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Elliott couldn’t imagine anything more depressing than attending a sexual abuse and assault support group for Santa Barbara County teen girls housed in a kindergarten classroom.


No, that wasn’t true; she could easily name half a dozen things way more depressing, and that was sourcing from her own life alone.


But that wasn’t the point.


The point was that sitting in a miniature chair, listening to other girls detail all the ways their lives had been ruined by douchebag boyfriends and random assholes, abusive babysitters, and creepy neighbors (not to mention family members), all while Crayola stick figure families and five-year-old-sized handprint butterflies smiled down on you was goddamn tragic.


Elementary schoolteacher Mary Yoshida, fearless leader of said Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom, was nodding as Emma, a new girl with curly red hair and pale freckled skin, detailed how the scummy college freshman she’d met at her best friend’s Fourth of July party got her drunk and then forced himself on her behind the garden shed. As Emma spoke, Elliott picked at her black nail polish, the flakes collecting on her vintage Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt.


“. . . and I just, I don’t know,” Emma concluded, pulling her shirt sleeves down over her hands. “I feel like I should be angry? But instead, I just feel . . . numb? Or maybe . . . I don’t know. I don’t even know how to feel.” Emma wrapped her arms around her stomach and let out a shuddering sigh. “So that’s it. That’s me. I’ve never really said any of that out loud before.”


“Thank you, Emma.” Mary smiled warmly, leaning toward the girl. “We’re so glad you shared with us. And it’s okay not to know. These things take time to process. That’s why we’re all here. To share, to listen, to process. Thank you for being so honest and brave.”


Emma gave a quick nod, staring at her scuffed-up Converse.


Mary cupped her hands in her lap and looked out at the group, which changed in size week to week. Most of the time they numbered about a dozen, but today there were closer to twenty-five. The start of the school year had everyone triggered.


Mary had perfect posture and this preternatural Zen quality that Elliott couldn’t decide if she detested or admired. (Is that what came of being a rape survivor for over two decades, Elliott wondered. Or had Mary gone to some weird, serene place just to survive? And was it racist to call her Zen? Or was it fine since she was, in fact, a Buddhist?) Mary had been a counselor before becoming a kindergarten teacher, and once upon a time she’d apparently known Elliott’s mom when they were both college students at UCSB. Which intrigued Elliott . . . but not enough to speak.


Mary calmly surveyed the girls. “So? Who else would like to share?”


Silence fell upon the circle. There was the squeak of people shifting in their chairs.


Mary’s eyes moved clockwise and landed on Elliott. Elliott stared back. No fucking way.


“Well,” Mary offered gently, adjusting her cat eyeglasses. “I think it’s worth discussing what I know we’re all thinking about. And, Kaylie.” She looked toward the blond girl seated three seats to Elliott’s left. “I’m so glad you decided to attend group today. I can only imagine how difficult this past week has been for you.”


Kaylie was slunk down in her chair, mouth clamped shut, arms crossed over her chest, wearing a hoodie and rumpled pajama bottoms. She and Elliott were both seniors at Santa Barbara High and had gone to school together since elementary—though it’s not like they were actually friends. Kaylie had always been your classic girly-girl; showing off her gymnastic moves at recess and collecting American Girl dolls back in the day, breezing through the halls of Santa Barbara High with her vast array of friends, and cheering at all the games. Not exactly Elliott’s vibe.


Not that Kaylie wasn’t nice—she was. She was cheerful. And sparkly. And basically, the poster child for well-adjusted adolescence and All-American high school life.


Which was why it had been such a shock the first time Elliott came to group and spotted her, of all people.


“If you want to process things together,” Mary offered. “We’re here to listen.”


Kaylie remained silent, eyes fixed on the rainbow rug their chairs were circled around.


“Well, I just wanted to say that I feel horrible about it,” Chatty Charlotte leapt in, her eyes brimming with tears. “And I am so, so sorry, Kaylie.”


Chatty Charlotte was always feeling. If Elliott had a nickel for every time Charlotte emoted all over somebody else’s problems, she’d ship Charlotte off to a remote desert island. Definitely not a candidate for the List.


“It’s just so messed up,” Charlotte continued. “I can’t get over it. How could he . . . I mean, how could that be the verdict?” She covered her mouth with both hands like she might cry.


A few girls murmured their agreement.


Never Have I Ever Raya, who just could never believe the reactions of outside people (Raya was second only to Charlotte when it came to sharing in group, and therefore a hard no for the List), cleared their throat. “When I heard the verdict . . . I just couldn’t believe it. It just made me feel like nobody even cares. Like, all this bad stuff can happen to us, and no matter how much we speak up, the world just keeps going. You were so brave, Kaylie. You deserved better.”


“Yeah,” agreed Church-Mouse Maritza, who was waaayyy too meek for the List. She always spoke like she was sitting in the first pew at mass. “You did. And it sucks.”


“It totally sucks, and I’m so sorry,” added Miss Prima Ballerina Madeline, a straitlaced senior at private Catholic school Bishop Garcia Diego. Madeline was new to group, but from the little Elliott had seen, she was in zero way List material.


Girl after girl jumped in with their heartfelt condolences, assuring Kaylie that the verdict was totally unfair and reminding her that she was so awesome and brave.


Elliott stayed silent, finding each girl more irritating than the last.


The thing is, they weren’t wrong. Kaylie was brave. And it was unfair. Start of junior year, Kaylie gets raped by a senior while drunk at a party, has the whole thing filmed and shared with the varsity baseball team, is brave enough to go to the police and press charges, takes the stand as “Emily Doe,” and the judge decides he doesn’t want the guy to have his entire life ruined “by one mistake” just because he “has potential” and “a future ahead of him”? What about Kaylie’s potential? What about Kaylie’s future? Did she get a vote on having her life ruined? Did any of them?


It was kind of amazing to Elliott that after everything Kaylie had been through, she kept showing up to school every day acting bubbly and totally normal. Especially given the trial’s recent blowback: supporters of Kaylie’s rapist had taken to social media and were buzzing in the halls about how #MeToo had gone too far and how that “slut” was just trying to take some poor guy down. Maybe they didn’t know that “slut” was Kaylie—the video didn’t show her face, and she’d managed to remain anonymous, except to her immediate family and two of her closest friends—but she knew. She still had to hear all that crap.


But the Kaylie in group was always a stark contrast to the Kaylie at school. In group she let her cheerful persona drop, her face relaxing into a serious expression so that her outsides more closely matched her insides (or so Elliott assumed).


And yet this dead-eyed version of Kaylie was something else entirely. Was this the new Kaylie, Elliott wondered. The Kaylie who’d given up? The Kaylie after?


Chatty Charlotte was launching into round two of her condolences, and it was more than Elliott could bear. “This,” she burst out, “is bullshit.”


The girls flinched and looked over at her, like they hadn’t realized she could even speak. A marble statue come to life. Charlotte glanced at Mary, wondering if this outburst would be sanctioned or scolded.


“Elliott,” Mary said proudly, as if Elliott had just waltzed in and announced she was running for Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom president. “Tell me more. Let’s talk about what you’re—”


“No.” Elliott shook her head. “You see, that’s the whole point. All this talking gets us absolutely nowhere. And I’m sick of it.”


From the corner of her eye, Elliott saw Kaylie turn her head. Elliott glanced at her and for a moment their eyes met. Kaylie looked away.


Mary nodded slowly, a solemn expression on her face. “Yes. I hear you, Elliott. I really do. It’s normal to have a lot of strong feelings when triggered.”


Elliott rolled her eyes. This wasn’t triggered; this was fed the hell up.


“Is anyone else feeling this way?” Mary asked the group. “Let’s talk about our feelings of powerlessness and frustration.”


Unsurprisingly, Chatty Charlotte piped up. “I’m feeling super powerless and—”


Elliott groaned as she got to her feet. “Screw”—she snatched up her backpack—“this.”


And with that, she strode out of the room.
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Outside, leaning against one of the waist-high brick posts at the edge of the school parking lot, earbuds firmly in place, Elliott blasted Joy Division and shoved her hands into the pockets of her vintage leather jacket, eyes trained on busy Las Positas Street for her grandma’s Honda Accord.


Elliott had attended group every Thursday evening for over three months, and so far, as expected, it had gotten her squat. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. It had provided a few potential names for her List. But it hadn’t, like, improved her life. The truth was, if it weren’t for her grandmother’s insistence that she go somewhere for “girls like her”—a contentious bargain made from pure desperation and the need to shut her grandmother up—there’s no way she’d ever attend group on her own.


Girls like her. God. Such a classic judgy Prudence statement.


Not that Prudence D’Angelo’s judginess was anything new. Whenever Elliott was with her, Elliott could feel the disapproval rolling off her grandmother, who, based on her many hushed comments to Elliott’s father, seemed to object to everything about Elliott. There was Elliott’s nose ring (“I just worry that hoop is going to get infected, Daniel. That’s all.”), her constantly changing hair (“It’s just such a bright shade of pink. Does it always have to be so abnormal?”), not to mention every single thing Elliott wore (“Couldn’t those ugly boots and flannel shirts stay where they belong, in the nineties? It was bad enough when Veronica wore outfits like that, God bless her soul.”).


But the thing Prudence most objected to was the thing she and Elliott never discussed. The thing Elliott’s father didn’t know about. The thing that prompted Prudence to show up every Thursday evening at Adams Elementary School to pick up Elliott.


Soon enough the other girls began to trickle out, heads down as they hurried along the covered outdoor corridor that led to the parking lot, quickly angling toward their parked cars or rushing toward idling vehicles. Elliott searched for Kaylie in her peripheral vision and spotted her making a beeline for her mom’s SUV.


Elliott became aware that one of the girls was walking directly toward her. When she looked, she was surprised to find it was Miss Prima Ballerina Madeline. Elliott had to wonder what had happened to her. Like Elliott, and only a couple of the other girls, Madeline had yet to share her story.


Madeline stopped in front of Elliott, arms folded over her long-sleeved ruffly pink blouse.


Elliott lowered the volume on “She’s Lost Control” and pulled out one earbud. She could hear the cars rushing by on Las Positas and the flagpole clinking in the wind as she raised her eyebrows in a question. Yes?


“It is bullshit,” Madeline said evenly.


Elliott eyed her, in her expensive leather riding boots and designer jeans, her long glossy chestnut hair carefully arranged over one shoulder, her pale skin accented with just a hint of tasteful makeup. Was she for real?


At that moment a silver Honda Accord pulled into the parking lot and flashed its lights at Elliott. Elliott pulled out her other earbud and picked up the backpack at her Doc Martens–clad feet. She gave Madeline one last assessing glance before heading to the car.
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“Make a salad, will you?” Prudence instructed Elliott as she slid a casserole dish from the oven.


“Yes, master,” Elliott muttered as she set the final napkin on the table and then went to the cabinet to pull out a large glass bowl.


Ever since Elliott’s mom’s death seven years ago, Prudence had become a fixture in their house. Cooking up meals to put in the freezer, doing all the ironing, cleaning out and organizing the cupboards. Tasks that no one had asked her to do or even cared about but that she took upon herself for the sake of her poor widowed son-in-law and her wayward granddaughter.


“Hey, El,” her dad greeted her as he came into the kitchen from his home office. Daniel Brandt had been so handsome when Elliott’s mom was still alive, with his shock of black hair and twinkly eyes set behind Buddy Holly glasses. And he still was, just an unshaven, wounded sort of handsome. He placed a kiss on the top of her head. “Sorry, I got a call from a client right when you—” He stopped short, eyeing the casserole dish on the counter. “Prudence, what is that?”


“What?” Prudence asked innocently, wiping her manicured hands on the KISS ME, I’M SICILIAN apron she always insisted on wearing. “It’s lasagna.”


“I told her,” Elliott warned as she chopped up a carrot.


“Prudence, we talked about this. El and I are going vegetarian. We can’t eat this.” He motioned at the lasagna.


“Well, I used ground turkey, Daniel,” Prudence defended, managing to sound like both a martyr and a matriarch. Characteristics, Elliott noticed, that often went hand in hand.


Elliott’s dad shook his head as he walked to the fridge. “I’m ordering us Thai,” he informed Elliott, pulling out his phone as he grabbed a beer. “Hey, how was your SAT prep course? Boring as always?”


“Pretty much,” Elliott lied as she abandoned her salad making, aware of her grandmother quietly Saran Wrapping her precious lasagna just a few feet away.


It was both a blessing and a curse that Prudence, of all people, had been the one home that morning when Elliott came in after . . . after what had happened to her. Just seeing someone familiar had caused Elliott to burst into tears.


“Ellie?” her grandma had asked in concern, pulling her into an embrace.


“Something happened,” Elliott had sobbed. “This guy . . .” She couldn’t even complete the sentence.


Prudence had suddenly held Elliott at arm’s length. “Did he hurt you?” she’d asked in concern.


Elliott had nodded, mascara streaking down her cheeks.


“Well, did you do something?” her grandmother had asked softly. Her voice was gentle, but her words were an accusation as she gripped Elliott a little too tight.


Elliott had sobered a bit. “No . . . it wasn’t my fault,” she’d managed.


Prudence had pressed her lips together, like she had her doubts.


Elliott had anticipated the lecture that was sure to come—she was positive her grandmother had a lot of ideas and assumptions about her, even before this crisis—but to Elliott’s great surprise and relief, Prudence had remained silent.


“Just . . . please don’t say anything to Dad,” Elliott had begged, wiping her eyes. “He’s dealt with enough already.”


“Of course I won’t,” Prudence had agreed, as if doing so was completely out of the question. Which had only made Elliott feel worse. It was an acknowledgment of what she’d already known: she was a burden, something from which her father must be protected.


Lying faceup on her bed that night, Elliott listened to Bjork’s “Army of Me” while staring idly at the vintage movie posters on her wall—Agnès Varda’s Cléo from 5 to 7, Leos Carax’s Mauvais Sang, Jacque Rivette’s Céline and Julie Go Boating, some of her mom’s favorites. Her mother, Veronica—Ronnie to her close friends—majored in film studies, writing her thesis on the representation of women in late twentieth-century French cinema. She’d gone on to become a film editor, mostly editing commercials, but she’d done a few documentaries, too.


If her mom were still alive, Elliott often wondered, would Elliott be brave enough to tell her about what had happened to her? And if she did, what would her mother think? On the one hand, her mom had been an artist and a free thinker, so maybe she’d be open and understanding. On the other hand, she’d had a strict upbringing under Prudence’s iron thumb, and her Catholic roots ran deep.


It is bullshit.


Madeline’s words rang through Elliott’s head. Something about her had seemed surprisingly . . . resolute.


Rolling onto her stomach, Elliott opened her nightstand drawer, pulled out a battered leather journal, and flipped to the most recent entry. At the top of the page was the heading POSSIBILITIES and listed below were three different initials.


Clicking on her pen, Elliott added one more—M for Madeline—which she circled in bold.
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The following Thursday at five forty-five, Elliott paced the edge of the Adam’s Elementary School parking lot, clutching the straps of her backpack. Her shoulder-length pink hair was tucked behind her ears, and her earbuds were firmly in place lest one of the Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom citizens, who were already trickling in and heading down the covered corridor, took it upon themselves to brave a greeting. Not that she expected them to. No one was particularly eager to associate with anyone else in group, except Chatty Charlotte, who was desperate enough to talk to just about anyone.


Would Kaylie show up to group this week, Elliott wondered. She’d been back at school as of Monday and, shockingly, seemed entirely back to normal. Elliott had spotted her that very afternoon, laughing with Breanna Hernandez as they walked down to the field house for cheer practice.


How Kaylie could haul her ass out of bed after all she’d endured was a marvel to Elliott. It was like she had a full-time job publicly being varsity cheer captain, a competitive gymnast, and a member of both the National Honor Society and Associated Student Body and a side hustle privately dealing with the trauma around her rape and the subsequent court case. Elliott decided she either must be totally dissociating or actually tough as shit.


At two minutes to six, a sea-green Prius pulled into the lot and parked in a spot at the far end, near the edge of the stucco cafeteria building. Madeline climbed out, adjusting the hem of her J.Crew cardigan before carefully pulling her mane over one shoulder and beeping her car locked.


Elliott popped out her earbuds, pausing PJ Harvey in the midst of crooning to Thom Yorke about the mess they were in, and strode across the lot.


“Hey,” she called out.


Madeline glanced around before realizing Elliott was addressing her. “Hey,” she said in surprise, adjusting the strap of her purse as she surreptitiously assessed Elliott’s outfit: Nirvana T-shirt and oversized grandpa cardigan, black tights under cutoffs, black fedora, and well-worn burgundy Docs. Not exactly Bishop Garcia Diego attire.


Elliott stopped before her and glanced back at the buildings to ensure Mary wasn’t snooping around. When she looked again at Madeline, she was sure to keep her voice low. “How’d you like to skip group and actually do something about shit for once?”
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Ten minutes and a short drive later, Elliott led Madeline to the back room of Anastasia’s Asylum, a small café on upper State Street, where they settled into oversized velvet chairs straight out of Friends’ coffee shop, Central Perk. A decaf sugar-free vanilla chai latte with almond milk for Madeline; a double Americano for Elliott. The music, which was way too loud, was all ’90s all the time—the Cranberries’ “Dreams” at the moment—but both the volume and the era suited Elliott just fine.


“You ever been here?” Elliott asked Madeline, who was taking in the décor: white Christmas lights strung across the ceiling, bohemian tapestries, posters for ’90s indie films like The Doom Generation and The Virgin Suicides, a framed black-and-white photo of Kurt Cobain and Courtney Love.


“Actually, no. But it seems . . . cool,” Madeline replied, her gaze landing on An American Girl in Italy, a famous ’50s-era black-and-white photograph of a young woman walking down an Italian street clogged with men. She frowned a little.


“You know”—Elliott leaned toward Madeline over the small mosaic-tiled table so she’d be heard—“I used to like that photo. I used to think that girl was so sophisticated and cool, catching all the guys’ attention. But now I look at it and she just seems disturbed. Trying to escape all those leering creeps.”


Madeline gazed at the photo, taking a sip of her chai latte. “I watched that old eighties movie Say Anything with my parents the other day? And all I could think was, yeah, it’s romantic if it’s Lloyd Dobler standing outside your window with a boom box, but ninety-nine percent of the time it’s some jerk who can’t take no for an answer and is now officially stalking you.”


Elliott snorted in appreciation.


“Here’s your chocolate cake,” said the waitress, coming up to their table and handing a chipped plate to Elliott. “You two need anything else?”


“Nope, but thanks,” Elliott replied. She waited until the waitress disappeared into the café’s front room.


“So, listen,” Elliott whispered confidentially, hands wrapped around her coffee mug. Her nails were painted deep indigo blue today and she had a silver ring on every finger. “I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of watching all these assholes just waltz away from the damage they’ve done, completely unpunished or unfazed. I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I think it’s time we take matters into our own hands.”


Madeline’s eyes lit up like someone had set her insides on fire, a wide grin slowly spreading across her face. For the first time, Elliott sensed there might be something a little wicked buried underneath that prissy, type-A surface. She was also highly aware of the dark purple circles under Madeline’s eyes, as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. Which she probably hadn’t. Elliott herself had bolted awake in a cold sweat every night at 3 a.m. for three months straight.


“I one hundred percent agree. And I have a lot of ideas,” Madeline whispered back. “I’ve been brainstorming ways to get back at my ex and— Here, let me just . . .” She pulled out her phone and punched in the code one-handed.


Ex, Elliott noted. So that’s who was responsible for the lack of sleep and general admission ticket to Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom. She took a bite of her chocolate cake as Madeline rattled off her list of ideas.


“. . . alternatively, if we pooled our money and anonymously took over a few billboards,” Madeline was saying, “like in that one movie with what’s her name, that would be a lot more public. Or maybe we combine that with—what? You think that’s going too far?”


Elliott was shaking her head. “I think it’s not going far enough. Look, everything you’ve listed is way too conventional, not to mention risky. And by the way, you should delete that list. Like, now.”


Madeline looked crestfallen as she tapped the screen and then clicked off her phone.


“The money for the billboards could easily be traced back to us,” Elliott explained. “Ditto the social media campaign, which would likely get stopped before it even began. And even if you could manage to find a way of breaking into their schools without getting caught on a security camera, which is highly doubtful, papering the school with embarrassing photos isn’t likely to bring these guys down.”


“Okay.” Madeline slowly crossed one leg over the other and settled her phone facedown on her thigh. “All fair points. So, what did you have in mind?”


“Well . . .” Elliott leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and twisted a ring around her pointer finger. “We need something powerful. Something one hundred percent effective. But completely untraceable.”


“Sure,” Madeline agreed. “That sounds great. And if you could come up with a plan like that, I’d be all in. But realistically? It’s not that easy.”


Elliott assessed Madeline from under the brim of her fedora and then grabbed her cup, downed the last of her Americano, and abruptly rose to her feet. “Come with me.”


“What?” Madeline grabbed her purse. “But we just got here.”


“I know.” Elliott strode toward the back door. “I want to show you something.”
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Back inside Madeline’s car, lit only by the dashboard lights and the sodium streetlamp outside, Elliott zipped open her backpack. She pulled out a wooden box roughly the shape of an iPad but about three inches thick, its lid patterned with an intricate, geometric wood mosaic.


“Who’s Ronnie?” Madeline asked, eyeing the name inscribed along the box’s length.


“Don’t worry about it,” Elliott dismissed. She proceeded to incrementally slide several hidden panels in various directions, sometimes returning to panels she’d already opened only to partially slide them in the opposite direction. It had taken her nearly six weeks of constant prodding and discovery to figure out how to open the puzzle box, but now she could do it blindfolded. Literally. She’d practiced.


Finally, the last panel clicked into place and the entire lid slid open.


Inside was a slim book bound in bloodred leather, which Elliott carefully extracted. Sometimes she felt like she should handle it with gloves.


“What is that?” Madeline asked.


Elliott handed it over. “Open it.”


Madeline examined the title—The Book of Reflection—and the emblem on its cover—two cupped hands above and below a flaming heart with an eye in the center—and then flipped to the first page. She scanned the introductory text, her expression settling into one of skepticism. “ ‘You, dear Seeker,’ ” she read aloud, “ ‘hold within your hands a most special device. A means to control your path, a resolution to your darkest tribulations. For when brought together with a coven’— Okay,” she cut off, looking up at Elliott. “You’re setting me up, aren’t you? This is clearly a joke.”


“Just keep reading,” Elliott insisted.


Madeline sighed. “ ‘For when brought together with a coven—and only with a coven—will the spell most suited to the conjuring witch be summoned. Those who would suppress and destroy you stand not a chance when confronted with the power that lies within these pages.’ ”


For when brought together with a coven—and only with a coven. Elliott must have read that line a million times, equal parts frustrated and fascinated that she couldn’t reveal the book’s spells on her own.


Madeline scanned the rest of the page, then looked up at Elliott blankly.


“Witchcraft?” she scoffed. “This isn’t real.”


“Turn the page,” Elliott directed.


Madeline pursed her lips to one side, debating, then flipped the page. “ ‘A Note to Skeptics,’ ” she continued reading aloud. “ ‘To prove this book’s power, light a purple candle and follow the spell below. That which you treasure most will appear before you.’ ” Madeline scanned the spell and then closed the book and handed it back to Elliott. “Okay, this is all insane. Also, didn’t we get past this kind of stuff in middle school, along with séances and Ouija boards?”


“Try it,” Elliott urged.


“Oh sure, like I carry a purple candle and—what was it again? Fire quartz and white oak ashes?—around with me wherever I go.”


Elliott reached into her backpack and produced a handful of quarter-sized pinkish-orange quartz chunks, a stoppered glass bottle full of ashes, a thick purple candle, and a Zippo lighter.


Madeline watched in astonishment as Elliott arranged the fire quartz into a circle right there on the little leather armrest compartment, then used the ashes to make an interior circle.


“Don’t worry, I’ll clean it up,” Elliott said before Madeline could protest.


Once the candle was lit, Elliott set it within the circle’s center.


“Now place your hand, palm up, above the book,” Elliott instructed, holding the book in front of Madeline. “And chant Bring forth my heart’s desire three times.”


Madeline blinked slowly, sighed, and then placed her hand a few inches above the book. “Bring forth my heart’s desire, bring forth my heart’s desire, bring forth my heart’s desire,” she recited perfunctorily before looking up at Elliott. “Is something supposed to actually happen?”


“Well, it’s obviously not going to work if you don’t take it seriously,” Elliott chided. “Spells are all about intention. You have to actually focus yourself and want it to work. Now, come on, suspend your disbelief for just thirty seconds.”


Madeline smoothed a hand over her hair.


“Do it just this once,” Elliott challenged. “Come on, there’s no one else here to see this and judge you except me, and I’m the crazy one who actually believes this shit, so . . . what do you have to lose?”


Madeline stared at the book, then straightened her spine and rolled her shoulder blades back and down, like someone with the muscle memory of lifelong ballet classes. And then, to Elliott’s great relief, she placed her hand back over the book.


“This time take a deep breath and close your eyes,” Elliott instructed.


Madeline inhaled, more out of irritation than anything else, and closed her eyes.


“Now take a moment to clear your mind. And think about why you’re sitting here. Think about how much you want things to change and how much he deserves payback. And then when you recite the spell, focus yourself and say the words like you actually mean them.”


Madeline was very still, her posture perfectly erect. When she finally spoke, her voice was low and even, the words a hush in the back of her throat. “Bring forth my heart’s desire . . .,” she chanted, her expression one of steady concentration. “Bring forth my heart’s desire . . . Bring forth my heart’s desire . . .” She concluded the chant, a bite of venom in the final word.


“Okay,” Elliott whispered. “Now open your eyes.”


When Madeline did, she let out a gasp.


Hovering a few inches above her cupped hand was a hologram image of herself—herself but older. She was wearing a cap and gown, which was unzipped to reveal a Harvard T-shirt, and the look on her face was one of pure radiance.


Startled, Madeline pulled her hand away and the image dissipated like a puff of smoke.


“How’d you do that?” she asked, equal parts incredulous and creeped out.


“I didn’t do anything,” Elliott assured her.


Madeline reached for the book and examined it, searching for . . . what? A plug of some kind? A projector? When she handed it back to Elliott, her hand was shaking.


“Holy crap,” she breathed. “That thing . . . That was real.”


“Yes,” Elliott agreed, carefully replacing the book inside the puzzle box and sliding the lid closed. “So.” She raised an eyebrow, meeting Madeline’s gaze. “What do you say? Do you want to join my coven?”
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“Dad, I’m going out,” Elliott called from the foyer that Saturday evening as she pulled her leather jacket on over the baby doll dress she’d paired with torn black jeans.


“Oh, you are.” He sat up from his reclined position on the couch. He was reading book #343 in the detective series he loved, a cup of Earl Grey tea within reach. His usual Saturday-night routine. “Are you meeting up with Vi?”


“Nope,” Elliott said evenly, sliding on her Docs.


“You two still on the outs, huh?”


Elliott remained silent as she pulled on her backpack.


“Hey, El.” Her dad set his splayed book on his lap. “I was thinking, maybe tomorrow if you’re not busy we could do something together. Hit up the batting cages like old times? Or go to a movie?”


“Oh. Yeah. I don’t know,” she hedged. “I kind of have some homework to tackle. Plus, I’ll probably just want to lie low.”


“Sure, sure.” He nodded, picking up his book. “Totally get it. It was just a thought.”


Elliott felt a pang of guilt and went over to give him a kiss on his stubble-covered cheek. “But thanks anyway. And I promise not to be out too late.”


“Sounds good. I’ll just be here with my cozy mystery, waiting for amateur sleuth Miss Lydia Stillwell to once again crack the case.” He smiled at her, a wistful, slightly pained expression crossing his face. “You really do look a lot like her with those bangs.”


Elliott had stayed up late cutting Bettie Page–style bangs, a look her mom sported most of her young adult life. She’d made no secret of wanting to dress like her mom, asking her dad’s permission to raid her boxes of vintage clothes. And he’d been happy to comply. But sometimes she wondered if it was too much for him, being confronted with this ghost of his dead wife in the form of his only daughter.


“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he called after her as she crossed to the front door. It was his standard Dad-comment. But God, Elliott thought, if he only knew.
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Stepping outside, Elliott ran through the routine that had become standard procedure for the past three months: Mace in pocket? Check. Knife in backpack? Check. Personal safety alarm in hand? Check. Only then did she allow herself to start down the street.


The evening sky was a deep cobalt blue, stars twinkling behind the silhouettes of palm trees as she headed down Olive Street, passing Craftsman bungalows much like her own. Houses that were once affordable way back when her dad was a latchkey kid living with his working-class parents but now went for well over a million dollars. The only reason they lived on the Upper East side at all—or anywhere in Santa Barbara, for that matter—was because their house had been in her dad’s family for decades and her grandparents deeded it to her mom and dad when they got married.


Long ago, Santa Barbara was beachy and funky—an artist’s community, or so her dad said. Now it was a weekend getaway for LA hipsters and a place celebrities and billionaires had enormous second (third? Fourth?) homes. They’d taken down the JCPenney and replaced it with a Saks Fifth Avenue, which, her mom had often lamented, was really all you needed to know about the town’s overall trajectory.


The American Riviera—that’s what Santa Barbara had nicknamed itself, which Elliott found entirely eye-roll-inducing. Though it was better than the alternative tagline, which fortunately never really took off: Where life itself is an art form. I mean, who was the self-involved, elitist asshole who came up with that?


Not that the American Riviera thing was entirely off base, what with the Spanish-style houses studding the hillside that ran along Santa Barbara’s length—houses that looked out over the picture-perfect Spanish-style town and glistening ocean below. The town was charming as hell: not too big and not too small, with a top-notch art museum, a picturesque downtown, and an annual film festival. Plus, once a year it threw a weeklong party called Fiesta, a celebration of “Old Spanish Days” and Latino heritage and . . . well, come on, let’s be honest: margaritas. Santa Barbara was the kind of place where you could surf in the morning, hike in the mountains in the afternoon, and then dine under the stars at one of the numerous upscale restaurants. It was the kind of place you’d set foot in and then wonder aloud why anyone in their right mind would ever want to leave.


That is, of course, unless you grew up there.


If you grew up there, you might look around and note that the vast majority of wealthy people were white, and the people cleaning their homes and mowing their lawns and making their lives easier were not. And you might find this divide deeply disturbing. You might wonder: Whose life was allowed to be an art form and whose was expected to be in service of that art form?


Elliott stopped just a few blocks from her house, at the corner of Olive and Valerio, and checked her phone. Her Uber was three minutes away. Turning up the volume on Fiona Apple’s “Criminal,” she could feel the anticipation building in the pit of her stomach. Something akin to that childhood Christmas-morning feeling. Or maybe more like that can’t-wait-to-go-to-school-and-see-my-crush feeling (something she’d theoretically felt once upon a time). Or maybe it was more of a shit’s-about-to-get-real-and-you’ll-never-see-me-coming feeling. Maybe that was it.


According to the book, a minimum of three souls were needed to form a coven—but no more than five souls were recommended, and anything past seven was strictly verboten. Secrecy is of vital importance, the book advised. An increased number of witches only jeopardizes the coven, putting all involved at risk.


That Friday afternoon, Elliott had sent out four separate texts to the phone numbers she’d carefully sourced from—well, okay, stolen from—the group contact sheet in Mary’s address book, which she’d slipped in and out of Mary’s NPR tote bag one evening when she wasn’t looking. (Also, who in this day and age kept an actual physical address book?)


Elliott made sure to include a selfie so the receivers would know it was legit. A random text from an anonymous number was a total red flag after the crap they’d all endured.


Hey—this is Elliott, the text read. If you’re as fed up as I am, meet me tomorrow night at Franceschi Park. 7 p.m. All will be revealed.


If she was honest, that last part felt a bit dramatic and unnecessary. But she was forming a coven here—didn’t she deserve to be a little goddamn dramatic?
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Franceschi Park was a lookout point and public park up on the Riviera’s hillside, with a historic dilapidated mansion on its premises and a panoramic view of downtown, the Pacific Ocean, and the Channel Islands beyond. As a kid, Elliott often picnicked there with her parents. Sometimes, on random school nights, her mom would make a giant sandwich on a loaf of French bread, which she’d slice up into individual portions, and they’d all hop into the car and drive up there to dine during the golden hour, the low sun making everything look all syrupy. That time in Elliott’s life seemed perpetually tinged with golden light. A memory trapped in amber.


When Elliott’s Uber pulled up, an older couple was idling near their car, the remnants of their picnic atop the engine’s hood as they admired the view. Far below, boat lights twinkled from the harbor as the sun sank into the ocean, streaking the sky lilac and pink and tangerine.


Fall and winter sunsets were always gorgeous in Santa Barbara. They used to be one of Elliott’s favorite things. Once upon a time she would sit at the top of the Mesa Lane steps at sunset, drinking mint tea and laughing with Vi as the waves crashed upon the sands below. Once upon a time she used to have a best friend named Violet. But that time was long gone, and like so many other things in Elliott’s life—her mother, her best friend, her optimism, her innocence—she’d lost her love of sunsets.


Madeline, of course, was the first to show.


Her Prius pulled into the narrow strip of parking lot precisely on time, passing the older couple who were pulling out. After taking the lone spot at the farthest end—because why? Someone might scratch her stupid car?—she calmly strode over to meet Elliott, who was leaning against one of the two high-backed wooden benches.


Madeline took a seat on the opposite bench, her spine perfectly erect as she pulled her hair over one shoulder. Elliott could just picture her as a child, always coloring within the lines, first to raise her hand in class, never spilling a thing on her plaid uniform.


Madeline glanced around. “Are you sure about this location? It seems kind of . . . open.”


“I’m sure,” Elliott replied, arms crossed against her chest.


“People come here to hook up, you know.”


“Yeah,” Elliott replied. “I’m aware.”


Madeline seemed ready to say more but instead crossed one leg over the other and placed her folded hands on her knees. They sat in silence, Madeline facing the sunset, Elliott facing the lot.


Chloe arrived next.


Her Beemer sped into the parking area—windows down, some nameless pop song blaring—and pulled into the spot in front of the benches, her headlights nearly blinding Elliott and Madeline, who turned to look. She hopped out, pulling a Louis Vuitton bag over one spaghetti-strapped shoulder, and sashayed toward them in her boho kimono, denim cutoffs, and ankle boots, raising a hand up to beep her car locked.


Chloe had been on Elliott’s list ever since Chloe’s first day in group. She’d introduced herself, informing them that she was a junior at Laguna Blanca (an uber-rich private school, which meant she probably lived in Hope Ranch or Montecito) and had originally been adopted from South Korea—quickly adding that, no, she could not speak Korean, and no, she’d never actually been back to South Korea, and no, she did not, in fact, like kimchi. As if providing a short backstory and some up-front answers might ward off the annoying questions she’d undoubtedly heard her entire life.


“Oh, and,” she’d added casually, “the guy I was hooking up with took advantage of me when I was drunk.”


And that had been that. No real details about her admission ticket into Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom. Not even a hint of what brand of post-trauma she was suffering. Just a shrug and a flip of her shoulder-length black hair.


“Would you like to share anything else with the group? Maybe how you’ve been feeling?” Mary had asked.


Chloe had smiled brightly, but Elliott could see pain and anger simmering behind her eyes. When she spoke, her tone was the perfect blend of condescension and cheer. “Nope!”


Yes, Elliott thought. That kind of unconflicted lack of disclosure was something she could get behind. Chloe’s reticence along with her pent-up anger were the very things that put her name on Elliott’s List.


“Hey,” Elliott greeted. “We’re still waiting for a few people, so . . .”


“O-kay,” Chloe said tentatively, looking from Elliott to Madeline. She had to be confused about what the three of them were doing there, but she just shrugged and then perched herself on the arm of the bench Madeline was seated on, legs outstretched, ankles crossed before her as she pulled out her phone.


Bea was the next one to show. Her minivan slowly rolled into the lot and parked a few spots down from Chloe’s BMW. When she climbed out, she hesitated a moment near the driver’s-side door before coming over to join them.


“Hey,” she greeted quietly.


“Hey, come sit,” Elliott welcomed as the other girls nodded their hellos. “We’re just waiting on one more.”


Bea, who was also a junior, ran cross-country and track for Dos Pueblos High and played the oboe in the school’s orchestra, which Elliott only knew from the bumper stickers on Bea’s family’s minivan. She had a twin brother named Otis—who sometimes drove Bea to group in said minivan, waiting in the parking lot the entire ninety minutes—and a penchant for brightly colored Nikes. Other than that, Elliott knew zero about her. She only attended group intermittently, and when she did, she never talked—not to share, not to react, nothing. But the fact that she so regularly blew off group seemed like a very good sign to Elliott. And, much like Chloe, Bea had a simmering anger that Elliott recognized all too well.


Bea sat down on the bench Elliott was leaning against, legs spread wide, hands on her knees. She was gorgeous in that super-played-down kind of way Elliott always admired, like a young Janelle Monáe sans makeup or any fashion sense—no offense to Bea’s constant rotation of jeans, V-necks, and track jackets—her rich brown skin constantly glowy, her hair woven into two braids that ran down either side of her head.


A breeze picked up, rustling the branches of the eucalyptus trees above. In the distance, the Mission bells rang half past seven. Elliott had her First Communion in that church back in second grade. How long ago that seemed now.


Lights were slowly twinkling on in the city below. As Elliott looked out at Santa Barbara spread before her, she had a straight view down to the sprawling campus of her loathed high school, the football field brightly lit and standing out like a beacon of mediocrity and heteronormative values.


Bea glanced around and began bouncing one leg. Chloe was still scrolling, her face lit by her phone’s glow. Madeline sat calmly, carefully pushing back her cuticles. Despite being in group together once a week, they’d never actually socialized outside of Tragic Kindergarten Kingdom, and they certainly weren’t friends.


“I have to train early tomorrow,” Bea informed Elliott. “So I can’t be out late.”


“Yeah,” Chloe agreed, glancing up from her phone. “I have volleyball practice, too. So, are you gonna, like, tell us why we’re here?”


At that moment an SUV pulled into the parking lot and stopped beside Bea’s minivan. When the driver’s-side door swung open, out stepped Kaylie.


Kaylie was far more put together than she’d been in group right after the verdict, but her tie-dyed pink sweatshirt, leggings tucked into Uggs, and hair swept into a high, messy bun suggested a general lack of trying to impress. Maybe, Elliott thought, Kaylie felt comfortable letting her guard down because they already knew the truth.


Registering Kaylie’s presence, Chloe, Bea, and Madeline sat up a little straighter, like they were in the presence of a celebrity.


“Hey.” Elliott smiled.


Kaylie stopped before Chloe’s car, a few feet shy of the benches.


“I’m really glad you made it,” Elliott added. She hadn’t been 100 percent sure Kaylie would show.


Kaylie was on the List for all the obvious reasons—the travesty of her court case and total lack of justice, the simmering rage Kaylie only let show in group—but also for something else. The year Elliott’s mom died, Kaylie invited Elliott to her tenth birthday party. Elliott figured it was just a pity invite from Kaylie’s parents, but no: Kaylie insisted Elliott sit next to her when they ate pizza, picked her as her partner for the three-legged race, gave her the slice of cake with the giant frosting flower. It didn’t make them friends after that, but Elliott also never forgot.


And now here was something she could do to return Kaylie’s kindness.


“So, what’s up?” Kaylie asked plainly, zero sparkle or cheer. “Why am I here?”


“Good question,” Elliott replied. “But we shouldn’t talk here. Let’s go down behind the mansion.”


Darkness was quickly falling, so Elliott turned on her phone’s flashlight as she led the group single file down the asphalt path that extended out of the parking lot. They continued past the open picnic area and followed the steep, tree-shrouded path as it wound farther down the hillside toward where the mansion stood.


“Oh my God, what was that?” Chloe whispered as something scampered across the path and disappeared into the bushes.


“Just a possum,” Elliott assured her as they neared the bottom of the path.


They came around a thick, low-hanging fig tree, and the path opened up to a flagstone turnaround, which was half surrounded by a stone retaining wall and was located just to the side of the decrepit mansion.


Around a hundred years ago the mansion had been built by an Italian botanist or something—a dude named Francesco Franceschi. A dude clearly obsessed with giant medallions, if the outside of the stucco house was any indication; it was absolutely plastered in them, round busts paying tribute to activists, artists, and philanthropists he’d admired, including poet Emily Dickinson, “prison reformer” Florence Maybrick, and suffragette Mary Wollstonecraft—all of whom, Elliott was confident, would be into a little witchcraft.


For years the city planned to tear down the mansion, but the public outcry for preservation always won out. Of course, there wasn’t any actual money for the preservation (really? In a wealthy enclave like Santa Barbara?), apparently just a fanciful notion that hey, wouldn’t that be nice?! So here the mansion still stood, considered awesome and important but completely unsupported and ultimately left to fend for itself. Basically, the house was them. Or they were the house. Or they were all equally screwed.


Elliott strode to the left-hand edge of the turnaround, which abutted the retaining wall and was perfectly hidden from the park above—she’d checked from every possible angle—and motioned for the other girls to sit. Which they did, but tentatively, forming a reluctant half ring: Chloe and then Bea, followed by Kaylie, and then Madeline.


When Elliott had scouted this location, she’d immediately known it was the spot. The turnaround was remote, open to the stars but surrounded by trees and therefore mostly hidden from the park above. And this circle was practically begging for a coven. It was perfect. Well, almost perfect. There was the fact that the only fully hidden spot against the retaining wall was next to an annoying stone statue of a little boy holding a placard about peace among nations or some shit (because apparently you could never escape the male gaze), but whatever, screw it, this was where they were meeting.


Elliott remained standing and opened her backpack to pull out a small camping lantern, which she lit and placed at her feet.


“So, here’s the thing,” she said, tucking her pink hair behind her ears and slowly pacing before them. “I don’t know how you all feel, but I am done with being complacent. I’m sick of the talking and the processing and the sharing of feelings, because as far as I can tell, that hasn’t gotten anyone anywhere. We sit in that group week after week, listening to girls cry and spill out their guts, and at the end of that hour we walk away and the world is still the same. The assholes who wronged us still roam the earth, wild and free, able to live their lives and do whatever the fuck they want, nobody holding them accountable, nobody standing there reminding them, hey, asshole, you suck. Has a single one of them apologized or reckoned with their actions or been truly and properly punished, for God’s sake?” At this, Elliott looked at Kaylie, who remained stone-faced.


“And I’m sick of hearing things like living well is the best revenge,” Elliott continued. “Or worse, forgive and forget. All that does is enable sadistic behavior. What I want is some actual change. What I want is for these assholes to finally get what they deserve. What I want is justice. But no one’s going to swoop in on a white horse and do that shit for us—not the police, not the court system, not even our parents. If it’s going to happen, it has to be us. And I say it’s high fucking time we got revenge.”


“Hell yeah,” exclaimed Chloe.


Kaylie’s expression remained completely unreadable.


“And exactly how do you propose we do this?” questioned Bea.


Elliott reached into her backpack and pulled out the puzzle box, which she proceeded to open, feeling slightly vulnerable with all of them watching—though if they were going to join her coven, best to start trusting them now. “With this,” she announced, extracting the book and holding it up for all to see. “Historically, justice through traditional means has only been available to a select few with the social and financial position to obtain it. But for decades, marginalized people—many of whom are women—have had a means of taking matters into their own hands, a method for overcoming their marginalization. And it’s all right here.” Elliott pointed toward the book.


“But what is that?” Bea asked.


Elliott handed her the book.


Bea frowned, flipping through the pages. “It’s blank.”


“Go to the first page,” Elliott instructed.


Bea flipped to the front and scanned the page. “Witchcraft?” she scoffed.


“Wow, for real?” Chloe said excitedly, scooching closer to Bea. “My mom and I did this retreat in Tulum once with her spiritual advisor, and we talked all about accessing the feminine divine.”


Which wasn’t exactly the same as what Elliott was proposing, but she decided to let it go.


“You actually expect us to buy into this?” Bea said, handing the book over to Chloe, who was eager to examine it.


“No,” Elliott responded. “Not until I prove it to you.”


Leaning over, she flipped the page to “A Note to Skeptics” so Bea and Chloe could read. Kaylie stood and came closer, reading over their shoulders.


When Bea was done, she straightened and looked up at Elliott like she thought Elliott was insane. “There’s no way this is real.”


“It’s real,” Madeline said from where she was seated a few feet away.


The other girls looked over at her.


“You tried this already?” Bea asked, her skepticism waning.


“Yeah,” Madeline breathed. “And it’s . . . Elliott’s not joking.”


Bea glanced back down at the book with trepidation.


Chloe squealed. “This is so cool. I want to go first. Can I go first?”


Elliott looked at Bea and Kaylie—you cool with that?


“Go for it,” Bea said, still not entirely won over.


“I’m not going first,” Kaylie replied, her gaze on the book.


“Awesome,” Chloe exclaimed.


Kneeling on the flagstones, Elliott pulled the spell’s ingredients from her backpack and arranged everything in front of Chloe, lighting the purple candle and setting it inside the ring of fire quartz and ashes.


“Okay.” Elliott took the book back from Chloe. “So, you’re going to hold your hand above the book, palm up.”


The other girls watched as Chloe did as Elliott instructed.


“And then you’re going to chant Bring forth my heart’s desire three times,” Elliott said. “It helps if you focus yourself by closing—”


“Don’t worry, I meditate,” Chloe said confidently. “I got this.”


Chloe closed her eyes and took three deep breaths, holding each one a few beats before slowly exhaling. And then, quietly but steadily, she chanted the spell’s incantation.


“Bring forth my heart’s desire,” she whispered solemnly, her expression placid. “Bring forth my heart’s desire . . . Bring forth my heart’s desire.”


There was a collective inhalation as the hologram-like image appeared above Chloe’s hand. Even though Elliott had seen the book’s power before, it still took her breath away, just as it had the first time she’d conjured the image of her mother.


Chloe’s eyes flew open, and she inhaled as well. “Oh my God,” she breathed, covering her mouth with her free hand.


The hologram was of a fortysomething white man with sandy brown hair. He wore one of those ventilated running shirts, his brow glistening with sweat like he’d just finished a run, and he was drinking a glass of orange juice.


“That’s—that’s my dad . . .,” Chloe whispered. “Back when he still lived with us. I can’t . . . Holy shit . . .”


Bea’s lips parted in awe. “How is this happening?”


Chloe pulled her hand away and the image dissolved like a puff of smoke. She looked at Elliott, both shaken and buzzing with excitement. “Where did you even get this thing?”


Elliott ignored the question. “Do you want to go next?” she asked Bea, laser-beam-focused.


Bea looked hesitant. “Does it always work?”


“If you have the intention for it to work, then yes,” Elliott answered.


Bea chewed on her lip a moment, considering. And then she gave a quick nod.


Her hand was steady as she raised it above the book, but when she whispered the incantation, her voice trembled just slightly. “Bring forth my heart’s desire,” she recited, her voice barely audible. “Bring forth my heart’s desire . . . Bring forth my heart’s desire.”


This time, it was an image of a little girl in braids and a soccer jersey that appeared above Bea’s cupped hand, laughing with complete abandon as she ran. The little girl looked so much like Bea that there was no question it was her as a child.


Bea’s eyes welled up with tears and she quickly pulled her hand away as if stung. She wrapped her arms around her knees, her gaze on where the hologram had been.


“You okay?” Elliott asked.


Bea nodded, but it was clear that the image had rattled her, as if facing her younger self was more than she could bear.


Elliott looked up at Kaylie, who remained standing. “Kaylie? Do you want to go next?”


Kaylie shook her head almost imperceptibly, still staring at the book. “I don’t think so.”


“We could look away if you want?” Elliott offered. “If you’re worried about what we might see, we don’t have to—”


“No.” Kaylie took a step back, her gaze moving from the book to Elliott. “Whatever this is, I don’t need it.”


“Wait.” Elliott stood up as Kaylie strode off. “Kaylie, wait!” she called after her.


But Kaylie didn’t stop, hurrying up the curved path and disappearing into the dark.


Kaylie’s reaction wasn’t one Elliott had been prepared for. She’d assumed that Kaylie, of all people, would be the most on board with a coven, the most desiring of revenge. She’d never imagined that she might say no.


When Elliott looked back at the other three girls, it was clear they were equally surprised.


“That’s totally fine,” Elliott said, throwing off Kaylie’s rejection as she knelt and gathered up the fire quartz. “It’s good, actually,” she reasoned, dumping it into her backpack. “She should exercise her right to choose. I don’t want anyone to feel at all pressured into doing this. Besides”—she unnecessarily adjusted the candle—“five was probably too many people anyway. Four’s way better. So . . .” She swept a hand through her pink hair. “What do you think? Are the three of you in?”


“I’m in.” Madeline nodded firmly.


Which wasn’t a surprise. Madeline had had the longest to think about it, and she’d seemed dedicated from the start.


“Totally,” Chloe agreed. “I’m one hundred percent in.”


Which also wasn’t a surprise, given her attraction to meditation and—what had she called it again? The feminine divine?


Bea was the only question mark. She remained silent, her chin resting on her knees.


“What about you?” Elliott asked her, saying a silent prayer to a god she didn’t rely on because she no longer totally believed in that kind of thing.


“I don’t know,” Bea fretted aloud. “Between cross-country and orchestra, not to mention homework . . . I mean, I can’t even attend group regularly, let alone add something else.”


Which worried Elliott. She’d assumed Bea’s absence was due to her ambivalence, not overscheduling.


Bea gazed off into the middle distance, mulling something over in her mind. When she finally looked back at Elliott, her eyes seemed haunted. “Do you think this is really gonna take them down?”


“Yeah,” Elliott replied. “I really do.”


Bea thought a moment and then nodded. “Then yeah, okay. I’m in, too.”


“All right.” Elliott nodded, regaining her confidence. This was happening. Some part of her, she realized, hadn’t been totally sure it would. But now it really was. “Okay. Let’s make things official and do the binding spell.”


Reaching into her bag, Elliott pulled out the binding spell’s ingredients: a brass bowl, a vial of salt water, four sprigs of lavender, five raven feathers—one of which she discarded, a feather for each girl—a handful of grave dirt, and her pocketknife.


“Wait, what’s the knife for?” Bea asked.


Elliott opened the book. “For the blood bond,” she explained. Which did nothing to alleviate Bea’s concern. Elliott was beginning to gather that Bea would be the cautious one. “Not a lot of blood,” Elliott assured her. “Just three drops each. Hey, can you read me the binding spell’s instructions?” she asked, extending the book toward Bea. She’d memorized it by now, but she didn’t want to risk messing it up—and best to keep the cautious one busy.


Bea hesitated before taking the book, holding it gingerly. “ ‘A Spell for Binding Your Coven,’ ” she read aloud. “ ‘When forming your coven, be certain to select like-minded souls, for you may only join one coven. Once the coven is bound, it can be abandoned but never broken, and the book’s powers will only be granted once all coven members are gathered together.’ ” Bea glanced up at the group.


“Speak now or forever hold your peace,” Elliott joked. “Any final misgivings?”


“Nope,” Chloe stated, playing with a strand of her black hair.


“None,” Madeline agreed, straightening her spine, palms on her knees.


Elliott glanced at Bea, who shook her head.


Once the saltwater, grave dirt, and lavender were mixed together in the brass bowl, Elliott burned the four raven feathers.


“Take these four and make them one,” she recited. The girls watched as the feathers shriveled and melted together, filling the air with the stench of burning hair. Elliott added the dark bubbling blob to the bowl.


The final step was the blood bond.


“ ‘Pierce the pointer finger on your right hand,’ ” Bea read aloud. “ ‘Place your left hand on your coven-mate’s shoulder, and then, in unison, drip three drops of blood directly onto the binding spell circle.’ ”


Bea set the open book on the ground before them so they could all see the three-inch-wide circle inked onto the binding spell’s ivory page. Elliott doused the knife with alcohol and then handed it to Chloe, who made a squeamish face.


“So, I’m just gonna, like, stab myself with this?” Chloe asked. “Ugh. Okay.” She lightly pressed the tip of the blade to her fingertip, without success.


“You have to angle the knife, use more force, and be quicker than that,” Madeline advised. Which made Elliott wonder what sort of experience Madeline had with blades.


Finally, Chloe succeeded in piercing her finger, cringing as she handed the knife back to Elliott, who doused it with alcohol again.


Bea went next, cautious but precise, following the instructions Madeline had outlined. She handed the knife back to Elliott, holding her finger away from her body and not looking at the blood.


When Madeline went, she pierced her finger proficiently and without hesitation, as if she’d done this sort of thing before.


Elliott went last, the sharp pain of the blade mixed with the sting of the alcohol almost welcome as she watched a bead of dark crimson well up on her pale skin.


Keeping their wounded fingers facing the sky, they each placed their left hand on their neighbor’s shoulder so that their bodies formed a circle.


“Okay, on the count of three,” Elliott instructed in a hush. “One . . . two . . . three.”


The four girls extended their arms and let their blood drip onto the binding spell’s circle.


The result was instantaneous; the pages began to shimmer and ripple like the surface of a pond as a fine red mist arose, swirling around the girls like a miniature tornado before rising above them and dissipating into the night air.


“Holy shit,” Elliott breathed.


When she looked back at the book, what she saw was even stranger: their blood was slowly disappearing, as if being absorbed into the book.


“Are you seeing this?” Bea whispered to the others, her tone a mix of awe and fear.


“Yes,” they answered in unison.


And then the blood was just . . . gone—no stains, no markings. Almost as if it had never been there.


The book began to transform, clouding over and changing color, spreading from the center of the circle outward, like a drop of ink blooming in a glass of water, until the pages of the book were a uniform dark blue black.


Simultaneously, Elliott felt a tingling in the center of her right palm. When she looked, she saw a mark had mysteriously appeared there. It was quarter-sized and circular, resembling a strange flower or maybe a sea anemone, and was made up of thin, swirling, faint lavender lines, which called to mind tossing waves or curls of smoke, or maybe cosmic energy.


“Oh my God,” Chloe whispered, looking at her own palm.


“What is this?” Bea worried aloud, inspecting her right hand.


“I don’t know,” Elliott remarked, tracing the lines.


“The mark of the coven,” guessed Madeline. Which sounded so official.


The binding spell had now been swallowed in darkness, and in its place were several lines of silver text. Elliott leaned over and read them aloud: “ ‘The coven is born, your souls forever bound together. Each witch may now conjure their spell—’ ”


“Witch,” Chloe whispered in excitement, the candle’s flame dancing in her eyes.


“ ‘To do so,’ ” Elliott continued, “ ‘hold your right hand above an empty page and recite the following three times: Bring forth that which will satisfy my intentions. The spell most suited to the conjuring witch will thus be revealed.’ ”


“Wait, so we don’t get to choose our own spell?” Madeline asked in slight indignation.


“You just watched your blood disappear into a magical, color-changing spell book that also happens to produce personalized holograms,” Elliott pointed out. “Are you seriously going to question its power?” Though in truth, Elliott had hoped to have a say in her own spell, too.


Madeline quirked her mouth to one side but didn’t argue.


“ ‘Only one spell may be conjured at a time,’ ” Elliott continued reading. “ ‘And a quarter moon cycle must pass between conjuring. However, in due time some of you will discover that these pages are no longer necessary; your magic, now unlocked, will radiate from your skin and spark from your fingertips. Your feet will no longer touch the ground.


“ ‘But before moving forward, a word of guidance and caution: that which you seek is also seeking you.’ ”
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