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TO ANYONE WHO FEELS LIKE


THEY DON’T QUITE FIT:


MAYBE IT’S TIME TO BREAK THE MOLD.










1 ROOK



Hex-A-Gone.


The name didn’t quite inspire visions of magical greatness. It was a pun. A bad one but funnily apt for a local emergency on-call curse-breaker. And while I could appreciate the humor on a campy level, the name definitely was not what had drawn me there. I wasn’t cursed. I wasn’t hexed. I wasn’t in need of a magical service, but I stood outside the nondescript office front that had the name emblazoned in simple white letters across the glass door, and a “Consortium Sanctioned” certificate tucked into the corner of the window.


A wilted potted plant leaned mournfully toward a sliver of sunlight on the other side, and beyond that, the lights were dimmed, making it difficult to see anything other than the reception area. The whole image was the epitome of depressed office park chic, down to the plain black welcome mat on the other side of the threshold, and not what one would expect from a magical business owned by the supposedly most powerful sorcerer in Spire City.


Ignoring the dour exterior, I pulled on the door handle and stepped inside. I had a freshly printed high school diploma in my backpack alongside my newest invention and a deep desire to work with magic, and I wasn’t going to be put off merely because the office appeared abandoned. A frisson of excitement or terror—I couldn’t tell which—swept down my spine. The inside was somehow less impressive than the outside, filled with typical dull office decor, including an empty receptionist desk and a room of prefab cubicles.


I fidgeted, hands digging like claws into the straps of my backpack, unsure of what to do next. Should I call out a “hello” and hope that someone heard me? Should I ring the little bell on the desk? Should I turn around and walk back out because what the hell was I even doing there? A teenager with no magical ability at all about to beg for a job in a magical profession.


I gritted my teeth. No, I was not going to run. I could do it. I could totally do it. I was going to do it. I had to do it. I literally had graduated from school the day before, and I needed a job. But beyond that, I needed to find out if I belonged. The worst thing she could do was say no. Right? Well, she could turn me into a frog. She was a sorcerer after all. But I doubted she would because she was in the business of helping people, albeit for a price. Huh. Hopefully not only for a price. I wasn’t exactly swimming in riches, hence my search for employment.


Regardless, the chance of potentially being turned into a frog was one I was willing to take to be able to talk to Antonia Hex.


I shuffled forward, my heels scraping across the mat. I glanced toward the coatrack in the corner, which sagged against the wall. It turned in my direction. I blinked. What? The coatrack straightened from a slouch and regarded me much like how I regarded it. I bit down on my startled yelp as it moved, hobbling over on three legs. It bowed deeply at the waist, or what counted as the waist for a coatrack. Then it gestured toward my backpack, holding out its spindles in invitation.


I clutched my bag with white knuckles and took a step backward, as I had the abrupt and stark realization that my judgment and my self-preservation instincts were not as honed as they probably should be for a nonmagical almost-seventeen-year-old.


For one, I should have freaked out at the sight of a helpful coatrack, and while I was slightly wary, because weird, I somehow stayed outwardly calm. I wanted to poke it to see what would happen, curious about the mechanics of an obviously magical coatrack, but self-preservation did kick in and I resisted the urge.


For two, I had willingly walked into the business owned and operated by a formidable sorcerer. I was sure many customers had come and gone in the agency’s tenure—otherwise it wouldn’t still be in business. But I was also sure that few of them were penniless, utterly powerless humans like myself. And three, while the coatrack tapped its stand, impatiently waiting for me to hand over my bag, I became achingly aware that this was magic. Real and powerful magic. Something I hadn’t been allowed to experience in so long. The elation of feeling the slightest tingle of it prick along my skin chased away all the apprehensions clamoring in my stomach and replaced them with a bone-deep reverence.


I sucked in a breath as I squirmed in the doorway. Despite the name, Hex-A-Gone was a well-respected business that responded to magical emergencies and specialized in breaking curses, hexes, and jinxes. I had done my research. The owner, the aforementioned Antonia Hex, was a powerful sorcerer, and the rumor was that though she wasn’t evil per se, she wasn’t what one would call lawfully good, either. And if she ever wanted to turn evil, there wasn’t much anyone could do to stop her.


I should have been terrified or cautious at the very least. And I was, but it wasn’t going to keep me from trying to get a job there, because I wanted so badly to learn from her.


The spelled coatrack made another gesture toward my bag. I shook my head. Wait, was it spelled or cursed? I wasn’t sure the terminology other than that it was an inanimate object that had been imbued with magic to act as some sort of welcoming committee to the office. If a coatrack could be judgmental, this one was, and it crossed its skinny arms, spun on its base, and hobbled back to a position by the door. Uh-oh, I had offended the coatrack. Maybe I should’ve given it my bag? Was that some kind of test?


I cleared my throat. I might be in over my head. Just a little bit. Because as much as I could research the business itself and dig up a little about the owner, the actual magic involved was hidden away under lock and key, available only to a select few.


I shifted nervously on the welcome mat, my tattered sneakers squeaking on the rubber. I had the terrifying and fleeting thought that maybe the welcome mat was spelled as well, and I was basically dancing on its face, when a small crash followed by a string of expletives emanated from deeper in the building.


“Son of a bitch,” a woman muttered as she stepped out of a small break room beyond the partition and off to the side, dabbing at a large rapidly spreading coffee stain on her blouse with a tiny napkin. She was tall, especially in the red heels she wore, and had long dark hair, golden-brown skin, and an intimidating aura.


“Modern appliances just aren’t meant to…” She trailed off when she looked up and saw me standing by the door. She was undoubtedly beautiful, with berry-colored lips, perfectly shaped eyebrows, and thick lashes, but her most striking feature was her violet eyes. They pierced through me like I imagined arrows would. Her long fingernails were painted black, and they curled around the soaked napkin crumpled in her hand while the stain wicked through the fabric of her sleeve. Her brow furrowed as she looked at me. Then her gaze cut to the coatrack brooding in the corner.


“Why didn’t you alert me that someone was here?” she demanded.


The rack’s shoulders drooped, and it turned away from her like a scolded puppy.


“Now, don’t be like that,” she said, tone softening. “But what is the point of having spelled furniture to watch the door if it doesn’t do its job?”


The coatrack seemed to sigh, then teetered back over to me and gestured an arm, beckoning me into the office.


“Well, it’s a little late now,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Just go… clean up the coffee. The brewer combusted again.” Somehow the coatrack conveyed annoyance in the shrug of its wooden body. “Yes. I’m aware,” she said, frowning. “I’ll figure it out eventually.”


The coatrack slouched off, and the woman turned back to me, her previously white sleeve now brown and damp and clinging to her arm.


“Don’t mind him,” she said with a shrug. “Herb is moody on his best days.”


“Herb?” I asked. It was the first thing I’d said since I entered the office, and the woman’s lips quirked.


“That’s his name. I take it you’ve never met a spelled coatrack before?”


Spelled. It was spelled, not cursed. “No. But my grandmother had a temperamental teapot.”


She nodded. “Sometimes convenience isn’t worth the trouble. Anyway, who are you, and why are you here?”


Oh. Well. Abrupt. But sure. I pulled back my shoulders, adjusting my posture. “My name is—”


She raised her hand and cut me off. “Stop.” Her violet eyes glittered. “Let’s leave names out of this for now. Tell me why you are here first.”


I didn’t know how to take that. But I swallowed. “I’m here to meet with… the owner, if possible.”


“Really?” she said, pulling out the word. She looked me up and down. “Have you been cursed?”


“No.”


“Hexed?”


I swallowed. “No.”


She snapped her fingers. “Jinxed, then. Don’t worry, sweetheart. Jinxes tend to run their course and wear off. You don’t need to employ Antonia for a simple jinx if it’s fairly mild.” She looked around the office, then cupped her hand near her mouth and stage whispered, “You probably couldn’t afford the rates anyway.”


As I figured. “Um… no. That’s not why I’m here.” My knees shook. “I want to ask her about a job.”


The woman’s eyebrows shot up. “A job? With the most powerful sorcerer in the city? Possibly in the world? You?”


My heart pounded. “Yes?”


“Is that a question?”


“No.”


“So, you don’t want a job?”


“No, wait, I do. Yes, I want a job.”


She snickered. “I’m just messing with you, kid. Come on,” she said, spinning on her heel, her hair whipping behind her. “Follow me to the boss’s office. We’ll get you squared away.”


I stepped off the welcome mat to follow, and the corner smacked me in the ankle. Surprised, I scrambled after her, beyond the entryway and into the office proper.


“Oh, and beware the welcome mat,” she said, glancing over her shoulder and giving it a narrow-eyed look. “It’s cursed.”


Oh. Wonderful.


She flicked her wrist, and an inner door opened. She led me deeper into the building, past a row of cubicles, and into a massive office. The office had a large tempered glass wall and door on one side and a claw-footed desk in the corner next to a huge window. The nameplate said ANTONIA HEX in big letters. There was a computer, but it was set off to the side, as if it wasn’t as important as the hefty, old leather-bound book that took up the majority of the desk’s surface. Next to it was a small cauldron on a hot plate and a row of vials in a wooden stand.


The woman walked around the desk and settled herself in the high-backed office chair. With a mutter and a wave of her fingers, the air shifted, and the coffee stain on her arm disappeared in the space of a blink. I tried not to stare wide-eyed, but I’d seen more magic in the last few seconds than I had in the last year, and giddy excitement bubbled beneath my breastbone.


She leaned back in the chair, tented her fingers, and cocked her head to the side. “Sit and tell me why you want to work for me.”


Oh. Oh. She wasn’t some random office worker. She was Antonia Hex.


I awkwardly fell into the seat, forgetting about my bag, which crammed between my spine and the chair. I became tangled in the straps for an embarrassing moment until I was finally able to free myself and drop it at my feet.


“Geez, kid. Don’t hurt yourself.”


“I’m sorry,” I breathed. “I… I… It’s just…”


“I’m not what you were expecting?”


I shook my head. “Honestly? No.”


“Good. I don’t like being predictable. Keeps things interesting.” She tapped her lips. “Let me guess. You heard the words ‘the most powerful sorcerer in an age’ and looked the business up on the internet and immediately thought creepy, old, withered hag or someone’s doddering grandma who plays with potions. Am I right?”


Close. I did think of my grandma but for other reasons. I scratched the back of my neck. “Something like that.”


“Well”—she opened her arms—“appearances can be deceiving.” She smirked. “Now, let’s get started. But first you have to stop vibrating.”


“Huh?” She pointed to where my leg bounced erratically. I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. “Oh, sorry. I’m nervous.”


“I can tell,” she said with a soft smile. “Don’t worry. I don’t bite.” Her smile ticked up at the corner, turning sly. “Well, I don’t bite children.”


“That’s… good, I guess?”


She laughed, a low and throaty sound. “You’re cute. I’ll give you that. But I don’t work with people based on that alone. So, spill, kid. Why are you here?”


Okay, this was my chance. I’d practiced my speech in front of a mirror for the last week. I’d made notecards with bullet points and memorized them. I’d worked on my body language and presentation. I’d even worn my best button-down and newest jeans and used cheap product in my brown hair to make it stay in place.


“I miss my grandmother,” I blurted. And oh. Oh no. That was not how I’d meant to start. “She died a year ago.” Well, that was even worse.


Antonia’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not a medium,” she said, lips pursed. “And despite Spire City gossip, I can’t bring anyone back from the dead. Well, let’s be real, I could, but that’s considered necromancy and is generally frowned upon in most circles. Not that I care what people think of me. But it’s not worth the paperwork or the scrutiny.”


“No, I know. I mean, I didn’t know that. But that’s not why… I’m not here for… I’m sorry. That’s not… What I meant was…” Come on, self, make a statement. “I’m a genius.”


Both of her eyebrows shot up.


Shit. That was not it either.


“Wait. I’m sorry.” I ran a hand through my hair, then winced when it came away sticky with gel. My hair probably stood on end, and my face was so hot with embarrassment. And now my fingers stuck to my palm as I clenched my fist. I couldn’t meet her gaze and stared at the floor, absolutely mortified.


“Is this going how you thought it would?” she asked, the click of her fingernails drumming on the wooden desk loud in the otherwise silence.


“No,” I muttered.


“Well, at least you’re honest. But as hilarious as this all is, I do have work to do, so…” She trailed off.


I lifted my head and composed myself the best I could. “I want to work with you because I want to help people like you help people. My grandmother was a low-level sorcerer, and she made potions and she took care of everyone in the neighborhood. And that’s what magic is to me. And I really am a genius. I graduated from high school early with the highest grades in the class, and I learn difficult concepts very quickly. I’m loyal and I follow through and I’m punctual. I brought references from a few of my teachers if you’d like to see them.”


She waved away the offer.


“Okay,” I said, on a breath. “I’m enthusiastic and I work hard, and I very much want to work for you.”


Antonia leaned forward, elbows on the pages of the book, expression placid, bordering on bored.


“Why curse work and not one of those”—she waved her hand—“flashy spell places downtown?”


Ah, yes. The sorcerers for hire who performed spells for exorbitant fees. I’d heard a few of my schoolmates bragging about how their families had hired sorcerers for their graduation parties to spell chandeliers to hover and sparkle and decorations to change every hour and drink glasses that wouldn’t spill. All frivolous and fancy magic that cost more money than I’d see in a lifetime.


“I don’t want to work for them. I want to work for you. Apparently, you’re the best.”


“Apparently?” Antonia scoffed. “Child, I am the best.”


“Then I want to work for you.”


She nodded. “Okay. Makes sense. But did you know that curse work is messy and basically the lowest form of magic for hire?”


I swallowed. I had guessed that was the case, and it made my chances of being hired a little more real, especially if there weren’t many others clamoring for employment.


“Then why is the best sorcerer in the city relegated to it?”


Her lips pulled into a sly grin. “Why indeed?”


That wasn’t an answer. And my weak self-preservation instincts registered that I should probably be afraid of whatever the answer was and make a hasty exit since she blatantly skirted the question. I stayed rooted in my chair.


“Anyway…” Antonia plowed through the tension, not giving me a second to contemplate further. “What if I’m not hiring?”


I’d prepared for that. “I’ll work for minimum wage. And if not, then a mentorship. Or I could be your apprentice!”


Her expression went flat, sour. “I don’t take apprentices. I don’t teach magic. And I work alone in the field.”


That was disheartening. I licked my dry lips. “Not even a volunteer?”


She tilted her head, her eyes burning as her gaze swept over me. “Hold out your hand. Palm up.”


It wasn’t a request. I gulped, afraid and optimistic all at once. Trembling with nerves, I held out the non-sticky hand. She grasped it and yanked me close, forcing me to the edge of the chair, her fingernails pinpricks against my skin. She stared at my palm intently, smoothing her thumbs over the lines, then pressed the tip of one finger hard, right in the center. It hurt, but I resisted pulling my hand away and clenched my jaw against a whine. I expected that this might happen, that I’d have to endure this test again, and I braced myself for it, gritted my teeth, and bore the pain. I’d failed it once before, and the anxiety of falling short again swirled inside me, made my stomach churn and my free hand shake. But I was also hopeful because Antonia was the most adept sorcerer in the city, and maybe the outcome would be different because maybe she would see that I belonged. It was one of my reasons for coming here, and I hoped against hope that the result would be different.


After an excruciating minute, she released the pressure. “You aren’t magic,” she said, brow furrowed as she studied my hand. “I can’t sense any magic ability within you.”


I did my best not to physically deflate right there, but my throat went tight, and the burn of unshed tears gathered behind my eyes.


“Can you even see the ley lines?” she asked.


Ley lines. The source of all magical energy. They crisscrossed the globe, stronger in some parts of the world than others. Some of the thickest and most powerful lines converged right here in Spire City. Sorcerers could see them, draw from them, and use them to perform spells and infuse potions with the magic from them. It was like magical Wi-Fi. The rumor was that some sorcerers were even so adept that they could build a reserve of power from the lines inside themselves for use later. Though it was only rumor.


Antonia snapped her head up and dropped my hand. It fell to the desk with a smack. “Well?”


I couldn’t lie if I wanted. “No,” I said. “I can’t.”


She leaned backward, tented her fingers. “Huh. Well, this has all been fun. But without the ability to use magic, I’m sorry to say that there is no place for you here.”


Her words were a slap. They weren’t mean, just matter-of-fact. But they still stung, picked at the open wound of insecurity in my chest that whispered to me that I’d never fit in anywhere. Too smart for my own good. Too aware of the magical world to live without it, but not magical enough to be included and certainly not wealthy enough to access it. I’d known, deep down, that approaching Antonia was a long shot, a desperate attempt at belonging, but I’d hoped… I had desperately hoped that as powerful as she was, she could see magic in me when no one else could, and perhaps she’d sense that I was supposed to be here, a part of her world. But she hadn’t. She didn’t. My heart sank to the floor, and my cheeks burned with shame.


“None?” I asked, voice cracking. “At all?”


“No, kid. Without magic, employment wouldn’t be allowed anyway.” She studied me. Her eyes caught the light, shining like two bright jewels. “You’re not going to cry on me, are you?” she asked.


I shook my head, frantically trying to rein in my utter dejection. “No,” I said, my voice a rasp, blinking back tears. I’d wait until I was on the bus back home at least.


“Look, kid, this line of work, it takes… Well, even the girl who manages the office has a bit of magic. This is not something to dive into lightly. It’s hectic and can be frightening for someone who has not been around it before. And I just don’t have the time to train someone who doesn’t know the difference between a curse and a jinx and wouldn’t be helpful in breaking either if they did. I’m sorry.”


I pressed my lips together and nodded. “I understand.”


“Good, because—”


The phone on the corner of the desk rang. It was a typical office phone, but it was so loud and so obnoxious that we both flinched. Antonia cursed and pointed a finger at it, magic bursting from her in a wave that knocked the phone onto its side. It continued to ring, though now more of a dying whale song type of noise than a high-pitched trill. After a moment of torture, the sound finally sputtered out with an eerie dial tone.


Antonia put her hands over her ears. “I’m sorry. My office manager is on vacation, and somehow the stupid phone got turned up to high volume and I have no idea how to turn it down, and I can’t magic it, because if I do, it just explodes.”


“It explodes?”


Antonia winced and pointed behind me. I turned in my chair to see a plain box in the corner with the remnants of a phone exactly like the one on her desk. There were also fragments of what looked at one time to be a desk lamp and… Was that a printer?


Wow. I raised an eyebrow as I turned around. “Is that what happened to the coffee maker?”


She huffed. “Magic and machines don’t mix.”


I clutched my bag at my feet.


“And I am magic, and I break electronics all the time.” She sighed. “I really wanted that coffee.”


My heart leaped, and my thoughts buzzed in the face of a potential opportunity. Maybe there was another way in. I cleared my throat. “I can fix that, you know,” I said, nodding toward the phone. “And the coffee maker. I wasn’t lying when I said I was a genius.”


She lifted her chin, straightened from her defeated slump. “You can fix that?”


“Yeah. I have a way with electronics and technology.” I leaned over and righted the phone. Taking the receiver from the cradle, I found the volume button on the keypad and turned it down to a less earsplitting level. It was an easy fix, something Antonia could’ve figured out on her own, but I wasn’t above exploiting this newfound weakness to my benefit. I gestured toward the laptop that was pushed off to the side. “Do you even use that?”


Antonia rolled her eyes and crossed her arms, defensive. “I know how to use it. I just don’t. It’s a preference.” She eyed it like it was a monster that would come alive and eat her. “Okay, fine. I don’t like it. It doesn’t like me. We have a mutual understanding.”


“Is it cursed like the welcome mat?”


“I wish. I’d know how to fix it then.”


Well, this was a smidgeon of leverage. So, I pushed. “I could take a look at it if you want?”


She gauged me with a shrewd eye, then wagged her finger in my face. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing,” she said, lips pulled into a wry smile. “But fine, you fix that computer, and I’ll give you a job.”


“Really?”


“On a trial basis. And only in the office. No magic. No field work. Office staff only.”


It wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but it was close enough. Better than nothing at all. At least I’d be around magic again.


“Okay. Deal.”


She nodded. “Do you have school or something?”


“I graduated.”


“Okay. Well, come back tomorrow morning to fix the laptop, and we’ll talk.”


I smiled wide, my head spinning from the emotional roller coaster of rejection, then acceptance in the space of a few minutes. “Okay. That’s great. Really awesome. I’ll be here. Thank you. I’m very excited.”


“Don’t make me regret it, kid. Leave before I change my mind.”


I shot to my feet, swinging my bag over my shoulder. “Okay. Yes. Leaving now.” I scrambled out of the office, down the hallway past the cubicles, and to the reception area. I waved at Herb, who ignored me, turning away in dramatic fashion.


“Hey, kid!” Antonia called.


I skidded to a stop and spun on my heel. Antonia leaned in the doorway of her office, yelling across the empty space. “What’s your name?”


“Edison,” I called back. “Edison Rooker.”


She made a face. “That’s an awful name.” She hummed. “I’m going to call you Rook. Okay. Got it.”


Well, close enough. I turned back toward the door.


“And watch out for the—”


As I stepped across the welcome mat, it jerked to the side, sliding my foot out from beneath me. I stumbled but managed to keep from falling to the floor by catching myself on the wall… with my face.


“Mat,” Antonia finished weakly.


“I’m fine!” My nose throbbed. A trickle of blood wound its way from my nostril. “I’m fine. It’s fine.”


I heard muffled laughter and a “holy shit” follow after me as I fled out the door, but I didn’t turn around, too embarrassed, too bloody, and very aware that my position with Antonia was tenuous enough that an encounter with a cursed rug could potentially ruin everything. Better to make a run for it before she could change her mind.


Sprinting toward the city bus stop, I couldn’t help but laugh, even though my nose ached. I felt like I could run a marathon and sleep for a week at the same time. Catching my reflection in the bus window as it slowed to a stop, I could see that I looked a bit deranged and did my best to tame my hair and wipe the blood smears off my face. The bus driver gave me a judgmental once-over when I boarded and swiped my card, but she didn’t say anything as I headed toward a window seat near the back.


I slumped into the seat, and my leg jiggled in anxious excitement as I watched Spire City speed past me in a blur of tall buildings and busy streets. The city itself was massive, stretching in all directions, one of the largest in the world, a far cry from where I’d grown up in my grandmother’s cottage on the very outer edge of the city sprawl. Antonia’s office was a good hour bus ride from my apartment, but it would be worth it. So worth it.


The best part though was that I’d be around magic again. It wouldn’t be like living with my grandmother, where she’d conjure sparkling butterflies for me to chase in the spring or spell the fire to heat the house in the winter. Where there was always a bubbling cauldron of something, be it soup or a cold remedy or a sweet fizzy drink for the hottest days of the summer. But it would be something more than the loneliness of the apartment and the absence of any familial affection.


I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and checked the time. I had no messages, which wasn’t a surprise. I didn’t have friends at school, only classmates and acquaintances, since I was the new kid who moved in at the start of senior year and also younger than everyone I shared classes with. And my caseworker had been clear that while my stipend and rent would continue until I turned eighteen, now that I’d finished my mandatory education, I was well and truly on my own. No more awkward check-ins, no more supervision, and now nothing to stop me from pursuing my own interests and enacting my tenuous plan to gain entrance back into the magical community. The community I’d been cut off from when my grandmother passed.


And with that thought, despite the excitement of the afternoon, I sank lower in my seat and leaned heavily against the window. I dozed as the bus navigated the busy street, rocking when it went up on the curb, honking the horn at pedestrians, and jerking to a halt every so often at the different stops along the way.


When it finally pulled into my stop, I hopped up and exited, yawning as the events of the day caught up with me and fatigue settled behind my eyes. I quickly walked the short route home, head down, hands twined in the straps of my bag. I lived on the fourth floor, and while the elevator was rickety and the buttons on the panel were burned out half the time, I went with it instead of the stairs because I was on the verge of being worn out. By the time I’d made it to the door, I was well and truly exhausted.


Once inside, I kicked off my shoes in the entranceway and dropped my bag onto the couch, then switched on the TV for some background noise as I rooted around in the freezer. The apartment was quiet and still. Lonely, to be honest. But I’d been lonely for the past year, since my whole life had been uprooted, and it was easy to slip into the comfort of it. It wasn’t entirely a bad thing, and now I had work to look forward to since I was going back to Hex-A-Gone in the morning.


Feet on the coffee table, ice wrapped in a paper towel pressed to my nose, I pulled my backpack into my lap. I unzipped it and gently took out the device that I’d been working on for the last year of my life. The Spell Binder.


Its creation was what had kept me going since the day I’d been forced from my grandma’s cottage and sent to live in the city on my own. Ever since, magic had been excised from my life when a nameless government sorcerer had pressed their finger into the center of my palm and deemed me not magical and thus not allowed to stay in the home I knew or the community I loved. Unable to see the ley lines, they said. Unable to learn how to cast. Unable to access magic. Banished to the outside looking in with the only entrance being vast sums of money, which I didn’t have.


I had hoped that having the most powerful sorcerer in the city—the world if Antonia was to be believed—read my palm, she might see a spark that someone else had missed, that there was fledgling potential within me that she could nurture. She hadn’t. The confirmation hurt worse than I thought it could. And even if she had found a smidgeon of magic, she’d been clear that she wouldn’t teach me, sending a jagged ache of rejection piercing through me yet again.


But I’d be okay. I’d experienced worse. And while it didn’t feel great, it merely meant that I had to recalibrate and adjust, something I happened to be excellent at. So she wouldn’t be teaching me magic directly. That didn’t mean I still couldn’t learn about it. I could learn anything. I was a genius after all. I had learned to live on my own. I had learned to navigate life in the city. I could carve out a place for myself within the magical world. That’s why I created the Spell Binder in the first place. I couldn’t see the ley lines, so I developed a device that could see them for me.


I checked it over, making sure that it hadn’t been damaged in any way. I powered it on, and it blinked to life in my hand, the screen flickering. This was the first step in changing my life, because if I could see the magic myself, then it couldn’t ever be taken away from me. Despite the slight setbacks, I held on to hope. I had to because it was all I had. And with Antonia’s unwitting assistance, I was never going to be without magic again.










2 ROOK



“Have you ever heard of antivirus software?” I asked as I tapped on the keys of Antonia’s laptop. It harbored an amazing number of viruses, and I was surprised that it still functioned. She peered over my shoulder; her violet eyes narrowed, but I couldn’t tell if her apparent distrust was of me or of the computer itself.


“Is that a thing I need?”


“Yes,” I said with a grin. “Especially if you don’t want anyone trying to steal your credit card information or spying on you.”


“Well, we sorcerers are notoriously secretive, you know.”


I spun in the office chair Antonia had set up in one of the empty cubicles while the software I installed went to work. “I’ve noticed. Why is that?”


She took a sip of her very large coffee, which I’d made after fixing the fancy espresso machine, and tossed the length of her dark-brown hair over her shoulder. Her fingernails sparkled blue today to match her blouse. “I assume you’ve heard of the Magical Consortium?”


I nodded and pointed toward the front office window. “Like the certificate in the window?”


“The one and the same. They’re the magical world’s semblance of a governing body. A bureaucratic nuisance, if you ask me. But they make the rules that sorcerers have to follow, even if they are stifling and nonsensical and literally exist just to make my life difficult.”


I didn’t remember my grandmother ever mentioning the Magical Consortium, but I knew they existed from the whirlwind of events that transpired after her death, including the evaluation that resulted in my banishment from the magical world. Their logo was also stamped on all the certificates in the windows of magic businesses around the city, and when I tried to research magic on the internet, I usually encountered a “This page has been blocked by the Magical Consortium” message any time I got close to real information.


“They sound fun,” I said as I went back to fixing Antonia’s computer.


Antonia snorted. “They’re anything but. And they are not fans of sharing information beyond their ‘inner circle.’ ” She made finger quotes, which was impressive considering she still held her coffee cup. “They have a tantrum if any magical information is shared with nonmagical folk. Which is why you won’t find anything about magic on the internet or anywhere beyond the tightly controlled spell books. They have a death grip on the flow of information. And anyone who tries to step out of line is immediately dealt with.”


I broke out in a full-body sweat. Dealt with? That didn’t sound pleasant. When I was developing the Spell Binder, I’d tried to track down a map of the city’s ley lines to compare against its readouts since I couldn’t see the lines myself. It had been a fruitless endeavor. The only people who offered to provide some inkling into the inner workings were shady and wanted to meet in dark parking lots or back alleys at odd times and in isolated places. I’d considered meeting up with someone once, but I didn’t want to become the next unsolved murder mystery featured on a true-crime TV show.


“Dealt with?” I asked, hoping for nonchalant.


“Handled. Reprimanded. Relegated to curse work.” The last bit came out sharp and bitter, and a tingle worked its way down my spine at the implication that Antonia had been on the wrong side of the Consortium before. She drummed her fingers against the side of her cup and continued. “They like to pretend to exert control over practicing sorcerers, but they can’t keep an eye on all of us all the time, not even with their scrying mirrors. It’s bureaucracy and power under the guise of regulations and safety for everyone.” She rolled her eyes. “But in reality, it’s to keep the cash flowing. That certificate in my window was very expensive, if you catch my drift.”


Oh. That was interesting. “Really? I thought those things were like the health inspector ratings you see in restaurant windows.”


Antonia laughed. “Not quite.”


“And for a supposedly secretive sorcerer,” I said, checking the progress on the software, “you don’t seem to have a problem giving the Consortium’s secrets away to a nonmagical person.”


“Well,” she said, pursing her lips, “the Consortium and I aren’t exactly friends.”


Interesting again. “No,” I said in mock surprise. “Really? I hadn’t picked up on that at all. You sound like you have a very high opinion of them and their policies.”


“Don’t say that. I have a reputation to uphold.” She smiled, tight-lipped. “They like to pry. Make sure I’m not doing anything I’m not supposed to, though I’ve been on my best behavior for decades. I made a little mistake when I was young and reckless, and it will follow me for the rest of my life. It’s ridiculous.”


“Do I want to know?”


“Probably not.” She took another sip of her coffee. “I mean, there was some mayhem.” She held up her hand and squeezed her thumb and forefinger together. “And some curses. A bit of death.”


My eyes widened.


“This is good, by the way,” she said, holding up the coffee, changing the subject. “Somehow you’ve made the coffee maker work even better.”


The part of me that was concerned overrode the part of me that preened at the compliment. “A bit of death?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Anyway. We need to talk. You’ve held up your end of the bargain. The computer is fixed. The coffee is great. So, I need to hold up mine.”


I did my best not to smile too wide. My leg bounced with nervous energy under the desk. “Okay,” I said, voice cracking on the second syllable. So much for keeping my cool.


She had the grace not to mention it, though her lips quirked at the corners. “You will work five days a week. You will answer the phones for me and talk to the customers. And you’ll fix everything I break.”


That didn’t sound too bad. “I can do that.”


“I’ll pay you weekly.”


That sounded even better. “Awesome.”


“Great. But to be clear, I’m not a mentor. I’m not a friend. And you are not my apprentice. No magic. You are office staff. I don’t want the Consortium to think I’m breaking any rules, so stick to the technology. Understand?”


“Yes? Kind of.” Not ideal for my plan. I needed access to magical information. I bit my lip.


She sighed. “Out with it.”


“How am I supposed to interact with the customers if I don’t know what they’re calling about? How will I know if it’s something you can handle—”


“I can handle anything.”


“Noted. But how do I know what’s an emergency and what’s something that can wait a few hours?”


She stroked her chin. “You have a good point.”


“And you just said that the Consortium doesn’t like information being shared with folks who aren’t magic, so you know, if you shared a little, it would be a tiny act of defiance.”


Narrowing her eyes, she studied me. “I don’t like that you already know me so well. But I am a fan of tiny acts of defiance.”


“What harm could it do? Like you said, I’m not magical. I can’t do anything with the information anyway.”


“You drive a hard bargain, Rook. But okay. I’ll teach you the bare minimum. But nothing is shared outside this office.” She waved her hand at the laptop. “No internet. No documentation. We sorcerers stick to scrolls and books, and they are highly monitored and regulated by the Consortium. So, no taking notes.” She touched my temple with the tip of her long fingernail. “It has to stay up here.”


“Deal.”


“All right, first things first.” She sat on the desk next to me. “Curses, hexes, and jinxes.”


“Wait? We’re starting already?”


“No time like the present.” She crossed her legs. “Unless you don’t want to learn?”


“No! No, I want to learn. Go ahead.”


“Okay, so jinxes are low level, easily remedied, and usually wear off on their own. They’re an inconvenience, not necessarily meant to hurt or harm, just annoy. Like, hitting every red light on the way home or stepping on every Lego in the near vicinity. They’re not powerful, and lots of times they’re cast because someone pissed someone else off and they want to be petty in return. They’re my favorite spell because they can be very oddly specific and occasionally hilarious.” She giggled. “One time, I jinxed an ex of mine to bray like a donkey anytime he laughed for like an entire week. It was amazing. He couldn’t break it, either, because, I’m, well, me,” she said with a wink. “Anyway, that was a while ago, and I’ve moved on and totally don’t have it bookmarked on my calendar to jinx him once a year.”


“Wow. Wow. Wowee. So much information there, boss.” Note to self, do not allow Antonia to put my name on a calendar. I cleared my throat. “So, they’re harmless fun.”


Antonia crinkled her nose. “If you’ve been jinxed that you can’t step on any cracks on the sidewalk, and it makes you walk in the road and therefore you get hit by a bus, not so harmless anymore.”


“Ah.”


“They’re not terribly difficult to break, but someone who is jinxed can’t break it alone. They must have help, so I get called to be the second in the counterspell fairly often. But like I said, most jinxes only last a short amount of time, and sometimes the person who has been jinxed doesn’t even know. Just takes it as a day of bad luck.”


“Okay. Got it.”


“Hexes are fairly similar. They’re a little more powerful, last a little longer, and—” Antonia was cut off by the sound of her phone. She set down her coffee and shoved her hand into the pocket of her tailored trousers. She pulled out a cell phone with a hideously cracked screen and a background filled with icons over a distorted image of… Was that a dog?


“Huh. It’s Fable Page. They’re a fellow curse-breaker. I have to take this. Lesson over for now.” She hopped off the desk, hips swinging as she walked back to her office. She answered the call. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Fable? Need me to swoop in and save the day?” She cackled at whatever the response was before closing the door.


Suddenly, I was alone in the office again, except for Herb, who stood creepily in the corner with his spindly arms crossed, obviously annoyed at my presence. At least the welcome mat had only swatted at me as I entered this morning and didn’t actively try to vault me into the wall again. My nose was still tender and a little swollen, but luckily the bruising was minimal. With Antonia busy and with the computer doing its thing, I propped my backpack between my feet, unzipped it, and reached in.


I had wrapped the Spell Binder in a soft hoodie to protect it and placed it in my bag that morning. It was about the size of a small tablet and was an amalgamation of a few different pieces of tech, but it had morphed into something wholly different. It powered on, and immediately the light at the top glowed a bright green. The screen flickered to life, and a map of the local area came into focus, with Antonia’s office right in the middle. On the screen, a thick green line pulsed right over the top and swept across town before disappearing.


I swallowed. At the apartment, the Spell Binder always showed no data, as there were no ley lines anywhere around where I lived. I knew that. Everyone in the apartment building that I had talked to confirmed the area was barren of magic, part of the appeal to some residents. But now the screen was working. Holy shit. It was actually working. And it made sense that Antonia’s office would sit on a powerful ley line. I traced my fingers over it and with a slight touch moved the map around, but the presence of the ley line on the screen petered out. Huh. I’d have to work on that, see if I could boost how far the Spell Binder could detect the magical energy, but for now I was just ecstatic that my invention worked. Now all I had to do was confirm that the information it showed was correct.


Antonia’s office door opened, and I shoved the device back into my bag.


“I have to head out,” she said, shrugging into a light jacket and pulling her hair into a ponytail. “Fable needs my help with a cursed piano. It’s apparently highly volatile. Heirlooms usually are if there are strong family attachments and memories.”


“Um… Okay.”


“You have my cell number. If someone calls, take down their information and call me. It shouldn’t take me long to deal with this, and if you have to leave before I get back, just make sure to lock up.”


“I don’t have a key.”


She frowned. “Key. Right. To lock the door because you can’t set the wards.”


I winced.


She waved away the problem. “It’s fine. Just don’t leave until I get back. Call me if you need me. Don’t go into my office, and don’t touch anything. Ever. At all. Other than the computer and the phones. Got it?”


I nodded. I was totally going to go into her office and snoop around. There was bound to be some information on ley line locations in there.


“You know what, just…” She snapped her wrist and pointed two fingers across the open space to her closed office doors. A blast of light burst from her hand and slammed into the glass. A ripple of purple spread over the area, fizzling with a low hum akin to electricity, then dimming until it was no longer visible.


My jaw dropped. Well, damn.


“Removing the temptation,” she said. “The ward will sting a little if you decide to test it out. I wouldn’t though. Herb is here to answer the door.” She smiled, all teeth, in a way that was perhaps meant to be reassuring but came off as low-key threatening. “Don’t look so stressed. Nothing is going to happen while I’m gone. It’s been a slow week.”


“Okay.” I gave her my best fake smile in return, one that didn’t broadcast my disappointment at being locked away from the massive book in her office that might hold the information I needed. “I can handle it. Don’t worry about me. I’m great.”


She cocked her head to the side. “You’re a weird kid. Just call if there’s trouble.”


“Got it. I’ll be fine.”


The cursed mat didn’t move a fiber as Antonia stood on it, her high heels making dents in the fabric. “I know or I wouldn’t leave.” She turned and strode out, the door closing behind her.


Suddenly I was totally alone in a big office space with no clue what to do. I sat heavily in my chair and twiddled my fingers. Antonia was right. I’d be fine. All I had to do was answer the phone. What could possibly go wrong?










3 SUN



Summer was such a waste of time and effort. Spring was okay. Autumn was the best. Winter wasn’t bad.


I could really do without the whole summer season, though. For one, it was too hot. Especially in the city, where the asphalt baked, and the air shimmered with heat, and all of it was trapped in a suffocating concrete hellscape. It was not conducive to my aesthetic of long sleeves and jeans and dark fabric, which I was not about to abandon despite the fact that I felt positively smothered.


Sweat dripped down my spine in rivulets as I carried the box from the bus stop, and it sucked so much that I considered casting a spell to create my own personal rain cloud to follow me around and mist me. I didn’t because I was damp enough as it was and because I didn’t know the spell off the top of my head. It was clear though that I was not built for heat or the city. Because aside from the dense warmth, the city had… people. Which made everything infinitely worse. Too many people all packed in one place. I much preferred where Fable’s cottage was located, on the very outer edge of the city, on a small lot of green acreage, with neighbors a few minutes’ walk away. It was a bit of a drive from my family’s home, but I dealt with it because being Fable’s apprentice was worth the inconvenience.


Except for this part. Running errands and acting as a glorified gopher for a prestigious sorcerer was not what I expected when I became Fable’s apprentice a few years ago, but that was what I was today. According to Fable, I wasn’t experienced enough to help with the cursed piano. Even though I’d helped with worse. I was sure of it! But no, Fable called Antonia Hex for help instead and sent me with the other cursed objects to Antonia’s office to drop them off for breaking or storage.


Which is why I was currently dodging people on the sidewalk while carrying a lightly warded cardboard box and sweating my ass off. I wished I’d been able to drive Fable’s car, but they needed it to meet Antonia at the warehouse that had caused all this mess. Someone knocked into my shoulder and didn’t even bother to apologize when I grunted and staggered.


“Watch it!” I gave them a glare from underneath my snapback, but they were already halfway down the block. I may be small, but I deserved space on the sidewalk, thanks. And if I’d dropped the box, well, that would’ve been bad. There was a creepy doll in there that was definitely cursed and would probably scamper off and wreak havoc if allowed. Heh. I wouldn’t mind seeing that, to be honest, if said doll would exclusively terrorize jerks who ran into people on sidewalks.


By the time I’d made it to Antonia’s, I had melted. Though her office wasn’t as flashy as her personality, the eye-rollingly bad name of HEX-A-GONE across the door was indication enough that it was indeed hers. What an awful pun. I can’t believe that she continued to operate under it. Though, anything Antonia did was automatically the talk of the community. And, well, Fable’s business name wasn’t much better. Fable’s Curse-Breakers wasn’t as creative.


If the bad pun wasn’t indication enough that this was Antonia’s office, the massive amount of magical power rolling off it was. It buzzed under my skin. I blinked, and my vision went black-and-white save for the thick red ley line that ran right through the building. It thumped like a heartbeat. I blinked again, and the world went back into color and the line disappeared.


Struggling with the box, I used my hip to open the door and sighed at the blissfully cool environmental controls as I stepped inside. The chilly air swept over the slick skin of my neck, and I shivered, biting my lip as I stepped over the threshold.


Despite working for Fable for a few years, I’d never met Antonia or been inside her office. I’d only seen her from a distance as she worked with Fable. Fable kept me away from her probably because Antonia was trouble and drew the ire of the Consortium more often than not. And because of what happened to her last apprentice, or what the rumors said anyway. I’d not asked Fable directly to confirm the circumstances. The rumors were enough, and I had the inkling it was a sore spot between them.


I didn’t see anyone inside immediately. Just a coatrack sulking in the corner.


“Hello!” I called.


A person skittered into view, appearing absolutely flustered. He grimaced and shook his hand out with a pained hiss, as if he were a cartoon character that had just nailed their fingers with a hammer. His brown hair was tousled, and his expression was panicked and pale save for two bright-red spots on his cheeks. A purple bruise stretched across the bridge of his nose. Before he could say anything, the phone rang, and he dove into a cubicle, holding up a finger over the wall in the universal sign to wait. I sighed loudly and stood on the welcome mat, shuffling my feet.


“Thank you for calling Hex-A-Gone. How may I help you?” He reappeared, phone tucked between his ear and shoulder, brow furrowed. “Uh-huh. I’m sorry that’s happening, but Antonia is not available at the moment. I can take a message and alert her that her assistance is needed right away.” A pause. “Uh-huh. Well, I understand that you absolutely need hair especially for a photo shoot tomorrow. No. That wasn’t sarcastic. I didn’t mean it to be sarcastic. I was trying to validate you.”


I snorted.


He cringed as the customer responded.


“Yes, I have your number. I’ll call her right away. You want my name? To be able to complain to my boss? It’s Norman. That’s absolutely my name. Okay. Thank you for calling. Uh-huh. Bye.”


He hung up and wilted, pressing his head into his hands. As soon as the phone clicked, it began ringing again.


“Crap,” he muttered. “It’ll… just have to ring. I guess. They can leave a message. Can I help you?”


“Your name isn’t really Norman, is it?” I asked, tone a little too aggressive to be teasing, but my arms ached, and I’d carried the box all the way from the bus stop in the hellish heat. And I was tired.


He ran a hand through his hair and laughed. “Why, are you going to complain too?”


I shifted the box in my arms. “Maybe, if I don’t get to set this down soon.”


“Oh! Sorry. Um… what is it?” He walked from behind the cubicle barrier and stopped in front of me, a few feet away. He was taller than me, which annoyed me slightly, slim and classically good-looking if someone was going to notice that.


I narrowed my eyes. “Delivery of cursed objects, courtesy of Fable Page. Where can I leave them? Because this isn’t getting any lighter.”


“Oh, uh.” His eyes darted around the room. “I don’t know.”


I raised an eyebrow, frowning. “You don’t know? Don’t you work here?”


“First day,” he said. “And I’m not supposed to touch the magic stuff. I’m only office staff. Maybe Herb will know.”


“Who’s Herb?”


The guy, Not-Norman presumably, scratched the back of his neck and pointed to the coatrack in the corner. The coatrack shuddered, spun on its base, and hobbled away into another room.


“I don’t think Herb is going to help,” I said.


“Yeah, I don’t think so either.”


Sighing, I spied an empty desk nearby. I was sweaty and tired and frustrated with Fable and with this task and now with this clueless guy who somehow had been hired by Antonia, so I stepped off the mat and headed for the desk.


“Wait. Watch out for the—”


One second I was standing, and the next I was sprawled on the carpet, because somehow the rug had been jerked right out from under me. My chin stung with rug burn; my elbows hurt from the impact as I lay there on my stomach. The brim of my snapback jarred against the floor, causing it to flip off, and my sweaty black hair fell into my eyes. Face-planting would suck on any normal day, but I’d just done it in front of Antonia’s new employee, which was so embarrassing. And worse, the box was on the floor, tipped over, with the contents spilled everywhere, which meant the wards were broken. Oh, that was not good, not good at all.


Most of the objects were relatively harmless, like the key chain, the bag of marbles, the jeweled letter opener, and the battered copy of an old sci-fi novel. The doll, on the other hand, rolled out with purpose.


She had a blank porcelain face with fluttery eyes, pink painted cheeks, and brown curly hair. Her dress was lacey, like a wedding dress, and she wore a wide-brimmed hat at a jaunty angle. Even if she weren’t cursed, she’d be creepy as anything, but now, now she was dangerous as well, because she was loose.


“Oh, no, are you okay? The mat is cursed. I should’ve told you. It’s vicious. It tripped me, and I rammed my face into the wall yesterday. Gave me a bloody nose.”


There was a sound of hurried footsteps approaching, and then a grunt as the guy dropped to his knees beside me. His large hands grasped my upper arm. I shrugged him off immediately. “Don’t touch me,” I hissed, my eyes locked on the doll. I slapped his hands away without taking my eyes off her, because as soon as I looked away, she’d make a run for it. I’d seen horror movies. This was not my first metaphorical magical rodeo.


“Oh! Sorry. I’m so sorry.”


“Don’t move,” I said again, voice low, as the doll slowly sat up. Her neck creaked as she turned her head to stare right at me.


“What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Do you need me to call someone?”


“Will you shut up?” I bit out. “Don’t fucking move, Norman. That is a cursed doll, and now she’s free of the warded box I was carrying her in. And she’s probably very unhappy at being caught in the first place and removed from her home, which she’d been haunting for the past thirty years.”


He went stock-still beside me. His knees were right next to my elbow, and I saw from the corner of my eye as his hands curled into fists and pressed into his jeans-clad thighs. The doll moved again, and her eyelids fluttered as she bowed her head to glance at the letter opener, the jewels of the handle glittering in a slant of sunlight from the nearby window. Well, shit.
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