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To the Delilah devotees who wished
she’d taken center stage in Payback—
this one’s for you.
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THE VIRIDIAN TEARDROPS should have been in bloom by now. That much, at least, I had no trouble remembering.


But I’d been trawling the Hallows Hill woods for almost four hours, walking the forest in as methodical a grid as one could manage on terrain that tended to shift around you like a daydream if you let your attention wander, and I hadn’t spotted even a glimmer of the distinctive, iridescent color that gave the flowers their name. A languid twilight had begun to gather above the rustling treetops; a midsummer wash of dusky lavender that dipped the already hushed bower in an almost melancholy light, subdued as a sigh.


If anything, I was more likely to spot one of the elusive flowers now than I had been earlier. Viridians unfurled at dusk, revealing glinting amber centers like fireflies—the stamens that held the magically active pollen I was hunting for.


Six months ago, I wouldn’t even have needed to traipse along a grid. I’d been hiking Hallows Hill for pleasure since I was a kid, even when I wasn’t on the prowl for floral ingredients for a tincture or brew. Many of the plants that thrived up here were unique, native to Thistle Grove. Exactly which herbs, blooms, lichens, and mosses grew where had once been imprinted on my mind like an intricate schematic, a precise framework crystallized among my synaptic pathways. In the Before the Oblivion times, I’d had a photographic memory; the kind science wasn’t convinced existed, even if every other neurodivergent TV detective laid claim to one.


But I’d really had one. The ability to recall whole pages of text I’d read only once, to summon up faded illustrations I’d pored over by candlelight, to confidently rattle off lists of ingredients for obscure potions I’d never even prepared. The Delilah Harlow of before hadn’t had the first idea just how much she’d taken her keen mind for granted.


In my bleakest moments, I hated her for that smug complacency almost as much as I hated Nina Blackmoore for what she’d done to me.


With an effort, I shook off the creeping angst—in the months since I’d lost and regained most of my memory, I’d developed a maddening tendency to brood over my own misfortune, a waste of productive time if ever there was one—and turned my attention back to the forest floor. Viridian teardrops often grew in little clusters of three, usually around the exposed root balls of deciduous trees. By early July, there should already have been a good crop of them ready for harvest.


But Lady’s Lake had been a little tempestuous lately. Nina Blackmoore’s discovery of Belisama’s statue at its distant bottom seemed to have stirred up the sleeping avatar, jolted the piece of the mysterious goddess that lived in our lake bed into some semi-elevated state of awareness. We now enjoyed the odd lightning storm crackling just above the lake on otherwise perfect days, while balls of Saint Elmo’s fire had been spotted drifting down Hallows Hill and through the town below, rolling through walls like ghostly, electrified tumbleweeds and scaring the entire shit out of Thistle Grove normies. (The oblivion glamour cast over the town prevented memory retention of spells directly cast by Thistle Grove’s witches, but it was nowhere near broad enough to cover all the other unusual “meteorological phenomena.”)


Disturbances like that might have seeped into the forest as well, upset its natural growth rhythms or shifted them.


Just as I was about to cut my losses and call it a day, a flash of amber winked in my peripheral vision. I wheeled toward it, a flush of pure joy searing up my throat.


Sensing my excitement, my raven familiar, Montalban, hopped down from one of the boughs overhead, where she’d been examining intriguing insects and tracking my slow progress below. She landed on my shoulder, talons gently digging in for grip, then nestled her glossy dark head against my cheek and emitted a hoarse, contented caw. She didn’t understand exactly what was happening; though familiars were empathically bound to their witches and attuned to magic, they weren’t the snarky, anthropomorphized pets you saw in cheesy witch movies. But she could feel how happy it had made me to spot the viridians, that this was something important to me.


If nothing else, familiars excelled at very earnest “I love this for you” vibes.


Montalban and I had been bound for only a little less than six months; Ivy had thought that bonding a familiar might be healing for me as I recovered from the glamour, a friendly presence to both ground my mind and facilitate my scattered spellwork. But I already couldn’t imagine life without my salty little sweetheart always at my shoulder.


“See?” I whispered triumphantly to her, though I didn’t really have to vocalize; Montalban could pick up on the general gist of my thoughts. But I loved talking out loud to her, like the friends we were. “Still got it, my bitch!”


“Craw!” she agreed, ruffling her feathers.


It wasn’t a typical cluster trio, I saw as I bent to examine the flower. Only a solitary blossom, and on the smallish side as viridians came, growing in a nook just by a slim sycamore’s base. But its teardrop petals were plump and glossy with health, a gorgeously vivid bluish green—and nestled within, the stamens quivered with a rich dusting of that precious yellow pollen. If I was meticulous about extracting it, this single flower would be enough to cast a full iteration of Marauder’s Misery—one of the anti-theft wards I’d been restoring at Tomes & Omens ever since Nina Fucking Blackmoore undid three centuries’ worth of them in her brief and catastrophic rampage as a demigoddess.


Flames and stars, living in this town could be exhausting.


I sank down by the tree’s base, pebbles and blades of grass pressing imprints into my bare knees. Then I closed my eyes and reached for the flower, cupping my hands around it without grazing the petals.


Sensing the flow of magic, Montalban brought her focus to bear on the spell, too, facilitating my work with it. She couldn’t make me stronger than I was; that wasn’t how familiars helped. But her added attention was like a lens held to the sun—anything I cast, she rendered finer and more precise.


Like most magically imbued flora, viridians couldn’t just be plucked by mundane means. They needed to be harvested with the use of a particular preservation spell, to keep their potency intact. Magical botany was like that; infinitely fascinating and challenging, and also finicky as fuck. Hence, why I loved it. It demanded expertise and finesse, a deep understanding of theories and disciplines that the other Thistle Grove families largely cast aside in favor of relying on their natural talents. Even the Thorns didn’t bother with it much, given their affinity for magically coaxing plants into simply doing whatever it was they wanted them to do.


But arcane knowledge, and its practical applications … that was where Harlows shone.


Especially this Harlow.


I took a slow breath, twitching my fingers into the delicate position called for by the spell, lips parting to speak the incantation. The words floated into my mind’s eye in swooping antique copperplate; I could even picture the yellowed page upon which the rhyming couplets had been inked.


Then the entirety of the charm sluiced out of my head like water sliding through a sieve.


All of it, vanished in an instant. The words themselves, the lovely script, the aged grain of the paper. Where the memory had lived, there was now nothing. A cold and empty darkness, a void like a miniature black hole whorling in my head.


The panic that gushed through me was instantaneous, a prickling flood that engulfed me from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes, a flurry of icy pins sinking into my skin. And even worse was the terrible sense of dislocation that accompanied it, as if the entire world had spun wildly on its axis around me before falling back into place subtly misaligned. I’d known that spell, only moments ago. Now, I didn’t. It was simply gone, lost, as if it had been plucked directly out of my head by some merciless, meticulous set of tweezers.


“Crawwww!” Montalban croaked into my ear, shifting fretfully from foot to foot as my distress seeped into her.


“I’m okay,” I managed, through the terrible tightening in my throat. “It’s okay.”


But it wasn’t. It felt nauseatingly like existing in two realities at once. One in which I was the old Delilah, a living library, a vast and unimpeachable repository of arcane information. And another in which I was a tabula rasa, almost no one at all. Just a facsimile of a person rather than anybody real and whole.


The dissonance of it was horrifying, a primal terror unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. The way, I imagined, some people might fear death, that ultimate disintegration of self if you truly believed nothing else came after.


Though to me, the idea of living with a mind that couldn’t be trusted felt worse than even the possibility of a truly final oblivion.


I sank back onto my haunches, wrapping my arms around my chest. Goose bumps had erupted along the expanse of my skin, and I broke into a clammy sweat despite the buzzy warmth of the air, the humid heat that permeated the forest from the lake. “It’s okay,” I whispered to myself under my breath, rocking back and forth, feeling abysmally pathetic and weak even as Montalban nuzzled my cheek, desperate to provide some comfort. “You’re alright. Try to relax and let it pass over you. Like a reed in the river, remember? Don’t fight against the current, because the current always wins.”


Sometimes, the simple relaxation mantra Ivy had improvised for me from her meditation practice worked, bleeding off some of the panic. Other times, it did absolute fuck all.


The worst part was that no one understood why this was still happening to me. As a Harlow recordkeeper, I should have been shielded from a conventional oblivion glamour in the first place. Given our role as the memory keepers of our community, Thistle Grove’s formal occult historians, we were all bespelled to be immune to such attacks. But Nina’s form of the spell had been super-powered, whipped to unfathomable heights by the kernel of divinity that had been lodged inside her, the deity’s favor she’d been granted by Belisama.


Why that entitled Blackmoore bitch had been deemed deserving of a goddess’s favor in the first place was still beyond me.


In any case, even after the mega-glamour dissolved—helped along by my cousin Emmy’s and my uncle James’s efforts—I wasn’t rid of it entirely. Six months later, I still sometimes lost memories like this, little aftershocks of oblivion riving through me even after all this time. Other times, I reached for knowledge that I should have had—that I knew I’d once possessed—only to discover an utter, sucking absence in its place. As if some vestigial remnant of the spell lurked inside me like a malevolent parasite, a magical malaria that only occasionally reared up.


The lost memories did return sometimes, if I relaxed enough in the moment, or if I was able to revisit their original source—reread the page that held the charm, pore over the missing diagram. But sometimes they simply didn’t, as if my brain had been rewired and was now inured to retaining that piece of information. And it was all horribly unpredictable. Just when I’d begun to tentatively hope that I might be on the upswing, I’d tumble into yet another mental vortex, a churning quagmire where I’d once reliably found the diamond edges of my mind.


But the self-soothing methods Ivy had taught me were always worth at least a try. I repeated the sappy “reed in a river” mantra to myself several more times—trying my damnedest not to feel like someone who’d ever wear Spiritual Gangster apparel in earnest—all the while inhaling deliberately through my nose and exhaling out of my mouth. The familiar smell of Lady’s Lake calmed me, too, the distinctive scent of the magic that rolled off the water and through the woods, coursing down the mountain-side to wash over the town. It was the strongest up here, an intoxicating smell like some layered incense. Earthy and musky and sweet, redolent of frankincense and myrrh laced with amber and oakmoss.


As a Harlow, my sense of the lake’s magic was both more intimate and more acute than that of members of the other families—and the flow of it up here, so close to its wellspring, reassured me. Left me safe in the knowledge that I was still Delilah of Thistle Grove, on her knees on Hallows Hill with her beloved familiar on her shoulder. A Harlow witch exactly where she belonged.


Abruptly, the harvesting charm slid back into my mind. A little frayed around the edges, some of the words blurring in and out of sight, as if my memory were a dulled lens that had lost some of its focus. But it was back, restored, intact enough that I would be able to use it to collect the viridian.


“Oh, thank you,” I breathed on a tremulous sigh, my limbs turning jellied with relief, unsure whom I was even thanking. Ivy’s mantra, the goddess Belisama, the magic itself? When it came down to it, it didn’t really matter.


Sometimes, you had to take the smallest of victories and run with them.


Sometimes, they were all you had to cling to.
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IT WAS PAST nine by the time Montalban and I got home, the harvested viridian pulsing in my backpack, safe inside the transparent little globe of magic I’d conjured for its keeping. I lived on Feverfew, only a few streets over from Yarrow Street and Tomes & Omens, the family occult and indie bookstore that was now largely my charge. Not even a five-minute walk away, but far enough and residential enough to cushion me from the relentless hubbub of rowdy tourists that traipsed through Thistle Grove almost year-round.


Witch-crazy visitors were Tomes & Omens’ bread and butter, but that didn’t mean I had to like the noisy bumblefucks, or the overly familiar way they pawed my books and artifacts. You’d think tourists itching for a slice of occult history would approach it with more respect, and yet they dropped fragile artifacts, spilled their obnoxious unicorn lattes into sticky puddles on my floors, and chased my poor raven around the store as if they had the slightest hope of clapping their grubby paws on her.


But that was people for you, and why I generally preferred to stick to books and familiars.


Dipping into my cargo shorts pockets in search of my house key, I paused in front of the renovated colonial that held my second-floor duplex unit. Protective candles flickered in my windows—I’d learned to always ward my home that way from my uncle James—while my woman-about-town landlady’s below were dark as per usual; the chick’s social life was tantamount to an extreme sport. The summer night felt like a bell jar lowered around me, silent and almost perfectly still. A warm hush that pressed sweetly against the skin, disturbed only by the faint, whispery rustle of the elms that lined the street. The air smelled of honeysuckle, which grew abundant around the base of Hallows Hill and drifted around the town in fragrant currents every year, as soon as spring began its softening yield to summer.


Perfumed peace all around me, just the way I liked it. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend to be the only human left alive in the entire neighborhood. The sole survivor of some subtle apocalypse.


Sometimes, the idea of that much solitude felt disturbingly appealing.


I located the correct pocket, still savoring my little triumph as I fished out my key and jogged up the stairs to the porticoed landing, hiking boots clomping against the concrete steps. I’d successfully snared a memory back from oblivion, something I’d managed only a few other times before. Maybe I was finally getting better; maybe the remnants of the glamour were loosening their lingering grip, claws retracting from my mind.


Shifting the weight of my backpack to my left shoulder, I lifted the key to slide it into the lock. And promptly forgot what I was doing, or what the ominously serrated piece of metal in my hand was even supposed to be for.


The panic that slammed into me was like barreling face-first into a wall. My heart battered against my ribs with what felt like bruising force, my hand shaking so hard I couldn’t even keep the—the thing, the Mystery Fucking Object—lined up with the lock.


Had my life depended on it, a cold blade pressed to the soft flesh under my jaw, I couldn’t have divined what the object in my hand was meant to do.


With a distraught caw, Montalban abandoned her perch on the landing balustrade and settled on my shoulder. But this time, even her loving presence, the warmth of her ruffled feathers against my cheek and the sharp, familiar dig of her talons into my shoulder, couldn’t cut the rising terror.


The more I thought about it, the more sinister and wrong the thing felt, until some of that danger seemed to seep like welling blood into the texture of the night around me. Tainting it, turning it into the deceptively peaceful prelude of a slasher film. Why would something ever be shaped like this? That strange little circular head at the top, the menacingly toothy blade. Was it a very small weapon, maybe? An artifact intended to facilitate some malign spellwork? What was I even doing, holding something so clearly forged to nefarious ends without protective gloves between it and my skin?


I dropped my backpack with a thump, heedless of the englobed viridian inside, and turned to press my back against the door, sliding down the varnished wood until my butt met the floorboards. I was drenched in a cold wash of sweat, and I could hear myself panting, harsh breaths that sounded like they were being dragged by a fishhook from my throat. Even Montalban’s panicky croaking seemed to echo from a tunnel’s distance away, though she was right next to my ear. I wanted to drop the Mystery Fucking Object more than I’d possibly ever wanted anything. But some deep-rooted stubbornness inside me resisted the impulse, the desire to take the easy way out.


A stupid, maybe-evil hunk of metal was not stronger than I was.


But I needed help; that much, I did know, even if the admission felt like chewing on poison ivy, like the sting of nettles burning down my throat. With my free hand, I fumbled in my pockets for my phone. Ivy was the first contact in my favorites, above Emmy and Uncle James, and she answered on the first ring, almost as if she’d been expecting my call.


Maybe she had. Thorns could be that way, as if they had a specialized sonar for long-distance emotional distress.


“Hey, Lilah,” she said, her warm voice like a balm, an aural tincture with a honey base. Ivy had a beautiful singing voice; years ago, back when we’d still been together rather than best friends, she’d often sung me lullabies while I lay pillowed beneath her collarbone, the sweet vibration thrumming through my cheek. Some of that natural melody carried over into her speech. “What’s going on, boo? Shouldn’t you be in bed with your tea and Cheerios?”


I gritted my teeth, because yes, I damned well should have been. Most nights, I’d have long since been snuggled under my weighted blanket with a book, a mug of chamomile tea, and a snack cup of Cheerios and M& M’s, Montalban roosting in the wrought iron birdcage that hung above my nightstand, making the dripping-rain sounds she made only when content. Once upon a time, the ritual had included a nightcap, a lowball of negroni instead of tea. But I’d found out the hard way that alcohol didn’t play well with the aftermath of the oblivion glamour.


Yet another thing, a small pleasure, it had stolen from me.


“I went up to Hallows to harvest viridian teardrops,” I said without preamble, my teeth chattering a little. My tank top was soaked through, stuck to me, and the balmy breeze cut sharp against the film of sweat clinging to my skin. “I just got back, and I’m trying to open my door but then I—I forgot again, Ivy. Now I’m, I’m holding this thing, and I don’t know what it is but it seems fairly awful and I … Fuck, I’m scared of it.”


A tiny, mewling sob escaped past my teeth before I could call it back. I clenched my jaw, furious with myself, struggling to latch on to some semblance of control.


“Okay, honey, I’m with you so far,” Ivy said, sounding sublimely unruffled. “You got home, and it sounds like you were trying to unlock your door. What does it look like, Lilah, the thing you’re afraid of? Can you describe it to me?”


I rattled off as objective a description of the Mystery Fucking Object as I could muster, without mentioning any of my suspicions about weaponry or baneful magics. I didn’t want to bias her.


“Ah,” Ivy sighed once I’d finished. Her pitch didn’t change, but I could still somehow feel the wealth of aching sympathy rolling off her and through the line. “I got you. It’s a key, honey. You’re holding your house key—you know what that is. It fits into the lock, you turn it, and it undoes the mechanism keeping your door closed. Is that sounding more familiar now?”


A key. A fucking key had scared me out of my entire wits.


Because I’d remembered what it was, almost as soon as she’d begun explaining it to me. Sometimes it worked that way, when the oblivion clouded my memory of mundane objects, infusing them with a sense of pervasive malevolence. It didn’t happen often, but each time it did felt like the first. I needed a grounding reminder, a succinct explanation of what the object was.


But it had to come from someone else. I couldn’t mantra myself out of this kind of spiral, not when it was an everyday item that I’d suddenly forgotten.


I despised this utter helplessness—this mortifying dependence on Ivy’s help, the imposition and burden it turned me into, a flailing, needy creature instead of her friend—more than any other part of my miserable recovery. I hated it so much that the loathing felt close to rage, a bubbling cauldron of vitriol I couldn’t tamp down, that threatened to boil over any minute and scorch everything around me into bitter dregs.


And beneath the fury was another, darker fear, a leviathan’s shadow surging deep beneath the ocean’s surface. What if, one day, the thing I forgot was my phone? How was I supposed to summon Ivy then? My best friend and my lifeline, the tether that kept me sane and reeled me back in to myself.


Flames and stars, what would happen to me then?


I started to cry, raw, croaking sobs that I could do nothing to suppress. “I’m sorry,” I wept, swiping a hand over my horrible snotty face, succeeding only in smearing myself more. “Ivy, I’m so sorry to … to be like this. To do this to you.”


“Lilah, honey, cut that shit out,” she ordered, in the gentle and wholly uncompromising tone she probably also used with the more demanding clients she handled as the formal Honeycake Orchards event planner. The yoga she taught on the side was specifically an outlet for the frustration incited by the bridezillas, frazzled baby-shower hosts, and entitled-tech-bro retreats she managed at her day job. “Let me remind you that I love you, and that I volunteered for this. We agreed I’d be your person when you needed it. Tell me, did we not agree?”


“We did agree,” I said damply, nodding as if she could see me. Montalban bobbed her head in unison, like a little shadow; she loved Ivy, and she knew that talking to her helped me when I was in this state. “We did. But you—you don’t deserve this bullshit all the time. Having to fucking handle me like this, be on call any time of day or night. Like I can’t take care of myself. Like I’m this utterly useless waste of space.”


“Welp, that’s it,” she replied, and I could hear the soft rustling of thrown-back sheets—she, apparently, had been in bed. A shared love of early bedtimes had always been one of our things, back when we’d been together. “I’m coming over.”


I lurched back against the door in horror, nearly dislodging Montalban from my shoulder to an indignant caw of protest. “No! Ivy, no, you have to be up so early for that wedding tomorrow. You don’t have to do that, you really—”


“Again, and I say this with love,” she said, and I could hear the warm fondness in her voice, “but do shut up, bitch. Of course I’m coming over, this is no longer remotely a discussion. There’s no way I’m letting you be alone right now, not when this is the prevailing mood. And have you had dinner, or did you forget to eat while you were up on Hallows?”


“It’s possible that I forgot,” I admitted, chastened. “I had some trail mix, maybe? I was really focused on—”


“Harvesting the viridian, of course you were. Pearl Dragon should still be open, I’ll stop by and pick something up. I had a light dinner, anyway, I could use a dim sum snack. Want bubble tea, too?”


She’d probably had a healthy, substantial home-cooked dinner, but of course this was what she’d say. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back against the door, awash in equal parts guilt and gratitude, and suddenly aware of the seismic rumble in my stomach. The friendship that had grown out of my former romantic relationship with Ivy was one of the greater miracles of my life, one that I had no idea how I’d managed to pull off, given how clumsy and standoffish I often was with people.


Why she still chose to love me so hard was an enduring mystery.


“Thank you,” I whispered into the phone. “Really, Ivy. I … I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


“Not much, I’d bet, because you’d have long since starved to death. Don’t worry, though, fam. The dim sum’s gonna be on you, to balance out the scales.”
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WHEN I LET myself into Tomes & Omens the next morning, after a night of highly restorative platonic spooning with Ivy, goddess-damned Nina Blackmoore was somehow already there. For a blessed moment I didn’t even notice her, as the alert spell imbued into the brass bell above the doorjamb trilled a notification of my own arrival. Now come Delilah Charlotte Harlow and the familiar Montalban! it chimed inside my head in its dementedly cheerful, fluting tones. Ahoy, Delilah Charlotte Harlow and Montalban, ahoy, ahoy!!


“Yes, I know I’m here, you may proceed to chill out,” I muttered to it under my breath, swinging the door shut behind me once Montalban had winged her way in toward her customary perch at the front of the store. I didn’t mind the bell much during the day, once I was past my second coffee and used to tuning its chiming out as the foot traffic picked up. But first thing in the morning, it could be grating as hell. “It’s still me. Still your boss.”


The lingering echoes of ahoy!! trailed off in my mind almost wistfully, as if the alert were a sentient enough spell to be wounded by my brusque dismissal. The bell and I went through this maddening rigmarole every day, and every day I remembered that I needed to tinker with the embedded alert spell such that it wouldn’t feel obligated to recognize me as a visitor to my own store. Then I routinely became distracted by whatever else my task list held, and the next morning, Ahoy!!, here we’d find ourselves again.


Then Nina slunk out from between the shelves in one of the outrageously expensive suits she always wore for her shifts at Tomes—as if she were clocking in to her in-house counsel position at Castle Camelot, rather than coming in for another grueling day of casting—one small hand lifted in timid greeting.


“Good mor—”


“Why are you here?” I said, cutting her off as I elbowed past her tiny frame into the maze of towering, creaky shelves that occupied the center of the store, their dusty tops disappearing into the gloom of the double-height ceiling. The storefront windows were bespelled to block the light spectra most harmful to old books, which meant the shop was always bathed in a shadowy murk. It was one of the first spells I’d restored, once I had enough wits about me to effectively cast again. Nothing was more damaging to ancient tomes than too much light, and if it made the store spookier for the tourists, so much the better.


As I stormed through the narrow aisles, the books rustled around me like roosting birds, shifting uneasily against one another as they picked up on my bristling annoyance. Over the years, the Tomes collection—and, to a degree, the brick-and-mortar structure of the store—had acquired a collective sense of self, keyed in to its Harlow keeper. Normally, early morning at the bookstore was my favorite part of the day; the precious time I had it all to myself, to breathe the musty magic of its air, sort through the ledgers, and shelve new acquisitions before the hordes descended. Yet Nina had made it a point of pride (an extremely annoying one) to beat me here on her days in, as if this display of earnest punctuality would somehow endear her to me.


It stunned me, sometimes, the degree to which someone supposedly bred to politesse and decorum could be so completely divorced from objective reality.


“It’s Tuesday,” I went on, dropping my backpack behind the imposing, claw-footed glass counter that held a display of athames, crystals, and lockets for impulse purchases at checkout. “You don’t come in on Tuesdays.”


As part of the punishment imposed on her this past Yule by my cousin, in Emmy’s role as Victor of the Wreath, Nina had been charged with applying her heavyweight Blackmoore magic to helping me restore the wards she herself had wrecked. And in all fairness, she’d vigorously flung herself into the task, showing up twice a week without complaint, and even on weekends if I asked her to come in. She also treated me with absolute deference; not speaking unless spoken to, never complaining about the mind-numbingly repetitive spells I sometimes assigned her for my own petty pleasure, giving me space unless I specifically requested her presence. It was almost embarrassing, the way her whole face lit up on the rare occasions I deigned to engage her in casual conversation. Even those impeccable suits were a misplaced gesture of respect, an indication that she took this task no less seriously than the work she performed for her own hideous family.


One of the reasons I hated her so much was that despite her Blackmoore trappings, she so assiduously made herself difficult to hate. If anything, interacting with her was nothing close to the chore socializing amounted to with most people. Under different circumstances, she and I might even have liked each other—and somehow, this made her presence even worse, like a tender toothache I couldn’t resist prodding with my tongue. A constant reminder of all she’d stolen from me, in her brazen moment of vast selfishness.


Had her help in rebuilding the wards not been as invaluable as it was, I’d have cut her loose months ago; Emmy would’ve understood, deferred to my wishes. But Tomes & Omens had to take precedence over my feelings. I was just a steward, whereas this place was Thistle Grove’s take on the Library of Alexandria, our Harlow-tended treasure trove of town history, records, and magical arcana. I couldn’t let my own sense of loss and loathing get in the way of rebuilding its protections—and in an undertaking that massive, Nina Blackmoore’s assistance was a necessary evil.


“I, um, spoke to Gareth about spending more time here,” she replied, tucking a stray blond wave behind her ear, mascaraed brown eyes flicking warily between me and Montalban, who’d fixed her with a short-tempered, beady gaze from where she perched atop a bookshelf. Sensing my keen dislike of Nina, there’d been a transition period during which my familiar purposely made herself a nuisance. Stealing Nina’s pens, dipping her bill into Nina’s open beverages and snatching up her snacks, strafing her with the occasional fly-by droppings.


Highly entertaining as this hazing-by-raven had been, it had also gotten in the way of our actual task, so I’d kindly asked my familiar to refrain from further well-intentioned harassment. She’d grudgingly complied … at least, most of the time.


“To see if we could move the restoration along faster,” Nina went on, “so we can be done by Samhain, ideally. I know you’re worried about that many tourists trampling through here come Halloween, with the wards still only partially in place. Gareth agreed it’d be worth hiring a junior attorney to help me at Camelot, so I could—so I could be here more. If, of course, that’s alright with you?”


I paused behind the counter, taken aback by such a display of consideration on her part—and on her brother’s, to boot. She’d been right to pick up on my concern, and by now it wasn’t that surprising to discover she’d been paying such close attention to my worries. But Gareth Blackmoore was the kind of person who’d have been dubbed a “rake” in a different time; a shitty, over-indulged princeling of a scion who’d spent most of his twenties variously fucking and fucking over the portion of Thistle Grove’s female population susceptible to his dubious charm. Including, among a legion of others, my own cousin.


In short, he’d been exactly the kind of unapologetically trash scumbag who made me even more stoked to be gay.


And yet, he’d agreed to this proposition. Maybe Emmy had been onto something when she removed his mother, Lyonesse, from her position as the Blackmoore family elder and instated Gareth in her place on a trial basis.


“It’s fine,” I said shortly. “Tuesdays, too, then.”


Nina nodded furiously, honey-streaked waves bobbing, her lips twitching as she fought against a smile. Clearly thrilled I was allowing her to do this, giving her yet another chance to demonstrate the breadth of her remorse. If only she wasn’t so pathetically insistent about prostrating herself in front of me. Sometimes I got the sense she’d have happily flung herself down in front of me on a sidewalk like some medieval swain, to make sure I trod on her waiting back instead of stepping in a puddle.


Too bad all that regret counted for next to nothing, when not even an eternity of performative remorse could fix my stupid, broken brain.


“We’re casting Marauder’s Misery today,” I informed her, turning away. “I have a viridian teardrop to grind down for it. Go get me my mortar and pestle, would you.”


When she didn’t immediately leap into action, Montalban cawed imperiously at her, as if in mimicry of my command. Get thee to it, then, bitch, being the general mood.


“Of course, Ms. Harlow,” she muttered, flinging my raven a dirty look before heading toward the back of the store where we kept the apothecary tools shelved. I’d never given her permission to call me by my first name, and since she’d never asked, this was where we’d landed. “Right away.”


FIVE HOURS OF grinding, sifting, and amalgamating later, I’d perfected the sticky amber paste that Nina and I would smear over our dominant casting hands before launching into Marauder’s Misery. I’d forgotten that the paste also called for damiana and marjoram oil, neither of which I’d had on hand, so I’d sent Nina out to the Avramovs’ Arcane Emporium not once but twice. I hadn’t done it on purpose, but I couldn’t deny how much perverse pleasure it had given me to yank Nina away from the ward she’d been casting and then interrupt her precious salad lunch to have her play errand girl for me. She’d done it all in good grace, but by now I understood her well enough to know she had the kind of inborn pride that rivaled mine. It had to rankle her on some level, to be bossed around without so much as a throwaway thanks.


Ah, life’s simple pleasures. Maybe I needed to start stocking even fewer ingredients in my apothecary’s cabinet.


I was just about ready to call Nina over so we could get the spell started when the bell tinkled above the door, the alert chiming Now comes Catriona Arachne Quinn! Ahoy, Catriona Arachne Quinn, ahoy, ahoy!!


I scowled to myself, annoyed by the interruption, and a little surprised that a non-local would be wandering in here alone this time of day. Most tourists would still be at lunch right now, and they typically traveled in pairs or packs, not solo. Tuesdays also tended to be quiet at the shop; we’d had an only moderately irritating group bustle in earlier, but off-season, visitors usually flocked to Thistle Grove for long weekends rather than dropping in on random weekdays. Still, there’d been enough of them to drive Montalban up into the rafters, and I hadn’t seen her since, which meant she’d probably settled into some aerie for her afternoon nap.


And that name, Catriona Arachne. It was unusual even by my standards, and I’d grown up alongside the Thorns’ flora-inspired first names, the Avramovs’ Slavic nomenclature, and the Blackmoores’ overblown penchant for Arthurian mythology.


Sliding the pungent paste under the counter, I arranged my features into what passed for my customer-service face, preparing to be pelted with town history questions and requests to retrieve books and novelty items (that this browser was almost inevitably not going to buy) from the highest shelves. So when the minutes ticked by in complete silence—whoever this Catriona Arachne was, she had such a quiet step that even the creakiest of the store’s floorboards weren’t giving her away—I shrugged to myself and went back to my final review of Marauder’s Misery in the Harlow copy of the Grimoire.


By the time she finally made it over to the counter, I’d gotten so immersed in making sure I had the lead caster’s lines memorized—Marauder’s Misery followed a complicated call-and-response pattern, and there wasn’t as much repetition in the stanzas as you often found in long workings—that I’d all but forgotten she was even here.


“Excuse me.”


I glanced up, brow furrowed with preemptive annoyance before I remembered that I was supposed to be projecting courtesy. “Can I help …”


The words ghosted away from me, and for once, their loss had nothing to do with the oblivion glamour.


The woman standing in front of the counter was easily one of the most striking people I’d ever seen—and I lived in a town teeming with Avramovs, who looked like they’d been genetically modified to beguile victims into untimely ends. She was even taller than me, an inch or two over six feet, with what appeared to be naturally white-blond hair buzzed close on one side and falling just shy of her cheekbone on the other. Her skin was dramatically tan against that shining pale hair, a deep and tawny amber—and even more startling, her eyebrows and lashes were inky black, framing the most arresting green eyes I’d ever seen. Long, narrow, and tilted up at the corners like a cat’s, they were nearly the color of verdigris, both vivid and pale. Such an unusual color that it tipped more toward uncanny than attractive.


Just in case I didn’t have enough reason to stare at her slack-jawed, she also had a tiny, intricate tattoo at the corner of her right eye that I couldn’t quite make out. And beneath an aquiline nose featuring a dainty septum piercing and two hoops in the left nostril, and cheekbones so sharp they cut an even harder line than her jaw, was a pair of breathtakingly delicate lips painted a deep, matte cerise.


Even if she hadn’t also been rocking the kind of hard shoulders and arms you usually saw on MMA fighters, I’d already have been a lost cause. Women like this were my ultimate undoing; vaguely rakish, stunning without being conventionally beautiful, a tantalizing touch androgynous. It was the reason I’d fallen so hard for Ivy years ago. She and this woman obviously looked nothing alike, but the striking aesthetic and the general aura of brash sexiness pretty much embodied my type.


Catriona Arachne Quinn smiled at me, slow and a little crooked, almost smirky. As if she was plenty used to eliciting this exact reaction from mortals unexpectedly graced by her attention.


“I didn’t mean to interrupt your reading,” she said, with a flash of white teeth behind those black-cherry lips, her gaze flickering down to the open Grimoire. Her voice sounded exactly like she looked. Low and distinctive and slightly husky, like incense smoke. There was the hint of an accent there, too, something that softened her consonants a little, but I couldn’t place it. “Must be a pretty compelling story, that. You looked completely engrossed. Practically worlds away.”


“Oh, no, no, it’s no problem,” I assured her, flipping the Grimoire closed. Technically I shouldn’t have had it out in the open in the first place—we were supposed to keep this original copy of the spellbook safely in the attic, away from any prying eyes or sticky fingers—but it wasn’t like any tourist would even know what they were looking at. “Just, um … work. Very, very dull. Were you, uh, looking to make a purchase?”


Still with that lazy half smirk, she slid a pack of tarot cards across the counter. It was a relatively shitty oracle deck, fairy themed and mass produced, nowhere close to the quality of the beautiful handmade decks we also kept in stock. I wrinkled my nose, unable to hide my surprise that someone like her would’ve chosen something so unabashedly cheap and boring.


She laughed at my disdain, a silvery chuckle, higher pitched and more melodious than I’d have expected from that smoky speaking voice. “Ah, so it’s like that. I take it you don’t approve of my selection?”


“Well, it’s completely up to you.” I reached over to pick up the tarot deck and scan it. “I was just thinking that we carry a number of more … unique decks than this one. Some of them hand-painted, even, designed right here in town.”


“To each their own, as they say,” she said, flicking one of those gorgeous cut shoulders in a shrug. “And, hey, could be I’m hopelessly partial to trashy fairies. Sexy Tinker Bell here might be right up my alley, for all you know. We all have our afflictions, don’t we?”


I burst out laughing, unable to help myself. The pouty illustrated fairy on the cover of the deck, scantily clad and sprawled very suggestively on an oversized leaf, did sort of look like the porno version of Tinker Bell.


She grinned fully at my laughter, crossing her arms on top of the counter and leaning over them, in a lazy way that struck me as both extremely hot and casually territorial, as if she were somehow staking a claim on the store. And possibly me, by extension. It should have made me bristle—and certainly would have, had it been anyone else smearing their bare arms all over my clean glass—but instead it sent a full-bodied flush traveling up my skin.


“For what it’s worth, I’m not,” she went on in a confiding tone. “Into trashy fairies, that is. Witches are much more my speed these days. Heard I could find a whole mess of them in this little slip of a town and thought, hey, why not come see for myself?”


“Where are you coming in from?”


“Chicago.” A corner of her mouth quirked. “Mostly.”


“Well, you’re definitely in the right place for witches,” I informed her solemnly. “We do take some issue at being referred to as ‘trashy,’ however. The ones you’ll find here come with a very storied history. Highly dignified, by all accounts.”


“This is my first stop, but I can already tell,” she said with equal mock seriousness, tilting her chin at my dove-gray-and-white Harlow robes. I always wore them when working in the store, not just to cater to the tourists, but also because it felt right, in a sincere and symbolic way. As though I were already inhabiting my role as future keeper. “Occult, but make it classy, no warts or pointy hats cheapening the vibe. I love your tattoos, too. And your nails.”


I’d rolled up my robe’s sleeves while I worked on the paste, exposing the full-color floral tattoos that sleeved my arms like botanical illustrations. Sprawling peonies and lilies and thistles, wreathed with renderings of my favorite magical flora: bristling broombrush and lacy pink aurora, spriteslip and tinderweed.


And my nails were more interesting than they had any right to be, considering how much I worked with my hands, but I loved keeping them long. This week they were coffin-shaped and painted fuchsia and black, a sinuous line of silver glitter drawn through them like a meandering river.


“Thank you,” I said, flustered that she’d noticed my details just as closely as I’d noticed hers. Her own strong hands were still resting on the counter, like the counterpoint and foil to mine; the backs veined, nails short and square and unpainted. She had an unusual bracelet around one wrist, black leather and cord in a complex knotted design that also held glinting little slivers of onyx. There was something very eye-catching about the way it was made; now that I’d noticed it, my gaze kept drifting back down to its knots. “I do my own nails—art therapy, I guess you could call it. And I sketched the designs for the tattoos, too.”


Before I could regret inundating her with personal information she probably had zero interest in knowing, her dark eyebrows lifted with delight.


“Artistic. I like that,” she said, tipping her head in admiration, that asymmetrical slice of hair falling into her left eye. “I’m a little crafty myself, as it happens. Enjoy a bit of weaving, here and there.”


Weaving struck me as the blandest conceivable hobby for a woman like her; not that there was anything wrong with it, I just couldn’t imagine someone who looked like a kickboxing pinup enjoying something so sedentary. Though maybe it meant she’d made that edgy bracelet herself. It felt much more in line with the rest of her.


“Did you want anything else?” I asked her, clearing my throat as I folded the garbage deck into a complimentary velvet cloth for her, not that it deserved any such protection. The cloth was probably of higher quality than the cards themselves. “Or maybe a bag? I’m afraid we don’t have any weaving supplies on offer.”


“Oh, I always travel prepared,” she replied. There was something oddly coy about the way she said it, some private moment of amusement as she tucked the deck into a back pocket with a half smile. “Never know when one might need the materials for an emergency crafting session.”


“Right,” I said, a little uncertainly, thrown off by this tinge of strange innuendo, like she was keeping some secret with herself. “Well. Thank you for stopping by, and enjoy Thistle Grove. If you’re looking for things to do, I highly recommend a visit to Honeycake Orchards. No trashy fairies there, either, but it’s a gorgeous place.”


“Noted,” she said, tipping me a little two-finger salute as she pushed back from the counter. “I’m Catriona, by the way. Cat.”


“Delilah,” I replied automatically, though I normally never told Tomes visitors my first name. If anyone asked, “the Witch Harlow, Proprietress of this Establishment” had a suitably more ominous ring to it, like someone you didn’t necessarily want to bother too much about what such-and-such trinket cost. (Even if I wasn’t, formally, the proprietress just yet. Those smug, presumptuous trespassers didn’t need to know everything.)


“Delilah,” she repeated, a gleam lighting in her eyes. The soft emphasis she put on each syllable made me acutely aware of the tip of her tongue flicking behind her teeth as she pronounced each of the l’s. “Beautiful name, one you don’t hear so often. It was a pleasure to meet you, Delilah—and thanks for the insider info. It’s much appreciated.”


“You’re welcome,” I called after her, but she’d already turned away.


And as she disappeared into the shelves, with a lithe, rolling gait that put me in mind of predators roaming the savanna in nature shows, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d detected some sense of recognition in her. Like she’d already known my name before I told her what it was, just like I’d known hers.


It also didn’t occur to me until after I’d heard the door swing shut behind her that she’d never actually paid for the fairy deck.
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“I am happily and completely under the spell of the Witches of Thistle Grove
series.'—#1 New York Times bestselling author EMILY HENRY
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