am asking for one session.”


“It’s best that you . . .”


Movement catches Veda’s eye through the window. Antaris is at the top step of the deck, dubious in the face of Peter’s welcoming smile and warm gestures. He turns, almost searching. Their eyes meet through the glass. Veda’s list of excuses is long, but self-awareness lingers. In time, her curiosity will grow louder, resolute and insistent that this melancholic child needs help. Her help. Rationalizing that it’s best she answer that call just this once, she looks back at Simran.


“Fine. One session.”









Two


Hiram isn’t impulsive.


He has never been the sort to make any major purchase without careful analysis and consideration of all consequences.


Until now.


The house is a five-bedroom blank slate of trendy renovated features: neutral colors, boring finishes, and an open concept on Lake Arnez. While stripped of character and identity, it’s move-in ready, with more than enough space for two people. Hiram’s steps echo on the oak floors as he examines the cleaners’ work. It’s leagues better than his sterile Los Angeles apartment and more spacious than the downtown hotel suite they’re in now. Brick and wood, held together by nails and plaster, constructed into a dwelling. Not a home, but it’s his job to make it one. Now he needs to figure out how.


Hiram is a loner who knows exactly how to get what he wants, but everything has changed. He’s spent the last six weeks overthinking and overwhelmed as he navigates the silence of his traumatized son. He exists on a precipice. One miscalculation away from disaster. One wrong move from failing a child he doesn’t know. Hiram needs to regain control, and the first step is accepting he might fail. He’s still working on that. The second step? Establishing stability. Taking a hiatus from his law career, navigating reconciliation with the parents he abandoned at eighteen, and dropping his life in Los Angeles to buy a house in his hometown is a good enough start. He hopes. If not, it’s too late to turn back.


As soon as he finishes his inspection, the home’s built-in talisman alerts him of the moving crew’s arrival. Time blurs as they unload boxes, set up beds, install appliances, and place furniture. Once they leave, he opens the windows for the breeze to dilute the smell of cleaning products and freshen the stale air. There are six hours before he needs to be at his parents’ house to pick up his son, per their visitation agreement. It’s enough time to set up the necessities and work up a sweat.


On the back porch, he cools down, noting that this is another blank that needs work, but the views of the cloudy skies and crystal-blue waters of Lake Arnez urge him to pause planning. Willows and cypress trees dot the sloping lawn until the grass transitions to the rocky shore. The wooden pier and shed look recently built, but the cobblestone path connecting them is old. The quiet here is a silence without a need for possibilities.


Peace is disrupted by a hazy orange glow encasing his property, alerting him to someone else’s arrival. He isn’t expecting visitors. Hiram leaves the back porch to check the peephole. An odd pair of men stand on the front stoop, looking around and muttering words Hiram can’t hear. One is dressed like a lumberjack—short and burly, with pale skin, curly red hair, a beard, and far too much plaid. The other is a tall man with dark eyes and wavy black hair, dressed in jeans, a white shirt, and a suit jacket. When Hiram opens the door, they put on professional expressions and flash silver Federal Crime Division badges adorned with tiger’s-eye amulets.


“Mr. Ellis? I’m Investigator Francisco Padillo, and this is Investigator Gabriel Sallant.” The taller man’s Northeastern accent is strong. “We’re with the FCD. Do you have a moment to speak with us?”


Their badges glow gold at their touch, confirmation they are who they claim to be. Investigators are glorified federal enforcers who handle cold cases, ritual and serial crimes, and any cases involving Seer or interstate activity. They don’t usually make house calls, which sparks Hiram’s curiosity as to why they’re here. With a family of more attorneys, business owners, and politicians than he can count, Hiram knows better than to let them in, but he’s also aware of the shit he can start by not complying.


“What is this about?” He folds his arms with practiced ease.


Gabriel pulls out a stone no bigger than the palm of his hand. “This messenger stone was sent to me months ago. I thought it was a mistake until I received Grace Fowler’s case file.”


Although Hiram remains cool and composed, dread pools in the pit of his stomach. “Case file? She died fighting off a burglar.”


“The burglary was a cover story. Our British counterparts conducted a two-month inquiry and concluded what we suspected.”


“Which was?”


“Are you familiar with the Botanist serial-killer case?” Francisco asks, but when Hiram maintains his blank expression, he continues. “Well, I wouldn’t expect you to be. Despite our efforts, it hasn’t been widely covered because the victims are Seers.”


“How many?”


“Ten—now eleven—over the last six years. We don’t know the exact cause of death because the Botanist uses a powerful wasting curse to rapidly degrade their Imprint and, with it, any physical evidence.” Every spell cast leaves behind residue, called Imprints. Like a fingerprint, a person’s Imprint is unique and identifiable but fades after a few hours. “The amount of magic being used leads us to suspect the Botanist is either a Seer or a Mage with a powerful unregistered amulet.”


“How do you know it’s the same person if you don’t have physical evidence or their Imprint?” Hiram asks.


“The victims’ bodies are all in the same position, splayed out like a sacrifice,” Francisco explains. “Also, according to Sensitives, the air at each scene smells like spoiled magic, indicative of a ritual gone wrong. Lastly, there are spider lilies in full bloom that burn when touched.”


“Omnipotent magic,” Gabriel adds.


Ritualistic magic is bad enough, but Omnipotent is magic that creates through sheer willpower. Just as likely to strip the ozone layer as it is to destabilize society, it’s banned because it invites the type of instability that can manifest in unknown ways. Murders aren’t uncommon, humans are the most dangerous predator, but a serial killer who disregards the fundamental magical laws keeping the world spinning on its axis is something else entirely.


The public’s lack of interest signifies a recklessness he can’t reconcile. It reminds Hiram that history doesn’t repeat itself; it rephrases and rhymes. This has the makings of another Great Vanishing—the worst mass-casualty event in recent history. Hiram was in college when the first reports of inexplicable disappearances made the news. Dozens disappeared within the first week. Hundreds beyond that. It was declared a magical epidemic only when politicians, royalty, and the wealthiest, most influential figures began disappearing, too. Then one day, exactly a month after the first Vanishing, ten thousand people Vanished in broad daylight in various cities all over the world. Terror sent society into a free fall. Schools shut down, violence was rampant, rules ceased to matter, and the global economy crashed. When the source was apprehended, societal order returned, the incident swept under the rug. Rampant rumors about the source’s identity left the world assuming they were a Seer—no one else could’ve sustained the physical cost of such magic—which led to a massive change in global laws. In America, hysteria worsened the oppression of Seers and their separation from Mages. The tragedy became a marker in history and yet another incident bigots point to as an explanation for their hatred.


“Grace was the only victim killed outside the country,” Gabriel says carefully.


Hiram can tell when he’s being studied. He doesn’t like it. “And the others?”


“The first was a healer in Philadelphia. The next two were found in California. One in Upstate New York. Two down in Florida while they were on vacation. The rest were scattered across Colorado and Texas. We don’t have a pattern yet—timewise, temporal, or otherwise. No motivation. No profile. No fresh scene . . . until Grace, and even then, there wasn’t an Imprint.”


“The better question is: What do you know after investigating for six years?” Hiram asks.


“When we were assigned this case three years ago, it was just one murder. As we investigated, we came across more cases from all over the country with too many similarities to be coincidence. We have unclaimed rewards for information, and a cooperative witness that doesn’t remember much. Now we have you.”


“No, you don’t. Trust me—you don’t want me involved.” Seers, aside from Peter Weston, his best friend, hate Hiram Ellis. “How did you get this address?”


“Grace led us here,” Gabriel replies.


“Bullshit.”


His annoyance simmers when Investigator Sallant whispers a spell over the messenger stone. “Nuntius.”


Between the cracks of his fingers, the stone emits a hum, then flashes white. Gabriel opens his hands. The stone rises, spinning, until a distorted, familiar British accent he hasn’t heard in seven years emerges. “I am a dying star. I’ve Seen my end. I am not the last, but there is no fighting the end. The sun and moon spin out of orbit while Earth slumbers deep. Broken bonds form anew. You must compel the earth to live, the sun to shine, and the moon to show his face.”


The stone fades, landing in Gabriel’s awaiting hand, the silence resounding.


“Do you know what she meant?”


“No,” Hiram answers, still distracted after picking apart how time changed her voice. Paranoia and secrecy drive Seers to weave their visions in riddles to make interpretation harder and protect themselves from laws that prohibit them from speaking plainly. Hiram has a feeling they haven’t shown the stone to anyone else, which means this conversation is unapproved and off the record. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“A lot,” Gabriel admits. “Grace also wrote a note that came with her stone, which was how we found this house and, ultimately, you. She said that we needed to find her old pin that conceals a true face. Do you know what she’s talking about?”


“The only thing I can think of is her trickster pendant,” Hiram says, noting the second glance the two men give each other. “Grace has the only one that’s not hanging in a museum. Well, had. She lost it not long after I met her.”


Francisco cocks his head. “Lost or stolen?”


Hiram shrugs. “She said she was out with friends and realized on her way home that it was gone.”


“What does the pendant do?” Gabriel asks.


“It can change the appearance of the person who puts it on. I don’t know what the trickster pendant truly looks like, because its appearance depends on who’s wearing it. The pin looked like a cat when Grace wore it, but the one time I touched it, it turned into a wolf. It was a family heirloom, passed down from her grandmother. Odd that she told you to find something she lost years ago in New York City.”


“Unless she knew something. Can we speak to her son about the night she was killed?” Francisco asks.


Hiram’s expression hardens. “Absolutely not.”


“Grace is the most solid lead yet. Her murder is an aberration. We need to figure out why the Botanist targeted her. Perhaps, with her son’s statement, we can put the pieces together. If anyone else was there, where they went. Anything will help. There are a lot of families that need answers and want justice.”


“I said no.”


Gabriel and Francisco exchange glances before the former tags himself in. “As a father myself, I understand your concern. I know this is difficult, but her son was found at home, and there was evidence of a struggle. Why Grace left the house, we don’t know, but she was found nearly a quarter mile away. Her son—”


“Her son is also my son,” Hiram snaps. “He hasn’t spoken since she was found, anyway, so you’re wasting your time.”


“There are other ways to interview him—”


“I’m more concerned with protecting him from the trauma you’re asking him to revisit.”


“If we could just—”


“No.”


Hiram closes the door in their faces and returns to the pursuit of stability amid the chaos.


The Ellis name is complicated.


Hiram grew up sheltered and spoiled. As he caught glimpses of life beyond the carefully crafted confines of the Ellis way, he realized his identity was a python wrapped around his throat. The more he fought to unlearn the prejudiced lies taught as truths, the tighter his heritage constricted. College was Hiram’s first gasp of freedom. He traveled to places where no one had heard of his family, made a name for himself without the unseemly association, and dated without caring whether they were acceptable matches. Each year, he distanced himself further from his old life—until two months ago, when learning of his son’s existence sent him into a tailspin that ended with a phone call to his father and an invitation to come home and mend broken bridges. His confidence wavers now that he’s back in Proventia, where the weight of his name is heavier.


He’s in a children’s boutique downtown when the owner, Nancy, says he looks familiar and asks for his name. Hiram considers lying, but truth wins out.


“Hiram Ellis.”


Her face changes as she vehemently shakes his hand. “Ellis? Like the Ellis family?”


“Barrett Ellis is my father.” Unfortunately, he doesn’t add, despite the urge.


There are two types of people in Proventia: Mages who love his family, and Seers and sympathizers who don’t. There are no in-betweens. Fortunately, Nancy is one of the former. It makes things easier, but also far more uncomfortable.


“Oh, you’re that Hiram. Welcome back.” She clasps her hands together. “The town’s buzzing about your return.”


To his credit, Hiram manages to mask his disdain. “I need clothes for a six-year-old boy.”


“I’d be happy to help.”


The more questions Hiram asks about the magical enhancements in the clothing, the more suggestions Nancy makes. The more clothing he picks out, the friendlier she becomes. Hiram is choosing between two bow ties when Nancy stands too close. He’s been so focused, he hasn’t realized he’s made himself prey. She’s figured out his status as a single father and joked that her beagle is the longest relationship she’s ever had. Hiram smoothly puts space between them to inspect a pack of socks spelled to always find their mates. Judging by her surprise, this isn’t the typical chat and number exchange Nancy expects. He understands why. With her tall, slim figure, blond hair, green eyes, fair skin, and freckles partially concealed by bronzer, she’s attractive, decently witty, and clearly used to getting what she wants.


“We have other accessories you might be interested in. Bow ties are old-fashioned, but imbued animal pendants are in style. They can either protect your child from a spell being cast on them or act like an amulet and absorb the cost of a spell cast. Most on the market can absorb up to ten low-level spells, but these only do five. Child Mages don’t pay for magic like teenagers and adults. What is your son’s favorite animal?”


Hiram doesn’t know, but he’ll never admit it. “It changes every week.”


“Oh, well, we have one that changes to their favorite each day, if you’re interested.”


The pendant is expensive, but Hiram agrees and follows Nancy to the counter while she totals everything up and removes the antitheft gemstones from the tags.


“Also . . . if you’re interested in refamiliarizing yourself with Proventia, I’m available.”


She’s bold, Hiram will give her that. “I’ll pay with cash.”


Her smile fades. Hiram pays, grabs the four bags, and heads to the car. His next stop is Fallen Oak Apothecary for potions and elixirs to stock his medicine cabinets. Hiram is reaching for the doorknob when three enforcer patrol cars with lights on screech to a halt near his sedan. The talisman atop the door pulses and jingles when Hiram enters. Lavender and thyme are choked out by the scent of confrontation.


“Don’t move!” A short, older woman points toward an aisle, shouting accusations of theft and illegal magic use. Hiram can’t see the accused, but the older woman glances at him. “We’re closed.”


“The sign says otherwise.”


The back door bursts open. “Enforcers! Slowly walk to the front!”


The standoff devolves into raised voices and shoes pounding on wood. Hiram sighs. They must have used the alley to access the back.


“Very well,” a woman replies, bleeding defiance as she steps out of the aisle with a box and an enforcer at her back, his amulet badge aglow in warning. Hiram recognizes the tall, dark-skinned woman with white braids halfway down her back. Khadijah Desai.


“I picked up the box you dropped, and this is the thanks I get.” She’s calm to the point of boredom as she slowly puts it down at her feet and raises her hands. “I don’t need to steal from you. The buffalo horns in the box are fake anyway.”


“That’s a lie, Seer.” The clerk spits the word like it’s acid. “You stole it, and you used magic on me to make me forget!”


A Seer using magic in public is an arrestable offense, but Khadijah remains unbothered, tilting her head at the enforcers. “Make you forget? Not only is that absurd, but that’s not how Seer magic works. Do they teach you all anything other than stereotypes and misinformation? Don’t answer that. A Sensitive can easily tell if I’ve cast anything. There’s at least one here—I know your protocol.”


As a Sensitive, Hiram knows a fresh spell can smell like anything, but there’s always an undercurrent of ozone that he doesn’t detect here. He clears his throat, alerting everyone to his presence. “Apologies for intruding, but do you have any proof of theft? Video? Anything on her person?”


The stream of questions flusters the clerk. Her justification for calling the enforcers fades into the background when Khadijah’s graygreen eyes find him. They sharpen in recognition and narrow as if he’s an invasive species she needs to eliminate. Hiram expects nothing less from his best friend’s wife. Bad blood never does run clean.


“Sir,” one of the enforcers says, “unless you’re an advocate of this Seer, you should leave.”


Hiram isn’t, but doesn’t have all day for them to figure out what he already knows for a fact. He pulls out his license and offers it to the closest enforcer.


“As a registered Sensitive, I can confirm there’s no spell residue in the air. There are no cameras on the premises, because sound-emitting talismans, like the one above the door, interfere with the feed.”


The clerk deflates as spell-happy enforcers look around with a new awareness.


One asks, “Ma’am, is that true?”


“Yes, but—”


“Now that we’ve established that nothing happened,” Hiram interrupts with a cold glare, then smiles politely, “please release Mrs. Weston and move the patrol cars blocking me in.”


“As I’ve told you before, it’s still Desai.” Khadijah doesn’t spare him a glance when she leaves, but Hiram watches until she’s safely out of sight.


The next morning, Hiram finds what he’s looking for outside.


His son sits in the grass, hugging his knees while staring past the trees at the calm lake, lost in thought. Hiram grabs the bag on the table and joins him. Clearing his throat to announce his presence startles the boy, but before he can flee, Hiram joins him on the cold, dewy grass. His khakis will stain, but he doesn’t care. They watch the clouds gather and roll over the water, which reflects the sky. A chill shrouds the air, heavy with unfamiliarity.


“Morning.”


He doesn’t expect a response.


Watching unabashed is something Hiram does often. Mostly in disbelief that he’s a father responsible for not fucking his kid up, but sometimes, like now, Hiram watches to see if he can figure out which key will unlock the mystery of his son. So far, none have worked.


The first few weeks, Hiram remained calm and logical, but he’s grown desperate. Being with a child who barely meets his eyes, can’t stand his touch, and has nightmares that trigger magical reactions has left Hiram frustrated to the point of uncharacteristic self-pity. He’s being beaten by a meticulous child who gels his own hair, is always dressed on time for school, and never lets anyone so much as touch the knitted bow tie he’s worn since Hiram met him. He has plenty of different-colored bow ties, yet only wears black.


The color of mourning, but it’s deeper than grief. Black was Grace’s favorite color, an odd affinity for someone so colorful.


His son’s hands are clasped tightly, as if the only comfort he can find is in himself. Instinct makes Hiram reach out, but his attempt is rebuffed when the boy shifts away. The reaction isn’t new. Still, it stings more than he’ll admit.


“Do you like it here?”


More silence. He’s trying not to get used to it. Life with a kid is supposed to be a challenge, and grief complicates even the simplest matters. He wonders if he’s doomed to fail.


His son dips his head in the smallest nod, eyes on the water.


His hope floats once more. “I do, too.”


This earns him a slow, hesitant look. Hiram uses the moment to awkwardly offer a gift bag, watching the cautious boy pull out the gold animal pendant he purchased. In his hand, it changes from a bear to a dog to a horse before settling on a cat. Unbearable silence forces words out. “I had your name engraved on the back.”


At this, the boy turns the pendant, a small finger tracing each letter as if a mystery lingers in the metal.


Antaris.



Time creates order within chaos. Constant and elusive, its passage is noticed most by those standing still long enough to witness the change. Hiram doesn’t care about time’s limitations, convinced it’ll bend to compensate if he pushes hard enough. Like a strategist, he calculates the trajectory of each move. Armed with as many strengths as weaknesses, Hiram keeps his eyes on the parts that don’t fit. The pieces he can’t control.


One such piece is now at school. The other is Simran, his mother, waiting at his kitchen island with a newspaper. She dresses formally, even at home, but today wears a modest floral kurta. If she’s trying to convince him she’s changed, she’s failing. That she let herself in like the house belongs to her proves that. He’s disappointed but not surprised.


“I need to adjust the talisman to stop allowing in every immediate family member.” Carefully schooling his features into impassivity, Hiram passes her on his way to the kitchen. Without pots and pans, ignoring her over a meal isn’t an option.


“You will do no such thing.” Simran has the gall to act like he’s being unreasonable. “I thought we might talk. Over breakfast.”


In an instant, Hiram remembers exactly who she is. How she operates. What she wants. “We have nothing to discuss outside our original agreement: You take Antaris to school and pick him up. But if you want, we can talk about how you’ve been overstepping.”


Simran’s jaw tenses. “I see Peter told you about the tutor.”


“He’s my best friend and Antaris’s godfather. Of course he told me.”


“Then I suppose there is nothing to discuss.” She clasps her hands. “Give me a tour of the house, darling.”


Simran has as many complaints as comments. According to her, the kitchen, living room, and great room are a good size, but the furniture is too casual. Hiram doesn’t mention that he chose pieces Antaris took more than a passing glance at when they walked through the furniture store. From there, Simran laments the too-small owner’s suite.


“It’s only me.”


The lack of whimsical decor in Antaris’s room and bathroom.


“I hardly know Antaris, but whimsical isn’t a word I’d use to describe him.”


The halls that are too narrow and plain.


“Does it matter?”


There are no guest rooms, despite there being three spare bedrooms.


“We haven’t had guests.”


Hiram thinks the backyard will go uncriticized, but apparently the potential for the lake drying up is worth mentioning.


“There are a hundred and fifty rainy days a year.”


Simran is tenacious when she wants something, a trait he’s inherited. What she wants now is for Hiram to be within reach. To accomplish this, she’ll sow seeds of doubt and leave him questioning his decisions. It’s a wash, lather, rinse, repeat of a childhood Hiram spent torn between craving her hard-earned approval and wanting to tell her to fuck off . . . respectfully.


“I believe you were far too hasty purchasing this home.” Simran returns to her seat in the kitchen. “You should have moved home for—”


“Reconciliation will fail if we’re under the same roof.”


Momentarily deterred, she reorients by laying out a breakfast prepared by her housekeeper. “I made sure to bring your favorites.”


Hiram has always preferred eggs, toast, and coffee. The plate of sausages, ham, and French toast is a clear reminder of his mother’s consistent inattention and disregard of what he wants. The reminder burns in all the ways he hates.


“Your uncle asked about Antaris.” At his sharp look, she amends, “Cosmos, no. Not your uncle Phillip. He is too busy with his secret genetic case studies in Atlanta. I discourage your father from associating with him. I meant Robert.”


The safer uncle, as far as Hiram is concerned. Robert’s more focused on planting Ellises in as many political offices as possible than he will ever be on discovering Antaris’s roots. “What did he ask?”


“General questions. He wanted to know about his mother, and I made an excuse. I also gave my spiel about his Sight test coming back zero, but I know they will grow curious as he gets older.”


“I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”


“Your carelessness will not be the reason I am shunned from a family I spent years in, clawing up the ranks. They finally see me as a pillar. A matriarch. Not an outsider who married into their family. Joining the firm will earn you respect. Your father has a seat on the board he would gladly give you. You can rise to a level where the family will not question you, and it will keep you here. It could even further your career into politics. You can run for mayor of Proventia.”


“I’m not interested.”


Simran makes a small, disbelieving noise. “Think of your son.”


“I am.” Every move he makes feels wrong, but her suggestions are worse.


“Are you?” As if sensing his rapidly souring mood, she pats his hand. “I am trying to help, but you remain obstinate.”


He’s not stubborn. He simply refuses to fall back into old habits, changing himself to fit her expectations.


“I want Antaris to be one less worry for you, which is why I found him a tutor. You had tutors and a proper education. He needs the same. I want him to be a respectable Ellis. I believe extra attention will benefit him until he is ready to go to Arcadia Academy. Besides, Miss Thorne is a Mage sympathetic to Seers. I figured you would approve.”


Talking to his mother is the equivalent of running into a brick wall. Painful and futile. “I’m not sending him to boarding school.”


“Why not? Antaris is a legacy.” Simran frowns at Hiram’s silence. “This brings up another topic of discussion. His surname. Fowler is—”


“His name.”


Masterfully, she suppresses her irritation, but not fast enough. “Antaris should have had our name from the beginning. He is not related to the man whose name he carries.”


“Blood doesn’t make a family. John raised Grace after her father left and her mother died. She took his last name.”


Unsurprisingly, Simran isn’t moved. “I have completed the documentation to correct the error. All it requires is your signature.”


“Absolutely not.”


His mother’s frown deepens. “He is your son.”


“Does his last name change that?” Hiram doesn’t wait for an answer. “Antaris has been taken away from everything he knows. The last thing he needs is to be suffocated by the new identity you’re rushing to force on him.”


“Not force. He needs structure. All children do. You may not understand why I am so insistent, but I want the best for him. We must set expectations.”


Hiram’s chuckle lacks humor. “Shame I never met yours.”


Simran looks close to cracking, but returns to being the vision of poised composure. “I do not wish to argue with you when we are meant to reconcile.”


“That will require compromise from everyone, not just me.”


A quiet part of him still longs for a normal relationship with his parents, one that doesn’t come with strings attached. But doubt clouds every interaction.


“We will finish discussing that later. For now, let us eat.”


Hiram isn’t hungry but forces a few bites. The silence has barely reached tolerable when his mother tsks at a page near the back. “Disaster after disaster. Nothing good. Apparently, Seers are in danger. They are the danger to society, but who am I to censor the press? For once, I wish to open the newspaper to a palatable story.”


“Forgive the news for not tailoring itself to your specifications.”


She raises a brow as she sips her tea. “You are snippy today.”


“I’m not. If you want, I’ll pre-read the news and highlight only the good parts.” More than anything, Hiram wants to read the article himself to see if it mentions the Botanist.


A skeptical brow rises. “You are not sleeping because Antaris is still not sleeping through the night, is he? I told you that creating boundaries with the talisman I gave you would—”


“I’m not trapping him in his room like an animal.”


“When did I say that? My endless mantra is that you must give Antaris rules.”


“What would you have me do? Ignore him when he’s having nightmares?”


“I would rather you did not reward his behavior.” She laces her fingers together. “Raising a child is difficult, and it is okay to admit it. I would rather spend my time helping you than arguing. You and I have missed so much, and we have lost years with him due to his mother’s alienation. We should not lose more.”


“You know why she kept him away,” Hiram replies.


When Hiram confessed to Grace that he was that kind of Ellis, she cut contact and disappeared. According to her stepfather, not long after Grace arrived back in London, she found out she was pregnant and kept it a secret. John never approved, always urged her to reach out and give Hiram a chance, but Hiram understood. He hadn’t been free. The Ellis name and reputation had already smothered him long before he’d left. The last decade was a delusion of his own creation.


“We are not the monsters she believed us to be,” Simran argues.


“Seers have centuries of proof to the contrary. We invented ways to subjugate them, poisons to sever their connection to magic, and imbued their weaknesses into things they needed. Yet we had the nerve to smile in their faces while presenting their oppression as gifts.”


“The Great Vanishing—”


“Stop using that as an excuse to treat them as lesser.”


“You were across the ocean at college. If you had been here, the experience would have changed you like it did me. That is the nature of consequence. You never return to the state of naivety, nor can you undo what you have seen. I will never trust anyone with the power to change the world and erase people from existence.”


“I knew people who Vanished, but I’m not blaming an entire group for the actions of a single person. You can’t rewrite history. Anti-Seer laws were already in place long before the Great Vanishing.”


“This is futile.” Simran checks her watch and stands. “I must go.”


After she leaves, Hiram meticulously cleans every trace of their conversation, but it’s not enough. It never is.


Too restless to stay home, Hiram goes for a walk. Not around the lake, but into the forest. It’s midmorning, the sun is breaking through the trees, and the trail is congested. The farther he goes, the thinner the crowd becomes, until he sees only one or two people now and then.


Hiram hasn’t been here in years, but the forest is not beholden to time. When the trees start to bow over the path, little more than fallen leaves and moss, he knows he’s close. The first sounds of water trickle in, and a familiar western hemlock off the path is his cue to leave the comfort of the trail.


In daylight, directions are easier. Small carvings on trees guide his way as he walks for what feels like hours, sweating under the humid midday sun until he ducks beneath a low branch and comes face-to-face with the mouth of Nénuphar Cave.


It’s not a secret, but it is sacred.


More than old, Nénuphar Cave is ancient. The tunnels and streams of a deep labyrinth branch far and wide. If there is an end, it remains a mystery. Hiram found the cave when he was ten, lost while hiking. He used to be a sickly kid, but that slowly changed after his first visit. The water, he realized, was not a cure but a boost to help him along the way.


The air inside is rich with raw, damp earth and something heady. Water drips rhythmically—the cave’s pulse. Hiram’s eyes are drawn to the stalactites above and stalagmites jutting from the earthen floor. Shadows from hanging lantern orbs dance across the deep cavern, swaying and looming, turning the cave into a mesmerizing display of light and dark.


At the edge of the water, Hiram strips down to his black swim shorts and steps in. The warm, waist-deep, luminescent waters are so clear, he can see the bottom. When he submerges, magic tingles his skin like electricity, and his first inhale after resurfacing soothes the tension in his shoulders. Careful of the darkness deeper in the cave, Hiram swims lazy laps. As he gently cuts through the water, thoughts cease. All the aches, anxieties, and worries that threaten to consume him . . . he lets them go. Releases them to the universe’s embrace.


Floating on his back, he gazes at the amethyst walls and the limestone cavern ceiling. Eyes closed, he slips into a memory, another effect of the water. The visions are never the same.


With Peter surrounded like a shepherd among his flock, Hiram is bored, and the graduation party’s saving grace is the liquor. He’s on his second shot when he sees her. It’s not the slit in her orange dress that makes her legs look longer or the voluminous hair under her graduation cap that catches his attention—it’s the eye-shaped sapphire amulet around her neck.


The same one a Seer tattoo artist inked onto his skin last month. A vision made real.


Now, it watches. Torn between approaching and retreating, full of questions, Hiram lingers, observing the woman leaning against a table, drinking amber liquor straight from a bottle. She’s talking animatedly to three men. Whatever the topic, she looks certain of victory. Without realizing, he drifts closer, now caught in her web.


“As Mages, you and I are more of a danger than any Seer,” she says firmly. “Just like, as a man, you are more of a danger to me than—”


“That’s not true,” one argues.


“I’ll tell you why you’re wrong.” She takes another swig from the bottle. “As long as men and Mages establish the standard for society, they bear responsibility for upholding a higher one. Mages don’t, and men certainly don’t. You’re so blinded by your own privilege that you can’t see the shackles ignorance has placed on you. Society would be much further along if Seers were allowed to be inventive and creative with magic. I—”


“Here you go, with all your dreamer shit,” the second man mutters, rolling his eyes.


Hiram is transfixed.


“That dreamer shit is responsible for the amulet you wear around your neck,” she argues firmly, touching her own with a sad fondness. “If a Seer hadn’t figured out how to divert magical consequence from the human body to the stone, and learned to tie Imprints to an amulet, Mages would still be dying from physical damage due to long-term spell work.”


They shift, uncomfortable. “We didn’t mean—”


She hops off the table, excuses herself, and disappears into the crowd.


Awareness returns as the memory fades. Hiram floats until he hears footsteps on sand.


He rights himself in the water. Opens his eyes. Pauses. Blinks.


It’s been a long time since Hiram last thought of that night, so when he sees her at the water’s edge, he scrubs a hand over his face, wondering whether he’s hallucinating. His foot scrapes against a rock under the water, and pain jolts through him. She’s real.


Memory made flesh.


Same petite frame, brown skin, and deep-set brown eyes. Thinner than he remembers, cautious rather than carefree. There’s a poise that’s distinctively her, an awareness that’s intriguing and screams perseverance, not preservation. She’s wearing jeans, a gray Crestwood University shirt, hiking boots, and the same amulet that drew him to her in the first place. Her hair, full and free as it was the first time Hiram saw her, is now longer, copper-brown instead of black, and halfway down her back, threatened by the cave’s humidity. Hiram has never known her last name, but her first has been etched into his memory for a decade. Veda.


“Why is my amulet tattooed on you?” she asks, studying him with narrowed eyes.


“I . . . don’t know.”


He takes one sloshy step toward her, and she retreats in equal measure. She’s gone before Hiram has a chance to follow.









Three


Clouds cloak the sky in gray gloom.


Veda is restless, nauseous with anxiety and questions after her visit to Nénuphar was altered by a wet, half-naked stranger bearing an exact replica of her amulet tattooed on his arm. She runs back to Weston, where Clinton Desai waits alone on a bench with a small radio on the table. It’s turned down, but not off. There are two steaming cups of tea.


“You’re late,” Clinton’s voice rumbles quietly.


“Am I?” Veda quips. “I was looking for Peter.”


“I Saw.”


A blind man with Sight. The irony isn’t lost on Veda. Clinton is strong, not overly tall, and doesn’t look a day over fifty, though he turned sixty late last year. Deep-brown skin. Black hair. Strands of white in his beard. The wrinkles at his eyes age him more than the scars he wears with pride like the decorated soldier he is. Dressed in a plum blazer, cream linen shirt, and gray slacks, he looks ready to teach one final lesson for the day.


“Peter left for his meeting with the school board just as I returned from speaking on Khadijah’s behalf to the Oracle Council about what happened at the apothecary.”


Seers answer to their state’s Oracle Council, the governing body that addresses their community’s problems and intervenes when they break the Mage Protection Laws. These laws forbid Seers from using magic on others, even accidentally or in self-defense. Those who intentionally break Seer Laws or defy the Code—which prohibits using visions to alter the future, meddle with time, or interfere with life and death—are punished. The Oracle Council strips them of Sight, leaving them as Unseen. To a Seer, that fate is worse than death.


“Will they punish her?” Veda asks.


“I do not understand their paranoia, their caginess.” Clinton frowns. “There were no charges filed, yet I had to argue for leniency. It makes no sense.”


“Did you argue as her uncle, head of the Oracle Council, or former congressman?”


“All of the above.”


As the first Seer elected to Congress, Clinton is well known for standing firm in the face of outright hatred. Once retired from politics, he moved to Washington state, arguably one of the worst states for Seers’ rights, returned to teaching, and has made headway fighting for Seers in his four years as head of the state’s Oracle Council. There are still miles to go before progress takes hold.


“They believe missteps are a sign of trouble, but I disagree.” Clinton angles his face to the breeze. “Drink your tea, Veda. You’re rattled, more than usual. Tell me about Nénuphar.”


Hiding the truth from a Seer is fruitless. “There was a man there. I don’t—”


“Anyone in need of healing can find Nénuphar.”


“I know, but his arm was covered in tattoos, and one looked exactly like my amulet, right down to the imperfections.” She covers it with her hand. “It’s one of a kind, my dad made it by hand. No one should have a replica.”


“Unless you’re linked through the Cosmos.”


“I hope not.”


Clinton chuckles. “Describe him.”


“Well, he didn’t look like he needed healing.”


Tanned olive skin, a swimmer’s build. Taller than Peter. Undeniably attractive. Dark hair, striking blue eyes, and a shadow of stubble darkening his jaw. Veda can’t detail his tattoo sleeve, but she remembers his soaked hair clinging to his forehead. Funny how memories work.


“Some wounds live beneath the surface.” Clinton brings his teacup to his lips and blows on the steam. “I can’t read your mind, but I know you. I await the day your judgmental heuristics fail you.”


“I’ll be dead by then.” Veda’s dark humor neutralizes Clinton’s amusement.


“Peter told me about the spider lilies. Not every omen means you harm. Sometimes they can be helpful warnings.” Clinton turns off the radio and folds his mobility cane. “This fear you feel will change, in stages, and only when you reach beyond what you know.”


Veda tenses. “Is that something you’ve Seen?”


“Yes and no.”


It’s dangerous and illegal to speak a clear truth, but Seers and their doublespeak grate her unlike anything else.


“You are worried about the Sanguis Curse awakening before you learn whose blood is in that cyst. I know there have been attempts to drain and extract the curse, but cursed blood does not spill like normal blood.” He tilts his head, and a thoughtful hmm escapes. “I do wonder if anyone has considered that blood curses are man-made and parasitic in nature. They flee once the host stops benefiting them.”


“You know Khadijah and Peter. They haven’t left a stone unturned. I’ve been on every anticurse cocktail and potion known to man. They’ve attacked it with spells, cleansed my blood and energy, and used every connection to get a consult with the leading curse breaker only for them to tell me that all the research on my curse is privately owned and they don’t share. Nothing works.”


“Failure does not mean defeat.” Clinton turns up the radio. More incoherent rage-baiting about protecting the masses from Seers. Veda cringes at the hate language.


“Why do you listen to this?” she asks.


“We are no longer cut off from magic, displaced and ripped from our families, but bigotry still thrives.”


“Trust me, I know. Peter enrolled a bigot’s grandson in school. The things she said, the way she dismissed Seers is—”


“Not uncommon.”


“Doesn’t it make you angry?”


“I won’t give anyone the satisfaction of becoming the danger they think we are.”


Fear brings out the worst in humanity.


“Your tea is cold,” Clinton tells her.


“I prefer it cold and—”


“Bitter,” he finishes, shaking his head slightly. “Not for taste but self-preservation.”


“It’s the best detection for poison.”


“An outdated evolutionary warning.” Clinton reaches for his cup and brings it to his lips. “The perfect poison is not strong or messy, it is quick and clean.”


Veda listens to the low hum of bees in the nearby apiary and accepts the mint candy he offers.


“It’s quiet,” he says after a moment.


“You know as well as I do saying the q-word invites chaos.”
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