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To all the chaotic good (and neutral!) witchy readers,
the ones whose hearts belong in Thistle Grove—this one’s for you.
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THE THING NO one tells you about summoning demons is, sometimes you have to think outside the box.


I should know; I’ve been calling them up into my circles since I was a kid. My mother even encouraged it, as a slightly safer alternative to a way riskier burgeoning fascination with elder gods. (PSA, if you don’t want your daughter developing an interest in the gnarlier chthonic entities before she can even ride a bike, maybe don’t read her Lovecraft at bedtime. Seems obvious enough, right?)


The books go on about how summonings are supposed to be these disciplined, rule-bound affairs—and most of the time, they are, if you know what’s good for you. The truth is, if you take sensible precautions, it’s not nearly as dangerous as people think. And such a rush, too; the daemonfolk are interesting as the hells, pun intended. Sometimes they’re inclined to share juicy secrets or ancient spells, the kind you won’t find in even the oldest, dustiest grimoires. Other times they’re so gorgeous it breaks your heart, or so horrifying that even a quick glimpse caught before you banish them is enough to leave you panting, heart battering against your ribs, blood boiling through your veins while your whole skin rolls with chills.


Shit, even when you play it safe, there’s nothing quite like a demon summoning to make you feel alive.


Of course, there’s always the odd time that even a pro like me fucks it up just a wee bit.


As usual, I’d cast my summoning circle in the warrens of the basement beneath The Bitters, in a chilly, cavernous room that had started out as Elena’s third wine cellar—because who gets by with just one these days; certainly not my mother—and now doubled as my demonic lair. No windows, musty air that smelled like centuries-old stone and aged Bordeaux, witchlight sconces flinging trembling shadows on the walls; the perfect ambiance for such a conjuring. The summoning spell was already whipping through me like a tempest, my protective amulets glowing hot against my chest. Everything felt like it should, all systems go.


But as soon as Malachus began to coalesce, I felt a twinge of wrongness in my gut, an unsettling, instinctive awareness that something was off.


According to my research, Malachus was supposed to manifest as a brawny reptilian dude, macho and mindless to the max. The type of mostly harmless demon whose bark was way worse than his bite. I hadn’t summoned in a while, so tonight was meant to be just a practice flex, easing myself back into the swing of things after a little break.


But the silhouette gathering in my circle was unmistakably femme-presenting, on her knees and with her back to me, with the kind of ridiculous waist-to-hip ratio that would’ve put Cardi B to shame. A swoop of hair, black and glossy as moonlit water, curled around an even darker set of wings folded neatly against her back. I could see the wings’ outline fill with a faint scrawl like one of my own sketches, a vague suggestion of feathers, before they sprang into a three-dimensional profusion of lush black down. And the scent that engulfed the cellar wasn’t just the usual rank whiff of sulfur and brimstone, but something sweeter, more elegant and piercing. Jasmine, maybe, with a subtle patchouli twist. The kind of compelling perfume that made you want to follow someone around, drooling until they told you what they wore.


When she turned to look over her shoulder at me, with massive eyes the color of molten gold, my mouth went dry as dust. I couldn’t be positive, having never seen one before—they weren’t exactly a dime a dozen—but for my money, this sure looked like one of the former seraphim.


A fucking fallen angel, landed in my basement.


“Oh, Hecate’s chilly tits,” I whispered to myself, my heart plummeting even as a rising thrill swelled inside my stomach. “This is so very deeply fucked.”


From what I’d read, the fallen were temperamental, ultra-wily, and very powerful—exactly the kind of unpredictable daemonfolk I do not fuck with as a general rule. But here she was anyway, which meant shit was about to get extremely outside the box.


She whipped around to face me in a single blurring motion, still on her knees, dainty little hands folded primly on her lap. Her fingers were tipped with vicious black talons, knuckles dusted with iridescent scales. She cocked her head, examining me with a sly intensity, the tip of a pink forked tongue peeking between her full lips. Then she smiled at me, wide and feral, a flash of onyx teeth capped with fanged canines and incisors.


Let me tell you, there’s something viscerally unnerving about black teeth, especially ones as sharp as hers. I had a mounting suspicion that, unlike the real Malachus—wherever in the hells he was—this chick’s demonic bite might be a lot worse than her bark.


A bloom of pure dread unfurled inside my chest, shooting down into my fingertips and toes like a falling star. Alas, the thrill-chasing part of my brain that often took the wheel at times like this downright relished it. So this wasn’t going to be a lesson-learned type of moment, then, I noted to myself. No big surprise there; I’d never been much good at those.


“Ill tidings!” the demon said cheerfully, in a cross between a velvety purr and some gigantic gong struck directly between my ears. Gritting my teeth, I narrowly resisted clutching my head. When it comes to demons, a show of weakness is just about the worst thing you can do. “Whom do you serve?”


The rote of her greeting defused the tension just a hair. Demons always start with the ill tidings bit; it’s what passes for good manners with them, part of some governing daemonfolk etiquette they can’t subvert.


I drew myself up, putting on an imperious expression modeled after my mother’s and doing my level best to avoid looking as rattled as I felt. When dealing with slippery entities from the netherworlds, throwing up a badass witch front tends to be at least half the battle.


“I serve my goddess, my ancestors, and above all, myself,” I replied, the traditional response of an Avramov summoner. I don’t know what the Blackmoores, Thorns, or Harlows say—in the highly unlikely event that a witch from one of Thistle Grove’s other magical families has ever had cause to banter with a demon—but I’d bet my ass on some cheesy noise about serving the ultimate good, light conquering darkness or whatever, cue a stirring orchestral overture. Avramovs don’t buy into any of that oversimplified, good-versus-evil binary shit. Like the ultimate pragmatists we are, we’ve always staked our claim firmly in the gray.


The problem was, now came the part where I was meant to bind this entity by her true name. Which was going to be a neat trick, considering I almost definitely didn’t have the real Malachus in hand.


“And you, Malachus Azaranthinael, appear at my will and behest,” I finished, crossing my fingers behind my back. Hey, worth a shot; maybe the lore was just supremely off base on how Malachus was supposed to look. “Which means you must obey … and be gone at once!”


“A fine sentiment,” the demon crooned, with another of those awful, spine-tingling smiles. In a streak of movement, she was on her feet, naked and stupidly gorgeous, a curtain of black silk hair draped over thick curves and long, smooth limbs. Her skin glowed like a paper lantern, as if lit from within. Too bad we’d started off on such a wrong foot; she probably had some killer beauty tips. “If I were, in fact, Malachus Azaranthinael.”


“If you are not, why, then, do you appear in his stead?” I demanded, trying to enforce one final shred of protocol before this already wayward train went careening completely off the rails. Demons weren’t supposed to be capable of bending the rules like this; when you summon one by their true name, what you call is meant to be what you get.


“Because, as it happens, there is no Malachus,” she said, still grinning like the void, honest-to-goddess little flames dancing in her golden eyes. Sounds like something right out of a corny cartoon, but it sure as fuck didn’t feel cliché when the abyss was staring you dead in the face. Chills crawled under my skin, crept into my knees—the type of nerve-jangling bullshit I lived for, the reason I went all in on such reckless antics as this in the first place. “There is, and ever was, only me … and the lies of Malachus I tell to entice dim little deathspeakers like you into calling me up unbound.”


I tried not to take being called dim too personally, and failed—to be fair, she had a point.


The books do tell you that daemonfolk lie easier than they breathe. By the sound of it, this one had invented a harmless-seeming demon as bait, embedded his name into the lore for gullible assholes like me to find, and then tied his summoning to herself, like one of those fugly deepwater anglerfish that dangle an alluring light for their unsuspecting prey. All of which meant that once she appeared in answer to a Malachus summons, she’d be yanked earthside without any bindings in place.


Damn, I thought, with a grudging pulse of admiration, well-played. Demons were tricksters down to their brittle black bones, and this one had gotten me good, fair and square.


“Deviously done,” I said, with a little dip of the head, making one last gamble. You’d be surprised how vain some of these tricky fuckers are, and how hard they fall for a little well-placed pandering. “And when they ask me into whose clever trap I stumbled, what fearsome name shall I say?”


She rolled her huge eyes, rosebud mouth pursed in exasperated disdain, like, Nice try, witch, but maybe get up earlier in the morning next time you try to put one over on me, eh?


“My true name is only mine to know, but you may call me …” she said, appearing in a shivery instant at the circle’s very edge, one fine-boned foot poised as if to step over it. “Davara Circlebreaker.”


A tad on the nose? Perhaps. Ominous as fuck? No doubt.


In the spirit of optimistic experimentation, I raised my hands and flung a banishment charm at her, murmuring under my breath—followed by another, and another, a barrage of them. She stayed staunchly corporeal, her inky smile only growing, her smooth form betraying not even the faintest flicker.


“Oooh, Yaga’s Baneful Banishment, how quaint!” she squealed, widening her eyes. “I have not seen that one in centuries!”


She pressed against the boundary, the air around her rippling like a mirage. The cellar trembled with the sheer force of her assault, little shock waves radiating out from the circle as her will flung itself against the barrier of mine, testing its give. My cluster of protective amulets had now turned searing against my chest, but even my fail-safe runes were badly outclassed. They weren’t going to keep me from getting soul-eaten by something of her caliber, not if she managed to break free.


I stumbled, barely keeping my feet, my heart pumping double time as uncut adrenaline crashed through my veins. If the demon got through me, she’d run roughshod all over Thistle Grove before someone else—probably my own mother, double fuck—managed to lock her down and banish her. Then I’d never live down the mortification of not having managed to handle my own demonic business, not to mention whatever punishment the tribunal saw fit to impose on me.


That is, if I even lived long enough to worry about such things.


“Not today, bitch,” I muttered under my breath, mind whirling as I thought on my feet, every nerve ending alight and crackling like a fuse. “I am not the one for this.”


I arranged my fingers into a different kind of conjuring, clouds of vaporous black seeping from my fingertips and gathering around my hands. You never really got used to the feel of ectoplasm, not even after years of handling it, the sticky cold of it clinging like a noxious second skin. But my magic itself felt wild and slick inside me, a quicksilver torrent racing up my spine and roiling in my head—the very best feeling in all the world.


Then came a headlong rush of haunts, harkening to my call.


The demon blinked in sudden confusion as the whole jostling host of shades that called The Bitters home began materializing around her one by one. Given that my ancestral demesne was over three centuries old, and impressively haunted at that, there were a lot of them. A mosh pit’s worth of hazy gray-scale forms, tattered and nearly translucent, trailing smudgy limbs and writhing hair as they pressed in against one another.


At first, they emanated only bemused annoyance, having been rudely yanked away from whatever ghostly business they’d been minding before I called on them. Then they noticed Davara Circlebreaker, still poised at the edge of my circle, a tiny wrinkle of concern now marring her smooth brow.


Their irritable rumbling abruptly changed pitch into a disgruntled hum—which escalated very, very quickly into the kind of bloodcurdling wail you could really only describe as eldritch.


The thing about summoning circles is, they’re a one-way barrier, meant to keep things in rather than out—and the thing about ghosts of the restless dead is, they’re territorial by nature, hostile to interlopers in their domain. I’d guessed that a trespasser like Davara, one that belonged in this realm even less than they did, would read as the ultimate provocation. And despite the huge power differential between a first-tier demon and a bunch of unruly revenants, I was banking on strength in numbers, the way a furious swarm of ants can bring down an elephant.


As the throng of shades bum-rushed Davara, a roar of pain and rage thundering from the center of the circle once they’d closed in on her, I could see that I’d been right on both counts.


Then the shriek cut off abruptly in a massive flare of scarlet light as the demon finally called it quits on this entire earthside outing. Apparently the prospect of munching on a witch’s soul and wreaking some small-town havoc wasn’t worth the trouble of getting nipped to (un)death by a rabid spectral horde.


“Woooooo!” I cheered, yanking down a victorious fist as the light faded away, bright afterbursts still popping in my field of vision. “And that is how it’s done, motherfuckers!”


The ghostly mob slowed in their maddened whirling, settling back to hover just above the dusty stones. Then they turned to fix the glowing craters of their eyes on me—a.k.a., the presumptuous scally who’d dragged them here against their will.


“Oh, fuck me,” I groaned, the garnet at my throat throbbing as I flexed my fingers. “Okay, then. Let’s go.”
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I’M NOT GONNA say I agree with Aunt Elena, because that would be treacherous,” Letha said, sidestepping the hairy animatronic tarantula that leapt out at her, hissing, from inside the dark passageway leading out of the teenage witch’s lair. “But let’s say, just as a hypothetical, if you turned my house into a poltergeist nest for shits and giggles? I, too, might be a little spicy with you for a while.”


My cousin was referring to the lingering psychic fallout from my improvised banishment. It had taken me all night to subdue my ghost militia, and even then the fix was only temporary. More than two weeks later, we still had knives embedding themselves in the ceiling, shadowy figures hovering over us while we slept, doors slamming open and closed in a syncopated rhythm designed to drive us all mad. Not to mention the way the mirrors distorted your reflection into a Munchian horror show when you were just trying to put on some fucking mascara. The kind of trippy shit that really got under your skin.


It had also scared my three cats half to death, not to mention the zebra finches, which was the part I felt the guiltiest about. Maybe it was my imagination, but even Elphaba the hedgehog struck me as a little nervy, not quite her easygoing, mellow self.


Suffice it to say, things between me and Elena had been … strained, ever since.


“Just because you’re turning it into a hypothetical doesn’t make it any less treacherous,” I informed my cousin, summoning a witchlight to hover above my palm so we didn’t have to fumble through the dark. We kept the entire haunted house space—a retrofitted warehouse adjoining the Arcane Emporium, our family’s occult megastore—glamoured with a fortification of the oblivion charm that cloaked all of Thistle Grove. Any normie visitor or member of the cast who happened to catch my spell would forget it within minutes. “Also, it wasn’t for shits and giggles. I had to get rid of the demon somehow, didn’t I? Even Elena’s not such an agent of chaos that she’d be down with me unleashing an ancient big bad unto the mortal plane.”


“A big bad you summoned in the first place, Issa,” Letha pointed out with irritating logic. “For the aforementioned shits and giggles.”


“Okay, fair. And I do wish Davara would’ve talked to me just a little before trying to bust out of the circle,” I added, pouting. “I had so many pressing questions. Like, do first-tier demons naturally have such popping skin, or does she moisturize with, the tears of the damned or something? Do they all smell weirdly amazing, or was that just her? The kind of stuff that isn’t in the books.”


Letha shot me an aggrieved look. “Yeah, about all that … how come you didn’t invite me to spot you? Davara Circlebreaker sounds like a snack. And maybe I could have helped, before things got that far out of hand.”


I squeezed Letha’s shoulder apologetically as we stepped into the next scene—then yanked her out of the way as a tear-streaked prom queen in ruffled fuchsia taffeta nearly barreled into us, fleeing a chainsaw-wielding prom king with disheveled feathered hair. A cluster of real visitors, cowering by a table scattered with severed hands, corsages, and a cut-glass bowl of bubbling “poisoned” punch, shrieked with terror before dissolving into panicky giggles.


As the prom king sprinted past us, muttering to himself, I appraised his shredded powder-blue tux and bloodstained Converse with a critical eye. Stylishly fiendish, sure, but also just kind of dull in a way I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


“Trust me, she was on the too-evil side of evilly hot,” I assured Letha. “Even by your standards.”


“Well, she might’ve been an edge case. And now we won’t ever know, will we.” Letha fixed me with a baleful side-eye, which, given how big and hooded her dark eyes were, was extremely baleful. “Seeing as I wasn’t invited.”


“I’m sorry, angel. It’d been a minute since I summoned, and … I don’t know. I wanted to do it solo, blow off some steam. Try to get my groove back.”


Letha gave a grudging nod, her cool expression thawing just a touch. She knew I’d been in an indeterminate funk lately, though she hadn’t pushed me on it yet. My best friend and second cousin wasn’t the cuddliest of creatures, but she was rock solid, the kind of unflaggingly loyal boulder of a person you always wanted at your back. You’d be wise to avoid finding yourself downhill of Letha, because in true Sisyphean fashion, she might roll right back down and crush you. But you could lean on her anytime you needed, rest against her with all your weight, and know she’d never budge an inch.


“Okay, so you get a pass this once,” she allowed. “But if I miss another demonic calamity, harsh words will be spoken. Of that you may be sure.”


“Understood. So, what do you think?” I asked her, surveying the murderous prom unfolding around us. Torn banners fluttered from the exposed pipes far above, ironically wishing the class of ’83 a happy life. While the prom king chased the queen around, oblivious couples covered in varying degrees of gore swayed lazily to the discordant strains of a slow, macabre cover of “Sweet Caroline.” Letha’s set design was impeccable as always, detail oriented and maximally creepy; my assistant director had a real eye for elevating horror ephemera into an art form. “Is it still working, six months in?”


As artistic director of the Emporium’s haunted house, I was responsible for everything from designing costumes to hiring the cast members, and this story line was my brainchild. The basic premise was that a teenage witch who was just coming into her power had been spurned by the prom king / quarterback / all-purpose popular dickbag. Fueled by rage, she’d cast a bloodlust spell on the whole town that had belittled her, turning everyone into murderous fiends. Kind of The Craft meets Carrie, with a twist—and way less menstrual blood, because, ugh, no thanks.


Besides the prom, other set pieces included the teen witch’s bedroom (complete with a bloody pentagram, black candles, and a human sacrifice—all the tacky accoutrements a real witch would never stoop to using), a classroom in which a homicidal chemistry teacher terrorized his students, a day care full of evil munchkins running amok, and a cheer practice gone heinously wrong.


“I think this one was a win,” Letha replied, with a nod that rippled the slick veil of her pink-and-purple-dipped black hair. Courtesy of her Japanese mom, Letha had the kind of shining, slippery tresses I’d spent my teens chasing with too many products and an elaborate straightening regimen before giving up the dream in my twenties. “Thematically consistent, but with enough variety to keep them on their toes. A lively palette, compelling audio, wet work decent but not overdone. A vast improvement over the circus of the damned, no question.”


I frowned, chewing on a knuckle. “You don’t think it all feels just a bit … uninspired?”


“Uninspired?” She glanced over at a tableau unfolding by the punch table, the teen witch cackling above a cheerleader caught in the thrashing death throes of the poison punch. “I mean, it’s a little slapstick, sure, but that’s part of the fun. Looks like the tourists are eating it up.”


“I suppose.” I nibbled on the inside of my cheek, trying to deduce what integral piece it was that I felt might be missing. “The narrative feels a little lackluster to me, that’s all. Like there’s not enough heart.”


Letha tilted her head, flicking me a bemused look. “Unless you mean that literally—which, yes, no bloody ventricles currently featured in the program—I’m really not following, Iss. This is one of our most elaborate takes yet. And the reviews bear it out, too. Whatever we do next, we’d be smart to keep it along similar lines.”


She was right; we’d noticed a significant uptick in ticket sales over the past six months, much more revenue pouring in from the haunted house than we’d seen in years. Part of it was the fact that, since Emmy Harlow had won the Victor’s Wreath during the Gauntlet of the Grove last Samhain, the town’s magic was no longer exclusively favoring the Blackmoores—Thistle Grove’s wealthiest and most powerful magical family, and our primary competitors for immersive entertainment. As a result, the rest of us were finally getting our fair slice of the tourist pie again. And now that we were well into spring, we were considering a redesign for the upcoming Flower Moon Festival, a town celebration organized around Beltane, the pagan holiday that usually brought the most tourists we saw outside of Halloween.


I should have been stoked to launch into a revamp; there’d been a time when I loved nothing more than bringing a new horror story to life, especially the costumes for the cast. I used to lose myself for weeks in the design, even dreaming in fashion sketches, their flowing lines and throbs of color weaving through my delta waves as they stitched themselves into full-blown garments while I slept.


Managing the haunted house might have been my day job, but for a long time, designing those costumes had also been my joy.


Maybe the real problem wasn’t that Fiendish Eighties Murder Prom didn’t have enough heart; maybe the trouble was that my heart wasn’t in it anymore. A thing I felt guilty enough about that I hadn’t even mustered up the courage to share it with Letha, who knew everything else worth knowing about my life, and had since we’d been creepy toddlers together.


“I guess I’ll have to talk it through with Elena,” I said, suppressing a reflexive wince. I had a debrief and planning session scheduled with her at the Emporium right after the walk-through. To say I wasn’t looking forward to a dialogue with my mother, especially in her role as Avramov matriarch, barely brushed the surface of understatement. “It’s her call in the end, anyway. Maybe she’ll want to keep a successful show in place for another season, make it easy on us.”


Letha stopped dead, so abruptly that one of the ghastly dancing couples collided with her. She shot them a glare so concentrated and intimidating that they hastily sidled away, discarding any budding plans of drawing her into the scene. Maybe they recognized her as one of their bosses, or maybe it was just the intense Capricorn energy Letha exuded. Despite her filigreed features and general pastel-goth aesthetic, Letha had that effect on people, like one of those gorgeous tropical frogs that actually signal their danger with pretty colors.


“What is with you, Iss?” she demanded, turning back to me. “I know you’ve been going through … something for a while now. I also know you haven’t wanted to talk about it, and I’ve been respectful of your space, like the exceptional human being I think we can agree I am. But we’re just about reaching the outer limits of my patience here.”


“Letha, come on. It’s not that serious.”


“Isn’t it? Because you’ve been shambling around like some subpar clone of your former self for months now. I mean, seriously, you’re suddenly not feeling Fiendish Eighties Murder Prom? You don’t want to brainstorm shiny new ways to terrorize the tourists?”


“Could it be that I’m just tired?” I ventured weakly. “Possibly coming down with something?”


Her dark eyes narrowed beneath the swooping wings of metallic eyeshadow. “Isidora Avramov, I’m starting to think you’ve been body-snatched. Are we talking an astonishingly lame demonic passenger here? Because I will admit that a prophylactic banishment has crossed my mind.”


I chuckled despite myself at the idea of Letha attempting to spring a stealth exorcism on me, like the world’s shittiest surprise party.


“I’m still me, I swear on my witch’s soul,” I assured her, looping my arm through hers and tugging her toward the exit. “If I wasn’t me, would I know to offer to buy you an apology Revenant ’Rita at the Shamrock Cauldron tonight, with extra pickled jalapeños?”


“Make that two ’ritas, plus several shots of Cazadores,” she muttered, reluctantly letting herself be drawn forward. “And it had all better come with a detailed walk-through of what’s going on with you.”


“If not tonight, then soon, promise.” I gave her arm a conciliatory little squeeze. “And it’s really sweet, by the way, that you love me enough to throw a surprise banishment in my honor.”


“Don’t flatter yourself, cuz.” A corner of her mouth twitched with the suggestion of a smile. “It’s only because I may perish of boredom if I don’t get the old you back soon.”


Such a liar. Beneath the flippant facade, Letha cared about her loved ones with unparalleled ferocity, even for an Avramov, and “Blood is thicker than water” might as well have been our unofficial family motto (“We neither break nor bend” being the official creed). I knew she was genuinely worried about me, and if anything, the fact that I couldn’t bring myself to open up to my own best friend and cousin about what was really going on made me feel even worse.


And even more of a traitor, to boot.


“Still,” I said, letting her have this one. It was the least I owed her, what with the immensity of everything I was holding back. “It’s the thought that counts. And you know demonic shit has always been my love language.”
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AT LEAST THE Arcane Emporium still smelled like home.


A sweet waft of incense and melting wax billowed around me as I stepped inside. Frankincense, myrrh, sage, and sandalwood burned all at once, in fragrant loops of smoke that hovered in the air like dragon breath. The vast showroom of what the younger generation had fondly dubbed Ye Witchy Walmart—to be used strictly among ourselves, unless you wanted to see Elena burst into flames while shooting hexes from her eyeballs—peddled everything from spellcraft supplies to spooky decor. Crystals winked from bins arranged along the central walkway, while aisles of racks and display cases stretched to either side, boasting besoms, staffs, and wands; censers, smudge sticks, and multicolored candles; pendulums, scrying globes, mirrors, and tarot decks; robes, dresses, and occult-inspired jewelry.


Above, bundles of drying herbs hung from rough-hewn rafters, courtesy of the “cottagecore, but make it massive” look Elena had been going for when the store was built nearly thirty years ago. An entire wall was dedicated to the Avramov Apothecary, its shelves lined with stoppered jars of milky green glass. We even had our own line of “spell-infused” cosmetics—glamour serum, bath bombs that glowed in the dark, that kind of cutesy crap.


Most of the specialty items were actually made by Avramovs, so we got to claim that our goods were not only artisanal and locally sourced but handcrafted by actual witches. Of course, none of it was going to do the customer much good if they didn’t have real magic of their own to work with, but at least we were sending the tourists off with genuinely beautiful collectibles.


I lingered among the wares as I walked toward the back, pausing to sink a hand into one of the cool piles of obsidian here, rub the velvety trim of a robe there, trying to summon up the joy this place had once kindled in me so naturally. I’d loved it here once, with a little witch’s territorial fervor. It had been my favorite place in the world, both the ultimate magical playground and my family’s most important holding. Something that belonged to every last one of us—but especially to me, second daughter of the Avramov matriarch.


But now I couldn’t resurrect even a pale ghost of the sentiment. If anything, the sheer familiarity of it all felt almost claustrophobic, itchy and restrictive as a straitjacket tightening around my chest.


The same damn music that always played—a blend of ethereal chanting and woodland sounds, like the soundtrack to a witchy spa—stalked me through the store, growing louder as I reached the row of curtained alcoves visitors could reserve for tarot readings or scrying sessions. I could hear whispers threading from two of the nooks, the soft, muffled sound of crying drifting from another. Though much of what we sold was Witchcraft Lite, intended just for fun, this was where we drew the line; an Avramov scryer never lied during a divination. When it came to telling fortunes, we sold only the naked truth.


My mother’s office lay behind the last door to the left, just before you hit the gigantic storeroom in the very back. I hesitated in front of it for a minute, stomach quailing as my fist hovered over the polished wood.


Oh, come the fuck on, Isidora, I told myself. It’s just your mother. You are not this much of a wuss.


When I bit the bullet and knocked, the door swung open for me of its own accord, with an ominous, creaking whine. Oh, nice touch, Mother, very subtle.


Inside, my mother’s sanctum sanctorum was bedecked in aged wood and oxblood leather, its stained-glass lamps shedding an elusive light. Elena herself sat in a hobnail armchair behind a weathered executive desk, a wall of mahogany bookshelves looming at her back, carved with lobed leaves and prancing imps and stacked with rows of fat binders that contained the kinds of cryptic financial documents I did my best to never think about. A laptop and a printer, recent concessions to modernity, sat on her desk between a set of spiky brass candelabra. The air smelled of Elena’s mints and the pipe tobacco she occasionally smoked, along with the spicy-sweet Dior Poison she’d worn since I could remember.


All smells that usually signaled comfort, instead of my current squirming anxiety.


“Isidora,” Elena said, flipping the laptop closed with a neat click as I shut the door behind me. “Sit.”


She twitched her chin at the wooden chair across from her desk, a rickety thing that looked like something the miller’s daughter had sat on while spinning straw into gold, designed to put anyone addressing Elena firmly in their place. I sat, doing my best impression of a circumspect employee. When your mother was also your boss, you couldn’t really indulge in demonstrative sulking on the clock.


“So, your walk-through,” she said briskly, resting her elbows on the blotter and interlacing her hands. “What did you and Letha think?”


So this talk was going to be strictly business, and not a more brutal dissection of my chaotic-disaster tendencies, I thought, the tension ratcheting down a notch in my chest. Business I could handle. I felt myself relax a bit as I launched into a recap, the buzz of nerves under my skin subsiding just a little.


“More or less what I thought, too,” Elena said when I wrapped up, resting her chin on her linked hands, “when I went through yesterday. A sparkling premise, well-oiled execution … impressive work all around. Kudos to you and Letha for keeping it running so smoothly.”


“You did a walk-through, too?” I said, not quite managing to keep the hurt from my voice, stomach sinking despite the compliment.


“It’s not a reflection on your judgment, Isidora,” she said with a significant pause, an unspoken (and unmistakably salty) “this time” hanging in the air between us. “I hadn’t visited since the opening, and the stakes are high for us this year. With Igraine stepping down as elder and Lyonesse taking up the reins, the Blackmoores will want to make a show of force for the festival—which means they’ll be doubling down on Camelot’s offerings. And as always, they’ll have their magic to their advantage. Unlike us.”


I shifted in the uncomfortable chair, considering. While we used scrying spells at the Emporium, Avramov necromancy was not the type of magic you’d ever let loose on a haunted house, unless you wanted the thrills and chills getting a little too real for comfort. In contrast, the Blackmoores specialized in transmutation spells—the loud, glittery Fantasia shit so many people think of as conventional “magic”—which made them the ultimate illusionists. Their immersive medieval castle experience included several stage shows each season, combination acts of circus, musical, and real magic that tended to be infuriatingly spectacular.


And it made sense that the newly minted Blackmoore elder would go particularly hard this year, trying to prove that her family still ran this town on their own merits, even without the lucky talisman of the Victor’s Wreath.


“Which means we’ll just have to be that much better,” I finished for Elena, feeling a flicker of the fierce competitive spirit our family passed down like an heirloom, the one that had kept our rivalry with the Blackmoores alive and kicking for so many centuries.


“Exactly, my lisichka. We’ve finally clawed some ground back from them, and I’ll be damned if I give it up now,” my mother said, sharp jaw setting with determination. “So let’s blow them right out of their motherfucking moat, shall we?”


I burst out laughing, and she dropped me a sly little wink and a ferocious grin in return. For a moment, I let myself savor the leap of warmth between us, the easy camaraderie I’d enjoyed with her for so many years. She’d called me “little fox” since I was a baby, and I’d grown up hearing how much I looked like her; we shared the same soaring cheekbones, jade green eyes, and auburn hair, though mine was deeper and darker than her fiery copper. But while I was very pretty in a freckled, weirdly wholesome way, my mother was gorgeous like a catastrophe, something you couldn’t tear your gaze away from. Looking at her felt like staring into a fun house mirror at a far more impressive and self-assured version of myself.


It didn’t help how temperamentally similar we were, impulsive risk-takers with mile-wide stubborn streaks, allergic to convention. I may not have been the family scion—that honor went to my older sister, Talia, next in line to be the matriarch—but of the four of us siblings, I’d always been the most like our mother. And for a very long time, she’d been who I wanted to be when I grew up. So what were you supposed to do when something that foundational stopped being true? When you suddenly stopped seeing eye to eye with someone who actually had the same eyes as you?


Possibly my recent funk was closer to an existential crisis than I’d given it credit for.


“So, let’s hear your ideas,” Elena went on, spreading her hands.


I took a deep breath, dragging myself back into the moment. “Well, we can’t do anything eighties again, obviously. But since that played so well, I’m thinking we lean into the whole period piece aesthetic. Let’s say … the story of two feuding vampires, as they go from lovers to rivals, something like that? A hate-love saga spanning continents and centuries, very macro.”


Elena tilted her head from side to side, mulling it over. I knew she wasn’t likely to go for a premise like this; it was too high-concept for her taste, less classic horror and more HBO. And since I’d had the idea for all of thirty seconds, I wasn’t even totally sold on it myself. But I thought at least the wide variety of costuming involved might be a fun challenge for me. Something to wake me the fuck up a little, bring my floundering ass back to center.


“Sounds … unusual. And a little complicated, don’t you think?” she finally said, tapping a crimson-tipped finger to her chin.


“A little, sure. But I’m confident Letha and I could pull it off.”


Provided Letha didn’t kill me with her bare hands for foisting a project of this scale on her without even running it by her first.


“Then again,” Elena mused, “maybe unusual and complicated is just what we need this time around. And you’ve been running the haunted house for, what, six years now? Which makes you our resident expert on what works.”


“Has it only been that long?” I glanced down at my hands, toying with my fingertips, the forced lightness in my voice not even fooling me. “Sometimes it feels like I’ve been running it since time began.”


“I’ve been meaning to ask you, lisichka,” Elena said, leaning forward over the desk with her eyes slightly narrowed, two slim lines sketched between her feathery copper brows. Back when I was little, always vying with Talia, Micah, and Adriana for her time, there’d been nothing I loved more than that look, the feeling of basking in the dazzling limelight of her attention. “You’ve seemed a little off-kilter, these past few months. I’ve been assuming you’re in a bit of a rut, needing more challenge at work—and believe me, I understand just how stifling too much routine can feel. So, is this concept what you really want to do to shake things up?”


For a split second, I played with the idea of being fully honest with her, the way I once would’ve been without a second thought. No, Elena, that isn’t what I really want to do, I would say. What I want is to design real clothes, for real people. Not costumes, not Basic Witch Apparel for the fucking Emporium—but my own line of ready-to-wear.


And what’s more, I’d rather not be part of the Emporium at all, because this is what I want to do full-time instead. Start my own business, right here in Thistle Grove.


I could picture her face in high definition, as this revelation struck her like a slap. Shock melting into confusion followed by disbelief, before hardening into the bitter lines of betrayal as she grasped how dead serious I was. That I genuinely wanted to turn my back on what my family had built, and orient my professional life toward a path that had nothing to do with being a witch—or, worse yet, an Avramov.


Yeah, hard pass on that kind of honesty today.


“I’ll go over the details with Letha,” I said, swallowing down the prickling tightness in my throat. “We may still tweak it a little. But I do think it’s the way to go.”
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SPRING IN THISTLE Grove has always been my favorite season.


Each year, Hallows Hill became a purple riot, thistle flowers spilling from the banks of Lady’s Lake and racing all the way down the mountain’s flanks like a violet wildfire. The season came early, too, our first crocuses nosing up through the snow before January’s end. By mid-February the sunshine felt like a balm, the trees in full, extravagant bloom. And there was Beltane to look forward to in May, the month of the Flower Moon—hence the town festival’s name. Thistle Grove witches made an entire month of the holiday, with a series of celebrations kicking off at the start of April and leading up to May Day itself.


I get that fertility festivals celebrating the return of summer aren’t supposed to be my vibe, Samhain being the much more traditional Avramov fare. But I’ve always loved flowers, and who can resist a holiday built around bonfires, feasting, and dancing around a maypole, with the excellent bonus of promiscuity thrown in? All entirely my speed.


More annoyingly, even I had to admit that the Thorns’ rolling orchards looked particularly stunning in the spring.


Per tradition, the families had gathered at Honeycake Orchards for the ceremonial Beltane Crowning on the first of April—basically an audition to cast the May Queen, who, along with the Green Man of her selection, would lead both our private celebrations and the tourist-facing festival parade. I’d snagged a seat next to Talia, in one of the cushy folding chairs the Thorns had set out for their guests. Around us, the apple and cherry trees were laced with snowy blossoms, like a lingering ghost of the season past. Each fresh gust of breeze brought their petals spiraling down onto the stage that had been assembled for the audition, crowned by a massive arch of morning glories and azaleas. The flowers had been animated to sing an upbeat chorus as they twined adorably around one another—just the kind of unbearably twee shit the Thorns took such great and misguided pride in crafting.


The platform was currently empty save for Emmy Harlow, most recent Victor of the Wreath and my older sister’s girlfriend, sitting toward the right as she waited to preside over the competition. Paired with the silvery dolman top she wore over sapphire velvet leggings and metallic espadrilles, the wreath gleamed on her glossy shoulder-length brown hair like a thoughtful accessory, a touch of vintage class.


She caught my eye as I glanced her way, flashing me and Talia a smile before schooling her features back into stern decorum.


“Your chick looks like she’s about to adjudicate a war crimes tribunal, sestra,” I mumbled to Talia through a mouthful of the lavender-laced goat cheese I’d scored from the snack table. I had to give it to the Thorns on this; they really knew how to feed their guests. “I know she’s still cutting her teeth on the whole Victor thing, but she is aware this is essentially just a chance for the Thorns to show off, right, followed by a pleasant picnic lunch? The pressure isn’t exactly on.”


“Oh, let Emmy live, Iss,” Talia said, giving me a not-so-gentle swat. “She just wants to get everything right. Haven’t you heard all that shit about ‘heavy lies the crown’? My girl takes her responsibilities very seriously … with, like, several additional helpings of gravitas on the side.”


I snorted, rolling my eyes just a little. I’d gotten to know Emmy fairly well over the past six months—she and Talia were so high-key into each other that you rarely saw one without the other—and on top of rocking killer style, she was generally very cool. She was also exactly the kind of intense overachiever who’d put her all into judging an event fairly, even knowing that we wound up with a Thorn May Queen almost every year.


While the Green Man’s role was mostly to stand around and look pretty, the spells the Queen was called upon to do fell squarely in the Thorn wheelhouse—the kind of green magic so incompatible with necromancy that most Avramovs didn’t even bother attending the Beltane Crowning ceremony, much less auditioning. The smattering of family who’d shown up today were mostly here for the excellent spread. Even Letha had begged off, snacks and free booze not having been enough to combat the pervasive threat of cuteness overload.


“Don’t look now,” Talia said, elbowing me with a smirk, “but thine sworn enemy approacheth.”


I followed her gaze to the second row from the stage, where Rowan Thorn was flashing broad, apologetic smiles at people as he clambered over their knees with his long legs. Even though I’d known he’d be here, my shoulders rose toward my ears of their own accord, my hands clenching into fists in my lap.


It was remarkable how just the sight of his face could spike my blood pressure, like the mercury shooting up in an old-timey thermometer.


“You’d think he could’ve made it on time to an event on his own damn grounds,” I muttered to her. “But noooo. Probably too busy delivering quintuplet foals all by himself, or saving a blind kitten from mortal peril. All in a day’s work for Rowan Thorn, Wildlife Hero.”


“Wait, for real?” Talia demanded in a lower tone. “I was just fucking around, but you’re actually serious. So that whole workplace enemies thing is somehow still happening?”


“Wait, is this not my ‘over it’ face? Whoops, my bad.” I bared my teeth in a manic leer, grinning until my cheeks ached. “How’s this, better?”


Talia shook her head, venting a little sigh. “Iss, you know I’m the poster girl for grudges … when they’re warranted. But in my experience, Rowan’s one of the good ones. If it hadn’t been for him, Emmy wouldn’t be sitting up there at all.”


It was true that Rowan had been part of a coup instigated by my sister—the vengeance pact between her, Emmy, and Rowan’s twin sister, Linden Thorn, that had led to Gareth Blackmoore, prolific cheater and colossal shithead, losing the Gauntlet of the Grove to Emmy, the first real Blackmoore loss in centuries. I did have to give Rowan some slight credit for that, I supposed. Ideally so slight as to be invisible to the naked eye.


“Pretty sure you had a little something to do with that, too, Tal,” I said. “You did get a whole boatload of ghosts all up in you for your trouble.”


The strategy my sister and Rowan had employed to take down Gareth in the final challenge, an unprecedented blending of Thorn and Avramov magics, had backfired—leaving Talia possessed by an entire horde of spirits for a night, until the family banded together to exorcise her. It had been a tremendous magical effort for all of us involved, and unimaginably torturous for Talia.


I still had nightmares about it sometimes, and I hadn’t even been the one possessed.


“Worth it,” Talia quipped, in the same blithe way she always dismissed having briefly been the human equivalent of The Bitters. “I do still get the odd migraine, but it’s mostly like it never even happened. And you get what I’m saying. You worked at that shelter for a month, tops. Now that it’s seventy million years later, don’t you feel like it might be time to let things go?”


“It’s been seven years, not seventy million,” I informed her, before shifting my stare back to Rowan. The least I could do was chafe him with my presence as much as possible, make him uncomfortable in his own family demesne. “And it’s not a grudge, it’s an archnemesis-ship. Trust me on this, you’ll grasp the difference when you have an archenemy of your own to loathe.”


As if he could feel the hatred in my gaze like some kind of airborne venom—Mother and Crone, now that would be cool—Rowan paused in his passage and looked up, meeting my eyes.


We glared at each other, the distance between us seeming to thin and contract, pulsing like a heartbeat, as if our shared loathing were potent enough to actually distort the fabric of reality. He looked away first, shaking his head in a slow, huffy, can’t-believe-this-shit way, a muscle twitching in his chiseled jaw.


At least the feeling was so reliably mutual, I thought to myself with a burst of satisfaction, like sinking my teeth into some tart, delicious fruit. I couldn’t even pretend not to enjoy knowing that seeing me was guaranteed to also ruin his day.


“I guess if you have to have an archenemy, you could’ve done worse,” Talia said, throwing me a sly, sparkling look. “He’s definitely less Thanos, more Killmonger.”


“Ugh, not the point, Talia,” I said with a shudder. “So far beside the point.”


Since I wasn’t the blind kitten Rowan had likely just saved from untimely death, it wasn’t like I’d ever missed how attractive he was. Back when I started volunteering at the Thistle Grove Animal Sanctuary, where Rowan was doing one of his vet school rotations, I’d more than noticed his smooth brown skin, absurd jawline, and heavy-lidded hazel eyes, all framed to perfection by coils of waist-length locs. He’d been twenty-two to my eighteen, which meant our paths hadn’t crossed much in the witch community before I began volunteering. I remembered thinking that he looked like a superhero, the sexy-as-shit kind you’d actually want rescuing you—and then, ideally, backing you up against the nearest alley wall.


That was all before I discovered how thoroughly his garbage personality salted his game.


“I wish you’d just tell me what he did, already,” Talia complained, shifting to look at me. Like our mother, my sister had one of those preternaturally incisive gazes, the kind of eyes that saw all the way down into the sketchiest recesses of your soul. “He came through for me, sure … but you’re my sister. Whatever it was, you know I’d always back you up.”


I took another bite of the aggravatingly sublime cheese, mulling it over. Only Letha knew exactly what had gone down between me and Rowan; I’d needed at least one trustworthy ally to share and savor all that secret, stifled rage. And it wasn’t that I didn’t trust Talia to take my side; of course I knew she would. It was just that the way things had played out was so fucking embarrassing that it almost hurt to tell.


But seven years had passed, and it was Beltane season—time for rebirth and new beginnings, all that fresh and dewy crap. Just because I felt so weirdly unmoored, so detached from my family for the first time in my life, didn’t mean I couldn’t take this chance to connect with my sister. Shit, maybe that was exactly what I needed to feel more like a real Avramov again.


“Okay, fine,” I said, casting a privacy bubble around us as the competitors filed onto the stage. The air warbled a little as the spell took effect, wavering like a mirage before settling around us into a transparent dome that would seal off any sound we made. “But you can’t tell anyone, ses, ever. Upon pain of agonizing death—inflicted by me, just to be absolutely clear.”


“That bad, huh?” Talia grinned even as she gave a solemn nod, trailing a finger over her chest. “Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a needle in a cheater’s eye. I vow to be silent as the grave.”


I took a long breath, psyching myself up, as one of the twenty-odd competitors assembled on the stage stepped forward—a white Blackmoore blonde, one I only hazily recognized, probably called Gwenhwyfar or Blanchefleur or something equally abominable. Full lower lip pinched between her teeth, she began casting something like a floral cat’s cradle, lacy curls of ivy and tiny periwinkle flowers dancing in a web between her hands.


Sweet, but nowhere near dramatic enough to cut it for a Queen.


“For starters, I didn’t exactly leave the shelter,” I said to Talia. “Technically you can’t get fired from something you’re not even getting paid to do. But, turns out, you can gently but firmly be told to GTFO and please never come back.”


“They gave you the boot?” Talia exclaimed, eyes widening. “Why the fuck would they do that? You’re amazing with animals! You’re like the everything whisperer.”


“Not if you ask Rowan Thorn,” I said, a fresh swell of indignation surging through me. “A.k.a., the shithead who wrote me up every single day I worked there. If I was the one doing the thing, you can bet your ass he had a problem with the way it was done. And he was a vet-in-training—it wasn’t like management was going to take a lowly volunteer’s word for it that he had some personal vendetta in play.”


“But you were so into it,” Talia argued. “You even hand-sewed those neat enrichment toys for the dogs, all on your own time.”


“The peanut butter squeezies for the pups, yeah. Well, he straight up hated those. ‘Not in accordance with shelter hygiene standards.’” I’d dropped my cheese plate on my lap to make finger quotes, imitating his gravelly, patronizing tone. My voice couldn’t go that low, or that pompous, but the gist came through. “And then he didn’t like how I interacted with quarantined animals. Or the high-risk ones. Oh, and let’s not forget, the way I washed the food bowls and did the laundry. Apparently I managed to suck at even menial tasks.”


The sense of injustice only gained fervor as I told the story, my eyes fixed on the stage. The next competitor, this time a Thorn, was growing a miniature tree around herself, its boughs and leaves intertwining with her own deep brown limbs and hair as if she were morphing into a dryad.


I had to admit, it was sort of pretty, if you were into that.


“That’s such rancid bullshit,” Talia snapped. “You’re always the one doing the dishes after family dinner. Micah and Addie barely lift a finger, those utter ingrates. What the hells was his problem?”
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