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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


The cloying scent of vapor smoke in the lounge is as suffocating and sweet as the memories of my grandma. The last time I came to Chinatown to sell products to Rowen Huang, Granny was with me.

She was alive, and I was a very different girl.

Now I sit on one of the plush red loveseats waiting for the Huang Matriarch to grace us with her presence. The velvet of the fabric invites you to sink into it, but I keep my back straight and lean forward. Lounging into the furniture just makes me look smaller, even more like a little kid than I already do. I fight not to grit my teeth. I’m so hacking tired of being reminded that I’m a “child.”

Beside me, Keisha has no problem snuggling into the crimson cushions. She’s pulled her knees up to her chest, bulky coat pooling around her neck, scrolling through her phone while I search the room for Rowen.

Around us, the Huang family members stare. When I was here with Granny, they stared too, but not at me. I wasn’t important then. I wasn’t a Matriarch and definitely wasn’t the youngest one crowned in our family for centuries. And I absolutely wasn’t the girl with two gifts, something rare even outside of our family, in the Black witch community as a whole.

People look at me now.

And no matter what I do, they find me wanting.

I’ve avoided doing this drop-off for Rowen since Granny died specifically to not have to deal with this—letting Keisha, Alex, or Mom handle the in-person deliveries of the special serum and products that Rowen prizes. Except last time, she insisted that I show my face, claiming that she missed me. I’m sure she barely knew my name before this.

But Rowen loves a juicy piece of gossip, and these days, I’m the juiciest there is.

My fingers twitch on my lap. Every time I hear a whisper, I can’t help but think they’re talking about me. Me and the family.

No way that little girl can fill her granny’s shoes.

Why did they pick her?

How the mighty have fallen.

“She knows we don’t have all day, right?” Keisha whines, snapping me out of my thoughts. Today, my cousin is wearing a honey-brown sew-in wig that seems as long as my body is tall.

I swallow. “I’m sure she does.”

Rowen never made Granny wait. If I were her, I would have already left. But we’re not in that sort of position anymore. Six months ago, when my family decided to do an impure ritual to help me avoid completing the task to become a witch and save my little sister Eden’s life in the process, they ruined our purity.

Purity.

Now I know that those labels don’t matter. All they do is divide our community even more than it already is. Magic is nothing more or less than blood and intent. Mama Jova taught me that.

But these days, even she doesn’t show her face.

And everyone except me is happy to cling to their divisions.

Pure witches like the Huangs treat us with a level of disdain they never did before. In the wake of Granny’s death, we’ve lost our placements in stores owned by pure witches, and I’ve stumbled through trying to maintain the relationships we do have with the awkward grace of a drone piloted by a toddler.

People talk back to me in a way they wouldn’t have dared with Granny. They argue about prices or threaten to pull our stock for better deals. Or they act like Rowen, making us wait because she knows we’re desperate.

No one gives a shit that Granny chose me. That Mama Jova chose me. That I did the best I could to protect our family from Justin Tremblay’s attempt to control us in his quest for immortality. It’s like everything I accomplished six months ago means nothing now. Like I’m the exact same girl who stayed in that blood bath for hours, dreading her Calling.

But I’m not.

Keisha taps her long fingernails on her phone and steupses under her breath. “I just want to get this over with.”

“I know,” I say, peering at the back room door where I know Rowen is probably sitting and waiting us out. “She’ll come soon, I’m sure.”

“Like, ‘I can see the future’ sure, or just ‘I hope I’m right’ sure?”

I scowl.

When I passed my Calling all those months ago, I was given two gifts—the past and the future. The power to see both the past of a person and the future I created when my actions pushed them from whatever path they had been on before to a new one.

It was only after the Pass that I realized how difficult that is to figure out. How exactly am I supposed to know for sure whether I’ve changed someone’s “path”?

“I doubt I’ve done anything to change the path of Rowen’s life, so I can’t see whatever future results from it,” I say. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t use it to see if she’s coming soon or not.”

“Boring.”

Keisha is and has always been frustrating. But even as irritating as she can be sometimes, she’s been there for me. She comes on beauty supply runs or helps coordinate them with our other cousin, Alex. When I’m alone in my room, contemplating how I can make everyone believe that I’ll be a decent Matriarch, she’ll pop in with a snack and force me to watch a feed show with her.

She’s there every time Keis would usually be. Keis, my favorite cousin. My first love. My best friend, who I sentenced to never leave our family home to save the future of a boy who now hates me.

My restless fingers grip the soft fabric of my coat. I’m not the same girl I used to be, struggling with every single choice. I can’t be. As a Matriarch, I need to be resolute in every decision I make, like Granny was.

But losing Keis is a choice I don’t know if I got right.

Rowen bursts out of the back room, thick hips swaying in a form-fitting gown with a slit up the side that looks like it’s made of molten gold. Matching clips are stuck in her chin-length hair to tug it back from her face. Her skin looks flawless, as usual. Granny had a backup stash of the special tonic she made specifically for Rowen, and we’ve been running through the supply ever since.

“If it isn’t my favorite little Matriarch,” she coos as she sweeps in front of Keisha and me. “I hope to get an invite to your showcase.”

I bite my lip to stop a sneer from coming out and slap my cousin’s knee to make her sit properly, which she does with a scowl, her fluffy boots slamming onto the intricate rug underneath us.

“No showcase for me,” I say. Like elaborate debutant balls, showcases are rare events in the witch community when those with particularly interesting gifts gather people to show it off. It was more useful back in the day when families wanted to demonstrate how powerful they were. I can’t imagine doing something that draws that much attention to myself now or ever. And definitely not just so everyone can gossip about my gifts more than they already do.

“Too bad.” Rowen frowns at Keisha. “Who is this? The cousin who always has her nose in a tablet? Ava always said you two were thick as thieves. My uncle was sad to hear you weren’t available for his internship.”

I twitch at her mention of Granny’s name and hate myself for it. I jerk even more when I realize she’s talking about Keis. “No.” I don’t offer any more. I can’t. I don’t want to talk about it.

“I’m Keisha,” my cousin jumps in for me.

The Huang Matriarch makes a little “ah” noise in the back of her throat, latching onto the discord with a gentle joy. I expect her to pry deeper, but even she seems to know not to go that far. Not when Granny’s been ashes for less than a year.

Her funeral wasn’t even that long ago. I remember standing inside the dining room, the grief hanging like smoke in the air, choking us all into silence. Our family and the Davises were the only ones there. We did invite Granny’s old family, the brothers and sisters who left when she decided to be pure. Some had pledged to new Matriarchs or had kept the Thomas name and lived without a Matriarch, our magic separate despite our shared name. Most witches never choose the latter because it means living without protection, and it’s a guarantee that your magic will get weaker. But I guess some would rather be Thomases than anything else.

I invited them all anyway.

But none came.

Keisha hefts the tote bag of beauty products onto the low coffee table between us. “Your products for this month.”

With a single, long manicured nail, Rowen presses the edges of the bag away and peers with a casual disinterest at the wares. That’s not what she really cares about.

“And your vial,” I say, grabbing it from the thick inside pocket of my jacket. It’s a simple glass bottle, maybe two inches long, with a rubber stopper and filled with blush-colored liquid. I reach out to pass it to her, and it shakes the slightest bit between my fingers.

Rowen’s eyes narrow.

Hack me.

I swallow with a gulp audible enough to make me fight a cringe.

Keisha’s side-eye is so obvious that I don’t have to look at her to know she’s doing it.

The Huang Matriarch plucks the vial from my fingers and examines it.

I clear my throat in the same signature “pay me” sound that Granny used to use.

Rowen ignores it.

“We need to get going,” Keisha says, dragging the words out and making a show of zipping her jacket back up.

“Do you mind if I pay after?” Rowen says to me.

My jaw drops. “What?”

“I think, given the circumstances, it would be best if I sampled the product to be sure it stacks up to the usual quality.”

“But… we’ve been delivering to you for the past six months since…” I can’t say it aloud, can’t admit that she’s gone. Can’t make it real. “You haven’t had a problem.”

“There have been some titters about quality dropping.” She presses a hand to her chest. “Not from me, of course.”

“From who?” Keisha asks.

Rowen smiles indulgently at her. “I don’t like to gossip.”

My blood heats under my skin. Rivers of it poised at any time to become sharp whips. This time, I can’t hold myself back from gritting my teeth. Keisha inhales sharply beside me, though she tries to smother it.

Rowen continues, “They said they got a delivery yesterday and it didn’t seem quite up to snuff. I’m just the messenger, so don’t be upset with me.” She waves a hand and stares into my eyes. “I think it would be appropriate, considering my loyalty to you, to let me try things out. And next month, if everything is good, I’ll pay double. No problem, right?”

Every bit of me wants to say no. Granny would have said no. She wouldn’t have ever let Rowen play her like this or even deal with the disrespect of the offer. But even as defiance kisses my lips, something in me twists away from it.

“That’s fine. We’ll be back next month for double.” The words don’t even feel like my own. They slide out, expanding and spreading from my tongue like soft butter in a pan.

“Wonderful,” Rowen preens, clapping her hands. “See you next month.”

Keisha doesn’t even say bye, just stomps out of the lounge, her fluffy boots clomping. I say a hurried goodbye to Rowen before chasing after my cousin.

The exit opens up into a Chinese food market with rows of fresh produce misted by water and aisles of colorful imported snacks. The woman at the counter stares us down, and I force out a smile for her that she doesn’t return.

We leave the store and break out into the frigid cold. February in Toronto is chilling winds and chalky salted sidewalks. Mounds of grime-stained snow and slush. People walking with their hands dug into the pockets of thick down-padded coats and hats pulled low on their heads.

Chinatown is as busy as ever, even in negative degree weather. Bright holos flash, loudly advertising each store, and the block is a crescendo of car horns, streetcars screeching on the tracks, and bicycle bells from the brave (or not smart) few who cycle no matter how much snow is on the ground.

Keisha’s coat has a hood as fluffy and pink as her boots, though without the salt stains. I tug my hood, sans any fluff, up over my head. We have to shuffle to the very edge of the sidewalk, nearly into the road, to stay out of the way of the people walking along Spadina Avenue.

“Are your circuits fried?!” Keisha snaps at me. “We just gave her product for free.”

“She knows.” I press my hands against my eyes. “She must.”

“How would she know?”

I think of my shaking fingers as I handed Rowen the vial of serum that I made myself without Granny’s help. The problem is that I lack whatever she used to make it special. It’s a dud. But we’ve run out of Granny’s stock. It’s a miracle that we made it this long in the first place. We needed to do something. I made the choice to sell our homemade batches instead of saying we had run out. The latter would have bought time, but we need money now.

We ran one of the new batches out to a James, and they’ve already noticed the difference and passed on the gossip. Of course, things couldn’t have worked out for once.

“Also,” Keisha says. “You definitely yanked on my magic.”

I cringe. “Sorry.” One of the powers that comes along with being the Matriarch is the ability to pull magic from other members of the family, and it’s not as easy to control as I thought it would be. Just another one of my many problems right now. Like how we need that money from Rowen. “I didn’t even mean to agree to her not paying. It just came out.” I’d wanted to fight more, but then for some reason I didn’t.

“Hack me,” Keisha breathes.

“What?”

“She used her gift on you.”

“No,” I shake my head. “She wouldn’t do that.”

Rowen’s gift of a honeyed tongue can compel people to listen to her. To take notice of her words. It’s a more direct version of Rena Carter’s gift of suggestion. But a Matriarch using her gift against another Matriarch? That’s the sort of thing that would make wars break out between families back in the day. No one even tries that mess now.

Rowen wouldn’t do that. She’s been one of our clients for years, and only a few months ago she was helping me get Keis an internship opportunity with her family.

“She wouldn’t do that,” I repeat aloud, shaking my head, trying to go back through my thoughts and see if I remember a press of magic. It’s hard. That’s the whole point of being a strong witch. People aren’t supposed to realize when you’ve manipulated them.

“Um, yes she would, because no one hacking respects us!” Keisha throws her hands up. “Everyone is playing power politics now that Granny is gone. Do you know that Emerald told me one of the Baileys is looking into making beauty products now?”

Great, if Emerald is saying that, it means her dad, Johan, must know about it too. More witnesses to our downfall. Since I pissed him off last year by interfering with one of his family’s rituals, things have been awkward. I still fulfill my internship at his restaurant, but we’ve lost the vibe we used to have. The Thomases and the Davises used to feel like one big family. Now, it’s like we’re distant cousins or something. At least on my end.

Keisha continues, “The Baileys aren’t pure, so Rowen won’t buy from them. She’s only buying from us because she always has, and we’re at least trying to be pure. But it’s not about that! It’s about the disrespect!”

“Magic isn’t about being pure or impure, it’s—”

“Yes, yes, blood and intent. I get it. But, like, everyone else cares about that sort of thing.”

I’ve tried to get the family to understand why we shouldn’t be bothering with the pure/impure thing, but it hasn’t stuck with them, either. “What else did Emerald say?” At least I can have a guess at how far we’ve fallen in the Davises’ eyes.

Keisha shrugs. “Nothing much, just our usual chats. Focus! Rowen Huang used her gift against you.”

“We don’t know that.”

“We need to retaliate! This is hacking war, Vo!”

I let out a breath. “Let’s go home.”

“We’re going to let her get away with it?”

“I’m done.”

Keisha grumbles but follows me to the streetcar. We hop on one of the many red and white trains going to the Spadina subway station and ride in silence. I watch the bright holos over shops pass by, and all the places Granny used to point out as old froyo shops. Once, I asked her if she thought about Grandad much. I was thirteen, and it had been six years since he passed. I remembered something offhanded about him when she happened to be nearby. She said she thought about him every day.

I couldn’t understand it. How you could think of someone who was gone every single day?

But ever since she died, not a day has passed without her being in my thoughts.

Six years from now, maybe it’ll still be the same.

I don’t want to believe that Rowen used her gift against me, but Keisha is right. No one respects us, not anymore.

We don’t have Granny.

All we have is me.

And if there’s anyone in my family people are willing to disrespect, it’s their youngest and apparently most disappointing Matriarch.
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We’re supposed to go home. Keisha thinks so, anyway. She’s happily tugged the collar of her coat up and is tapping away at her phone. Meanwhile, I’m the one paying attention to the stop names as they ring out and eyeballing the salted streets as we pass. The Spadina streetcar drags its way north to the station of the same name, and we should make our way west along the extended subway line to Long Branch Station.

I lean over, trying to sneak a peek at what my cousin is doing, but she has her privacy settings on. “Organizing dates?” I ask. It feels like it’s been forever since she’s been out with a girl. “Have you been on any good ones lately?” Last year, she put a name to how she always felt: demiromantic. She even included it on her dating profile. She was excited about it. I was excited for her.

Keisha shrugs and looks up from her phone. “I’m helping mom organize client orders.” She shakes her head. “Doesn’t even understand how her own system is programmed. It’s tragic.”

I notice that she sidesteps my date question.

She must notice too because she shrugs again. “I don’t really have time to date right now. It’s fine.” She flips her hair and grins, but it feels like it’s only for my benefit. “Girls will always be around for me.”

I try to smile back but can’t make my lips do it.

This wasn’t how it was before. Now everything is different because of me and my choices.

Everything is worse.

“I’m fine, Vo,” she repeats, and I nod because I know she wants me to be okay. And pretending is all I can give her right now.

Arriving at Harbord Street. Harbord Street.

I push the stop request button, and Keisha raises a delicate eyebrow at me. “Why are we getting off here?”

“I wanted to make a quick stop.”

“It’s cold.”

“We’ll be inside.”

“Inside where?”

“Inside!” The streetcar slows to a halt, and the doors slide open. I hop onto the platform with Keisha dragging her fluffy-booted feet behind me.

In front of us are huge glass and concrete buildings, one with UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO etched onto it. Students walk quickly between the buildings, desperate to not be outside more than necessary. They have trees lining the street and adding a natural flair to the imposing buildings dusted delicately with white snow.

I have the AI on my phone do an AR map to help direct us where we need to go. We follow the projected yellow footsteps through the campus. The tall buildings and their modern insides seem to scream money and are filled with sponsor kids with wealthy benefactors and kids who are just plain rich.

Going to university used to be something you went into debt over, but now the cost is too high. Drowning yourself in loans just to not get an internship in the end is a sad existence, and most people are smart enough to go the intern route first. If they want you to learn more, the company will pay for you to go to university.

Last year, I thought Keis would be one of those kids. She was on track to be. She was supposed to be. But I made a choice. I chose to let Luc keep his future because I didn’t know that he could ever come back from losing it. I punished Keis for being the strong one, and now she’s happy to punish me right back.

I never realized how long she could hate me.

And I didn’t picture losing them both in the end.

But here we are.

More casualties of my decisions.

“You’re tugging at me,” Keisha whines, though her eyebrows are drawn in concern.

I force a breath out and try to calm down. “Sorry.”

The AI dings with a joyful tune in front of the Trinity College building. It’s huge, made up of gray and beige bricks, tall and old elegant windows, and a large, dramatic arched entryway. It’s like a beautiful castle, only open to commoners like us for occasions like this.

“Oh, hack me, are you for real?” Keisha groans. Clearly, she’s spotted the sign.

I hike my shoulders up to my ears. “I saw it on my feed. Looked interesting.”

“You are so full of shit.”

The digital banner tacked on temporarily for this event is the only thing out of place on the ancient architecture. It declares that they’re hosting the Thirty-First Annual Innovations in Tech Conference. It scrolls through the different speakers and guests, and emblazoned larger than life is a boy with stormy blue-gray eyes and matching hair.

LUC RODRIGUEZ, CEO OF NUGENE, KEYNOTE SPEAKER.

Keisha shakes her head at me. “We’re not going in there.”

“I already paid for tickets.”

“Wow. Are you malfunctioning?”

I let out a deep breath, my heart beating faster in my chest looking at the blown-up photo of the boy I fell in love with. “Can we please just go inside?”

“We’re gonna watch him do a whole-ass speech?”

“No,” I scowl. “Those tickets were too expensive. I got public floor access. You can walk around and look at the different booths and stuff. That’s it. No panel or speaker access.” Part of me felt guilty pulling the money from the family account, but another part of me rationalized that it was only twenty dollars for the two tickets, and as Matriarch I’m supposed to have control of it anyway.

I don’t. Not really. It’s the same grocery account I’ve always been able to access, and Mom still gives me my allowance every week like nothing has changed.

I’m not a Matriarch. I’m a child with a fancy title.

Never mind that I’m busting my ass trying to save our business. Never mind that I have to learn to be a Matriarch by myself. Never mind that I’m grieving like everyone else. Never mind that part of the reason we ended up in this situation is because the adults refused to believe in me, and now they’re fine with doing that all over again.

I push down the feelings. I need to be calm. I can’t keep tugging on everyone’s magic.

Staring up at the holo of Luc just makes it worse.

Luc isn’t like me. He’s flourishing. He’s blocked me from his personal channels, but I can still see him on public ones—which, and I know this is sad, I have an alert for. It seems like every tech or science feed is filled with photos of his face. They’re talking about how he cares about social issues the company didn’t touch before his tenure. How he’s reviving the seemingly dead NuSap program now set to launch in a little over three weeks. In six months, he’s become the face of the new generation of genetic and technology advancement.

People trust and respect him.

“Let’s go,” I say, and blaze the trail into the building. Someone checks our tickets at the door before letting us inside.

Beyond the front door, the space is a concentrated explosion of colors, sounds, and movement. The ceilings are sky high with arched wooden beams fixed to them. It feels more like it should be home to a museum than a conference. There are what seems like hundreds of people weaving in and out of the many rooms, each of them packed with booths with flashing holos and loud music thrown on top of it all to add to the chaos.

My chest aches as I think about the first time I walked into the Collective with Luc. The awe at the bright and inviting booths. We weren’t exactly on stellar terms then, but we were a lot better than we are now.

Part of me thought that after everything, I could carve Luc out of my heart. Slice him away like peeling the fat off a chicken. Except the fat is one of the best parts, and doing without has left me with something dry and disappointing.

I check the time in the corner of my eye, projected into my vision by the hijacker chip implanted behind my ear.

10:15 a.m.

Perfect.

I stride through the crowds—side-stepping other attendees and calls to check out the latest tech or whatever innovation they’re presenting.

“Um,” Keisha says. “Are we going to actually look at anything or are we just rushing… ah, hack me, really, Vo?”

I guess that she’s caught sight of the giant NuGene sign on the room that we’re heading toward.

She grabs my arm. “There’s no way this goes well for you.”

“I just want to take a look.”

“You want to torture yourself.”

I tug out of her hold. “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” I continue into the room, and Keisha lets out a steups behind me.

The NuGene display is predictably grand. Life-sized holos project a multicultural mix of people across the walls. There are free giveaways of tech that’s definitely not cheap and feed celebrities wearing what looks like luxury athletic gear with the NuGene logo directing people to the different displays.

“Hack me!” Keisha gasps. “Orange Orange is here!”

I can’t even bring myself to ask her who that is. My eyes are scanning the room, past the huge crowds of people, past the cornflower-blue NuSap units walking around and interacting with people, right to the biggest crowd in the middle of the room.

And there he is.

Surrounded by a massive group of people, Luc stands in a sleek black suit with his blue-gray hair carefully coiffed exactly the way Justin used to wear his. His eyes are crimson with the spinning lenses his mentor favored.

I walk closer like I’m being drawn by a force bigger than me.

He looks different. Just a little bit. Maybe I’m the only one obsessive enough to notice. Now that he’s in front of me, it’s more obvious. His jaw is a tad sharper, more on the right side than the left. The lack of symmetry makes his face that much more charming.

Once I’m at the edge of the crowd, I can actually hear what he’s saying.

Even his voice has gone through a slight change. Deeper. Like it’s coming from further inside his chest. And the way he carries himself too, held straight instead of slouched.

He gestures to the NuSap unit beside him. “We’re so excited about the new features of the unit as well as the return of some of the original features. The units will still be able to detect the presence of other units, very necessary if you have multiples. We’ve also worked diligently with governments to amend the restrictions on AI control, of course with added safety precautions. We’ve…”

I lose track of what it is that he’s saying as I stare.

He doesn’t just look different.

He feels different.

Charismatic is not a word I ever thought I would use to describe Luc, but it’s what fits. The way he waves his hands around just so, this new, perfect, all-teeth smile, and even the casualness with which he throws in the odd joke that makes the crowd burst into laughter.

He stops talking and an assistant opens the floor for questions. His head turns as he looks at the crowd, and it takes only seconds for his gaze to land on me.

I inhale sharply. I don’t mean to. It just happens.

And I’m trapped in those swirling bionics, wishing that I could see the familiar stormy eyes underneath.

I feel like I should say something but don’t know what.

How are you? This is a cool setup.

I’m sorry.

I saw you on the news. That’s pretty impressive.

I miss you.

Abruptly, Luc jerks his eyes away from mine and pulls his lips into that picture-perfect bright grin. Nothing like the lip-biting smile that I’m used to.

It’s like being slapped with the cold chill of the blast freezer at Roti Roti. I wrap my arms around myself so I won’t shiver.

He hates me.

Of course he does.

Why did I forget that suddenly?

A hand lands on my shoulder and steers me away from Luc. I let her. “Let’s go see the other stuff,” Keisha mumbles.

I rub away the tears at the corners of my eyes and try not to choke when I mutter back, “Okay.”

My cousin struts into the different rooms, tugging me along with her and pointing out anything that looks remotely interesting. The bright sights and sounds wash over me, and I can’t make myself concentrate on any of them. I keep picturing Luc’s swirling bionics turning away from me. Shutting me out. Shutting me down.

We go to a booth that’s drawing people in with a giveaway for a NuGene procedure, which Keisha is desperate to sign up for.

“Gene hacks!” the man at the booth shouts. “That’s the future. We’re not going to need the machines anymore, just a little injection filled with some specially programmed nanites and BAM, manipulation delivered. NuGene already has the tech! I heard that from a very reputable source.”

The guy has barely finished his sentence before some others start arguing with him about feasibility, and his response is to go off on a conspiracy theory involving monkey urine. It’s enough for me to doubt how legit the giveaway really is and how “reputable” his source might be.

Keisha wrinkles her nose and, maybe having the same thought, decides not to enter. “Let’s move on.” She starts to push me toward another display when she stops. “Woah, that dude is hardcore staring at you.”

I blink and follow her gaze.

It lands on a Black boy with curls that fan out around his face and drop into his eyes. Those curls might be nicer than mine. His skin is lighter than ours and has a sort of dewy, fresh-faced look to it. Like he takes good care of himself.

And he is staring at me. It’s intense and singular, like nothing else exists between us. It’s hacking creepy.

Keisha nudges me hard in the side, and I grunt. “He’s totally into you,” she sings.

I cringe. “Keisha, please—”

“You can’t keep pining over Luc. For one, it’s sad.”

Okay, ouch.

“Two, his sponsor dad basically murdered Granny and Auntie Elaine.”

“Luc tried to help us.”

“Yeah, but like, he thinks you killed Justin, so… Honestly, you’ll benefit from moving on to bigger and better things with shinier hair and skin.” Before I can protest or ask how I could have time for dating if she doesn’t, she drags me toward the boy and the booth.

He snaps out of his intense gaze, and for a moment I swear his eyes narrow at me. But he turns away from us and suddenly becomes interested in organizing the papers on the table.

“He doesn’t seem excited to see us,” I mutter to Keisha.

She scoffs. “He’s shy. He was basically licking you with his eyes a second ago.”

“Gross.”

“Hush.”

We stop in front of the boy’s booth, which declares itself HELPING HANDS: CHARITABLE GENETIC MANIPULATION and has a logo of a DNA helix split into two, with the ends made into little hands reaching for each other. I’ve never heard of it, but it’s the sort of thing that it seems like I should know about. NuGene will occasionally dole out a free service for someone with a previously incurable genetic disease that makes the news. Someone who usually doesn’t look the way those in my community do.

Otherwise, the government will cover any genetic therapy for procedures needed, but it also means being on a waiting list, sometimes for years. People whose mutations could cause immediate death are always prioritized, while ones that cause daily pain or suffering but aren’t life-threatening are pushed down the list. NuGene owns the government contracts for genetic therapies, meaning they have to fit those clients in alongside their paying ones, which leads to even longer wait times.

And there obviously isn’t anything in place for genetic mutations in the witch community that cause weaker gifts or no gifts at all. If there were, Auntie Elaine wouldn’t have had to go out of her way to try to fix it herself. She wouldn’t have needed to get Justin Tremblay involved and spin our family down a path that’s still stretching out today. Not that those are the same as a life-threatening genetic disease, but still.

The closer we get, the more the boy’s lip curls like he’s tasted something foul. I half expect him to abandon the booth to avoid us, but he doesn’t.

“Keisha… I really don’t think he wants to talk to us…”

My cousin hushes me again, clearly on a mission.

Just as we’re about to reach him, a guy from the crowd rushes toward him. “Eli! Man, I haven’t seen you in forever. I heard your mom was getting sparked as shit looking for you.”

Eli, apparently, shifts in place. “Oh… no, it’s fine, I just, like… needed space from her for a bit. You know how it is?” The last bit weirdly comes out as a question when I’m sure it’s supposed to be a statement.

The new guy notices us, and his eyes get wide. “Oh, damn, you got a celebrity over here.”

All of us throw confused looks at him.

Celebrity?

“Voya Thomas, right? I’m Henson Bailey.” He leans forward and grasps my limp hand between both of his, shaking vigorously. Then he goes back to Eli and gives him a nudge. “This is my boy Eli.”

Finally, the celebrity comment sinks in.

Me. I’m the celebrity.

I look closer at Eli and see that he and Henson have the same skin tone. Baileys. That’s probably why he was staring at me. Not because he was “licking me with his eyes,” but because he recognized me. Maybe from his family saying how shitty our product is. The narrowed eyes and intense gaze might have been him trying to figure out if it was actually me.

“Right,” I say to say something. “Nice to meet you.”

Henson beams. “For sure. Oh man, wait here, yeah? I gotta go find my sister, she would love to meet you. She has the shittiest gift.” He cranes his neck around the mass of people. “Hack me, okay, I’m gonna grab her. Don’t leave, okay?” Henson rushes off into the crowd without another word.

I do not plan to be here when he gets back. I move to turn away, but Keisha yanks me back, flashing a big smile at Eli. “You’re a Bailey?”

He refuses to meet our eyes and instead looks down at the papers on the table. “Yeah.” Instead of the casual tone he used with his cousin, what comes out of his mouth is terse and short.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

Keisha tilts her head. “I don’t remember seeing you in Johan’s school.”

“My mom taught me at home.”

My cousin eyes him up and down, and he squirms under the scrutiny.

“So, what is all of this?” I ask, gesturing to the booth. I would rather leave, but clearly Keisha won’t.

He clears his throat but still doesn’t look up. “We’re Helping Hands. We gather applications from people who need genetic manipulation treatments but may not have access to government health care or have been on a waiting list for a while. Our group partners with talented geneticists who perform the therapies on a volunteer basis, and we’re lucky to get donations that help with equipment costs.”

“Where’s your volunteer sign-up?” Keisha asks, looking around the table for a tablet. “Voya would love to volunteer, wouldn’t you, Voya?”

I scowl at her.

How is this girl not seeing how uncomfortable he is talking with us? Has she really been out of the dating game that long?

Eli shakes his head. “We’re not recruiting right now.”

Keisha raises an eyebrow and points at the sign above him that says, WE’RE ALWAYS LOOKING FOR VOLUNTEERS!

Now this is just getting embarrassing.

Hack me. This guy saw me in a crowd, stared because he thought he recognized me but obviously did not expect to talk to me, and now wishes we were gone.

I would love to make that happen for both of us.

I tug Keisha away. “Let’s go.” I point into the crowd where Henson is making his way through, dragging a girl behind him. “I would like to avoid that, thank you.”

“Um!” Eli suddenly blurts out.

I turn back to look at him. He freezes, staring at me while I stare back, finally making eye contact. “Yeah?”

“Why are you here? At the conference, I mean.”

My face heats, and I’m glad blushes don’t show through my skin. “Thought it would be interesting.”

“Right… Well, enjoy it,” he mumbles.

“Thanks.”

We make our way back outside into the frigid winter air. I take one last look at Luc on the holo sign in front of the building. That same sparked smile. The one I don’t recognize.

Maybe the lip-biting one was never real. Like whatever was between us. And this new smile is the better version. The version of Luc with a thriving future. The one I always knew he deserved.

I just hadn’t gotten around to understanding the reality that I wouldn’t be in it.

And I hadn’t figured out that my future wouldn’t look anything like that.

“Forget that Eli guy,” Keisha says. “There’s plenty more out there for you.”

I fight not to roll my eyes. She’s really out here acting like I was thinking of him as a prospect. “Sure,” I reply, like I care about any guys other than the CEO who rejected me. Again.

“Home?” she asks, hands tucked into her coat.

“You can,” I say with a sigh. “I have to go to work.”

Asking Johan to watch their murder rite last year was one of my worst choices, and one of the ones with more lasting effects. My days are eaten up with mornings or afternoons in a kitchen working. I think Johan enjoys lording it over a real Matriarch.

I turn away from the screen with Luc’s face on it.

My choices have the power to change futures.

I just never thought they would make mine worse.






CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


I’m two hours early for my shift. Which means I’ll be working two hours for free because there’s no way Johan will let me go home early—not that going home earlier is what I want either. I walk in through the main entrance to Roti Roti, where the spiced scent of curry lingers in the air and calypso music blasts through the speakers. A holo flares to life in the entryway to welcome me with a thick Trinidadian accent. It’s a woman decked out in Caribana gear, giant feathered headpiece and all. She’s wearing the same costume that the Davises used last year—sparkling blue and silver with ash-colored makeup. Staring at her reminds me of gunshots in the air and speaking the words to Mama Jova that sentenced my cousin to life inside our ancestral home.

I close my eyes for a moment and try to pull myself together, but I’m yanked out of my thoughts by muffled yelling.

It’s not coming from the dining area of the restaurant with its booths covered in smooth red vinyl. The kitchen is visible only through a small rectangular pass that connects to the space where the cashiers are in the dining area. The cashier space is filled with hanging Caribbean snacks like kurma, sweet and spicy tamarind balls, red mango, and more. Not to mention the pop fridge is stocked with Busta and Chubby sodas of all varieties, the latter recently brought back to life by a new company specializing in retro drinks. And of course, the always necessary peanut punch and Peardrax.

Emerald winces from where she stands in front of the register and taps something on her phone that makes the calypso music go even louder but successfully drowns out the arguing.

Some of the witches in line look over at me. One is definitely a James, and I’m pretty sure we’re cousins, but the woman gets real interested in staring at the menu when I look her way.

Being a Thomas used to mean that people wanted to look your way. To be associated with and noticed by you. Part of that was us and another was our connections—the Thomases and the Davises sticking together.

But I completely sparked our relationship with them when I messed up that ritual. Johan assumed that I was trying to sabotage the family, and it’s clear that things will never be the same between us. Even though I’ve told him that wasn’t what I was doing. There’s a distance that I don’t know will ever get shorter.

I wave at Emerald with her hair tied up in a bright island-print head wrap. She gives me a nod back, but she’s clearly distracted by whatever the shouting is about.

Making my way through the small door off to the side of the cashier area, I start down the hallway to enter the kitchen. The source of the noise immediately becomes clear.

At the end of the hall is Johan’s office, and Topaz, his oldest son, is standing outside of it with his arms crossed. The door slams in his face, and he reels back with a snarl.

“He’ll come around,” Aqua says to her younger brother, walking out of the kitchen to my right.

Topaz shakes his head and rushes past us both into the kitchen, slamming around the pots and pans in the sink.

I raise an eyebrow at Aqua.

She sighs. “Dad doesn’t like his new boyfriend.”

“Dad,” Topaz hisses from over at the sink, “is an ignorant asshole.”

Aqua flinches, and her eyes dart to the door. But Johan doesn’t suddenly pop around the corner.

I’ve never, ever heard any of the Davis kids so much as raise their voice to their dad before. They’re perfectly obedient. Our family looks like a bunch of barely behaved zoo animals in comparison. Mom or Auntie will ground us and then forget about it a couple of hours later when they want to go out shopping together. I’m not about to call any of them assholes, but I’ve gotten away with some sass.

Aqua goes over to her brother and lays her hand gently on his shoulder. “Why don’t you walk around the block for a bit? Do some breathing and maybe call Mason?”

His fingers shake against a curry-stained pot lid for a moment before he lets out a long exhale. “Yeah, okay.” Topaz abandons the dishes, shrugs off his apron, and grabs his jacket from the little cubby in the corner.

After he leaves, Emerald sticks her head through the pass. “I don’t know how you have the patience for him,” she says to her sister.

“He’s upset, that’s all.”

“Yeah, yeah. I have an order coming in.” She nods to me. “Are you ready?”

“Just give me a minute.” I rush over to the cubby and shove my jacket inside. Off a hook on the wall, I grab a black apron and find a clean black head wrap for my hair. Johan says they look a lot better than hairnets and that the non-Black customers like them because they make us look extra ethnic. We regularly hear compliments on them. The front of house staff like Emerald have cuter multicolored ones with different patterns that Alex made a long time ago. Back of house like me get plain black since it’s easier to hide food stains.

It seems like it’s only going to be me, Emerald, Aqua, and Topaz on this shift. I’m glad that the Davis kids treat me the same. It would be a lot harder to work here if they didn’t. They have rotating shifts; even thirteen-year-old Peridot helps out. Which I guess makes sense. If he’s old enough to cut into the body of a man, he may as well be old enough to help in a restaurant.

I push the image out of my head as I join Aqua. Her honey-brown curls peek out of the top of her head wrap, done in a twist-out style. Her face looks the most like her dad’s. Almost a carbon copy, but in girl form: the same deep brown, glistening skin, prominent cheekbones, and dark eyes. She’s nineteen, the same age as Alex, and the oldest Davis kid. Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like growing up, just Aqua and Johan, at least for the two years before Topaz came along.

Johan doesn’t treat her special for it. He’s the only parent I know who does actually seem to treat his children equally. If anything, Aqua gets less attention as the quietest of them.

We usually have our shifts together, with me coming in halfway through the day while she’s been there the entire day. Johan wanted to force me to do the same, but we never made any terms around how many hours I would work in our deal, and the government minimum for interns is ten hours a week. If he put me on a full shift, I would only need to come in for one day. Instead he has me stretched out to three days a week for two to four hours each, which isn’t bad.

These days I kind of appreciate it.

“I’m guessing Topaz’s new guy isn’t a witch?” I ask, checking the fridge to see our stock of baked goods. It’s winter, and Caribbean people are not looking to have weddings right now, so there haven’t been cake orders for me to fulfill besides the odd birthday or anniversary celebration. Mostly I’ve been helping with the day-to-day cooking as well as making black cake and sweet bread to cut up and sell as individual slices. We’ve even expanded to homemade bottles of sorrel.

Aqua lets out a sigh and pulls a ticket down from the metal holder. “How did you guess?”

“Johan didn’t have a problem with the other two guys, and they were both witches. Plus, the whole ‘ignorant’ comment.”

“I don’t think any of us thought it would be a big deal. It’s not like Topaz has told him about magic either. But… I think Dad is having a hard time right now.”

“Why?” I blurt out before I can stop it. “Because… of Caribana, or…?”

We don’t usually talk about this. If anything, it’s felt like Aqua purposely maneuvers around those topics of conversation for my sake. We don’t discuss my family’s failing business, or Granny, or my gifts, or me being Matriarch, and we definitely don’t talk about everything that went down between me and Johan last year.

Aqua reads the ticket: “Small curried goat, boneless, wrapped in paratha, no spice. One pholourie on the side, extra tamarind sauce.” She points to the fryer basket in front of her. “I can drop the pholourie when you’re ready.”

“Thanks, you can drop it now.”

She does so, silent for a moment. Then, “I don’t know what it is with Dad,” she says finally, glancing over at me. “It’s just hard. Things are changing, you know? They have been for a while. But I don’t know. He’s been doing everything since Grandma went on her vacation, and I don’t think even he expected it would be this long. It’s a lot of pressure.”

“Yeah.” If this is about the pressure of leading a family, I definitely know about that. “Where did she go again?”

Aqua opens her mouth, then pauses and frowns. “I… I honestly can’t remember. Is that weird? I guess it’s been so long. But she and Uncle Kane been traveling all around, so who knows where they are now. They send the odd message to say they’re okay, but that’s it. Grandma has never liked video chats.”

“Fair enough. But why would Johan get on Topaz about it?” I pull a paratha roti out of the warming drawer, the fluffy off-white layers thick between my fingers. Slapping it down onto the prep table, I scoop up the boneless goat and potato curry, taking care of how much liquid I include to avoid giving the customer something soggy. Finally, I wrap the roti up until it hugs the filling snuggly and drop it into a container.

Aqua lifts the fryer basket and shakes out the pholourie before grabbing two small containers of tamarind sauce. “Topaz is really serious about this guy, you know? They’ve already been together for a year. Secret. I guess Topaz knew better than any of us that Dad wouldn’t be on board.”

“It’s shocking that you thought he would be,” Emerald says, leaning over the pass.

Behind her, the line has dissolved, all their orders taken, and now they’re waiting around in the booths for their food. I try to work faster, grabbing the packed pholourie from Aqua, combining it with the rest of the order, and slipping it through the pass next to Emerald’s head.

Aqua shrugs. “He didn’t seem like he would mind.”

“Dad doesn’t like anything that he can’t control,” her sister says. “Witches he can. Some random non-magic guy, he can’t.” She paused. “Unless he decides to use magic on him.”

“He wouldn’t,” Aqua says with a frown.

Emerald raises her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t he?” She grabs the order and turns away from us.

The eldest Davis stands there for a moment, looking out through the pass. Then she turns back to me with a strained smile. “I guess I’m the optimistic one.”

“I guess,” I parrot, not sure what else to say.

Working here has shown me that the Davises aren’t as airtight of a family as I always thought they were. It’s not like my situation is better—in fact, it’s absolutely worse—but it does make me feel not as bad about it. Not even the strongest families are perfect.

We continue doing the orders, one after another. It’s a Monday night, though, so there aren’t many to begin with. Eventually, Topaz comes back and after that the shift passes quickly, hours floating by filling orders, cleaning, and chatting with Aqua about things so random that I forget what they were minutes later. My phone is set to Do Not Disturb so that I can’t get any messages while I work. I told everyone that was Johan’s rule for me in the kitchen. In truth, he doesn’t care. After all, since I’ve started working here, the feed ratings have shot up, praising the sudden increase in the quality of the food.

It’s just easier for me to avoid my family that way.

Aqua lets out a long sigh as the last customer leaves, and I laugh. “That bad, eh?”

“Cooking is not really my thing. I get bored.” She tugs off her head wrap and shakes out her hair.

As far as I know, she’s never sought an internship anywhere. But I guess I’ve never asked. “Where else would you work, if not here?”

“I wouldn’t. This is where I belong.” There’s something about the look on her face that makes me think that isn’t true.

“Or you could get an internship at a company doing something you actually like,” Topaz says from over by the sink as he dries the last dish. “You used to want to work in data science.”

My eyebrows go way up. Working in a kitchen is a far cry from doing complicated computer science and statistics.

Aqua scrubs at her face. “I wasn’t very good.”

“According to who?”

Silence cuts through the air, sharp in its suddenness.

From the look on Topaz’s face, it’s clear enough who said so.

“I wasn’t good enough,” Aqua corrects, looking down at the ground. “Not with all the competition, and it made things stressful.” She looks up at me and grins. “I admire you and Alex, Keisha, and Keis. You’re doing amazing things, you know? You have your passions. I’m not really like that.” She hikes her shoulders up. “I work here and help take care of the family. If I wasn’t doing that, I don’t really know what else I would do, you know?”

Her brother steupses but doesn’t say anything more.

I want to tell her that she shouldn’t admire me. That I have no idea what I’m doing. But I don’t.

The more I’ve spent time with her, the more I’ve realized how much Aqua supports her siblings. After we finish up in the kitchen and get everything ready for tomorrow’s shift, she’ll go in the front and help Emerald get that clean, then message the rest of her siblings to make sure they either have a way to get home or are home safe already.

Could she do all that and still chase her dream? Maybe she can’t. Maybe that’s why she stays here.

She’s her own sort of leader in the family, just one so far in Johan’s shadow that it’s hard to notice her.

We finish in the kitchen, and like I predicted, she heads to the front to help Emerald close up.

I tug my jacket on as my stomach clenches.

Time to go home.






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]


I’ve never really looked at our house. Sure, I go in and out. Sometimes I notice the mail if I’m expecting a package. And some days, I’ll look up to see who’s out on the second-floor balcony. Usually, it’s Keis. It’s the closest she can get to being outside now. She always pretends that she hasn’t seen me, though.

But the rest of the house, I never just stop and stare at it.

Every part of it was built by someone who was enslaved. They helped push the crisp white pillars into place and nailed together the wooden railings before putting on coat after coat of matching white paint. They made sacrifices in blood to get it here to Toronto. For us. So our family could keep going. And every generation has added something.

Granny’s granny spent the time painstakingly retiling the flat roof. Her mother built both our balcony benches from scratch. And Granny… well, Granny instructed Auntie Maise with an iron fist to create the pottery pieces that house our plants, put Dad to work on making our porch flower boxes, and got Grandad to do the initial planting that everyone in the family now tends to.

Now those planters are carefully wrapped in burlap or transferred inside for the winter.

Of course, Granny also contributed by leading, the way a Matriarch should.

I stare up at the house with its looming two floors and clench my hands into fists at my sides.

Finally, I enter.

I’ve barely stepped through the doorway when Mom pokes her head out of the dining room. “Voya?”

“Hack me,” I mutter. Part of me thinks that if I sprint up the steps now, I can get away in time. Do my usual sad nighttime routine of scrolling through feeds featuring Luc. But chances are she’ll come up and find me anyway. The last thing I want is for someone to witness what I already know is a pathetic way to spend my time. “Yeah?”

“Can you come over here?”

“Okay.” I hang my coat on the hook by the door and shuffle into the dining room, where everyone in the family sits, except for Keis, of course. And Keisha, which usually wouldn’t be common, except they’re eating dinner, so it is. She doesn’t like to have her meals with us anymore. Hasn’t for the last few months.

The huge dining room table is littered with pizza boxes, because if I’m not home to cook, everyone pretends like they don’t know how. Behind it, the huge back windows that look out at Lake Ontario are aglow with the moonlight that streams through.

Eden grins at me with her lips around a vegan slice. I can always tell because the faux cheese never melts quite the same. “We’re having pizza.”

“I can see that,” I say with a smile. Sometimes it feels unreal that my sister is here, alive. That I didn’t fail my Calling task, lose our magic, and end up with a dead half-sibling. Except, even if I never did my task, she would still be alive. That was the insurance the adults made sure to get—without telling me, of course—so in the end, all it did was attach us to the house more firmly. Our magic linked to its bones. If it ever fell, we would all lose magic, and Eden would die.

Considering that, we’ve been a lot more careful about keeping up with house maintenance. Now there are about five new smoke detectors and fire alarms when we originally had precisely two.

But that only protects my sister from the external things that might harm her. Not the things inside her own mind. And seeing a man beheaded and your grandma dying in front of you at six years old is not something you walk away from unscathed.

Priya dabs at her mouth with a napkin while Dad meticulously cuts up slices of pizza for Eden like she’s not old enough to handle the full thing. I would probably feel annoyed and smothered, but Eden seems perfectly happy with the extra attention.

Only she doesn’t just need attention, she needs professional help. But how could we ever take her to someone without explaining that we fake-killed the NuGene CEO, who we now have trapped in a NuSap unit in our basement? Even in the witch community, no families outside our own know about that.

If we were a proper community, then we could all help each other. Except none of the other families will even entertain the idea of forming a council. I have dozens of ignored messages on my phone to prove it.

Alex pushes an open pizza box toward me, and I sink into a chair. At least I’ll be happy and eating when they drop whatever it is they’re planning to drop on me.

I pull a greasy slice out of the box, topped with pepperoni, mushrooms, bacon bits, and tomatoes, and shove it in my mouth. It’s a little cold, but I’m too lazy to go into the kitchen and warm it up.

Granny used to insist on putting pizza in the oven “to get crispy” the instant it was delivered. We never got to slap the box on the table, open it up, and eat.

My throat goes dry, and I take another bite.

Dad and Priya chew thoughtfully on their slices and try not to look at me too hard while they fuss over Eden and pretend like they aren’t itching to chat with me about whatever is going on.

Uncle Cathius, on the other hand, is ignoring the pizza and peeling a honeycrisp apple. In his typical fashion of being as annoying as possible, he refuses to eat takeout. April-Mae apparently cooked every single meal for her children, and the idea of eating something not homemade is appalling to him. Not that he would ever bother to cook anything himself. Just thinking of it makes me want to roll my eyes.

On his left, Auntie Maise nibbles on a hot wing and stares directly at me. The only family member who I can count on to not beat around the bush. Mom glances between her and me from where she sits.

“So?” I say.

Auntie opens her mouth, but Mom cuts her off. “How was work?”

I shrug. “Fine.”

Johan wants me to do all his cooking, and I know my stuff is making him more money, and he won’t even acknowledge it. I had my shift with Aqua, which was nice. I think she’s my favorite Davis. She’s clean and polite and isn’t nosy. Oh! And you won’t believe this. Rowen stiffed us. Wants to try the product first before she pays us because a Bailey is mouthing off. And Keisha thinks she used her gift on me. But she wouldn’t do that, would she? Also, why did we get pizza from 241 when we could get it from Heritage, which yeah, is more expensive, but it’s better pizza.

Before, I would have said all of that. Chatting with my family was fun. Something to look forward to. Like having almost a dozen friends that you live with, and yeah, maybe some aren’t your besties per se (Uncle), but the rest are great. There were nonstop conversations. I didn’t think about half the things that came out of my mouth.

Now it’s different.

Now I know that the adults keep secrets. That they’ll whisper things behind my back that they would never say to my face.

Before, that used to make me sad, knowing they didn’t believe in me. Now it sparks my shit. How much do I have to do to earn their respect? I’m tired of trying and getting nothing back.

If I say that Johan won’t acknowledge what I’ve done for him, I’ll remind everyone of how I messed up his ritual, and how much power he has over me as my boss even though I’m a Matriarch and he’s not. If I talk about liking Aqua, it’ll remind them of the fact that, because of what I did, there’s a rift between us and the Davises, even if we’re still chummy with his kids. That I’ve now made Johan our enemy. And if I talk about anything that happened with Rowen, I’m admitting that the business is doing worse than ever and that I let myself get walked all over again.

Mom nods a little, trying to be encouraging. Once again attempting to fill that gap between us where Granny used to be. But it isn’t working. We’re awkward around each other. Tiptoeing. “Who did you work with?”

“Aqua, Topaz, and Emerald.”

“How are they?”

“Fine.”

At that, Auntie Maise throws down a chicken wing licked clean of meat. “Enough,” she snaps. “Are you depressed?”

I blink. Of all the things I thought they were going to bring up, this wasn’t it.

“Depressed?” I parrot back the word like I’m confused about what it means. In one way, I am. What does being depressed mean? Like, do I cry all the time? Not really. I think I cried way more while I was doing my task and Granny was still alive, and no one asked if I was depressed then. Am I sad constantly? Yes. But isn’t that grief? Aren’t all of us sad?

I turn to Alex like my older cousin will have a better explanation. In the last few months, she’s let her hair grow out in a little fro that reminds me so much of Granny’s that it’s hard to look at her sometimes.

Alex shrugs and raises her sparkly eyebrows at our aunt.

I look around the table and fix my eyes on Dad, who stares over at Mom with a rising panic in his eyes. Clearly, this wasn’t something he wanted to be involved with, but he must have known it was coming. Otherwise he and Priya wouldn’t have been giving me those looks. And yet he obviously hadn’t done enough to stop the conversation from happening at all.

It feels like years ago when we sat in his bedroom together talking about Auntie Elaine, the ancestors, and his past. For the first time since I was a kid, I felt close to Dad again. Like we understood each other.

Now I don’t know. It’s like we’re friends who haven’t seen each other in a long time and aren’t sure how to act. Somewhere between him being preoccupied with helping Eden and me being consumed with trying to help the family, we lost the little bit we had rebuilt.

“Is this an intervention?” I ask, turning to everyone around the table.

The entire family groans except for Eden, who jumps in to ask what an intervention is.

Keisha pops around the corner with her arms crossed and says, “It’s a thing where people scroll through your feed and point out the posts that make them worry about you, and Carter Fornberry from eLife comes out of the back and says, ‘This is an intervention. Your family cares about you and this is to help you.’ And then—”

“Stop,” Mom says. “It’s not an intervention.”

“Everyone’s magic is being weird, and they think it’s because you’re sad,” Keisha says, and waves at everyone around the table. “I told them to let me ask, but they wanted to do it ‘as a family.’ ” She scoffs, and I don’t blame her.

I shove the rest of the pizza in my mouth and stand, pointing at an empty box. “Did anyone take some down for Keis yet?”

“No,” Keisha says. “That’s what I was coming to do.”

I grab the box, arranging two slices of the meat pizza in it and one of the veggie. She likes to have a mix. “I’ll take it.”

“Is that the best idea?”

“It’s fine.”

“Is it actually?” Mom snaps. “Is everything fine? Because it doesn’t seem fine.”

“Granny is dead,” I mutter, my voice low. “So, no. Everything isn’t fine. But I’m not depressed. I’m just…” I don’t have the words for what I am, and if I did, I wouldn’t want to share it with a family who doesn’t believe in me. Who didn’t think I could do my task last year and who now doesn’t think I can be a good Matriarch. I’m trying my best, but nothing seems to matter.

Maybe that makes me depressed, I don’t know. But I don’t have time to worry about it. I need to pull this family together and protect what Granny made. And I need to make it better somehow, like I told Mama Jova that I was going to. She believed that I could do this, so I will.

I pick up the pizza box.

Mom opens her mouth like she wants to say something else, but I’m already racing away, and she doesn’t call me back. I know Granny wasn’t just special to me. But I can’t feel everyone else’s pain. They seem to be moving forward without her. And without me too.

The basement door is lodged in our weird side hallway. It’s a wall that creates a closed path from the kitchen through to the main floor half bathroom, where it opens up. It’s a strange construction, but now I’m glad for it, because it boxes the basement door into its own space that you can’t see from the entryway unless you walk right up to the guest bathroom door.

I ferry the pizza box into the basement, trudging down the cold cement stairs in my socks.

When I make it to the bottom, I have that momentary bit of shock at how different it looks now. It used to be an open space with two deep freezers and our laundry machines providing a constant low-level humming, plus a bunch of old junk in boxes we never touched.

Now Keis has cleaned up an old couch she found in Granny’s room and actually went through the boxes to find a couple pieces of wood that she fashioned into a desk low enough for her to work from the couch without hunching.

She sits there, swiping through her tablet, her hair in its signature pineapple bun. Justin is on the couch next to her, cornflower-blue skin out of place next to her brown shade. He found some of Grandad’s old clothes in the boxes and now wears the same three to four button downs with the same single pair of black pants. At his request, I programmed his body to grow hair for him so he could recreate his signature blond coif hairstyle.

I guess his are the only blue-gray eyes that I’m going to see today. It occurred to me soon after getting Justin set up that Luc had probably gotten his modded eye and hair color to match this original unit. He’s enough of a fanboy to do it.

“Look who it is, my jailer come for a visit!” Justin exclaims, launching himself off the couch to make a grand welcoming gesture.

He remains an asshole, even as an android.

Keis mutters, “If you kill people, you go to jail.”

That gets a scowl out of the former NuGene CEO.

As a family, we activated the spells to keep him contained in the ancestral home. As long as one of us is inside the house to contribute to its magic, he can’t leave. And Keis will never go anywhere, so it’s a pretty guaranteed security system. Not to mention some extra NuSap settings to make sure he can’t exit the basement anyway. We need it all. Justin may be trapped, but he’s still a genius, and Keis can’t read his thoughts. Her gift, it seems, only works on humans.

I step forward with slow, unsure steps. “Hey.”

“You can leave the box there,” Keis says before I can make it any farther into the space.

Awkwardly, I set the box down on the floor.

“And what tales of woe do you bring from the outside world?” Justin asks, leaning against the desk, already recovered from Keis’s comment. “Another shitty shift at your shitty job? Some light pining over my dear sponsor son?”

I press my lips together and ignore Justin, staring at my cousin as she works.

Justin’s tone twists into something deeper, angrier. “She’s not going to talk to you, so you may as well talk to me.”

I clench my teeth.

Keis and Justin have developed a sort of truce since he’s been here, and both of them spend their time working endlessly on some genetics-based video game. My cousin was forced to graduate earlier than she wanted because it’s not like she could continue online classes, and now this has become her entire focus. Keis never seemed to care much about games. She spent all her time studying the real world. But now that she can’t go into it, the virtual one is her new escape.

She can’t go online, since the magic seems to consider that part of being outside, so instead, one of us downloads games for her and she plays them offline. Or we download offline versions of web pages if she needs them.

In this hacked turn of events in my already hacked life, Justin Tremblay has a closer relationship with my cousin than I do.

A voice in the back of my mind whispers that this is my fault. That I deserve to be treated like this.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” I snipe at Justin and struggle for something to say to Keis.

The first few times I came down, all I could do was apologize. Say that I was sorry things turned out like this. That if I knew what the family was going to do, I would have done nothing. Not completed my task. Lived without magic and saved both her and Luc’s futures at the cost of mine.

But it didn’t matter.

All that mattered was what I had done.

“Say something or leave,” Keis says, not looking up from her tablet. “And if you’re not going to talk to Justin, you’re out of conversation partners.”

In the beginning, she would snap at me, every word filled with spite. Now there’s nothing. I’m nothing. And she speaks to me accordingly.

“Is everything all right?” I ask finally.

“Fine,” she says, then laughs a little. “Oh my God, am I depressed?”

My cheeks burn.

That’s the other thing. Keis has lost any reservations or ideas of protest regarding her gift. Now it’s a finely sharpened knife, wielded without care. She tugs memories and thoughts from everyone with the same ease that I cut onions.

And her words sting just as much.

“They’re worried,” I mumble, suddenly defending the adults.

“My mom is worried about our status and how we’re gonna make it with you as Matriarch. Uncle is worried about the same thing and about living up to Granny’s legacy. Your dad mostly thinks he should be worried but he’s not actually. Priya is worried about how this will affect Eden. Really only your mom, Alex, and Keisha are worried about you. Can’t tell what the ancestors think because I can’t read them, but they won’t talk to you anyway.”

I hate when she does that. Parrots back the thoughts that they won’t tell me and at the same time pulls out an insecurity and slaps it in my face. Justin chuckling under his breath doesn’t help either.

Hearing about Dad’s thoughts is… a lot. Maybe he’s not worried about me because he thinks I’m fine. Not because he doesn’t care. After all, I do keep saying that I’m fine. But I have no way to know. “Thanks,” I say. “Because I needed that.”

Keis shrugs. “You’re the one worried about what people think of you. But you don’t actually want to know, do you?”

“I’m doing my best.”

“It’s not good enough. And you know that.”

A sharp inhale spikes up my throat and leaves me gasping. I try and hide it as a cough, but I doubt it’s convincing. That voice comes back and whispers that maybe she’s right. If I were good enough, Rowen wouldn’t disrespect me. The family wouldn’t question everything I do.

“Voya!” Keisha shouts from the top of the stairs. “I need your help.”

“She doesn’t,” Keis says. “She thinks you’re going to cry or something and wants you to leave. You’re so unsure of yourself that every time we go to cast something, we get a false start. It doesn’t work at first, and we have to try it again until it does. Your insecurities are leaking into our magic. Not to mention we get random tugs on it whenever you freak out about something.” She taps on her tablet. “It definitely wasn’t like that with Granny.”

“Enjoy your pizza,” I say, and walk up the stairs without saying goodbye.

Justin shouts up, “Some of us can’t eat! Thanks for being sensitive to that!”

Keisha is practically hopping from foot to foot at the top. “Why do you even bother?”

“Because I like punishment,” I mutter. “I’m going to bed.”

“It’s like seven p.m.”

“That’s fine.”

“If everything is fine, you know that means nothing is actually fine, right?”

I do. I probably know it better than anyone else in this house.

But if things aren’t fine, then I have to admit that they’re bad.

And I’m not ready to say that out loud.

So I go up to bed and lie there on my side, scrolling through all my Luc alerts. There’s a bunch of coverage of the conference. I pause on one where I recognize myself. The back of my head, full of curls, and Luc in the process of turning away from me. I take a screenshot and save it.

If I were stronger, I would delete every saved screenshot. I would stop the alerts. I would pretend that I never loved a boy who seemed like he might love me back.

But I’m not.






CHAPTER FIVE [image: ]


My morning routine consists of a small set of actions. First, I get dressed, brush my teeth, and spritz my curls with water to fluff them back out. Second, I go down into the kitchen and make breakfast: today was bacon, tomatoes, and toast. And last, I come back upstairs to my room with a cup of tea and sit in a circle of candles.

The candles are more mismatched than I wanted. I had to gather them from around the house. Some are vanilla scented and squat, others are tall and not scented at all. One, a standout from the rest, is dark purple and more glitter than wax. It was a donation from Alex’s short-lived obsession with candle making.

I arrange them in a perfect set of twelve, one in front, one in back, and one on either side, and then two candles between each of those. Using the barbecue lighter, I sit in the circle and light each one. The first time, I made the mistake of lighting them first and then sitting in the circle, which meant trying to get over and situate myself without letting my hips knock them over and starting a fire in our very fragile home.

When Granny died, she left a box that she instructed Mom and Auntie to give to the next Matriarch—both of whom thought it would be one of them. Instead, Mom left it in my room for me the day after my gift was announced.

Part of me wonders if that’s some of the reason for the new distance between Mom and me. A sort of jealousy over not becoming Matriarch the way she always thought she would. I know that Auntie has definitely given me the cold shoulder since. I tried not to be too upset about it. I’m sure they’re hurting in their own way. I guess I didn’t expect for it to be taken out on me.

Accordingly, there wasn’t any loving handoff or introduction to what it meant to be Matriarch.

Just a box and a sticky note that read, From Granny.

Inside was another note as short and to the point as Granny loved to be.

This is the password to the section of the almanac meant for Matriarchs. Most of it is for impure witches, so it won’t apply to us. Contact the ancestors as soon as you can, they’ll help. ORLEANS89—that’s the password.

It was so ridiculous that I couldn’t help laughing. The laughing turned to crying eventually. I don’t like to think about it too much.

Inside the almanac were diary records from Matriarchs past, and a list of rules for being a Thomas Matriarch from Granny’s mom that was mostly in regard to who got to be Matriarch next, and when children have to do their first murder rite, and how to conduct yourself as a Thomas, etc.

Irrelevant, like Granny said. The only one that mattered to me was the instructions for calling the ancestors to you for guidance. The ritual included sitting in a circle of candles, drawing the name of your chosen ancestor in blood on your face, and focusing your intention.

I press my thumb to the sharp metal tooth in the back of my mouth—the same one Granny had in hers that I fished out of her ashes. Retro Matriarch style. Most modern ones carry a little pen knife.

I like doing it this way. The way that Granny did it.

Blood blooms on my thumb, and I write Mama Jova’s name across my forehead. I’ve done this so many times that it’s second nature now. The first time I had to use a mirror to check my face and made such a mess of it that I was sure that was the reason no one had answered.

Except every single day, I continued to get no answer.

As Keis hadn’t been shy about mentioning.

I swallow and close my eyes, focusing my intention on getting Mama Jova to come to me.

Intention focusing happens in three steps.

First, blocking out distractions.

Second, clearing your mind.

And third, choosing an intention and focusing on it singularly.

Magic rises in the air, prickling goose bumps on my skin and making the tight curls at the back of my neck straighten in attention. I take a deep breath in and focus my intention harder on the exhale.

Mama Jova.

I need this to work. I need her to come.

Mama Jova.

Please, please, please work.

Mama Jova.

I grip my hands together, wishing, begging for her to come.

The magic keeps rising, getting stronger and stronger, working toward a crescendo…

The door to my room bangs open, and I jump, the magic deflating like soufflé taken out too soon.

Keisha stands in the doorway with her hands on her hips wearing a white blonde bob wig and a cream sweater dress with knee-high boots.

“You didn’t want to knock?” I ask.

She shrugs. “I did, and you didn’t answer.”

“Most people would take that as a sign to leave.”

“Why do you use the candles? You know they don’t actually do anything, right?”

I carefully blow out each of the candles, since I’m clearly not going to get to do what I want to. “They help me focus my intention.”

“Do they?”

I don’t know, but they were in the ritual, and now that I’ve been doing it with them for so long it feels strange to not use them. I press my palms against my eyes. “I was trying to contact the ancestors.”

“I know. You do it literally every morning.”

“What is it?” I snap out finally, tired of going back and forth. I eye her for a moment. “Did you seriously take out a whole sew-in just to put on this wig? Isn’t that a lot of work?”

“Uh, I used magic. Is your shit that sparked up?”

Right. Magic. Sometimes I forget about the little things you can do with it. Half the time I find myself methodically putting my hair into twists by hand before I realize I could have done it in a minute with magic. Growing pains of being a new witch, I guess. “What do you want?”
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