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Penny

THE FOURTH OF JULY PARTY IS SURPRISINGLY FUN UNTIL ALONSO DE Luca shows up.

Penny is the first person to notice him. She’s at her usual post at the perimeter of the crowd, which offers great people-watching. Plus, she doesn’t know how to socialize by dropping herself into a tornado of drunk people. This is one of Corey Barrion’s parties, which means it’s straight out of a 2000s high school comedy: big and loud and peppered with people vomiting into houseplants. Or, since they’re currently in the woods, vomiting into Elkie Lake.

Penny catches sight of Alonso’s blue hair just as she’s taking her first sip of beer, and she gasps mid-swallow. A few people laugh as she coughs violently. You are beauty, you are grace, she tells herself as her eyes water, but she still can’t look away.

Because if Alonso is here, this party is about to take a turn for the worse.

A wave of silence follows Alonso as he cuts through the crowd. Even the music and the crickets go quiet, or maybe that’s because of the blood rushing in Penny’s ears.

“Naomi!” Penny whisper-shouts at her best friend.

Naomi is absorbed in a conversation with Kyla McGuinness, her on-again off-again girlfriend. Normally, Penny wouldn’t interrupt them. She takes pride in being a great wingwoman, like most best friends with no love life. But this is an emergency.

It takes Penny waving her arms like an air traffic controller for Naomi to finally clock her, and the flirtatious smile disappears from her face. Naomi turns around right as Alonso is stalking by, heading for the keg. Two of his cronies follow close behind, looking bored.

Kyla leaves Naomi stranded as she runs back to her own friends, so Penny glues herself to Naomi’s side. “Sorry! I panicked.”

Naomi flicks her sleek ponytail over her shoulder. “So did Kyla, apparently. Alonso is on my shit list for ruining an almost romantic moment.” She grins as she takes in the party’s rising frenzy. “I bet twenty bucks Alonso throws the first punch.”

“What if he just wants free beer?”

Naomi raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “You really think he showed up at Corey’s party on accident?”

Naomi is right. Idlewood’s center of gravity is the animosity between the families that produced Alonso and Corey. Without it, their small Indiana town would probably collapse in on itself like a dead star.

Penny’s eyes find Corey in the crowd. He’s absorbed in a conversation, and he hasn’t noticed the entire party looking between him and Alonso like they’re facing off in a tennis match. Corey starts to turn around, and Penny reflexively hides behind her hands. Because in a matter of seconds Corey will realize Alonso has crashed his party.

But to everyone’s surprise, Dylan Mayberry accidentally saves the day. She saunters over to Corey and interlaces her fingers with his, distracting him.

Crisis averted. For now.

“If you keep staring, you’ll accidentally look into Dylan’s eyes,” Naomi says. “I don’t feel like dragging a stone version of you home in my mom’s Civic.”

Penny snorts. “Be nice.”

“I refuse. Dylan Mayberry is evil incarnate.” Naomi gasps. “Oh my god, did I tell you that Carly Pilowski said Dylan leaked Lisa Yung’s nudes last spring? Apparently Lisa got drunk and flirted with Corey at a party, and the photos were all over the internet three days later. Coincidence?”

“Probably not,” Penny admits. Possessive doesn’t begin to describe Dylan Mayberry. If she’s around, it’s best to pretend Corey isn’t one of the most attractive human beings alive, as difficult as that may be. Letting your eyes linger too long on his high cheekbones or full lips will be seen as a declaration of war.

Corey is now talking with some theater kids while Dylan scrolls through her phone, sending a clear message that whatever they’re saying isn’t worth her time. Penny looks between them, wondering what she’s missing. They’ve never really made sense as a couple. Corey is way too nice for Dylan, but then again, Penny doesn’t know him personally. She feels some kinship with him, since they both lost parents when they were little, but that’s the only thing they have in common. What’s undeniable is that anyone attracted to boys will have a crush on Corey at some point. That includes Penny, who liked him for a year in middle school. But as time went on and Corey failed to acknowledge her existence, Penny’s crush faded. She and Corey would only happen in some parallel universe, and Penny is perfectly happy in this universe, thank you very much. She’s got everything she needs—her best friend, her mom, her job at Horizon Café. It’s the summer before senior year, and it might be the most perfect summer of Penny’s life.

She can’t think about next summer, though. High school will be over, and everything will change.

“You might be right about Alonso,” Naomi says, distracting Penny from an impending thought spiral. “He actually seems… calm?”

The subject of everyone’s attention has settled with his friends on the opposite side of the clearing. Alonso is busy glowering, which is as calm as he gets. His friends are holding red plastic cups, but Alonso drinks from a brown bottle he must’ve brought himself.

“Did he bring his own beer to a keg party?” Penny asks.

Naomi leans in, smirking. “Maybe he’s here to cast a spell on everyone. As soon as midnight strikes, bugs will start crawling out of our ears.”

Penny’s throat goes tight. There are lots of rumors about the De Lucas, who have a long, complicated history in Idlewood—a history that involves Corey’s family. The rivalry between the De Lucas and the Barrions has lasted for decades, and everyone knows exactly when it started: Like many mythic wars, it was thanks to a very dramatic love triangle. Corey’s grandmother Ellie was originally engaged to Alonso’s grandfather Giovanni. Then it was discovered that Ellie was cheating on Giovanni with Corey’s grandfather Charles, and she married him instead.

If you were being diplomatic, you could say that Giovanni never got over it. In truth, the term murder-suicide doesn’t begin to cover the wreckage Alonso’s grandfather left behind. Over the years, the stories about these two families—and about Giovanni De Luca in particular—have taken on a supernatural bent. And those stories have followed the De Lucas all the way to the present.

Which is to say, most of the people at this party believe Alonso De Luca is a witch.

Naomi elbows Penny. “Hey, I’m kidding.”

But to Penny, it’s not a joke. Not even a little.

Since she can’t say that out loud, she shrugs, trying to look casual. “Some people think the stories are real.”

“Just because they dress like those girls from The Craft doesn’t mean they’re hypnotizing people and forcing them to jump off of balconies.”

Penny’s eyes are drawn to Alonso. It’s the worst timing, because for some reason Alonso is looking at Penny, too. His gray eyes are focused and bright.

Suddenly, the grass at Penny’s feet is fascinating.

When Alonso is around, it’s best to pretend you’re a single-celled organism, invisible to the human eye. Attracting his attention is always a bad idea, and not only because of the witchcraft rumors. It’s because Alonso is a buffet of anger and toxic masculinity. Last year, he broke Eric Lim’s arm in PE after his team lost a game of baseball. The year before that, when Mrs. Hollis failed him in an exam, Alonso set a bunch of frogs loose in her biology lab.

Penny doesn’t like to imagine what Alonso would do if he found out what she saw ten years ago, in these same woods.

“Do you want to get out of here before shit goes down?” Naomi asks.

There’s a shock of electricity in the air that was fading before Alonso’s arrival; it’s like the night has started over again. “I feel like everyone almost wants them to fight.”

“This is Idlewood, Penz. What else is there to do except watch overgrown babies get angry?” Naomi sighs. “I can’t wait to get out of this stupid town.”

That stings. Naomi must see the hurt in Penny’s face, because she quickly adds, “I didn’t mean it that way. You know Idlewood isn’t my place, and honestly, I don’t think it’s yours, either. I know you’re afraid of leaving your mom alone, but she’ll be fine.”

“I want to stay, Naomi,” Penny says. “It’s not just because of my mom. This is home.”

“You only think that because you’ve never left. You can’t tell me you really want to live in flyover country for the rest of your life.”

Penny gapes at her. “Right. I’m just a country girl, so far beneath you.”

“You’re not. I’m sorry, okay?”

“It’s fine,” Penny says, hoping Naomi can’t hear the tremor in her voice. “I’m going to get another drink.”

Penny tries not to run to the keg. She’s always known that Naomi will leave Idlewood, but why does she have to bring it up now? They have a whole year left. Can’t they put off that conversation for as long as possible?

Penny takes her time refilling her cup, waiting for her anxiety to loosen its grip on her muscles. When she finally turns around, there’s someone standing in her path.

Alonso De Luca.

Alarms go off in Penny’s head. Nobody escapes Alonso’s general aura of rage, and that includes Penny. Sometimes he’ll walk by her lunch table just to glare at her. Or if they have a class together, he’ll raise his hand right after Penny speaks to argue with her. It’s like he’s aiming for maximum humiliation.

Which is why Penny immediately steps around him, avoiding his eyes. Maybe if she pretends she didn’t see him—

“Hey,” Alonso says. “I need to talk to you.”

Penny stops, her heart beating fast against her ribs. “Me?”

Alonso laughs under his breath. It’s a low, gravelly sound, and it sends a weird shiver over her skin. “Yeah, you.”

Penny’s fingers tighten around her cup, but she stands her ground. She can do this. It’s just a conversation. She’ll pretend she’s talking to anyone but him.

Alonso grabs the beer bottle out of the pocket of his silk robe-slash-jacket. His white skin is almost translucent, and his dangly earring glints in the string lights hanging from the low branches above them. Penny wants to see if Naomi has noticed so she can swoop in and save her, but Alonso is staring Penny in the eyes, and looking away feels like admitting she’s afraid of him.

Alonso opens his mouth, and Penny braces herself.

“How’s your summer going?”

Penny flinches. “What?”

“Your summer,” Alonso says slowly, as if he’s talking to a toddler who doesn’t understand the concept of seasons. “Is it good?”

Is this… small talk? Does Alonso do small talk?

“Uh,” she says, but incoherent sounds don’t count as answers, so she adds, “Good. Yours?”

“It’s fine. Listen, sorry about what I wrote in your yearbook. I was drunk.”

Penny suddenly feels like the single-celled organism she was pretending to be. Alonso wrote something in her yearbook? How had she missed that? And what would embarrass him enough to bring it up like this? Maybe it was a nasty drawing, or a government secret. Or maybe he wrote something awful about Penny’s mom. He wouldn’t be the first person to do that.

All Penny manages to say is, “You were drunk at school?”

Alonso narrows his eyes. “Just forget about it, okay?”

“Okay! Already forgotten!”

The corners of Alonso’s mouth twitch downward. “You didn’t even read it, did you?”

Penny tries to smile. “I must’ve missed it?”

“Then you should’ve said that.”

Maybe it’s the beer giving her confidence, or the fact that she already messed up this conversation, but Penny gives up all pretense. “It’s fine, Alonso. I don’t even want to know what you wrote.”

Alonso’s glare is so intense, he doesn’t even blink. “Why not?”

Penny grits her teeth and forces the words out. “I know you don’t like me, okay? And I don’t need you to like me. So let’s forget you ever wrote anything in my yearbook. I’ll never bring it up again, I swear. Just leave me alone.”

Penny expects Alonso to laugh at her, or maybe turn into the Hulk. But he doesn’t move. Instead, he stares at her, a vein bulging in his neck, his eyes wide and impossible to read.

Then another voice cuts through the silence.

“What are you doing here, Alonso?”

The words come from behind Penny. Alonso starts, as if he forgot for a second where he was. Then a slow smile spreads over his face.

“Hey, Corey,” he says. “Great party. Guess you forgot to invite me.”

Even though the night is hot, Penny’s blood turns to ice. Because she’s somehow found herself right in the middle of a battlefield.
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Penny

SLOWLY, PENNY TURNS AROUND.

Corey Barrion is standing a few feet away, arms crossed over his broad chest. He glances at Penny, and she feels the heat rise in her cheeks.

Where Alonso is disheveled, pieced together like a collage, Corey is his opposite. His white T-shirt is tight in all the right places, his brown curls shorn close to his head. Where the dim light makes Alonso ghostly, it lends a gentle glow to Corey’s brown skin. And while Alonso is smirking like a stand-up comedian who doesn’t realize he’s bombing, Corey is as impassive as stone.

“I know harassing people gets you off, but you’re not doing it here,” Corey says. His eyes are serious, and behind them is a weariness that makes him look older.

Alonso is still grinning. “Penny and I were catching up. Right, Emberly?”

Just like that, the party’s attention is on Penny.

Oh no. She can’t do this. Between the Indiana humidity and her animal fear of conflict, she’s sweating enough to create a moat around herself.

Corey must see the desperation in Penny’s eyes, because his gaze softens, and he turns his attention back to Alonso. “Fine. Then stay. Hope you have fun.”

The party shivers with whispers and laughter as Corey walks away, and Penny almost relaxes. Maybe this will be okay, and for once they won’t fight. Just because their family hatred goes back three generations doesn’t mean this night has to end badly!

But of course it was never going to be okay.

Alonso takes a step in Corey’s direction and shouts, “Since you already called me out in front of everyone, I have something to say.”

Corey freezes, but he doesn’t turn around.

“This entire lake doesn’t belong to you,” Alonso says. “My family owns half, remember? So next time, you should ask our permission before you decide to trash the place.”

There’s a collective gasp, but Alonso is technically right. Even though they hate each other, the Barrions and De Lucas have been neighbors for decades, and their properties stretch all the way out to Elkie Lake. Any normal family would crumble under the stress of having to see their sworn enemies as they’re rushing off to work and school every morning, but the Barrions and the De Lucas are not normal. They’re too stubborn to be scared off.

So Alonso is right. This lake is his, too, and his self-satisfied smirk makes it clear he thinks he’s won.

Corey slowly turns around. “I sent your mom an email about the party two weeks ago. Ask her.”

“Sure, because there’s no way you’d plan a party out here just to give us the middle finger, right? To show us who really owns Elkie Lake?”

“No, I wouldn’t, because I’m not like you.”

“It’s amazing how much you know about me. You must be my biggest fan.”

The look Corey is giving Alonso would make anyone else wither. “I don’t want to deal with this. I’m only here to have a good night.”

“Yeah, man, of course you are.” Alonso turns, locking eyes with a few people who laugh or look away. One girl even screams, muffling it with her hand, and Alonso glares at her. “Must be nice knowing everyone is on your side. And you didn’t even do anything to deserve it.”

A muscle in Corey’s jaw starts to twitch. “What are you trying to prove?”

Alonso throws up his hands. “Nothing. Just thought everyone could use a reminder that they’re on De Luca property, too. Technically, they’re trespassing. Who knows what could happen?”

The laughter dies immediately, and people start glancing toward the path that leads out of the woods. For years, people have said if you look a De Luca in the eyes, it gives them the power to control your thoughts. Or if you dream the same dream three times, it means they’re angry with you. Even back in elementary school, kids whispered if you looked into a puddle after it rained, you’d see the De Luca witches staring back at you, and they’d pull you inside.

Long story short: You don’t want to get on the De Lucas’ bad side.

Alonso is clearly basking in the effect he’s having on everyone. Corey, for his part, loses whatever calm he had left. His hands clench into fists, and he says, “If you’re going to threaten people, go home. You don’t belong here, anyway.”

Everyone goes quiet. Penny stands completely still, watching Alonso.

And, to Penny’s surprise, he looks at her.

She isn’t sure what she expects to see in Alonso’s face. Rage, probably. But it’s not that simple; there’s a war going on behind his eyes, and when he takes one step back, Penny bites her lip and silently begs him to leave.

But then his smirk returns, and there’s no humor in it this time.

“I don’t belong here, huh?” Alonso says. “Whose fault is that?”

Before Corey can answer, Alonso takes three quick steps forward and punches him in the face.

The party turns to chaos. Corey stumbles, but he barely slows down. He’s their school’s quarterback, so knowing how to get hit and bounce back is a necessary skill. And in this case, bounce back means “hit Alonso in the gut.”

Alonso doubles over, coughing. Just as Corey is about to grab him by the neck of his shirt, Alonso charges forward like a bull, tackling Corey and knocking him over.

People scream and cheer as the two of them struggle on the ground. Someone starts playing “Blitzkrieg Bop” by the Ramones, and a few guys chant along in bad British accents. Across the party, Yvonne Mason holds up her phone, clearly filming. Hannah Hartley clings to her side, eyes flicking from Yvonne’s phone screen to the fists flying in real time. Some of the football players frown and talk to each other in low voices, maybe debating whether they should pull Corey back. But they do nothing.

They just let it happen.

As Corey knees Alonso between the legs, Penny turns away, feeling sick to her stomach. She’s never witnessed these fights up close, and all at once, the hatred between Corey and Alonso is too real. She needs to leave.

“Penny!” Naomi appears behind her.

“Fuckin’ kill him, Corey!” someone shouts.

There’s a collective oooooh, and Naomi cranes her neck to see. That’s all Penny can handle. She pushes through the crowd of people hankering for her front row seat to the bloodshed, and she starts to feel claustrophobic between all the bodies. By the time she’s through, her heart is racing and she breaks into a run.

“Penz, wait!” Naomi calls as she reaches Penny’s side. Soon they’re in the woods, hopping over fallen tree branches and slipping on grass that’s damp with the day’s humidity. Penny’s cup is still in her hand and beer sloshes over her wrist. She dumps it on an unsuspecting weed and keeps running.

They reach Mrs. Salazar’s old Honda Civic, which Naomi parked too far into the grass. But it’s on the De Luca side of the street, and Alonso’s family couldn’t care less about their lawn. His old Victorian house is so dark it’s barely visible, while Corey’s house is lit up like a Christmas tree, all glass and stone and tasteful hedges.

“Seat belt,” Naomi says as she takes off, going from zero to forty a little too fast for a car from the early aughts. They stay quiet until they’re turning onto County Road 500 W, and then Naomi visibly relaxes.

“God,” Naomi mutters as she rolls down the window and turns up the music, making the cup holders rattle with the bass. “Some things never change. Those two won’t stop fighting until one of them dies.”

“Yeah,” Penny mutters, but it doesn’t feel that simple. Because didn’t Corey and Alonso learn this hate from people much older than them?

Naomi squints into the darkness ahead. “Do you hear that?”

Red and blue lights appear, speeding toward them. A police car flies by, sirens shattering the steady silence of the countryside as it heads straight for the party.

“Hope somebody dumps the keg,” Naomi mutters.
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The porch light is on when they pull up to Penny’s single-story house on Clancy Street. The outside air smells like smoke from the fireworks at Barrion Park, but inside, it smells like marzipan.

Penny and Naomi lock eyes. “Raspberry bars,” they whisper in unison.

They drop their shoes onto the pile by the front door and snag two raspberry bars from the kitchen before they tiptoe to Penny’s room. Even in the dark, they know to hop over the squeakiest floorboards as they creep down the hall past Penny’s mom’s bedroom. Anita Emberly gets up early to open her café, so she’s probably been asleep for hours.

“Roof?” Naomi asks when Penny shuts the door to her bedroom.

“Roof,” Penny agrees.

Getting onto the roof is second nature: crouch on the sill, grab the ledge, push yourself up. When they’re resting against the shingles, staring up at the moon and handing a flask back and forth, Naomi says, “So. Alonso was chatty.”

Penny grimaces. “You noticed.”

“A lot of people noticed.” She pauses. “Have you ever wondered if he… you know. Has a crush on you?”

Penny sits straight up, the flask almost flying off the roof. “What?”

“It was just a thought.”

“You’re definitely wrong.”

“Sure.”

“Sure?”

Naomi laughs. “Why are you freaking out? It’s not like it matters. You’re Team Corey.”

“I’m actually Team François.”

“Well, François is a fictional poltergeist on Amityville High—”

“A sexy fictional poltergeist,” Penny corrects.

“—and you’re a real girl. So that’s not going to work out.”

Penny takes a wistful swig from the flask. “I guess not.”

“What did Alonso want? You were talking for a while.”

Penny opens her mouth, but something stops her from sharing what Alonso said about the yearbook. Naomi will take it as evidence that Alonso has some weird crush on her. If Naomi had been in Penny’s place, she would’ve seen the anger in Alonso’s eyes, the superiority in the set of his shoulders. Alonso looks at Penny exactly the way he looks at everyone else: as beneath him. In the way. Disposable. Naomi wasn’t wrong; Penny is Team Corey, but only because Corey treats people like human beings.

“He was giving me a hard time, as usual,” Penny says, taking another swig.

“Then why didn’t you tell him to fuck off?” Naomi says, grabbing the flask. “You don’t have to be so nice to everyone all the time.”

Penny is about to reply that she kind of did tell him to fuck off—but something in the distance catches her eye. Behind Penny’s house are trees and a fence, weeds and wildflowers. It’s so overgrown that you can’t see their neighbor’s house a few yards away. But outside the fence, before the trees really take over, there’s a shadow.

It could be a trick of the light. The moon might be shining at a perfect angle through the branches above. Except the shadow moves in a way that is distinctly not like tree branches in the wind. It almost looks—

Human.

“Do you see someone?” Penny whispers, trying not to panic.

“Huh? Where?”

“Shh,” Penny says, and she points. “Right there, by the broken fence post.”

“I see nature.”

Penny is about to argue, but when she looks back at the fence, there’s nothing there.

“You’re drunk and sleepy, Penz. And probably on edge, after Alonso and Corey went gladiator.” Naomi frowns. “You’re really not going to tell me what Alonso said?”

Penny watches the woods for a long moment before she lies back on the roof. “He asked how my summer was going.”

“He did? That’s weird.”

Alonso has always been weird, but he’s predictable, too. Except for tonight. Tonight, he was almost decent to her for a second, but that’s scarier than all the stories Penny knows about him. It makes her feel like she’s missing something.

As she stares up at the moon, Penny decides she’ll never look for Alonso’s message in her yearbook. Because even though some dark part of her is fascinated by what she saw in the woods all those years ago, she’s sure of one thing: Alonso De Luca is a mystery she never wants to solve.
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Corey

WHEN THE POLICE OFFICER ESCORTS COREY AND ALONSO OUT OF THE woods, their families are already waiting.

The Barrions are arranged on the porch of Meredith House, which has been their family home for over seventy-five years. Corey’s dad, James, stands at the front of the group, with Aunt Helen close behind. Leaning against the house is Aunt Helen’s son, Julian. Even from a distance, there’s a visible smile playing at his lips. Their live-in bodyguard, Warren, hovers on the lawn, keeping his eyes on Alonso. And Sofía Barrion Hirsch, Corey’s cousin once removed, is huddled with her ten-year-old daughter, Camila. Only Corey’s grandfather is missing, probably because he avoids the De Lucas at all costs.

There’s blood crusted at the edge of Corey’s mouth, and his head is pounding from the two punches Alonso landed. But Corey isn’t worried about how his family will react to the police being there, even if he is the only half-Black kid in a mostly white family. When it comes to the De Lucas, the Barrions’ hatred runs deep. They’ll probably throw Corey a celebratory dinner.

Across the street from Meredith House, Alonso’s mom stands at the end of her driveway, her white-blond hair piled into a messy bun on top of her head. Despite her six-foot height, Vera De Luca’s black lace cardigan is long enough to brush the dirt of their driveway. Behind her are her sisters: Donna De Luca is puffing on a cigarette, while Emilia De Luca shakes with silent sobs.

Corey can’t even look at them.

His dad comes to meet them in the street. “What happened here?”

Officer Erickson glances at Alonso’s mom, but she hasn’t moved. She’s watching from yards away, her expression impassive.

“Someone called us to report a violent altercation in the woods,” Officer Erickson says. “The kid didn’t give any names, probably because everyone was drinking underage at your son’s party.”

“Not me,” Alonso says. “I don’t have to be drunk to want to punch a Barrion in the—ouch, that hurts.”

“It’s not the time, De Luca,” Erickson says, not loosening his grip.

A smoky voice calls, “Is my son under arrest?”

It’s Alonso’s mom. She hasn’t moved from the driveway, but now she’s glaring at Alonso.

Officer Erickson shifts uneasily. “No, he’s not, but—”

Vera cuts him off. “Then I’d like you to take your hands off of him.”

Officer Erickson mumbles something, but he lets go of Alonso. “Ma’am, this is the second time this year these boys have gotten into a fight. Your son will be eighteen next year, and I won’t be so lenient anymore.”

“I understand.”

Officer Erickson crosses his arms. “Assuming you don’t want your son to have a criminal record, I’d like to suggest a mediation for your families. I know y’all have a complicated history, but maybe it’s time to put that behind you—”

Before Corey can stop himself, he says, “Respectfully, there’s no point. I think my family would agree with me.”

“We do,” his dad says. “There’s no way to mediate this mess.”

Alonso’s mom doesn’t bother responding. She just looks at Corey like he’s gum on the bottom of her shoe.

Officer Erickson looks back and forth between the two families, visible confusion on his face. He must be new. The rest of Idlewood’s tiny police force knows better than to encourage the Barrions and the De Lucas to “put the past behind them.” They all know the story of the fire that killed Corey’s grandmother at Meredith House almost fifty years ago.

But that wasn’t the last time a De Luca killed a Barrion.

“Well, then, I’ll leave you to sort this out,” Officer Erickson says, trying to maintain an air of authority as the tension rises. “Don’t let it happen again.”

In a matter of seconds, the police officer is driving away, brake lights disappearing as he turns a corner in the distance.

Then it begins.

“I warned Corey your son would sabotage his night,” says Corey’s dad. His blond-and-gray hair shines with gel, and his suit is free of lines, even at midnight.

Vera De Luca ignores him. “Alonso,” she says, and he walks leisurely toward her, stretching his arms one by one as if he’s just finished a run around the neighborhood.

“Nothing to say?” Corey’s dad calls. “I guess that’s not surprising. You’ve won.”

Vera finally looks at him, her gaze cold and sharp, even in the dark. “We’ve won?”

“Your father got what he wanted,” James says. “Even from beyond the grave, Giovanni is destroying our family.”

“This is not—” Alonso’s mom starts, but she cuts herself off. After a moment, her face rearranges into a cold mask. This time, she smiles, like this is some petty disagreement. “You think we wanted to lose everything?”

Corey’s adrenaline is suddenly back, full throttle. He doesn’t want to feel this way. It’s almost addicting, this kind of anger. If Corey let it control him, how would he go on every day? How would he go to school, think about college, or even field questions about his mom without losing control?

That’s how Alonso operates. And Corey won’t let himself stoop to that level. When you’re one of the only Black kids in a small town, you can’t let them see you angry. So he pushes his feelings down, down, down, imagines locking them up and throwing away the key. When he lets himself breathe again, he feels nothing.

“You lost everything?” Corey’s dad says. “How can you look at any of us and say that? Your ex-husband isn’t dead, Vera. He realized what he was married to, and he left. A wise man.”

Alonso whirls around, but before he can take three steps toward Corey’s dad, Warren appears beside him. He grabs Alonso by the arms, holding him in place.

Donna De Luca throws herself against the banister of their rotting porch. “Get your hands off him!” she growls, breathing smoke through her nose like a dragon.

“Rein in your progeny first,” Corey’s dad says.

“You and your family want to take from the people of this town until nothing is left,” Vera says. “That’s all you’ve ever done. But we were here before your family arrived, and we’ll be here after you’re all gone. I promise you that.”

Her words knock the air out of Corey’s lungs, and his voice is weak and winded. “I guess that was the whole point of this curse, wasn’t it? To get rid of us?”

Curse.

The word hangs in the air, the five letters that have defined Corey’s life.

There are lots of rumors in Idlewood. Rumors about why Kyla McGuinness keeps getting lead roles in the school musicals even though she can’t hit an A-flat, or about how Anita Emberly’s café only stays open because she’s sleeping with the landlord. And then there are countless rumors about the De Lucas. About what goes on behind the walls of their creepy, disintegrating old house.

Magic, children whisper.

Evil, old ladies say.

And they’re both right.

Does Corey want people to know about the family curse? No. If everyone knew, they wouldn’t just pity Corey—they would be afraid of getting too close. Keeping it a secret means Corey can pretend to be normal. But in moments like this, with the De Lucas looking him in the face when they should be begging for forgiveness, Corey wishes he could shout it through a megaphone:

The De Lucas killed my mom! They killed so many members of my family! And if I ever fall in love, whoever she is, she’ll die, too!

It’s the reality that has haunted him ever since his mom died, when he realized that no one in his family would escape this curse untouched. Corey never had a chance at normalcy.

“My family,” Vera says, “already paid the price for what my dad did. The Council sealed our magic forever. You know this. What more do you want from us?”

“James.” Aunt Helen’s delicate hand alights on her brother’s shoulder. “It’s late. Let’s go inside.”

“No,” Corey’s dad snarls, pushing Aunt Helen’s hand away and jabbing a finger in Vera’s direction. “This will never end until you leave this town forever. I want everyone in Idlewood to forget your family ever existed.”

His words make even the cicadas go quiet. Corey stands at his dad’s side, and for a second, he thinks it’s over.

He’s wrong. Immediately, Alonso throws his head back, howling with laughter. “Are you joking? None of you assholes will ever forget about us. The curse hasn’t killed anyone in years, but we’re all you think about, aren’t we? Admit it, you’d miss us.”

Time slows at his words. There are shouts from the Barrions, but Corey can’t hear them. He gets the sensation he’s falling even though his body hasn’t moved an inch. Corey remembers the way Alonso singled out Penny Emberly at the party. Quiet, reserved Penny, who has probably never spoken a word to a De Luca in her life. Corey could see the mortification in her face, and it made it impossible to walk away from them. It was better to redirect Alonso’s attention than let him bully someone who didn’t deserve it. But that’s what Alonso’s family does: They scare and hurt people, and they enjoy every second of it.

“How dare you.”

The rage in Sofía Barrion’s voice brings Corey back to himself. She’s marching down the lawn in a silk robe, her long dark hair in a loose braid over her shoulder.

“How dare you mock us?” Sofía says, eyes trained on Alonso. “Do you know how many people we’ve lost because of you? Corey’s mother, my father, my own Ramón—”

James holds up a hand to silence Sofía. “You don’t have to remind them. They know. They just don’t care.”

Corey is rooted to the spot, watching his family fall apart. Aunt Helen starts whispering angrily to Corey’s dad. Sofía’s daughter, Camila, stands on the porch next to Julian, tears rolling down her face.

And through the front window of Meredith House, there’s movement.

The Barrions’ library sits in the front of the house, in a space that would usually be occupied by a living room. Its large window looks out onto the street—and onto the De Lucas’ home. Right now the drapes are pulled back, and while the lights are off, there’s a glow coming from the motion lights outside, and it lands on a figure in the window.

Charles Barrion watches the scene unfolding between his family and the coven that killed his wife. His chin is angled up, but his expression is unreadable from this distance.

Corey’s dad follows his gaze, and when he sees Charles Barrion standing in the window, his expression shutters. “Corey, go. Make sure he doesn’t come outside.”

This isn’t because Charles Barrion is senile, or he might trip down the stairs. Charles Barrion’s mind is sharp as ever. But James Barrion is afraid of what seeing the De Lucas might trigger in the Barrion patriarch. There’s a reason nobody is allowed to mention the De Lucas unless Corey’s grandfather mentions them first; he’s known to fly into a rage when the coven comes up.

Before Corey can go inside, Vera and Alonso retreat, walking past the overgrown gardens and broken statues that line the path to their house. Alonso holds the front door open for his mom and aunts, but he looks at the Barrions one last time.

“If you want us gone, why don’t you just burn us at the stake? That’s how people used to handle this kind of thing.”

Before Alonso can say anything else, his mother grabs him by the ear and drags him inside.
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Penny

WHEN PENNY WAKES UP, NAOMI’S SLEEPING BAG IS ALREADY GONE. She must’ve left to get an early start on filming her makeup tutorials. Penny stretches her arms above her head, breathing in the quiet morning—and there’s the scent of coffee. Strange. Nobody is supposed to be home.

“Mom?” she calls.

“In the kitchen, sweet pea.”

Anita Emberly is seated at their small dining table, which is actually a converted diner booth with cracked, comfortable brown seats. The table is overflowing with houseplants and bills and an unruly stack of tarot cards. When Penny walks in, her mom is writing in her diary, the pen moving fast across the lines. She’s wearing her favorite sundress, which is bright against her suntanned white skin. Her blond hair falls softly on her shoulders.

People are always surprised to find out they’re related. Maybe it’s because Penny looks like her dad, or because she knows how to blend into a crowd and stay away from drama. In that sense, Penny and her mom are opposites. Anita moved to Idlewood when she was in high school, but thanks to her determination to live exactly the way she wants, the town still treats her like an outsider. Penny’s early memories are a mishmash of whispered judgment: people at the grocery store falling silent as she and her mom walked by, or church ladies congregating outside the café just to peer in and whisper and shake their heads. But Anita has never cared. Sometimes she starts friendly conversations just to make people uncomfortable. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a Hoosier who is bold enough to return your polite hello with silence. Instead, Idlewood’s residents save their whispers until Anita’s back is turned.

But they never cared if Penny heard. They never considered that their whispers would create a fight-or-flight response so intense that Penny would wish she was invisible.

Now Penny keeps a low profile. She doesn’t date, she limits herself to two beers when she’s at parties, and she doesn’t spread gossip. If nobody glances her way for an entire day at school, she awards herself five points.

She has a lot of points.

If Penny was more like her mom, she wouldn’t care about any of this. But she’s not as strong as Anita Emberly, and she never will be. So Idlewood can gossip all they want, but it will never be about Penny.

“You look amazing,” Penny says, sitting down at the table.

Her mom smiles and sets the diary aside. “And you look exhausted. Did you have fun last night?”

“Yeah, we… yeah.”

“Convincing!”

There’s already coffee in Penny’s favorite Avatar: The Last Airbender mug, and she takes a sip. “Why aren’t you at the café?”

“Because we’re visiting your dad today.”

Penny gasps and shoots to her feet. “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry, I completely forgot!”

Anita laughs. “Drink your coffee first. You slept past eight, so I’m guessing you’re hungover?”

“Don’t sound so hopeful.”

“I just want you to enjoy your youth.”

“Right, because you’re not enjoying your life anymore?”

Anita gasps. “Are you saying I’m not young and beautiful?”

“You’re the most beautiful woman in the world. Just not the youngest—stop!” Penny laughs as her mom tickles her side.

“You deserved that. Now drink your coffee and get dressed. We need to leave in fifteen minutes to beat the funeral crowd.”
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An hour later, Penny and her mom spread their picnic blanket on top of Nathan Emberly’s grave. Penny unpacks their brunch: more coffee, egg sandwiches, and melon wrapped in prosciutto. Anita stares at Nathan’s headstone, a sad smile on her face, while Penny pulls her knees to her chest and gazes at the spot where the cemetery meets the woods.

When Penny was little, she hated these picnics, because her dad wasn’t there. Not really. He couldn’t spin Penny around or play his guitar or dance with Anita like he used to, so what was the point of coming to the cemetery?

But as the years passed, Penny started grasping for pieces of her dad like snowflakes. She took out the photos of him again, years after she’d hidden them away. When she couldn’t sleep at night, she would listen to the music he’d made with his band. She learned to be happy with only her memories. Now she loves these picnics. They’re peaceful.

“So,” Anita says after a few moments of quiet, “any cute boys at Sango’s party last night? I’m sure your dad would like to know.”

“Not really.”

Penny’s mom cocks her head and says, “Any other details you’d like to share? Drama? Secrets? Confessions?”

That’s all it takes for Penny to give in, because she’s weak and bad at lying. “Our plans kind of… changed. We didn’t go to Sango’s party.”

If Anita were like any other parent, she would probably demand to know where Penny went and why she lied, or at the very least give her daughter a disapproving look. But Anita is Anita, so she nods and waits.

Penny clears her throat. “I went to Corey Barrion’s Fourth of July party.”

Now Anita reacts. She presses her lips together, as if carefully considering her next words. Her hand absently plays with the charm on her necklace. It’s a black crescent moon, dull and misshapen and exactly the kind of jewelry Anita gravitates toward in a thrift shop.

“I heard those boys got into another fight,” Anita says.

“The Idlewood whisper network strikes again.”

“I don’t like knowing you were there, sweet pea. You know how I feel about those families. They cause a lot of hurt, and they take other people down with them.”

“There were a ton of people there, Mom. It’s not like I was hanging out with Corey and Alonso.”

“That’s not my point,” Anita snaps, barely sounding like herself. “They cause chaos by proximity. I don’t have many rules, but I expect you to respect this one. Understand?”

Anita almost never talks to Penny like this—like she’s five years old, as if she doesn’t have a job and understand grief and the way the world works. This is the same way Naomi talked to Penny last night when she said she wanted to keep living in Idlewood. Even Alonso looked at her like she was sheltered. Stupid.

It ignites a fire in Penny’s chest. Before she knows it, her words are shooting to kill. “I’m not friends with either of them. And even if I was, why should you care? I never judge you.”

Anita’s face falls. “What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I think it does.”

Instead of answering, Penny takes a large bite of her egg sandwich.

There’s a long pause. Anita sighs, closing her eyes. “I know I haven’t always made it easy for you to live in this town.”

The wound in her words makes Penny’s anger disappear in a puff of smoke. “It’s not that, Mom—”

“It is,” Penny’s mom says. “I’m always in the moment, living my life, but sometimes I forget how much it affects you.”

“People are way nicer than they used to be,” Penny says, but it sounds weak. She tries again. “I mean, I don’t get teased. Everyone leaves me alone.”

“Probably because I’ve learned not to date your school principals.”

Penny snorts. “At least that got me onto the volleyball team in middle school.”

“You were pretty bad.”

“Yeah, and the coach knew it.” Penny grabs her mom’s hand. “I’m sorry. You know I want you to be happy.”

Anita smiles, but then her eyes move to a spot over Penny’s shoulder. Her hand drifts up to her necklace, fingers wrapping around the tiny moon like it’s a lifesaver in the middle of Lake Michigan.

“What is it?” Penny says, following her mother’s gaze.

“Do you see someone?” Anita asks, her voice a low whisper.

Despite the late-morning heat, Penny suddenly feels cold. Her own words from last night come back to her, and it’s like she’s once again on the roof with Naomi, staring at a distant figure in the dark.

Penny shoots to her feet, scanning the distance, not even sure what she’s looking for. But there’s nothing. Not even a breeze. Only graves, the cracked gray of the country road, and an endless blue sky.

“There’s nobody,” Penny says.

Anita tears her eyes away from the street, but her hand is fidgeting with the necklace.

Penny sits back down. “Did someone give that to you?”

“Hm?” Anita looks down. “Oh yeah. A friend.”

“Are you dating someone?”

Anita laughs, but it sounds forced. “Why would you say that?”

“Because you’re always dating someone.”

Anita’s gaze turns to the road. There are bags under her eyes, barely hidden underneath a layer of concealer. The faraway look on her mom’s face is strange. Different. Anita has been through a lot, but she’s always energetic, always positive.

Except right now Anita looks afraid.

“You never answered my question,” Penny says. “Are you dating someone?”

After a moment Anita finally answers, “Not anymore.”

Penny’s heart sinks. As much as Anita’s dating life has resulted in rumors and drama and the end of Penny’s athletic career, Penny hates being in the dark. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was brief. A flash in the pan. Love is like that sometimes.”

“Is it really love, then? If it’s here and gone?”

“The person might be here and gone, but the feelings can last much longer.” Anita reaches up and brushes an errant curl from Penny’s eyes. “You remind me so much of him.”

Penny doesn’t have to ask who she means. “Dad was a grunge rocker. He was cooler than I’ll ever be.”

“That’s not what I mean. It’s in how you watch people. You’ve always been so curious, such a good listener. And it’s the way you care so much, with every tiny part of you, even though you try to hide it. And the curls, of course.”

Penny laughs, looking away to hide the way her eyes are watering. But Anita tilts her chin up, her expression sad.

“What, Mom?” Penny says.

“You’re growing up so fast. And I know someday soon, I’ll be watching you fall in love, and it’ll be so…” She trails off.

“Exciting?” Penny offers.

Anita’s smile fades. “Scary.”

“Scary? Why?”

“Because you’re my baby,” Anita says, “and love is a beast.”
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Alonso

“ALONSO.”

The chain on Alonso’s belt jangles as he stops with one foot out the front door. He almost pretends he didn’t hear his mom, but the opportunity to escape is gone the second he hesitates.

“I know you’re there,” she calls.

“What is it?”

“Come here, please.”

Alonso rolls out his neck. He’s been waiting for this. His mom always bides her time after he fucks up, drawing out her silent treatment for maximum guilt before she finally dumps on him. These fights are a reminder that Vera De Luca would gladly exchange him for another son if she could. She’s never said it out loud, but she doesn’t have to.

Alonso can’t really blame her.

He drags his feet into the living room, where his mom is perched on her favorite velvet armchair. A book lies face down in her lap, and she’s texting when he comes in.

“Sit,” she says without looking up.

Alonso gives a heavy, pointed sigh before he plops down onto the ragged love seat. It creaks underneath him, threatening to split. Most of their furniture is either half-eaten by termites or so old it’s disintegrating, but the De Lucas don’t get rid of anything. To buy new furniture, you need money, and they haven’t had money since the De Luca Pharmacy closed. You can’t use your coven’s magic to make medicine if nobody in the coven has magic anymore.

Alonso’s mom sets her phone down and interlaces her fingers. “I’m going to need you to stop provoking Corey Barrion.”

Alonso grits his teeth. “Why do you think I started it? It could’ve been him.”

“Because he has a Fourth of July party at the lake every year, and you’re the one who decided to go.”

Fair. But, for once, Alonso didn’t show up to kick Corey’s ass. He showed up because he thought—he hoped—Penny Emberly might be there.

Writing a note in her yearbook was a mistake. He knew it from the moment the yearbook landed in his lap at the cafeteria. Most people at Idlewood Central pass their yearbooks around on the last day of school, letting everyone write notes. Alonso usually draws penises and passes them along, but when he saw Penny’s name written under THIS YEARBOOK BELONGS TO on the inside cover, it was as if he was possessed. He couldn’t stop himself as the Sylvia Plath quote bloomed from his pen:


I think I made you up inside my head.


He didn’t sign his full name. Just his initials. Afterward, he realized how stupid that was, because if he didn’t want her to figure out who it was from, he should’ve left it at the quote. Not that Alonso should care. Growing up in Idlewood as a De Luca meant learning what hatred felt like before he understood what it was. He’s fine with being the problem, especially if it means people leave him alone.

But that doesn’t apply to Penny. If she were to despise him—even if she laughed at him the way other people do—that wound would never scab over. It would fester until it turned Alonso into an even worse version of himself.

Which is why Alonso ended up at Corey’s party, where everything backfired.

I know you don’t like me, okay?

Just leave me alone.

Alonso could barely sleep last night as those words ran circles in his head. But he’s not about to say any of this to his mom. She wouldn’t be able to comfort him; she probably wouldn’t even try, which is worse. Alonso relies on his tried-and-true excuse instead. “I wanted to go to the lake because it’s half mine. Don’t I have a right to be there?”

“It’s not about what you had a right to do. It’s about what you did.”

There’s a meow, and Nimble jumps onto Alonso’s lap, staring at him with huge saucer eyes. He scratches her behind the ears. “Corey deserved it. If you’d heard what he said to me—”

“I don’t care,” his mom says, matter-of-fact as always. “If you keep this up, the Barrions will use it as an excuse to force our family out of Idlewood forever.”

“Maybe I want that.”

There are some thoughts that shouldn’t travel from Alonso’s brain to his mouth, and that was one of them. Vera has that look on her face—the same one she used to give Alonso’s dad when they were still married. It says, I have more brain cells than you, and I’m not afraid to use them.

Alonso looks at people exactly like that. It’s one of the many traits he inherited from his mom, but she doesn’t seem to understand her role in his development.

“You want that?” Vera says.

Too late to back off now. Alonso can’t look at her as he says, “The Council is never going to unbind our magic, Mom. We’re mortals now. There’s no point in staying here.”

This is the grand irony that has defined all their lives: Idlewood is convinced the De Lucas are creepy witches, but they’re not. Not anymore.

And that’s all thanks to Alonso’s grandpa, good old Giovanni De Luca. No witch coven can curse endless generations of mortals without punishment, so the Council of Witches sealed the De Lucas’ magic forever. Now, every De Luca until the end of time will be born with their magic under lock and key.

Or that’s how it’s supposed to work. As far as Vera knows, Alonso is as magic-less as the rest of them.

Nimble blinks slowly at Alonso as if she can read his mind. He glares at her, then looks away.

Somehow Alonso’s mom manages not to yell. “You know as well as I do that when our family gets its magic back, we’ll need to be here. This plot of land is where our ancestors settled, and this soil gives our magic strength. It’s almost impossible to resettle a coven—it takes decades to get back a fraction of the power you had before. I don’t want to know what my great-great-grandmother would think if she heard you right now.”

“What do you think she would say about your dad cursing the Barrions?” He ticks off his fingers as he lists the Council of Witches’ three big rules: “No interfering in human wars, no necromancy, and no curses. See? I know my stuff. And I know the only person to blame for the loss of our magic is Grandpa Gio.”

Vera stands up, the book tumbling from her lap. That’s when Alonso sees the title: The Magic of the Every-Day. An ugly sense of shame bubbles up in his stomach. It’s pathetic that his family studies their old magical texts even though they can’t use them. They even tried to get Alonso to read them when he was in elementary school, and it was the first time Alonso used the words fuck that in a sentence. It was magic that destroyed their lives in the first place. Why would Alonso want anything to do with it?

“You’ve never known what it’s like to live as a witch, and that’s my dad’s fault,” Vera says. “But I won’t stop fighting for a world where you’re free, just like your ancestors were.”

“Yeah, all the persecution must’ve been super fucking cool.”

The look on Vera’s face is familiar. It’s the way people looked at him at Corey’s party last night: like he’s a wild card who isn’t worth the risk. “My mom always said you were exactly like him, you know. I didn’t used to believe her.”

Like him. As in, Giovanni. Anger wells in Alonso’s chest, and if his mom says one more thing, it might erupt. Then Nimble purrs, bringing Alonso back to the present. He quickly pictures the anchor image his therapist created to help him when he’s on the verge of losing control: gray skies, warm rain, distant thunder. Slowly, Alonso’s heart rate comes back down, and when he opens his mouth, all he says is, “I never would’ve offed myself the way he did. He left you and Aunt Donna and Aunt Emilia to deal with all of this by yourselves.”

Vera sighs. “Sometimes I want to leave this town as much as you do. But this is our home, and we’ll find a way to restore favor with the Council and get our magic back. Someday you’ll thank me.”

Alonso stands up, tucking Nimble under his arm. “No, I won’t. Once I graduate, I’m out of here forever.”

Pain flashes in Vera’s eyes, and Alonso is filled with the nagging guilt that comes from making your mom sad. As a consolation he says, “I promise I’ll stop punching Corey, okay? Unless he comes at me first.”

He walks out of the living room before she can respond. But her disappointment follows him like a ghost.

Alonso’s mom thinks he would be a better person if he understood what it was like to have the responsibility of magic. But that’s the problem: Alonso does understand.

He puts Nimble down on the stairs. She looks up at him, purring. She’s a happy cat, as far as cats go.

You’d never know that, when Alonso found her ten years ago, she was dead.
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Penny

HORIZON CAFÉ IS IN DOWNTOWN IDLEWOOD, IF YOU CAN CALL TEN OLD brick storefronts a “downtown.” It’s Saturday, which means the booths and tables are full of chatting customers, and the line stretches to the door. Light pours through the tall windows, reflecting off the periwinkle paint and gold decorations.

When Penny and her mom walk in, Penny’s godfather Ron Willis is taking orders at the counter, chatting as he quickly navigates the menu on a tablet. Their new part-time barista, Jojo, is flitting around the espresso machine, his eyes bloodshot with concentration. Judging from the bandages on his fingers, he still hasn’t mastered how to make a latte without burning himself. In the background, Linda Ronstadt’s “Just One Look” plays on the old jukebox.

Jojo spots them. “Hey! Have fun at the cemetery?”

“It’s always a party.” Anita winks.

Jojo blushes and almost burns himself again, and Penny hides her laugh with a cough. A woman waiting in line rolls her eyes and whispers something to her friend. Her mouth forms the word flirt.

You’re numb to this, Penny thinks, but her anxiety rolls in like a storm. That burst of courage she had when she was talking to Alonso last night is long gone.

A booming Kentucky accent pierces the sound barrier.

“Is that my goddaughter?” Ron says from behind the register. “I can’t be certain, since I haven’t seen her in weeks.”

“One week,” Penny says as she ties on her apron. “I was doing an SAT prep course.”

“Mm-hmm. Sure.”

Penny wraps her arms around him. He’s so tall that he can kiss the very top of her head. “Missed you ’round here,” he says.

“Missed you, too,” Penny says. “How far behind are we?”

Ron gives Jojo the side-eye and whispers, “I’m guessing about ten orders. I thought college students were supposed to be smart.”

Penny gasps. “Not so loud!”

“I was born loud, hon.” Ron looks behind Penny. “Wasn’t your mama right behind you?”

“Yeah, she’s…” Penny trails off, because her mom has disappeared.

“Find her, will you? I need my break.”

Penny flashes an apologetic smile at Jojo, who is holding all the orders with a desperate look in his eyes. She runs to the back of the café, where the door to the office is cracked, and she pokes her head inside.

Anita is standing in front of her desk, staring at her phone. She’s so distracted that she doesn’t even hear Penny’s footsteps. Penny glances at her mom’s phone screen, where there’s a text from an unsaved number:


Meet me in fifteen.



“Who’s that from?” Penny says.

Anita jumps, pressing her phone to her chest. “Wow. Warn a girl, won’t you?”

“Sorry, but are you coming? Ron wants to take his break.”

“Actually, I forgot I have to take care of something,” Anita says, grabbing her purse. “Will you let Ron know? I’ll be back before close.”

Unease keeps Penny’s feet glued to the floor. “Mom. Come on. What’s happening?”

“A friend needs me. That’s all.”

“The same friend who gave you that necklace?”

Anita laughs and tucks a curl behind Penny’s ear. “I promise I’ll tell you more when I get back, okay? I love you.”

“But—” Penny starts to object, but Anita is already gone, the back door to the parking lot drifting closed behind her.

Penny almost runs after her. But Jojo is behind on orders, and Ron needs his break, so she returns to the front of the café. She’ll grill her mom about this mystery person the second she gets back.

But Penny can’t ignore the feeling of wrongness in her bones, because her mom is never this secretive. What could she possibly be hiding?
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Corey

COREY BLOWS ON THE WHISTLE. “TIME’S UP! BLUE TEAM WINS!”

The kids erupt with cheers and angry screams, but nobody cries today, which is progress. Corey adjusts his baseball cap, squinting against the bright green and blue of the hot summer day.

“I was about to do a score!” says Milo Park, clutching the kid-size football to his chest.

“That’s ‘make a touchdown,’ Milo.”

“Don’t be a sore loser,” says Jenny Toneppi, sticking out her tongue. Milo’s face grows red, but before he can say anything, Corey blows once on his whistle, making Jenny jump.

“What’s the most important quality in a winner?” Corey asks.

Jenny blushes. “Humblility.”

“I think you mean humility. But hey, apart from that, you did a good job this week. You’re a quarterback in the making.”

Jenny forgets her embarrassment and gasps. “Really?” Then she takes off like a shot, heading for someone behind Corey. “Did you hear that, Dad? I’m a quarterback in the making!”

Mr. Toneppi claps Corey on the shoulder as Jenny clings to his legs. “You’re doing a great job with these kids.”

Corey smiles. Beside him, the players sort their mesh jerseys into piles divided by color. “They’re good kids to begin with. Makes it easy.”

“We’re all hoping you’ll coach the high school team one day,” Mr. Toneppi says. “Not that you’ll have much time once you and your cousin take over your family’s company.”

Corey works to keep the smile on his face. Those comments shouldn’t bother him. He’s always known he would stay in Idlewood and work at his family’s company, but it’s annoying when other people point that out. They always say it like it’s a secret, as if Corey confided in them, when everyone in Idlewood already knows it.

Anybody else would be more than happy in Corey’s situation. He already has a high-paying job lined up after college, as a vice president at Barrion Heating & Cooling, which employs over half the residents of Idlewood. He’ll get to work with his cousin Julian, who will be taking over as CEO.

Corey will be happy about it, too. Someday.

Mr. Toneppi picks up his daughter. “Tell your dad I say hi, won’t you? I haven’t seen him around the office in a while.”

“Absolutely.”

“And you should sue the De Lucas for that shiner,” Mr. Toneppi says, laughing as he carries Jenny to the parking lot.

News spreads fast in Idlewood.

After all the kids are with their parents, Corey slings his duffel bag over his shoulder. A King Ranch truck idles in the parking lot. Dylan leans on the steering wheel, watching him walk up.

The ease Corey felt when he was coaching the kids disappears. He tugs at the collar of his T-shirt as the sun grows hotter than it was a minute ago.

Calm down. This is your girlfriend of three years. Be yourself.

Except he can’t. The ease they had early in their relationship has disappeared, and when he’s with Dylan, Corey finds himself tongue-tied and unsure how to move, how to touch her, how to even look at her. Every time he’s with her, his brain maps out everything that could go wrong. If Corey asks about her day, she might accuse him of not really caring. If he says he’d like to visit Dylan’s family, she’ll remind him that he never lets her come over, that she barely knows his dad even after years of dating.

Better to keep quiet. This is a rough patch in their relationship, but it won’t last forever.

“Hi,” Corey says as he gets into the passenger seat.

Dylan stares at him for a long moment. He glances her way with a smile, then takes out his phone.

Dylan sighs and puts the car in drive.

They travel to the high school in silence. She parks near the tree line behind the building, and they climb into the back seat, kissing and pulling off clothes without another word.

Corey loses himself in it.

When they’re done, Dylan collapses on top of him and gives him a sloppy kiss. “You’re so hot,” she says into his mouth.

Corey drags a hand across her back. “Can we get some AC in here?”

“Give me a second to recover.” She sits up and gathers her hair into a bun on top of her head. “Why can’t we do this at your place?”

There it is again: the knot in Corey’s stomach, the panic as he tries to find the right excuse. Dylan never used to ask about Meredith House, which currently houses seven members of Corey’s family plus their live-in security guard, Warren. Dylan only comes over once a year, for the Barrions’ annual charity gala. She used to understand Corey’s family home wasn’t open to anyone, that the Barrions needed space to escape from the world. But lately, that hasn’t been enough.

Not that Corey can blame her. Any normal boyfriend would bring his girlfriend home all the time. But Meredith House is the one place Corey doesn’t have to pretend the curse doesn’t exist.

Dylan rolls her eyes, which means he took too long to come up with an answer. She puts distance between them and starts getting dressed, and Corey follows her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “You know that my family likes to keep to themselves, but it’s nothing against you. They love you. They’re just standoffish after everything.”

Enough of Corey’s family members have died that Dylan normally doesn’t argue with this. But today, her jaw ticks to the side. “Right. They love me.”

Corey tenses, but Dylan is already climbing into the front seat. He could tell her he loves her a million times—and he has—but she always wants some kind of proof that Corey can’t give. He’s never been big on dramatic gestures or long, fluffy captions on social media posts, which is what she would prefer. But he takes care of her in his own way, and that has to be enough.

They drive to the movie theater, where they’re supposed to see the latest in a long line of superhero movies. When they’re a few minutes away, Dylan says, “Maybe I should drop you off at home.”

Corey’s shoulders tense. It feels like they’re speeding toward an argument, like it’s already inevitable. He clears his throat and tries to ease the tension. “Do you want to see something else? We can exchange our tickets.”

Dylan doesn’t answer. She wants him to fight harder. To convince her that he wants to spend time with her. But exhaustion takes over, and Corey slumps back in his seat. “Whatever, Dylan.”

“Right,” she says.

And then she pulls a U-turn in front of an oncoming car.

Corey shouts something incoherent to even himself. He reaches for the wheel, but before he can grab it, momentum slams him against the window. The truck’s tires screech against the pavement as they speed off down Main Street. Behind them, the other driver is laying on their horn.

Corey slams his hand against the dashboard. “What the hell was that, Dylan?”

Dylan smirks. “Come on. That was a rush, admit it.”

“You just—” It takes everything in Corey not to lose his temper. He grips the handle on the ceiling of the truck and rubs his temples. “You can’t be like this all the time.”

Dylan’s smile disappears. “Like what?”

“Look, I want to spend time with you, okay? I want to go to the movies.”

“No, you don’t. I’m just one more box to check in your productive, self-involved day.”

“That’s not true. I love you.”

She slams on the brakes and pulls over to the side of the road, right in front of Idlewood City Hall, a single-story brick building that looks straight out of the seventies.

“Say it again,” she says.

Corey makes himself look at Dylan. Her brown eyes gleam with tears. “Say what?”

“Say you love me. And look at me while you say it.”

Corey’s hands tighten into fists, but he does it. He makes eye contact, and he says, “I love you.”

The words ring hollow, and he wants to open the door and run.

Corey has spent years perfecting his ability to be a solid boyfriend, because it’s the only way for him to have a stable relationship that won’t end in tragedy. The curse took his mom ten years ago, and Corey won’t let it take anyone else.

But that doesn’t mean he can’t be in a relationship. Plenty of people live their lives together without being in love, and it works out. As long as Corey treats Dylan well, everything is fine. They go to parties and her family’s bonfires. They walk down the hallway at school holding hands.

And Dylan keeps other girls away from him. Girls Corey might actually love if he let himself.

Nobody outside of the Barrion family knows this is the real reason Corey is with Dylan. It’s cruel, but this way, Corey will never make the same mistakes his dad did. He’ll never love anyone as much as James Barrion loved Tanya Otou.

The words I love you hang in the air between them, barely a whisper, empty of truth. Dylan stares at him, her expression dark.

Corey needs to beg. He’s done it before, and he’ll do it now. But before he can get the words out, something in the road catches his eye.

Standing in the middle of the street is a shadow, stark in the light of midday. It’s not lying on the pavement like a normal shadow; instead, it stands on its own blurred limbs. It’s the shape of a human being, but it has no face.

And yet Corey feels it staring right at him.

Oh no. No, no, no—

“Hello?” Dylan’s voice breaks through his panic. “Are you listening?”

Corey can’t answer her. He’s already pulling out his phone and sending a text to the family chat.



Saw the Shadow. Coming home.




There’s a flurry of reactions and responses, but Corey can’t look at them. He nods at the road, where the Shadow has disappeared.

“I need to go,” he says. “There’s a family emergency.”

Dylan doesn’t move.

“Dylan, I need to go now.”

For a second, Corey is convinced she’s going to kick him out of her truck. But she pulls onto the road, not bothering to check if another car is coming.
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Corey never uses the front door. After Dylan drops him off, he runs to the back door, which is closer to the detached garage. His family is probably gathered in the dining room, or in the kitchen.

But when he gets inside, there’s nobody around.

“Hello?” he calls.

No answer.

Corey runs through the house, past the dining room, the family room littered with books and magazines and PlayStation controllers, and the spotless formal living room. All empty.

“Dad?” he calls.

“In here,” comes his father’s voice.

When Corey reaches the library, he loses all momentum.

Corey’s dad stands in the middle of the room, his hands on his hips. Aunt Helen sits on the clean white love seat, her face buried in her hands, while Warren watches the scene with an impassive expression. Sofía sits at the desk with her hands pressed to her mouth. All her gala-planning binders are splayed in front of her, forgotten. Only Corey’s grandfather and Julian are missing.

The only person making a sound is Aunt Helen. She’s sobbing.

Corey doesn’t remember what Aunt Helen was like before Uncle Jason died, but Warren says she was a different woman. She had sharp eyes and a quick wit, and she laughed all the time. She worked long hours as the general counsel at Barrion Heating & Cooling. But after the curse took her husband’s life, she quit her job. From then on, she barely left the house.

Lately, Helen has been coming back to herself. There’s been more color in her cheeks, and she’s spending time in town. Corey hadn’t wondered if there was a reason for that, but now it’s obvious: She’s in love again. And it’s all gone wrong.

Sofía notices Corey first, and she stands. “You saw the Shadow?”

“Yeah. Near Main Street.”

“Me too,” Sofía says. “In the bottom of the pool. It was staring up at me, like…”

“Like nothing,” James says. “Don’t think of it as sentient—it’s an omen.”

And that’s true, as far as they know. Every time the curse strikes, the Shadow appears to those who have lost or are about to lose a loved one. Corey hasn’t seen it in years. Ten years, to be precise. Right before his mom died.

Corey takes a tentative step toward Aunt Helen. “Who is it?”

“Your aunt needs a moment, Corey,” his dad says, an edge to his voice.

Corey’s hands become fists, but he doesn’t respond. He knows better than to talk back to his dad in front of the entire family.

On the left-hand wall, a picture hangs above the mantel. It’s a studio portrait of Corey and his parents. His dad is younger, his hair fully blond and his smile bigger than it’s been in years. Corey sits in the middle, mid-laugh. And then there is Corey’s mother, Tanya Otou-Barrion. Her sleek braids are over her shoulders and her brown skin is glowing. Around her neck hangs the ward—an unassuming necklace that has become their family’s most treasured possession.

The ward only came into their family twenty years ago—a result of decades of desperation. A curse can only be broken by the witch who created it, so the Barrions’ single chance at saving their loved ones died with Giovanni De Luca. But that didn’t stop Corey’s family from looking for ways to protect their own. Finally, after meeting Corey’s mom, James managed to track down a powerful witch coven that agreed to help them. But the only help they could give was in the form of a ward—a magical amulet that would hold off the curse’s dark magic for as long as possible. Because of it, Corey’s mom lived for ten years after she and James fell in love. Without it, she would’ve been dead in months.

In the end, the ward still couldn’t save her or anybody else. Sometimes it caused even more pain, because who got to wear it? For how long? Corey’s parents kept the ward while Sofía’s husband and Uncle Jason died. Nobody will ever say it to his face, but Corey knows Sofía and Helen resent Corey’s dad for that.

“Did you use the ward?” Corey asks.

Aunt Helen looks at him, her eyes hollow. “Of course we did.”

“Then they should be fine, right?” Corey says, looking to his dad. “It keeps people safe for years.”

A new voice joins them. “Only if it’s worn all day, every day. Magic has demands that must be met. You know that, Corey.”

Corey straightens up as Grandpa Charles walks into the room, his cane tapping solidly against the floor. Julian is behind him, his eyes bloodshot and his mouth set in a thin line.

“So here we find ourselves again,” Charles Barrion says, looking from James to Helen. “I thought we learned our lesson.”

A muscle in Julian’s jaw tenses, and Corey moves to stand beside him. He knows better than to touch his cousin, who doesn’t do well with unexpected physical contact, but proximity will help. Sure enough, Julian glances at Corey, and his shoulders droop slightly as if in relief.

But it’s short-lived.

“So,” Grandpa Charles says, turning back to Aunt Helen, “who is she, darling?”

“She?” Corey looks at his dad. James gives a single nod. Corey runs through Helen’s friends in his head, wondering who it could be, but she doesn’t have many people in her life. None of the Barrions do. Intergenerational trauma will do that to people.

A strangled noise comes from Aunt Helen’s throat. “I stayed with her. I put the necklace back on, I called the ambulance, we went to the hospital, and… and I just wanted…”

Julian shifts, like a tree in sixty-mile winds, and the force of his words is explosive.

“That’s the problem, isn’t it, Mom? You wanted something you couldn’t have.” His face twists into a sneer. “Dad is dead because of you. But that wasn’t enough of a lesson, was it?”

Each word is an arrow that meets its mark. And Aunt Helen crumples.

Corey gapes at Julian, even as some distant, bitter part of himself nods along in agreement. Aunt Helen knew what would happen by getting close to someone, and she could’ve stopped it. She could’ve continued living her life in Meredith House, keeping the world at a distance. When they were young, Julian and Corey promised each other they would never let the curse kill anyone. They would never fall in love. And here was Aunt Helen, who had done it twice. Two people dead because of her selfishness.

But this isn’t some evil, vengeful stranger. This is Corey’s aunt, and she doesn’t deserve Corey’s anger. There’s no way she wanted any of this to happen.

Julian seems to realize this at the same time, because at the sight of his mom crying, his anger turns to shame. “Mom, I’m sorry—”

“Enough!”

The word reverberates throughout the room, leaving silence in its wake. Grandpa Charles is staring daggers at Julian, his pale face red with anger.

“Is this what your mother needs to hear right now?” Grandpa Charles says. “You would do well to follow Corey’s lead. He knows when his voice is not welcome.”

Corey bites his lip to keep from reacting. This is how his grandfather talks. It isn’t personal. And there’s no point arguing with him, especially now, when the curse has reappeared.

The whites of Julian’s eyes are practically glowing. His hands tremble, and he once again pulls his arms behind his back. “S-sorry, sir.”

Their grandpa’s face settles into a tense smile. “Since you’re so emotional, why don’t you take some time alone?”

Julian flinches. “But—”

“Corey will fill you in once you’ve collected yourself.”

Corey hears the double meaning as clearly as if Grandpa Charles had said it out loud: You can’t handle this. But Corey can.

Except that’s not true. Corey is just better at faking it.

Julian takes a long moment to leave. He meets Corey’s eyes, and there’s a mix of regret and devastation in his gaze. Then he walks out.

Corey wants to run after him, to say that he feels Julian’s embarrassment as if it’s his own. But that will make it worse. So Corey sits next to Aunt Helen and wraps an arm around her shoulders as her words are lost to sobs. He wants to burn the whole world down, much like Giovanni De Luca’s curse set fire to Meredith House years ago, killing Ellie Barrion.

Grandpa Charles looks out the window. Across the street, the De Luca house looms, hungry and dark. Is he thinking of Corey’s grandmother? Does he miss her more when the curse returns, or is it a constant ache?

Corey will never know that pain. He can promise himself that much.

“Aunt Helen,” Corey says, “you have to tell us who it is.”
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Penny

PENNY LOCKS THE CAFÉ’S FRONT DOOR AND FLIPS THE SIGN TO CLOSED. “Have you heard from Mom?” she calls to Ron. “It’s weird that she’s been gone all day.”

Ron is going through receipts at the cash register. “You know your mother. She’s probably off networking with coffee roasters. Or making out with a hot-air balloon pilot.”

Penny would laugh, except both of those things have actually happened. She checks her phone again, but there’s no text from her mom. Penny calls her, pressing the phone to her ear as it rings.

Voice mail.

She’ll call again in an hour.

Penny turns down Ron’s offer of a ride home, deciding she’ll walk instead. It’s the kind of summer day that makes you forget what winter feels like: late sunset, sprinklers running, the low hum of conversation as people sip drinks on their porches. The evening air is tinged with the day’s heat and the smell of milkweed, and Penny finally starts to relax. Maybe she’ll sit outside and read until her mom gets back. Or she’ll invite Naomi over, and they’ll watch the next episode of Amityville High.

But when Penny turns onto Clancy Street, all those thoughts disappear.

There’s a police car in her driveway.

Penny pauses for a moment, like a record skipping, and then her feet carry her forward. Maybe it’s not in her driveway. It could be in Mrs. Acre’s driveway next door. But as she gets closer, Penny spots two cops at her front door, knocking and ringing the doorbell.

Penny’s breathing becomes shallow. She stops at the end of her driveway, and she knows she should say something, but she can’t.

One of them finally notices her. “Penny Emberly?”

“Yes.” Penny’s voice cracks.

A petite woman with brown skin and close-cropped hair steps forward. “I’m Officer Washington, and this is Officer Erickson.”

All Penny can do is stand there. The officers glance at each other, and Officer Washington says, “Maybe you should sit down—”

“What happened?” Penny says. “Is my mom okay?”

Their silence is enough of an answer. Penny staggers back, and Officer Erickson rushes forward to grab her arm before she passes out. Penny doesn’t let him lead her to the porch. She can’t sit. She can’t stop moving.

“Where is she?” Penny asks.

“She’s alive,” Officer Washington says. “There was an accident, and she’s at the hospital. We can drive you.”

Penny shakes her head. She can’t be in a police car right now. Her limbs are moving wildly, hands running through her hair and feet shifting back and forth. She glances up at her house, their house, and all she can think about is living there by herself. No Dad, no Mom. Just Penny, alone.

Penny takes off running, leaving the officers shouting after her.

She should’ve stopped her mom from leaving the café. This is all her fault.

Time goes by in a blur. Penny runs into the street, and a car horn blares. She stumbles back, the car barely missing her. When she makes it to the hospital five minutes later, she runs through the revolving door and up to the information desk.

“Excuse me,” she says, her voice wavering, “I think my mom is here?”

“Penny Emberly,” the nurse says, and Penny’s last bit of hope that this was all a mistake disappears. “We’ve been calling your house for hours. Hold on, let me get a nurse to take you upstairs.”

Penny isn’t sure how much time passes before someone finally brings her to the fifth floor. They emerge into a hallway of off-white linoleum and blue walls, soundtracked by beeping machines and messages over intercoms. The signs on the walls read INTENSIVE CARE UNIT. Before long they’re at another desk, and the nurse is asking for Anita’s hospital room.

“Excuse me, are you Penny?”

A woman in a doctor’s coat hovers a few feet away. Her name tag reads DR. AMANDA NUSSBAUM.

Maybe Penny answers her, maybe she doesn’t. All she knows is that she’s following Dr. Nussbaum to room 505. There are more nurses running in and out, and two doctors talk in low whispers outside the room.

“I’d like to prepare you for what you’re about to see,” Dr. Nussbaum says.

Penny barely hears her. Her feet carry her over the threshold.

Her mom is in the hospital bed. She’s hooked up to a jungle of wires and tubes and plastic bags hanging from metal stands. Worst of all is the ventilator. It grinds and heaves, the mechanical lungs breathing for her. Her skin has gone pale everywhere except around the eyes, where it’s sunken and dark blue, like water at night.

If the heart monitor didn’t show peaks and valleys, Penny would be convinced she was dead.

“She’s in a coma,” Dr. Nussbaum says. “I’m so sorry, Penny.”

The gasps come on without warning. Penny can’t catch her breath; all she can do is look at her mom, waiting for her to open her eyes, to speak. Anita is never this quiet. In some weird, traumatized grasp at another possibility, Penny wonders if this isn’t her mom at all, if they’ve made a mistake. But there’s the beauty mark under her mom’s right eye, and there are the familiar smile lines around her mouth. How can a person look both familiar and strange? How can Penny’s mom be so close and yet too far away for anyone to reach her?

The nurses lead Penny out of the room. They sit her in a chair and get her a glass of water. Penny is slumped over, head between her knees. Someone produces a cool cloth, which is pressed to the back of Penny’s neck.

“My bag,” Penny manages to say, and Dr. Nussbaum understands immediately. She finds Penny’s anxiety medication, and Penny takes one, gulping water and trying to hold the pill down when her gag reflex kicks in.

After a few minutes, sedation spreads like warm water through her veins, and Penny starts breathing normally again. She still has that cracked-glass feeling in her chest, as if one wrong move will trigger another panic attack.

“What happened?” she manages to ask.

Dr. Nussbaum clears her throat. “Your mom had an accident at Elkie Lake. The end of the dock broke because apparently the planks were rotted all the way through.”

“So she fell?”

“And she hit her head on the way down. Thankfully she had a friend with her who called 911.”

Penny almost drops the cup of water. A friend? It must’ve been the person Anita was texting before she left the café. The one she was being cagey about.

“Who was it?” Penny asks, trying not to sound too desperate.

“The police said it was Helen Barrion.”

The name echoes, not making sense. Penny remembers her mom’s words from this morning:

You know how I feel about those families. They cause a lot of hurt, and they take other people down with them.

“Sorry,” Penny says, “did you say Helen Barrion?”

“Yes. She rode with her in the ambulance, too, though your mother was already unconscious by then.”

Penny stares at the tile floor, because she’s not sure what expression is on her face. A few hours ago, her mom was giving an impassioned speech about why Penny should stay away from the Barrions. So why was Anita with Corey’s aunt?

And why wouldn’t she tell Penny?

The doctor keeps talking, saying they’re not sure what caused the coma, that the X-ray showed no signs of long-term damage to her lungs, that she could wake up any second. But Penny is only half listening. All she can see is Helen Barrion, all faded blond hair and sad eyes.

A nurse appears at Dr. Nussbaum’s side. “Doctor, we need you to sign off on some paperwork.”

“Sure thing,” Dr. Nussbaum says. “Penny, stay here, okay? I’ll be right back.”

Penny sits still for as long as she can bear it. Then she wanders back to room 505, where one nurse is typing something into the computer and the other is switching out a bag of fluids. Penny stares at the screen of the heart monitor, wishing she knew what a strong heartbeat looked like. Her mom’s seems faint. Slow.

“We put her jewelry in that dish, if you’d like to take it home,” a nurse says, pointing to a small plastic tray on the bedside table.

There’s her mom’s wedding ring, which she never takes off, as well as her favorite leather bracelet and at least six skinny bangles. And there, at the bottom of the tray, is the necklace. The black crescent moon. The charm is rough, its edges uneven, but Penny’s hand is drawn to it like a magnet.

The moment Penny touches the charm, something feels wrong. The necklace is heavier than it looks, and it’s so cold that the hairs on Penny’s arms stand straight up. She should take it home for safekeeping, but it slips through her fingers, landing on the table with a clatter.

“Are you okay, hon?” one of the nurses asks.

“I need a second,” Penny says, exiting the room as quickly as she can without running. She leans back against the wall outside her mom’s room, closing her eyes, trying desperately to make sense of all these details.

Her mom. The Barrions. The necklace. The dock “breaking” at Elkie Lake.

The Barrions cause chaos by proximity. That’s what Anita said. And then she ran off to spend the afternoon with one of them.

Penny opens her swollen eyes. Just as she’s about to go back into the hospital room, movement down the hall catches her attention.

The ICU is far from deserted. There are doctors and nurses dashing between rooms and typing notes into computers on wheeled desks. A tired elderly man pours a cup of coffee, and two people in Colts sweatshirts huddle together, speaking in low voices.

And there’s someone else, too. Someone watching Penny.

They’re standing at the other end of the long hallway. Even though Penny is sure they’re staring straight at her, she can’t quite make out their features. She blinks a few times, but the figure remains the same.

A blurred outline. A shadow of a person.

Someone says Penny’s name, and she whips around, her eyes strained and searching.

“Hey,” Naomi says, grabbing Penny’s shoulders to steady her. “I got a call from Ron, he’s on his way—”

“Naomi, there’s somebody—” Penny says, but when she turns around, the figure at the other end of the hallway is gone. Like it was never there in the first place.
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Corey

THE HOSPITAL PARKING LOT IS QUIET IN THE NIGHT. COREY’S AUDI SITS under a broken light, cloaked in shadow. He’s waiting for visiting hours to be over.

For Anita Emberly to be alone.

Right after Corey learned the truth, he found Julian. His cousin was holed up in the basement screening room, where an old giallo horror movie was casting the room in ugly primary colors.

“Do you want to come with me?” Corey asked. “To the hospital?”

Julian looked at Corey with sad eyes turned red by the glare of carnage on-screen. “Why are you going at all? It’s no use. She’s going to die.”

He’s not wrong. If Mrs. Emberly is wearing the ward, it won’t protect her forever. The curse already has her in its sights.

After his mom died, Corey had dared to hope they might find a solution that would break the curse. But it never happened. Instead, Corey has tried to accept his reality. He’s learned to move through life doing as little damage as possible.

Because hope is nothing but a false promise.

And yet here he is. In the hospital parking lot, waiting for a chance to sneak into Mrs. Emberly’s hospital room and make sure she’s wearing the ward.

Half an hour passes, and Corey sinks into his seat. Maybe Penny won’t leave the hospital tonight. Still, Corey refuses to miss his chance, so he doesn’t turn on the car. He crosses his arms and watches the doors to the hospital, eyelids growing heavier as the minutes tick by.

Right when Corey’s head starts to bob, three figures emerge from the hospital.

The first is Naomi Salazar, her shape slight in the dark. Another is a burly man Corey recognizes from Horizon Café. It must be Ron Willis, an old high school classmate of his dad’s. And against Mr. Willis’s side, leaning on him as if he’s the only thing keeping her standing, is Penny Emberly.

Corey can’t look at her face.

They split up into two cars, Naomi getting into a rusty Honda Civic and Ron and Penny climbing into a midsize pickup truck. It isn’t until they leave that Corey grabs the bouquet of flowers from the passenger seat.

Inside the hospital, Corey waves at the guard, who sees the flowers and gives him Anita Emberly’s room number before asking if there are any open positions on the Barrion Heating & Cooling security team. He makes it to the fifth floor, but when Corey reaches room 505, he can’t make himself go inside.

The curse doesn’t leave anyone alive. Corey has never realized he’s grateful for that. It’s one thing when death is quick; it’s another when you have to see it happening in slow motion.

Corey’s chest is tight, but he makes himself go into the room.

He works quickly. First, he tosses his keys and the flowers into a chair. Then he checks Mrs. Emberly’s neck—and there’s no ward.

“Damn it,” he mutters.

Frantically, Corey searches the room. The beeping of the heart monitor and the heaving of the ventilator are as loud as screams in his ears. He checks the counter; nothing. He moves on to the closet, tearing through Mrs. Emberly’s bags, but there’s no sign of the necklace.

Aunt Helen wasn’t thinking straight; what if she misremembered what happened to it? What if the ward is lying at the bottom of Elkie Lake?

Corey is about to give up. This whole thing is making him sick to his stomach. Maybe he should go home.

That’s when something small catches the light across the room.

The ward. It’s sitting on the bedside table, glittering like it’s waiting for him.

Corey sighs, some of his tension dissipating. Slowly, gingerly, he picks up the necklace—a small crescent moon hanging from a dull gold chain.

Back when Corey’s mother used to wear the ward, Corey would run his fingers over the shape of the charm, even though the cold obsidian gave him goose bumps. The ward is always cold, no matter how warm the body wearing it.

A flash of memory makes Corey freeze. There was another moment when he held this necklace. It was near the abandoned train tracks on the outskirts of town, as a train whistle blew louder and louder, getting closer to his mom’s stalled car. He opens his mouth to yell for her—

And then the memory stops, like it’s a piece of old movie film torn at the most important scene.

Corey grasps for the details of this horrible day he can’t remember, but the image disappears like a ghost. Traumatic shock, the doctor said. Sometimes it locks up our memories and swallows the key.

Maybe that’s for the best.

Corey shifts Mrs. Emberly’s head slightly to get the chain around her neck. The dead weight makes bile rise in his throat. He looks away, fastening the clasp by feel alone, trying to avoid the tubes and the ventilator.

When he’s done, Mrs. Emberly’s head is off-center on the pillow. The angle looks painful. Corey reaches out with shaking hands and adjusts Mrs. Emberly’s head until it almost looks like she’s sleeping. Corey’s knuckles are bruised from his fight with Alonso, but for the first time all day, he doesn’t feel the pain. He can’t feel much of anything.

Something on the counter vibrates. Corey has only a second to register that someone left their cell phone.

Which means they’ll be coming back.

Corey turns to leave, his heart pounding so hard he can feel the pulse in his neck. The Barrions can’t give anyone a reason to connect them to the accident, so he has to get out of here. He bumps into the bedside table, knocking off a tray with lip balm and a hairbrush. They all clatter to the floor, much too loud.

Corey can’t stop to pick them up. He doesn’t have time.

Corey leaves the room, moving fast but not quite running. When a nurse tells him visiting hours are over, he smiles and says he’s on his way out. He reaches the elevators, clicks the button. The elevator arrives. Corey steps inside—

And that’s when he remembers his car keys are in the hospital room. On the chair, along with the flowers that were his alibi.

His stomach drops so fast he’s almost nauseous. “Fuck,” he curses, and this time he runs, sending up silent thanks to the universe when he doesn’t cross paths with any hospital staff. All the while, his eyes are darting around for Penny, Naomi, or Ron Willis, but there’s nobody.

Corey makes it back. He grabs his keys, leaving the flowers in a heap. His feet are already pivoting, and he’s almost at the door—

A figure appears on the threshold, backlit by the lights. The Shadow, Corey thinks, but this figure is too short, and they have wild, curly hair.

“Corey?” Penny Emberly says.

She steps closer, coming into focus. One shoulder of her cardigan is hanging off, and her fair skin is blotchy from crying. Even in the dim light of the room, Penny’s eyes are a striking blue. He’s never noticed their color before, and in his panic, it’s all he can think about: her eyes, seeing Corey in her mom’s hospital room; her eyes, wide with confusion and fear.

He should’ve hidden the necklace under Anita Emberly’s hospital gown. Already, Penny is looking at her mom, and her gaze falls on the ward.

“Don’t take it off.”

Penny gapes at him like she doesn’t understand. Why would she? Corey barrels on anyway.

“Make sure the necklace stays on her. Don’t let the nurses take it off.”

Corey doesn’t hear whatever she says next. He’s already brushing past her, walking toward the elevators. He needs to get as far away from Penny as he can, as quickly as possible. Even if it’s too late. Even if she won’t forget about this.

Corey hears her call his name as the elevator doors slide shut. When they open, he runs for the hospital’s front doors, no longer caring who sees him. He bursts into the parking lot and he’s halfway to his car when he hears Penny’s voice again.

“Corey!”

His feet stop. Damn them, they won’t move.

Penny stands behind him, breathing hard. She must’ve taken the stairs.

“What are you doing here?” Penny says.

Corey swallows. “I was bringing your mom flowers.”

“Why?”

“Because I heard what happened.”

“Who told you?” Penny’s eyes cut away from him, as if she’s steeling herself for whatever she’s going to say next. “Was it your aunt?”

The summer night turns cold.

“They were seeing each other, weren’t they?” Penny says. “Your aunt and my mom?”

The lie comes fast. “What? No—”

“And she was there today, at the lake?”

“No.”

Penny’s hands become fists at her sides. Her voice is barely louder than a whisper as she says, “The doctor told me your aunt was there.”

Corey has never heard Penny speak this many words in his entire life. She’s never even been on Corey’s radar before today. To him, she barely existed.

That must be why Corey is so taken aback by the force of Penny’s words, by her willingness to even ask these questions. Grudgingly, Corey respects her for it. But he still can’t tell her the truth.

“I guess they were friends,” Corey says. “Your mom had an accident, and my aunt helped her out.”

Penny looks him dead in the eyes. “You know what my mom said to me today? When she found out I was at your party last night?”

“How would I know—”

“She told me to stay away from your family. And I want to know why.”

Corey opens his mouth, but he can’t speak.

Letting their families think it’s an accident is easier, Corey’s grandpa always says. It brings more closure.

Corey has always bought into that logic—until tonight. Because the thing that has defined Corey’s entire life is suddenly going to define Penny’s life, too. If Corey was in Penny’s position, wouldn’t he want to know if his mother’s death was for a reason—that it wasn’t chance that killed her, but a bitter witch whose grudge will live longer than he ever did?

Penny’s phone vibrates again. The name RON WILLIS appears on the screen, but she sends it to voice mail. She presses her phone to her chest. “I left home without telling my godfather. He’s going to have a meltdown.”

“Then you should go.”

“No,” Penny says, her voice shaking. “I’m not going anywhere until you give me an explanation.”

There it is again: that unexpected, grudging respect. But the way Penny is looking at him is strange. Her eyes are full of judgment.

No, not judgment. Blame.

Corey can’t let her blame this on him. On his family. They’ve worked too hard and suffered too much for that.

If Penny wants someone to blame, Corey can give her that much.

“Okay,” he says, his shoulders slumping. “Okay.”

Around them, wind rustles the trees. The rest of the parking lot and the road beyond it are completely deserted.

Corey has never so badly wanted to be another person, one who doesn’t know magic exists. But he’s a Barrion, and so he forces the words out:

“That necklace is the only thing keeping your mom alive.”
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Corey

BEFORE COREY’S MOM DIED, HIS DAD GAVE HIM SOME ADVICE.

“The hardest thing to control is ourselves,” James said. “But if you learn to deny yourself the things you want, you’ll always end up exactly where you want to be.”

After his mom died, Corey interpreted that in a different way: If he could keep everyone around him at a distance—if he could learn to control his life like he was a character in a video game, with set outcomes from every action he took—that would keep people safe. It would keep them alive. And the first step was to ensure nobody ever found out about the curse.

So why does telling the truth feel less like a mistake and more like a confession?

In the parking lot under the dim lights, Corey’s lungs expand. It’s as if he hasn’t breathed in years. But when he sees Penny’s face, the relief disappears. Because she’s staring at Corey like he just admitted to discovering alien life.

“That makes no sense,” she says, her voice small.

“I know.” Corey’s mind runs through a dozen ways he could begin this story. “My family… we’re…”

How will you explain this? She’ll think you’re insane.

Keep quiet. It’s easier.

You’ll be safe that way.

But this isn’t about Corey. It’s about Mrs. Emberly—and Penny.

“My family is cursed.”

The words ring out, more sure and confident than Corey expected. There’s a long moment of excruciating silence, and Corey can’t look at her.

“Cursed,” she repeats. “You mean, like… you’re sick?”

Corey shakes his head. “I mean if any of us falls in love with someone, that person is going to die.”

Penny takes one step closer to him, then two. “I’m sorry, but you’re saying my mom is going to die because your aunt is in love with her?”

“I know how it sounds. But the curse killed my mom, and my uncle Jason, and my grandmother, and a lot of other people.”

“But your mom, she—she got hit by a train.”

“Dying from the curse always looks like an accident. The dock at Elkie Lake broke while your mom was standing on it, but that wasn’t a coincidence.”

Penny wraps her arms around herself. She starts to pace, and then she stops and turns on him in a sudden rush of motion. “If that’s true—if your family knew, then why didn’t you do anything to stop this? Why didn’t your aunt stay away?”

At first, Corey can’t formulate a response—because it almost sounds like she believes him. He was expecting her to be afraid, to brush him off, maybe even laugh at his expense. But she skipped that part.

Then Penny’s words sink in, and Corey’s brief shock turns to bitterness. He takes a step closer to her. “You seriously think it’s that easy? My aunt never wanted this to happen. None of us did. If you want to blame anyone, blame the De Lucas.”

“The De Lucas? Why?”

“Why do you think?” Corey snaps.

Penny’s eyes narrow. “They’re witches?”

Corey was expecting her to say a lot of things, but not that. “You believe the rumors?”

Penny shakes her head. “N-no, I… I don’t know. But they’re…?”

“True?” Corey crosses his arms. “Completely.”

Penny looks frantic. Words pour from her mouth. “My mom was acting weird this morning. She seemed paranoid, and she kept touching that necklace… it was as if she was being watched. And I thought someone was watching me, too. I could’ve sworn that I saw someone in the woods last night, and then today at the hospital there was some sort of… I don’t know. A figure.” She turns back to Corey, her face drawn with horror. “Was it the De Lucas?”

“What did they look like?”

Penny’s brow furrows. “I couldn’t see them. They were standing in shadow.”

Immediately, Corey flashes back to the car ride with Dylan. The Shadow standing in the middle of the road.

“That wasn’t the De Lucas. That was the curse.”

“The curse? How is that possible?”

“Because it takes human form—or something like human form—right before someone dies. It’s like a fucked-up premonition. Everyone who has lost a loved one to the curse can see it.”

The blood drains from Penny’s face. “Then I wasn’t imagining it.”

“Your mom was right about us, and she was right about the De Lucas,” Corey says. “You should stay far away.”

Penny’s face contorts. She’s holding back tears, and Corey has to look away from her.

“And the necklace?” Penny asks with a shaking voice. “Why should I keep it on her?”

“Because it’s a ward. It will keep her safe from the curse for a while.”

“So she’ll wake up?”

Corey swallows. “I don’t think so.”

Slowly, Penny lowers herself into a crouch, digging her hands into her curls and rocking back and forth.

“Oh my god,” she says. “What do we do?”

Corey looks up at the hospital, eyes landing on the fifth floor. Then he kneels down in front of Penny and puts a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Penny looks up, and the full force of her eyes almost knocks him back. Corey gets the strange urge to run away, to pretend this never happened.

“There has to be some way to fix this,” Penny says. “What about Dylan? Didn’t you save her?”

Of course Penny would ask about Dylan. But Corey’s girlfriend isn’t in any danger; that was always the point.

The first time Corey was ever asked to a dance was in sixth grade. Technically, it was a mixer where nobody dressed up, and they played music in a lit-up gymnasium with chaperones standing at six-foot intervals around the perimeter. But for a bunch of middle schoolers, it was the equivalent of prom.

The invitation came out of nowhere. One second, Corey was eating lunch, and the next, Hannah Hartley walked right up to his table and asked him to be her date. Corey’s friends gasped and whooped, but Hannah stood there and watched him. Because Corey was supposed to answer.

So he said no.

Hannah barely made it ten steps away before she started crying. Corey’s friends had gone quiet, and so had everyone else in the cafeteria. But the second Hannah asked him to be her date, all Corey could see was his mom’s face. What if Corey had fun? What if he liked Hannah? It would kill her.

After that, it kept happening. People would send Corey notes, confess their crushes, and ask him if he was straight or not. When Corey determined that he was straight, he became terrified of girls, and he would barely go to parties even though he was always invited. Eventually, he couldn’t live like that anymore. He couldn’t just think about protecting others; he had to create some semblance of a normal life for himself.

Then, in eighth grade, Corey started hanging out with Dylan Mayberry. She was hot, and she was mean. He hated the way she judged people, the way she worked to make everyone else feel small or stupid. She was exactly the type of person Corey would never love.

So he asked her to the movies.

“Dylan is alive because I don’t love her,” Corey says mechanically.

“You don’t…” Penny’s face falls. “Then that’s it? You’ve given up?”

The words hit Corey like an aggressive linebacker. “Given up?” He leans closer, until they’re inches apart. He shouldn’t be angry; he knows better than anyone what Penny is going through. But the words come pouring out. “I haven’t given up. I’ve spent every day learning to live with this curse. I’m not a witch, Penny! I can’t snap my fingers and make the world a different place.”

“Then what about Alonso? Couldn’t he—”

Corey’s bitter laugh cuts her off. “Is that a joke? The De Lucas wanted this!”

“But—”

Corey never hears the rest of her words. He’s already getting into his car, leaving her kneeling on the pavement.

As Corey drives home, the look on Penny’s face stays with him: tangled hair, eyes shining with tears, and a jaw set in determination that will hopefully disappear. He gets a sick feeling in his stomach. He shouldn’t have told her. He had this delusion she would be upset, and then understand her mom’s accident was inevitable. Corey wasn’t expecting her to want to find a solution. To fight it.

Penny Emberly is more than a wallflower after all.

Corey pulls into the driveway at Meredith House and puts the Audi in park. Then he lays his head down on the steering wheel and closes his eyes. Everyone at home knows about Mrs. Emberly now. Being inside that house is like being at a funeral.

There’s the sound of an engine, and taillights flash in Corey’s rearview mirror. A rusty blue Shelby pulls into the driveway across the street.

Perfect timing.

Corey unbuckles his seat belt and walks toward the De Luca house. He stops before their dirt driveway. The Shelby’s door opens, and Alonso steps out, wearing one of his ugly robes over a tank top. He looks like a goth Hugh Hefner.

“Hey!” Corey shouts.

Alonso grins. His black eye gives off a sick gleam in the light emanating from Meredith House. “Come to say sorry for being an asswipe?”

“No.”

“Then what? You pissed that I won?”

Corey nods toward the dilapidated house. “Go tell your family that Anita Emberly is on her deathbed.”

For a split second, Alonso drops the tough-guy scowl, and his face goes blank. Dark satisfaction sends a chill through Corey.

“Anita Emberly,” Alonso repeats. “Penny’s mom?”

Someone laughs, and the sound is bitter and sad. It takes Corey a second to realize it’s coming from himself.

“All I want,” Corey says, “is to pretend I’ve never heard of you or your fucking family. Stay out of our sight.”

For once, Alonso doesn’t have a comeback. As Corey walks back to Meredith House, he hears Alonso’s footsteps retreat. The screen door of the De Luca home slams shut behind him, and in the quiet July night, it sounds like a thunderclap.
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Alonso

ALONSO FLIES INTO HIS HOME, PROPELLED LIKE A ROCKET. HE WISHES he could shed parts of himself, that he could spend the rest of his life floating in some great void. Instead, he’s stuck on Earth, with this new knowledge making his heart pound against his ribs like an angry fist.

The De Luca sisters are gathered around their circular dining table, holding hands like they’re about to do a séance. But instead of whispering spells to rouse the dead, their heads are bowed, and they’re silent. Aunt Emilia’s shoulders shake as she cries, but she doesn’t make a sound.

They’ve heard the news.

Alonso stands there, arms limp at his sides, waiting for them to acknowledge him. And when they don’t, he explodes.

“We have to do something!” he says, but it comes out as a scream.

Aunt Emilia jumps, thin hands gripping the arms of her chair. Aunt Donna narrows her eyes at him as she blows cigarette smoke out of her nose. But Alonso’s mother doesn’t move. Her head is bowed low, as if he didn’t say a word. As if he isn’t even there.

“It’s Penny’s mom,” he says, his own voice ringing in his ears.

“Indeed,” Aunt Donna says.

“We hoped you would hear it from us,” Emilia says, and then she dissolves into sobs again, audible this time.

If their dining room table wasn’t carved from a giant oak, Alonso would flip it. He’s vibrating like his body can’t contain him. He’s too big. Too angry. Anchor image, he thinks, but he can’t even remember what his anchor image is anymore. All he sees is Penny’s face.

So many people have died because of Grandpa Giovanni’s curse. But somehow, even in Alonso’s wildest dreams, he never imagined Penny would be dragged into this. Because he’s naive. He somehow convinced himself Penny existed in a fantasy world where blissful ignorance about magic would protect her.

And now her mom doesn’t stand a chance unless they do something.

“Mom,” Alonso says, “you have to call the Council.”

Vera De Luca speaks in a low, threatening voice.

“You will not use that tone with us, Alonso Pietro De Luca. You don’t decide what we will and won’t do.”

“But—”

“No.” Vera is on her feet, hands slamming the table. Her eyes are bright red, whether from crying or being too stressed to blink, it’s impossible to tell. Alonso knows he should be afraid, but he’s never been that smart.

“I can’t stand by and let this happen. If you’re too much of a coward to call the Council, then I will.”

Donna and Emilia inhale sharply. Alonso expects his mom to scream at him. Throwing something would be a nice touch. He’s ready for it, too. He’s full of fight and he has nowhere to put it, and he’s aching for someone to say the words that will push him over the edge. He wants to lose control. Alonso is a sane person in an insane world and he can’t be held responsible for his actions.

And then, as Alonso’s anger reaches a crescendo, his mom deflates like a balloon. She curves in on herself, one spindly hand covering her face, catching strands of her blond hair.

“We went to high school together,” Vera says. “We were lab partners once.”

It’s worse than anything Alonso’s mom could’ve screamed or thrown at him, because it’s defeat. The De Luca sisters won’t call the Council. Alonso would, but he knows what will happen. His family is exiled. Magic-less. And the Council can’t do anything to help anyone. It’s worse than not mattering; this is his family’s punishment. Their burden to carry.

What happens to Mrs. Emberly is all their fault.

Alonso isn’t shaking anymore. He’s empty, even though he doesn’t want to be. He dares a glance at his mom, but she’s ignoring him again. Even if she wasn’t, Vera wouldn’t see the way Alonso needs her, and he has too much pride to ever ask her for anything. But just this once, couldn’t she sense what he needs without him having to say a word?

It’s not Alonso’s mom who brings him back to himself. It’s Aunt Donna. She walks over and puts a hand on his shoulder, though it’s more of a pat than anything. A lit cigarette sits in the holder at the end of her silver ring. The smoke envelops them, making Alonso’s eyes water. He blinks through the tears and looks at her for help. He needs direction. Distraction.

Aunt Donna raises her chin, understanding barely visible in the firm set of her mouth.

“Go clean the cat box, will you?” she says. “Nimble’s been shitting up a storm.”
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Alonso is barely conscious as he dumps the litter and disinfects the plastic cat box with gloved hands. The AC is off, and the smell turns his stomach. He’s sweating through his tank top.

Nimble appears a few feet away, staring at him from the shadow of a fiddle-leaf fig.

“What did you eat?” Alonso says.

Nimble blinks, unconcerned her poop smells especially bad. Then she steps gingerly over to the basement door. “Meow,” she says, arching her back and looking at him expectantly.

Alonso grits his teeth. It’s disconcerting, having a magical connection with a cat that allows her to basically read his mind. “I’m not going down there.”

He returns to litter-box duty, but Nimble isn’t done. This time, she rubs up against the basement door, making it creak on its hinges.

“Shit,” Alonso says, rushing over to stop the door from moving. He pauses, waiting to see if his mom or aunts heard anything. It isn’t that the basement is off-limits, but he doesn’t want them asking questions. After all, why would Alonso suddenly show an interest in the basement when he hates anything and everything having to do with their magical lineage? Not to mention they have no idea Nimble is Alonso’s familiar. Without magic, his family can’t sense the energy binding him to her—which is why it’s always inconvenient when Nimble decides to show off how smart she is. Alonso doesn’t need his family getting suspicious.

“Meow,” Nimble says, putting her paws on Alonso’s calf and unsheathing her claws.

He curses and moves his leg away. “Fine! Stop being annoying.”

She lets out a victorious mew as he opens the door. Alonso closes it quietly behind them, and it isn’t until he’s sure nobody is coming that he descends the narrow wooden staircase.

The unfinished basement is a glorified storage unit, the concrete floor piled high with boxes of the cardboard and plastic varieties. Alonso flips the switch, and the light bulb hanging from the ceiling takes five full seconds to turn on.

Nimble has disappeared into the shadows, leaving Alonso all on his own to find the book he needs. And, unfortunately for him, every single one of these boxes is full of books. All of his family’s spell books, grimoires, and other magical texts are down here and Alonso needs to find a single folktale in one of them.

“You gonna help me out?” Alonso says into the dark.

Nimble doesn’t respond.

“I hate myself,” he mutters, and then he gets to work.

Twenty minutes later, when Alonso is opening his seventh box, Nimble shows herself. She’s sitting on a box in the far corner, tail swishing back and forth.

“Decided to make yourself useful?” Alonso says. Nimble might be annoying, but her instincts are unusually sharp. It probably has something to do with the fact that she died once.

Sure enough, when Alonso digs through the box Nimble chose as her throne, he finds what he’s looking for: an ancient volume bound in silver fabric and full of old folktales, told and retold by witches for centuries.

When Alonso was a kid, before he found Nimble, his mother and aunts would send him away after dinner so they could continue drinking wine without feeling like bad influences. But Alonso would always sneak out of bed and sit outside the dining room so he could hear them talk in low whispers. Mostly their conversations were boring, but sometimes they talked about things Alonso knew he could never repeat.

A few times, they talked about Park HaeJung.

Across the world, covens are generally in agreement that Park HaeJung was the most powerful witch to have ever lived. There are a million stories about her, and while some have probably been exaggerated over time, others have too much supporting evidence to deny—thanks to the copious notes of monarchy-era Korean covens.

Alonso is looking for one particular story, and he finds it near the back of this book. His eyes fly across the words:


In 1402, the Kaesong Park coven in the central kingdom of Joseon was near extinction. Four generations earlier, the matriarch Park ChoHui had cursed a family of merchants after learning that they were underpaying her family for their produce. This curse afflicted every firstborn child in the merchant’s family with a slow, painful illness that resulted in death before their tenth birthday. When the townsfolk realized what they’d done, the Kaesong Park coven was shunned, and their land was taken by the royal family. Years of hardship, depression, and regret weighed on the coven until almost every member died. The final surviving family descendant was young Park HaeJung.

Though HaeJung was only a young witch, her power was great, and her determination was greater. After years of effort, HaeJung accessed her grandmother’s magic through their blood connection and broke the curse, saving many members of the merchant’s family and ensuring the future of her own coven.



Alonso flips the page, but that’s the end of the story. He already knew HaeJung left no record of the incantation she used, or details of the ritual, because she was infamous for her lack of record-keeping. But he thought the story might give him some clue about how he could do the same—break a curse after its creator was long gone.

But there’s nothing. No clues at all.

Alonso sighs, snapping the useless book shut. What this bedtime story fails to mention is that Park HaeJung was a preternaturally gifted witch. Of course it was possible for her to break the curse of a long-dead witch. But breaking the Barrion curse is impossible. Alonso isn’t some once-in-a-millennium witch. What happened with Nimble was a fluke.

Alonso sniffles. He hates crying, probably because he does it all the time. Almost immediately, Nimble jumps onto Alonso’s lap and starts kneading his legs.

“I give up,” Alonso mutters.

Nimble goes still. When Alonso looks at her, she’s staring at him, her pupils dilating.

“What?”

The light bulb above them flickers once, twice, three times. As the light goes on and off, Nimble’s shadow grows larger on the basement floor.

The hair on the back of Alonso’s neck stands up. “That’s not funny.”

The light keeps flickering, and it might be Alonso’s imagination, but it looks like Nimble’s shadow has eyes. And giant claws. And they’re reaching for his ankle—

Alonso stands fast, knocking over his chair. Nimble drops to the floor, where she lands with perfect grace and stares up at him, the picture of innocence.

“Fuck,” Alonso says, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I said what I said. I don’t care how spooky you are, I’m done with this shit.” He makes it halfway up the stairs before he turns around and adds, “You’re sleeping in the living room tonight.”

The light flickers again, and Alonso takes the rest of the stairs two at a time.
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Penny

PENNY DOESN’T LEAVE HER MOM’S HOSPITAL ROOM FOR TWO DAYS.

She convinces Ron to let her sleep there. He argues at first, saying he doesn’t want her there by herself, but he doesn’t have the energy to put up a real fight. Naomi brings Penny food, and they walk laps around the fifth floor, sipping coffee from Styrofoam cups and saying very little. When Penny is alone, she mostly sits in a chair and stares at the wall, or out the window. Occasionally her eyes wander over to her mom, and inevitably to the necklace.

The ward. That’s what Corey called it.

Their conversation in the parking lot doesn’t seem real. Not just because of what Corey said about his family history, but because of how afraid he was. Afraid of the curse. Afraid of the De Lucas. Maybe even afraid that Penny wouldn’t believe him. If Penny hadn’t stumbled upon Alonso in the woods ten years ago and seen him do the impossible with her own eyes, she probably wouldn’t have.

But what Corey is describing—a curse that has been killing people for decades—is very different from what Penny saw when she was a kid. What if there is another explanation? Corey said the deaths in his family always look like accidents when the curse is involved, but there must be at least one exception.

Penny grabs her phone and finds the website for the Idlewood Central Library. She clicks on their digital newspaper archives, first typing in Barrions Idlewood. When that turns up nothing but articles about Barrion Heating & Cooling, she tries Barrion obituary.

The obituary for Corey’s mom is the first result. Penny remembers the day it happened. Corey was absent from school, and there were whispers among the students that someone in his family had died. Later, the story spread through Idlewood like a bloodstain: Mrs. Barrion’s SUV broke down on some abandoned train tracks, and somehow, impossibly, a train got routed onto the old tracks instead of the new ones.

A strange, terrible accident.

Penny swallows and clicks on the next link. This obituary is for Jason Chaudhary, Helen Barrion’s late husband.


JASON CHAUDHARY, 1978–2009

Jason Chaudhary, beloved son, father, and Idlewood’s Teacher of the Year for two years running, died Thursday in a sudden lightning storm that occurred outside his home. He is survived by his wife, Helen, and their four-year-old son, Julian…



A lightning storm. Definitely an accident.

Next is an article from the Los Angeles Times:


TECH ENTREPRENEUR DIES IN PLANE CRASH

September 14, 2014

Latin American billionaire Ramón Hirsch was larger than life, but even that didn’t make him immortal. Hirsch died on September 13th when his private plane went down as he flew from his hometown of Puebla to Mexico City for the 4th annual Artificial Intelligence Conference of the Americas, or AICA. He leaves behind his parents, Humberto and María Hirsch; his siblings, Gigi and Paulo; his wife, Latin Grammy–winner Sofía Barrion Hirsch.



There’s no mention of Sofía’s daughter, Camila. Penny’s eyes go back to the date, and that’s when it hits her: Sofía must’ve been pregnant when her husband died.

Penny’s hands have gone slick with sweat. She clicks on another obituary, then another, until she’s gotten through eleven of them. Every single one of these people was in love with a member of the Barrion family—and they all died within the last fifty years. None of the deaths were natural.

Penny’s vision doubles, and she closes all the tabs until she’s staring at the search results again. There’s one more obituary she hasn’t clicked on.

A pdf loads, revealing a scan of an old newspaper article with spotty text. It’s brief, barely a paragraph:


ELENA “ELLIE” THOMPSON BARRION, 1951–1979

Idlewood native Ellie Barrion died in a fire that destroyed part of Meredith House, the home of Barrion Heating & Cooling’s founding family. A graduate of the University of Chicago, Ellie was a former Miss Idlewood and a beloved member of the city gardening club. She leaves behind a husband, Charles; two children, Helen and James; and her parents, Dorothy and Dennis Thompson.



Giovanni De Luca died the same day as Ellie Barrion. His body was found right after the fire at Meredith House. Everyone assumed Alonso’s grandfather killed himself because he started the fire, but what if there was more to it? What if Alonso’s grandfather did something even worse—something that would make his ex-fiancée’s family suffer for generations?

Penny puts down her phone.

Her mom used to say there was a boundary between coincidence and design. Coincidence and meant-to-be. Coincidence and fate.

“But how do you know if it’s not a coincidence?” Penny once asked. “Can’t our minds trick us into seeing patterns that aren’t there?”

It was a slow day at the café, so they were doing a deep clean of the place. Her mom’s sleeves were rolled up, hands shoved into oversized yellow gloves. As she wrung out her cleaning rag, she gave Penny a mischievous smile.

“Your brain will always try to bury the truth,” she said, “but if you let the world come to you, it becomes easy to see. Sort of like being in love. Even if you deny how you feel, your body will give it away. There are truths your brain can’t tell you.”

Gray light begins to filter through the blinds. It’s morning. Anita’s accident was three days ago, and she’s shown no signs of waking up.

Penny closes her eyes, and she thinks about all the tragedies in the Barrion family. She tries to clear her mind and see the truth of it, but she can’t. All she sees is the smirking face of Alonso De Luca.

Penny sits up suddenly, the cot creaking underneath her.

Alonso. He could verify Corey’s story, right?

No. Penny should keep her distance. Because if all of it is true, how will Alonso—violent, volatile Alonso—react if he finds out Penny knows the truth about him?

But what other option does she have?

Penny sits there until the morning light goes from blue to gold, her heart pounding. Then she grabs her pink bomber jacket, takes her anxiety meds, and kisses her mother’s forehead.

“If I don’t come back,” she whispers, hoping her mom can hear her, “give Naomi my stuffed narwhal.” Then she marches off to confront a witch.
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Penny

PENNY PARKS THE PRIUS IN FRONT OF VILLAGE BLUES RECORDS. Drinking black coffee was a bad idea; it canceled out her anxiety medication and her body is buzzing like an engine. Not an ideal emotional state for what she’s about to do.

And yet here she is, parked next to Alonso’s rusty blue car.

Alonso has worked at Village Blues Records since at least sophomore year. He might be their only employee, actually, because his car is there every day. The store is down the street from the café, in a converted house next to the grimy Boxer’s Irish Pub. There’s an old wheelchair ramp leading to the record store’s front door, and it squeaks under Penny’s Adidas sneakers.

Penny puts her hand on the door handle, but she can’t make herself open it.

“C’mon, Penny,” she mutters. “Think about the coffee orders.”

Back when Penny entered middle school, when her anxiety set in, she promptly forgot how to socialize. Even telling cafeteria workers whether she wanted lasagna or a burger was impossible. So Anita plopped Penny behind the counter at Horizon Café and made her take orders until it was terrifying instead of impossible, then tolerable instead of terrifying.

If Penny got through that, she can get through anything. She just has to pretend the stakes aren’t life or death.

She opens the front door.

Early seventies punk music blares over the speakers. The store is filled with headphones, used turntables, and records lined up in wire bins. The walls are covered with posters, band T-shirts, and tragically mismatched wallpaper.

Alonso has his back to the front door. He’s placing orange price stickers on tattered vinyl covers, his movements mechanical. Right when Penny is about to say something—she’s not even sure what—she triggers the sensor. It announces her with a recording of George Harrison’s “Ding Dong, Ding Dong.”

“Can I help you?” Alonso says without turning around.

Penny is already hiding behind a stack of old amplifiers, pretending she didn’t hear him.

“Whatever,” Alonso mutters, and the rhythmic smack of the price-tag gun starts up again.

Penny presses a hand to her mouth to muffle her breathing. She needs to get out of here and regroup. Let this coffee get out of her system. She’ll come back in a few hours.

At least, that’s the plan until a familiar head of curly hair catches her eye. Penny turns to one of the band posters, and there, gazing at her with blue eyes that are a mirror of her own, is her dad.

It’s a faded poster of him with his band, Quicklime. It sits in a plastic black frame on the wall, its torn edges lovingly reassembled so they’re barely noticeable behind the glass. And underneath it is a sign:


QUICKLIME

IDLEWOOD’S GRUNGE LEGENDS

RIP NATHAN EMBERLY



“I have all of their albums.”

Penny’s breath catches in her throat. She uses the sleeve of her jacket to quickly wipe away the tears—she blames it on the coffee and the trauma—and she turns to face him.

Alonso stands at the end of the aisle, the price-tag gun propped on his shoulder like an actual weapon. He watches her with an emotion Penny can’t identify.

“Did you put this up?” Penny asks.

“Yep.”

“Oh.” Penny searches for the right words, but all she comes up with is a weak “Thanks.”

Alonso glares. “I didn’t do it for you.”

The venom in his tone brings Penny crashing back to reality. It takes her a second to realize she’s laughing. It’s official: She’s delirious.

Alonso’s lips thin. “What?”

“I know you didn’t do it for me. And I’m saying thank you anyway.”

Alonso shifts on his feet, looking away from her. “Right. Happy shopping, I guess.”

“Wait.” Penny steps forward, willing her voice to be less squeaky. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

Alonso holds his arms out. “Does it look like I’m busy?”

Penny glances around the empty store. “No?”

“So talk.”

Penny opens her mouth, but words have abandoned her again. Her eyes are drawn to a brown glass bottle sitting in the pocket of Alonso’s jacket—or is it a robe?—and she barely keeps her jaw from dropping.

Alonso follows her gaze. “What? You want one?”

“I drove here,” Penny says, as if Alonso would care about something like that.

Alonso frowns. Slowly he lifts the bottle out of his jacket so Penny can see the label: FIZZY BARREL ROOT BEER.

“That’s… not booze?”

“I don’t drink.”

Penny’s face grows red, even as something about Alonso not drinking strikes her as strange. Why did she think he drank in the first place?

“S-sorry. I just say weird stuff when I’m nervous.”

There’s a pause. “I know,” Alonso says, his voice soft.

He knows? Penny is so caught off guard that she meets his eyes. They’re a strange gray color, but they’re not cold. They’re questioning.

About what, though? Penny can’t tell. She’s too distracted by the fact that he doesn’t seem so scary right now. Even though he’s already snapped at her, and even though she just implied he was drunk at work, he seems… fine. Maybe even nice, or nice-adjacent.

So she chooses this moment to say the words:

“My mom had an accident.”

It’s immediately clear this was a mistake. Alonso’s eyes narrow, and the edge returns to his voice. “You think I don’t pay attention?”

Penny vacillates between anxiety and exasperation. Exasperation wins, and she throws her hands up. “I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to. I know your mom is in the hospital. Did you have a point?”

“My point,” Penny says, “is that I think it has something to do with you.”

Alonso stares at her like she just molted.

“Me,” he says.

“Yes.”

“And who told you that?”

Penny presses her lips together. “I think you can guess.”

“Wait.” Alonso’s mouth hangs open as he processes something, his gray eyes unfocused. “Corey actually told you?”

Penny braces herself for rage. “I… I don’t know if we’re talking about the same thing.”

Alonso takes a step closer, and Penny reflexively moves back. He notices, and he runs his tongue over his teeth. Penny’s stomach twists.

“He said the curse is our fault, right?” Alonso says.

The curse. Those are the words that have been running laps in Penny’s head since the night she ran into Corey at the hospital. Hearing them out loud is enough to force all the air from her lungs.

“What else did he tell you about us?” Alonso asks.

Penny clears her throat. “Corey said you and your family are, um…”

“Say it. Out loud.”

It takes Penny a second before she gasps. “Is that a Twilight reference? I thought you were a witch?” She gasps again. “Oh my god, are vampires real, too?”

“No, vampires aren’t real.” Alonso pauses, suddenly thoughtful. “I mean, I don’t think they’re real. I guess they could be—”

“Stop!” Penny holds up both hands in surrender. “Please. No more revelations this week.” Her shoulders sag. “So the curse is real.”

Alonso nods, once.

“And your family…?”

“It was my grandpa. The curse was his handiwork.”

“So…” Penny struggles to word her question. “How do we stop it?”

Alonso lets out a hiss between his teeth. “We don’t. Did Corey leave that part out?”

Penny feels every muscle in her body go tense. “But… but can’t we—”

“My grandpa is the only person who could break the curse, and he’s been dead a long time. If my family could fix it, we would.” He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Suddenly he can’t look at her again. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

I’m sorry. Strange words coming from Alonso. Even stranger, he sounds like he means it.

Penny had walked into the record store believing Alonso would be angry. Maybe he would even magic her to another dimension, or at least yell a little bit. Instead, she found out Alonso has created a shrine to her dad’s band. That he doesn’t drink. That he’s not even mad that Penny wanted to talk to him about the curse—or that she knows he’s a witch.

Their conversation about her yearbook pops into her mind. Who is Alonso, really? Should Penny actually be afraid of him?

And if Penny pushed him, is there a chance he’d help her?

“You said only one person could break the curse?” Penny asks.

“Yeah, my grandpa.”

“Okay, hear me out.” Penny holds up her hands as if she’s a magician and she’s presenting Alonso as her amazing assistant.

Alonso blinks at her. “I’m listening.”

She gestures more deliberately in his direction.

“I’m sorry, I don’t do telepathy.”

“Alonso!” she says. “You’re a witch!”

“So?”

“So you have magic! What if there’s a way to save my mom that you don’t even know about? There must be a million spells out there—”

“There’s only one spell in existence that can break a curse, and it has to be cast by the person who cursed you in the first place.”

“But you’re from the same family.”

“Technically the same coven.”

Penny gulps. “Fine. Coven. Doesn’t that count for anything?”

Alonso glares at her, though it’s less intimidating than past glares. Then he returns to the front of the store and starts smacking the price-tag gun against boxes of cheap earbuds. The message is clear: Conversation over.

Penny follows him. “Don’t you want to break the curse?”

This time, Alonso slams the sticker gun down. “I guess Corey forgot to tell you all the details, huh? He didn’t mention that my family doesn’t have magic anymore?”

Whatever hope Penny had wavers like a flame. “But you said you’re a witch!”

“There’s a very powerful witch council, okay? When my grandpa cursed the Barrions, he basically committed a witch felony. And the Council punished us by sealing our magic.”

“Which means…?”

“It means we’ve got nothing. Whatever magic is in our blood is dormant now.” Alonso is only a foot away, and his eyes are bright under his wild blue hair. “My ancestors used to make medicine for people, you know? They used to see the future. They would know if a storm was coming, or if the crops would die. They weren’t evil, but that didn’t matter. My grandpa fucked up, and we were all punished for it. So no, Penny, I can’t help you.”

This can’t be real life—standing here listening to Alonso vent about his family’s lost magic while Penny’s mom lies unconscious in a hospital bed. It’s like falling down the rabbit hole, but when Penny hits the ground, she won’t be in a fantasy land. She’ll still be in Idlewood, and her mom will be dead.

Penny’s panic turns to something darker. Something like anger.

“You don’t have magic?” Penny says.

“I never have,” Alonso says, and his tone is forceful. Final.

“You’re lying.”

Alonso’s shock is quickly replaced with anger. Somehow, they’ve moved even closer, and his scent is overwhelming—amber and earth.

“What did you say?” he whispers.

“You said you don’t have magic,” Penny says. “So explain the cat.”

Alonso’s gray eyes open wide, and the expression takes away his hard edges. For a second, he looks like the boy Penny saw in the woods near Elkie Lake ten years ago.

“What cat?”

Penny’s feet are rooted to the floor. Too late to run away now. “The cat you brought back to life. I was there. I saw the whole thing.”

Alonso doesn’t move. He just watches her with that same wide-eyed, unreadable expression.

Then, without warning, he turns back to his work. “I don’t know what you think you saw, but you were wrong. I’m as magic-free as the rest of my family.”

“If you don’t want to help me, at least have the courage to say it,” Penny says. “Don’t give me some bullshit excuse.”

“If you’re done, you can leave. I would say don’t tell anyone about all this stuff, but half the town thinks my family is evil anyway. Just stay away from this curse unless you want to end up in the ground right next to your parents.”

Penny grits her teeth. “My mom isn’t dead.”

“She might as well be.”

The words bite deep, and all the fight leaves Penny’s body. She has nothing to say back.

Coming here was a mistake after all.

Penny’s feet take her out of the store, across the gravel, back to her car. She’s already crying as she turns it on. As she drives away from her last resort, all Penny can think is: What now?
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Alonso

IT’S A TRUTH UNIVERSALLY ACKNOWLEDGED THAT ALONSO GETS BETTER at darts when he’s pissed.

“Wow,” Kiki says when he gets another bull’s-eye, except she says wow the way most people say fuck off.

“You good, Alonso?” Aidan asks from the couch, where he’s flipping through old Playboy magazines to get ideas for drag costumes.

They’re on the first floor of the old De Luca Pharmacy. It was repossessed by the bank after the pharmacy went out of business, but the bank forgot it existed, so it became a repository for garage sale furniture and goths. A stack of dusty DVDs sits in the corner, along with an ancient nineties television somebody disemboweled. An old Colts blanket hangs on the wall, but it’s covered in graffiti that says BEARS DEFENSE IS BETTER.

“I’m fine,” Alonso lies, and his next throw hits the outer bull.

It’s been a day since Penny showed up at Village Blues and single-handedly gave him an identity crisis.

Don’t you want to break the curse?

Of course he does. They all do. But the De Lucas gave up on fixing Grandpa Gio’s mistake a long time ago. After Corey’s grandparents got married and the relationship between Charles Barrion and Giovanni De Luca soured, the Barrions started spreading all kinds of rumors about the De Lucas: that they cast hexes on unsuspecting citizens, or that they killed people and used their fluids to make the tinctures sold at the De Luca Pharmacy. That was some nasty Sweeney Todd shit. Alonso’s grandpa had promised his grandma Allison that he would write a blood oath to clear their name and save the pharmacy. Blood oaths are powerful contracts written and signed in blood, and if anything written in the oath is a lie, the witch that signed it will literally go up in flames. But there was never any blood oath—just his grandpa Gio, dead. And he wasn’t burned to a crisp. Instead, it was a self-inflicted gunshot wound, because he’d apparently done something so terrible that he couldn’t live with himself anymore.

Alonso interprets this as an escape hatch. Grandpa Gio probably lied about the blood oath to get his family off his back. But Alonso’s mom and aunts had wanted to believe it, and they spent years tearing through the house and the pharmacy, going through all of Giovanni’s books and clothing and furniture, convinced they would find a blood oath that would absolve their family and maybe even prove Grandpa Gio hadn’t cursed the Barrions after all.

They found nothing. It was a waste of time.

Alonso’s eyes flick up to the ceiling. Grandpa Gio’s body was found upstairs, hours after the fire at Meredith House killed Ellie Barrion. People think it’s morbid Alonso shows his face here, so it adds to his don’t-fuck-with-me reputation. But deep down, Alonso is hoping to find answers, too. The kind that would change his family’s future.

Which is impossible. Alonso needs to follow the advice he gave Penny and move on.

The door to the pharmacy opens, and two trash human beings saunter inside. Clay Thornberg falls into a beanbag chair, and Royce Montalban leans against the wall, absorbed in something on his phone. Neither of them says hi, so Alonso ignores them.

Until he can’t.

“Y’all hear about Mrs. Emberly?” Clay says, and Alonso freezes halfway to throwing his next dart.

Aidan glances at Alonso. “Yeah, we heard.”

“It sucks. She was hot as fuck.” Clay smirks. “I guess there’s always her daughter.”

Royce laughs. “Think she gives it up as easily as her mom?”

“For sure. She’s got that girl-next-door thing going on, but I bet she’s a freak.”

The dart flies between Clay and Royce, and Clay screams, falling off the beanbag. The dart sticks straight out of the drywall, and they both stare at it for a long moment. Then Clay’s face turns bright red. He pushes to his feet and shoves Alonso’s shoulder.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” Clay spits.

“Dude, it’s fine, he’s just playing,” Royce says.

Alonso smirks. “No, I’m not.”

Aidan grabs Alonso’s shoulder. “Hey. Let’s go outside.”

“Listen to your friend,” Clay says, nodding at Aidan. “He’s looking out for you.”

Before Alonso can say something intimidating or clever or both, Aidan is dragging him out the front door.

“Get off,” Alonso says, shoving Aidan away once they’re in the parking lot. He’s full of kinetic energy, and he paces across the cracked concrete, running his hands through his hair. The sun has finally set, and the breeze cools the sweat on his neck, but he’s still buzzing. He wants to hit something. Preferably Clay, but a wall would do the job.

“You shouldn’t make enemies of those guys,” Aidan says.

“I don’t care.”

Aidan sighs. “Have you talked to Penny since the accident?”

Alonso stops walking. “Why?”

“Because…” Aidan throws up his hands. “Never mind. You won’t listen to me anyway.”

Kiki appears, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “Let’s go. I don’t like breathing the same air as Clay.” She nods at Alonso. “Want a ride?”

“Nope,” Alonso says.

Kiki rolls her eyes, but she doesn’t argue. Before Aidan gets into the passenger seat, he pauses, drumming his fingers on the roof of the car.

“See you at the drag show?” Aidan says hopefully.

Alonso shakes his head. “Nope. Sorry.”

Aidan looks hurt for a split second, and then Alonso’s only real friends in the world are leaving, the car’s tires kicking up dust in the blue evening.

Alonso stares after them. They know he could pick up the fight with Clay. By leaving, they were checking out, saying Thanks but we have other things to do that don’t involve babysitting your sorry ass. Which is fine. They’re not Alonso’s keepers.

He looks up at the old sign. It still reads DE LUCA PHARMACY, the letters faded but legible, and seeing his name on this place makes him want to vomit. He hates what the pharmacy symbolizes: his family’s failure, and the Barrions’ hatred.

The De Lucas tried to keep the pharmacy going after their magic was sealed. Alonso’s grandma Allison was mortal, but she could make some basic tonics by hand. She was convinced they could find a way to make it work. She spent every day at the pharmacy with three kids under age four, stocking the shelves and placing orders for the kind of mass-produced medicines they never used to carry.

A year later, the Barrions brought a chain pharmacy into town. That was the first blow. Then somebody started rumors that the De Lucas were putting human bodily fluids into their tonics. The customers stopped coming by after that.

Shame and frustration settle on Alonso’s chest. Even though he wants to blame the Barrions for what happened to the pharmacy, it’s more complicated than that. Because if Giovanni cursed the Barrions, Alonso’s family deserves to suffer.

Unless they could fix it, like Penny said. Unless Alonso could—

“Fuck that,” Alonso says out loud.

“Meow,” says a creature in the dark, and Alonso almost pisses himself.

A figure moves on the roof of his Shelby, settling herself in a patch of moonlight.

The panic leaves Alonso in a wave. “Nimble,” he growls, “I told you to stay at the house.”

She licks her paw, unbothered. Showing up at Alonso’s side is all part of her job description as his familiar. That’s the way it’s always been, ever since that day in the woods—the day Alonso used magic for the first time.

The day Penny found out what Alonso really was.
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The Nimble resurrection was mostly an accident.

It happened during the fall of Alonso’s second-grade year. That season was especially rainy, and it had turned the De Lucas’ backyard garden into a labyrinth. Alonso spent most of his time outside, because his parents were fighting a lot, and being around them was like being swept up in an angry tsunami. Instead, he would wander through the garden, alternately pretending to be lost in the jungles of Neverland or that he was a contestant in the Hunger Games. He wasn’t allowed to go into the woods by himself yet, but occasionally he would wander too far and claim it was an accident, because how was he supposed to know where their garden ended and the woods began?

This was also when Alonso discovered he liked running. There was something about hurtling himself through the trees and over the roots that made him feel like a superhero rather than a villain. Most of the kids at school stayed away from him, and if they did talk to him, they all asked the same questions: Can you use a spell to make my sister’s tongue turn green? Is it true that your family watches everyone in Idlewood through puddles of rain? What do you see when you look regular people in the eyes?

“Regular people.” As though Alonso wasn’t one.

Alonso started spending so much time outside that he eventually discovered an overgrown path to Elkie Lake. If he ran fast enough, he could get there in ten minutes. If he ran faster, he was convinced his feet could take him anywhere he wanted to go.

One day, when the ground was vibrating with thunder, Alonso set off for Elkie Lake at what he thought of as “top speed.” This meant when he got there he would have to collapse on the ground like someone who had just completed an important mission. It felt dramatic.

Except that day, Alonso was mid-stride when he tripped on a rock. A very small, soft rock.

While Alonso went flying face-first into the dirt, the not-rock slid across the ground, barely audible on the fallen leaves. Alonso scrambled to his feet, not even registering the cut on his cheek.

He had tripped on a kitten. Its eyes were open, unblinking, and its neck was twisted at a funny angle.

Alonso began to cry. He didn’t want the cat to be dead. He reached out and touched its neck.

There was thunder again, but this time, it came from inside Alonso’s veins. It was like a dam inside him had broken, and all the water was rushing through him. He almost blacked out.

Even at a young age, Alonso had heard a million stories about magic from his mother and aunts, how it can be painful when you’re learning to use it. All magic has a cost, his mom taught him, and that was how Alonso knew without a shadow of a doubt he was accessing some part of himself that was supposed to be locked away. He wanted it to stop, but it didn’t. All he could do was squeeze his eyes shut, and when he opened them, he was somewhere else.

It was the woods, but it wasn’t. The colors of the leaves were faded, and the branches were white and thin and twisted. It looked like they were reaching for him.

And there were people everywhere.

They wandered around him, arms hanging limply at their sides. At first, their eyes appeared unfocused. Then Alonso realized they didn’t have eyes at all. Their sockets were hollow.

Alonso screamed, but nobody reacted. Because these people were dead. They were ghosts.

“Meow,” something said.

Alonso looked down, and there was the kitten, staring up at him. Like these ghosts, the kitten was washed out, colors faded, and it didn’t have eyes.

Alonso realized where he was. This was the Second World.

His aunts had told him stories about this place. The Second World is the realm across the Veil. It’s where the spirits of the dead—mortal, witch, animal—all congregate right after death, and the Second World is abuzz with their energy. Witches are connected to the Second World in a way mortals aren’t, and they’re able to draw on this energy to influence their own realm. It’s the source of all magical energy.

Somehow, Alonso had crossed the Veil, even though the Council had sealed his family’s magic long before he was born.

“Meow,” the kitten said again, and Alonso’s fear subsided for a moment. He picked her up and said, “You’re coming back with me.”

The kitten began to glow. A white thread bloomed from her chest, connecting her to something in the distance. Alonso knew by instinct this meant the kitten was almost alive. They needed to cross the Veil again, and then she’d be okay.

But the shift in energy around the kitten had gotten the attention of the other ghosts and they all turned to look at Alonso. A young girl approached him, hand raised. Unlike the other ghosts, she had eyes. And they were a pure, unearthly white.

“Take me home,” she said.

The kitten’s ears folded back and she hissed. Alonso trusted her, so he moved away from the ghost. “Stay back,” he said, but the ghost girl took another step forward. Alonso made the mistake of reaching out a hand to knock hers away, but when he touched her, the strangest thing happened.

Alonso started to absorb her.

First her hand disappeared, and his own hand went numb, as though it was no longer part of him. Then the sensation crept up his arm, and there was pressure in Alonso’s chest.

A white thread bloomed from his own chest, connecting him to his body on the other side. The girl saw it, and her expression turned hungry. She reached for it.

This girl was using Alonso as a conduit. She wanted to take over his body back in the world of the living.

“Stop,” Alonso managed to say. But the girl didn’t stop. Alonso’s consciousness became fuzzy around the edges.

Then, in his arms, the kitten changed.

Her body stretched, becoming long and hairless. Her mouth bloomed into a snarl, and her paws grew to the size of Alonso’s head. She reached out with her claws, swiping at the girl’s torso. The girl screamed as the kitten tore her like paper, the pieces of her floating off as her scream echoed.

Alonso shouted in relief, and he wrapped his arms around the now-large animal that had saved his life. But the ground shook, and other ghosts started to appear—and they all had white eyes.

The animal snarled at them, and fear held the ghosts back for a split second. Alonso took the opportunity. With the animal held tightly against his chest, he ran at “top speed,” following the thread that connected the animal to its tiny, lifeless body.

Thunder rumbled inside him again, and then he felt rain. When he opened his eyes, he was back at Elkie Lake. His Elkie Lake.

And in front of him, the kitten was purring.

He gasped and scooped her up in his arms. “Hi,” he said, burying his face in her fur. She dug her claws into his skin in affection.

Magic buzzed in Alonso’s veins. His family wanted their magic back more than they wanted anything else in the world. If Alonso could use his, they would be happy. Hopeful. Alonso could see his mother’s face already; she would be so proud of him. Alonso knew he wasn’t easy to be around. He could feel it in the way people treated him, like he was delicate. But if he had magic, his mom would want to spend time with him. She would teach him how to use his powers.

Then Alonso remembered the stories about his grandfather Giovanni. The man who had used his power to kill people, including Corey Barrion’s mother a few months ago. His mom and aunts always lowered their voices when they talked about Grandpa Gio, as if they weren’t supposed to speak his name, or love him, or even remember him.

They were ashamed.

Alonso clutched the kitten tighter to his chest. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. If he had this power, could he control it? Or would he end up like his grandfather—making enemies and hurting people until he couldn’t live with himself anymore?

In the future, Alonso would use strategically vague questions to get stories from his mom and aunts about necromancy—one of the most dangerous classes of forbidden magic. He would learn there were no known success stories. Instead, any witches who tried to resurrect the dead were possessed by poltergeists—white-eyed spirits like the young girl Alonso had encountered, ghosts who weren’t able to cross over and grew powerful from their resentment of the living. Poltergeists keep their memories but lose all empathy, and whenever they get the chance to cross through the Veil, they wreak havoc on mortals and witches alike until their hosts are killed. Alonso had only escaped thanks to the kitten, and he swore to himself he would never cross the Veil again.

But that day in the woods, Alonso hadn’t realized how close he’d come to dying. He just held the kitten to his chest and decided he didn’t want anything to do with his newfound magic.

“I’ll call you Nimble,” Alonso told the kitten. He’d learned that word from his classmate Penny Emberly. They’d done a project in language arts that required them to research the roots of words, and Penny had chosen nimble. When she used it in an example sentence, she’d said, “A cat is very nimble because it always lands on its feet.”

The kitten purred in approval. Then her ears twitched, and Alonso heard it, too: a snapped twig, the crinkle of leaves.

Alonso whipped around, holding the kitten to his chest. “Who’s there?” he called, afraid it was his mother or aunts. If they knew about his magic, they’d want him to use it. And what if he lost control?

But there was nobody in the woods. There was only silence. Nobody had seen him bring the kitten back to life. It would be their secret.

Or so Alonso had thought.
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Corey

AFTER COREY GETS HOME FROM OFF-SEASON FOOTBALL TRAINING, HE doesn’t bother going inside the house. Instead, he finds himself in the backyard, staring into the bright blue pool. He takes off his shirt and dives in, swimming a few laps before he relocates to a folding chair to bake in the sun.

Corey has been spending less time at home since his conversation with Penny. It’s hard enough existing in Meredith House when the curse is breathing down their necks; now there’s an added layer of guilt that Corey told Penny the truth. He put his whole family at risk, and was it worth it?

Corey throws an arm over his eyes. The exhaustion of the past week reaches deep, settling in his bones.

A dark shape moves in the distance. It’s Julian, coming from their grandfather’s house. Charles Barrion prefers his own space, so he occupies the in-law suite at the back of the property. Corey raises a hand, and Julian heads his way.

“How’s it going?” Corey asks as his cousin sits down.

Julian shrugs. His shaggy black hair hides his eyes, and even though it’s summer, he wears his usual black turtleneck. Germs are one of his phobias, and he prefers clothing that covers as much of his skin as possible.

“Grandpa is still pissed at you?” Corey guesses.

“He has a right to be,” Julian says. “I lost control.”

“It happens. He’ll get over it.”

Julian laughs bitterly. “It’s not supposed to happen to me. I’m taking over the company one day.”

Corey sits up. Slowly, so that Julian can see him, he places a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. Julian flinches, but he doesn’t pull away.

“That won’t be for a while,” Corey says. “My dad isn’t retiring any time soon.”

Julian shrugs Corey’s hand off. “It’s not just that, Corey, and you know it.”

Corey sighs. It would be impossible to miss how bad Julian’s agoraphobia has become. He’s in therapy, but his internship at their family’s company is completely virtual. But wasn’t their grandfather fine with that? If the look on Julian’s face is any indication, maybe not.

“It’ll get better,” Corey says.

“Grandpa is probably wishing you were the firstborn grandchild. You’d be a natural at this.”

“Yeah, me. A half-Cameroonian jock.”

“My dad was Indian, remember? It’s not about that.”

Anger takes the place of any desire to comfort Julian. “Really? You don’t think they’d go easier on us if both our parents were white?”

Julian looks at the pool as he cracks every knuckle on both hands. The sound mixes with the chirping of birds, the rustling of trees, the hum of the pool filter. “I know you’re right, but I can’t let myself think about it. Every day is hard enough.”

Corey’s anger goes dull at the edges. Their cousin, Camila, is too young to fully understand the struggles of being multiracial in a mostly white family. But Julian and Corey grew up closer in age, and it bonded them. When Julian was diagnosed with depression, seven-year-old Corey went to the library and checked out a dozen books on the disorder so they could read them together. When Corey’s mom died, he slept in Julian’s bed for a year. They’ve been strong for each other.

Now, Corey wishes there was a way he could help Julian again. That Corey could convince him he’s strong enough to lead their family’s company, that their grandfather won’t always be so hard on him. But Corey doesn’t know how to do that, so he resorts to the mantra he always repeats to himself: “When it gets hard, remember why you’re doing this.”

Julian looks at him. “Why am I doing it?”

“If the company is successful, our family is safe. We might be cursed, but at least we can insulate ourselves from all the other bad shit in the world.”

Julian’s gaze softens. “Right. We’ll keep everyone safe.”

They fall into silence. Corey wants to ask how Aunt Helen is doing, but he already knows the answer. The only sign she’s alive is that she’s leaving barely eaten plates of food outside her bedroom door. Corey’s dad always spends a lot of time at the office, but lately he hasn’t even been coming home at night. Every time tragedy strikes, James spends more time at work, growing their business and the family’s wealth as if that could make up for what they’ve lost.

To distract himself from thoughts of his absent dad, Corey reflexively picks up his phone. Before he knows it, he’s opening his feed and searching Penny’s name.

Her profile is active, but she’s only got a few followers. Most of the photos are faded, sun-drenched; there’s a photo of her mom behind the counter at Horizon Café, a candid of Naomi Salazar putting on mascara, an overhead photo of a leafy plant sitting next to an empty clay pot and a pile of soil. The most recent photo shows a beaming Penny, pointing to her oversized T-shirt. QUICKLIME, the shirt reads in jagged letters, and that’s when Corey remembers: Penny’s dad is already dead.

Corey tosses his phone onto the grass.

He’s not childish enough to believe life should be fair. But the injustice of this whole situation weighs on him, making him want to scream. What if Penny is right? Has Corey really given up?

“We used to talk about breaking the curse,” Corey says. “Remember, when we were kids? We said we’d find a way.”

“We aren’t kids anymore. I don’t like fantasies.”

Corey sits up. “Hear me out. What if we contact the witch coven that made the ward?”

“Your dad said they refused to help us.”

“Except they did help us once. We could try again.”

Julian presses his long, thin fingers against his knees. “Look. I know you’re determined not to let this curse hurt anyone, but maybe you need to reconsider. You could get married someday, even have kids, and they’d be safe.”

Corey stares at his cousin, expecting him to say he’s joking. But Julian won’t meet his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

Julian sighs. “I’m saying that you’re young. It’s still possible to enjoy your life—”

“We promised we would never do that. I’m not letting this curse kill someone because of me.”

Julian stares at him, a sad smile playing at his lips. “Everyone dies, Corey. But if you try to cut yourself off from the world, I think that will hurt more in the long run.”

“Which one of us is cut off from the world? You’re the one who never leaves Meredith House.”

Julian’s smile turns bitter. “Yeah, thanks. I forgot.”

Corey’s anger disappears, replaced immediately by that same desire to fix everything. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“I know you didn’t mean it.” Julian lets his eyes drift beyond the pool to their grandfather’s house. “This curse isn’t going anywhere. Life is good and bad, always. Even if we got rid of the curse, maybe we’d all get terminal illnesses. Or we’d lose the company. What can we do about this curse? The witches won’t help us, we don’t have magic, and Giovanni De Luca is dust. So tell me, how would you fix this?”

Shame wells up in Corey’s stomach and he suddenly feels like an angry child. But he stays silent.

Julian sighs, and then there’s a light touch on Corey’s shoulder. It’s Julian’s hand, clammy despite the heat. It’s at an awkward angle, like he’s never done this before. And that might be true, because earning Julian’s touch is rare.

Corey places his own hand over Julian’s for a moment. Then it’s over, and Julian stands, producing sunglasses from his pocket.

“I’m going to study last quarter’s earnings,” Julian says. “Enjoy brooding.”

“Yeah. See you later.”

After Julian leaves, Corey drops his head into his hands. He needs to get ahold of himself. Julian is right—nothing has changed.

Except Penny’s entire life. She went from the girl who was smiling in her dad’s band T-shirt to the girl standing in a dark parking lot, arms wrapped around herself, begging Corey for help.

Corey was seven the last time the curse killed a member of his family. He thought this time, he’d be able to accept it as a fact of life. To move on. But Corey wants to scream. He wants to tear the earth open with both hands. He wants to fight this curse with every last bit of strength he has.

Even if it’s hopeless.

Corey’s phone buzzes. He scoops it out of the grass and opens the football team group chat. Everyone is going to the drag show at Horizon Café tonight, and they’re coordinating a carpool.

Corey is about to silence the chat when he remembers something: Horizon Café is owned by Penny’s mom, which means Penny might be there.

As Corey’s fingers type out a response, there’s already a plan forming in his mind. It’s foolish. But not as foolish as sitting around and waiting for Mrs. Emberly to die.

He hits send:



I’ll be there.
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Penny

WHILE THE PERFORMERS RUSH AROUND GETTING READY FOR THE DRAG show, Penny is locked in the café’s back office, staring at her laptop with bloodshot eyes. She’s spent every free moment googling curses and witches. Unfortunately for her, there’s no online database of covens in her area. All she’s found so far are forums full of people attempting love spells on assholes and research papers about the Salem witch trials.

Maybe it doesn’t matter, because Penny isn’t the kind of person who breaks curses. She can’t even vote.

Ron bursts through the office door, and Penny quickly closes her laptop.

“It’s madness out there,” Ron says. He’s looking very official with his clipboard and costume of jeans, cowboy boots, and a suede button-up. He always co-hosts the drag show with Penny’s mom, and after a lot of back-and-forth, Penny finally agreed to be her mom’s replacement onstage, mostly because they might get more donations to cover Anita’s medical bills. Already anxiety is roiling in her stomach, but Penny’s mom always said being seen is a skill. It takes practice, like playing the piano or making the perfect latte.

“Naomi here yet?” Ron asks.

Penny winces. “Did I forget to tell you about Naomi’s food poisoning?”

“Food poisoning?” Ron throws up his hands. “That’s it. I give up. This is a disaster and I’ll never live it down.”

“Can’t you get one of the stagehands to run sound?”

“Both of them canceled last minute.”

Penny sighs. “I’ll do it.”

“Excuse me, li’l miss, how do you expect to do three jobs?” There’s a loud crash from the hall, and Ron gasps. “Miss Baja Kali, I have told you twenty times not to attempt a fouetté backstage. We cannot afford another hole in the plaster—”

Ron disappears in a cloud of agitation and perfume. Penny rubs her neck, steeling herself for a long night. Normally she loves working the drag show, but this is her first time back at the café since her mom’s accident. She expects to see her mom around every corner, and it hurts worse each time Anita isn’t there.

She reluctantly puts away her laptop and enters the chaos of “backstage,” also known as the back hallway, which is now overrun with performers doing last-minute costume checks. Out in the front of the café, it’s getting crowded. The tables have been replaced by rows of chairs with an aisle up the middle. Against the wide front window, there’s a miniature stage with a backdrop of silver sequins and a sign that reads IDOL WOOD REVUE. A smaller sign below it reads: BENEFIT FOR ANITA EMBERLY, A TRUE BIO QUEEN!

Time to conquer the sound system.

Ten minutes later, Penny is hunched over the control board, her mouth open. She might even be drooling, but whatever. There are entirely too many dials, so she finally pulls up a YouTube video for help. Just when she thinks she has it, she presses a button that makes an earsplitting honk. People gasp and cover their ears, sending glares her way.

“Sorry!” Penny says weakly, cowering behind the counter. When the chatter starts again, Penny straightens up. “Come on, Emberly. You’re not even old. You can figure this out.”

“Or I could help you,” says a familiar voice.

Penny flinches. She discreetly wipes away the drool before she looks up.

Alonso De Luca stands across the counter, decked out in sequins and eyeliner.

Of course. His friend Aidan Lostis is one of their performers, so Alonso is always at the drag show. Penny should’ve mentally prepared for this, but he’s caught her in an unguarded, exhausted moment.

She looks away, continuing to fiddle with the mixer. But Alonso doesn’t leave.

“Do you need concessions or something?” Penny asks.

“Here,” Alonso says, leaning over the counter. “Don’t turn these two dials at the same time. It’ll create interference.”

“I’ll figure it out,” she says, hoping he’ll get the hint and leave. Penny is normally a pleasant person, but nothing about this moment is normal, and she can’t make herself act like it is.

“So you hate me now,” Alonso says.

The word hate comes out so strong Penny recoils from it—and from him. He notices, and his mouth turns into a thin line.

“Look, I… I’m feeling a lot of things right now,” Penny says. “And I don’t want to process those things in front of you.”

“That’s vague.”

“I’m allowed to be vague.”

“You’re allowed to be whatever you want.”

Penny throws up her hands. “What does that mean? What do you want from me, Alonso? Do you want me to absolve you because you feel guilty? I’m not going to do that.”

“I’m not here to ask for forgiveness,” Alonso says. “I’m here because I want to help.”

“I said I’ll figure out the mixer. I already found this video—”

“I’m not talking about the mixer, Penny.”

She stops, trying to figure out if she misheard him. “But you said—”

“I know what I said.”

Even though it’s not smart to hope, Penny can’t help it. She places both hands on the counter and whispers, “Then your magic…”

Alonso frowns. “Yeah. I have it.”

He has magic. Alonso has magic. Penny wasn’t seeing things in the woods all those years ago—one minute the cat was dead in his arms, and the next thing she knew, it was alive. It was clear in that moment what she was looking at—it was something superhuman, something beautiful. But their conversation at Village Blues Records had made her question everything.

“You lied to me,” Penny says.

Alonso smirks and it’s almost playful. He leans in, and this time, Penny doesn’t reflexively lean back.

“Yeah, I did,” Alonso says, and she can feel his breath on her face. Surprisingly minty. “But you don’t look mad.”

Penny is about to say she’s extremely mad, but she never gets the chance. Because a hand grabs Alonso’s shoulder, and he yelps as he’s pulled backward. The excited chatter in the room dies immediately.

In front of Alonso stands Corey, fists clenched.

“Oh no,” Penny mutters, her heart plummeting.

“Real brave to come here while Penny’s mom is in the hospital because of you,” Corey growls, his voice too low for the crowd to hear.

“Technically, it’s not because of me,” Alonso says. “That was Grandpa De Luca. I just inherited his good looks—”

“Are you trying to be funny right now?” Corey doesn’t wait for an answer; instead, he turns to Penny. “You should stay away from him. I thought you knew better.”

Penny’s face goes bright red. “Excuse me? I can take care of myself.”

Alonso smirks. “Yeah, what the hell, Corey?”

Corey looks like a long-dormant volcano on the verge of eruption. He doesn’t bother responding; he goes straight for the kill.

As the entire room watches, Corey shoves Alonso.

Alonso gasps as he stumbles back. His arms flail as he grabs for purchase on something, anything as he falls. One hand comes close to the counter, but he overshoots it and grabs the laptop Penny was using to run sound.

Time slows as the laptop falls. Penny lunges for it, but she’s too late. It hits the floor, and the screen cracks, going fuzzy before it goes black.

Penny’s hands fly up to her mouth. She registers the sound of heavy footsteps and then Ron bellows, “What in sweet hell is going on here?”

Nobody answers. Ron’s eyes go from Alonso to Penny to Corey to the computer. Understanding dawns on him.

“You two,” he says, pointing at Corey and Alonso. “With me. Now.”

“Oooh,” the crowd says as they follow Ron into the back. Penny runs after them, the laptop momentarily forgotten on the floor.

“Close that door behind you, Penny Anne,” Ron says when they get into the office. He’s wearing his cowboy hat and lipstick, and it’s hard to take him seriously when he crosses his arms and widens his stance. He stares the boys down, and Corey and Alonso shift uncomfortably.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Corey says, his voice even. “It was an accident.”

Ron raises an eyebrow. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what happened here. I went to high school with your parents. They’re the reason Idlewood Central doesn’t offer archery anymore.”

Alonso’s jaw drops. “We used to have archery?”

“What I really want to know,” Ron says, “is why you two are harassing my Penny.”

“They weren’t harassing me,” Penny says. “It was a misunderstanding.”

“Now that I believe,” Ron says. “All the drama with your families seems like one big misunderstanding. I suggest you two leave before you cause more trouble.”

Penny panics. She can’t let Alonso leave. He was going to tell her about his brilliant plan for breaking the curse. And Corey—wait. Why is Corey here?

At that moment, Corey glances at her, concern in his eyes. Which Penny appreciates, sure. But her mind is busy doing a million calculations, and maybe she’s wrong, but something tells her Corey didn’t come here for the drag show.

Penny needs to talk to Corey and Alonso. Alone.

She steps forward, turning her back on the boys and focusing on Ron. “What if they could pay us back somehow?”

Ron looks like he’s about to shut her down, but he stops. “Pay us back?”

Penny gives him a look.

Ron finally gets it, and an evil grin spreads over his face. “What an interesting idea.”

Corey and Alonso visibly shrink.

Ron counts off on his fingers. “That laptop was used, so it was worth about five hundred bucks. We pay fifteen an hour, and if you divide that into five hundred, it averages to about thirty hours of work, or fifteen hours each. We could use some janitors around here to help us clean at closing time. But! I’ll cut those hours in half if you’ll do one more very important job for us tonight.”

Corey clears his throat. “That’s fine. What do you need?”

This is like watching a lion sneak up on two gazelles. Two very stupid gazelles.

“Our stagehands canceled on us tonight,” Ron says.

Alonso’s soul appears to leave his body, but Corey just looks confused.

Ron’s grin only grows wider. “This is gonna be great advertising.”
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Corey

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, COREY IS WISHING HE COULD DISAPPEAR. Because, of course, the stagehands have uniforms.

He’s pressed into a corner, tugging at his shiny purple vest. The black pants have a sequin waistband that screams fourth-grade dance recital, and the elbow-length black gloves are itchy and way too tight.

And the worst part? Alonso De Luca is wearing the exact same thing.

Alonso stands at the other end of the hallway, adjusting his gloves. A few of the performers glance their way and giggle behind fake nails. Alonso doesn’t seem to notice; he’s talking to one of the drag queens, who wears a curly blond wig the diameter of a dwarf planet. Underneath the makeup is Aidan Lostis, who’s a year behind them in school. Alonso is lucky to have an ally backstage; all of Corey’s friends are out front, confused by the brief text from Corey saying he’d volunteered to “help out.”

Corey can leave. He can have his dad write Ron a check for the laptop, and then they can forget this ever happened. But right as Corey is about to make a move, the bathroom door opens, and Penny walks out.

And Corey is immediately distracted.

Penny is in a costume, too, but it’s higher quality than Corey’s, which was probably purchased at one of those Halloween warehouse stores. Penny’s outfit is torn jean shorts and a corset under a suede fringe jacket, and…

Wow. The corset is doing things for her.

Corey pointedly looks away. He doesn’t know why, but he really doesn’t want her to catch him staring. He adjusts his vest with suddenly sweaty hands. When the performers burst into cheers, Corey is convinced they caught him checking her out, that he’ll have to deny finding her attractive.

It wasn’t the realization he expected to have tonight, but the truth is that Penny Emberly is pretty. Really pretty. And somehow Corey never noticed.

But the performers aren’t laughing at him. They’re laughing at Penny. Corey dares another glance in her direction, and his jaw drops.

She’s wearing a fake beard.

“Iconic!” a performer shouts.

“I love it,” says another, blowing Penny a kiss.

Penny tugs self-consciously at her facial hair. “I wasn’t sure if it fit the aesthetic.”

“Of course it does!” says one of the performers. “Your mama would be proud.”

There’s a gasp. Ron has stopped in his tracks, one hand fluttering to his chest. His eyes are shining with tears.

“Penny, get over here,” he says with a tight voice. “We’re taking photos.”

Penny groans. “But, Ron—”

“Your mother will disown me if she can’t see photographic evidence of this, so you get your cute little butt over here right now.”

Alonso appears beside Ron like an apparition. “I’ll take the pictures.”

“How very accommodating,” Ron says, eyeing Alonso before he reluctantly hands over his phone.

That’s when Corey notices it.

Alonso takes photos of Penny and Ron, then Penny with a bunch of the performers. But when he’s done, Alonso’s eyes stay on Penny, even after he gives Ron’s phone back.

Corey looks from Alonso to Penny to Alonso again. Alonso must be staring at somebody else. Because there’s no way Alonso and Penny—

Ron claps his hands right next to Corey’s head, and Corey flinches as his ears ring.

“Everyone, we’re starting in five!” Ron says. “Princess Androgynous is up first, with Georgia Peach on deck. Remember, ladies, we need to keep these transitions snappy. We’ve got a full roster tonight.”

Everyone is distracted, doing final prep for the show. Corey’s eyes find Penny again. She’s slightly apart from the crowd, fidgeting with her beard.

Corey weaves through the performers, letting himself be pulled toward her. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” She glances at him. “Sorry about all this.”

“Sorry about the laptop.”

Penny shrugs, and they fall into an uncomfortable silence. This is the perfect time for Corey to bring up the curse. That’s the whole reason he’s here—because even though the curse is unbreakable, there’s a tiny part of him that wants to believe otherwise. He glances up, and sure enough, Alonso is glaring daggers at him. They definitely can’t talk about the curse when he’s around.

“Ron should’ve kicked him out,” Corey mutters.

Penny pulls her beard down so she’s wearing it like a necklace. “Actually, do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” Corey replies, but he immediately regrets it when Penny gestures at Alonso. “Seriously?” he says as Alonso saunters up.

Penny tries to smile. “Let’s use the office.”

Once they’re sequestered inside, Corey crosses his arms. “The show’s about to start, so we should make this quick.”

Alonso smirks. “You’re real excited to show off our costumes, huh?” He nods at Penny. “You told her everything. I’m in disbelief.”

“She deserves to know. What she doesn’t deserve is to see your pasty ass. Did it ever occur to you to stay home?”

Alonso’s mean smile disappears. “I know you think I’m a sociopath, but I didn’t want this to happen. Not to Penny’s mom, and not to anyone else. I never have.”

“That’s bullshit.”

Alonso glances at Penny, who meets his eyes. Something passes between them.

“What?” Corey says.

“Yeah,” Penny says. “Tell us why you stopped by.”

“Not in front of him,” Alonso says, and then his eyes go wide. “Was this your evil plan, Penny? Get us into these outfits and trick us into breaking the curse?”

“Breaking the…” Corey’s heart is suddenly pounding. “What are you talking about?”

“You weren’t supposed to be here for this, Corey, but I guess you would’ve found out anyway.” Alonso holds out his arms, as if to present himself on a silver platter. “I want to help.”

“Help with what?” Corey says.

“Your football plays. The hell do you think, Barrion? I’m talking about the curse.”

That doesn’t make sense. Corey looks to Penny, but she’s staring at Alonso with bright eyes.

“You’re being serious?” she asks.

“How would you help?” Corey says. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“What if I found a way?”

“You’re not a witch, remember?”

Alonso smirks at Penny. “So you couldn’t keep his secret, but you kept mine? I’m flattered.”

It clicks. Corey is either going to pass out or projectile vomit. “Please tell me you don’t have magic.”

Alonso’s jaw pops to one side, but he doesn’t say anything.

Corey takes a step back, holding out his hands. “This is a joke, right?”

“Calm down, Golden Boy—”

“You’re telling me the Council lied to us. That your family has had their magic this whole time, and my family had no idea.”

“I never said anything about the rest of my coven.”

Corey barely hears him. His skin is hot with anger, because his family has been living across the street from the De Lucas like defenseless animals.

He has to do something. Alonso can’t be allowed to use magic on him or anyone else. Corey steps forward, ready to scream, to fight, to hurt Alonso as much as humanly possible.

Then Alonso holds up a hand.

“Feet on ground, soul on ice,” he whispers, and the words echo into every crevice of the room.

And then Corey is frozen.

It’s like sleep paralysis except worse, because the weight isn’t only on his chest. It’s all over him, as if a hundred walls are pressing on every angle of his body at the same time, holding him up. Suddenly he’s on the verge of hyperventilating.

“Before you lose your composure,” Alonso says, “I need to explain a few things.”

Penny grabs Corey’s arm, but he can’t feel it. Her eyes are full of terror, but when she looks at Alonso, they grow dark. Angry.

“What did you do to him?” she says.

“It’ll wear off in a minute. I just need to get some stuff off my chest.” Alonso holds up one finger. “First of all, the Council did seal my family’s magic. When I was a kid, I realized I could use mine. I don’t know how it happened or why. Second, my family has no idea, because I’ve barely ever used it.” He frowns. “Well… except now.”

Corey is going to end him.

“And third, I might’ve found a way to break the curse.”

Suddenly it’s not just Corey’s body that isn’t working. His ears fill with a high buzzing sound that drowns out everything else.

Alonso lowers his hand, and Corey’s limbs become heavy. It’s like lifting a full pitcher of water when you’re expecting it to be empty. Corey loses his balance, stumbling to his knees.

There’s a long silence. While the pins and needles of the spell recede, Corey slowly straightens up.

“I’m leaving,” he says, his voice quivering. “Penny, you’re coming with me.”

“Corey, hang on. We should hear him out.”

Corey’s voice explodes out of him like a bomb. “No. We should run as fast as we can. You saw what he did to me, right? And you know what’s happening to your mom! That’s what magic does.”

“But that’s not all it does!” Penny stands in front of the door, holding one hand out in Corey’s direction. “Please, Corey. Please stay. What if he’s right?”

“And what if he curses somebody else? That will be on our heads. Believe me, we’re all better off with his magic under lock and key.”

Alonso shrugs. “Fine. It’s Penny’s mom’s funeral.”

Corey sees red. Before he even registers what he’s feeling, he lunges at Alonso.

“Stop!” Penny shouts. She throws herself between them, placing her hands on Corey’s chest to hold him back.

“Why are you defending him?” Corey’s voice is too loud, but he can’t hold this in. “His family killed my mom!”

“You’re right. And my mom is about to join her, which is why I’m willing to try anything.” Penny leans in a little closer, and her eyes capture Corey just like they did at the hospital, pulling him in until he can barely tell which way is up.

“We know what will happen if Alonso’s magic can’t help us,” she says, “but what if it can?”

Corey wants to move away from her, but he’s rooted to the spot. This time, it isn’t because of magic. It’s because of the sadness in Penny’s face. The desperation.

Corey recognizes it. He feels it.

But working with Alonso De Luca isn’t an option. It can’t be, even if he wants to break the curse more than anything. But isn’t that why Corey came here today? To tell Penny he wanted to find a way to save her mom, no matter what?

Corey turns to the witch. He doesn’t bother keeping the warning out of his voice. “Why are you willing to do this now? Why didn’t your family step up before my mom died? Or my uncle, or my cousins?”

Alonso’s face darkens. “I told you, my family doesn’t know about my magic.”

“Why wouldn’t you tell them?”

“Because I don’t want it.”

Corey scoffs. “Right. That’s why you’re parading it in front of us now.”

“You know this curse has defined my entire life, too, right? Without magic, it’s like everyone in my family is missing a vital organ or something.”

“Then why don’t you give their magic back to them?” Corey says. “What’s stopping you?”

“A single witch isn’t strong enough to unseal anyone’s magic. I don’t even know why I can use mine. It was a fluke.” Alonso shakes his head. “I’ve ignored it for years, but if I have it, I might as well try to be useful.”

“Why don’t you use it?” Penny asks.

Alonso’s jaw tenses. “It’s destructive. Look what it’s done to the Barrions.”

The words hit Corey hard, cracking the foundation his life was built on. This is the first time Alonso has ever come close to an apology, or even an acknowledgment of the harm his family has done.

“Believe me or don’t, but I want to try,” Alonso continues. “If the Council finds out about this, I don’t know what they’ll do to me. I’ve got a lot to lose, too.”

Alonso could lose magic he doesn’t even want, but what does Corey have to lose? The trust of his family. His dad’s respect. His own pride. And if he does nothing?

Then Penny’s mom dies, and Corey can never fall in love.

Alonso is watching Corey, and for once he doesn’t look smug.

“How would we do it?” Corey asks.

Before Alonso can answer, Ron’s voice booms from the hallway. “Penny Anne! We’re up!”

“One second!” Penny yells back, and then she turns back to Corey and Alonso. “So?”

“Let’s talk tomorrow,” Alonso says.

Corey runs a hand over his curls. He should take some time to think about it. He can’t see the situation clearly, not through the heavy sadness and years of rage. But the hope he’s tried not to feel is back in full force, and there’s no getting rid of it now. So Corey nods.

“Penny!” Ron yells. “Ticktock!”

Penny’s breathing is shaky, but she straightens her beard and leaves them behind. Corey follows a moment later, not looking at Alonso as he passes him.

Ron throws an arm around Penny and sweeps her out into the front of the café. Corey steps through the door after them, but he stands at the back of the room. Nobody notices him yet; they’re too busy applauding as Ron and Penny make their way onstage.

Ron’s voice booms over the mic.

“Good evening, and welcome to the Idol Wood Revue—Idlewood’s first and only drag show!” He pauses for the cheers. “As you all know, this show is normally hosted by Bitch Cassidy and the Pole Dance Kid, aka yours truly. But Bitch Cassidy has been detained. This town ain’t even big enough for one of her.” The crowd boos, and Ron gives a sad laugh. “I know, I know. But until we break Miss Cassidy out of jail, her progeny will be takin’ her place. Please give a warm welcome to the lovely Calamity Wayne!”

Applause again. Penny looks like she’d rather be anywhere else, but when Ron steps back from the mic, she gives a shy wave to the crowd. The room goes quiet, but Penny doesn’t say anything yet. Her eyes move over everyone until they land on Corey. He smiles and gives her an encouraging nod, even though his heart is pounding. Penny has always been shy. He can’t even remember her giving presentations in class, or maybe they were so awkward that he tuned her out. As the silence stretches, Corey already feels vicarious embarrassment.

Come on, Penny, he thinks. You’ve got this.

Finally, Penny looks away from Corey and smiles. “Um. Hi, everyone.” Her voice is shaky, but a few people cheer for her, and she keeps going. “My mom would never want a moment of silence in her honor, so let’s be as loud as we possibly can tonight, okay?”

The crowd cheers, way louder than before. Corey holds his hands over his head as he claps and whoops. Penny steps aside, adjusting her beard again, and Ron retakes center stage, a proud grin on his face.

“Now, let’s give it up for our first performer! Straight out of the best movie musical of the seventies, please welcome Princess Androgynous!”

Corey holds the door open as Aidan Lostis struts through with a flourish, holding his Pink Ladies jacket. “You’re the One That I Want” starts playing over the Bluetooth speaker that’s acting as their sound system. Penny rushes past Aidan, making a beeline for backstage. Corey holds back a smile as he follows her.

The performers pantomime clapping and cheering for Penny. One of them pulls her into a hug. Alonso is leaning against the back wall, his eyes already glued to her.

Corey doesn’t have a plan. No ulterior motive. He just has a question.

“Hey,” he says, parking himself next to Alonso.

Alonso’s head snaps in Corey’s direction. “What?”

One of the performers holds their phone out for a selfie. Penny makes a peace sign.

“I’m wondering,” Corey says, “if it was someone else’s mom, would you let them die?”

Alonso goes still as a statue.

Ron appears in front of them. “Boys, you’ll be cleaning up after the next act. Think you can handle it without fighting to the death?”

“Maybe,” Alonso grumbles, but his face is bright red.

Corey nods. “We’ll get it done.” But dark thoughts slither into his mind.

Please, he thinks, don’t let this be a mistake.
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Penny

“PENNY, YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND. I WOKE UP TO PEOPLE TEXTING ME photos of you with Corey and Alonso. Onstage. And they’re wearing the vests.” Naomi whimpers. “It’s not fair.”

“I swear it wasn’t as fun as it looked. They almost fought twice.” Penny adjusts her earbuds as she gets out of the hospital elevator. Even thinking about last night makes her tired. In the moment, it seemed smart to get Corey and Alonso on the same page, to see if they were willing to work with Penny to break the curse. But in the light of day, it seems less like a brilliant idea and more like history’s worst babysitting gig. “Are you feeling better?”

“I’m fine, but that’s not what we’re talking about. You literally pulled off the greatest piece of performance art I’ve ever seen. How did you convince them to do it? Did they know they would be wearing matching outfits?”

“Definitely not.” Penny needs to change the subject, and fast. She’s a bad liar to begin with, and she’s not about to drag Naomi into all this magical nonsense. There’s a slim chance Naomi would believe the whole story, and that’s what Penny is afraid of: Her best friend wouldn’t stand by and do nothing. She would insist on helping, and that’s a risk Penny isn’t willing to take. “I just got to the hospital, so can I fill you in once I check on Mom?”

“Oh,” Naomi says, a note of disappointment in her voice. “Sure. Give Anita a kiss for me.”

As soon as Penny hangs up, the quiet of the hospital becomes suffocating. She sinks into her usual chair at Anita’s bedside. Today, her mom’s face has more color, and her breathing is measured. Calm. It’s not much, but Penny chooses to see this as a good sign.

Her phone vibrates with a text. Penny almost chokes on her own saliva when she sees who it’s from.


Where should we meet?



Alonso De Luca is texting her. Penny’s heart hammers against her ribs. Maybe one day this will feel normal. But not today.

She types, Meet me at the cafe at 5. Ron won’t be there.

He likes her message, and then it’s settled. Penny has plans with Alonso.

“I should promise to be careful, right?” Penny says to her mom.

Except Penny can’t make herself lie. She’s officially entered the De Luca–Barrion orbit—will it ever be possible to escape?
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Penny is sitting behind Horizon Café’s counter when Alonso arrives, a bottle of Fizzy Barrel Root Beer hanging from his hand. When he sees Corey in janitor mode, he starts pouting.

“What are you doing here?” he says.

Corey holds up the mop. “We broke a laptop, remember?”

“Do you want a leftover raspberry bar?” Penny asks.

“Don’t try to distract me with food. Next time you need to warn me.”

“He took the first shift to pay Ron back,” Penny says as she sorts receipts. “You should be thanking him.”

Alonso frowns. “Never.”

“Hey.” Corey straightens up. “We agreed we were all going to meet today. If you’re trying to do magic behind my back, I’ll find a way to contact the Council and tell them to pay you a visit.”

“So you’re blackmailing me now?” Alonso asks.

“It’s not blackmail. It’s insurance.”

Alonso snorts, dropping into one of the booths. “Okay, Liam Neeson, what happens if the Council seals my magic? Then this curse keeps doing exactly what it’s been doing for years. Where are all the other De Lucas waiting to help you?”

If this were any other day, Penny would back away slowly, or tune them out. She would want them to forget she was here at all. But today, Penny feels a strange tension in her chest. Something like… annoyance.

Penny sighs, dropping the receipts on the counter. “Would you guys please stop?”

They both fall silent. The root beer was halfway to Alonso’s mouth, and now it hangs in the air, a few drops falling onto his black T-shirt.

“You told us you might’ve found a way to break the curse, Alonso,” Penny says. “We don’t even know the details, but you both want the same thing, don’t you? So if we’re going to give this everything we have, maybe you two should… I don’t know. Stop fighting?”

Babysitter mode: activated.

The full force of Alonso’s glare is directed at Penny, and she remembers exactly who it is she’s talking to. Her anxiety threatens to bubble up—did she take her meds today? Yes. What time? Eight in the morning, like always.

This brings her some comfort. She needs a little bravado of her own to get through this, so she straightens up in her chair, cocking her head at Alonso in what she hopes he interprets as a challenge. She can only hope it’s convincing.

In response, Alonso slumps into the booth and drinks more root beer. Penny takes that as a victory.

“You do have a plan, right?” she says.

“I never said I had a ‘plan.’” Alonso uses air quotes. “It’s more of a hunch.”

“I knew it,” Corey mutters. He grabs his backpack from one of the booths. “I’m leaving.”

“Already?” Alonso says, not sounding upset in the least.

“A hunch isn’t good enough,” Corey says. “If you’re going to lie to us, I have better things to do.”

Alonso drums his fingers on the table. “There’s this story.”

Corey pauses halfway to the door.

“It’s about a witch who broke a very old curse that she didn’t create,” Alonso says. “Her name was Park HaeJung. She’s probably the most famous witch of all time. Lots of covens wrote about her, studied with her. She was constantly coming up with new spells, almost by instinct. But HaeJung was bad at recording her process. A lot of the spells that made her famous have been lost.”

“Including this one?” Penny asks.

“We have the incantation. There’s only one curse-breaker spell, remember? We just don’t know why it worked for her and never for anybody else.” He shrugs. “It might’ve been because she was powerful enough to manage it.”

“So we’re here because of a legend,” Corey mutters.

“Not a legend. This really happened, so we know it’s possible.”

“What makes you think it’s possible for you?” Corey says.

Alonso doesn’t answer.

That day back in the woods, when he brought the kitten back to life, Alonso didn’t use any incantations. It just… happened.

“What separates powerful witches from… I don’t know, the regular ones?” Penny asks. “You said HaeJung could do magic by instinct?”

“All witches get their power from the Second World, across the Veil,” Alonso says.

“The Veil?” Penny says. “What’s that?”

Corey drops his backpack into a booth again. “It’s what separates our world from the spirit world, right? My dad’s cousin Sofía told me about it. She’s done a lot of research on the occult.”

Penny is barely listening. The Veil, the spirit world… all these things really exist. She shivers.

“The Second World is where we go after death,” Alonso says. “It’s basically a waiting room before we move on to whatever’s next. It’s full of magical energy generated by all these spirits, and witches can access and manipulate that energy, but mortals can’t.”

“So Corey and I can’t break the curse? You’d have to do it?” Penny asks.

“You can lend your own energy to a spell to make it stronger, but you need a witch to be your conduit. Aka, me. You guys have electricity, but I’m the electrical wire.”

“And the incantations are predetermined,” Penny says, trying to calm her heart rate.

Alonso nods. “But witches like Park HaeJung didn’t even need spell books. She could make stuff up on the fly, and the spells would work. She was like the Mozart of witches. A total virtuoso. And in this case, she was able to break a curse that had been around for a hundred years.”

Alonso’s voice grows quiet as he speaks. Like he’s in awe.

“And you think there’s a chance you can do what only a legendary witch has managed to accomplish?” Corey says.

Alonso shrugs. “I’m willing to try. Plus, my mom is always saying I’m so much like my grandfather. Maybe that could work in our favor.”

“That’s not a compliment,” Corey says.

Alonso’s smirk fades. “Trust me, my mom doesn’t mean it as a compliment.”

Is that self-awareness or self-deprecation? Penny isn’t sure, so she says nothing. Corey goes back to mopping.

Penny changes the subject. “So where’s this spell? The curse-breaker?”

“It’s somewhere in my basement. That’s where we keep all our old books.” Alonso stands up, twirling his keys around his finger. “Let’s go. My mom and aunts are shopping in Indy today.”

Corey looks like he’s on the verge of saying no, but Penny cuts in. “I’ll drive separately. Corey?”

Corey frowns as he thinks about it, but he finally says, “Fine. But I’m using the back door. I don’t need my family seeing me at your house.”
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Penny

IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, THE KIDS USED TO PLAY A GAME.

In whispered voices, each person would have to choose whether they wanted to live in Meredith House or the De Luca home. They were polar opposites, and your choice was supposed to say a lot about you: whether you wanted to live in a haunted house or a mansion, whether you wanted to be friends with sweet Corey or wreak havoc with mysterious Alonso.

Once you made your choice, you had a task: to try to steal a flower or leaf or rock from the yard of the home you picked. You had one week.

Penny only managed it once. She lied, telling her mom she wanted to play at Elkie Lake. While her mom was getting her folding chair from the trunk, Penny dashed to the front yard of the home she’d picked, tearing a wildflower from the overgrown lawn. She still has the wood sorrel, which she pressed between the pages of her journal. Anita framed it for her, though she never knew that it came from a small patch of flowers outside the De Luca home.

The Barrions’ home is beautiful. But it didn’t set her imagination on fire the way Alonso’s house always did.

Now Penny is walking up to the front door for the first time. It looms before her, dark even in the bright evening sun.

Before Penny can knock, Alonso swings the door open and waits.

And waits.

“Are you coming in?” he says.

Penny forces herself to smile, hoping it hides how nervous she is. “Are you going to say hello?”

Alonso glares at her. But instead of snapping at her, he gives her a drawn-out “Hello,” bowing like a butler.

Penny stifles a laugh. She glances up at a rotting birds’ nest sitting in one of the windows before she finally steps inside.

It’s like walking into a gothic novel. Heavy curtains hang around stained-glass windows, and evening light filters through the glass in reds and greens and purples. The walls are crowded with paintings, photographs, and shelves holding vases of dead or dried flowers and rusting metal animal figurines. The furniture fits the era of the house, and most of it looks like it hasn’t been reupholstered in decades. The bones of a love seat peek out from tears in dusty purple velvet, and a throne-like armchair has one leg that’s an entirely different length and color than the rest of them.

“It’s exactly how I pictured it,” Penny says.

Alonso raises an eyebrow. “You pictured my house?”

Penny blushes. “I—no.”

A slow grin spreads across his face. “Come on. Corey is already in the basement.”

As Alonso leads her through the house, Penny glimpses a messy dining room and a kitchen with dried flowers and herbs hanging from the ceiling. Alonso opens a creaky door. “This way,” he says, disappearing down a dark staircase.

The basement is unfinished. The corners are crowded with undulating spiderwebs, and the floor is hidden by tall stacks of boxes, some of them overflowing with old clothing and Christmas decorations. A shred of sunlight peeks through tiny windows near the ceiling.

Corey is standing in the middle of the room, his arms crossed as he glances around nervously. “Is that the only light?” he says, pointing at the small light bulb overhead.

“It’s plenty,” Alonso says.

“We have to look through all of these boxes for the spell?” Penny asks, eyes running over them.

“Relax. I’m a witch, remember?” Alonso holds out a hand, and then he flinches. “Shit. Forgot the words.” He pulls a small book out of his robe, opening it to an earmarked page. Penny glimpses the title on the spine: The Magic of the Every-Day.

It’s a spell book. An actual spell book.

Corey holds out his hand in warning. “Whoa, what are you doing?”

Alonso ignores him as he runs his finger along a page.

It’s strange seeing Alonso like this. Penny’s heard girls whisper about him before, talking about his gray eyes and crooked smile, how if he would bother to give someone a compliment, it would be easy for him to get a date. But as far as Penny can remember, Alonso has never dated anyone. She isn’t even sure if he likes boys or girls or everyone in between. She never used to understand what people meant when they described Alonso as handsome, but as Penny watches him, heat rushes through her. Maybe she gets it now.

And then he glances at her.

It happens too quickly for Penny to look away, and for a moment, they stare at each other. Alonso always has his guard up, but in that moment, his face opens briefly, and there’s something in his eyes that looks almost… tender.

Penny’s face grows hot with embarrassment, and she tears her eyes away from him. Alonso isn’t looking at her in any particular way; Penny is imagining things.

“What’s that?” she asks, nodding at the book.

“You’ll see,” he says, his voice low. Then he recites the spell on the page:



“From mind to hand,



from wish to presence,



light the journey,



light the eyes.”




Nothing happens. Alonso stands there with his eyes open and unfocused, not moving.

“What was that?” Corey says, but Alonso holds out a hand to silence him—and a second later, a corner of the room starts to glow.

It’s softer than the light bulb. Maybe it’s a mirror, reflecting the light of the room. But then the light grows brighter and brighter, until Penny is forced to shield her eyes.

Alonso grins and walks directly to the corner. The light disappears, and Alonso kicks something into the center of the room. It’s a clear plastic storage container.

“Ta-da,” he says.

Corey hesitates, but Penny kneels in front of the box. The lid has EMILIA’S CDS (DONATE?) written on the top, but it’s full to the brim with musty old books. They have titles like Herbal Remedies, 1705–1725 and Reconnecting Your Coven in Five Easy Steps.

“It should be pretty obvious which one it is,” Alonso says, crouching down across from Penny.

“Probably not to me,” Penny says.

Corey kneels, too. “Let’s get this over with.”

They sort through the books, putting them into piles classified as MAYBE, PROBABLY, and NOPE. They even look through a few books, including one that’s full of spells to cause illness (Alonso claims it’s taboo and witches don’t generally do that kind of magic, but Corey tosses it out of his reach). There’s another book called The Light, which focuses on magic related to truth, though its definition of “truth” seems loose. There are incantations that destroy glamours and magic to uncover a person’s aura, but there are also spells for very complex truth serums.

“I’ll take that one,” Alonso says, setting it aside. “I’ve been wanting to practice some truth serums.”

Penny tries not to dwell on that thought. Instead, she grabs a book called Tricking the Mirror: The Art of Glamours, which has a relatively clean dust jacket the color of emeralds. Except when she opens it, there’s a completely different title inside.

“The Blackfire Grimoire,” she reads. She removes the dust jacket to reveal a black fabric-bound book.

“Bingo,” Alonso says.

“Why was it hidden like that?” Corey asks.

“Because it’s full of illegal spells.”

Corey presses a fist to his mouth, but he doesn’t object as Penny looks through the table of contents. The jagged edges of words catch her eye: Hexes, necromancy, bargains…

“Bargains?” Penny says. “What are those?”

“What they sound like,” Alonso says. “You give something up in exchange for something else. It’s like making a deal with the devil, except the devil is the Second World. You give it a sacrifice, it gives you lots of magic in exchange.”

“Could we break the curse that way?” Corey asks.

“Hell no. You can’t layer magic on top of magic like that.” Alonso grabs the book back. “That’s why this book is dangerous. It doesn’t tell you how complex these spells are, or how they interact. Hold on, I know it’s in here…” He flips through a few more pages and then stops. “Ha! Got it.”

Alonso lays the book flat and turns on his phone flashlight so they can see better:


THE UNWINDING

If the witch who casts a curse wishes to rid the mortal plane of this spell, they must gather three tokens that represent the past, present, and future. These items must have personal significance to the witch and to those suffering from the curse’s effects. A witch will need to use their metaphysical hands to cut the threads of the spell, leaving it adrift in the Second World and letting it starve.

Unlike other spells, there is no set incantation to unwind a curse. An incantation must be written by those who will participate in the unwinding. There should be three verses, all consistent in style and length.

Be wary that an unwinding opens a wide channel to the Second World.



“Shit,” Alonso says, “we have to write the spell on our own. It’s like being in summer school again.”

Corey flips the page, but that’s a spell for permanent transfiguration. “That’s it?”

“I guess so.” Alonso snaps the book shut. “There are three of us, so we should each choose a token and write a verse of the spell. If we write it together, it’ll be easier to draw on your energy when I unwind the curse.”

Corey chews his bottom lip, and for a moment, Penny swears he’s going to back out. But he says, “When should we be ready?”

“The next full moon, which is…” Alonso looks at his phone. “August ninth.”

“Wait, August ninth?” Corey grimaces. “That’s when my family is having our gala.”

“Oh,” Penny breathes. The Barrions’ annual fundraiser at Meredith House is one of the biggest events in Indiana, or maybe in the entire Midwest. They choose a different nonprofit to support every year, and if you buy a ticket for at least a thousand dollars, you’ll get access to the Barrions’ private home. The high price point means the normal people of Idlewood can’t afford to go. Instead, the party draws politicians, athletes, entrepreneurs, entertainers, and even a few socialites. It always gets written up in the IndyStar. Penny pores over the article every year, reading and rereading the descriptions of the ice sculptures, the extravagant floral displays, the Barrions’ coordinated outfits. The gala is everything the Barrions represent: exclusivity and mystery and wealth.

Alonso shrugs. “All magic gets stronger during the full moon, so we need to wait. It’ll give us the best chance.”

“If I’m not there all night, my family is going to get suspicious. It’s not a good idea.”

“I’m saying we don’t have a choice.”

Corey sighs. “Fine. I’ll make it work.”

“Then we have a month,” Penny says. Speaking the words makes her chest swell with hope. Mom will be back soon. Buoyed, Penny plucks The Blackfire Grimoire from Alonso’s hands. “I’ll keep this.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Because we’ll all be more comfortable if it’s not lying around your house.”

“Are you saying you don’t trust me?” Alonso says, that edge back in his voice.

Penny presses her lips into a thin line. “I honestly don’t know.”

Alonso works his jaw, and Penny is sure he’s going to argue with her, but he only says, “Take care of it.”

“I will,” Penny says. But she immediately breaks that promise when she stands up, because the book slips from her hands, falling open on the floor.

There’s a handwritten note on the inside cover. Penny reads it out loud: “‘Property of the Barnhardt coven.’”

“Oh yeah,” Alonso says. “They were the first coven in Idlewood.”

“There are other witches here?” Corey says. “Why didn’t we know that?”

“The Barnhardt coven is long gone,” Alonso says. “My ancestors never met them. They left their books on our front porch after my family settled in Idlewood, and they disappeared.” Alonso shrugs. “It’s not easy moving through the world as a witch. A lot of covens don’t make it.”

Penny runs her fingers over the note, carefully choosing her next words. “Are you sure they’re gone?”

“Yep.”

“So you’re positive nobody else could’ve cursed Corey’s family?”

Alonso’s brow furrows, but Corey jumps in immediately. “You know the story, Penny. It was Giovanni De Luca. He basically admitted to it when he…” Corey gives a vague hand gesture.

“Shot himself?” Alonso says, and Corey pulls a face.

“Right,” Penny whispers.

Alonso is working his jaw as if he wants to say something else, but he doesn’t. They walk upstairs, following Alonso to a room at the back of the house. Penny is about to ask why they aren’t going to the front door, but when she steps inside the room, all thoughts leave her head.

Instead of walls, there are stained-glass windows that stretch from the floor all the way up to the second story of the house. The middle of the room is occupied by a wrought-iron table with matching chairs, but every other inch of the space is taken up with plants. Tall, short, tropical, grassy, blooming—all thriving. Penny stares up at a bird of paradise that is at least twice her height. She half expects the plant to grow even taller before her eyes.

“What is this place?” she asks.

Alonso shrugs. “It’s just the solarium.”

Penny is about to reply that this room isn’t just anything, but the back door creaks as Corey steps outside. He glances at Penny over his shoulder and gives her the briefest of smiles. But since he’s Corey, it radiates warmth, and Penny feels herself smiling back.

Alonso steps into her line of sight. “You can leave through the front like a normal person.”

Penny follows him to the front door, but as he’s about to open it, the doorknob turns. There’s the jangle of keys in the lock.

Alonso turns on his heel and stares at Penny in horror. But she’s frozen in place. She feels like a skier in the path of an avalanche.

The door swings open, revealing the three De Luca sisters.

“Oh,” says Vera De Luca. She’s the spitting image of Alonso—all long limbs and messy blond hair, though hers is free of box-dye blue. Unlike Alonso, whose eyes are a stormy gray, Vera’s are green, and they only get brighter when they land on Penny.

Somehow, even though she’s in the De Luca home, this wasn’t on Penny’s bingo card. She makes a sound that was meant to be “Hi!” but comes out as a squeak.

Donna De Luca steps around Vera. Unlike Alonso’s mom, she’s short and stout, with black hair in a pixie cut. She’s puffing on a cigarette that seems to float above her hand. She gets in close, and Penny realizes she’s wearing some sort of cigarette-holder ring. If Penny wasn’t too terrified to speak, she might’ve told Donna that she looks like an alternate-universe Audrey Hepburn if she’d come of age in British punk clubs.

“Who,” Donna says, making a smoke ring, “are you?”

This is what snaps Penny out of it. “Alice in Wonderland!”

“It sure does seem that way,” Vera says.

Penny blushes. “Oh no, I meant she’s like the caterpillar.”

Donna’s smile falls. “Excuse me?”

Penny looks at Alonso, hoping he can throw her a lifesaver, but he’s given up. She’s at the mercy of his family now.

“I’m Penny,” she manages.

Donna’s smile somehow falls farther. “Emberly?”

“Oh!” The third De Luca sister, Emilia, steps up to Penny and places a gentle hand on her shoulder. She’s willowy, with a gauzy brown scarf threaded around her neck and tangling with her brown hair. “I should’ve known! You look exactly like Nathan.”

Everyone knows everyone in Idlewood, so it’s strange the De Lucas didn’t recognize her immediately. But the family does keep to themselves, and Emilia makes Penny feel so calm that she doesn’t dwell on it. “I get that a lot.”

Donna looks her up and down. “Too skinny.”

Emilia gasps. “Pasta! I’ll grab a bag.”

Emilia and Donna scuttle off to the kitchen, leaving Penny with Vera and Alonso. Vera stands with her arms crossed, an unreadable expression on her face.

“No offense,” Vera says, “but why are you here?”

Finally, Alonso finds his voice. “We were studying.”

“During summer break?”

“Penny’s good at physics. She’s tutoring me.”

Penny decides not to mention she got a C+ in physics last year. She nods, but she puts too much effort into it, and the entire top half of her body rocks forward.

Vera narrows her eyes. She’s not buying it.

Luckily, Emilia and Donna appear and shove two Ziploc bags full of frozen pasta into Penny’s arms.

“Tagliatelle and farfalle,” Emilia says. “Donna made them herself.”

“Best pasta you’ve ever had,” Donna says. “And if it’s not, you’d better never tell me that.”

“Thank you,” Penny says.

“She’ll be late for work,” Alonso lies, stepping between them and herding Penny onto the porch.

“Bye, Penny!” Emilia says in her soft, lilting voice, and then Alonso slams the door in her face.

It takes five seconds for Penny to remember how to move her limbs. She clutches the bags of pasta closer to her chest as they begin to sweat in the heat. That probably could’ve gone worse, right?

Penny walks to the Prius, deliberately not looking at the Barrion mansion across the street. Now that she knows how much grief lives behind the walls of Meredith House, she’s almost embarrassed, as if she holds some power over them that she never wanted in the first place. She’s so distracted by this that she almost misses the final member of the De Luca family.

In the highest turret of the De Luca home, a cat sits at the window, still as a gargoyle. Penny squints, trying to get a closer look.

The cat doesn’t move. But Penny is positive the animal is staring directly at her.
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Alonso

THE SECOND THE FRONT DOOR CLOSES, EMILIA AND DONNA DE LUCA waste no time. They scuttle into the living room and draw back the heavy drapes, squinting through the dirty windows as Penny walks down the driveway.

“Can you not,” Alonso says.

Aunt Emilia’s eyes are bright, like she’s watching a sunrise. “Oh, Alonso, she’s darling.”

“Her eyes are too big for her face,” Aunt Donna says. “I like it.”

Emilia grabs Alonso’s hands. “You must bring her over for dinner. Right, Vera?”

Alonso’s mother hasn’t moved from her position by the front door. When he meets her eyes, it’s like she takes a pin to the balloon filling his chest.

For about an hour, Alonso’s worlds collided. Penny was in his house, the place where he’s lived his entire life. Every time he looked at her, she was taking in the details—decorations, paintings, even flaws Alonso hadn’t thought about for years. Her reaction almost made Alonso see his life from a new angle. As if it was something wondrous. As if she might not mind being part of it.

But now, looking at his mother, that hope disappears.

“Solarium,” his mother says. “Now.”

She doesn’t wait for him to follow; she just walks out of the room, killing the excitement like it’s her job. Alonso rolls his eyes, and Aunt Emilia squeezes his hand.

“She’s worried about you,” Aunt Emilia says.

“You really believe that?” Alonso doesn’t wait for her answer before he pulls free from her grip, but he can’t look at her as he does it. Aunt Emilia is the best of them. She doesn’t deserve to be iced out like this, especially because she feels everything so deeply.

Then again, so does Alonso. He just has a different way of showing it.

When Alonso reaches the solarium, his mom is facing away from him, staring into the foliage. Then she whips around, her eyes like two scary little flames. “What were you thinking, bringing that girl into our home?”

“That I want to get an A in physics.”

“It would be great if you could stop being so condescending for five minutes and realize how serious this is. It’s her mom, Alonso.”

Alonso looks her directly in the eyes. “You think I forgot?”

Her face softens by about one percent. “I know you’ve liked Penny for a very long time, but she’s emotionally vulnerable right now. Don’t you understand that?” Her mouth pulls into a frown. “Or maybe that’s the point.”

That hurts worse than any of the punches Corey has ever thrown.

Alonso sputters for a moment, trying to find the words. “What—what the fuck kind of person do you think you gave birth to?”

“Do not use that language with me—”

“Why not? You accused me of taking advantage of a girl with a dying mom!”

Vera lets out something between a gasp and a sigh. “I meant that you need to respect the Emberlys. What do you think she would do if she knew the truth?”

Alonso chokes on his next words. Because he almost said it out loud—Penny already knows. And somehow, she can still look him in the face.

But maybe Vera is right, in a way. Penny is spending time with Alonso for one reason: She wants to break the curse. Even if she looks at him without malice, Alonso can’t let himself think it’s about anything more than the end goal.

Except, no. Penny isn’t going to be nice to him just because of what he can do for her. She’s not that kind of person.

A memory rises to the surface. In fifth grade, Yvonne Mason’s dad was diagnosed with cancer. Yvonne cried a lot in school, and she was going to the nurse’s office almost every day. Once, when Alonso got there early, Yvonne was sitting in their classroom, tears rolling down her face.

She wasn’t alone, though. Penny was sitting with her.

Alonso hovered outside the classroom, listening as they talked. They didn’t seem to be friends, but Penny was listening like they’d always been close. Yvonne was saying that her dad had been so excited to see Stevie Nicks in concert in Indianapolis, but he couldn’t go because he was too weak from the chemo.

“He’s so sad all the time!” Yvonne said. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Listen,” Penny said, “my mom has tickets, too. She’s bringing me. What if I film the show on my mom’s phone, and you can show your dad?”

Yvonne’s face brightened. “Really? Could you do that?”

A few days later, Penny came into class and asked for Yvonne’s email. She’d filmed the concert like she’d promised, and she wanted to send it to Yvonne.

Instead of thanking her, Yvonne looked at her friends, who raised their eyebrows as if to say, Do you even know her? Yvonne thanked Penny, but it was fake. Forced. It was as if Penny had crossed some sort of line. She had tried too hard, and sometimes that scares people away. Alonso understood that.

He never saw the two of them speak again.

But that wasn’t the point. Penny did what she did because she was good. Kind. She didn’t expect anything in return. And Alonso had never thought to do anything like that, for anyone, in his entire life.

Penny belongs with someone different from him. Someone who doesn’t struggle with anger management or get suspended from school. She’s too bright, too warm, and Alonso is just a mopey inkblot of a human being.

His mom must see something in Alonso’s face, though he can’t put his finger on what it might be. She reaches out a hand to him, then thinks better of it and crosses her arms.

“I know you care about her,” she says. “And she seems like a nice girl.”

That might as well have been an insult.

“I’m going to study,” Alonso says, and it’s the truth. But his mom probably thinks that he’s going to study physics. Instead, Alonso dips down into the basement, closing the door quietly behind him.

For the first time in his life, Alonso wants nothing more than to disappear into his family’s spell books. If magic is the only thing in Alonso’s life that will make him feel a sense of control, he’ll take it.
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Penny

EVEN NIGHTMARES CAN BECOME ROUTINE. THAT’S WHAT PENNY learns over the next few days, as she, Ron, and Naomi figure out a schedule for visiting Anita in the hospital. Penny is there every morning while Ron manages the café. They switch in the afternoons. If Penny can’t go back in the evenings, Naomi goes to the hospital instead, sometimes with her parents and twin sisters.

But Penny never gets used to it. Not really.

It’s been almost two weeks since Anita’s accident. During a slow afternoon at Horizon Café, Penny is standing behind the counter, staring off into space. That happens a lot these days. Sometimes Penny doesn’t even realize it—she’ll sit at green lights until the car behind her honks, or the cashier at the grocery store will have to politely tell her that her groceries are bagged and it’s time to pay. Penny’s mind is like a boat on messy currents; she can’t control where it goes.

The bell above the door jingles, and Alonso walks in for his cleaning shift, snapping Penny out of her latest mind trip. He nods at her in lieu of saying hello, and for once, Penny is grateful for his standoffishness. Forcing herself to act normal around the customers is hard enough; at least Alonso leaves her alone, preferring to mop the floors with noise-canceling headphones on, the music so loud Penny can always identify the song.

But today, when Alonso is about to leave, he says, “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

“I tell it like I see it.” He gestures vaguely toward the parking lot. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.”

“My car is here.”

“Leave it. You shouldn’t drive when your eyes are that puffy.”

There it is again—it’s like that moment at Corey’s party, when Alonso asked how her summer was going.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Alonso asks.

“Nothing.”

“Come on, what?”

“I don’t know!” Penny sighs. “Sometimes you’re really… nice.”

He grins. “Shocking, huh?”

“Kind of?” Penny wrings her hands. “That probably sounded mean, didn’t it?”

Alonso laughs, his voice husky. He’s wearing a loose tank top that probably had sleeves once, and his biceps flex as he pulls his messenger bag over his shoulder. “C’mon. Give me your bag.”

Penny clutches her purse to her chest in protest. Alonso shrugs and opens the door for her.

“So nice,” Penny teases, and Alonso mutters something about not getting used to it.

Alonso’s car engine sounds like the lungs of an old smoker, which is good, because it gives Penny an excuse to stay quiet during the three-minute drive. When he pulls up to Penny’s house, she doesn’t get out.

Alonso raises an eyebrow. “You gonna accuse me of being nice again?”

“Actually, I have a question.”

Alonso considers her, eyes roving her face in a way that makes Penny want to look away. “So do I.”

“You first.”

“Why were you in the woods that day?”

Penny doesn’t have to ask what day he means. She fiddles with a loose thread on the hem of her skirt. “Because I found the cat.”

Alonso’s jaw drops. “You found her?”

“She was in our backyard. We thought she got into a fight with an animal. I was going to bury her in the woods.” Penny can still see the kitten’s dead eyes.

Alonso drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “Her name is Nimble. She’s my familiar now.”

“Your familiar? Like a guardian?”

“Yeah. She’ll live a lot longer than the average cat, or the average human, which is cool. And sometimes she just… shows up. She has an Alonso beacon.”

“That’s incredible,” Penny says.

“And annoying.”

Penny swallows. “So you can bring dead things back to life.”

Alonso’s smile falls. He shifts his body so that he’s facing her—his fighting stance, Penny is learning. “I brought her back to life. That’s it. It wasn’t even on purpose.”

“But can’t you do the same thing for people?”

“No,” Alonso says immediately.

Penny’s heart drops. “But why not? We don’t know if we’ll be able to break the curse. If we can’t, I thought maybe you could—you know.”

Alonso squeezes the bridge of his nose. “When I brought Nimble back to life, I had to cross the Veil. That left a channel open to my body.” He leans closer. “Did you know poltergeists are real? They all hang out across the Veil, dreaming of the day they can hop into a living body again.”

“Which means…” Penny remembers the episode of Amityville High when a ghost took over Olivia’s body, and François had to use his poltergeist powers to banish it. “You could be possessed?”

“Exactly. And then I would’ve been stuck across the Veil with someone else piloting my corpse.”

Penny gasps. “Then you would’ve died?”

“Worse. Poltergeists are ghosts with grudges that keep them in the Second World forever. They’ve been reduced to bundles of powerful energy, and they spend all their time thinking about getting back to our world to get revenge on the living. There are way too many instances of poltergeists possessing witches and creating large-scale disasters. My mom made me read all about it… the start of World War I, a whole bunch of massacres across different countries, and even some of the most effective witch hunts in history were triggered by poltergeists possessing witches and fucking everything up. If I wasn’t a stupid kid when I found Nimble, I never would’ve brought her back. Who knows what could’ve happened.”

Alonso looks out the window, a vein throbbing at his temple. Penny tries to picture what would happen if the wrong kind of spirit possessed him—and got access to his magic.

“Your family could get hurt?” she says.

“Everyone in Idlewood could get hurt.” He looks at her. “Including you.”

Penny laughs. “Yeah, tragic.”

“Don’t even say that,” Alonso says, looking down at his hands. “I already cause enough problems. Don’t need to add ‘vessel for an evil spirit’ to that list.”

Penny clears her throat. “Sorry I asked.”

“It’s fine. But I’m not crossing the Veil again. Ever.”

They fall silent. Penny’s window is down, and a breeze rustles a necklace hanging from the rearview mirror. It’s a small silver charm, and in the center there’s a metal braid ending in three points. She wants to ask what it’s for, but she’s done enough damage for one day.

“Thanks for the ride,” Penny says, opening the door.

“Hey,” Alonso says, and Penny turns back to him. “I’m going to try my best. That’s all I can do.”

Penny nods. “At least we have the ward.”

Alonso’s brow furrows. “What ward?”

“The one my mom is wearing?”

Alonso’s jaw drops. “Your mom got a ward? How?”

“It belongs to the Barrions. Why? Is that bad news?”

“Get in the car,” Alonso says as he turns the key in the ignition.

Penny barely has time to get in and shut the door before Alonso pulls the car out of her driveway. She slides in the seat, grabbing the dashboard to keep herself in place.

“Where are we going?” Penny asks.

“The hospital.”

The engine roars as the Shelby’s tires screech down the road.
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Alonso

ALONSO CAN FEEL THE MAGIC AS HE APPROACHES MRS. EMBERLY’S hospital room. It’s palpable around Penny’s mom, visible but not, kind of like an aura. He doesn’t realize he’s hovering in the doorway until Penny asks him what’s wrong.

“Nothing,” Alonso says. “Let’s see it.”

“Here,” Penny says, touching a small black charm at her mom’s throat. A shiver passes through her, and she withdraws her hand. “It keeps doing that.”

“Doing what?” Alonso says.

“It feels kind of… alive.”

Alonso takes the ward in his hand. At first, the cold of the crescent moon charm makes goose bumps rise on his arms—and then the ward’s enchantment shows itself.

Alonso feels the true weight of the ward’s magic. The strength of the ward’s creator, like no power Alonso has ever felt in his life. The echo of the other person who wore it. When Alonso closes his eyes, he sees her face.

Tanya Barrion. Corey’s mom.

The aura Alonso sensed when he walked into the room wasn’t the curse; it was the protective barrier of the ward.

A weird smell is filling the room—a smell like singed flesh.

Penny gasps. “Alonso, your hand!”

Alonso flinches and drops the necklace, clutching his hand against his chest. His skin is smoking as if he stuck his open palm on an electric stovetop.

“Fuck fuck fuck,” Alonso says.

Penny runs to the sink and turns on the cold water. Alonso shoves his hand under the tap, sighing as the water meets his skin.

“I’ll get a nurse,” Penny says, but Alonso grabs her arm before she can walk away.

“They won’t know what to make of this.” He holds up his hand. “How bad is it?”

Penny reaches up and grabs his wrist.

It’s not romantic, the way she touches him. She’s just angling his hand toward the hospital window so she can see better. But Alonso’s magical nausea is very quickly replaced with a different kind of nausea, and now it isn’t his hand that’s burning. It’s his entire body.

When Penny looks up, his eyes immediately lock with hers. This always happens, whether he wants it to or not; his eyes find Penny like a fire finds gasoline. Alonso has the same thought he’s had a million times before: She would be horrified if she knew how he really felt about her.

Penny’s voice brings Alonso back to himself. “The burn looks strange. It has a pattern.”

Alonso pulls his hand away, but he’s too rough, and Penny takes a step back, creating distance between them. He ignores the guilt he feels at the look on her face as he shakes out the pain. Why can’t he be normal around her? Every little thing Penny does sets off a chain of wild reactions, like he’s a human Rube Goldberg machine.

Focus, Alonso reminds himself. He sucks in a breath and looks at his palm.

Penny is right; this burn isn’t the same crescent shape as the charm hanging around Anita’s neck. It’s rectangular, but it’s what’s inside the rectangle that makes Alonso grimace.

Before his family gave up on their quest to teach Alonso about the world of witches, his mother and aunts made him memorize the crest of every coven in the world. There were 277 last time Alonso checked, but only 13 have permanent seats on the Council of Witches. These are the covens Alonso’s mother speaks of with reverence, even though it was the Council that sealed the De Lucas’ magic.

Alonso used to run his fingers over the crests, committing them to memory not because his family said it was important, but because these people had the power to take Alonso’s magic away. He could’ve contacted them. He could’ve confessed everything and asked them to make him mortal. That way, he wouldn’t have to be afraid of himself.

The only thing that stopped him from contacting the Council was the big unknown: What would they do if they discovered Alonso had his magic back? Would they simply seal it away—or would Alonso receive an additional punishment for keeping this secret for years?

So Alonso had never called them. But he spent enough hours staring at the crests of those thirteen families that he never forgot them.

Which is convenient. Because one of those crests is now burned into Alonso’s palm.

“Of course,” he says through clenched teeth.

“Do you recognize it? It looks like some sort of cross.”

Alonso turns his hand around and points. “You see that letter, under the cross? It’s a P. This is the crest of the Pierres.”

“Are the Pierres another coven?”

“They’re not just another coven, they’re the coven. They’re the most powerful family of witches in the world, and their specialty is ward magic.”

Penny goes quiet as she considers his hand. “Why did they help Corey’s family?”

That’s a question Alonso can’t answer. How the hell did the Barrions manage to find the Pierres? And why would the Pierres have meddled in this curse? Witches stay away from other covens’ dark magic. It’s not just a superstition; since curses can only be broken by the witch who created them, any witch who tries to break a curse or even mitigate its effects is putting themselves at risk of being touched by that dark magic. Which, in turn, can manifest as weakened magic for an entire coven.

What would’ve convinced the Pierres to take that kind of risk?

“Maybe Corey’s family paid them a lot of money?” Penny says.

Alonso closes his hand into a fist, letting the heat from the burn seep into his bones. “Except the Pierres don’t need money.”

“Then why do it? Did they want to help the Barrions?”

“That’s my guess. The Pierres might be soft. That could work in our favor.” A plan quickly forms in Alonso’s mind. “If we can get a Pierre to help us break this curse, that could make a huge difference. They train in magic every day from the moment they learn to walk and talk. If we get one of them to help us when we do the curse-breaker, it would make the spell much more powerful.”

“But what are they going to say if they find out you can… you know.”

“They might take my magic away,” Alonso says. “But this isn’t just about breaking the curse. I’ve been thinking about what you said at my place—about how we might not know for sure it was my grandpa who cursed the Barrions.”

Penny bites her lip. “You think I was right?”

“Probably not. But I want to look into it, to see if there were any other covens in Idlewood when the curse began. My grandma Allison died a few years ago, but she was always convinced my grandpa had been framed, that someone else had actually cursed the Barrions. She spent years looking for proof, like a blood oath or something.”

“Blood oaths sound ominous.”

“Think of them like legal testimony signed in blood, and if anything you write down is a lie, you burst into flames.”

Penny’s mouth falls open. “Actual flames?”

Alonso nods. “My grandma always said Gio was an asshole, but he never would’ve cursed anybody.”

“And you believe that?”

“I want to make sure we’ve got all the information we need before we attempt this spell. If it doesn’t work, I don’t think we’ll get another chance to try.”

“Why not?” Penny says. “We can use different items, write different incantations…”

“Remember how I said magic always has a cost? If this were a video game, the curse-breaker would only be available to witches who are at level one hundred. It’s going to drain me, and I don’t know when I’ll be strong enough to try again. It could take a year. And who knows if your mom…” He trails off, pointedly not looking at Mrs. Emberly across the room.

Penny’s face falls. “Okay. Then how do we contact the Pierres?”

Alonso cracks his neck. “We’ll have to go to their store. Second World Emporium. It’s where they proffer their wares.”

“Is it even in the US?”

Alonso snorts. “They’re in Bloomington. I guess we’re going on a road trip.”
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The Group Chat

JULY 17, 7:12 AM


PENNY EMBERLY added ALONSO DE LUCA and COREY BARRION to the group.

PENNY EMBERLY named the group COZY MYSTERY BOOK CLUB.



Penny Emberly



Hi guys!




AD

Alonso De Luca



no.






why are you up this early? are you even human?






I’m at work. Did I wake you up?




AD

Alonso De Luca



it’s summer break. 
i haven’t even gone to sleep yet.




CB

Corey Barrion



You’re good Penny, I’m going to work too.




AD

Alonso De Luca



wait who is this other number




CB

Corey Barrion



Guess




AD

Alonso De Luca



don’t save my number in your phone






or text me






ever




CB

Corey Barrion



Ok






Corey, are you free tonight?




CB

Corey Barrion



I’m supposed to hang out with Dylan.




AD

Alonso De Luca



so you’re free.






We need you to come to Bloomington with us.




CB

Corey Barrion



Are we going on a college tour or something?




AD

Alonso De Luca



i don’t think this is a good idea penny. we don’t need him to come with us. we’ll handle it ourselves.




CB

Corey Barrion



I’ll text Dylan to reschedule.




AD

Alonso De Luca




please, don’t cancel on satan. go with her. have fun robbing banks or whatever she does for leisure.






This is about the ward. Alonso thinks another coven made it. Do you know anything about that?




CB

Corey Barrion



It was a coven, but I don’t know who. My dad found them after he met my mom.




AD

Alonso De Luca



you should’ve let me know another coven was in the picture. we need to talk to them ASAP.




CB

Corey Barrion



I just said I don’t know who they are.






Alonso figured it out. Can I pick you up at five thirty?




AD

Alonso De Luca



i can drive us.






No offense, but I’m not comfortable with either of you driving :-)




AD

Alonso De Luca



ouch.




CB

Corey Barrion



I’m fine with that.




AD

Alonso De Luca



btw what’s with the name of the group chat?






That’s our cover story.




AD

Alonso De Luca



i don’t even know what a cozy mystery is.






It’s like the opposite of true crime. Think old ladies and their cats solving murders in the English countryside.




CB

Corey Barrion



Ohhhh my dad’s cousin reads those.




AD

Alonso De Luca



the three of us in a BOOK CLUB? sorry penny, but this is a shitty cover story. nobody would believe it.






I would totally join a cozy mystery book club.




AD

Alonso De Luca



well i wouldn’t and corey wouldn’t.




CB

Corey Barrion



I’d consider it.




AD

Alonso De Luca



shut up.






i’ll come up with something better.





ALONSO DE LUCA changed the group name to AP WORLD HISTORY PRESENTATION.



CB

Corey Barrion



It’s summer break.





COREY BARRION changed the group name to COZY MYSTERY BOOK CLUB.



AD

Alonso De Luca



you piece of shit.






I’m putting this on mute. See you tonight!




CB

Corey Barrion



Me too.




AD

Alonso De Luca



what’s the point of having an emergency group chat if you won’t see my texts about all the emergencies






hello






HELLO





ALONSO DE LUCA changed the group name to ASSHOLES.
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Penny

WHEN PENNY SAW ALONSO AND NIMBLE IN THE WOODS ALL THOSE years ago, anxiety didn’t keep her from accepting that magic existed. The idea of magic didn’t even seem that scary—not if it could bring baby animals back from the dead. She never told anyone what she saw that day, because the prospect of getting laughed at was more terrifying than the fact that magic was real.

But now that her mom is in the hospital, Penny is having nightmares about shadow figures. About invisible hands pulling the threads of her reality. The world is scarier now, and there’s no going back.

A few hours before she’s supposed to go to Bloomington, Penny is sitting at the hospital fighting off sleep. She stands up quickly, taps her face. But as soon as she sits down, her eyelids become heavy again.

She’ll sleep for an hour. Just an hour. She lets her eyes close…

And the dream begins.

It’s a hot summer day at Elkie Lake. The foliage is wild, and the warm breeze has an edge to it, like fall is around the corner. Penny is sitting on the shore, her feet dangling in the warm water. Overhead, the tree branches are heavy with green leaves.

There’s rustling in the trees, and after a moment, a woman with short dark hair bursts into the clearing. She’s been running, and she bends over, hands on her knees and eyes squeezed shut as she catches her breath.

“Are you okay?” Penny says, but the woman doesn’t hear her. Penny’s eyes are drawn to her clothes: a paisley dress underneath a suede jacket. She adjusts her purse, a brown leather shoulder bag painted with blue flowers. It’s an excellent vintage outfit, maybe from the seventies. Penny is about to compliment her when someone else runs out of the woods.

Penny gasps. It’s Alonso.

Except no, it’s not quite him. He looks older, and his hair is fully blond, without a blue strand in sight. And when he steps out of the shadows of the forest, the sunlight catches on an unfamiliar scar along the edge of his jaw.

“You never used to run from me,” the man says. That’s not Alonso’s voice. This voice is grittier, angrier.

The woman straightens up, fear flitting across her brow. “You never used to chase me.”

“What are we doing here, Ellie?”

Ellie turns around. “Listen, Gio, I don’t know what he told you, but it’s best you hear it from me.”

Gio. As in Giovanni? Penny was right; this isn’t Alonso. It’s his grandfather.

Which means the woman is Ellie Barrion. Corey’s grandmother.

“I need to know if it’s true,” Giovanni says. “If you’re leaving me for him.”

Ellie goes silent, and that must be enough of an answer, because Giovanni’s face becomes drawn. Empty.

“How many times do you expect me to forgive you?” Ellie says. “You are good, Gio. The man I love is still there, deep down. But the fighting, and the nights spent in jail, and the drinking… I can’t keep living like this. I don’t want to raise my kids with a man who only knows how to fix problems with violence.”

Giovanni doesn’t seem to hear her. His eyes are unfocused, and when he comes back to himself, his expression is contorted with pain. “Charles Barrion can’t give you a good life. He’s not an angel, he’s a crook, and you’re acting like he’s going to solve all your problems. He doesn’t even love you, he just wants to prove to me and the rest of this town that he gets what he wants, when he wants it—”

“We’re engaged, Gio.”

Giovanni stumbles back. Ellie looks torn between running to him and staying as far away as she can.

“This is the worst decision you’ve ever made,” Gio says. “And I won’t let you forget it.”

They both pause, the expressions on their faces frozen. Then, slowly, they turn to look at Penny.

“What?” she says, but they don’t answer. Because they’re not looking at her; they’re looking behind her. She turns around.

Standing a few feet away is the Shadow.

Penny is immediately on her feet, one arm held out to protect herself, as if she could. The figure is closer than it’s ever been, and it looks less solid than it ever has.

“Penny?”

The voice comes from the dock, and the sound of it makes tears spring to Penny’s eyes. Her mom is there, her bare feet on the unstable wooden planks.

“I’m so lost, sweet pea,” Anita says. “I don’t know how long I’ve been here.”

“Mom, watch out!” Penny says, but the dock is already breaking, and Anita is falling.

Penny screams, and she throws herself into the water to go after her mom. But she never hits the surface; she keeps falling, and falling…
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Penny wakes up covered in sweat. Her neck is sore from the way she was curled up in the chair. Beside her, Anita’s heart monitor is beeping rapidly.

“Mom,” Penny says, and she’s about to press the button to call the nurses. But the peaks and valleys level out. Anita’s heart rate is steady again.

That didn’t feel like a dream. It was too vivid. It felt like…

Like a memory.

Penny grabs her phone. She overslept; she should’ve left for Bloomington already, but she pushes that thought aside as she googles Giovanni De Luca. There’s a scanned photograph of him from a newspaper story about the fire at the old Meredith House. Penny zooms in, and even through the graininess of the photo, she sees it: the scar along his chin.

“How did I know?” she mutters.

As Penny searches Ellie Barrion’s name, she already knows what she’ll find. Staring back at her is a woman with the same dark bob, the same kind eyes.

Penny has never seen their faces before. So how did they end up in her dream?
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Corey

AFTER TWO HOURS OF VERY AWKWARD SILENCE, THE COZY MYSTERY Book Club arrives at Second World Emporium.

Corey is desperate to get out of the car, but when he remembers where they are, he cranes his neck to look around first. The occult shop is in a strip mall in the middle of Bloomington. SECOND WORLD EMPORIUM hangs over the storefronts. The S in the sign is crooked, and birds have nested in the U and one of the Os. The windows are completely blacked out, and the door isn’t glass; it’s all dark wood, and it wouldn’t be out of place in a dungeon or a Renaissance fair.

Above the door there’s a small window, and in it, a sign flashes neon green: OPEN.

“Why aren’t there other cars in the parking lot?” Corey asks. His voice sounds like a scream in the quiet AC.

Alonso points to a rusty Toyota Corolla on the other end. “There’s one.”

Somehow, that doesn’t make Corey feel better.

He gets out of the car, but Alonso stays put in the back seat. Corey knocks on the window, but there’s a whirr as the car doors lock.

I’m not coming, Alonso mouths.

“We thought it would be better if you and I went inside first,” Penny says. “Since Alonso’s family doesn’t have the best reputation.”

“Right,” Corey mutters. “I should’ve expected Alonso to let us fend for ourselves with a coven we don’t even know.”

Penny glances at Alonso. “They might take his magic away, Corey. If this conversation doesn’t go well, we need to leave as fast as possible. If they find out about Alonso, we won’t be able to do the curse-breaker.”

“Oh.” Corey should’ve thought of that.

They walk together, staying close. Penny moves to open the door, but Corey steps in front of her.

“Stay behind me,” he says, glancing at her over his shoulder.

Penny smiles. “I’m fine, you know.”

“Then do it for me. I’ll feel better.” He pushes the door open.

The first thing Corey notices is the incense, which is so intense it almost knocks him over. But as soon as the interior of the shop comes into view, he forgets all about the smell. Corey was picturing something straight out of a fantasy movie, complete with jars of body parts, animal skulls, and plants that might eat you if you get too close. But inside Second World Emporium, there’s nothing at all. Apart from a counter with a cash register, it’s empty.

A breeze moves through the store with their arrival, rustling the dark purple velvet that hangs from every wall. It muffles all sound from outside, and it’s as if they’ve stepped through a portal to another dimension.

Penny walks up to the cash register, her footfalls soundless on the thick carpet. Corey follows her, his eyes darting all around as if someone might appear out of thin air. There’s a service bell, and a piece of paper propped up next to it with Ring me scribbled in messy handwriting. Penny hesitates before she taps the bell. The sound is piercing at first, but it’s quickly lost in the velvet hangings.

A rustle comes from somewhere in the back of the store. A disembodied hand appears between two of the curtains, and then the velvet sweeps aside to reveal a tall, skinny guy in his twenties. His locs hang in his eyes, and he’s wearing a magnetic name tag on his IU basketball jersey that reads MILTON P.

“Hey, guys,” Milton says, sliding onto a stool. “How can I help you?”

Penny takes the lead. “Hi. Um, sorry, are you moving?”

“No, why?”

“Because…” She gestures at the empty store.

“We keep our stuff in the back. Way too many valuables that would do bad things in the wrong hands, you know?”

That makes Corey feel sick to his stomach.

“Right,” Penny says, the terror barely hidden on her face. “Um, we’re looking for the Pierre coven.”

“You got us. Or one of us.”

So this guy is a witch. It takes all Corey’s self-control to stand still when every instinct is telling him to run out of the shop. He’s spent his entire life avoiding magic and witches because a coven ruined his life before he was even born. But unlike Alonso, this guy seems normal. You’d never know he was a witch if he hadn’t admitted to it.

Corey swallows his fear. “I’m Corey, and this is Penny.”

“How’s it going?”

“Fine!” Penny says, a little too eager.

Milton quirks a smile. “Mortals don’t come here when things are fine.”

Corey glances at Penny, who looks as nervous as he feels. “You can tell we’re mortals?”

“Sure. It’s an energy thing.”

Corey nods, even though he has no idea what that means. “And you don’t care that we’re here?”

Milton shrugs. “People aren’t as quick to believe in magic as you think. But if you blab to too many people, we have our ways of doing damage control.”

Now he’s threatening them. Corey glances at Penny, hoping this fits her definition of a conversation that “doesn’t go well.” But Penny hasn’t looked away from Milton, and her jaw is set with determination.

“We’re not going to tell anyone,” she says, her voice a little unsteady. “We came here to show you something.” She slides her phone across the counter. On it is a picture of the burn on Alonso’s hand.

Milton grabs the phone, holding it a few inches from his face. He looks from the picture to Penny, his expression wary. “What did you say your names were?”

Corey sighs, because he knows what Milton is really asking. “Last name is Barrion.”

Before Milton can say a word, the floor vibrates. Like, actually vibrates. Milton’s full attention is suddenly on the front door. Corey instinctively steps in front of Penny again in case someone—or something—comes charging through.

“What was that?” Penny says.

“Someone tripped the alarm,” Milton says.

Corey doesn’t need three guesses who that might be.

Milton is already walking to the door, and Penny tries to stop him. “Wait!”

But Milton doesn’t wait. He swings the door open and stops short. “The hell is this?”

Alonso is face down on the pavement. His arms are splayed like he fell from a few stories up instead of out an open car door—and he’s not moving.

Corey grimaces. “Alonso? You good?”

The witch doesn’t move.

“What happened?” Penny asks Milton.

“He’s fine,” Milton says. “Until I decide that he isn’t.”

Alonso doesn’t get up. Slowly, with what looks like a lot of effort, he turns his head just enough that they can see his face.

“Well, look at that,” Milton says. “I wasn’t expecting a De Luca to show up on my doorstep today.”

“Happy birthday,” Alonso mutters.

“My birthday’s in April.” Milton crouches so he can look Alonso in the eyes. “Been a while since somebody triggered the alarm spell. I thought maybe it needed a re-up, but I guess it’s working fine.”

“This is a security spell?” Penny asks.

“Sure is. Works on a whole long list of folks, from human fanboys to petty criminals to every exiled witch in existence. Keeps them in place so we can ask them questions.”

Corey narrows his eyes at Milton. “Do you know each other?”

“Every coven knows the De Lucas,” Milton says. “That curse they made was a big deal in our world.”

“Lemme up,” Alonso says through clenched teeth.

“Nope. This is where you belong.”

Penny moves between Alonso and Milton. “Please hear us out before you assume that Alonso came here for some nefarious reason.” She holds up her phone again. “Your family made a ward for the Barrions, right?”

Milton glares at her. “We didn’t mess with no curse. We made a standard dark magic ward, and the Barrions are using it however they want.”

Something about the nonchalance in Milton’s tone makes Corey bristle, and he says, “If it’s so standard, why did you only make one? And why did you agree to do it in the first place?”

Milton ignores him and looks at Penny. “How are you connected to all of this?”

“My mom was in a relationship with Corey’s aunt,” Penny says.

“Ah. She’s dead?”

Corey shakes his head. “Not yet.”

Milton sighs and holds out a hand. “Heavy as air, light as earth.”

Alonso shoots to his feet. His hair is askew, and there are tiny pieces of gravel embedded in his cheek.

“I’m giving you ten seconds to tell me why you’re on Pierre land,” Milton says. “One—”

Corey opens his mouth, but Penny beats him to it, speaking fast. “We want to know why your family helped the Barrions when no other witches would because we want to break the curse and we thought you could tell us more about other covens in Idlewood and also maybe agree to help us with the curse-breaker because Alonso said no coven is as powerful as yours and—”

“Okay, okay, stop. Don’t pass out.” Milton looks between Corey and Alonso. “Y’all really came here together?”

Corey sighs. “We’re trying to… I don’t know what we’re trying to do. Anything we can.”

“Interesting.” Milton’s jaw ticks to the side as he considers them. He seems to come to a decision about something, because his face softens and he says, “My great-grandma made that ward. It was supposed to help victims of the Barrion curse.”

“I thought your family didn’t mess with the curse,” Corey says.

“Do you want to know the story or not?”

Corey crosses his arms and waits.

“The De Lucas and my family used to work closely together, since we both made our way to Indiana at the same time,” Milton says. “The De Lucas had a long history in Italy; lots of power in the blood. Y’all were on track to get a seat on the Council. And then Giovanni came along.” He shakes his head. “Everyone had a real bad feeling about him, but my great-grandma let his bad behavior slide.”

“Why?” Corey says.

“I guess she was too optimistic. She and Giovanni’s mom were close. She didn’t want to believe he could hurt anyone.”

“Except she was wrong,” Corey says.

Milton narrows his eyes. “The curse wasn’t her fault. But yeah, she could’ve reined him in, punished him, something.” He nods at Corey. “And when your dad came looking for a ward, she felt like it was the least she could do.”

It’s almost impossible to imagine his dad coming here, desperate enough to find a way to protect Corey’s mom that he begged a coven for help. James Barrion doesn’t show affection. He barely shows attention. Corey hates thinking he has anything in common with his dad, but here he is, standing where James did all those years ago.

“If the ward is working, there’s nothing else I can do for y’all,” Milton says. “My great-grandma spent a year making that ward, and she was the greatest witch of her generation. Any additional protection spells would take too long in the oven.”

“Wait!” Alonso says as Milton turns to go back inside. “If this ward is supposed to protect people from the curse, then why did it burn me?”

Milton blinks at him. “Like I said, it repels evil. By our definition, that includes all the De Lucas.”

Alonso takes a step closer to Milton, but he doesn’t get too close. Corey almost smiles. Alonso might actually be afraid of this guy.

“I’m impressed your families have gotten past the bad blood, but the witch who cursed you is dead, and y’all can’t do shit.” Milton deliberately doesn’t look at Corey or Penny as he speaks. “I wish we could help you. But we gotta protect our own.”

They all fall silent. Corey looks to Penny for some sort of cue, but she’s staring at the pavement, chewing on her lip.

After a moment, Alonso steps forward. “You’ve heard the story about Park HaeJung?”

Milton’s brow furrows. “There are a lot of stories.”

“The one where she broke the curse placed on a family by her ancestor.”

“That’s a legend, man. Nobody knows if it’s true.”

“Last I checked, people have managed to replicate dozens of her spells. Witches used to say those were legends, too.”

Milton barks out a laugh. “If someone is going to prove it’s possible for a descendant to break a curse, it’s not going to be you. You ain’t got magic, remember?”

Alonso considers him, and Corey knows the look on his face. He’s deciding whether to back down or to fight—and Alonso never backs down.

As they all watch, he raises a hand toward the sky, and his voice takes on a strange monotone. “Gather here, neglect not the earth. Circle round, let loose the clouds.”

There’s a clap of thunder from above. The clouds begin to circle overhead, and Corey’s heart rate goes through the roof. He grabs Penny’s arm. “We need to get inside.”

But when Penny looks up at the sky, there’s no fear in her eyes. They’re shining with something else.

Astonishment.

Corey is ready to drag Penny inside when thunder claps again, and the rush of rain gets closer and closer until—

Nothing. It never falls.

At least, not on Corey or Penny or Milton. The rain falls in a perfect circle around Alonso.

Milton watches with wide eyes, his mouth hanging open. Finally, he lifts his own hand and whispers a few words Corey can’t hear. The rain stops immediately.

A dangerous silence falls over them. Milton’s expression is dark.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t call the Council,” Milton says.

Alonso blinks the water out of his eyes. “Because we could get rid of this curse. No, we could discover a new way to get rid of a curse. How about that for your legacy? And you’re not even a Council member yet.”

“I don’t care about my legacy,” Milton says. “I care about keeping witches and mortals safe.”

“You’d be doing that, too,” Alonso says, nodding toward Penny and Corey. “His mom died years ago. Hers is gonna be next. That’s why I’m here.”

Milton ignores him. “Who unsealed your magic? Because they broke a big rule, and they’re heading for exile just like your entire family.”

“Nobody,” Alonso says.

Milton mutters something under his breath. “Come on, man—”

“I did it myself,” Alonso says. “I don’t know how. I saw something bad, and I wanted to fix it, and then I was using magic.”

Milton considers Alonso. “Then who taught you that spell?”

“One of the books in my basement.”

“You don’t even have a teacher? You know that sounds impossible, right?”

“Sure. Doesn’t change the facts.”

Milton glances at Penny and Corey, and he looks like he wants to tell them something. Instead, Milton turns back to Alonso. “The only reason I’m inclined to believe you is because we know where you live.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“But I’m not making the same mistake my great-grandma did,” Milton says. “If you want my help, you gotta prove your intentions are good. I’ll need you to create a blood oath. And you’re gonna let me dictate the terms.”

Next to him, Penny gasps. “What’s wrong?” Corey asks.

“A blood oath could kill him,” Penny says.

“Only if he’s lying,” Milton says.

Corey looks to Alonso, whose face has lost all color. He wants to say something, but what? That this is crazy? They should give up and go home? Corey can’t form the words.

“Fine,” Alonso says. “I’ll do it.”

“You don’t have to,” Corey says.

“Don’t I?” Alonso growls, and Corey shuts up. Because he’s right. They came here to get help from the Pierres, and if this is the only way to do it, then fine.

Milton goes inside, and Alonso follows, his eyes on the ground. Penny gives Corey one long look that says a million things he can’t understand, and one thing he can: She thinks this is a bad idea.

“At least we’ll know he’s telling the truth,” Corey says.

“Honestly? This sounds like the kind of spell that will hurt him even if he doesn’t lie.” Penny follows Alonso and Milton inside, leaving Corey alone in the parking lot.

Corey doesn’t want to watch whatever is about to happen to Alonso. Proximity to magic always sounds like a bad idea, but that’s especially true of spells that have names like “blood oath.” But Penny is already in the shop, and her absence makes Corey feel restless. If something happens to her, and Corey isn’t there to help…

“Dammit,” Corey mutters, and he grudgingly walks into Second World Emporium.
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Alonso

THE INCENSE IN SECOND WORLD EMPORIUM IS NOT NORMAL.

Alonso lives in a house of witches, so he should be used to it. But the scents inside the store are layered, dancing around them to create confusion. Or maybe this is part of the security spell, because already, Alonso can’t remember why he walked inside, or why Milton let him walk inside.

Milton whispers a few words, and Alonso’s head clears. He closes his eyes as a headache starts to pound.

“I’ll be right back,” Milton says, locking the front door and disappearing behind the curtains.

When the Cozy Mystery Book Club is alone, Alonso feels their eyes on him. He can’t look at them, though. He doesn’t want to know what they thought of his personal rain cloud. He’s used to people being afraid of him, but if that’s what he sees in Penny’s face, it would be too much right now.

“You shouldn’t do this,” Penny says.

Alonso shrugs. “If I don’t do the blood oath, he’ll report me.”

“I think he’s right, Penny,” Corey says, running a hand over his hair.

A laugh bubbles up in Alonso’s throat. “Yeah, Golden Boy wants me to sign the blood oath even more than Milton.”

Penny starts to speak, but Milton appears through the curtains again, and whatever argument she wanted to make goes unsaid.

Milton plops onto the low-pile carpet and motions for the rest of them to do the same. He holds a scroll of thick paper that isn’t paper at all. It’s animal hide, because every part of a blood oath must be connected to something that was once alive.

Sweat beads on the back of Alonso’s neck. Knowing how a blood oath works is one thing. Being forced to do a blood oath…

“You’ll write what I tell you,” Milton says, handing Alonso the scroll and setting an inkpot and colorful feather in front of him.

Alonso unrolls the hide, and the lights in the room dim. It’s as if the magic all around them is alive, and it knows what’s about to happen. Like it’s bracing. If Alonso’s family knew what he was about to do, they’d probably lock him in a cage and never let him out. Because this spell doesn’t just take from a witch if they’re lying—it takes something no matter what. A few years of his life, probably.

Alonso could stop this. He could refuse and let the Pierres seal his magic. But when he glances up at Penny, all those thoughts leave his head.

Her blue eyes are wide. Unblinking. She’s not afraid of him; she’s afraid for him. She gives the tiniest shake of her head. Don’t go through with this, she’s trying to tell him. It’s not worth it. But if she was in Alonso’s place, she wouldn’t hesitate to make the blood oath, no matter what the cost.

Alonso dips the feather in the inkpot, which glows with a dark blue tint. Spider’s blood.

Milton glances at Penny and Corey, who sit tense as cats off to the side. “Keep a distance and keep quiet. This whole process requires a lot of concentration.”

“Try not to look,” Alonso says.

Then Milton begins.

“By the power of my blood, I will shine light on the truth. I intend no harm to the Barrion family or to those touched by this curse.” He nods at the scroll, and Alonso starts to write.

The first letters drain him like water from a faucet. He’s immediately out of breath, and by the end of the sentence, he’s starting to slump over the paper.

There’s movement in the corner of his eye. Penny has shifted onto her knees, her hands balled into fists on her lap.

Milton continues, “I want to break the Barrion curse to keep it from hurting anyone else.”

Lights flash before Alonso’s eyes. He’s holding himself up by his elbow as he writes, and his legs are going numb from the awkward angle, but moving would take more strength than he has left.

This was stupid. The worst idea he’s ever had. Alonso doesn’t even know Milton, and now Milton has the power to dictate whatever he wants him to write. What if this is some plan to kill him? What if Milton makes him write something he knows is false, and then Alonso turns into Calcifer the Fire Demon?

“I do not believe what Giovanni De Luca did was justified,” Milton continues. “I know nothing about the curse that I have not shared with my companions.”

Alonso is gasping for air as his pen scratches out the last letters. His heart beats against his rib cage like a hammer—clang clang clang. It shouldn’t hurt like that. Something is wrong.

Then Milton says something else. Something Alonso wasn’t expecting.

“If given the choice, I will give my life to save others from this curse.”

“Wait, what?” Corey says, but he sounds so far away. Alonso’s hand is barely his own anymore; he couldn’t resist, even if he wanted to. He writes the words, and as he does, his skin shrivels up until his hand looks like it belongs to an old man. Slowly, Alonso drags his eyes up.

Milton sits across from him, his face somber, the power of generations of the Pierre coven enveloping him like a wildfire. Behind him, the edges of the shop blur into something else—something Alonso saw a long time ago, when he found Nimble dead in the woods. It’s like the world Alonso knows, but the colors are off, and the air emanating from it is cold like wind from a deep winter.

It’s the Second World. Alonso can see it across the Veil. And standing in it, its form shimmering, is a shadow.

It’s amorphous, darkness corralled into the shape of limbs and torso and head. And even though it has no eyes—no face at all—Alonso feels it staring at him.

“Alonso!”

The voice breaks him from his trance. Penny is suddenly in front of him, blocking the shadow figure from view.

“It’s too late,” Milton says. “He needs to see this to the end.”

Alonso tunes them out. All he can do is stare at Penny—blue eyes, errant curls, a few freckles on her cheekbones.

“One letter at a time,” Penny says.

So Alonso writes one letter, then another, then another. Penny stays with him, and he measures time by her breaths as he writes the final sentence: If given the choice, I will give my life to save others from this curse.

Milton appears beside Penny, an ornate knife clutched in his hand. “I swear this on the moon, on my ancestors, and on my life.”

Alonso almost blacks out. The world in front of him is a blur, his hand no more than a strange animal shape moving across the scroll. But when his vision clears, the words are legible, though the blue-black ink drips in messy rivulets down the page.

Alonso gives Milton his left hand—it’s like lifting a car, it takes so much effort, but it’s nothing compared to the pain when Milton takes the knife and slashes Alonso across the palm. A sound lets loose from Alonso’s throat that’s somewhere between a scream and a sob, and Milton holds his hand over the animal hide, letting the cut drip and drip and drip, each bead of blood absorbed by the hide. After a moment, at the very bottom of the page, his name appears.

Alonso Pietro De Luca.

Alonso is almost at the finish line. Then he looks past Milton.

The Veil is still visible, its silken weft obscuring the Second World beyond. The Shadow is gone, but there’s somebody else there now. Someone who’s watching him with a careless, familiar grin.

It’s almost like looking into a mirror, even though the man staring back is a decade older, and there’s a scar along his chin.

But it’s his eyes that draw Alonso in. Eyes that are pure white.

“Grandpa?” Alonso gasps.

From across the Veil, Giovanni De Luca smiles. “You don’t even know how much power you have.”

The words surround Alonso like a tornado. Giovanni is staring at Alonso with hunger—hunger for his life. Hunger for his magic.

And Alonso doesn’t have the strength to fight him.

Arms wrap around Alonso and pull him back, away from the blood oath. Suddenly he’s lying face up on the floor of the emporium, and his body feels like his own. He lifts his hands; the left one is bloodied, but they aren’t old anymore. His lungs breathe easily. It’s like the blood oath never happened, except he feels hollowed out like a Roman candle, and there are spots in his vision.

But it did happen. He saw the Veil again.

He saw his grandfather.

There’s only one reason Giovanni De Luca would still be in the Second World. After almost fifty years, his spirit should’ve moved on by now, to whatever realm is next. If he’s there, he’s not a spirit anymore.

Giovanni is a poltergeist.
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Penny

AS MILTON MURMURS A SPELL, ALONSO’S SKIN KNITS TOGETHER LIKE cloth, the redness fading to purple. Penny is mesmerized by it. When it’s over, the cut is halfway healed, but Alonso has a faraway look in his eyes.

During the blood oath, it was like the air was sucked out of the room. There was a moment when Alonso looked past Milton, and whatever he saw made him pale as a ghost. His skin turned gray, and he looked almost translucent. As if he was in the room with them, but also not. All Penny knew was she needed to make him see her instead, to keep him present. It was a strange instinct, and who knows if it even worked.

Why did you agree to this? Penny wants to ask. Why didn’t you bail?

Before this summer, if you had asked Penny whether Alonso De Luca would willingly risk his life to help a random girl and his family’s greatest enemy, Penny would’ve laughed. Now she can’t make herself say anything.

She doesn’t know the true Alonso. Nobody does.

Penny sidles up to Alonso and places a hand on his shoulder. It’s kind of pathetic, but it’s better than doing nothing. Alonso looks up at her, his forehead gleaming with sweat.

Then he shrugs her hand off.

Penny looks away, trying to hide how red her face has become. She shouldn’t have touched him; she crossed the line. It’s not like they’re friends. They have a common goal and that’s it.

If only Milton could snap his fingers and make Penny disappear.

Corey stands off to the side of the room, pressed against the curtains with his arms crossed. “Does this mean you’ll help us?”

“I’ll help,” Milton says, “but I’m going to keep a distance.”

“Then you won’t do the curse-breaker spell with us?” Penny says. “Even after Alonso signed the blood oath?”

“I’m going to keep Alonso’s secret,” Milton says, rolling up the scroll. “But I don’t want to bring bad luck on my family because I got my hands dirty with the curse-breaker. I can give you resources and that’s it.”

Penny grits her teeth. Alonso nearly died, and Milton is going to give them “resources.” He sounds like a bad guidance counselor. “We need more than that.”

“I’ll send you a link to SkyCat. It’s the online database of magical texts. You’ll be able to look through case studies of previous curses, read through their incantations, see what items they used to anchor the spell. That’ll have to be enough.”

Except it’s not. Before she can stop herself, Penny says, “Have you ever thought that maybe it’s not right to punish an entire coven for the mistakes of one witch?”

Now they’re all looking at her. Milton’s eyes have been kind, but now they’re guarded.

“This isn’t your world,” he says, “so save your feedback.”

Alonso pushes to his feet. He’s shaky, but Penny doesn’t try to help him. Her hand is burning from when he shrugged her off.

“There’s one more thing you can do,” Alonso says.

Milton doesn’t look convinced, but he waits for Alonso to continue.

“You can tell us if there were any other active covens in Idlewood at the time the Barrions were cursed,” Alonso says.

Corey tenses, but he doesn’t argue. Milton raises an eyebrow. “Why does that matter?”

Penny jumps in. “We need to cover all our bases. If there’s even the slightest chance that this curse could’ve come from another coven, we need to know.”

Corey shakes his head. “C’mon, Penny. Really?”

Penny swallows, remembering the face of Giovanni De Luca. Whether her dream really happened or not, he certainly looked like the kind of person who would curse generations of people because of a bruised ego. But she makes herself say, “It can’t hurt to know for sure.”

Milton considers Alonso. “Do you have any reason to believe Giovanni was innocent?”

Alonso pushes his hair out of his eyes. “I know my grandpa was the likely candidate. But my family was always convinced there was more to the story.”

“Of course they were,” Corey mutters.

“Alonso said the curse-breaker could take a lot out of us,” Penny says. “We might not be able to try the spell again. This could be our only shot.”

Milton nods. “Not sure it’s worth our time, but I’ll look into it.” He holds up the blood oath. “I guess I owe you that much.”

“I guess you do,” Alonso says.

Corey pushes off the wall. He walks over to Alonso, who glares at him.

“C’mon,” Corey says. “I’ll help you get outside.”

Alonso looks like he might argue, but the fatigue must win out, because he nods. It would be kind of sweet if Penny could forget that Alonso just braved death. As Corey and Alonso shuffle out to the Prius, Penny hangs back by the door.

“You have another question?” Milton says.

Penny nods. “It’s about the shadow figure.”

“The what?”

“It’s this… creature. It looks like a shadow, and it appears in front of Corey’s family when someone is about to die.”

“Oh.” Milton’s brow furrows. “I’ve heard of stuff like that. Sometimes long-term spells like curses, bargains, magic that influences relationships—they can have physical manifestations.”

“So it’s not sentient?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Fear constricts Penny’s throat. “Then it’s alive.”

“It’s better if you look it up on SkyCat. And I know you didn’t ask my opinion, but I wouldn’t tell Corey what you find. He’ll be better off not knowing.”

On the other side of the parking lot, Corey has gotten Alonso into the front seat and is now leaning against the car, staring up at the sky. He looks distant. Mournful.

“Can these… manifestations appear in dreams?” Penny asks.

Milton rubs the stubble on his chin. “Dreams can be a connection to the Second World. Astral projection is the most obvious example of that. I guess this shadow could use dreams as a conduit if it was really trying to make a point.”

“So it can communicate? Does that mean it’s…”

Human. Penny doesn’t say the word, but it hangs in the air between them.

Milton looks away. “You’ll see.”

Unease settles in Penny’s limbs. Milton’s eyes find Alonso again, and he nods in his direction. “Be careful with that one.”

Penny suddenly feels defensive. “Why?”

“That kid was born with his magic locked away. If he’s telling the truth and nobody helped him access it, there’s only one explanation.”

“Which is…?”

“He’s powerful, Penny. So powerful that his magic broke free on its own. And if it’s misused…” He shakes his head. “You’ll need a miracle to get out of this alive.”
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“I hope you’re happy,” Alonso says.

The anger in Alonso’s voice makes Penny’s hands tighten around the steering wheel. Corey is quiet in the back seat. They’re halfway home, but Alonso’s silence seemed worse than his rage. Now that he’s opened his mouth, Penny wishes they could return to quiet fuming.

“Do you need to go to the hospital or something?” Corey asks.

Alonso is exhausted but tense, like a rubber band ready to snap at the slightest tug. Corey’s words seem to take the fight out of him, and he slumps in his seat. “No.”

They fall back into silence. Thirty miles outside Idlewood, Penny pulls into a Mobil station. There’s nothing around but cornfields and distant forests and power lines barely visible in the night. A quarter moon hangs above them like a ticking clock—only a few weeks to go. Then they can do the curse-breaker, and Penny’s mom will be back. She has to believe that.

“I’m getting some food,” Corey says, and he’s out of the car quick as summer lightning.

“I’ll get the gas,” Alonso says, and he doesn’t give Penny the chance to argue.

There’s a hum as the tank fills up. Penny avoids looking in her side mirror for as long as she can, but curiosity wins out. It’s bizarrely domestic, seeing Alonso De Luca at a gas pump. His brow is furrowed as he watches the price rise on the tiny screen. In the dim overhead light, the lines of his profile are stark, and Penny follows them from wild hair to slightly crooked nose to lips to chin.

When Alonso gets back in the car, Corey is still in the convenience store. The night is warm, and Penny leaves her window down. The air smells like a mix of gasoline and green leaves and soil.

Alonso shifts in his seat. “I know it was Giovanni. I’m not lying to myself.”

Penny senses there’s more he wants to say, so she doesn’t argue with him. She just listens.

“The Council sealing our magic, the exile… it’s the least we deserved. I shouldn’t have my magic right now. Nobody should have the power to do what he did.”

“I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“It has to be. That’s what keeps witches from trying dangerous magic.” Alonso lets out an exhausted laugh. “Sometimes my mom and my aunts seem completely lost. We can say we’re witches, but we’re stranded in a world of mortals who only know how to be afraid of us.” He leans back on the headrest, staring at the ceiling of the car. “I feel helpless.”

Penny is afraid to breathe. Something about this moment feels miraculous. Alonso is open like a pocketknife—she can see him clearly, and if she’s not careful, he could hurt her. But maybe she wasn’t so far off when she thought they might become friends. Even though this moment feels more intimate than friendship.

No. What does that even mean? Penny pushes that thought far, far away.

“You’re not helpless,” she says. “You just wrote a blood oath. You called rain. I’m convinced you can do anything.”

Alonso’s mouth twitches, like he’s trying not to smile. “Careful. You’re giving me an ego.”

“You already have an ego.”

“Touché.” Alonso smirks, his eyes on her face, strands of blond-and-blue hair brushing his cheekbones. Then his smile fades, but his eyes are still on her. His lips part like he’s speaking ghosts of words instead of the words themselves.

“What is it?” Penny whispers.

“I wanted you to know,” Alonso says, “that I didn’t break Eric Lim’s arm.”

Everyone at Idlewood Central knows that story. Eric Lim was playing baseball in gym class, and he and Alonso were on opposing teams. When Eric caught the ball right before Alonso reached home plate, Alonso pushed him, and he hit the ground so hard he broke his arm.

Alonso is dangerous. Someone to stay far away from. That’s what Penny has always believed.

And now they’re sitting together in her car in the middle of nowhere, listening to cicadas and soft country music playing on gas station speakers. And Alonso is telling her it isn’t true.

I wanted you to know. That’s what he said.

“What happened?” Penny asks.

“We ran into each other. I swear it was an accident, but suddenly everyone was talking like I did it on purpose. Even Eric knew I didn’t mean it.”

“Why didn’t Eric tell people the truth?”

“He did, once or twice. This isn’t his fault, though. People decided I did it before they asked any questions. You’ve heard all the other stories. If I beat up Idlewood’s Golden Boy and let all of those frogs loose—”

“Which you did?”

“Yeah, but only because they looked really sad. I tried to put them in this box so I could bring them outside, but the box fell, and then it was frog city. I didn’t mean for it to turn into the worst day of that biology teacher’s life.”

Penny pictures Alonso fumbling with a box of frogs. “That’s adorable,” she says before she can stop herself.

Alonso flinches, and Penny looks away, her face red again. Adorable? Why does she keep humiliating herself around him? This is becoming a habit.

“Anyway,” Alonso says, “you can see why people would believe I’d break someone’s arm.”

“Then why don’t you say something? Tell people they’re wrong.”

“Would that change life for your mom?” Alonso asks. “If she went around denying all the rumors?”

Penny presses her lips together. Anita Emberly has her reputation for a reason, but not every rumor is based in fact. Yes, she really showed up at the public pool in a thong bikini and got arrested for public indecency. No, she’s never slept with the café’s landlord. Yes, she’s bisexual. No, she didn’t immediately get over her husband’s death and forget he ever existed. But Anita’s reputation isn’t built only on the stories about her. It’s a feeling people have. It’s what they decide to project onto her, and once people have made up their minds about who someone is, it’s difficult to change their perception.

And when it comes to Alonso, Penny has been guilty of that, too.

There’s that thought again. That Alonso didn’t have to sign the blood oath, but he did it anyway. He isn’t who Penny thought he was.

Alonso runs a hand through his hair. “This is happening to your mom because of me. I fucking hate that.”

“No,” Penny says, suddenly exasperated. “This isn’t your fault. We’re not our families. You’re not your grandfather.”

Alonso’s eyes soften, and the light from the gas station catches on his mouth. Suddenly Penny is staring at it, and she has to make a conscious effort to drag her eyes back up to his.

“Nobody’s ever said that before,” Alonso whispers.

Penny’s throat is too dry to speak. It’s the feeling she’s used to having around Alonso—wanting to look away, to run away, to fade until he doesn’t notice her. Except now it’s different. She isn’t afraid he’ll say horrible things or try to make her afraid.

She’s afraid he’ll stop paying attention. That he’ll fade from her life like a memory.

As if he can read her mind, Alonso leans in.

The moment stretches, and Penny can hear her heartbeat in her ears. Is this really happening? Or is Penny having some gasoline-fume-induced fever dream in which Alonso De Luca is reaching over to rest his hand on the back of Penny’s seat, and getting so close she can feel his breath on her mouth?

This doesn’t make sense, except maybe it does. She thought Alonso hated her, that his attention only proved it. But now Penny is standing in a new spot, looking at him from a different angle, and what if…

What if she closed her eyes and leaned in, too?

The door to the back seat opens, and the moment shatters like glass.

By the time Corey gets in the car, Penny and Alonso are in their own respective spheres of personal space.

“All set?” she says, mentally slapping herself when her voice cracks.

“Yeah,” Corey says. Penny can almost feel him looking between them. “Everything okay?”

“Fine,” Penny says, but Alonso says nothing. He’s gazing out the window, arms crossed over his chest.

There’s the crinkle of a candy wrapper in the back seat. “Penny, do you want a Reese’s?”

“Sure.”

“I really hope you’re going to offer me one, too,” Alonso says.

Corey doesn’t answer, but a moment later, a miniature Reese’s flies onto Penny’s lap, and another lands on Alonso’s.

“Nice,” Alonso says. “You owed me one, anyway.”

“You’re never going to let me forget that blood oath, are you?”

Alonso doesn’t answer. He just pops the Reese’s into his mouth and starts scrolling through his phone.
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Penny

RON IS WAITING UP WHEN PENNY GETS HOME AT MIDNIGHT.

“Are you rebelling?” he says. He’s sitting on the couch in his bathrobe, a sheet mask barely disguising his disapproval.

Penny rubs her temples. She’s never been great at lying in the first place, and now her eyes are dry, and her body is tired. “Naomi and I stopped at IHOP, and we lost track of time. I should’ve texted you.”

Ron sighs. “I’m not mad. But, hon, you look exhausted, and I think you need a little time off.”

Penny’s anxiety rears its head—the thought of rest is much worse than the thought of working. She doesn’t need more time to think. “I’m fine, Ron! Really.”

“Nope! As your gay dad, I officially declare that tomorrow is your day of rest. You’re not allowed within a ten-foot radius of the café.”

Somehow, Penny manages to hold back her scream until she reaches her room and unleashes it into a pillow. It takes hours to fall asleep. When she wakes up at noon the next day, she realizes maybe Ron was right. Her head feels clearer, and she’s not as jittery. Plus, this gives her an excuse to work on her verse in the curse-breaker spell.

Penny sits at the old diner booth in her kitchen, staring at a draft in her notes app. Choosing a token for her part of the curse-breaker was easy: She’s going to use a lock of her mom’s hair. Alonso said body parts will always make a spell more potent. The thought makes Penny nauseous, but at least it confirms that one of her mom’s blond curls will do the job. It’s writing the spell that’s been the biggest challenge. She was assigned the verse that represents the present, since it’s her mom in a coma right now. But Penny isn’t a witch; she isn’t even a poet. Every time she sends a new draft to Alonso, he rejects it with almost no feedback. It doesn’t “feel right.” The only other guidance he’s given her was to incorporate water imagery, because that has to do with healing and renewal.

Penny rereads her latest rejected verse silently:

Forty-six years the water stood still.

Now my mother’s soul is caught beneath the surface.

The curse must meet us in this earthly circle…

Then what? Penny sinks farther into her chair, phone close to her face. Maybe this is wrong because the curse isn’t meeting them. They don’t want the Shadow to suddenly appear. They want Alonso to find the curse across the Veil, and they want him to break it. Cut the threads, the grimoire of forbidden magic says. There are lots of sewing and stitching metaphors. The curse-breaker spell’s actual name is even The Unwinding.

“Come on,” Penny says to herself, but all she can see is her mom opening her eyes when this is all over.

She stops, thinking on that for a moment. It’s supposed to be personal, right? She doesn’t have to sound like Rainer Maria Rilke. She starts typing again:

After forty-six years of still water

my mother is in the curse’s ties.

Open the Veil, open her eyes,

show us the curse’s tangled web.

Give us the power to pull it apart

and change the world we know.

Penny whispers it to herself, and it sends a shiver through her. Maybe that’s good? She sends it to the Cozy Mystery Book Club chat anyway.

Thirty seconds later, Alonso messages back one word: Winner.

Penny sighs, letting her head rest on the chair in triumph. “I did it.”

Now what?

Penny drums her fingers on the table. The wall clock ticks the time away. They’re supposed to be investigating. Milton is doing his part by researching other covens, but what can Penny do? She can’t just sit at home all day.

Instead, Penny decides to visit the library.

The Idlewood Central Library has one branch, which is housed in an institutional-looking building that went up in the nineties. There’s a plaque beside the door thanking the Barrion family for donating money to pay for its construction.

The librarian sets Penny up in the periodicals and newspapers room and brings her a bunch of microfilm from 1979—the year Ellie Barrion and Giovanni De Luca died. Penny is prepared to say it’s for a research project, but the librarian doesn’t ask questions. She wishes Penny’s mom a quick recovery and leaves her alone.

Penny turns on the projector and starts scrolling through the film.

County fairs. New businesses opening, old ones closing. Farmland being sold to new farmers or companies like Barrion Heating & Cooling. Local elections. People dying.

So many lives lived. Penny tries to imagine the future; has she ever been in the local paper? If not, will anyone even know she existed?

She pushes that thought away as she searches for news about the Barrions’ company, or even Ellie’s family. When she reaches the story about Giovanni’s death, she pauses.

There’s the face from her dream. Sharp cheekbones, eyes that are permanently suspicious. The headline: Man dead by suicide after suspected murder of former lover.

Penny doesn’t realize she’s walked up to the projector screen until she’s already there. It’s true that Giovanni and Alonso look alike. But there’s something sinister about Giovanni. Penny certainly would’ve described Alonso as sinister a few weeks ago, but now things are… complicated.

Because of the way Alonso looked at her in the car last night. The way he talked about the frogs, like he was mad on their behalf. The way he grabbed Penny’s headrest. The way he leaned in…

Alonso wasn’t going to kiss her. That would be impossible. But if he tried to—which he never would—how would Penny react? Would she let him?

Penny can’t answer that. Instead, she buries herself in microfilm. She goes back to the year before the curse began, then two years before, three years before. She’s not even sure what she expects to find.

Which is why she almost misses the photo.

It’s a feature from the Barrions’ annual gala, three years before Ellie and Giovanni died. Ellie and Charles Barrion smile at the camera as party guests mill around them. It’s black and white, which obscures the faces around them.

Except one.

In the background of the photo, mingling with guests, stands Giovanni De Luca. He’s watching Charles and Ellie Barrion, his expression dark.

Penny’s breath catches in her throat. She reads the caption:


Charles Barrion and his wife, Ellie, hug as they co-host their annual family gala at Meredith House.



Penny’s eyes find Giovanni’s face again. Wrong, her subconscious whispers. Something is so very wrong about this picture.

Because if this is really a photo of the Barrion gala, and if it was taken years after Ellie married Charles Barrion, why in the world would Giovanni be there?
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Corey

“I’D APPRECIATE IT IF YOU PUT YOUR PHONE AWAY, COREY.”

Corey looks up at his dad, who sits across the table. “You’re looking at your iPad.”

“I was reading, not texting. Texting around company is rude.”

Corey almost says they’re not “company”; they’re family. But why bother? Corey’s dad only sees him as an investment, not as his kid. Corey isn’t even allowed to have lunch with him without putting on a button-down shirt.

Warren brings in a giant plate of pan-seared chicken swimming in sundried tomatoes and olive oil. Corey fist bumps him as he walks by. “Thanks.”

“So,” his father says, not looking up from the article he’s reading, “how are things with Dylan?”

“Fine. Normal.”

“Anything we should be aware of?”

Corey has to stop himself from rolling his eyes. The Barrions treat romantic feelings more like a medical problem than the complex, mysterious, terrifying thing Corey has always imagined them to be. “If there was a problem, you’d already know about it.”

“We can never be too careful. Especially considering the Anita Emberly situation.”

The “situation.” As if Mrs. Emberly’s impending death is a mishap to be swept under a rug. The brush-off makes Corey’s mood turn dark, and he says, “I would never do that to someone.”

His implication is plain: Not like you did.

James drums his fingers on the table. Corey starts to sweat and before he knows it, he’s searching for a way to walk this back. But it’s his dad who changes the subject.

“I’ve been looking into internship opportunities for next summer. I have some connections in Chicago and Atlanta, so I’ve set up informational interviews for you.”

“For next summer? But I’m going to Cameroon to visit Mom’s family.”

James gives him a knowing look. “You need to think about your future, Corey.”

“That’s all I think about.”

James starts scrolling through his iPad again. “Cameroon isn’t a priority. You’ll see your grandparents when they fly here for Christmas.”

Corey doesn’t make a habit of fighting with his dad because he always loses. James argues with people for a living, whether it’s about investments or mergers or “rightsizing.” But this time, Corey can’t stop himself.

“Mom wanted me to spend time in Cameroon. You promised her, right?”

The iPad falls to the table, and James’s hand curls into a fist. “You really think I forgot?”

“No, but that place is a part of me, and I barely get to—”

“If your mother was here to take you, I’d be fine with it. But she’s not.”

The silence that follows these words is painful. Warren reappears with a tray of water and coffee, but no sooner does he set down the glasses than James stands up, tucking his iPad under his arm. “Warren, I need to leave for the airport.”

Warren glances at James’s uneaten food, but he doesn’t argue.

“I’ll be back next weekend,” James says, not even looking at Corey as he leaves the room. Warren puts a hand briefly on Corey’s shoulder before he follows.

Corey tries to eat, but his mouth is dry and he can barely swallow. He has a weird urge to text the Cozy Mystery Book Club chat to distract himself. He already wrote a few lines for the curse-breaker, which Alonso reluctantly said were “good enough.” Maybe Corey should volunteer to take Alonso’s shift at the café today. That way, he could see how Penny is doing after what they witnessed at Second World Emporium.

Except Alonso would never switch shifts with him. And really, Corey shouldn’t invade Penny’s space. They’re barely friends, anyway. They’re just trauma bonded.

The thought sends Corey to the far corner of the library, where his dad’s liquor cabinet lives. He pours himself a glass of whiskey and takes a long swig. It burns going down, and it makes the world fuzzy around the edges. He sighs gratefully, dropping into the armchair and staring at the ceiling.

Did Corey’s dad really love his mom? The fact that she’s dead is proof enough, but Corey has a hard time imagining his dad loving anyone. He remembers watching a movie where the main character’s father couldn’t look at her because she looked like her dead mother. Is that why James treats Corey this way? Maybe Corey’s dad doesn’t see him as his son; maybe Corey is a reminder of what he lost.

Corey presses the whiskey glass to his forehead, and the cold brings him back to himself. He needs to focus on what he can control. He can try to break this curse with Penny and Alonso. He can try to save Mrs. Emberly. He can make sure Penny never loses someone the way he did. That she never has to live with that fear and anger.

If Corey never accomplishes anything else in his life, helping Penny Emberly break this curse would be enough. Maybe then, his dad will see him as more than an investment.

“Hey.”

Corey starts. Julian leans against the doorway, his brow furrowed.

“Mind if I sit?” Julian asks.

“Go for it.”

Julian slides into an armchair, propping his ankle on his knee. “Let me guess. You had lunch with your dad?”

Corey almost laughs. “I’m that easy to read?”

“I’ve known you your whole life, remember?” Julian’s smirk fades. “You okay?”

“I’m always okay.”

Julian rubs his chin. The dark circles under his eyes are pronounced today. “I get why your dad is so closed off. Taking care of this family and the company isn’t easy.”

“I’m not sure that’s it,” Corey says. “Working all the time gives him an excuse to keep us at a distance.”

“Maybe that’s why I want it so bad. So I can be left alone.” Julian is trying to joke, but his words are strained.

“How’s Grandpa?” Corey asks.

“Fine, I guess.”

“See?” Corey says, swirling his drink. “I told you he’d get over it.”

“Something feels off, though.”

“You’re being paranoid. Grandpa knows what he’s doing.”

A new voice echoes from the doorway. “My, my. I’ve arrived just in time for you to give me a compliment.”

Corey sits up, and then he remembers he’s holding a glass of whiskey. “Grandpa, I—this—”

Charles Barrion laughs. Slowly, he walks into the library, his cane making soft taps on the wooden floor. Between his thin fingers, the cane’s grip is barely visible: a carved hawk’s head. “Believe it or not, I used to sneak into my father’s bourbon collection when I was your age. Your secret is safe with me. Actually…” Their grandpa looks to Julian. “A drink would be nice.”

Julian stands up, gesturing to his chair. “Old-fashioned on the rocks?”

“Yes, thank you.” He sits in Julian’s chair slowly, gently, minding his knees. “I’m glad you’re both here. There’s something I’d like to discuss.”

Julian peels an orange. “Is it about my second-quarter analysis? I sent it to you this morning, but I had a question about our liabilities—”

“I’m afraid I haven’t looked at it.”

“Oh,” Julian says. “That’s fine. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

“Actually, I won’t be providing any comments.”

Corey’s brow furrows. Behind him, Julian was mixing the drink, the bar spoon tinkling against a glass. But at their grandpa’s words, he stops.

“Why not?” Julian says.

“Because, after some discussions with Corey’s dad, we’ve decided it would be more appropriate for Corey to be trained as the company’s next CEO.”

Glass shatters. By the bar cart, Julian stands with his hands out, as if he’s still holding the drink. But the glass is in a million pieces, the amber liquid streaked across the wood floor.

Corey is frozen. This is a misunderstanding. Or maybe their grandpa is testing Julian, seeing how he’ll handle the bad news. Corey needs to step in, to save Julian from himself before he overreacts. “Grandpa, that’s—that’s funny, but—”

“You think I’m joking?” Grandpa Charles hasn’t moved. He’s relaxed in his chair, fingers interlaced, a serene smile on his face. “I never joke about what’s best for our family. You have the people skills and the analytical mind we need, Corey. And I’m sure Julian will be right there every step of the way, assisting you. He’ll be the one bringing you up to speed. Isn’t that right, Julian?”

Julian’s shoulders are hunched, his face hidden from view. “How long have you known you were going to do this?”

“I’ve thought about it for some years now, but my decision became clear the night we found out about that poor woman. The café owner.” Charles clucks his tongue. “Such a tragedy. But even in moments like that, we need someone who is even-keeled. Someone who is thinking ahead, who doesn’t let his emotions get the best of him.” Charles smiles warmly at Corey. “We’re very proud of you, Corey. We think you’ll do an excellent job.”

“But…” Corey loses his train of thought. What does he even want to say? That Julian wants this more than anything in his life? That maybe their grandpa should’ve asked Corey if he wanted this? That Corey only keeps his emotions under control so his family won’t jump to conclusions about him being loud or angry just because he’s Black?

You need to think about your future, Corey.

James knew. That’s why he canceled Corey’s trip to Cameroon. Corey should’ve seen this coming.

Their grandpa turns his even expression on Julian. “It’s not personal, you understand. It’s business.”

Julian lets out a sound that’s halfway between a laugh and a sob. Without even glancing at Corey, he runs from the room.

“Julian!” Corey says, leaping to his feet and running after him.

Too late. The door to the basement slams, the lock clicking. Corey bangs on it with his fist. “Julian? Come on, open up. We’ll figure this out.”

Nothing.

“Back to the screening room he goes,” their grandpa says.

Corey jumps. He didn’t even hear his grandpa walk up behind him.

“I never understood why he enjoys watching those horror movies so much,” Charles says, considering the door. “Aren’t our lives terrifying enough?”

Corey’s throat burns. He can’t cry. He manages to hold it back, but he can’t hold back his words. “Grandpa, with all due respect, please reconsider.”

His grandpa puts a hand on Corey’s shoulder. “I’ve made up my mind. This is what’s best. I know it will be awkward for a while, but you and Julian are family. You’ll get through it.”

It’s as though Corey is teetering on the edge of a cliff. Terror numbs him, narrowing his thoughts to one sentiment: survive.

“Okay. Thank you,” Corey says, the words bitter on his tongue.

His grandpa’s smile returns. His cane taps the ground again as he moves past him. “I’ll email you Julian’s report. You’ll need to critique it and get me your notes by tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

When his grandpa is gone, Corey’s hands won’t stop shaking. Even though none of this was his fault, he feels like he betrayed Julian. He wants to pound the basement door until it breaks. He wants to turn back time. He wants things to be the way they were.

Except he can’t. He’s no witch. And for the first time, he wishes he was.

Corey’s phone starts to vibrate. It’s an unknown number, and he almost sends the call to voice mail until he sees the area code.

Bloomington.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Corey, it’s Milton Pierre. We met yesterday?”

Corey’s mouth goes dry. “Yeah, of course.”

“I’m calling because I looked through our records, and there’s a real old coven in Idlewood that hasn’t been active for a long time. Still might be worth looking into.”

“Really? Who is it?”

“The surname was Barnhardt.”

Barnhardt. That’s the coven that gave the De Lucas all their old books. “Didn’t they leave town a hundred years ago?”

“That’s what I thought at first. But I did more research, and it looks like they married into a different family and changed their name. They’re still in Idlewood.”

“They changed their name? To what?”

“Mayberry.”

Corey’s vision tunnels.

“Corey?” Milton says. “You there?”

“Thanks, Milton, I… thanks for doing that.” Corey hangs up before Milton has a chance to say goodbye.

Mayberry. Of course he knows that last name. Here he thought being with Dylan was a way to protect himself.

He never considered that, for the past three years, he might’ve been dating a witch.
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Penny

“HEY!”

Penny jumps, suddenly wide awake. She hadn’t even realized she was dozing off. On the hospital bed, her mom’s chest rises and falls, the machines beeping in their now-familiar rhythm.

“Take a deep breath,” Naomi says. She’s standing at the entrance to Anita’s room, handbag hanging from her forearm. She’s wearing elaborate blue eye makeup, which must mean she recorded a makeup tutorial today.

“Hello eyeliner,” Penny says.

“It’s good, right?” Naomi drops her handbag onto the counter. “You were lost in thought.”

“Yeah. Dissociating helps.”

Naomi raises her water bottle. “Hear! Hear!”

Penny smiles, grabbing her mom’s hand. She came to the hospital after her fateful adventure at the library, her head spinning. Even now, a picture of the microfilm is pulled up on her phone and Penny quickly locks her screen.

Naomi purses her lips. “You haven’t been calling me back.”

“What?” It hits her. “Oh, wait. You called me yesterday.”

“Three times this week, actually.”

Penny groans, putting her face in her hands. “What’s wrong with me?”

“It’s probably all the dissociating.” Naomi says it as a joke, but there’s an undertone of hurt.

Shame blooms in Penny’s chest. “I’m sorry.”

Naomi’s features soften. “Ron called me this morning, actually. Said you haven’t been yourself lately.”

“Oh,” Penny says quietly. She’s a homebody under normal circumstances, and she wondered if her godfather was noticing how little she’s been around.

“He said you’ve been kind of frazzled, and you need a distraction. So! We’re going to that fancy movie theater in Indianapolis. They’re doing a special screening of Mean Girls, and I know one of the bartenders through the makeup community. She won’t card us.”

It’s as if Naomi wrapped her in a warm blanket. The two of them have had so many evenings at the movies, shoulders touching as they laughed behind their hands. It’s a chance to forget the curse, to forget the strange photo she discovered, to numb at least some of Penny’s anxiety. “That sounds perfect.”

For a second, it feels like everything is okay between them again. They’ve been spending time apart, but they can get back to where they were with the help of Regina George.

Naomi’s smile fades. “I need this, too. You know, Kyla and I—”

Penny’s phone vibrates with a text. “Oh sorry, one second.”

It’s the Cozy Mystery Book Club chat.

JULY 18 3:22 PM

CB

Corey Barrion



Can we meet?




AD

Alonso De Luca



why






Are you okay?




CB

Corey Barrion



Milton called. There’s still another coven in Idlewood.




AD

Alonso De Luca



WHAT






who??




CB

Corey Barrion



It’s that same coven you talked about. The one that gave you all the books.




AD

Alonso De Luca



wait you mean the barnhardts?? they’ve been gone for like a hundred years.




CB

Corey Barrion



Their descendants are still here.






Does that mean we know them?




AD

Alonso De Luca



that’s why you want to meet up, right?






we know them and you’re freaking out.






corey? are you crying?




CB

Corey Barrion



It’s the Mayberrys.




“Penny? What’s going on?”

There are other witches in Idlewood. And one of them is Dylan Mayberry.

The boys are still texting. They’re going to meet at IHOP. Quickly, Penny grabs her purse. “Nay, I’m so sorry, but I have to go. Can we reschedule the movie night?” She’s halfway to the door when she sees Naomi’s face. She’s watching Penny like she’s suddenly a stranger.

“Where are you going?” Naomi says.

Penny’s phone vibrates again, but she doesn’t let herself look at it. This is her best friend. Walking away from her now feels like severing something vital between them.

But it’s the right thing to do. Penny needs to keep Naomi at a distance until this is all over. This strange world of magic and curses and witches is hiding within their own, and it’s dangerous. There are too many unknowns—and what if Naomi gets hurt like Penny’s mom did?

That can’t happen. Penny won’t risk it.

“I promise I’ll explain everything as soon as I can,” Penny says. “It’s just… really personal.”

Naomi’s face shutters.

That was the wrong thing to say. Since when has Penny experienced anything that was “too personal” to share with her best friend? Penny scrambles, searching for a way to explain the situation without really explaining anything. But Naomi doesn’t give her a chance. She only nods and says, “Fine. I guess I’ll stay here.”

“You’re not going to the movie? You could ask Kyla.”

“Not today.” She starts texting, avoiding Penny’s eyes.

“I’ll see you soon?” Penny says.

Naomi doesn’t answer.

Later, as she drives to IHOP, Penny’s mind races.

I’ll tell Naomi everything as soon as this is over, she promises herself. She’ll understand. She’ll be so happy I left her out of it. I know it’s the right thing.

But it doesn’t feel right. Every mile Penny drives puts another ocean between her and Naomi—and between Penny and her old life.
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Alonso

“I REALLY DON’T WANT TO BELIEVE IT,” ALONSO SAYS, SHOVING HALF A pancake into his mouth.

IHOP is empty. They’re sitting in a corner booth, listening to thunder gathering in the evening sky. Alonso is the only one eating. Across from him, Penny stares into her water glass. Corey is basically unresponsive. Alonso keeps staring at him to make sure he’s blinking.

“You two should have toast or something. Can’t fight evil on an empty stomach.” Alonso drowns the remainder of his chocolate chip pancakes in cherry syrup.

Corey presses his fist to his mouth. “I’m going to be sick if I have to watch you eat that.”

“Is that a promise?”

Penny grabs her water glass with both hands, but she doesn’t take a drink. “Maybe Milton got it wrong.”

“He sent me the marriage license,” Corey says, pulling up a text and sliding his phone over to Penny.

Penny zooms in and reads it aloud: “‘This confirms that John Edward Mayberry and Saskia Barnhardt were united in matrimony.’ Why didn’t your family know about this, Alonso?”

Alonso’s stomach is suddenly queasy, and he pushes his plate away. “Anyone marrying into a coven has to take the coven’s name. That’s why my dad’s last name was De Luca while he and my mom were married.”

“Then why would Saskia Barnhardt change her name?”

“Probably because she didn’t want to be known or remembered as a witch. Why else would she have dropped all her spell books off with my ancestors?” Alonso shakes his head. “Maybe my ancestors knew, but the story got lost over generations. This did happen a long time ago.”

Penny chews her lip. “You said a lot of covens disappear. This woman, Saskia… maybe she wanted a fresh start.” She glances at Corey. “Do you think Dylan knows?”

“There’s no way,” Corey says. “This isn’t the kind of thing Dylan would keep to herself.”

“Yeah, she would’ve cursed a few people on her own by now,” Alonso says.

“That’s not funny.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny. Why leak someone’s nudes when you could make their skin fall off?” Alonso can’t help it; he lets out a low laugh. “How do you do it, man?”

“Alonso,” Penny warns.

“Come on, you know you’re curious.”

“I picture my dead mother,” Corey says.

Alonso’s laugh dies in his throat. He turns back to his pancakes, avoiding Penny’s eyes.

They fall silent, watching storm clouds darken the sky. A few drops of rain hit the window.

“I guess we should see what we can find out,” Penny says.

“About what?” Corey says.

“Well, would the Mayberrys have any reason to curse your family?”

The question is blunt, and Corey’s eyes suddenly look vacant. It’s hard to feel bad for the guy, though. This is a fake relationship after all.

Then again, if Alonso were in Corey’s shoes, Penny would be the one in the curse’s sights. That thought is enough to steal his sleep. Alonso doesn’t respect Corey for being with Dylan, but he almost understands it.

“There’s one thing that might be related, I guess,” Corey says.

Alonso stops with more pancake halfway to his mouth.

“The land our manufacturing plant is on… it used to belong to Dylan’s great-grandparents. It was their farm. My family paid them a ton of money for it, so it’s not like we stole it, but it’s the only connection I can think of.”

“Except there’s more to it than that,” Alonso says. “Your family’s company changed this whole town. You bought up over half of the land. There are barely any privately owned farms left. You don’t think some people might hold a grudge about that?”

“That’s not enough to justify the curse, is it?” Penny says.

Alonso raises an eyebrow. “People have done worse for way less.”

The rain has started in earnest and fog forms on the window.

“Why would Dylan date me?” Corey says. “If she knew about the curse, it wouldn’t make sense. She’d know she could get hurt.”

“Fair point,” Alonso admits, “but we should make sure.”

“How?” Penny says cautiously.

Alonso tries to dial down his excitement. His plan is brilliant, but unfortunately he’s talking to two upstanding citizens. This is going to take some convincing. He leans forward, trying to project confidence. “Remember that book we found when we searched my basement? The Light?”

Penny looks thoughtful. “It was another spell book. It had something to do with revealing things, right?” Her mouth falls open. “Wait. No.”

“Yes,” Alonso says.

“What?” Corey asks.

Penny doesn’t break eye contact with Alonso, which he doesn’t appreciate. Looking at her makes him lose his train of thought.

“There was a spell for truth serum in that book,” Penny says.

Corey gapes at Alonso. “You’re not using magic on my girlfriend.”

Alonso crosses his arms. “Don’t use your scary voice on me, Barrion. And anyway, she’s your fake girlfriend.”

“She’s still a human being,” Corey says, turning to Penny. “You see why this is wrong. I know you do.”

“I do,” Penny says, but there’s a hint of uncertainty in the way she says it. Alonso grasps for that like a lifeline.

“Truth serums aren’t harmful. We get the information we need, and then it’s over. She won’t remember a thing.”

Penny tucks her hair behind her ear. She’s wearing a tank top, and there are freckles across her chest. Alonso averts his eyes, staring at the soggy remainder of his pancakes.

“Corey,” Penny says, “what if there’s something we don’t know? What if it was her family?”

“No.”

Alonso drums his fingers on the table.

“I said no.”

Penny clears her throat. “There’s something else you both should know. Something I found.”

“What?” Alonso says, but he cuts off as he catches sight of someone walking into IHOP. A person with blond hair, wearing a neon-pink dress. A person glaring at their table.

“Uh-oh,” Alonso says.

Penny looks behind her, but when she sees Dylan, she quickly turns back around and sinks into her seat. Meanwhile, Corey stands up, plastering a believable smile on his face. His years of practice are showing.

“Dylan,” Corey calls. “Over here.”

Dylan walks toward them, the angles of her face severe as she regards each of them. Her eyes linger on Penny longest of all, and Penny tries to smile, but she does a bad job of hiding her panic.

“What are you doing here?” Corey says.

“You aren’t picking up your phone,” Dylan says. “I called you twice. And texted.”

Corey glances at his phone, which is face up on the table. Alonso should be giddy to get a front-row seat to The Dylan and Corey Show, but he almost feels bad for Corey. Which doesn’t mean he wants to stick around. From the look on Penny’s face, she has the same idea.

“We have to go, uh—” Penny begins.

“Compost,” Alonso says, quickly shoving a final bite of pancake into his mouth before he stands up.

“Community service for your latest felony?” Dylan asks.

“Something like that,” Alonso mutters.

Dylan doesn’t move as Penny tries to get past her, forcing Penny to squeeze herself against the edge of the booth. Then Alonso grabs her arm, practically dragging her out of the IHOP.

“I feel like we abandoned him,” Penny whispers to Alonso as they head to the door.

“She’s his problem,” Alonso says. But he glances back, hoping he’ll catch Corey’s eye.

Corey won’t look at him. He’s already talking with Dylan. How is he going to explain why he was hanging out with Alonso and Penny? They’re not the most likely trio.

“Hopefully he’s good at damage control,” Alonso mutters.
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Corey

DYLAN DOESN’T SIT DOWN UNTIL COREY DOES. SHE WATCHES HIM closely, as if she’s looking for answers to questions she hasn’t asked and getting angrier by the second when he doesn’t read her mind.

“I haven’t seen you in days,” Dylan says.

“Only three.”

“Four.”

“Okay, four. Sorry, I’ve been busy.”

“I don’t like that,” Dylan says. “Especially when I get a text that you’re here with another girl.”

“You got a text? From who?”

“My brother is a line cook here, Corey. I’ve told you that twenty times.”

Corey should know that, and he mumbles some excuse—that he thought her brother had moved to another restaurant. But his mind is elsewhere, because Dylan isn’t just Dylan anymore. She’s also a witch, whether she knows it or not. Sitting here with her feels like being at the bottom of an oncoming rockslide and not being able to run, or move, or breathe.

What if Alonso and Penny are right? Could the Mayberrys really have cursed the Barrions?

If it’s true, it would mean the Barrions have been wrongly blaming the De Lucas this entire time. It’s not as if Giovanni ever truly confessed. And Corey has heard stories about how much Idlewood shifted in the wake of his family opening Barrion Heating & Cooling in the fifties. As much as Corey hates to admit it, Alonso was right: It wasn’t a good change for everyone.

People have done worse for way less, Alonso had said.

Corey refocuses, eyes settling on Dylan’s face. It takes everything in him to reach across the table for her hand.

“No,” Dylan says, pulling her hand back. “You don’t get to act like things are fine.”

“They are fine.”

But Dylan shakes her head. “First the drag show, and now this. What the fuck is going on with you three?”

Immediately after the drag show, Dylan sent eleven text messages grilling Corey about why he went there without her. He said it was for football-team bonding, and she barely bought that excuse. It was easier to lie before Corey learned the truth. Now, the phone call with Milton has changed everything. Corey doesn’t know who to believe, or who to trust.

If only Corey could text Julian and tell him about the new coven. He could’ve, before today. Before Corey became the heir.

“We’re not friends,” Corey says, his voice ragged. “We’re dealing with some family stuff.”

“Oh really? So your dad knows you’ve been hanging out with Alonso?”

Corey can’t help it; he laughs. “Are you threatening to tell on me?”

Dylan’s face goes red, maybe with anger, maybe with embarrassment. Corey hangs his head. He can’t provoke her like that. He should know better, but his patience is running out. He can’t deal with her pushing him, interrogating his every move.

For one wild moment, the breakup feels imminent. Corey is teeming with the energy of this possibility.

“Corey?” Dylan’s voice is taut like a violin string. She’s watching him stone-faced, as if she’s on the front line of a battle that hasn’t started yet.

“What?” he says.

“You’re going to say something.”

Corey softens immediately. Dylan reads him well. It’s weird, and it makes him feel like the center of the universe. Or maybe just the center of hers.

He won’t break up with her. The brief momentum he felt is gone, replaced by something almost like protectiveness. He isn’t in love with Dylan, but he knows her. She’s not all bad, even if she sometimes does bad things. Maybe it’s impossible to look someone in the eyes for three years and not care about them, because despite everything, Corey wants to keep her safe. And, in her own way, she wants to keep Corey safe, too.

And Corey needs her around right now. He needs to talk to her, to ask her directly about her family history. But will that conversation mean admitting the truth about the curse?

He can’t do that yet. Corey’s life has changed twice in the last twenty-four hours. Right now he needs an excuse to stop Dylan from asking more questions about Alonso and Penny.

The lie weaves itself together easily, out of habit and necessity. It’s a good one, but already Corey’s stomach is twisting with anxiety.

Because this lie will involve Penny.

But there’s a way to tell this story that will keep Penny safe, too. The best way to address Dylan’s suspicions is to convince her that Penny is the last person Corey could ever want.

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Corey says, “but you can’t freak out.”

Dylan narrows her eyes. “No promises.”

“Hear me out first. So…” Corey lets out a low laugh. “Penny sort of has a crush on me.”

Dylan’s face turns murderous. “Sort of? What are you talking about? She made a move on you?”

Corey squeezes her hand. “Calm down, okay? I told her it’s never going to happen.” Dylan’s face doesn’t change, but she’s quiet, so Corey takes that as his cue to continue. He makes his voice as condescending as he can. “I don’t know what she expected from me, but Penny doesn’t have a lot of friends. And with everything she’s going through, she needs someone to talk to. I know what it’s like to lose a parent, so I reached out to her, but she thought my attention meant something else, so this is my fault. I should’ve kept my distance. But I’ve made it clear to her that she’s not my type.”

My type. The words echo too loud, and when Corey blinks, he sees Penny’s face. Her eyes are such a strange blue that they look less like the sky and more like the ocean. Has she ever seen the ocean?

“Corey? Hello?”

Corey snaps out of it. He pulls his hand away, wiping its clamminess on his jeans. Where had that train of thought come from?

My type.

Oh god. Is Penny his type?

“I, uh.” Corey’s voice cracks. “What was I saying?”

Dylan stares at him for a long moment. Then she says, “Explain Alonso.”

Corey smiles, but it feels forced this time. It’s too late to go back, to say he was kidding. He needs to see this story through, and he needs to be convincing.

“Turns out Alonso has a thing for Penny,” Corey says, “so I’m trying to set them up. That way Penny will leave me alone, and hey, I figured it might get Alonso off my back, too.”

Dylan doesn’t blink. “You just figured out Alonso has a crush on Penny?”

That’s not where Corey was expecting this to go. “You knew?”

“Of course I knew.” She glances toward the parking lot, and Corey follows her gaze. Alonso is walking Penny to her car, holding an umbrella over her head while he gets soaked from the rain. He’s standing close, and he makes a wild gesture as he says something. Penny laughs, beaming up at him.

“Looks like Penny might know, too,” Dylan says. “I guess you’re a matchmaker.”

Corey keeps his face neutral, but his stomach turns. He doesn’t like seeing them together, but it has nothing to do with the fact that he thinks Penny is pretty. Maybe Penny would be his type if he were allowed to have a type, but that doesn’t change anything. Alonso is a dangerous witch, and he doesn’t deserve Penny. He doesn’t deserve anyone.

And yet he’ll never have to hold back the way Corey does. Alonso doesn’t know what it’s like, being so afraid of having feelings for another person that you learn to mute your emotions like a song. If Corey had been born into another family, would he be the same person he is now? Or would he be completely different—more open, less afraid? Maybe his future wouldn’t be predetermined. Maybe he’d be brave enough to stand up to his grandpa—to live his own life.

If they break the curse, Corey could run away. Figure out what kind of person he is when he’s not defined by his last name. He could look at someone the way Alonso looks at Penny.

Not yet. But soon.

Corey takes Dylan’s hand again, and he presses his lips to her knuckles. When he looks up, Dylan’s eyes are half-lidded, and Corey knows they’ll be okay for now. But he needs one more thing from her.

Dylan has never admitted to leaking Lisa Yung’s nudes. Corey isn’t sure if it was her, even though his friends think it’s obvious. When he sees her like this—so attentive, so obviously in love with him—Corey can’t picture her hurting anyone. It gives him the confidence to say his next words.

“Don’t give Penny a hard time,” Corey says. “She’s in a bad place.”

Dylan turns cold again. She pulls her hand away, leaving Corey’s own hand alone in the middle of the table. His fingers curl into a fist.

“Dylan,” Corey says.

“I won’t.”

Corey tries to keep his voice even. “You promise?”

“Yeah,” Dylan says, her eyes flat. “I promise.”
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Alonso

EVERY NIGHT, ALONSO LOCKS HIS BEDROOM DOOR AND DRAWS THE curtains. It’s risky doing magic while his mom and aunts are asleep on the floors below, but he has to practice sometime, and he’s too lazy to sneak out. Plus, some of the spells require heat, and Alonso can’t build a fire to save his life, so he needs a place to plug in his hot plate.

Alonso sits on the floor, a lumpy pillow under his butt. The Misfits play from his old speakers, the rumble of the guitar enough to disguise any noise. Nimble is curled up on Alonso’s rickety desk, watching him through narrowed eyes, sensing that he’s up to something risky.

“Stop judging me,” Alonso says.

First, he picks up The Magic of the Every-Day. He originally set out with the intention of doing every spell in the book to build his foundation, but some of them are boring. He’s not going to exert a bunch of magical energy to clean some dishes or mend a hole in the crotch of his old jeans. Instead, he’s practicing spells that are interesting or melodramatic or both. Today, he opens the book to a spell on glamours.

“Fuck, yeah,” he says, rolling up his sleeves.

But the instructions aren’t for big glamours. It’s basically magical makeup—covering pimples or gray hairs. It’s better than housekeeping spells. He settles on a target: There’s a scar on his pinkie finger, one he got from a bicycle accident when he was five.

Most physical spells require an emollient, or something of the sort, to concentrate the magical energy when the spell is in progress. For the glamour, Alonso smears the scar with rose hip oil that he stole from his mom’s bathroom. He places his other hand directly above the scar, clears his throat, and reads from the book.


“Sunrise to moonrise,

take from my mind this disguise,

make it visible to every open eye.”


As he speaks, there’s a tugging in Alonso’s chest, and his magic moves up through his throat to coat his words. If he were good at this, he’d only have to say the spell once for it to work. But he’s an amateur, so he says it three times before he feels any heat in his scar. His eyes are bleary as he removes his hand.

Straight on, the scar is completely invisible. But when he moves his hand to the left, it becomes visible again. It’s like looking into a kaleidoscope.

Alonso looks up at Nimble. “Why is this so hard? When I brought you back to life, I only got the flu. Now I do a tiny spell and I want to take a nap right away.”

Nimble’s tail swishes.

Alonso sighs. “Maybe I’m not holding the image in my head the way I should?” He gears up and does the spell again, this time on his pinkie nail, which has chipped black polish on it. As he says the words, he focuses on the image of a perfectly polished fingernail, the clean lines, the even color. But then he never paints his nails perfectly and he doesn’t really care to, so in his mind he adds a small dot of black paint on his skin.

And when he takes his spell-casting hand away, the nail looks exactly as it did in his mind. Tiny mistake and all.

“Whoa!” Alonso says, launching to his feet and gaping at his nail. “I did it! Nimble, look!”

Nimble yawns, unimpressed. But nothing can ruin Alonso’s mood, and he scoops his familiar into his arms and holds her up like Simba, spinning her around.

“I’m a witch!” he whispers. “A real live witch, bitch!”

He collapses onto his bed, finally letting Nimble go free. She hisses at him, but she still curls up on the pillow next to his head. Alonso laughs, scratching her head. This isn’t the first spell he’s done successfully, but it doesn’t matter, because he’s never been truly good at anything in his life. He gets As and Bs in school, but nothing has ever felt natural. Not like magic. Alonso gets it now—why his family feels so lost without it, even if he’s afraid of what will happen if he loses control.

“And to think I could’ve been doing this for a decade,” he says, and Nimble purrs.

Alonso is too wired to go to sleep, so he grabs another one of the spell books he’s been hiding under his bed.

The Light.

Alonso told Corey he wouldn’t subject Dylan to his magic. But Corey is too soft; there’s no way he’s going to confront Dylan about her family secretly being a coven. By giving Dylan a truth serum, Alonso is basically doing Corey a favor.

But behind Alonso’s confidence is fear. Because magic hurts people. Isn’t that why he’s avoided it for so many years?

He can’t let that fear hold him back anymore. What if he can prove that it wasn’t the De Lucas who cursed the Barrions after all? He lets himself imagine his mother’s face. This fantasy is exaggerated—her pride in him, the tears in her eyes—but it’s enough to make Alonso open the book of spells to the recipe for a truth serum.

Alonso cracks his knuckles. “Sorry, Corey. But if anyone is going to be a guinea pig, it should be Dylan.”
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Penny

SKYCAT HAS A TON OF INFORMATION, SOME OF WHICH MIGHT BE HELPFUL in the long run. Unfortunately, the website hasn’t been updated since approximately 2003.

“Come on,” Penny mutters from her table at the empty Horizon Café, which is now cleared of customers after an unusually busy Tuesday afternoon. SkyCat’s cursor is a tiny wand with sparkles shooting out the end—a weird attempt at witchy humor, since they don’t even use wands—but it’s turned into the I-refuse-to-load spinning wheel instead.

When SkyCat finally loads, Penny sits up, resuming her search for information on the Shadow. She’s tried a bunch of different terms—apparitions, specters of death, and even the word shadow, though that felt like a long shot. She’s read a hundred pages of historical records on curses that made people gravely ill (less common) or hexes that made them lose all their shoes (surprisingly common). But all of these curses occurred over two hundred years ago; since the Council started punishing covens by sealing their magic, witches have mostly left curses in the past. Which also means there is hardly any recent information about them to indicate what the Shadow really is, or why Milton wouldn’t have wanted Corey to know about it.

Penny presses her palms to her eyes as she tries to think. Her mom saw the Shadow that day at the cemetery, and Penny saw it later at the hospital. Then it appeared in her dream.

But no, there was one more time Penny might’ve seen it. It was the night of Corey’s Fourth of July party, while she and Naomi were sitting on Penny’s roof. She saw movement in the trees, but at the time, she thought it was—

A ghost.

Penny clicks on the search engine again and types ghosts and curses. There’s only one result, about a curse from the eighteenth century. This one was cast by an English witch named Eldrice Bayer, who was so in love with a woman named Annette that she cursed anyone else who looked at her “with lust.” And the curse itself? It shrank people’s hearts.

“Toxic,” Penny mutters. She keeps reading, and she finally finds mention of ghosts:


Bayer herself grew to regret the curse, for it killed the man Annette had decided to marry. While Annette was not in love with him, he would’ve provided her with safety and wealth, and so Annette scorned Bayer ever after, until Bayer became a ghost of her former self.



Of course ghost is being used as a metaphor. Penny almost shuts the laptop, but something keeps her scrolling. Another paragraph catches her attention:


Bayer was inspired by spells of yore that bound afflicted spirits together and used their combined energy to make the magic stronger over time. This methodology is particularly effective in curses, but it has also been used in earthly covenants between witches and mortals.



Penny suddenly can’t breathe. This can’t mean what she thinks it means, but she has to know for sure. Her fingers fly over the keys as she searches for any articles mentioning curses and the binding of spirits.

Penny clicks on the first result. It’s not about curses specifically, but the moment she starts reading it, a sick feeling roils in her stomach.


Often, witches will employ the help of spirits in carrying out dark magic. A witch may bind the ghost to the terms of the spell itself, forcing the spirit to do their bidding. Eventually, the spirit monolith may be strong enough to cross into the Primary World—the world of the living.



A spirit monolith. What does that mean? Penny rereads it, and she keeps coming back to one sentence: A witch may bind the ghost to the terms of the spell itself…

Does that mean the curse is using the spirits of people it killed to do its bidding? And if that’s the case—

Penny slams the laptop shut.

Corey said that the Shadow was a harbinger. That it meant the curse was about to kill someone. But that’s not the full story. Milton didn’t want to tell Corey about the Shadow, and now Penny understands why. Because Corey’s mom, his uncle, his grandmother—all of them might be serving the curse against their will. They might be the Shadow.

Maybe the Shadow isn’t as harmless as Corey thinks. It might be the Shadow’s energy that allows the curse to work. Even the fact that they can see the Shadow in the Primary World means the curse has a huge amount of power—all thanks to the people who have died and can never escape it.

Penny feels suddenly sick. She slides into the corner of the booth, pulling her knees to her chest. She needs to clear her head, but she can’t. The curse is worse than a death sentence; the victims are tied to it for eternity. And if Penny’s mom dies, she’ll also be part of the Shadow. Forever.

“Are you crying?” says a voice over her shoulder.

It’s Alonso. She didn’t even hear him come in.

“No,” Penny says, quickly wiping a tear from her face.

The booth squeaks as Alonso leans over the back of it to look at her. He’s close. She can see the flush in his pale cheeks, probably from the hot day outside. Penny doesn’t want to like anything about this, because liking it makes her feel like she’s in a boxing ring without gloves. Like she’s asking to be hurt.

“Find anything good?” he asks, nodding at her laptop.

“Not yet,” Penny says, because she can’t talk about this with anyone. Between this revelation about the Shadow and the photo she found of Giovanni at the Barrions’ gala, she’s overwhelmed. And really, do Corey and Alonso need to know any of this? They’d just get upset, maybe even angry, even though nothing has changed. They need to stay focused and break the curse, and Penny can’t give them another reason to fight.

Penny will keep following these threads on her own. If they lead her anywhere, she’ll share everything she knows with Corey and Alonso. In the meantime, she changes the subject.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about the blood oath.” How does she say this without insulting him? But this is Alonso, so Penny chooses the blunt route. “It really drained you. Do you think you’ll have enough magic to do the curse-breaker spell?”

Alonso interlaces his fingers. “If I was like other witches, and I grew up practicing magic every day of my life, I’d have plenty of reserves. But magic is like a muscle.”

“So you need to practice more before we break the curse?”

“Yep. I’ve been doing some magic on my own, but I need help for this next spell.”

Penny nods. “Sure. What do you need?”

Alonso grins. “What are you doing tomorrow after work?”

“I’m going to the hospital. Why, what’s happening tomorrow?”

“It’s a surprise.” Alonso waggles his eyebrows.

Penny can’t help laughing. “I’m not sure I trust your surprises.”

“You’ll love this one, I promise. Take an hour off from Mom duty and come to Neon Lanes at five.”

Penny freezes. “Neon Lanes?”

“Yep. And don’t bring Corey. He’s been especially broody lately, so we can give him the night off.”

Penny feels like a human water fountain, her blood rushing and swirling in her veins. Is this… a date?

No. There’s no way. Just because Alonso might’ve tried to kiss her one time doesn’t mean anything. Except, if that’s what happened, it means something. But what?

Alonso goes to the back to get the cleaning supplies. For her part, Penny sinks farther into the booth. It’s not a date. They’re going to practice magic, and that’s all.

You shouldn’t want him, she reminds herself.

If only it was that easy.
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Penny

NEON LANES BOWLING ALLEY IS ON THE NORTH SIDE OF TOWN, SURROUNDED by chain stores and fast food restaurants. The buildings are spaced far apart, exposing the dumpsters and empty trailers between them. Despite the wide sky and distant horizon, this part of Idlewood is suffocating, with superstores and warehouses blotting out the nearby forests and fields. If you squint, you can make out Barrion Heating & Cooling looming in the distance, the building large and white, like a giant rain cloud rolling closer.

The bowling alley is a black building sandwiched between Nicholls Grocery and a McDonald’s. When Penny pulls up in the Prius, her hands are shaking. She spent entirely too long deciding on an outfit before stubbornly deciding she shouldn’t dress up at all, so she’s in her favorite denim shorts and a blue tank top. But she can’t stop herself from compulsively checking her eyeliner in the rearview mirror. She had to watch one of Naomi’s videos to get it right.

Alonso told her to park behind the building, so that’s where she drives. But when she turns the corner, she balks.

This is not a date. Unless Alonso’s idea of a date is to invite thirty other people.

There’s a huge clearing in the middle of the parking lot, with people scattered around the perimeter. In the middle, there are at least a dozen people on bicycles, riding in circles and chatting and laughing. Most of them are holding what look like brooms or long sticks with hammers attached to the ends with Gorilla Tape.

“Penny!” Alonso calls when she gets out of the car. He’s standing with Aidan and Kiki, and the two of them give Penny a look that says they have no idea why she’s here.

Alonso runs over to meet her. “Perfect timing. We’re about to play.” He’s wearing ripped jeans and a long-sleeved gray shirt. He stands close, and Penny has to look up to meet his eyes, which sends a strange thrill through her. Even if this isn’t a date, she’s here because of him. With him.

She likes the sound of that.

Penny glances at the cyclists, trying to hide her smile. “Is this a… cycling club?”

“Bike polo.” He holds up his own stick, which is an actual polo stick and not just some household items glued together.

“Bike polo?”

“Yeah, you’ve never played?”

“I’ve never even heard of it.”

Alonso smirks. “I was counting on that.”

Before Penny can ask if that was an insult, Sango Rao shouts, “Let’s go, everyone! We’ve only got an hour before they kick us out.”

“You can join my cheering section,” Alonso says.

Penny runs to keep up with his long strides. “What exactly are we doing here? I thought we were practicing magic.”

Alonso looks over his shoulder and winks. “We are.”

Penny’s face falls. “You’re going to do magic around this many people?”

Alonso shrugs, and then he’s walking over to his bike.

It’s a testament to Penny’s self-control that she doesn’t leave immediately. Talking to Kiki and Aidan sounds like an impossible feat, but Penny forces herself to swallow her fear. Very slowly, she walks around the orange cones that outline the court, stopping a few feet away from Alonso’s friends. She clears her throat, but they don’t notice her.

“Hey,” Penny says.

Kiki turns around, her eyebrows knitted together in annoyance. Penny would be offended, except Kiki always looks like that.

“Hey,” Aidan says, and at least he smiles.

“Alonso invited me,” Penny says.

Aidan and Kiki give each other a knowing look. “We heard,” Kiki says, and then she nods at the court. “Here they go.”

There are two teams of six. A few of Alonso’s teammates glance at him, a little wary. Penny has never seen him socialize with this many people, but the way Alonso swings his polo stick looks practiced, so it can’t be his first time here. One girl even says hi to him. Her eyes linger on Alonso in a way that makes Penny’s stomach lurch.

Alonso certainly doesn’t belong to her. But spending time with him these last few weeks has made Penny feel almost… special. Like she knows the real him, when so many other people don’t. And yes, maybe Alonso has changed Penny’s opinion of what makes someone beautiful, thanks to his intense eyes, his raspy laugh, and his slightly crooked nose. From a distance, Alonso always seemed angry. But up close, he’s electric. Vibrant. And kind of… fun?

Penny should be happy other people see those things in him, too. Alonso deserves that. But as he chats with the bike polo girl, Penny can’t tear her eyes away from him. A strange bitterness rises in her like a fever.

Jealousy. God, she’s actually jealous.

Before Penny can dwell too long on what that means, Alonso glances her way. When he sees her staring, a slow smile spreads over his face.

Penny’s anxiety goes quiet. There are no racing thoughts or uncertainties; there’s only Alonso, bright and vital.

“Play!” Sango shouts, and the cyclists take off.

The teams aren’t wearing matching shirts or vests, so Penny tries to memorize the faces of Alonso’s teammates. But they move so quickly it’s impossible to keep track.

“You’ll love this,” Aidan says to Penny. “Alonso is the best player we’ve got.”

Within seconds, Alonso reaches the ball. But instead of getting it, he misses, and something happens with the front wheel of his bike. He tries to regain his balance, but he slams into another player, and Alonso goes flying.

His fall is almost in slow motion. All Penny can do is watch helplessly until he tumbles into a heap a few feet away.

Aidan frowns. “Huh. Bad start.”

Alonso waves Sango off when he tries to help him up. He’s bleeding on both palms, and the holes in his jeans have gotten bigger, but he doesn’t seem to care; he just gets back on his bike. When they start playing again, Alonso is still unsteady. He can barely balance unless he’s using both hands, and even then, he’s moving slower than all the other players.

Penny fights the urge to cover her eyes.

“Come on, Alonso!” Aidan calls.

Alonso gets low on his bike, speeding up.

“Here it is,” Aidan says. “His signature move!”

“It’s not that exciting,” Kiki mutters.

Alonso heads directly for the player who has the ball. He reaches his polo stick across to steal it, but he loses his balance again, and his arm tilts up, tangling his polo stick in his opponent’s wheel. The momentum sends her flying off the seat and into Alonso, and they both crash to the ground. A few other players try to stop their bikes before hitting them, but one gets caught and falls with a yelp, piling on top of them.

Aidan, Kiki, and Penny all stare, mouths agape. Alonso’s hands appear from the pile of bodies and bikes, and he makes the time-out symbol. After he disentangles himself, he jogs over to Penny and his friends, limping slightly.

“What’s going on with you?” Aidan says.

“I’m having an off day, I guess,” Alonso says. Despite the chaos of the game, he’s grinning. “I should sub someone in.”

“I can play for you,” Aidan says.

But Alonso ignores him and grabs Penny’s arm. “Penny! You’re up.”

“What?” Penny says, but he’s already dragging her away. “Alonso, I have no idea how to play!”

When they’re far enough from other people, he turns around and grabs her shoulders. “Did you see how bad I was out there?”

He’s still smiling. How hard did he hit his head? “You weren’t… completely terrible,” Penny says.

“I was the worst player by far. And you know why?” He pulls a small vial out of his pocket. “This.”

The liquid inside the vial shimmers green. “What’s that?”

“It’s a spell. I bottled my bike polo skills.”

Penny looks at the vial with newfound wonder. “That’s actually possible?”

“Yep. And now”—he uncorks it with a pop—“you’re going to use this to win the game.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t worry, this was an easy spell. It only lasts a day, and then the potion wears off.”

Penny’s breath is coming quicker. The anxiety is back, and it’s screaming in her ears. She can’t play a sport she’s never even heard of before today. She needs time to think through every detail before she tries something new. She deliberately avoids situations like this—and now Alonso is throwing her into the unknown without a parachute.

Alonso puts the green serum on his thumb. “Here, give me your hand.”

The second Alonso grabs Penny’s wrist and presses his thumb to her pulse, a strange sensation passes over her skin. It’s sharper than chills but softer than a static shock. Her vision goes a little green around the edges.

“You okay?” Alonso asks.

Penny nods, but he’s still holding her wrist. He notices her staring at his hand, and he quickly backs up, as if she burned him. “Sorry. Here, get on my bike.”

Penny shakes her head vigorously.

“Hey,” Alonso says, leaning down so he can look her in the eyes. “What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

“It’s hard to pick just one thing.”

“The worst thing that can happen is the spell doesn’t work, and you’re not good at this. You stick to the sidelines. You don’t score. You’ll never play again. But guess what?” Alonso smirks. “I’ll still think you’re fucking cool.”

Penny can’t help but crack a smile. “You think I’m cool?”

Alonso suddenly becomes serious, and he reaches out for her. His finger brushes her chin, lifting it so that she’s standing tall. Proud.

“I always have,” he says.

Penny’s breathing is now erratic for an entirely different reason.

“Hey, Alonso, let’s go!” Sango calls.

Alonso drops his hand. “So?”

Before Penny learned about the curse, she would’ve walked away from this. She has a black belt in dwelling on humiliating moments nobody else remembers, and this situation is a breeding ground for humiliation. But Alonso believes in her. And whether it’s smart or not, Penny believes in Alonso.

She grabs the bike handles. “Next time, give me a little more warning.”

Alonso beams, and he hands her the polo stick.

When she’s on the bike, Penny takes a deep breath. Then she rides over to Alonso’s teammates.

“You’re a sub?” asks a girl with a friendly smile. “I’m Beth Pilar. Sophomore at Central.”

Penny tries not to look terrified. “Hey, I’m Penny. Senior, I guess.”

“Always great to meet another bike polo fanatic.” Beth holds out her polo stick.

Penny taps Beth’s polo stick with hers. “Nice to meet—”

“Ready!” Sango calls out. “Set! Play!”

Penny gasps as her feet press down on the pedals, even though she wasn’t ready. She grabs the handles, trying to balance the awkward polo stick.

“Relax!” Alonso shouts, but how can she? He just put her on a bike and told her to play when she doesn’t even know the rules.

Penny’s momentary confidence has abandoned her. This is a terrible idea, magic or no.

Already the players are battling over the ball. Claire Polton from the opposing team manages to get it, and she races straight toward Penny. No—toward the goal that’s right behind her.

“Block her!” Beth shouts. Penny is about to give up, to say she doesn’t know how, but her feet push down on the pedals again, and suddenly she’s flying toward Claire. She yelps as her hands jerk the bike to the side of their own volition. Then she raises the polo stick, and right as Claire passes by, she reaches out and—

She gets the ball. She’s dribbling!

Her teammates cheer. Penny doesn’t have time to celebrate, because now she’s heading toward the opposing team’s goal. Someone from the other team maneuvers in front of her, but Penny dodges them. A guy on her team is wide open, so she swings her polo stick around, passing the ball to him. He catches it and hits it between the two cones.

Goal.

The crowd cheers, and Penny lets her feet rest on the ground.

They did it. She did it.

When Penny looks at Alonso, he’s clapping and whooping. And for the first time since her mom’s accident, Penny feels light. Like anything is possible.

They win the game easily after that. Penny lets go, following her body and the bike. She crashes once, but she’s not even embarrassed. Playing bike polo feels good. Doing something different feels good.

When the game ends, the teams shake hands and high-five. Penny walks Alonso’s bike over to his car, where he’s waiting with a huge smile on his face.

“It really worked,” Penny says.

“I noticed.”

“It felt so easy.” She looks down at the polo stick in her hands. “I honestly didn’t know magic could be this fun.”

“I wanted to show you for myself.”

Penny watches him for a long moment.

“What?” Alonso says, his tone turning defensive at the flip of a switch.

“Nothing! Just… thanks for this.”

“I can be nice, remember?”

“So nice.”

Alonso’s smile softens. They’re both holding on to the bike—Penny at the handles, Alonso at the seat. They’re staring at each other, and Penny doesn’t want it to stop.

Will he try to kiss her again?

Penny wants it. She might want it more than anything, except breaking the curse—

The curse. Her mom. Alonso’s grandfather.

Penny tears her eyes away from Alonso. Now is not the time for her to be kissing anybody. Kissing, as she knows, makes things weird. At a party sophomore year, Penny made the mistake of kissing her lab partner, Henry Li. It was her first kiss, and it was anything but romantic. She didn’t even like Henry like that, but she couldn’t look at him for days. They got a B- on their presentation because Penny kept losing her place on her index cards. Henry still doesn’t talk to her.

Unlike the biology project, the curse is life and death. Penny can’t afford to complicate things with Alonso. If he stopped talking to her, that wouldn’t be uncomfortable. It would be painful.

“I should go, I guess,” Penny says.

“Hold up,” Alonso says. “I have something for you.”

A thrill runs through Penny as Alonso grabs her hand. There’s the cool feeling of glass against Penny’s palm, and when she looks down, there’s another vial exactly like the one Alonso used for the green serum. But this liquid is clear, and when she holds it up, it catches the light and makes it almost impossible for Penny to see.

Somehow Penny knows what this is, without even having to ask. It’s like the potion told her the answer, even though that makes no sense.

“A truth serum?” she asks, hoping he’ll say she’s wrong.

“I was up stirring it all night,” Alonso says. “Longest arm workout of my life—”

Penny squeezes the vial in her hand. “Alonso, we can’t.”

“You don’t even know what it’s for.”

“Yes, I do. We said we wouldn’t use any magic on Dylan—” Penny frowns. “Wait, why are you giving this to me?”

Alonso raises an eyebrow, and then Penny gets it. Dylan comes to Horizon Café regularly for coffee. Penny can put the truth serum in her drink.

“Hey.” Alonso leans down to look Penny in the eyes. “All you have to do is ask her a few direct questions about her family, their magic, if she knows anything about the curse. She’ll answer you for five minutes, and then it’ll wear off. She won’t remember. No harm done.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“This spell isn’t complicated, Penny. It hasn’t been outlawed by the Council, and that’s for a reason.” He crosses his arms. “You and I both know Corey won’t help us with this. We’re basically doing him a favor.”

Penny feels herself giving in. Alonso is right—something as simple as this truth serum could tell them if the Mayberrys cursed the Barrions. Maybe Dylan doesn’t have the answers they need, but this is a way to find out what she knows. Penny’s mom is running out of time, and it almost doesn’t feel like a choice.

Penny sighs, pocketing the serum. “I’m not promising anything.”

“That’s fine. But we only have two and a half weeks until the full moon.”

Penny doesn’t look at him again as she climbs into the Prius and drives off.

It’s one thing to try to break a curse and save her mom’s life. But this feels different—because when does magic go too far?
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Corey

“COREY?”

Corey presses pause on the show he was watching and looks up from his phone with bleary eyes. He’s not sure how long he’s been sitting in the chair next to Mrs. Emberly’s hospital bed. He couldn’t stand to be at home; it’s one of those days where even talking to his family makes him angry. Everyone knows Grandpa Charles changed the hierarchy, and now Corey will be CEO after his dad retires, but nobody is addressing it. They’re all pretending this is the way it’s always been. Meanwhile, Julian is avoiding him, while Corey’s dad and grandfather keep emailing him reports and financials.

Today, it was too much, so Corey turned his phone to “do not disturb” and came to the hospital. If home is miserable, at least he can visit Mrs. Emberly. It’s better than wallowing in self-pity.

Except Corey forgot to text Penny he was here. He thought he’d be in and out, but looking at the clock, he’s been here for two hours.

“Sorry,” Corey says. “I should’ve told you I was coming over.”

Penny frowns. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” He stands up. “Here, take my seat.”

Penny shakes her head and goes to stand by the window. She’s wearing a blue tank top, and she looks exhausted.

“How are you?” Corey says. “I know it’s a stupid question.”

“I’m fine. The bike polo took it out of me.”

Corey frowns. “The what?”

Penny laughs under her breath. “Never mind.”

Corey doesn’t want to sit back down, so he goes to stand beside her. He clears his throat, feeling almost awkward. He may not always be outgoing, but he’s never awkward. He knows how to talk to people, to figure out what they want to hear, and he’s more than happy to give them exactly what they want. But with Penny, he’s not sure what to say, and that unnerves him. She’s kind, and easy to get along with, and maybe the least judgmental person he’s ever met. So why can’t he be himself? Maybe it’s the lie he told Dylan. It’s harder to look someone in the eyes after you’ve thrown them under the bus. Or maybe it’s something else.

My type. The echo is hidden in Corey’s memory, and it’s showing itself at the worst moments.

“Did something happen at home?” Penny asks.

“Things there are weird. That’s all.” Corey chews his bottom lip. “Actually, that’s not all. It’s also my mom’s birthday.”

Penny doesn’t say anything at first. Then she shifts beside him, and when he glances at her, she’s crying.

“Sorry,” she says, hiccupping. “God, I’m so sorry. The smallest things make me cry right now.”

“I get that,” Corey says. When Penny keeps crying, Corey reaches out to put an arm around her shoulders. But his arm just hovers there. It feels like too much, touching her like that. He crosses his arms instead, looking away from her and feeling silly.

“Do you think our moms would’ve gotten along?” Penny asks.

“Yeah, probably. My mom went to the café a lot, so they probably talked. Maybe they could relate to each other. They were outsiders for different reasons.”

Penny goes silent at that, and Corey has the urge to explain it all away so she doesn’t feel uncomfortable. Then she says, “Maybe that’s true, but my mom didn’t have to deal with being the only African woman in a small town.”

“You know,” Corey says, “nobody in my family understands that.”

Penny watches him patiently. Moments ago, Corey couldn’t think of anything to say to her. Now, when he opens his mouth, the words come out in a rush.

“My mom made huge sacrifices to move here with my dad. She was a partner at a hedge fund, and she wanted to start her own investment firm. Then, by some twist of fate, she lands in Idlewood. Even the other Black people in Idlewood didn’t know what to make of her. And my family…” When Corey closes his eyes, he sees his grandpa’s face—the way he used to look right through Corey’s mom. He used to sit her far away from James and Corey at family dinners, as if she was a guest instead of his daughter-in-law. And Corey’s mom never said anything.

“No one in my family ever acknowledged how lonely my mom was,” Corey says. “Maybe it’s because they were all so wrapped up in their own grief, but I don’t think that’s enough of an excuse.”

Penny makes a thoughtful sound. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to. But is this on your mind because your family treats you the same way?”

Corey sighs. “Not exactly.”

“Oh. Well, that’s… good? Progress, maybe?”

“Maybe.” Corey tries to choose his words carefully, but there’s no delicate way to say this. “My grandpa wants me to be the next CEO.”

“The CEO? Of Barrion Heating and Cooling?”

“Yeah.”

Penny goes silent. When he glances at her, she’s watching him.

“What?” he says.

“Corey… that’s a lot.”

“I know.”

“But you’re happy? You want this?”

Corey runs a hand over his curls. “My dad loves to say that we don’t get to choose what sacrifices we make.”

It’s better than saying the truth: that he doesn’t want it. That sometimes, when he can’t sleep, he daydreams about driving away and never coming back.

There’s another pause, and Corey is afraid he’s said too much. Penny didn’t ask to be on the receiving end of Corey’s family drama. But then Penny says, “My dad was supposed to inherit a business, too.”

“Really?”

“It wasn’t anything like your family’s company. It was just a mechanic shop.” Penny tucks a few curls behind her ear, and half of them immediately escape into her face again. “He wanted to do music. Like, grunge rock, lots of growling. But his parents were super-religious, and they wouldn’t even let him take guitar lessons. They thought it was devil stuff, I guess.”

“But he learned to play anyway?”

Penny nods. “When my grandparents found out, they had a huge fight, and they cut my dad off. They live in Florida now. I’ve never even met them.”

“Did they know he got cancer?”

“They did, but they didn’t visit. They didn’t come to the funeral, either.”

Corey feels suddenly cold. He and his dad don’t have a good relationship, but what would his dad do if Corey died? He’d be sad. He’d plan a gigantic funeral. He’d probably retreat even further into work.

At least, that’s what Corey wants to believe.

“I always hear about your dad’s band,” Corey says, changing the subject. “Quicklime, right?”

Penny smiles. “My mom has pictures of me at their concerts when I was a baby. I had those big headphones on.”

Corey pictures it: tiny Penny with her curly hair and concert headphones. “Cute.” Penny’s smile disappears, and he realizes how that sounded. “I meant you as a baby. But you’re also cute now, I mean.”

Penny looks stricken for half a second. Then she laughs.

“That made me feel better,” she says.

“What did?”

“Knowing that the great Corey Barrion says the wrong thing sometimes.”

“Shut up,” Corey says, but he laughs, too. “Don’t ever tell anyone.”

“Cross my heart.” She pauses. “So. What would you do? If you weren’t going to take over the company, I mean.”

Corey opens his mouth to answer, but his mind is totally blank. “I don’t know.” The truth of it rings inside him. He feels hollow. Who is he outside of being a Barrion? Who would he want to be? He must’ve thought about this at some point in his life, but he can’t remember.

Maybe Penny can feel the change in Corey’s mood, because she shrugs. “I don’t know what I want to do, either.”

The difference is that Penny will have the space to figure it out. Corey’s entire future is now laid out before him—and it leads to a gilded cage.

Corey doesn’t want to continue the conversation, so he opens the lock screen on his phone. But the show he was watching immediately starts to play.

“Oh shit,” he says as the poltergeist screams at the half demon in a high school hallway. “Sorry, that was loud.”

But Penny is staring at his phone, jaw unhinged. “Is that the new episode of Amityville High? From last week?”

“Oh yeah. You watch the show?” Penny is still staring at Corey’s phone, so he laughs. “Guessing that’s a yes.”

“I’m trying to figure out what’s happening in this scene. Oh my god, this is the school dance?”

“You haven’t seen this one? François is about to throw down.” Corey drags his finger along the screen, rewinding the episode to the beginning. “Want to watch it?”

Penny looks up at him in shock, as if this is the last thing she expected him to say. “You’re sure you have time?”

Corey realizes he’s smiling. He’s filled with a mosaic of good and bad, of hope and fear. A few days ago, he was at IHOP with Dylan, thinking about how Penny wasn’t really his friend. She was just a pretty girl who reminded Corey of what he couldn’t have. But maybe Penny could be his friend. Doesn’t she already know more about him than anyone else outside his family? Besides Alonso, he remembers, and that makes him laugh again.

“What?” Penny asks him.

“Nothing,” he says. “And yeah, I’ve got time.”







[image: image]

Penny

WHEN THE LAST CUSTOMER LEAVES THE CAFÉ, PENNY SPRINTS TO THE front door, locking it behind them. Ron kept the café open an hour later than usual because of the long line and straggling customers on laptops, but since they have no events that night, they get to go home early.

And, thankfully, Dylan Mayberry didn’t show up.

The vial of truth serum has been in Penny’s apron pocket all week, heavier than it should be for its size. She has no idea if she would’ve actually given it to Dylan if she had the chance. She gets to put off that moral conflict for another day.

“Why did I decide to work in the restaurant industry?” Ron calls from the back kitchen, where he’s washing mugs.

“Because it was your lifelong dream?”

“And because I forgot that I’m a misanthrope.”

“Not true! You love people and they love you back.”

“I love attention. Big difference.”

Penny allows herself a moment to watch the foot traffic on Main Street, which is always bustling on summer nights. Everyone in Idlewood is out and about, and there are parties, and fights with family, and loud music, and excited kids. It’s all messy and unexpected and familiar.

A mother walks by with her small daughter’s hand clutched in her own, and a much darker thought occurs to Penny. She’s always wanted to live in Idlewood forever. It’s where her dad is from, and her mom has lived here since high school, after her parents kicked her out of their small apartment in the San Fernando Valley and she came here to live with her grandparents. Penny loves growing up like they did: going to the same restaurants, swimming in the same lake, about to graduate from the same high school. No other place will ever feel like home the way Idlewood does.

But if they don’t break the curse, will Penny want to stay? Or will being here hurt too much?

Ron comes to the front of house. “You still goin’ to the hospital tonight? Want me to make you some dinner?”

“I don’t think I can stomach another egg croissant sandwich.”

“I’m gonna pretend I ain’t offended by that.”

“It’s not you, it’s me.”

“I’ve heard that one before. Hey, take the trash on your way out, would you? My back’s killin’ me today.”

After Penny changes out of her uniform, she hauls two giant trash bags to the dumpster. The humidity makes her feel like she’s broiling from the inside out. Right when she’s about to climb into the Prius and blast the AC, someone speaks.

“There she is. The famous Penny.”

Penny’s stomach drops. Across the parking lot, leaning against a dark blue King Ranch, is Dylan Mayberry.

Penny was this close to leaving. This close.

“We’re actually closed,” Penny says.

Dylan huffs. “Stop talking.”

Dylan seems so much older, so aware of exactly how people work and how she can hurt them. Penny is so afraid of her it’s embarrassing.

Until Dylan pushes off the truck, takes two steps in her high-heeled sandals, and trips.

“Whoa!” Penny says, lunging forward. But she’s too far away to save her, and Dylan face-plants onto the pavement.

Penny gasps, her hands covering her mouth. All she can do is stand there in shock as Dylan remains motionless on the ground. She’s about to call 911 when Dylan starts laughing. “Fucking fuck.”

It’s the slurred cussing that gives it away. “Are you drunk?”

“Duh.” Dylan struggles to her feet. Penny tries to help her, but she smacks her hand away. “Don’t touch me.”

Penny watches without blinking as Dylan straightens up and adjusts her crop top. There’s not a speck of dirt on her. Her bleached hair is still perfectly wavy, her white skin perfectly sunkissed. How does she do that?

Penny glances toward the café, half hoping Ron will appear. “Can I… help you with something?”

“I’m not here for a cup of bad coffee. I’m here for you.”

Penny’s stomach drops. “Me?”

Dylan stumbles toward the Prius. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?”

Dylan holds up a flask. “I’m drank. I mean, drunk. And I need a ride. Unless you want me to get in Daddy’s truck and run down some pedestrians?”

Penny’s stomach sinks. Did Dylan deliberately get drunk after she drove to the café so Penny would be forced to drive her home? Seems a little extreme when they could just have a conversation, but knowing Dylan’s reputation, she probably has something else planned.

“Why are you really here, Dylan?”

Dylan shrugs. “I figured if Corey likes you so much, I should find out why.”

“Nothing’s going on between us, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Penny says.

“Of course not. Look at you.”

Penny can’t even find it in herself to be offended. She could call somebody else to pick Dylan up, except this is basically divine intervention. The universe is presenting this opportunity on a silver platter, even though giving anybody a truth serum seems morally wrong in every imaginable way.

But what if the Mayberrys did curse the Barrions? Figuring this out will change the course of everything—her mom’s life, Corey’s life, and the future of his entire family. And it’s selfish, but all Penny can picture is her mom opening her eyes and coming home.

Penny sucks in a breath. “Fine. Do you have a purse?”

Dylan looks at her like she doesn’t understand the word purse, but then she says, “Obviously. Go get it.” And she throws her keys at Penny’s feet.

There’s a bottle of water on the floor of the King Ranch. Penny takes out the truth serum and dumps the full contents into the bottle, hoping Alonso didn’t forget to tell her she should only give Dylan a single drop or something. Penny’s life is becoming a fairy tale gone wrong.

She takes the water and Dylan’s purse and locks up the truck. Dylan is splayed against the Prius for balance, and when she sees Penny, she claps her hands twice.

“Chop, chop, Penny Emberly,” Dylan says. “I’ve got places to be.”

And I’ve got a curse to break, Penny thinks.
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Penny

AFTER SENDING RON A TEXT TO MAKE SURE HE DOESN’T TOW DYLAN’S truck, Penny finds herself sitting in the Prius with her first superdrunk passenger. Dylan took off her shoes the second she got in the car, and now she’s staring at Penny with sick-looking eyes. Booze eyes.

“You’re worried about me. That’s precious.” Dylan reaches out and pulls a strand of Penny’s hair.

“Stop,” Penny says, pushing her hand away.

“People like you remind me why I’m not nice. It’s so easy to take advantage of nice.”

Penny hands her the water bottle. “You need to hydrate.”

“Ew.” Dylan drops the bottle into a cup holder and opens her sticker-covered flask.

“Can you please put that away? I don’t want to get pulled over.”

Dylan smirks and takes a long swig. “Getting a ticket wouldn’t be the worst thing that’s ever happened to you. How’s your mom, by the way?”

The unexpected question makes Penny take a turn a lot faster than she should. The flask flies out of Dylan’s hand, clear liquid spilling onto the foot mat. The smell of cheap vodka fills the car.

Dylan lets out an agonized whine. “That was the last of my Smirnoff!”

Penny ignores her, because if she opens her mouth, she might scream. Instead, she drives with her hands at ten and two and takes nice, slow breaths. Calm breaths. Because Penny is calm.

“If I’d known you were such a shitty driver, I would’ve made you give me the keys,” Dylan says. “Seriously, take it up to the speed limit at least. You don’t have to drive like an old lady to—”

“Shut up,” Penny says, and then she adds, “Please.”

And to her surprise, Dylan listens.

They drive on through Idlewood, passing familiar streets and shops and houses. This town might be the only common ground they have—besides Corey.

Penny flashes back to that evening in the hospital, watching Amityville High with Corey. They were there until late, rewatching their favorite episodes. Toward the end of the night, Corey got quiet, all traces of a smile disappearing from his face. Penny was worried that she’d talked too much, or that he suddenly regretted wasting his day in the hospital when he probably had a million other things to do.

But when he spoke, it wasn’t about that. It was about Dylan.

“Just so you know,” Corey had said, “I told Dylan we’ve been hanging out because we both lost parents. Like, that’s our story.”

Penny nodded. “I guess it’s true, in a way.”

“Yeah. That part is true.”

“Which part isn’t?”

Corey shook his head. “I mean, yeah. I guess it wasn’t really a lie.”

Penny pulled her feet into the hospital chair. “Should I be worried? I know she doesn’t like it when you acknowledge the existence of other girls.”

“Ouch.”

Penny blushed. “Sorry.”

“No, you’re right.” He wouldn’t look at Penny as he said, “You should keep your distance.”

All Penny could do was nod. A few feet away, the truth serum sat in her purse like a knife.

“Turn left up here,” Dylan says, pointing ahead.

“But isn’t your house a few miles down County Road 40?”

“No,” Dylan snaps. “Turn left.”

Penny does, and Dylan goes quiet again. She’s staring out the window, and she looks drunk and tired and sad enough that Penny’s annoyance dissipates.

And then, Dylan drinks the water.

It’s the slowest minute—or is it only a few seconds?—of Penny’s life. As Dylan tilts the bottle back and drinks the entire thing, Penny keeps waiting for her to start coughing, to scream something dramatic like What did you do to me?

But it never happens. Dylan drinks all the water, puts the cap back on the empty bottle, and throws it into the back seat.

Penny swallows, trying to ignore the anxiety that’s making her limbs go tense. She glances at Dylan as often as she dares, waiting for any sign that Dylan knows something is wrong.

“Are you sleeping with him?” Dylan eventually asks.

Penny nearly chokes on her laughter. “What? No! That’s literally impossible.”

“Not impossible,” Dylan says. “You’re cute, and sweet, even if you’re kind of pathetic. You’re probably a breath of fresh air for Corey. He avoids hanging out with me until I beg him.”

Penny’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. Dylan has no reason to share that with her. On top of it, her voice is a strange monotone. It’s like a layer of her personality has been surgically peeled back.

The truth serum is working.

Alonso said it will only last five minutes, and the clock is ticking. Penny ignores the fact that Dylan gave her a compliment, which is disturbing, and she asks a targeted question.

“Do you know why my mom is in the hospital?”

Dylan falls silent for a moment, and Penny forces herself to keep her eyes on the road.

“It has something to do with Helen Barrion,” Dylan says.

“How do you know that?”

“I saw them at the diner one night. They were sitting on the same side of a booth. I knew something was up.”

The image fills Penny’s mind: her mom sneaking off to meet Helen in the middle of the night, stealing moments together whenever they could.

She glances at Dylan, who seems fine. She’s sitting calmly, hands in her lap, eyes straight ahead.

“How much do you know about the Barrion curse?” Penny asks.

“I don’t know anything about a curse,” Dylan says.

“What about magic?”

Dylan takes a longer pause this time, as if she’s digging through her memories to find the one that will answer this question. “I know it’s… bad.”

“Do you know that you’re a witch?”

“Yes,” Dylan says.

Penny pushes on, her voice shaking. “What’s the history of the Barnhardt coven?”

“We moved to Idlewood two hundred years ago from the Netherlands. People back then could recognize witchcraft quickly, and this town was full of people who didn’t want us here. My family tried to keep to themselves, but eventually, a member of the coven was beaten and murdered in the middle of the night. Someone carved the letter W into her chest.”

“Oh god,” Penny whispers.

“My whole family gave up magic completely. My great-great-grandmother married a mortal and took his name. I found her diaries. She wanted everyone to forget about the Barnhardts, and the last time she used magic was to suppress the memories of the other residents of Idlewood. One by one, she visited their homes at night and whispered spells into their dreams.”

“And it worked?”

“Yes.”

Penny’s throat is tight. “I’m sorry,” she says, and she means it. Their history is more tragic than she expected, and guilt creeps in—guilt that Penny is forcing Dylan to repeat these horrible things, to share secrets against her will.

Not that Dylan would feel bad about this. Which brings Penny to her next question.

“And… what do you think about witches? About magic?”

Dylan shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“So you’ve never done magic?”

“I’ve tried. But nobody else in my family believes we’re witches, so I’m on my own.”

“Why do you believe it?”

“Because I want to.”

Fair enough. “Have you tried contacting other covens?”

“I’m not about to throw in with the De Lucas. They’re a bunch of freaks. And when I go online, I always end up talking to creeps who say they’ll give me spells if I send foot pics.”

“Which you… did?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you find out?”

“Nothing. The spells are always useless. Half the time it’s just Rupi Kaur poems.”

“But you’re going to keep trying.”

“I don’t know.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not going to be an outcast like Alonso De Luca. He’s alone. He’s always going to be alone. I don’t want that life.”

Penny’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. “What about your grandfather? Did he have a reason to use magic on the Barrions?”

“My grandfather didn’t care about them. He got their money for our family’s land, and he gambled it away before he died. Left our family with nothing.”

Penny sighs. This isn’t getting her anywhere. Dylan doesn’t practice magic, and it sounds like her grandfather didn’t, either.

Suddenly Dylan straightens up, her eyes going foggy for a second before her regular old sneer is back. “Take a right onto Wagner Street.”

“What?”

“I said take a right.” Dylan crosses her legs and starts texting.

So that’s it. The truth serum is out of her system, and Dylan is acting totally normal, like none of it happened. Penny tries to relax, but she keeps glancing at her passenger.

Dylan glares at her. “Why do you keep looking at me like that? I’m just drunk, I’m not going to—”

And that’s when she vomits.

Penny gasps as Dylan empties her stomach onto the car floor. “Oh my god, are you okay?”

“Fuck,” Dylan says, and then she vomits again.

Penny’s heart races. “I’m going to open the windows. I’ll turn around and take you to the hospital—”

“No,” Dylan says through coughs. “No, I… I’m not okay. He doesn’t love me.”

“What? Who?”

Dylan wipes the corner of her mouth and laughs. “Corey. And I’ve tried to stop loving him, but I can’t. I’ll never get anyone like him ever again, so I need to keep him no matter what. Because I… because nobody can see past all the… all the…”

Dylan is shaking. Violently.

Penny pulls over and puts the car in park. There’s no other traffic; they’re alone in the quiet evening. She grabs her phone to call 911, but Dylan grabs her hand, digging her nails into Penny’s skin. Penny lets out a cry, and her phone falls onto the floor by Dylan’s feet, narrowly missing the vomit.

Dylan doesn’t let go of Penny’s hand. Her eyes are unfocused, and when her mouth opens, an avalanche of words come out.

“I want to leave this town. I want to go somewhere and start over. Where nobody knows what I’ve done.” Her eyes open wide; they’re unblinking. “What’s wrong with me? Am I a sociopath?”

Whatever was in that vial wasn’t a simple truth serum. Either Alonso messed it up, or he lied to her.

“I… I don’t know,” Penny says. “If you’re worried about being a sociopath, I don’t think you are one. Will you please let me take you to the hospital?”

It’s as if Dylan doesn’t even hear her. Instead, she’s running her free hand over her own face, into her hair. She’s blinking rapidly like she can barely see what’s in front of her. Penny’s heart is racing. She wants to drive to the hospital, but this part of the county isn’t familiar. Idlewood is tiny, but Penny lives near Main Street, and out here it’s a mess of country roads and farms and dirt driveways.

Then Dylan stops shaking. She’s staring at Penny with an unreadable expression.

“You know,” Dylan says, her face tearstained, “Corey has never once looked at me the way Alonso looks at you.”

It’s as though an ocean tide has caught Penny by surprise, and she’s flipping head over feet, unsure which way is up.

“Corey cares about you, Dylan,” Penny says, but the words are empty. And maybe it doesn’t matter. Dylan knows he doesn’t love her, but it hasn’t stopped her from being with him. It’s only made her try harder.

And it’s breaking her. Penny can see it written across Dylan’s face.

“He thinks I’m so stupid,” Dylan says. “That’s the worst part. I’m hot, and I’m mean, but I’m not stupid.”

Penny tries to wrest her hand out of Dylan’s, but she only holds on tighter.

“I shouldn’t even care,” Dylan says, and the next words come out like they’re on a rope, and someone is pulling on the other end. “I—I’ve been cheating on Corey.”

Penny’s mouth goes dry. She doesn’t want to know all of Dylan Mayberry’s darkest secrets. She just needed to find out more about the curse; she never intended for any of this to happen. It’s been at least ten minutes since Dylan drank the truth serum. It should be over by now.

“Give me my phone,” Penny says.

Dylan grabs Penny’s phone from the floor, but instead of handing it to Penny, she shoves it between her seat and the window. “Didn’t I tell you to keep driving?”

“Fine. I’m taking you home.” Penny puts the car in drive.

Dylan crosses her arms. “I don’t like how Corey is hanging out with you all the time. It needs to stop.”

“He’s concerned for my mom. That’s it. He’s being a good friend.”

“Cut the bullshit, Emberly, he told me you like him.”

The road in front of Penny goes blurry. She absorbs the words slowly, and she can’t help it—she laughs. “I’m sorry, Corey said what?”

This must be a lie. Why would Corey say that?

“Here,” Dylan says, pointing at an old storefront on the left.

Penny pulls into the parking lot, which is full of cars. The bad feeling in her gut gets worse. This isn’t Dylan’s house at all. The windows of the building are boarded up, and a low grumble of music comes from inside. Above the entrance is an old, faded sign, but the words are legible: DE LUCA PHARMACY, EST. 1920.

This is where Giovanni De Luca died.

“Why are we here?” Penny asks.

Dylan grins. “We’re going to a party. We’re going to have the best time.”
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Penny

DYLAN SOMEHOW AVOIDS HER OWN VOMIT AS SHE PUTS ON HER HEELS, but she struggles to get the car door open.

Penny hasn’t even put the car in park. “Dylan, you’re sick. Shouldn’t you go home?”

Dylan scoffs, and Penny takes that as a good sign. The truth serum must be wearing off for real.

“Fine,” Dylan says. “Leave me drunk and defenseless at the mercy of a bunch of assholes. Women supporting women, right?” She slams the door.

Penny lets the car idle as Dylan walks across the parking lot. She’s never been inside the old pharmacy, and she doesn’t want to start now. This is where Alonso’s grandfather died, and knowing what Penny knows now, going to a party here feels like asking for something to happen. Something bad.

There’s a clear escape route. Dylan isn’t Penny’s responsibility after all. She can drive away.

Except Penny just gave Dylan a magical serum that made her spill all her innermost secrets and fears. And vomit all over the Prius.

Penny bangs her head against the steering wheel. Then she grabs her phone and drops Naomi a pin.

It’s a long story, Penny types, but Dylan dragged me here. Can you come? I may need backup.

Penny waits. And waits. Naomi always responds quickly, but right now there are no little gray dots indicating Naomi is typing. Penny almost calls her, but then she remembers their last interaction at the hospital—when Penny ran out, ditching Naomi to go hear the news about Idlewood’s second coven of witches. She and Naomi have barely spoken since.

No wonder she isn’t responding.

Penny is about to type something else—an apology, or maybe a plea. But Dylan is already disappearing inside the pharmacy.

“Dylan!” Penny calls, but Dylan only waggles her fingers over her shoulder in a half wave.

Penny stuffs her phone into her bag and runs after her.

Inside, the old building doesn’t appear to be a meth lab, which is a plus. What used to be the pharmacy’s main floor is now full of ratty couches and folding chairs. There’s a coffee table made of four white buckets and a giant wooden door (hinges still on). The sun hasn’t set yet, but you’d never know it; there are black drapes hanging over the pharmacy’s boarded-up windows. It looks like the set of a cheap emo-rap music video.

There are way more people inside than Penny expected, and most of them are dressed in dark or fluorescent colors. Guitar and bass growl from cracked bookshelf speakers, and old books and art house DVDs sit piled against the walls and on the table.

Dylan stands out like a ray of sunlight in a crypt, but nobody looks surprised to see her. “What the fuck is this music?” she slurs, waving her flask around. She’s somehow managed to get it refilled within sixty seconds of walking inside.

“It’s my friend’s mixtape, so shut up,” says Clay Thornberg, another senior at Idlewood Central.

For a second, Penny wonders if Dylan is going to let him get away with that. But Dylan turns to him, and the corners of her mouth curl up in a mischievous smile. “You gonna make me, Clay?”

Clay stares back at her for a fraction of a second. Then he laughs and turns away.

Dylan, one. Clay, zero.

Penny doesn’t have time to be impressed, because the worst possible thing starts to happen: People begin noticing her. It starts with a few glances her way, and then the whole party realizes that Penny is pressed against the front door. Dylan has completely forgotten about her; she’s whispering to Royce Montalban, who is staring openly at her chest. Then she leads him into the back of the store, her hand wrapped around his wrist like a vise.

Penny wants to bolt out of the pharmacy. Instead, she asks herself: What would Anita do? Her mom would act like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. So Penny relaxes her shoulders and doesn’t make eye contact with anyone as she walks leisurely into the back of the store.

“Cute,” Clay mutters, but he says it in the same way he’d probably say You should run. A few people laugh, but Penny ignores them. At the last second, she glances up to see Kiki Montecito. She’s sitting across the room, a vape in one hand and an unreadable expression on her face. Penny almost waves to her, but Kiki starts texting furiously. Penny takes the hint and keeps moving.

When she pushes through the door into the back, Penny finds a large room that used to be a stockroom and maybe some sort of witchy lab. Dylan has already disappeared. The way her body was angled toward Royce doesn’t leave much to the imagination. There are a few doors off to each side, and only one of them is closed. There’s a low laugh from behind it that makes Penny’s skin grow hot.

She could leave, but that doesn’t feel right. She decides to wait five more minutes. In the meantime, she’ll… explore.

The pharmacy closed decades before Penny was born, but being here makes the place feel almost alive. Penny walks the old shelves, which still hold ghosts of the pharmacy’s past. There’s a package of Band-Aids with ThunderCats on them, and a half packet of Turbo bubble gum. There’s even an old Bunsen burner and some empty glass jars and test tubes, as well as an old mortar and pestle. From the looks of it, the De Lucas must’ve combined their magic with modern medicine.

What was it like, to live in Idlewood when there was a whole coven of witches taking care of everyone? Were people afraid of the De Lucas back then?

Behind the last row of shelves is a set of rickety stairs leading to the second floor. The steps look like they might break, but Penny gingerly places her foot on the first step and peers up. She can’t see anything beyond the stairs, and she’s thinking about trying another step when a bang comes from the front of the store. The sound makes Penny yelp, and in a few seconds, she’s somehow traveled to the top of the staircase. Convenient.

The loft is nearly empty except for a few deteriorating boxes and a pile of broken Christmas lights near Penny’s feet; the De Lucas must’ve cleaned it out ages ago, or maybe people stole everything that used to be here. The middle of the floor sags like it might cave in at any second. The far wall is all exposed brick, and there are stains on the floor in front of it that make the hairs on Penny’s arms stand up.

She takes a moment to lean against the wall. When she closes her eyes, she sees Alonso’s grandfather, Giovanni.

This was where they found him. Shot through the head with a single bullet.

Penny’s chest grows tight. She hasn’t found an explanation for the photo showing Giovanni at the Barrions’ gala. In Penny’s dream, Giovanni’s hatred for Charles Barrion was palpable.

He’s not an angel, he’s a crook… He doesn’t even love you.

If that’s what Giovanni believed, and if he never forgave Charles and Ellie for what they did to him, then that photo of the gala doesn’t make any sense.

“What are we missing?” she says to the empty room.

A floorboard creaks across the room, and Penny looks up. “Who’s there?”

No answer. Is there someone passed out behind one of the boxes?

Penny walks across the room, avoiding the sunken planks. There’s nothing behind the boxes. Maybe she’s hearing things.

Then the floor creaks again, but this time it comes from behind her. She whips around, her heart starting to pound—but once again, there’s nobody. Or nobody she can see.

“Hello?” she whispers.

Hello.

The word isn’t spoken out loud. It comes from inside Penny’s head.

Hello, the voice says again, it’s like a dozen voices all speaking at once.

The floor creaks again. Right next to her.

Penny slowly looks up.

Standing in front of her is something that can only be described as a shape. A form. There is something reminiscent of a head, and appendages that might be arms, but there are no features. It’s colorless, and it’s sucking in the light. Consuming the light.

The Shadow is back. And this time, it’s not a dream.







[image: image]

Penny

PENNY DOESN’T THINK. SHE JUST OPENS HER MOUTH TO SCREAM.

The Shadow is faster than her. In a blink, its not-arm reaches for her. She feels nothing as its not-hand closes around her neck. Then her throat is constricted, and she’s gasping for air. She squeezes her eyes shut, hoping that when she opens them, the Shadow will be gone.

Instead, when she opens her eyes, she’s somewhere else entirely. She doesn’t know where until she looks out the window and sees the De Luca home across the street.

Penny is inside Meredith House.
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Penny has never been inside Corey’s house, and for a moment, she stares at the elaborate front room. Most homes would have their living room here, but the Barrions have a library. The floor is pale, gleaming wood, and the bookshelves are painted peacock blue. There’s art on mismatched pedestals, and worn armchairs, and more books than would fit inside Penny’s entire house.

Penny isn’t alone. There’s a man. He’s sitting at a desk, writing something in a notebook.

Penny recognizes him from the photograph: It’s a young Charles Barrion.

Penny backs up against the wall, but he doesn’t react. Can he see her? He only looks up when there’s an agitated knock at the door.

“Come in,” he calls, but the door has already swung open, and Giovanni De Luca storms inside.

“Close it behind you,” Charles says.

Giovanni stops in his tracks. Each of his limbs is vibrating, like he’s about to throw himself across the room and tear Charles into pieces. Instead, he turns around and slams the door shut.

“Thank you,” Charles says, entirely unruffled.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Giovanni growls.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“My wife is pregnant. Do you know what your visit did to her? She was a wreck when I got home.”

“All I wanted was to speak to you,” Charles says.

“And when she told you I wasn’t home, you threatened her.”

“I told her that it would be in her best interest to let me see you as soon as possible. You can’t blame me for thinking she was hiding you away. I know you’d rather avoid me.”

In response, Giovanni spits on the library floor.

Charles doesn’t seem bothered. He leans forward, steepling his fingers and staring at Giovanni intently. “I need your help.”

Giovanni seems caught off-guard. For a second, he forgets to look angry. “Has hell frozen over?”

“I’m not too proud to ask for it, even after everything we’ve been through.”

Giovanni’s frown deepens, but he doesn’t leave. There’s an uncertainty in his eyes. Almost a curiosity. “What kind of help?”

Charles’s smile fades. “With the company.”

“Barrion Heating and Cooling?” Giovanni laughs. “Sorry, Chuck, I don’t have a college degree.”

“The company is failing, Gio. We just closed the worst year in our financial history, and if we have another one like this, I’ll be forced to shut it down.”

“Tough,” Giovanni says, and he turns to leave.

“You’ll want to hear me out,” Charles says.

Giovanni laughs. “I’m confused, Chuck. Why do you think I’d ever agree to help you?”

“Because of our shared history,” Charles says, and it’s clear he’s not talking about the two of them. Their shared history is a person.

Giovanni glances at the framed photograph of Ellie Barrion above the fireplace. “What about her?”

“Your wife didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“You see, I had a hunch,” Charles says. “It’s odd that Ellie would’ve agreed to marry me so suddenly. I’d wanted her for years, so why did she choose that moment to say yes?”

Giovanni looks suddenly stricken.

“The way your relationship ended was so abrupt, it was like…” Charles pauses thoughtfully. “Like death. Like something significant between you had disappeared.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“A love spell.”

Charles’s words echo in the empty library.

“That’s what you used, wasn’t it?” Charles says. “Ellie never truly loved you at all.”

“You’re wrong,” Giovanni says, his voice cracking.

“Not according to your wife.” Charles smiles. “You don’t think she was so distraught over my visit, do you? She was upset because I guessed the truth, and she couldn’t hide it. I’m surprised you told her.”

“She deserved to know,” Giovanni says. “I’m not that man anymore. I’ve grown up.”

Charles smiles again. “But Ellie doesn’t know.”

Giovanni’s green eyes are wide. Then he’s laughing, hysterically, bent over and resting his hands on his knees, tears coming out of his eyes.

“Of course,” Giovanni says. “Of course. You’re blackmailing me.”

“I’m asking you to use your magic to help my company. We need everyone to gain confidence in us again.”

“You mean help you lie. Change the numbers people see in your financials. Make it so that people want to invest in Barrion Heating and Cooling.”

Charles raises his hands as if to say Yes, good job, you’ve got it.

“And if I don’t?” Giovanni says, even though it’s clear he already knows what will happen. He just wants Charles to say it out loud.

“I will share with Ellie that her entire youth was ruined by a selfish witch’s love spell,” Charles says.

“She’s with you now,” Giovanni says. “She won’t care.”

“Oh really?”

Giovanni can’t look at Charles. He stares at his own hands, as if wondering whether they’re really in his control.

Charles gets up from his desk, coming around to stand in front of Giovanni. “This would be a way to make it up to her. I know you want to see me suffer, but this isn’t about me. I want to take care of her, and our daughter.”

Gio’s smile is pained. “You really must be desperate, huh?”

“I want things to be okay between us,” Charles says.

He holds out a hand. And Penny feels Giovanni giving in.

“You promise you won’t tell her,” Gio says.

“I promise.”

They shake, but Gio doesn’t look Charles in the eyes. Then he turns around and opens the door to leave.

Ellie is on the other side. Behind her, the front door is open, and a purse hangs from her shoulder—the same purse Penny saw in her dream. The brown leather shoulder bag with painted flowers.

“Oh,” she says when she sees Giovanni, her face turning a warm red.

Giovanni pushes past her, and in a moment, the front door slams. Penny sees him running down the stairs and across the street to his home.

“Why was he here?” Ellie says, her voice shaking.

“Believe it or not,” Charles says, “we’ve reconciled.”

Ellie doesn’t react. Instead, she looks straight at Penny.

“You can hear me,” Ellie says. “Finally, someone can hear me.”

Penny gasps, choking on the words she wants to say, the warning she wants to scream at Ellie. But there’s a crackling sound behind her, and then Penny is hit by a wave of heat and ash that forces her to close her eyes. When she opens them again, the library is in flames.

Ellie is trapped under a beam in front of her.

“Help,” she says between coughs.

“Ellie!” Penny screams. Even though she knows this is the past, and there’s nothing she can do, she runs to the beam and tries to lift it. But it’s huge, and so heavy, and Penny is as inconsequential as a feather.

Ellie reaches for her, and Penny grabs her hand, which feels so real.

“Not me,” Ellie says. “Help them.”

“Who?” Penny says.

“Corey,” Ellie says. “Alonso. All of them.”

“I’m trying,” Penny says. “We’re going to do the curse-breaker spell. I’ll make sure nobody ever dies again, I swear. I know you’re trapped, but if we break the curse—”

“No,” Ellie says. “Tell them the truth. They don’t know—”

Ellie stops, choking on her words, and she’s suddenly enveloped in smoke. In an instant, she’s no longer Ellie.

She’s the Shadow.

Penny screams and tries to pull her hand away, but its grip tightens painfully. Penny yanks her wrist free, tumbling back.

The Shadow is gone. All that’s left is Ellie, lying motionless on the floor, eyes open and unseeing.

There’s a crack above them as another beam starts to fall, and Penny barely has enough time to throw her hands over her head before—

Penny gasps for breath, sitting up. There’s no fire. No body. Just some old holiday lights, and empty boxes, and the noise of a party downstairs.

She’s back in the old pharmacy.

She must’ve fainted. She looks all around her for the Shadow, but it’s gone. She’s alone.

“Penny?” someone calls from downstairs. It’s Alonso’s voice. “Penny, are you here?”

Penny presses a hand to her chest. Her heart is beating entirely too fast. She’s on the verge of a panic attack.

Then she sees the bruise on her wrist. As if another person had gripped it so tightly, it nearly fractured her bones.

The Shadow touched her. It hurt her.

If the Shadow really is made up of all the spirits killed by this curse, that would include Ellie Barrion. Was it really the Shadow who was visiting Penny? Or was Ellie communicating with her somehow?

Is that why Penny had to watch Ellie die?

That’s not all Ellie showed her. If what Penny saw was real, then Charles blackmailed Giovanni into using his magic to help Barrion Heating & Cooling make more money. And Ellie’s relationship with Giovanni was never real in the first place.

A love spell, blackmail—all this proves that Giovanni had even more reasons to do what he did. He forced a woman to love him against her will, and when she didn’t anymore, he…

He got married. He moved on. Why would Giovanni curse the Barrions years after he and Ellie broke up? Was it because of the blackmail?

“Penny!” Alonso calls again.

Penny curls her bruised hand into a fist, letting it throb. Her head is spinning with a million questions, but first, she needs to find Dylan and make sure she’s okay.

Then Penny will deal with Alonso.
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Penny

AS PENNY WALKS DOWN THE STAIRS, SHE SPOTS ALONSO IMMEDIATELY.

He’s standing with Kiki, their voices low as they speak. Alonso looks tense. Angry. He slaps one hand into his other palm, as if he’s trying to make a point.

“Hey,” Penny says.

Alonso spins around. When he sees her, he relaxes, and against Penny’s better judgment, she does, too. She feels better now that he’s here.

Then she remembers Dylan, and that relief disappears.

Alonso’s eyes fall to Penny’s wrist. His expression darkens, and then he looks up toward the second floor. “Who did that? Is someone up there?”

“No,” Penny says, but Alonso tries to step around her. She grabs both of his arms, holding him in place.

“I texted him,” Kiki says. “Thought you might need some help after you showed up with Dylan.”

“Thanks,” Penny says, but it comes out half-hearted.

Alonso’s face changes when he hears the anger in her voice. He closes off, and suddenly she’s looking into the eyes of the Alonso from Corey’s Fourth of July party: cocky and mean and entirely too sure of himself.

“I was on my way here to play bike polo,” Alonso says. “It’s not like I showed up because Kiki texted.”

That stings. “That’s fine. I need to talk to you.”

Kiki smirks. “I’ll be out front.”

As she walks away, Penny’s face heats up. She can only imagine what Kiki thinks this is about.

Alonso’s unblinking gaze is locked on Penny. He’s wearing one of his silk robes over a Misfits T-shirt, and the blue of his hair is so faded it’s almost blond again. There’s a bottle of Fizzy Barrel Root Beer in his robe pocket.

“Have you seen Dylan?” Penny asks.

“No, why?” And then it clicks. “Did you give her the truth serum? How did it go?”

“Not good.”

Alonso’s smile falters. “It didn’t work?”

“It did. But she started answering questions I never asked her.”

“Like…?”

“Dylan told me things she never would’ve wanted me to know. Things that I didn’t want to know. And then she threw up, and now I’m not sure if she’s okay.”

“Huh.” Alonso presses his fist to his lips as he thinks. The gesture is distracting, and Penny averts her eyes to his earring instead. “Must’ve been the caraway seeds I added. But that would’ve kept her from throwing up, so maybe it was something else.”

Alonso is like a little kid doing a science experiment with dangerous chemicals. Penny grapples for the right words. “Alonso, she was saying things against her will! She couldn’t stop!”

Alonso lets out a low laugh. “Are you seriously mad at me right now?”

“I—” Penny chokes on her words. How does she respond to that? “Dylan had no idea what was going on. We hurt her. The whole reason I’m at this party is because I was afraid to leave her alone.”

Alonso’s face contorts with anger—and Penny realizes she was yelling.

“So what?” Alonso says. “Did we get what we needed?”

The words are icy. This wasn’t how he was supposed to react. Penny expected him to be at least a little ashamed, but all he can think about is the end result.

“That’s not the point!” Penny says. “Your magic is strong. You can’t pretend that using it won’t have consequences.”

“There will always be a risk. If you can’t handle that, we shouldn’t be trying to break this curse in the first place!” Alonso smirks, as if Penny is overreacting. “Dylan deserved it anyway. She would’ve done the same thing to you or anyone else.”

“We don’t get to decide what she deserves!”

Alonso steps closer, and the room is suddenly too warm.

“Well, that’s not why we did it, right?” he says. “We wanted to find out if her family cursed the Barrions.”

“Right,” Penny says, sharp and bitter. “And it wasn’t them.”

Alonso falls silent. For a moment they stare at each other, until he finally says, “Are you sure?”

“Nobody in Dylan’s family has used magic in a hundred years. They didn’t want to be ostracized.”

This sinks in like a boulder. Alonso takes a step back, starts saying something, then stops. He runs his hands through his hair. “Well, you should be thanking me, because at least we know.”

Penny can still feel the heat of the fire. She can see Ellie Barrion’s dead eyes. “There’s something else—”

“No,” Alonso snaps. “You don’t get to act like I did something wrong when I was trying to help your mom, okay?”

“That doesn’t mean you can play with people’s lives the way your grandfather did!”

It’s the wrong thing to say, but Penny realizes it too late. Alonso looks like he’s been slapped. Then his eyes become vacant.

“Alonso,” Penny starts, but he’s already walking away from her. “Wait!” she calls, but before she can follow him, one of the storage room doors bursts open, and Dylan stumbles out.

“Dylan?” a voice booms from behind her, and Royce walks out, his hair disheveled and his shirt half off. “What’s wrong?”

“Leave me alone!” Dylan says. Her eyes are unfocused as she takes another swig from her flask. “God, you’re so fucking boring.” She stumbles away.

Penny runs after Dylan, following her through the front room and into the parking lot. Most of the cars have cleared out, and people are riding their bikes, getting ready for another game of bike polo.

“Hey, is this hippie car yours?” Clay Thornberg calls to Penny, pointing at the Prius, which is now in the middle of the bike polo court.

Penny ignores him, her eyes searching for Dylan. A hand wraps around her shoulder and whips her around. Suddenly, Clay is in her face.

“Did you hear me?” Clay says. “Move your fucking car.”

A horn beeps, and Penny’s heart sings as Mrs. Salazar’s old Honda Civic nearly runs Clay down. He jumps out of its path, slamming his hand on the hood. “The fuck are you doing?”

Naomi gives him a very elegant middle finger out the open window. “How about you back away before I let my foot off the brake?”

Clay hesitates, but he finally stalks away, muttering something about no fucking respect.

Penny wants to cry. “Nay.”

“Give me your keys, I’ll move your car in a second. Then you can tell me why we’re…” She looks around distastefully. “Well. Here.”

Penny hands her the keys. “Thank you. I have to find Dylan, and then I’ll be back.”

Penny takes off running before Naomi can ask questions. Alonso is doing laps on his bike, and Penny tries not to look at him, but it doesn’t work. He’s standing in the seat with his polo stick over one shoulder—and he’s glaring right at her.

This time, Penny glares back.

“Oh good,” comes Dylan’s voice. “You’re still here.”

Penny stops so quickly she almost runs into her. Dylan’s lipstick is smeared, and the shoulder of her shirt is hanging off.

“Let me take you home,” Penny says.

“Not yet. I have a present for you.” Dylan turns to the crowd and shouts, “Hey, everyone! Did you know Penny is trying to fuck my boyfriend?”

All the chatter around them dies.

Penny’s mouth is suddenly dry. “I told you, there’s nothing going on!”

“Dylan, you’re drunk!” someone shouts, and the crowd laughs. Like lightning, phones appear in hands, and they’re directed at Penny and Dylan. Royce is back, and he’s recording them—but the phone has an Idlewood Central cheerleading sticker on the back. Because it’s not his phone; it’s Dylan’s.

Penny has walked into a trap.

Dylan takes a step closer, forcing Penny to back up. Naomi appears, putting herself between them. “You need to sit down, Dylan. You’ve got vomit on your shirt.”

Dylan smiles, and a second later, someone collides with Naomi and sweeps her away in a blur. It’s Clay Thornberg. His thick arms are wrapped around Naomi’s middle as he carries her off, Naomi kicking and screaming the whole time.

“What the fuck?” Naomi screams.

“Shut up,” Clay says into her ear.

“Put her down!” Penny shouts. Her blood is burning white hot in her veins, and she moves to grab Clay’s arms and pry them from Naomi. Before she gets the chance, Dylan grabs Penny by the hair and wrests her backward so that their faces are inches apart. The pain is sharp, and Penny grabs Dylan’s wrist.

“Let go,” Penny says, her voice cracking.

“Everyone thought you were so innocent,” Dylan says, an edge to her voice as she angles Penny’s face toward Royce. “You’re live?”

“Yep,” he says.

Dylan smiles at the camera. “In case any of you were wondering, this is what happens to sluts who try to steal my boyfriend.”

Penny opens her mouth to respond, but she never gets the chance, because Dylan upends her drink over Penny’s face.

She registers the ice first, and then the smell of vodka and cranberry fills her nostrils. She squeezes her eyes shut, but it’s already burning. Dylan loosens her grip, and Penny uses the opportunity to shove her away and press her hands to her eyes.

Time slows down. Some people are laughing. One person says, “That’s too far.” And from somewhere behind Penny, there’s a yelp.

“Back off, man,” Clay squeaks.

“Not until you learn your fucking lesson,” comes Alonso’s voice, threaded with fury. Then there’s a hollow sound, like punching, over and over again.

A hand grabs Penny’s arm, and she tries to pull away until she hears Naomi’s voice. “It’s me, Penz. Come on.”

As Naomi leads Penny away, Dylan yells, “This was her fault!”

“If you don’t want to be next on Alonso’s hit list, turn the phones off,” comes Kiki’s voice, louder than Penny has ever heard it.

Footsteps run up behind Penny and Naomi, and then Alonso’s voice is close. “Penny, look up, I’m going to pour water over your eyes.”

Penny lowers her hands. There’s the crack of a water bottle opening, and Alonso tilts her head up. Lukewarm water runs down her face and onto her shirt, and Alonso presses a cloth to her eyes so she can wipe the alcohol away. They repeat this a few times until the sting subsides. Penny lets the cloth drop, and she realizes it’s not a cloth at all.

“Your robe,” Penny says, dejected. “It’ll be stained.”

“It’s a jacket,” Alonso says. “And I really don’t care.”

They’re next to the Prius. The party is congregating around the door to the old pharmacy; apparently, the bike polo game is off. People are chatting in low voices, glancing at the three of them. Penny’s stomach twists. “We should go.”

“I can drive you,” Naomi says.

Alonso nods. “I have an extra shirt you can wear.”

Penny meets Alonso’s eyes. His brow is furrowed in concern, and he’s gripping Penny’s upper arm. They were just fighting, but that doesn’t even matter anymore. Her eyes fall to Alonso’s knuckles. They’re bright red, and one of them is cut open and bleeding. Alonso notices where she’s looking and drops his hand, angling it so she can’t see.

“I’m going to make sure Dylan is okay,” Alonso says. “Then I’ll bring your car back.”

Naomi clears her throat. “Thank you, Alonso. For… you know.”

Alonso stares at his hands, and suddenly Penny is back in that dream—that memory—when Giovanni looked down at his own hands as if expecting them to be stained in blood.

“I shouldn’t have punched him,” Alonso says.

“I disagree,” Naomi says. “Are you okay?”

He smiles bitterly. “Just bruises. The usual.”

Penny’s back pocket buzzes. Her phone was spared death by vodka, so that’s good news. Her hands are sticky, but when she sees that it’s Ron, she swipes to answer it. “Hey, everything okay?”

“Baby girl,” Ron says, and his tone makes Penny’s breath catch. “You need to come to the hospital.”

Penny’s grip on the phone tightens. “What happened?”

“It’s your mama,” Ron says. “She’s taken a turn for the worse.”
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Penny

SOMETHING HAPPENED TO THE GENERATOR. THAT’S WHAT DR. NUSSBAUM said.

Somehow the maintenance workers missed it. When they ran tests a week ago, it was working fine.

But in the specific generator that powers the section of the hospital that includes room 505, a carburetor got clogged. And when the hospital lost power after a drunk driver downed a power line, the fuel couldn’t reach the generator—and Anita’s ventilator stopped.

It was less than thirty seconds. They had portable batteries, and they got her equipment up and running again as fast as they could. Anita’s heart monitor showed there was still life in her, somehow. And the hospital’s power came back five minutes later. But it was a close call, Dr. Nussbaum said. A fluke.

Ron keeps asking Dr. Nussbaum questions, but Penny doesn’t bother, because this has nothing to do with the hospital staff.

It always looks like an accident.

Penny leans her head on the guardrail of Anita’s bed, clutching her mom’s cool hand with her own. Ron stands behind Penny, one hand on her shoulder and the other brushing Anita’s hair back from her face and adjusting her blankets. Mrs. Salazar appears next to Penny with Naomi’s nine-year-old twin sisters, Regina and Vicki.

“Penny, we brought tea,” says Regina, holding out a steaming cup so quickly that a little hot water falls over the side.

“Be careful!” Vicki says, scowling in a way that makes her look exactly like Naomi.

“It was an accident!”

Penny smiles and takes the cup. “You two are the best. Thank you.”

“Here, Mr. Ron,” Vicki says, holding another cup out to him.

“Thank you, but I’m all right, sweetheart,” Ron says, his smile not reaching his eyes.

Penny taps Vicki on the shoulder and motions for her to come closer. “How about you give that tea to my friend Alonso?” she whispers in her ear.

Vicki blushes and looks toward the window, where Alonso is perched on the sill, fiddling with the bandages wrapped around his knuckles.

“It’s okay,” Penny says. “He’s very nice.”

“He doesn’t look nice,” Vicki says.

Mrs. Salazar gasps. “Victoria María Salazar Menendez, we don’t talk like that about people.”

Now Alonso is paying attention. He nods at the cup of tea. “That for me?”

Vicki gasps. Penny gives her shoulder an encouraging squeeze, and she slowly walks over to him, staring at the floor as she holds out the cup.

Alonso takes it. “Green tea is my favorite. Thanks, kid.” He ruffles her hair. Vicki runs back to her mother, trying to hide her smile.

The door creaks open, and Naomi appears. “I’m back. And I brought more visitors.”

The note of confusion in Naomi’s voice makes Penny lift her head. Naomi stands back, letting Helen Barrion walk in first.

Corey’s aunt is skeletal. Her hair is a mess, and the circles under her eyes are pronounced. She’s shaking so badly, it’s a shock she’s still standing.

“Helen?” Ron says. “What are you doing here?”

Helen tries to answer, but the words cut off with a sob. She takes a hesitant step toward them, her eyes focused on Anita’s face.

“They became friends recently,” Penny whispers to Ron.

“Oh,” Ron says, his shoulders relaxing. “I didn’t realize.”

“Here,” Penny says, standing aside so Helen can take her seat.

“Thank you,” Corey’s aunt says, a few tears rolling silently down her face as she sits. Then she notices Alonso, and her gaze darkens.

“Alonso, can I talk to you for a second?” Penny says quickly.

He follows her to a vacant room next door, where he gravitates immediately to the window again. Penny stands across the room, watching him. “How was Dylan?” she asks.

“She’s fine, just wasted,” Alonso says. “I drove her home, and she was asleep the whole time. I don’t think she’s going to remember any of this.”

“Is that because of the vodka or the truth serum?”

Alonso runs a hand over his face. “Both. I don’t know where the truth serum ended and the alcohol began.” He pauses. “I know I fucked up.”

Penny drops onto the empty bed, her head in her hands. “We got answers. They weren’t the answers you wanted, though.”

They fall into silence. After a moment, Alonso says, “The ward is getting weak.”

Penny looks up, hoping she misheard him. “What?”

“Last time we were here, I could see its aura. But today, it’s barely noticeable.”

“Because of the curse?”

Alonso nods.

The world narrows until Penny can barely see what’s in front of her. “But Corey’s mom lived for years while she was wearing the ward. Why isn’t it working the way it should?”

“The curse is really depleting its power, and fast. It’s coming at her with everything it’s got. Wards can recharge when they’re not being worn, but we can’t take it off, for obvious reasons.”

“The full moon is in a week and a half,” Penny says. “Is there any way we can try the curse-breaker tonight? Or even tomorrow?”

“No.”

“But what if—”

“You want me to play by the rules from now on, right? Then we’re waiting until the full moon, because that’s when my power will be strongest. I’m not letting this magic hurt you.”

Penny stands up. “I don’t care about me. I want my mom to be okay.”

“And if Corey and I also die in the process, it’ll be worth it. I guess I deserve it after what I did to Dylan, right?”

He’s putting words in Penny’s mouth, and they taste bitter. Before Penny can argue, someone behind her says, “What did you do to Dylan?”

Corey is standing at the door to the empty hospital room, looking back and forth between them, his face tense.

“You’re here,” Penny says, trying to break the tension.

Corey’s eyes fall to Penny’s T-shirt. A strange expression passes over his face—one that Penny can’t read. She crosses her arms over her chest, as if that could hide the fact that she’s wearing Alonso’s shirt. Maybe she should tell him why she needed it in the first place, but before she can, Corey looks away from her, directing a glare at Alonso.

“I told my aunt what happened after you texted,” Corey says. “She was a wreck when she heard the news, and I offered to drive her here. But you were about to tell us what you did to my girlfriend.”

Alonso wets his lips, but he doesn’t say anything. Maybe he can’t.

But this isn’t Alonso’s fault. Not fully. Penny sucks in a breath and says, “I gave her a truth serum.”

Corey’s expression turns murderous. “What do you mean, you gave it to her?”

“Alonso made it. I gave it to her. You should be mad at both of us.”

“No,” Alonso says. “Penny didn’t want anything to do with this—”

“And I did it anyway,” Penny snaps, and Alonso falls silent. It takes all the strength she has left to say, “The Mayberrys are witches, like Milton said. But they didn’t curse your family.”

Corey is silent as he processes all of this. “You went behind my back.”

“You were never going to talk to Dylan,” Alonso says, his tone sharp. “Because if you asked her about being a witch, you’d have to tell her about the curse, and if you told her about the curse, she would finally know you’ve been lying to her this entire time. And it’s not acceptable for anyone except me to know you’re fucking selfish.”

“I’m selfish?” Corey says, his voice rising. “I’ve gone along with this entire thing even though I had no reason to trust anything you said, and now you’ve proven that was a mistake.” Then he turns to Penny, and the judgment in his usually kind eyes makes her want to shrink. “I really didn’t think you had it in you to do that to someone.”

Alonso steps forward, and Penny can see the trajectory of his fist before he ever throws it. She grabs his wrist and pulls him toward her, until they’re chest to chest. Alonso looks down at her, his body quaking with rage. His scent is a mixture of mint and sweat, as if he’s carried the humidity inside with him.

“Let go,” Alonso says.

But Penny won’t, and so he doesn’t move. She looks at Corey. “You have a right to be mad at me, but you should know that Dylan is okay.”

“Right,” Corey says. “Great to know you did all of this for nothing. Tell my aunt I’ll be in the car.”

“Corey, wait,” Penny says, because there’s so much to tell them. About the Shadow, and Charles and Giovanni, and the strange things Ellie said to Penny in her dream or vision.

But Corey is already leaving, and Penny feels whatever tenuous friendship they had disappear.
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Cozy Mystery Book Club

JULY 30, 11:04 PM


ALONSO DE LUCA removed PENNY EMBERLY from the chat.



AD

Alonso De Luca



hey






corey




Corey Barrion



Why did you kick Penny out?




AD

Alonso De Luca



because i need to talk to you and i refuse to save your number






did you talk to dylan yet?






Why do you care?




AD

Alonso De Luca



because i’m not the only one who pulled some shit tonight.






What are you talking about?




AD

Alonso De Luca



just watch the video she livestreamed.






You’re really not going to tell me why?




AD

Alonso De Luca



it’s easier if you watch it, okay? and don’t mention it to penny.






and the next time you decide to date someone like dylan, maybe think about the consequences, because she’s a human too. whatever fucked up game you’re playing with her, it’s not going to end well for anyone.






Don’t pretend you understand what this is like for me. I’m doing the best I can.




AD

Alonso De Luca



does “doing your best” include bulldozing through other people’s lives?






You’re really going to blame me for this? YOU?






I’m done with this conversation.




AD

Alonso De Luca



i don’t care. watch the video.






hello? did you watch it?






corey?
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Corey

COREY DOES WATCH THE VIDEO. HE WATCHES IT AGAIN, AND AGAIN, and again. Alonso is still texting him, but Corey doesn’t bother to read any of his messages. He doesn’t want to be reminded that Alonso is right.

Dylan, you’re drunk!

Put her down!

This is what happens to sluts who try to steal my boyfriend.

This is why Penny smelled like alcohol—and why she was wearing Alonso’s T-shirt. When he realized the shirt was Alonso’s, Corey got so anxious he couldn’t even make eye contact with her. He shouldn’t care if they’re spending time together without him. But then there was that night at the hospital. Corey and Penny were up until midnight watching and rewatching their favorite episodes of Amityville High. It was the first time Corey had been able to relax in weeks.

So when Corey saw Penny in that too-big T-shirt, it triggered something unexpected in him. It was a dark urge to keep her as far away from Alonso as possible. She doesn’t need Corey’s protection, but for a second, he didn’t even care. And as the conversation progressed and he learned what Penny and Alonso had done, that jealousy turned to anger.

But the second he watches the video, Corey forgets all about that. He’s not sure how long he sits there with it on a loop, trying to comprehend what he’s seeing. His hands are shaking.

Penny didn’t tell him about this. She stood there and let Corey yell at her. She let him believe he was in the right.

Corey rears back and throws his phone against the wall with a loud crack.

This is all his fault. He could’ve broken up with Dylan or said that he and Penny were just friends. Instead, he lied to Dylan, and now it’s too late. The video already has over ten thousand views; by tomorrow, everyone in Idlewood will have seen it.

Corey can’t let that happen.

He barely registers the drive to Dylan’s house. He parks crooked in her driveway and doesn’t bother turning off his headlights. Her parents’ car is gone, and there’s an unfamiliar van in the driveway. Corey doesn’t think twice about it until, after ten minutes of banging on the door, a guy opens it.

It’s Royce Montalban.

“Hey,” Corey begins, and then he realizes Royce isn’t wearing a shirt.

“Oh,” Royce says. “It’s you.”

An unsettling feeling makes Corey look the guy up and down. “What are you doing here?”

A small hand alights on Royce’s shoulder. “Go back to bed,” comes Dylan’s voice.

The words make Corey feel cut open. Like his insides are suddenly visible.

Royce gives Corey a long look before disappearing into Dylan’s house. After Royce walks away, Corey says, “Bed?”

Dylan crosses her arms over her long nightshirt. The lights from Corey’s car land on her frizzy hair, her smeared eyeliner. She’s been crying.

“What is this?” Corey asks, his voice low.

Dylan shrugs. “What does it look like?”

“It looks like you slept with another guy.”

Dylan laughs. “It’s been going on for weeks, and you just noticed? Congratulations.”

Corey closes the distance between them. Dylan doesn’t back down. It’s like she wants his anger, and even though he knows it, Corey can’t stop himself.

“You know what? Sleep with whoever you want. Then they can deal with you.”

“But you think I’m so fun,” Dylan says, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Corey wants to scream. “What kind of person does what you did to Penny? Do you have any idea how difficult this summer has been for her?” He stops himself before he can go on. “Why do I bother asking? You don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

Dylan’s smiling, but her lower lip trembles. “That’s not true and you know it.”

“Really? Because between you sleeping with another guy and what you did to a girl who deserves none of it—”

“Why not?” Dylan says, her eyes shining with tears.

“I shouldn’t even have to explain this to you, but clearly you spend all your time thinking about how to make everyone around you completely fucking miserable.”

Dylan snorts. “God, you really think you’re that great after everything you’ve done?”

Corey loses his next words. Fear shoots through him—does Dylan know about the curse?

She steps forward, and Corey takes a reciprocal step back. “You’re the good guy, right? Everybody loves Corey Barrion, because he would never hurt people the way his evil girlfriend would. I make you look like a saint.” Dylan’s eyes narrow. “That’s probably the only reason you keep me around. Oh, and I make sure you get laid.”

“That’s not true,” Corey says, looking anywhere except Dylan’s face.

But Dylan doesn’t back down. “Do you know what you talk about when you get drunk?”

Corey turns around to walk back to his car, but Dylan runs around him, blocking the stairs with one hand on each railing.

“You talk about your grandpa,” Dylan says. “You say that he uses everyone around him, including you. He’s got an idea of how he wants people to see him and the rest of your family, and he plays you all like pawns to make sure nobody on the outside knows how fucked-up and depressing you all are.”

“So what?”

Dylan leans in, her eyes unblinking. “You do the exact same thing.”

Corey grits his teeth. “Get out of my way.”

“I don’t think any of your friends know the real you, and I don’t think you want them to. But you let me get too close, Corey, and I see everything.”

Corey’s throat is tight and his heart is racing. “Like what?” he says, even though he doesn’t want to know the answer.

Dylan gives him a mean, sad grin. She’s crying again, her smudged mascara running in rivulets of gray down her face. “Like the way you’ve spread rumors about Alonso.”

Corey’s anger falls away, and it’s replaced with something bright and sharp. Panic. “What are you talking about?”

“I was the one who told you what happened in PE class, when Eric Lim broke his arm. They ran into each other. It was an accident.”

“It wasn’t,” Corey says. “You told me it wasn’t.”

“No. You decided it couldn’t have been an accident. And when the football guys were talking about it the next day, you said Alonso had wanted to break Eric’s arm. Suddenly, everyone in school was talking about it as if Alonso had attacked him. That was because of you.”

Corey’s hands were in fists, but now they’re limp at his sides. Dylan is lying to mess with him. He remembers her saying Alonso was… he was…

“I’ve seen you start fights with him,” Dylan says. “But somehow, Alonso always gets the blame, and I’m not sure he deserves that.” She steps closer to Corey, angling her face so that he has to meet her eyes. “How many of the rumors about Alonso came from you? The fights, the spells, the bad blood between your families—is any of it real?”

“Of course it’s real,” Corey says, but Dylan barrels on.

“How hard have you worked to ruin his life, just like I’m ruining Penny’s?” Dylan laughs. “Maybe we’re meant to be after all.”

Corey is unsteady on his feet. He came here to put Dylan in her place, to tell her to stay away from Penny. That he would never do the kinds of things Dylan has done.

Except he has. He already lied about Penny’s feelings for him to get Dylan off his back, and he didn’t think twice about it. He knew Penny could get hurt, but if it meant saving himself, he was willing to do it.

This really is Corey’s fault.

“You always say Alonso is so dangerous,” Dylan says. “But I think you want to believe that.”

“I’m not like my grandpa,” Corey mutters, running his hands over his hair. “I’m not. And there’s so much you don’t understand about Alonso’s family.”

Dylan throws up her arms. “Maybe I would understand if you opened up to me! But every time you look at me, it’s like… it’s like you’re looking through me. Like I’m a placeholder.”

“Is that why you hooked up with someone else?” Corey sneers. “To get my attention?”

Dylan gives him a bitter smile. “Did it work?”

She looks exhausted. Desperate. Broken. Was Alonso right when he said Corey was bulldozing through people’s lives? Did he do this to her?

“You need to take that video down,” Corey manages to say. “Now.”

Dylan’s face is blank. But after a moment, she takes out her phone and opens her feed. He watches her delete the video, and he should feel relief, but he can’t. He’s numb.

“I should’ve told Penny what kind of guy you really are,” Dylan says. “She’s wasting her time.”

The words almost pull the truth from Corey’s mouth, but Dylan sees it written on his face before he can say a word. “Oh god. Was that a lie, too?”

Somehow, Corey makes it down the stairs.

“You never would’ve shown up at someone’s house in the middle of the night to protect me,” Dylan calls after him. “I guess this means you really want her, right? Penny is that special?”

It doesn’t matter what Corey thinks of Penny. He doesn’t deserve her. He doesn’t even deserve Dylan.

His head is pounding, threatening to split apart. He gets in his car. Turns it on. Drives away, leaving Dylan standing barefoot in her driveway, the headlights casting skeletal shadows across her face.

Corey doesn’t know where he’s driving. All he knows is that he can’t go home. Above him, the stars are bright, and he wishes he could fall into the sky.
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Penny

THE CHECKOUT PERSON SMACKS HER GUM, STARING AT THE FIFTY-FOOT coil of rope sitting on the conveyor belt.

“It’s for a project,” Penny says. “I have to hang a… tire swing.”

“Uh-huh.” She rings Penny up and hands her the rope. But right as Penny is about to leave, the girl leans in conspiratorially and says, “Hey.”

Penny stops. “Huh?”

“Use Vaseline. Otherwise the ropes will chafe.”

Penny’s face goes as red as the girl’s Ace Hardware smock. She practically yells, “Oh my god, no, I’m not using this for sex stuff.”

The old woman standing next in line clears her throat, and Penny channels her inner Olympic power-walker on her way out of the store.

Once she’s outside, Penny stares down at the rope, which they’ll be using for the curse-breaker spell in three days. She still doesn’t know what to make of her visions of the past. Every single one has felt significant, as if they’re torn-out chapters of a book Penny desperately wants to read. Why is she seeing these specific moments? And what’s missing?

“Think, Penny,” she mutters to herself. “What did you learn?”

One: Giovanni cast a spell to make Ellie Barrion fall in love with him when they were young.

Two: Charles Barrion blackmailed Giovanni.

Both are revelations, but the second piece of information stands out. The De Lucas hate the Barrions, but Charles Barrion’s reputation is pretty much spotless, besides the classic rich-white-guy arrogance. If the blackmail worked, that means Barrion Heating & Cooling must’ve become much more successful after Giovanni started using his magic to help the company.

Can Penny find a way to prove it? If Giovanni’s magic really saved the Barrions’ company, it must’ve been a sudden change. The company would’ve gone from the brink of bankruptcy to making tons of money. She could definitely prove that, right?

Sure. If she had access to a bunch of top secret corporate information.

Penny’s thoughts are interrupted by familiar voices. Behind her, Yvonne Mason and Hannah Hartley walk out of a thrift store that sits right next to the hardware store.

“Crap,” Penny mutters. She wants to avoid literally everyone she knows after the vodka-cranberry incident, but she especially wants to avoid Yvonne and Hannah. Anything said to them will end up online, guaranteed.

Penny turns around to go back to her car, trying to act casual. But either she’s not fast enough, or her hair is way too big and noticeable today, because Yvonne gasps.

“Look who it is,” she says.

The words glue Penny’s feet to the concrete. She gives them a half smile. “Hey.”

They don’t smile back. Hannah glances at Yvonne, relying on her friend to tell her how to act.

Yvonne chooses violence.

“I’m surprised you’re… you know. Out and about.”

Comebacks and bad jokes and straight-up insults form right behind Penny’s teeth:

Why would I be hiding?

I’m not the one who embarrassed herself at the party last week.

Did you know vodka-cranberry is as effective as pepper spray? Spread the word and stay safe, ladies!

But Penny just stands there. Because anxiety has her tongue, and it won’t let go.

“What you did to Dylan was really shitty,” Hannah says, and she sounds so reasonable, so mature. Like Penny is the one who needs to grow up.

It’s suddenly ten degrees hotter outside—except it’s not really the heat making Penny sweat. It’s fear. The thing she’s always been afraid of has finally happened: People are whispering about her the way they’ve always whispered about her mom. Her reputation doesn’t belong to her anymore. And there’s absolutely nothing Penny can do about it.

Then she has another realization: She’s still standing.

Penny’s grip on the rope loosens, leaving a sting on her fingers. She’s okay. This won’t be the end of her. She’s afraid, but that fear is turning to something else.

Anger.

“And you stood by and let Dylan livestream what she did to me. Did it ever occur to you to stop her?”

Yvonne and Hannah gape at her. Penny probably looks more shocked than they do, so it’s time to leave. They start whispering to each other before Penny is out of earshot, but she can’t bring herself to care.

By the time Penny is sitting in her car, she’s beaming. She probably looks unhinged, but that’s fine. Because that felt good. Jump-off-the-highest-diving-board good.

The hardest thing about anxiety is that it hides who you are. You have opinions and ideas, but they’re locked up like wild horses behind a gate. Whatever you might contribute to the world, good or bad or funny or pointless, it’s hidden from everyone but you.

But what happened a few moments ago felt like coming out of hiding.

As she drives out of the parking lot, hands shaking on the steering wheel, Penny tries to bring her focus back to the task at hand. Curse. Barrions. Blackmail.

In the distance, Barrion Heating & Cooling appears between buildings.

Maybe she’s feeling invincible after having stood up for herself, because Penny turns the Prius onto a street that leads directly to the Barrions’ company. The leftover bravery from her pseudo-confrontation won’t last long, and she needs all the momentum she can get.

If she wants to find out more about what happened between Giovanni and Charles—if the company truly was on the brink of collapse—the answers have to be here. If Penny lies a little, maybe she can find them.
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Penny

BARRION HEATING & COOLING’S HEADQUARTERS IS ONE HUGE BUILDING, sleek and white, like a modernist interpretation of a cloud. It’s out of place next to the agriculture and the open sky, but it would stand out even more if the Barrions had put it closer to town, near the weathered brick buildings of downtown Idlewood or the sad, yellowed facade of the Walmart. Out here, the company stands on its own.

It looks noble. Unnerving, too.

Heart racing, Penny turns into the driveway. The security guard stops her, and Penny rolls down the window, trying to smile.

“Hi!” Penny says. “I have an appointment!”

Too much excitement.

“With…?” the guard says, and she only sounds twenty percent suspicious.

“I’m an intern with the Indianapolis Daily,” Penny says. “I’m here to talk to the CFO about a piece we’re doing on Barrion Heating and Cooling. It’s for the business section? I scheduled the interview a few weeks ago.”

Too many details. Penny is not good at toning it down.

The guard checks her computer. “Don’t see nothin’ about that, but the CFO’s assistant isn’t great about updating her schedule.”

And then, miraculously, the guard opens the gate.

She opens the gate.

“Park in section E,” the guard says. “One of the visitor spots.”

Penny forces herself to drive through at a measured pace, even waving and giving an easy thank-you to the guard. When the gate is far behind her, Penny lets out a half scream, half laugh.

She did it. She actually got in.

After she parks among the rusted trucks and occasional Mercedes, Penny makes her way to what she hopes is the front entrance. There’s no clear signage, but people are filtering in and out of a set of automatic doors, some talking on cell phones and others in small groups, heads bowed, eyes tired. None of them notice Penny.

Apparently these adults don’t follow Dylan on social media.

The inside of the company looks exactly like the outside. The front desk is the same color and shape as the building itself, except it has an engraving on the front:

BARRION HEATING & COOLING: THE ELLIE CAMPUS

Unease crawls under Penny’s skin.

Everything about the building and the lobby is cold. This is the empire Corey is going to inherit one day. No wonder his shoulders sagged as he talked about it. Most people would say he’s lucky, but there are so many people working here, so much history to keep in mind, so much money on the line—in other words, there’s a lot at risk. And that burden will be Corey’s responsibility.

Penny walks to the front desk. Before she can say anything, the receptionist looks up from his computer.

“Penny?” he says.

Penny starts. “Aidan! I didn’t know you work here.”

“Yeah, for the summer,” Aidan says, adjusting his square-framed glasses. “My dad is a manager over in the plant, so he got me in.”

This is a completely different Aidan from the one Penny is used to. He’s dressed in a button-down under a V-neck sweater, and his blond curls are tame. He still wears at least seven earrings, and they’re all tiny and gleaming. He looks like a model.

“I heard what happened,” Aidan says. “You okay?”

Penny tries to smile. “Yeah. Fine. And Alonso—” She gasps. “Wait, does Alonso know you work here?”

“Oh yeah. He gets it. I mean, how else can we make money around here? He gets paid almost nothing at the record store.” Aidan leans forward conspiratorially. “And it’s worth it for the food. The café is beyond. They grow all their own vegetables and everything. This place is, like, a bastion of sustainability in our stupid state.”

“Besides the fact that they make air conditioners?”

“The eco-garden and solar panels probably make up for that,” Aidan says. “Anyway, what’s up? Are you trying to intern here?”

“Actually, I’m here because I’m writing a piece on… on how the company has overcome so many challenges.”

Aidan’s eyes go wide. “Oh yeah. There are so many stories, right?”

Penny raises an eyebrow. “Are there?”

“Didn’t you hear about that lawsuit a few years ago? I guess the founder—this was Charles Barrion’s dad—he actually started the company with a partner, but the Barrions forced him out in some dramatic takeover. The co-founder’s great-great-whatever-grandkid sued the company, but right as the case was about to go to trial, the guy won the lottery.”

The unease returns full force. “The lottery?”

“Yeah. They ended up settling outside of court, and the grandkid went on his merry way.” Aidan shakes his head. “The Barrions get a lot of lucky breaks, but that’s privilege for you.”

“Right,” Penny says, but something about that story doesn’t sit right. A month ago, Penny would’ve agreed with Aidan, but that was before she knew magic had played a part in all the deaths in Corey’s family—and possibly in the company’s success.

“So who are you here to talk to?” Aidan says.

Right. Penny has to keep her eyes on the prize. “Oh, I’m here for an interview—”

Someone interrupts her, his voice low and smooth.

“She’s here for an interview with me.”

Aidan stands up, clearing his throat. His pale face goes tomato red. “Good afternoon, Mr. Barrion.”

Penny’s breath catches. She turns around.

Corey’s grandfather stands a few feet away, a serene smile on his face. He’s holding a cane, but he’s not leaning on it. Maybe it’s decorative. It does lend him a certain air, like he’s an oil baron from 1895.

Penny clears her throat. “Hello, sir. I’m Penny—”

“Penny Emberly,” he says. “I saw the entry on our security log. So glad to finally meet you in person.”

“You know who I am?”

“Of course.” Mr. Barrion smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Why don’t we chat in the cafeteria?”

Penny forces herself to smile back, but she’s grasping for an excuse to leave. Corey’s grandfather has to know that she made the interview up. So why is he playing along with her lie? He has no reason to help her.

Unless he knows the curse is affecting her life, too. Maybe he feels bad.

Penny might be looking at this the wrong way. If anyone knows the history of this company, it’s Mr. Barrion. Penny can’t be direct with her questions, but she’ll be able to learn something, right?

Penny swallows. “Aidan was saying the food in the cafeteria is really good.”

“The blueberry-balsamic muffins are my favorite,” Aidan says.

Mr. Barrion inclines his head in Aidan’s direction. “Mine too. That’s why I brought the chef here. She used to run a kitchen at a Montana resort, but her talent was being wasted in the mountains. I offered to pay her double to waste it in Indiana instead.”

A rich-person joke. Aidan laughs on cue. Penny tries, but it sounds like a cough.

“Come on, Miss Emberly,” Mr. Barrion says.

Penny throws a weak smile over her shoulder at Aidan. “See you later?”

“Good luck!” Aidan whispers, throwing her a finger heart.

Mr. Barrion guides Penny to the pastry counter, where he picks out a bunch of pastries that Penny won’t be able to eat. She’ll be lucky if she keeps down a single bite. Mr. Barrion insists on carrying the tray with his free hand, and he leads her to an empty table next to the floor-to-ceiling windows, which look out on the green horizon.

“It’s been a long summer,” Mr. Barrion says once they’re sitting. “I think I’m ready for autumn. Change is good.”

“Sometimes,” Penny says, and then she presses her lips together. Is she allowed to disagree with him?

Mr. Barrion gives her a sad smile. “I heard about your mother’s accident. I’m very sorry, Miss Emberly.”

“Thank you, sir.”

A member of the staff wordlessly brings them a tray of water glasses with a plate of bright lemon slices. Penny thanks them, but Mr. Barrion doesn’t even glance their way. “My own mother lived a long life, so I’m afraid I can’t relate. But I did lose my wife, and quite a few other family members.”

“I’m so sorry,” she says, and she means it. She’s seen his wife’s face, heard her voice. Penny has seen the fire that killed her.

But that’s not all she’s seen. She sits a little taller, her guard going up. “I’m doing a piece on the resilience of your company. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“Go ahead.”

“Thank you.” Penny opens the notes app on her phone. “So… you’ve worked at Barrion Heating and Cooling for a long time. What have been the greatest challenges to keeping the company profitable?”

Penny silently congratulates herself. She’ll keep her questions general for now.

“A good question,” Mr. Barrion says, his voice dripping with well-intentioned condescension. “When you work at a company of this size, flexibility is important. But not as important as creativity.”

“How so?”

“Challenging problems require complex solutions. If the department that manufactures condenser coils is low on staff, that will slow down the entire manufacturing process. But if we can’t find new employees right away, we’ll need to find a temporary solution that doesn’t slow down production, like increased hours. But increased hours mean there will be a higher likelihood of error, so what checks and balances do we put in place to ensure quality control?”

All of this makes sense. It’s also not what Penny wants to know. She clears her throat as she sits up a little taller. “Were there any times when… when the company was struggling?”

Mr. Barrion’s smile falls. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you the specifics.”

“Of course, I—I just thought that your experience could inspire people who are early in their careers.”

Mr. Barrion watches her with unblinking eyes. “Everything worth having requires sacrifice. Life won’t hand you what you want on a silver platter. Sometimes, you have to take it. That’s my advice.”

Sometimes, you have to take it. Just like he forced Giovanni De Luca to use his magic against his will.

“Do you ever regret it?” Penny says. “Has the sacrifice ever been… too big?”

Mr. Barrion interlaces his fingers. “Where will this piece run?”

“Oh, I—I’m working with the Indianapolis Daily—”

“You’re an intern?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Barrion frowns. “I thought that newspaper shuttered its internship program.”

Penny stops breathing.

“Yes, I think it was budget cuts. They tried to offer unpaid internships, but you know how people react to things like that. They start crying about inequity, unfair labor practices, et cetera.”

Bad. This is bad. They’ve been sitting here for three minutes and he’s already caught her lie. She has to push back.

“I have a cousin there,” Penny says. “They made an exception.”

“Lovely,” Mr. Barrion says. “Well, now that I’ve answered your question, I’d like to ask you something.”

He didn’t answer her question, but Penny doesn’t know how to point that out. “Sure.”

“Is it true that my grandson has been spending time with you and Alonso De Luca?”

The shock that follows Mr. Barrion’s question is almost painful. Penny is so wildly unprepared for this that she simply stares at him open-mouthed.

“We’ve seen each other a few times,” Penny says. “Run into each other, I mean.”

“Interesting,” Mr. Barrion says, “because I have it on good authority that you’ve been seen around town quite a lot.”

“Definitely not,” Penny says quickly. “We barely know each other.”

“Hm.” Mr. Barrion considers the uneaten pastries. “Maybe I should be direct. I’m concerned for the safety of my grandson. I worry that he’s getting involved with the wrong people. While Corey is brilliant, I’m afraid he can be too trusting.”

The smart thing would be to make an excuse and leave. But hearing Mr. Barrion talk about Corey like this—as if he’s naive—it sets a fire in Penny’s chest.

“I think the opposite is true,” she says.

Mr. Barrion considers her. “Really? Tell me.”

Penny shifts in her seat. “Well, he… he really keeps people at a distance, and I think it’s hard for him to open up. He’s very concerned with protecting everyone. His family, his friends—”

“You?” Mr. Barrion says.

“Well, we’re friends, so I guess.”

“I thought you barely knew each other?”

Penny flinches. She can’t even keep her stories straight. “We didn’t. Not until a few weeks ago.”

“Well, Corey has good reasons for keeping people at a distance. We all do. But perhaps you already know that.”

The chatter in the cafeteria fades to a buzz. Because Mr. Barrion is talking about the curse. Openly.

Penny can’t let on that she knows. They can’t risk the Barrions finding out what they’re trying to do, even if it would help all of them in the end. Corey said if his family found out Alonso has magic, they would report Alonso immediately. They’d never have a chance to break the curse, and Penny’s mom would have no hope.

She needs to deflect. To escape.

“I actually have to—ouch.” Penny flinches as her teeth come down hard on the edge of her tongue. She tastes blood, and she quickly grabs a napkin. “Sorry, I bit my tongue.”

Mr. Barrion pushes a glass of water in her direction. Penny grabs it, moves to take a sip—and pauses before the cup reaches her lips. It’s a reflex. It doesn’t even make sense to her, until all at once, it does.

She doesn’t trust him.

Mr. Barrion cocks his head. “Problem?”

“No,” she says, forcing herself to drink. The water cools her tongue and washes away the salt-and-iron taste of her blood.

“I’m not sure what you’ve heard about me, Miss Emberly. But I promise you, I want to help. That’s the only thing that’s ever brought me true fulfillment. That’s why I was so glad to know you were here.”

Again, that recoil. “You… you want to do the interview?”

“No. I want to give you a word of advice.” The smile disappears off his face. His watery brown eyes grow bright and sharp. “If you know what’s good for you,” Mr. Barrion says, “you’ll stay far away from the De Luca boy and the rest of his family. They’re dangerous people.”

Penny digs her nails into the skin of her legs. “Do you really think that?”

“Of course I do.”

“They never did anything for you? To… to help you?”

Mr. Barrion’s lips part, and for a moment, he is caught off guard. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“They can’t be all bad, right?”

“They are,” Mr. Barrion says. “Through and through.”

Except Alonso signed the blood oath. His aunts gave Penny pasta. She doesn’t know Alonso’s mom, but if she raised Alonso, she must be a good person—because Alonso is good. The bike polo, the way he jumped to Penny’s defense after what Dylan did to her, even setting the frogs free—none of that fits with the image Penny used to have of who Alonso was. Or the picture Mr. Barrion is trying to paint of him now.

“I appreciate the advice,” Penny says.

Mr. Barrion gives her a sad smile. “You don’t have to listen to me. It may not be my place to tell you how to live, but—”

“You’re right,” Penny says, standing up. “Thank you for your time.”

“I see. Certainly.”

The conversation is over, or so Penny thinks. When she’s only gone a few steps, Mr. Barrion says, “Penny?”

Penny looks over her shoulder. “Yes?”

“I’d appreciate it if you kept your distance from Corey, too. He doesn’t need silly little girls distracting him from what’s really important.”

Anger travels white-hot all through Penny’s body. She can’t keep the smile on her face anymore, but she manages to ask one last question: “Which is?”

Mr. Barrion smiles with too-white teeth. “His family, of course.”
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Penny

AS SOON AS SHE GETS HOME, PENNY COCOONS HERSELF IN BED UNTIL she stops shaking. As the adrenaline rush fades, anxiety returns, making her eyes water.

Mr. Barrion is on to them.

They haven’t been careful enough. Penny should’ve known people in Idlewood would talk. What would she have thought if Corey and Alonso suddenly started appearing in public together? Of course this news would get back to the Barrions.

Maybe if they explain the whole situation, Corey’s family won’t report Alonso to the Council of Witches. They all want to break the curse. But it feels like the wrong decision—because of Mr. Barrion. He’s the victim here, just like Corey. So why does he make Penny feel like she’s a small animal and he’s the much larger predator?

Maybe Penny can’t trust her gut.

She’s suddenly sweating. She sits up, pushing back her comforter and reaching over to turn on the small fan on her desk. She bumps a stack of books, and one falls to the floor.

It’s her yearbook.

Penny hasn’t touched it since before her mom’s accident. Actually, she hasn’t touched it since before Alonso told her about the message he’d written in its pages.

Penny grabs the yearbook and scans the end pages. As she searches for messy, jagged handwriting, she asks herself what she wants to find. Maybe she’s sick of questions. Sick of wondering if her instincts are wrong.

Part of her is still in that gas station parking lot, watching Alonso lean in and wondering if she’s imagining the whole thing.

And then she finds it. It’s in the back of the yearbook, scribbled near the gutter.


I think I made you up inside my head.—ADL



Penny knows that poem. It’s by Sylvia Plath; she read it in English last year. But it’s not a love poem. If anything, it’s a poem about heartbreak.

Penny closes the yearbook, suddenly unable to catch her breath. She grabs her medication, takes a pill to stave off the panic attack. She never should’ve looked for Alonso’s note. If anything, she has more questions than before. Wasn’t Alonso a mystery she never wanted to solve? Now, all she wants is to dive into his mind. Does the way he looks at her mean anything?

Or is Penny just a silly little girl, like Mr. Barrion said?

Penny grabs her phone, opens her text thread with Alonso. But her fingers hover over the keys. She could text him about her trip to the Barrions’ company, but the words won’t come. She starts to type I miss you and deletes it. She tries What are you doing? but the words don’t sound like Penny. He would probably think someone stole her phone.

A loud ringing pierces the silence, and Penny jumps, her phone falling to the bed. The doorbell.

Could it be Alonso?

Penny kicks the covers off and runs to the front door, holding the corner of the wall to keep herself from falling. She doesn’t even look through the peephole first, a habit her mom taught her when she was young. She unlocks the door and throws it open.

But it’s not Alonso on the other side.

“Corey?” Penny says. “Hey, what are you…?”

Her words trail off as she takes in the sight of him. Corey is dressed in basketball shorts and a YMCA shirt. He must be on his way home from work. But that doesn’t explain why his eyes are bloodshot, or why he’s shifting from one foot to the other. This isn’t the confident Corey that Penny has always recognized. Today, he’s uncertain. Even nervous.

Against her will, she remembers the last time she saw him. It was in the hospital, his eyes half-lidded with judgment.

Penny pulls her cardigan tighter around herself.

“Hey,” he says. “I texted you, but you didn’t answer, so I came over. Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. Come in.”

“I can’t,” Corey says. He was staring down, avoiding her eyes, but after another brief silence, he looks up.

There’s so much in his face—concern, regret, respect. It bowls her over, and Penny remembers with stark clarity why she had such a crush on him in middle school. It wasn’t just the cheekbones; it’s because Corey is like a book, but she’s only read a few pages. There’s so much more to him that she doesn’t know. Will never know.

“Are you okay?” Corey asks.

Penny squeezes her eyes shut, the embarrassment hitting her all over again. “You saw the video.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know. There are other things going on, and it didn’t feel important.”

Corey swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Then he holds out an envelope. “Here.”

Penny takes it. It’s surprisingly heavy for being so small, and it’s sealed shut. “What is it?”

“An invitation to the gala on Saturday,” Corey says.

“What? Why are you giving this to me?”

“This doesn’t make up for what happened. That’s not the point. But I gave you two guests, so you can bring Naomi and Ron if you want. I know we’re doing the curse-breaker that night, but I thought…” He runs a hand over his hair. “Aunt Helen used to say we have to take the good moments whenever we can, because life is so hard. I thought you could forget about all of this for a couple hours. Finally enjoy your summer.”

Penny tries to laugh. “So this is a pity invite?”

“No,” Corey says, his voice firm. “It’s me owing you more than an apology. What happened was because of me.”

Penny stares at him, and then at the envelope. “Did you tell Dylan that I had feelings for you?”

Corey averts his eyes. “Yeah. I did.”

“Why?”

He lets out a bitter laugh. “Because I’m a fucking child.”

The venom in his voice makes Penny clutch the envelope a little tighter. Whatever anger she had toward him—and there was anger, she recognizes that now—fades. But there’s another problem.

“I met your grandfather today.”

Corey’s jaw drops. “You… what? Where?”

“He’ll probably tell you the story. But he wants me to stay away from you.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“He knows we’ve been spending time with Alonso. He’s suspicious. He thinks you’re in danger or something.” Penny holds the envelope out to him. “Me going to the gala is not a good idea right now.”

Corey stares at the envelope. Then he pushes it gently back toward Penny. “I’ll tell him I invited you.”

“But—”

“My grandfather has dictated enough in my life,” Corey says. “I want you there.”

Penny takes the envelope back. She probably shouldn’t ask the burning question, but she can’t help it. “And Alonso—?”

“Don’t tell him.”

“Right,” Penny says, her voice cracking.

Corey hesitates. “Penny, is there…”

She waits. He seems to mull over the words, but she can almost hear them: Is there something going on between you and Alonso?

A blast of warm summer air hits Penny. Her hair sticks to her neck. Her heart pounds.

How would she answer that?

“Never mind,” he says, turning to walk back to his car. “Text me if you can make it.”

Penny sits on the porch for a long time staring at the invitation. This is the Barrion gala. And she could bring Naomi. It wouldn’t make Penny a good friend after weeks of being MIA, but it would be a start.

Penny sends Corey a text: I’ll be at the gala. Thank you.

Even after she messages Naomi and gets an enthusiastic YES OFC I’LL COME OMG, Penny has a feeling she’s not making the right decision. Because she’s too far into the Barrions’ world already. She needs distance, and not just because Mr. Barrion told her to stay away from Corey.

Corey’s family has suffered from the curse for decades. They’re the victims here. So why is Penny’s gut telling her that getting any closer to the Barrions is a bad idea?
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Corey

WHEN COREY GETS HOME FROM HIS UNANNOUNCED VISIT TO PENNY’S house, he goes straight to the basement.

Julian is in the screening room, where he’s been living since Grandpa Charles announced the new hierarchy. He sits in the middle of five rows of theater seats, slumped back as if he’s asleep. But his eyes are open.

Corey sits next to him, but Julian doesn’t move a muscle. On the screen, Daniel Kaluuya’s face is large and terrified as he’s forced into the Sunken Place.

“Did you need something?” Julian asks, his voice distant.

“You have to talk to me eventually.”

“Is that the law?”

“Julian,” Corey says. “I want to fix this.”

“Fix what? This is working out great for you.”

Corey wants to scream, but he holds himself back, because that will make Julian shut down. And after what Penny told him, Corey needs answers.

“Penny met Grandpa,” he says, keeping his voice even. “I guess he was hostile.”

Julian snickers. “Can you blame him?”

“Did you say something to him? About me spending time with Penny?” Corey suspected it the moment Penny said she’d had a run-in with Grandpa Charles. His grandpa isn’t exactly plugged into the community, so he must’ve heard the rumors from their family. And Julian may not leave the house, but he spends a lot of time on social media.

“Not at first,” Julian says. “Though I did save a photo of you and Alonso at the drag show. Those vests, man. I couldn’t resist.”

Julian sounds different. He’s always been sarcastic, but there’s distance in the way he talks to Corey now. Like they barely know each other.

“That was a fluke,” Corey says. “We happened to be there on the same night.”

“Uh-huh. What about IHOP?”

Corey has to laugh. “Are you stalking me now?”

“Did you really think you could sneak around like this without getting noticed? Idlewood is a small town. And someone’s gotta keep an eye on the heir.” Julian shrugs. “Guess that’s my job now.”

Corey’s insides coil, as if someone sent a blast of cold air through his veins. He walks in front of Julian, knocking his knees out of the way and blocking his view of the screen. They lock eyes, and it’s nothing but ice.

“We’re concerned,” Julian says. “Why would you befriend a De Luca? It makes no sense.”

“I hate Alonso as much as you do.” But even as Corey says it, the words ring hollow.

Julian examines Corey like he’s a piece of taxidermy in a museum. “What are you three planning?”

Corey almost tells him the truth. Why shouldn’t he? Julian is his closest friend, and he wants to break the curse, too. But if Julian was telling their grandfather all the details of Corey’s social outings, there’s no way he would keep the truth to himself. And what if they get Alonso’s magic sealed, and Corey’s one chance to break the curse is gone forever?

Instead, Corey looks away as he leans on the next row of seats. “Penny is losing a parent, just like we did. And Alonso and I have been doing time at the café for breaking a laptop while we were fighting. That’s all there is to it.”

A sardonic smile stretches across Julian’s face. Without saying a word, he leans over to keep watching the movie, even though Corey hasn’t moved out of the way.

“I know you hate me,” Corey says, “but I’m not the person you should be angry with. That’s Grandpa.”

Julian stares at the screen, which reflects in miniature in his eyes. “I think you always wanted this. You were jealous. You’re a much better liar than I ever gave you credit for.”

As much as Corey wants to deny it, he can still hear the things Dylan said to him the other night at her house. About how Corey is selfish, how he sabotages others without even realizing it. Is Julian right? Did Corey subconsciously orchestrate all of this?

No. Maybe Corey spread some rumors about Alonso, but he never wanted to hurt Julian—and he has never wanted to be CEO.

Corey tears the remote from Julian’s hands and pushes the power button. The screen goes black, leaving behind a faint glow that casts the room in tones of gray.

“This family is the most important thing in the world to me,” Corey says. “I know that’s true for you, too. We’re on the same team.”

Julian’s asshole facade wavers. For a moment, Corey can see the old Julian—the one who would never accuse Corey of conspiring against him, who would’ve listened to Corey’s words and heard the truth in them. They’re on a precipice. And for a second, Corey believes they’re going to be okay.

Julian lets silence fill the space between them. Then he says, “We were.”

Past tense.

Grief makes Corey’s vision go blurry. With tears? With anger? He can’t tell. But Julian’s words draw a permanent line between them. After Grandpa broke the news about Corey being the heir, Corey foolishly thought they could come back from that, but he was wrong. They never will. So Corey will do what he does best.

He’ll pretend he doesn’t care.

“Right,” Corey says. “See you at dinner.”

“Tell Warren I’m not hungry,” Julian says, but Corey is already walking out.
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Penny

“CAN I ASK YOU SOMETHING?”

Penny meets Naomi’s eyes in the mirror. Her best friend stands behind her, wrangling Penny’s curls into Lauren Bacall–style waves. Naomi is wearing a hot-pink suit over a lacy bralette, her long hair slicked back into her usual low ponytail. She looks like she should be sipping cocktails at a fancy rooftop bar, not partying in the middle of Indiana. But maybe the Barrions’ gala isn’t that different from the parties Naomi will attend when she’s a professional makeup artist. This is like a warm-up for her. Penny wishes she could enjoy it more, but the words of her verse for the curse-breaker keep running through her head on a loop, and she can barely focus on—

“Penny?” Naomi says.

Penny blinks. “Sorry, what?”

“Will Alonso be there tonight?”

“Definitely not. He’s a De Luca, remember?” She didn’t even tell Alonso she was going. They haven’t spoken much since the party at the De Luca Pharmacy. She thought they were on okay terms after everything that happened, but if that’s true, why isn’t he texting her? She could text him, too, but what if he doesn’t want her to? And then, there’s the note in her yearbook…

Penny sighs, rubbing her temples.

Naomi sets her hands on the back of Penny’s chair. “What’s going on with you? All this drama with Dylan, and then you disappeared with Alonso that night at the hospital. I feel like I’m missing something big.”

Penny caps and uncaps her lipstick as she digs for an excuse. “I guess I’m not feeling like myself.”

“That’s all?” Naomi’s voice goes soft. “Corey and Alonso couldn’t stand each other a month ago, and suddenly, the three of you are inseparable. People are always asking me about all these rumors—that you and Corey are hooking up, or that Alonso is somehow bewitching both of you for some demonic ritual—and you know what I tell them?” She holds up her hands. “I have no idea what’s happening. Because you don’t tell me anything.”

And then Naomi says something that makes Penny’s stomach drop.

“And come on… you know how it looks, right? With Corey?”

Penny grabs fistfuls of her tulle dress. “What?”

“I’m only being honest. Was Dylan telling the truth? Are you hooking up with him?”

Penny turns around, looking up at Naomi to make sure it’s really her best friend. And yes, it is. So how could she even think that?

Naomi must see the emotion in Penny’s face, because regret etches into uncertain lines around her mouth. “Penny, I’m sorry. I—I’ve been wrong about other things this summer. Other people. And I guess I’m jumping to conclusions.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You would know if you bothered calling me back.”

That’s when it hits her. “Did something happen with Kyla? You got back together?”

Naomi’s mouth twists into a sad smile. “For like five seconds. And then she dumped me again, and I almost… it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does!”

Naomi crosses her arms. “Then tell me what’s going on with you and Corey and Alonso.”

“Knock knock!” comes Ron’s voice from the hall. “It’s time to party, ladies! Your chariot awaits.”

Naomi doesn’t react. She stands there, waiting for Penny to tell her the truth. To fix this.

And Penny wants to fix this, almost as much as she wants to break the curse. But she can barely break the surface of her thoughts. She’s drowning under the weight of this past summer—the secrets and the magic and the death, always hovering like a ghost. Like the Shadow. Her anxiety wants her to spill everything that’s happened, to appease Naomi, to make sure her best friend isn’t angry with her anymore. But Naomi’s safety is more important than all of that. Penny wants her as far from this curse-breaker as possible.

So even though it’s the wrong thing to say, Penny does it anyway.

“I’ll tell you everything. Just not tonight.”

Naomi works her jaw. “Right. I totally believe you.” Then she sweeps out of the room, throwing the door open so hard it bangs against the wall.
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Alonso

THE DE LUCAS HAVE A GAME. EVERY YEAR, WHEN THE BARRION GALA comes around, they all guess how many black SUVs will drive up to the house to drop off self-important guests. The winner gets out of doing chores for a week.

Alonso takes the game very seriously.

Even tonight, when they’re about to do the curse-breaker spell, Alonso performs his usual routine. He perches in the window of his attic bedroom, watching anime on his phone as he inks a tally onto a yellow legal pad for every SUV.

Then the Emberly Prius pulls up.

Alonso drops his pen and presses his face to the glass. A tiny figure in a neon suit gets out first. Alonso recognizes the low ponytail—it’s Naomi. And right after her, in a black dress that’s somewhere between the Black Swan in Swan Lake and Lydia in Beetlejuice, is Penny.

Penny is going to the gala. Which means Corey invited her.

“The fuck,” Alonso says, the window creaking as he presses his entire eyeball against it. Corey was supposed to be angry with both of them. When the hell did Penny and Corey reconcile? And why didn’t Penny tell Alonso that she was going to the gala? He thought she was angry about the truth serum, so he gave her space. But mostly, he hoped she would text him.

Alonso should’ve reached out first. Now he’s fucked it all up.

Unless Penny didn’t want him to know she was going to the gala, because she was afraid of him doing something impulsive. But if she didn’t want him doing something impulsive, she shouldn’t have worn that dress.

“Meow,” Nimble says from her perch on his bed, and Alonso can feel her telling him no. Trying to hold him back.

But Alonso is already in motion. He’s in his closet, tearing through his clothes. He’s pulling them on, slapping shaving cream on his face.

When he’s done, he doesn’t look like himself. The dress shirt and pants are way too respectable, but maybe that’s a good thing. To get into the gala, he needs to be someone different.

He runs his hands through his hair, trying to get it to behave. But no matter how much gel he uses, it looks wrong. So he calls Kiki.

“I need you to cut my hair.”

“Now?”

“Yep. I’ll pay you.”

“You don’t have to do that.” She pauses. “What’s this about?”

“I’m feeling inspired.”

“Mm-hmm. I’ll be over in half an hour.”

“You’re the best.”

Alonso tosses his phone onto the bathroom counter and leans closer to the mirror, looking himself in the eyes.

“Just don’t get caught,” he tells himself, and he grins.
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Penny

“I NEED PHOTOS OF YOU IN FRONT OF THE HOUSE,” RON SAYS.

“No,” Penny and Naomi say in unison.

Ron huffs. “Fine. I’ll be back at one in the morning, like we agreed.”

“I’m still mad you’re not coming with us,” Penny says.

“The drag show is more than enough party for me. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

Naomi pinches his cheek. “Handsome as ever, though.”

Ron waves her off. “Get gone before I start crying. Y’all look too beautiful, and I cannot handle seeing my babies all grown up.”

Penny wraps her arms around Ron from the back seat. “Love you,” she says, wishing more than ever that he knew about the curse. That he could comfort her.

“Dammit, now I am crying,” Ron says with a hiccup. “I’m kicking y’all out. Go! And be smart, you hear?”

The line to check in with security stretches all the way down the front steps. Penny and Naomi aren’t underdressed, but it’s a good thing they went all out. The guests wear an array of warm-toned gowns and summer suits, and even the most casual outfits look like they’re worth at least six months of Horizon Café’s rent.

Penny keeps glancing at Naomi, but she can’t catch her eye. The silence almost becomes too much, and Penny is about to say something, anything to get Naomi to acknowledge her existence, when Naomi gasps.

“What’s wrong?” Penny asks.

Naomi nods toward the front of the line. “Hideous chartreuse dress with an even more hideous occupant.”

Penny stands on her tiptoes, and there she is: Dylan, arguing with security. After a particularly vehement get out of here gesture from one of the guards, Dylan throws up a middle finger and starts down the stairs.

“She’s coming,” Penny whispers. She and Naomi stand shoulder to shoulder, trying to appear casual. Heels click down the steps, and Penny tells herself not to look—but at the last second, she does. And of course, Dylan is staring straight at her.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” she says.

Penny is transported back to that moment at the old pharmacy: the feeling of Dylan’s fingers twisting in her hair, the smell of vodka, the burning sensation in her eyes.

Penny doesn’t bother smiling. “Hey.”

Dylan rolls her eyes, as if saying hey isn’t something people do anymore. Her dress is floor-length and fitted, with a slit so high it shows her hip bone. Penny suddenly feels silly in her puffy black skirt and pink lipstick.

“Couldn’t get in?” Naomi asks. “Guess you won’t be livestreaming any torture tonight.”

Dylan’s eyes slip past Penny to Naomi. “I’m only here for the expensive champagne, but they can’t find my name on the list. I’m sure it’s there, but security decided they don’t like me.”

“Sorry,” Penny says.

“No, you’re not,” Dylan says.

Penny sighs. “You’re right. I’m not.”

Dylan’s eyes almost bulge out of her head. “Excuse me?”

“See you later,” Penny says as the line starts to move. Dylan stays in the same spot, which is good, because Penny and Naomi can barely contain themselves.

“Oh my god,” Naomi says. “You just said that!”

“I know! Who am I!” They laugh, heads together. For a moment, all feels right with the world.

Then Penny remembers the truth serum. Dylan in her car, sobbing, saying she can’t stop loving Corey no matter how hard she tries.

Did they break up?

For a split second, Penny considers inviting Dylan to come in with them. But Dylan can’t be her problem tonight, or anyone else’s.

When security waves them through, Dylan is forgotten. Because Penny is inside Meredith House—the gala version of Meredith House.

“Oh,” Naomi says.

“Wow,” Penny breathes.

Every surface is covered with white fabric that reflects pastel lights, turning the entire house into a beautiful fever dream. Floral arrangements of lilacs, irises, hydrangeas, and daisies hang from the high ceilings of the foyer, their long green tendrils draped over banisters and reaching across tables. Music comes from every corner, and actual waitstaff are walking around with trays of champagne flutes and hors d’oeuvres. There’s even a sign made of flowers, and it says THANK YOU FOR SUPPORTING YOUTH LITERACY INTERNATIONAL!

“Is this real?” Naomi whispers.

Penny shakes her head. “I honestly don’t know.”

The crowd moves around them, and Penny and Naomi somehow get ushered into a greeting line. Suddenly, Penny’s staring into the face of James Barrion.

Mr. Barrion is tall and undeniably handsome, with the same chiseled jaw as Corey. He’s dressed in an all-white suit, his blond hair gelled back. The woman standing next to him is in a pleated white slip dress, her long dark hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders.

When they see Penny, their faces go blank. Did Corey not tell them that she was going to be here? She scrambles for something to say, but James recovers first. His expression smooths into a smile, and he holds out a hand. “It’s Penny, isn’t it? James Barrion. I’m Corey’s dad.”

“Hi, Mr. Barrion.” Penny shakes his hand; his grip is firm and practiced, and he doesn’t break eye contact. “This is my friend Naomi Salazar. She also goes to Idlewood Central.”

“Naomi, hi. Lovely to meet you.”

The woman next to James steps forward. “I’m Sofía Barrion.”

“Our heroic organizer,” James adds.

She laughs. “It might sound bad, but I won’t be sad when this is over.”

“It looks stunning,” Penny says.

“That’s very sweet.” Her smile fades, and she lowers her voice as she adds, “I was so sorry to hear about your mom.”

“Thank you.” Penny’s heart races. James doesn’t react to Sofía’s apology; he’s already greeting the next guest.

“Truly,” Sofía says, and she reaches out and grabs Penny’s hand. “I know what it’s like to lose someone so close to you. There are no words to mask that pain.”

Penny feels her smile fall away. “We haven’t lost her yet.”

Sofía gasps and drops Penny’s hand. “Of course. I’m sorry, I don’t know what I—I’m sorry.”

Penny remembers the article about Sofía’s husband who died in a plane crash. She’s about to tell Sofía that it’s okay, to thank her for her kindness, but the greeting line is already pushing them along.

“Wow,” Naomi says. “She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Isn’t she the one who was a big pop star in South America?”

“Oh my god, yes. I get to check ‘meet a famous person’ off my gala bucket list.” Naomi opens her notes app and scrolls through a very long to-do list, but half a second later, she’s distracted by a passing tray of champagne flutes. “Yes please,” she says, grabbing two glasses and handing one to Penny. “Let’s drink up as much of the Barrions’ money as we can.”

Penny smiles, the knot of tension in her chest easing. “Deal. Salud!”

“Salud,” Naomi says, clinking her glass against Penny’s. But before she takes a drink, she grabs Penny’s wrist, and her expression turns stony.

“You promise you’ll tell me everything tomorrow?”

Penny nods once, firmly. “I promise.”

“Good.” Then Naomi downs the entire flute in one gulp. Penny can only get two sips down before she starts coughing.

“Bubbles!” she wheezes, and Naomi laughs.

If they thought the inside of Meredith House was surreal, that doesn’t compare to the backyard. Behind the house is a sprawling, manicured wonderland of flowers, fountains, and statues. Golden lamps light the steps from the brick patio down to the ground level, where grass unfurls like a carpet, winding through the garden to a massive in-ground pool shaped like an infinity symbol. It’s lit from below, and the bright blue water glows in the night. A few people are already swimming, sparkling drinks in hand. A DJ with a purple bob and paint-splattered floor-length jacket plays music from the gazebo, bobbing her head to the beat.

Naomi and Penny wander for what feels like hours, downing more champagne, taking selfies with a few particularly weird art installations (including a life-sized Stevie Nicks made entirely of LEGO bricks), and dipping their feet in the pool. Penny texts Corey, but he doesn’t respond, and soon Penny forgets to check her phone.

When a familiar pop song blares over the speakers, Naomi gasps and drags Penny toward the dance floor. “Come on! I want to dance.”

They get close to the gazebo. Penny sticks to the outskirts of the dance floor, but she beams as Naomi sways to the music, quickly becoming part of the crowd.

Then Penny notices someone staring at her from the other side of the gazebo. He’s a few years older than Penny, tall and lanky with light-brown skin and slicked-back hair. He’s wearing a white turtleneck and white wide-legged pants. His eyes are unblinking and, for some reason, focused on her.

Penny looks away, pretending to sip her drink. That’s when it hits her. She knows him, sort of. He was a senior at Idlewood Central when Penny was a freshman. That’s Julian Chaudhary, Helen Barrion’s son.

Penny glances in his direction again, but he’s gone. She’s not sure what she would say to him, but she’s curious. Does he know who she is? Did Julian ever meet Penny’s mom before the accident at Elkie Lake?

“You don’t like dancing?”

She jumps. Julian somehow teleported next to her, a Cheshire Cat smile stretched across his face.

“I’m not very good at it,” Penny says.

Julian’s eyes wander over the dance floor. “Then I guess I shouldn’t ask you to dance with me.”

“Oh,” Penny says, her voice cracking. “Thanks, but, uh—”

“It’s a waste of energy anyway. It’s just a way to make people look at you, right?”

Julian’s voice is smooth and liquid. Penny heard rumors he was agoraphobic, that this was why nobody saw him after he graduated from Idlewood Central. Now that she’s face-to-face with him, everything about Julian oozes confidence. Or maybe not confidence—could it be apathy? It’s hard to tell.

“There are much more interesting ways to get attention,” Julian says.

“Are there?” Penny asks.

“Definitely,” Julian says. “Murder, for example.”

When Penny’s jaw drops, Julian lets out a low laugh. “It was a joke.”

Penny tries to laugh, but it comes out shaky.

“I guess I should let you find Corey,” Julian says. “That’s who you’re here to see, right? Good luck with that, by the way.”

Penny’s smile falls. “What do you mean?”

But Julian is already leaving, weaving between people until Penny loses sight of him.

“Weird guy,” comes a voice from behind her. “Tries too hard, but I really can’t talk.”

Penny gasps. That voice belongs to the very last person who should be here.

Standing a few feet away, in the middle of the Barrions’ giant backyard, is Alonso.
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Penny

“ARE YOU SPEECHLESS?” ALONSO ASKS.

He’s smirking, but there’s a hint of something else in his defensive smile. His eyes are locked on Penny’s face, watching her every reaction. He wants her to be speechless.

Seeing him, it’s hard not to be. He’s clad in a black suit jacket and pants, and his shirt is unbuttoned enough to show a few simple necklaces. His dangly earring has been replaced by a small silver hoop.

Penny gasps. “Your hair.”

Alonso runs a hand over it. He’s cut off the blue ends and combed it back, leaving a few blond strands to escape into his eyes. “You like it?”

Penny nods, but there’s a part of her that misses how it used to be. Alonso has always stood out, but his usual style feels like him. This feels like a costume.

“How did you get in?” she asks in a low voice.

“They’ve got security patrolling the woods, but those assholes didn’t grow up here. I can find every footpath with my eyes closed. Plus…” He holds out his hands, as if presenting himself. “Don’t I look like I belong?”

Penny doesn’t answer. He’s literally crashing the Barrions’ gala, and that makes the liquid heat in her stomach disappear. She looks around to make sure Julian is out of sight. Then she grabs Alonso’s wrist and drags him toward the trees.

“Whoa,” Alonso says. “How are you moving this fast in heels?”

“It’s amazing what fear can do,” Penny says, glancing behind them again.

“Calm down. After tonight, Corey’s whole family will be kissing my feet.”

Penny stops, and Alonso nearly runs into her. “That’s great, but if they catch you here, we won’t have a chance to even try the curse-breaker.”

“Is that why you didn’t tell me you’d be here?”

“I—I don’t know.” Penny keeps seesawing between panic and something even more consuming. She can’t look at him for too long without a blush rising in her cheeks. “Can we talk in the woods? I’ll feel better if they can’t see us.”

Alonso glares at her, but he doesn’t argue. “Fine. Come on.”

He grabs her wrist, and then they’re walking again. His hand moves down, and slowly his fingers interlace with hers.

Penny has to remind herself to breathe.

“You look beautiful, by the way,” Alonso says, glancing at her.

Penny mumbles something incoherent, but a waiter saves her from herself. He steps in front of them, a bright smile on his face. “Champagne?”

“I don’t drink,” Alonso says.

This is the second time Alonso has said that. The first time was at Village Blues Records, the first time they ever talked about curses and magic. It bothered her before, and she couldn’t put her finger on why.

Now she remembers.

When they reach the tree line, Penny lets go of his hand, putting a few feet of distance between them. “You don’t drink?”

“Nope,” he says. “My dad’s an alcoholic, so it never appealed to me.”

“I thought you were drunk when you wrote that message in my yearbook.”

Alonso’s face grows red. “Oh yeah. That was my story, wasn’t it?”

“Why would you lie about that?”

“You really don’t know?”

Penny presses her lips together. Because yes, she knows. She’s known since that night in the car, when they were at the gas station. He’s looking at her the exact same way right now. It’s how he used to look at her in the lunchroom, and in class. She used to think it meant something else, but now she sees it for what it is.

Does he see the same thing when she looks back at him?

“‘Mad Girl’s Love Song,’ right?” she says.

Alonso goes still. “What?”

“That’s the poem you wrote in my yearbook.”

“So what?” Alonso says, eyes narrowed.

“Did you know you get defensive when you get nervous?”

“Yeah, my therapist has told me once or twice.”

Penny swallows. “I make you nervous?”

Alonso works his jaw. Then he steps closer, until they’re inches apart.

Penny can’t stop drinking him in; the shadows of his face, the way his lips are slightly parted, or how his eyes make the night around them seem brighter.

“‘I should have loved a thunderbird instead,’” Alonso says. “‘At least when spring comes they roar back again.’”

Loved. Loved. The word rings in Penny’s head like a wind chime. But he’s only quoting the poem; she read it time and time again last night, trying to decipher Sylvia Plath’s words. To figure out how Alonso saw her in them.

“Thunderbirds aren’t real,” Penny says, her voice shaking.

“That’s how I felt when I looked at you,” Alonso says. “You always seemed too good to be true.”

“Always?” Penny repeats. “How long…?”

Alonso leans down. “Do you know how hard I worked to get you to notice me? It was exhausting. And then, if you did notice me, you didn’t see me. You saw what everyone else saw. Some asshole, I guess. It drove me insane. I thought… I thought if you couldn’t see any good in me, then there was no hope.”

All this time, Alonso was watching her. He never hated her at all. But something in his words makes Penny uneasy.

“So what, I was some fantasy to you? You projected all of this stuff onto me when you didn’t even know me?”

Alonso’s eyes turn sharp. “I think I know you pretty well.”

“No, you don’t! Haven’t you noticed that I struggle to do the most basic things? Do you know how hard I had to work just to have conversations with people? I’m scared of everything. I’m not like you, or Corey, or Naomi. You’re all so… so bright. You make things happen. I just let them happen.”

“Really? So that’s why we’re here tonight? Because Corey and I decided to try and break this curse all by ourselves, and you thought you’d tag along?”

“That’s different—”

Alonso grabs her shoulders. “Wake up, Penny. Everybody is scared all the time. But unlike most people, you never let that hold you back from doing the right thing.”

“I let people walk all over me.”

“You didn’t let me,” Alonso says. “And I’m scary. Ask anyone in Idlewood.”

The words come out in a rush before Penny can stop them. “You’re not scary, Alonso.”

Alonso’s expression turns soft. Open.

With him this close, memories of this summer flood Penny’s mind—not just of sitting at the hospital with her mom, but of the good things. Playing bike polo. Wearing his T-shirt after her own got soaked in vodka-cranberry. Sitting in the café as Alonso wiped down tables, head bobbing to faint music over his headphones.

There’s a distant boom, and tiny sparks of light reflect in the leaves above their heads—blue and gold and pink and purple. Fireworks. There are distant cheers from the guests at the gala. Under the trees, Penny’s own skin shimmers inside and out.

“Penny,” Alonso whispers, and she realizes she’s clutching the front of his shirt. “Can I…”

“Yes,” Penny breathes, and then his mouth crashes into hers.

There’s another boom overhead. Alonso presses her back against a tree, his arms tight around her waist. Penny’s knees go weak, and she clings to him as his mouth moves from her lips to her cheek to her neck.

Penny wants him to see every side of her. The good girl, the coward, the failure. And she wants all of him in a way she didn’t know it was possible to want anyone.

In this moment, nobody else exists.

“Penny,” Alonso breathes again, and she pulls his mouth back to hers.
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Corey

THREE HOURS OF SMALL TALK, AND SOMEHOW COREY HAS SURVIVED.

His dad and grandfather dragged him all over the party, making sure Corey said hello to everyone important—investors, company VPs, old graduate school classmates, executives at rival companies who can’t help but be impressed the Barrions pulled off a party like this in a place like Idlewood. Through it all, Corey smiled, and shook a hundred hands, and listened to multiple people say he has his dad’s “presence” but “must favor your mom.” Which is an unsubtle way of saying Corey looks Black.

James trained him well. Corey barely broke a sweat, and his smile didn’t waver. When there’s finally a lull in the conversation, he takes the opportunity to “get some water,” and instead he hides in his bedroom.

Now Corey stands on his balcony, which overlooks the woods. He checks his texts. There’s one message from Dylan, which he doesn’t even bother to read. There’s another text from Penny asking where he is, but it’s from over an hour earlier. He texts her back, but there’s no response.

It’s getting closer to eleven—almost time for the curse-breaker. Corey should go find her so they can head to Elkie Lake.

Excitement fills Corey’s chest, making him lighter. Every time his dad introduced him as the “future CEO,” Corey felt the words settle on him like boulders. His dad still hasn’t asked him how he feels about the sudden change, or about the fact that Julian’s life—and Corey and Julian’s relationship—is ruined. But after tonight, it won’t matter. As soon as they break the curse, Corey’s future won’t be set in stone. His entire family will be free in a way they’ve never been before.

And Corey will figure out what kind of future he actually wants.

Corey turns to leave, but there’s a silhouette in the doorway.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Dylan says.

Corey doesn’t bother to ask how she got in. “Is Royce here?”

“He wasn’t on the guest list, so no. Then again, neither was I. Julian let me in.”

Corey lets out a bitter laugh. Of course he did.

Dylan pauses. “I wouldn’t have brought Royce anyway.”

“I don’t even care. Do what you want,” Corey says, and he brushes past her.

“We should talk,” she says.

He stops at the top step, because even after everything that’s happened, he can’t let himself think he’s better than her, or anybody else. “Not tonight. I’m going back to the party.”

“That’s it?” she asks, but he ignores her as he takes the stairs two at a time. Then she says something that makes Corey’s heart stop.

“Pretty sure I saw Alonso out back,” Dylan says. “You might want to put a collar on him before he causes a scene.”

Corey doesn’t acknowledge what she said. He keeps walking, hands fisted at his sides. But inside, fear tears him apart.

Because if Alonso is here, that means their entire plan is on the verge of imploding.
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When he steps outside, Corey heads directly for the woods. He brushes past several people on his way out, including Naomi.

“Have you seen Penny?” she asks.

“No, sorry,” Corey says, and he almost asks if she’s seen Alonso, but Corey doesn’t want word to spread that he’s around. When he looks back, Naomi is marooned in the middle of the crowd, staring at her phone with a pained expression.

How could Alonso be here? Why is he here? That second question is easier to answer: Penny.

After fifteen minutes of searching, Corey hasn’t found them. His stomach twists in apprehension. Are they together? He checks his phone again, but there’s still no text from Penny or from the Cozy Mystery Book Club chat. He decides to make his way to the lake; they’ll have to be there eventually.

When Corey reaches the tree line behind his grandfather’s house, someone calls his name. Julian appears behind him, clutching his side and breathing hard.

“Where are you going?” Julian asks.

“So you’re talking to me now?”

Julian manages to straighten up. The gel in his hair can’t hold up in the heat, and he pushes a few strands out of his eyes. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

“I was taking a break from all the intros,” Corey says, crossing his arms and trying not to look at his phone again. The full moon is already high in the sky; they need to cast the curse-breaker, and soon.

Julian lets out a bark of laughter. “Cut the shit, Corey. I saw Penny with Alonso.”

Corey grits his teeth. Of course Julian saw them. Deflect, deflect, deflect. “Why would Alonso be here?”

“I don’t know, but I think you do.”

“So you’ve figured me out?”

“Almost. I’m missing something, but I can’t figure out what it is.”

They face off, glaring at each other. Julian nods behind Corey. “Where were you heading?” His eyes go wide. “Doesn’t this path lead to Elkie Lake?”

“Most of them do,” Corey says, but Julian is already moving past him. “Where are you going?”

“I’d like to take a walk, too,” Julian says. “See you later.”

Julian is forcing Corey’s hand. Either Corey can let him go and discover Penny and Alonso, or he can stop him. Either way, they’ll get caught. This will be over before they have a chance to cast the spell.

And Corey can’t let that happen.

Out of the corner of his eye, Corey spots his grandfather’s shed, the door slightly ajar, the key protruding from the lock. A plan forms quickly.

Corey steels himself. Then he runs up behind his cousin.

Julian is almost Corey’s height, but he’s skinny. Corey, on the other hand, is all muscle—so grabbing Julian under the arms and lifting him off the ground is easy.

“What are you—” Julian says, but he cuts off as Corey drags him to the shed.

It’s only a few feet away, but Julian thrashes, knocking Corey in the cheekbone with his head and spitting ugly words that Corey will never unhear. Corey manages to get the door of the shed open with his foot, and he throws Julian inside.

Julian crashes into some gardening equipment, and before he can stand up again, Corey closes the door and locks it from the outside, pocketing the key.

“Let me out!” Julian calls from inside. “I swear to god, I’ll fucking kill you, Corey.”

Corey blocks out the words. Breaking the curse will help everyone, including Julian, who is too busy drowning in jealousy to understand that Corey would always put Julian’s future—his family’s future—above himself. And when Corey tells his family he doesn’t want to be the CEO of their company, Julian will thank him.

Corey takes off running toward Elkie Lake.
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Alonso

THEY’RE SITTING AT THE WATER, FINGERS INTERTWINED. ALONSO CAN still taste Penny on his mouth.

After years of wanting her and believing it would never happen, Alonso isn’t even close to sated. He wants more.

But the gravity of the night has become suffocating. Penny is staring at the water as it glances silver, reflecting the moon. Alonso squeezes her hand, and she finally looks at him.

Something about Penny makes sense at a molecular level. It’s logical but not. Familiar but not.

I love you, Alonso thinks, and he wants to say it even if it’s too much.

But he doesn’t get the chance, because there’s a steady rhythm moving through the trees, growing louder. A few seconds later, Corey emerges into the clearing. His eyes find them in the bright night.

“Corey!” Penny says, pushing to her feet.

“What took you so long?” Alonso says, glancing at his phone. “It’s midnight. We need to get everything set up.”

But Corey doesn’t answer. He just strides up to Alonso and shoves him. Alonso flails, barely finding his balance in time.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Corey says.

So Corey heard Alonso was at the gala. Alonso straightens up, trying to project an ease he doesn’t feel. “I had nothing better going on.”

“I’m being serious. Did you want them to catch us?”

“I was there for like three minutes. Calm down.”

“Wait,” Penny says, squinting at Corey. “Is your cheek swollen?”

“It’s nothing.”

Penny crosses her arms. “How did you know Alonso was at the gala?”

Alonso’s stomach drops. Penny is right.

“Was it Julian?” Penny asks.

Corey frowns. “So you met him.”

“I should’ve known he was watching,” Penny mutters. “Do you think he’ll tell more people?”

“He won’t,” Corey says, “until someone finds him.”

It’s the scariest thing Corey has ever said. Alonso is almost impressed.

They fall into a tense silence. Everything that’s happened these last few weeks has led to this moment, but now they’re frozen. Alonso’s stomach roils with nausea. It all feels too big. Like he’s about to do surgery on someone without going to medical school. Why did he think he could make this work?

Penny reaches out, squeezing Alonso’s shoulder. “Ready?”

Alonso swallows. He looks up at Corey, who nods.

“Let’s do this,” Alonso says.

Then they’re all in motion.

Penny takes off her shoes. Corey tosses his suit jacket aside and rolls up his sleeves. Under the willow trees, Alonso moves a large stone and digs in the dirt with his hands, soil pressing under his nails. He pulls out the plastic bag he buried there several days ago and dumps out its contents: a glass jar, a compass, a pill bottle full of grave dirt, and a box of matches. From her purse, Penny pulls out three short pieces of rope tied into knots.

Alonso grabs the compass and holds it up in the moonlight. When he finds north, he marks the direction in the dirt with his shoe.

“Do you have your verses?” Alonso asks.

Penny waves a folded-up note, and Corey holds up his phone.

“No phones,” Alonso says. “Magic doesn’t get along with technology.”

Corey sighs, pocketing his phone. “It’s fine. I have it memorized.”

“We’ll be reading the verses in reverse to represent the reversal of the curse,” Alonso says. “Future first, present second, past third—so that’s Corey first, then Penny, then me. And we need all four elements represented. I’ll be fire and air, it’s easy to pair them.”

Penny watches the lake. “I’ll be water.”

“And I’ll be earth,” Corey says.

Alonso places himself at the north of their circle, while Corey stands at the southwestern point. Penny is at the southeast, the water kissing the hem of her dress as she wades into Elkie Lake. She carries a bit of rope and a lock of her mom’s blond hair. Corey stands in the grass, shifting the rope in his hands. Alonso is under the willow tree, a match in one hand and the empty jar in the other.

“Ready?” Penny says, her voice low but steady.

Corey nods. “Ready.”

“Everyone make sure your feet are flat on the ground,” Alonso says. “And don’t lock your knees, because we might be here for a while, and we’ll lose our chance if you pass out.”

Everybody stands in position, eyes wide, backs tall. Alonso is struck by the thought that they can really do this. He was already confident, but now it feels inevitable.

He nods at Corey. “You first.”

Corey holds up his token. It’s the pill bottle, half full of grave dirt that he got from the local cemetery where several Barrions—including his mom—are buried. He begins to speak:



“Forty-six years the bonds have festered.



A hungry curse, a bloody warpath.



This grave dirt is their home



and will be home to many more.



Now we sever the ties and start again.



Let the future be unknown.”




He opens the bottle, shaking the grave dirt onto the ground in front of his feet. The wind immediately picks up, rustling the dirt, and Alonso feels a tug in his core. He flinches, and as his eyes lose focus, he sees a current running from Corey to himself. It’s barely visible, but it’s there. It’s Corey’s energy. The same energy you’ll find across the Veil. This is what gives witches their power.

Alonso’s magic thrums in his veins with a sudden intensity. The power of it travels from the top of his head to the soles of his feet.

Corey nods at Penny, his eyes already tired. She holds up the lock of her mother’s hair and says:



“After forty-six years of still water



my mother is in the curse’s ties.



Open the Veil, open her eyes,



show us the curse’s tangled web.



Give us the power to pull it apart



and change the world we know.”




Penny drops the hair into the lake—and the water rushes away from it, revealing Penny’s calves and feet. Then the water flows back all at once, almost knocking her over.

And it happens again—Penny clutches her stomach, and the current appears between her and Alonso.

This time, Alonso’s magic doesn’t merely thrum. It fills him, making him too big for his skin. He wants to howl into the sky. Then he sees Penny’s face. She’s gasping for air, her knees buckling.

He’s hurting her.

Alonso steps toward her. Already he’s holding out a hand, pushing the energy back in her direction—but Penny stops him.

“Keep going,” she says.

Alonso screws his eyes shut. When he opens them, he doesn’t let himself look at Penny. Instead, he sets the jar at his feet to represent air, and he strikes a match. The wind is strong, but it doesn’t touch the flame, which burns steadily, barely flickering. He holds up his own token: an old ring with a sapphire set between two diamonds. He found it in the pile of his grandfather’s old stuff shoved into a closet on the second floor of the house. It was still in its original box, unworn and only a little dull with dust.

Alonso knew right away that it was meant for Ellie Barrion.



“Forty-six years since rancor turned to murder.



We De Lucas now cut off the oxygen, the death, destruction, and terror.



This fated promise no longer holds true.



We imbue this agreement with the wills of the families De Luca and Barrion,



united in power.”




Alonso places the ring on the ground and holds up the match, letting his magic surround it like two giant hands. Then he blows it out.

The moon disappears, and the world goes completely dark.

Alonso doesn’t close his eyes, even when they start to water. He can’t see Penny and Corey, but he can feel them. They’re there, and they’re okay. Alonso has to focus. This is their only chance, and the rest of this spell is on him.

After a few moments, a hazy wall descends before him, moving like smoke and water. It brings Alonso back to that night at Second World Emporium, and to the day he found Nimble in the woods.

This is the Veil, and it’s clearer than it’s ever been.

Alonso can’t see anything beyond it, which is good. It means he’s protected, and by proxy, so are Penny and Corey. In his mind, he calls on the tokens. Grave dirt, Anita’s hair, engagement ring. Three pieces of a puzzle that should show them the full picture.

There’s a glow across the Veil. The curse should appear as a thread, and soon enough, it takes form. Except it’s not one thread. It’s a dozen connections, one in Corey’s direction, and the others spread out along a three-dimensional axis. Alonso can picture each thread connecting to every single Barrion alive. They all meet at the center, which resembles—

A pulsating heart.

Alonso’s stomach heaves at the sight. Is it supposed to look like this? It’s gruesome, bloody. He pushes past the sick feelings in his stomach and reaches out, wrapping a hand around the thread connected to Corey. Alonso loses focus for a moment. Because the thread is warm, like flesh.

Because it is flesh, and blood, and sinew.

Alonso is overcome with dread, and every instinct is telling him to pull his hand away. Or maybe it’s the dark magic itself telling him something about this is wrong.

“I knew your magic was powerful.”

The voice comes from across the Veil. Alonso knows who it is before he sees his face, so much like his own.

Giovanni is back.

Alonso only glimpsed him in Second World Emporium, but now his grandfather is a few feet away on the other side of the Veil. His arms are crossed, and he’s considering Alonso with a terrifying detachment. When Giovanni grins, his teeth are black. “Come across. I won’t bite.”

“You’re a poltergeist,” Alonso says. “On principle, I don’t believe you.”

But Giovanni’s face doesn’t change. His smile is frozen, his gaze unwavering, and Alonso begins to sweat.

This isn’t his grandfather. This is a rotting ghost who wants to inhabit his body and use his powers for evil. But Giovanni was a powerful witch in life, and even with the Veil between them, his magical pull is strong.

Giovanni lifts one hand, curling his fingers inward. “I said come across.”

One of Alonso’s feet shuffles forward, and all the air is suddenly pulled from his lungs. He has to concentrate to keep his other foot in place.

“I’m undoing this curse,” Alonso says.

“A curse, huh?” Giovanni says. “You sure that’s what you’re dealing with?”

Alonso lets go of the thread. It’s like Giovanni is voicing his thoughts out loud. “Of course it’s a curse. Your curse. Or did you forget that you ruined the Barrions and the lives of your daughters?”

“There are other spells that destroy lives.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

Giovanni shrugs. “That’s for you to figure out.”

“You could help me.”

“What will you give me in return?”

“Nothing,” Alonso spits.

Giovanni nods at the fleshy rope. “Then go ahead. Try to change your fate.”

Alonso’s heart beats hard against his ribs. He focuses until his left eye can once again see the Primary World.

Penny and Corey are there, eyes closed, looking like they’re at the end of their strength. The wind is howling around them.

This is it. Alonso has to finish the spell before either of them gets hurt—or before Giovanni pulls Alonso across the Veil.

In the Primary World, Alonso takes a deep breath and yells, “Now!”

He holds up the tiny piece of knotted rope, and Penny and Corey do the same, struggling against the wind.

“Curse,” they say together, “you are unborn.”

They undo the knots. In Alonso’s hands, the rope shrivels and turns to ash. It gathers on the wind, and it’s suddenly visible to Alonso’s right eye as it travels between realms, to the place in between the Primary World and the Veil. It wraps around every single one of the threads connecting the Barrions to the bloody heart of the curse. The ash re-forms, becoming sharp silver bands that squeeze tighter, and tighter…

This is supposed to be it. With their incantations, and the tokens, and the unbinding—this should be the moment when the threads all snap.

Alonso feels a surge of confidence, because he knows they’ve done it right. The spell is strong because Alonso is strong. He’s going to accomplish what no witch since Park HaeJung has been able to do.

Except none of the bloody, fleshy threads snap. Instead, the tiny bands disappear one by one, and the threads are left intact.

“No,” Alonso says, and he grabs the thread again, the one connected to Corey. This time it burns, but not like fire. Like anger. Like greed and selfishness. It squeezes Alonso’s lungs until he can’t breathe. Desperate, he tries to pull it apart, again and again.

It doesn’t work.

“Careful,” Giovanni says. “You’re hurting the boy.”

From beyond Alonso’s vision, Corey cries out. Alonso gasps, dropping the thread and stepping back.

“Help me,” he says to the poltergeist. “Grandpa, please.”

“Why would I stop you before this gets good?” Giovanni says. “You don’t understand how bored I am.”

And then he disappears.

As the threads fade away, Alonso already knows they’ve failed.
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Penny

THE WIND STOPS ALL AT ONCE. THE NIGHT IS EERILY QUIET AT FIRST, and then insects start buzzing again. The fireflies return, hovering over their heads, not daring to come too close to the ground.

There’s a current of magic running over Penny’s skin and down into the water at her feet. The world is vivid, and her heartbeat is steady, even though she feels drained.

She looks to Alonso. His eyes are closed, and his shoulders rise and fall with ragged breaths.

“Did it work?” Penny says.

“I don’t know,” Corey says. He’s bent over, his hands resting on his knees. His eyelids look heavy.

“It happened like it was supposed to,” Alonso says. He opens his eyes, and the left one is bright red.

“Oh my god,” Penny says.

“It’s only a broken blood vessel,” Corey says, but he looks worried.

Alonso doesn’t even react. It’s like he can’t hear them. He blinks slowly. “There were so many threads. That thing… it was like an organ.”

An organ. Penny moves out of the water. “What does that mean? Were you able to…”

Corey is standing straighter now, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off Alonso. “It didn’t work, did it?”

Penny’s knees go weak. She barely manages to keep herself upright. Her last bit of hope flickers dangerously. She looks to Alonso, hoping he’ll refute it, that he’ll break into a grin and tell them it all worked out. That Penny’s mom is safe. But Alonso shakes his head.

“What?” Penny says, the word coming out ragged and broken. After all this work and all this hope, this can’t be how it ends. “Can we try again?”

A shadow moves behind Alonso. At first, Penny thinks it’s the Shadow. But it moves too fast, and when it steps into the light, it has human features.

She gasps. “Alonso, look out!”

Before Alonso can turn around, his entire body jerks, and he falls forward onto his knees, then flat onto his stomach. Behind him, a rock clutched tightly in his hand, is Julian Chaudhary.

“Alonso!” Penny screams, racing to him. She turns him over, but his eyes are closed, and his skin is covered in pale sweat.

Julian tosses the rock onto the ground. “Magic. That’s what I just saw, right?”

Corey steps in front of Penny and Alonso, blocking them from Julian’s sight. “What the fuck did you do?” His voice is a low growl.

“Nothing worse than what he’d do to us,” Julian says. “He’ll be fine. Probably.”

Fury rises in Penny’s chest. “Probably?!”

Julian turns his attention to Penny. “We’re safer like this. Or don’t you know the full story of what the De Lucas did to us?”

Someone runs up behind Julian. It’s James Barrion, out of breath and covered in sweat. He looks from Julian to Alonso to Corey, and his face turns horrified. He runs over and grabs Corey by the shoulders, examining him. He looks more unkempt than Penny has ever seen him, with his blond-gray hair disheveled and his white suit smudged with dirt around the ankles. “What did the boy do to you?”

“He didn’t do anything,” Corey says.

James’s panic disappears, and it’s replaced by barely concealed fury. “Was Julian right? A De Luca was trying to use magic on our family, and you helped him along?”

Corey shakes his head, looking dazed. Penny feels it, too: a strange, bone-deep exhaustion. It must be from the spell. Corey’s eyes find Penny’s, and he suddenly looks more alert. He kneels down next to her and lifts Alonso’s head onto his lap.

His hands are immediately covered in blood.

“Oh my god,” Penny gasps.

“We need to call an ambulance,” Corey says.

Of course. Penny scrambles for her phone in her dress pocket.

“You really don’t know what’s good for you, huh?” Julian says, staring directly at Penny.

“Why are you talking like you know so much about me?” Penny snaps.

“I know enough.” Julian nods at Alonso. “I saw you two kissing.”

Corey flinches. Penny suddenly has to look away from him. She was going to tell Corey about her and Alonso, but not today. Not when the stakes are so high. Despite everything, Corey and Alonso have a complicated history, and how would Corey feel about Penny being with Alonso?

Another, softer voice in Penny’s head asks, Why do you care?

Julian crosses his arms like he’s not mad, just disappointed. “Like mother, like daughter. You’ve both struck out in relationships.”

Penny forgets her phone for half a second, because the condescension on Julian’s face pulls her to her feet. Before she realizes what she’s doing, she closes the distance between her and Julian in three quick steps. She doesn’t give him a chance to react.

Instead, she reels back and punches him in the face.

She notices the pain in her own hand before anything else. She clutches it to her chest, but she registers the distant sound of Julian gasping as blood gushes from his nose. He’s sprawled on the ground, backing away from her like a skittish spider.

Two more people are approaching. One of them is Warren, the family’s security guard. And the second, hand gripping his cane, is Charles Barrion.

Corey’s eyes go round with fear.

“It appears we arrived at a bad time,” Charles Barrion says.

“Not a moment too soon,” Corey’s dad says, but he doesn’t move to help Julian to his feet. “The De Luca boy has magic.”

Charles Barrion is caught off guard for a split second. Then he sighs, and a strange smile spreads across his face. “I knew something strange was going on, but I never considered the possibility that the boy had magic. And now we learn”—he points a shaky finger at Corey—“that you knew, and you did nothing. In fact, you aided him.”

“Grandpa—” Corey starts, but Charles Barrion holds up a hand to silence him.

“Do you know how much is at stake now that you’re inheriting the company?” Corey’s grandfather says. “Do you know how much more you have to lose? Our expectations for you are too high for this kind of foul play!”

Penny silently begs Corey to say something, but he’s staring at the ground, eyes unblinking. So he lets his grandfather talk to him like this without even attempting to defend himself. Has Corey ever looked so defeated?

Penny takes a step toward Charles Barrion. “None of you even bothered to ask what he was using his magic for. This is all my fault. I asked him to break the curse, I wanted to save my mom—it was me.”

Mr. Barrion levels her with a stony glare. His tone is mocking. “A brave admission, Miss Emberly. You certainly had no right to interfere. But at the end of the day, this matter has nothing to do with you.”

“My mother is dying!” Penny says.

“And I lost my wife, and my children’s partners, and I nearly lost a grandson tonight. You think I don’t know the pain you’re feeling?” His smile disappears. “I trusted a De Luca once. It cost me everything.”

It sounds like a speech Charles Barrion has rehearsed a thousand times. Something about the inflection rings hollow, and even though Penny should feel pity, sadness, or even a little understanding, she can’t. Does their family know that Corey’s grandfather blackmailed Giovanni De Luca to save the company? That he was willing to work with a De Luca if it meant he didn’t look like a failure?

Penny is about to say as much, but Corey steps in front of her, shielding her from view.

“Alonso agreed to use his magic to break the curse,” Corey says, though his voice is thin. “I owed it to our family to try. And Alonso said—”

“Ow.”

Alonso sits up, one hand on the back of his head. Penny drops to her knees. “Alonso! Can you look at me?”

“I am,” he says, but his eyes drift back and forth. Then he grabs Penny’s shoulders. “Penny, it’s not a curse. That’s why it didn’t work.”

“What?” Penny says.

“He told me…” Alonso shakes his head, clutching at his temples. “He told me it was… I mean, that it wasn’t a curse…”

“Who told you?”

Alonso squints. “I don’t remember.”

“The boy is delirious,” Charles Barrion says, sounding annoyed. “James, you’ll alert that coven in Bloomington right away. His magic needs to be sealed for everyone’s safety, including his own.”

“I’ve called an ambulance,” Warren says, pocketing his phone. “It will take them fifteen minutes. I’ll carry the boy out—”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Corey’s grandfather says.

Warren clamps his mouth shut.

Wind moves through the trees, disturbing the surface of the lake. A strange understanding dawns on Penny: Maybe the Barrions do believe that Alonso was trying to help them, but it doesn’t matter. Any De Luca with magic is terrifying to them.

“You should be celebrating, Mr. De Luca,” Charles says. “The more we suffer, the happier your grandfather must be across the Veil.”

Alonso looks like he wants to argue, but he blinks a few times, and then his eyes start to roll to the back of his head.

Warren kneels beside him. “Don’t close your eyes,” he says, and Alonso struggles to keep them open. Warren turns to Penny. “He’s likely concussed. Keep him awake.”

“Let’s go, Corey,” James says, grabbing his son’s arm.

But Corey pulls his arm out of James Barrion’s grasp. “I’m not leaving them.”

Corey’s grandfather scoffs. “We’re not giving you an option.”

The pain in Penny’s hand is almost unbearable now, but she ignores it, because this is her last chance. She can feel everything they’ve worked for slipping away and she’s panicking. The Barrions have to listen. They know how important this is.

“Why are you doing this?” Penny says, looking from Corey’s dad to his grandfather. “Do you want this curse to keep killing people?”

The old man’s smile falls. He steps closer to Penny, the leaves crunching under his cane, and it takes all of Penny’s self-control to stay in place. Corey’s grandfather has paper-thin skin, dozens of fine wrinkles, but his eyes are bright and clear. It’s even more noticeable in the moonlight than it was when she first met him.

“Don’t forget that your mother is not going to die because of me. She will die because of him.” Corey’s grandfather points his cane at Alonso, who doesn’t seem to hear him. “If he tries to convince you otherwise—well. I wish you all the best, but you are not our responsibility.”

Penny tightens her hands into fists. “Did you ever use magic, Mr. Barrion? To help your family’s company, maybe? It isn’t all bad. I think you know that.”

It’s a risk. A leap. But Penny is willing to try any angle.

Mr. Barrion’s lips part. For a moment, Penny is convinced he’s going to admit it. To say that she’s right, of course she’s right, they need to try again for the sake of her mother and everyone the Barrions have ever loved and will ever love.

But then Mr. Barrion’s face shutters.

“Perhaps the full moon is affecting your judgment,” he says. “Women’s emotions are so tied to nature. My wife used to be the same way.”

“Excuse me?” Penny says.

Penny feels someone position themselves beside her. She looks up. Towering over her, taller than he’s ever been, is Corey. He’s looking his grandfather in the eyes.

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Corey says.

Silence falls over the Barrions. Corey’s dad is looking between Corey and his own father, his serious gaze exactly like Corey’s. Julian is standing far behind Warren, but his anger has disappeared. His eyes are trained on Corey, and he looks terrified, like Corey has committed a crime.

Mr. Barrion takes a step forward, not breaking eye contact with Corey.

“Your authority does not supersede my own,” Corey’s grandfather says. “Nor your father’s. Do you understand?”

When Corey speaks, he’s so quiet that Penny almost doesn’t hear him.

“I know you want me to be a certain way. But the truth is that I’m sick of doing nothing.”

“Which implies,” Mr. Barrion says, “that you blame your own family for all this death.”

Corey doesn’t respond.

Mr. Barrion considers him for a moment. Then, with inhuman speed, he raises a hand to strike Corey across the face.

Corey’s dad gets there first. He grabs his father’s wrist, stopping his hand in midair.

“Don’t touch him,” Corey’s dad sputters.

Mr. Barrion somehow manages to look down his nose at his son, even though Corey’s dad is at least half a foot taller. “Let go.”

Corey’s face is frozen in shock. His dad hesitates before releasing Mr. Barrion’s hand. For a moment, Corey’s dad almost looks afraid. But the fear is gone as quickly as it appeared.

Charles Barrion turns his back on Corey and walks into the trees.

Corey looks at Penny, his eyes wide and childlike in their fear. “I’m sorry.”

“Corey,” Alonso says. He struggles to his feet, and he’s holding the back of his head. “There’s something weird about it. The magic. I still want to do the right thing.”

Alonso’s words are impossible to follow. Corey watches him, and then his eyes move to Penny.

“We had one chance, right?” Corey says.

Alonso opens his mouth to speak, but no words come out. Because there’s nothing left to say.

It’s over.

Corey turns away and walks into the trees, and his dad keeps step with him. Alonso tries to follow, but Warren holds him back, his grip gentle on Alonso’s shoulder.

“You asshole!” Alonso yells at Corey. “You’re giving up. You’re fucking pathetic!”

“Enough,” Warren says, but the word is soft and sad. That’s when Alonso starts crying.

Before the trees swallow him up, Julian turns around one last time. There’s dried blood beneath his nose.

“By the way,” he says, “you can thank them for leading us to you.”

He nods at some bushes close to the lake. At first Penny doesn’t see them. But then she glimpses a head of dark hair and a pink suit.

“Naomi?” she says.

Naomi stands up slowly, her terror and confusion palpable. Penny is so shocked she almost doesn’t notice there’s somebody with her.

It’s Dylan, somehow looking angry and regretful at the same time. And it’s clear from their faces they saw it all.
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Penny

THEY STUMBLE OUT OF THE WOODS RIGHT WHEN THE AMBULANCE arrives. The lights wash the De Luca home and the Barrion mansion in pulses of red. Penny and Naomi are holding Alonso up, while Dylan flags down the EMTs. Alonso leans into Penny, and she can smell earth and blood on him.

When the EMTs walk up, words flow from Penny’s mouth like water. “He hit the back of his head, and it’s bleeding a lot, and—”

“I’m fine,” Alonso mutters for the hundredth time, but he lets the EMT shine a light in his eyes.

“Any ringing in your ears?” the woman asks.

“Yeah, but I already have tinnitus.”

“He could barely talk a second ago,” Penny says.

At Alonso’s old Victorian home, Vera De Luca appears on the porch. “Alonso?” she cries.

He salutes her.

Alonso’s mom runs down to meet them. His aunts appear moments later, both in mismatched pajamas and long lace robes.

“What happened?” Alonso’s mom grabs his shoulders and looks him over. “Are you hurt?”

“I fell and hit my head. I’m fine, I can barely feel it.” But even in the dark, his eyes look glassy, and the ends of his hair are matted with dried blood. Penny has seen enough medical dramas to know head wounds bleed a lot even when they’re not deep, but that doesn’t make the sick feeling in her stomach go away.

Alonso’s mom looks at Penny. “He fell. That’s the story?”

All the secrets Penny has kept this summer feel like ghosts, and they’ll continue to haunt her if she keeps them to herself. She’s about to admit everything to Alonso’s mom, but Donna De Luca speaks before Penny has the chance.

“James called us, Alonso,” she says. “You can stop pretending.”

Emilia is crying, and her voice catches as she says, “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I asked him for help,” Penny says. “This is my fault.”

Alonso’s mom takes a shaky breath. “My family will be paying for this for a long time.” She says it without looking at Penny, but Penny knows the comment is meant for her. Look what you did. You’re going to cost us the only magic our coven had left.

“Who’s coming with him?” an EMT calls, and then Alonso and his mom are being ushered into the ambulance. Emilia and Donna De Luca are huddled off to the side, the former crying in silence and the latter puffing on a cigarette.

The EMTs try to lay Alonso on the stretcher, but he waves their hands away. His eyes find Penny, and she wishes she knew what to say. Then the ambulance doors close, and the emergency lights speed off into the night.

Donna De Luca sighs and crushes her cigarette underfoot. Then she walks over to Penny. “You tried to break the curse?”

Penny nods.

“And did it work?”

Penny squeezes her eyes shut. “No.”

Donna sighs. “There was only a slim chance, but I’m glad you tried, anyway.”

“You are?”

Donna leans closer. “It was brave. I would’ve done the same thing. I hope that helps you sleep at night.”

“It won’t,” Penny says, her voice ragged.

Donna De Luca considers Penny. “Your mom needs peace. At this point, you can’t give that to her.” She turns around, letting Emilia grab her arm as they walk inside.

“Hey,” Naomi finally says, “look at me.”

Penny does, but it hurts. Because Naomi’s expression is hard. This is the way she usually looks at people like Dylan—people who don’t know her, or whom she doesn’t want to know.

“That was magic,” Naomi says. “What you were doing back there. With the wind, and the incantation, and the ropes disintegrating.”

Penny nods.

“Because magic is real.”

Penny nods again.

“Which means all of those stories about the De Lucas being witches are…”

“They’re true,” Dylan says, and she steps in front of Naomi. She’s glaring at Penny, her eyes molten. “You put something in my drink that night we went to the pharmacy, didn’t you? I didn’t remember at first. I thought it was a dream. But I said all this stuff to you about my family and my life…” Dylan shakes her head. “I guess I’m not the only one who likes to know people’s dirty secrets.”

Penny stares at the ground. There’s nothing to say.

Dylan turns her glare on Meredith House. “I always knew something was wrong with the Barrions. I just never thought it was a curse.”

Naomi’s face is drawn, suddenly gaunt. “Anita?”

And then, because it’s much overdue, Penny tells Naomi the truth.

She tells her about the curse. About her mom and Helen Barrion. About the drag show, and the truce between Corey and Alonso. Penny tells Naomi that magic is real, that she’s done spells, that she’s worked with a member of a famous witch family. That the Barrions have found them out, and there’s no hope for Penny’s mom anymore. It’s over.

When Penny is done, Naomi’s eyes are wide and shining with tears. Dylan is glaring at the grass. And it occurs to Penny far too late that this news doesn’t just change Idlewood as they know it—it changes Dylan’s entire life.

Dylan laughs, and it turns into a choked sob. “I was right. Corey never loved me at all.”

This whole time, Penny has always seen Corey as the bigger person compared to Dylan. The one who had to deal with so much pain and loss, and who was only doing the best he could. Now, seeing the look on Dylan’s face, Penny isn’t so sure.

Dylan turns on her heel and marches away from them, toward the King Ranch parked way down the street. Then Naomi goes off like a bomb.

“What the fuck, Penny? How could you keep all of this from me?”

Even as Penny tells her the truth, it sounds like a weak excuse. “I was afraid that if you got too close to this, you’d get hurt—”

“So you cut me off. And while you were running around having magic fun times with Alonso and Corey, I was worried sick about you. I was saying your mom would get better soon, and I even believed it! How can I call myself your friend when you’ve been carrying all these secrets, and you couldn’t even be honest with me? I could’ve helped you, even if it was just listening.” Naomi backs up, her face twisted in anger. “And meanwhile, I was heartbroken over Kyla, and you barely checked in on me. Even the occasional text would’ve been enough, but all I got was radio silence.”

Penny’s chest is tight with barely restrained sobs, but she doesn’t know what to say. Because Naomi is right.

“You know, I…” Naomi’s breath catches on a sob. “I lost my virginity to Kyla this summer.”

And once again, the world turns on its head. “Naomi—”

“I tried to call you four times that night. You never returned one of them.” Naomi wipes her eyes. “I love your mom, too, you know. You’re not the only one who’s losing someone.”

Penny is crying, too. She has never been this tired and helpless in her life. “I know. I got so caught up in all of this. I just wanted things to be the way they were before.”

“When are you going to understand that’s impossible?” Naomi says. “You have to change. You have to let me change. We can’t be kids forever, Penny!”

A car horn honks. Ron is in front of Meredith House, waving at them. “C’mon, Cinderellas! We gotta get home before I turn into a pumpkin.”

Naomi puts on a smile and waves, but she doesn’t wait for Penny as she walks back to the car.

So that’s it. They didn’t break the curse. The Barrions found them out. And now Penny has lost Naomi.

“Penny Anne?” Ron says. “You comin’?”

Penny swallows her emotions, and they land like a rock in her stomach. Then she gets in the car.
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Cozy Mystery Book Club

AUGUST 10, 11:10 AM

Penny Emberly



Is everyone okay?




AUGUST 11, 3:00 PM



Hello?




AUGUST 12, 4:41 AM



Hello???






Please tell me if you’re okay.






Please.




AUGUST 12, 9:48 AM

CB

Corey Barrion



I’m okay. Sleeping a lot, and I’ve had a fever for a few days.






I’m sorry I texted so early. I haven’t been sleeping well.




CB

Corey Barrion



Nothing to be sorry for.






Alonso, is there anything else we can do?






Alonso?




CB

Corey Barrion



Penny, there’s no other curse-breaker. We’re done.






Are you serious?






Hello?






He was right. You’re giving up.




CB

Corey Barrion



Don’t blame me for this.





COREY BARRION has left the group chat.



AD

Alonso De Luca



coward






ALONSO




AD

Alonso De Luca



don’t text me anymore.






i’m done with magic forever.






What are you talking about?






Didn’t you call Corey a coward for giving up?




AD

Alonso De Luca



i didn’t mean it.




AD

Alonso De Luca



i don’t mean a lot of the things i say.






Oh. Okay.




AD

Alonso De Luca



i’m sorry penny. we tried.





ALONSO DE LUCA has left the group chat.
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Alonso

ALONSO THROWS HIS PHONE ONTO THE TABLE. “THERE, I TOLD HER I’M done. You happy?”

The old woman across the table gives Alonso a glare he wishes he could emulate. Her gray curls are gathered into a bun on top of her head, and even though she must be at least eighty, her skin has almost no wrinkles. Milton Pierre stands behind her, arms crossed over his chest.

“Grandma, we should go soon,” Milton says. “We got an appointment at the shop.”

Mrs. Katherine Pierre turns the full force of her glare on Milton. “We go when I say we go.”

Milton sighs. “Yes, ma’am.”

Mrs. Pierre looks to Alonso’s mom and aunts, who sit on the other end of the table. “You really expect us to believe you never knew your boy had his magic? None of y’all had an inkling?”

“If we had known, we never would’ve let him get into this situation,” Vera says, her voice low.

“You don’t know how stubborn he is,” Donna mutters. “If he decides to keep a secret from us, wild horses can’t get it out of him.”

“He didn’t hurt anyone,” Emilia says quietly.

“That isn’t the point,” Mrs. Pierre says. “I’m here to make sure the Council’s integrity isn’t threatened by an overgrown child with no respect.”

“Thanks,” Alonso mutters, trying to ignore his pounding head. He spent one night in the hospital for observation, but it only made him feel worse. He didn’t sleep at all. How could he when Mrs. Emberly was two floors up?

Thinking of Mrs. Emberly makes him think of Penny, which makes the pounding worse. Something in his chest twists, and Alonso doubles over, clutching the front of his shirt.

He was so close to having Penny. Now, they’re over before they really began.

That thought is too big. It fills every vein in his body and makes him feel weak, like he no longer has control of his limbs. Alonso closes his eyes, trying to push it away. He used to tell himself that Penny was better off without him, but fuck that. He would love her better than anyone could. He would protect her.

But that’s a lie, because Alonso couldn’t break the curse. He’s useless after all.

Mrs. Pierre stands up, and even though she’s a foot shorter than Alonso, she towers over him in every other way.

“We don’t know how his magic escaped the Council’s binding,” Mrs. Pierre says, “but to make sure this never happens again, we’re going to require your coven to leave its seat of power. The magic in the soil is too strong. It might be why he was able to access his abilities in the first place.”

Alonso drops his hands to his lap. “You’re not serious.”

Mrs. Pierre’s eye twitches, which probably indicates she is indeed serious, and also that Alonso is annoying her.

“Mom,” Alonso says, hoping she’ll come up with some argument to save them. But his mom just sits there, eyes closed. It’s like she’s a ghost of herself.

“We were going to leave anyway,” Aunt Donna says. “The Barrions sent us a hefty check this morning. They’re buying our house.”

“They’re what?”

“Alonso!” Vera snaps. “Enough!”

Alonso gapes at her. This doesn’t make sense. Even though they live across the street, the world of the De Lucas’ home has never belonged to the Barrions. They might as well reside in another dimension.

“You told them no, didn’t you?” Alonso says. “You won’t let them do this.”

None of his family members respond.

“Wow. Okay.” Alonso shoots to his feet. “I’ll tell them where they can shove their check—”

Milton’s voice cuts Alonso off: “Feet on ground, soul on ice.”

An icy weight traps Alonso, and he is caught mid-step. It figures someone would use the same exact spell Alonso used on Corey. That’s got to be karmic retribution.

Milton appears in front of Alonso, looking disappointed. “Gotta rein it in, man. You’re done.”

Alonso doesn’t want Milton looking at him that way. Like he’s a bundle of wasted potential. For a second, when Alonso was convinced they would break the curse, he daydreamed about training with Milton. Clearly that’s never going to happen.

“He won’t be upset for long,” Alonso’s mom says. “He’s been begging us to leave Idlewood for years. He’s getting exactly what he wanted.”

Alonso is suddenly glad he can’t look at his mom. There was never much hope of them getting their magic back, but his actions have made it impossible to hope at all. And worst of all, Alonso wants his magic. He wants to keep learning, to get stronger, to make his family proud—to make Penny proud.

That will never happen now.

Mrs. Pierre continues. “We’ll arrange for some temporary housing in Bloomington. Then you can decide where to relocate.”

Milton whispers a few words, and Alonso can move again. He wastes no time turning to Mrs. Pierre and falling to his knees. She flinches as he clasps his hands together.

“Please,” Alonso says, “don’t make us leave Idlewood. It’s the last bit of our identity we have left.”

Mrs. Pierre glances at Alonso’s mom. “You want to give your boy a reality check, or should I?”

Alonso’s mom stands up. “You were right, Alonso. We’re mortals. And you’ll be joining us soon enough.” She pauses, the tips of her fingers touching the old table like it’s a member of their family. “It’s time for us to start over.”

“That’s not what you want,” Alonso says.

“I want you to be safe. And that means we need to get away from that family.” She pulls Alonso to his feet, nails digging into his arm. Then she points at the solarium. “Now go.”

Milton and his grandmother follow Alonso into the solarium in a solemn procession. His mom and the aunts sequester themselves in another part of the house, because watching their family lose magic yet again is too much for any of them.

Alonso is on his own.

He stands in the middle of the room. Mrs. Pierre stands to the north, Milton to the south. Alonso is sweating, and as they raise their arms, words come pouring out from his mouth.

“If I’m so impressive, you shouldn’t seal my magic. Train me, and I’ll work for the Council. I’ll do anything.” At another sharp look from Milton, Alonso adds, “Ma’am.”

Mrs. Pierre looks like she wants to slap him. “Maybe in another universe, boy. But that won’t be your story.”

Alonso stares at his phone. The screen lights up with another text from Penny, but he can’t open it. He doesn’t want to tell her that he’s losing his magic, because that’s the only reason she ever needed him. What could he offer her now besides a bad temper and a worse reputation?

“Are you ready?” Milton says.

“Get it over with,” Alonso mutters.

They raise their arms. They speak softly, maybe because they don’t want Alonso to hear.

He closes his eyes.

His mom was right. Alonso never wanted magic, and he’s finally getting his wish. But as Alonso’s veins begin to thrum, his body is immediately covered in a layer of sweat. The words grow louder. He puts his hands over his ears, shouts something even he can’t understand, but the words of the binding spell are impossible to unhear:



“In every crevice, take every drop.



Forget the self that moves through the Veil.



Forget the words, forget the feeling



of glitter in the blood.



Bury the power, seal this witch



into a binding unbreakable



until to dust he returns.”




As they speak, they move from north and south to east and west. Like they’re turning a giant key in a lock.

Nobody told Alonso that it would hurt. The pain is like having his insides compacted into one of those tiny garbage cubes. Alonso feels himself scream, but he can’t hear anything anymore.

Until the spell ends, and his magic is sealed away.

Alonso is slumped over on the floor, gasping for air. A part of him has become unknowable, even to himself. From this moment on, there will be before and after. Alonso will live the rest of his life in the after. He already misses the buzz of magical energy under his skin.

He didn’t realize it was there until it was too late.
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Penny

EVERY DAY THAT GOES BY FEELS LIKE A YEAR.

Penny’s phone becomes a weight in her hand. She tries to call Alonso. No answer. Then Corey. No answer. Finally, she tries Naomi, but the call goes straight to voice mail. It takes Penny two more tries before she realizes Naomi blocked her number, and Penny spends an hour sobbing. When she gets a notification that Naomi’s new tutorial is up on YouTube, Penny watches it and sobs some more, but hearing the voice of her best friend—or ex–best friend—is her only comfort right now, besides bear hugs from Ron. When he asks what happened at the gala, Penny tells him that she and Naomi have grown apart.

“You really expect me to believe that?” Ron asks, but he doesn’t press her too hard. They’re preoccupied, because the reality of Anita’s health is becoming impossible to avoid. Ron doesn’t know about the curse, but he’s growing more afraid of the non-answers from the doctors. One nurse even mentions hospice, and Ron is almost kicked out of the hospital for yelling at her. Penny begs security to give them time, promising Ron will calm down, which feels like a ridiculous thing to say. Why would either of them calm down? What is there to be calm about?

But that’s not the only thing making Penny’s panic attacks come back in a way they haven’t since she started taking medication.

I’m sorry, Alonso said. We tried.

He hasn’t contacted her since.

On the fourth day after the Barrions’ gala, the silence is louder than the crowd at the café. When Ron lets her know it’s break time, Penny runs out of the café and into the back parking lot, trying not to cry. Her anxiety wells up as she checks her phone—no new messages.

A sob breaks free from Penny’s throat. The heat beats down on the parking lot, and Penny has to alternate between wiping away tears from her cheeks and sweat from her brow. She’s positive that she’s never been this disgusting. She’s also positive that, if she doesn’t see Alonso in person, she will explode.

So she gets in her car and drives to Village Blues Records.

By some miracle, Alonso’s Shelby is in the parking lot, and he’s leaving the store as she parks. He doesn’t notice her car at first; his head is hanging like he’s exhausted, and car keys dangle weakly from his hand.

Penny opens the car door. “Hey.”

Alonso whips around. His face is haggard. The blue is back in the ends of his hair, but it’s less vibrant. He looks sun-bleached.

“What are you doing here?” he snaps.

Penny suddenly wishes she had changed out of her work uniform. She knows how she looks: hair wild, dark circles under her eyes, coffee stains on her white skirt (why do they even have white skirts?). But it’s too late for that now. “I’ve been calling you.”

Alonso glances at the phone in his hand. “I know.”

“I wanted to see if you were okay.”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. I needed to see you.”

“Well, now you have.” He fumbles with his key, trying to get his car door unlocked.

“Why won’t you talk to me?” Penny whispers. “Were you going to give me this silent treatment until—”

“Until I left Idlewood?” Alonso says without turning around. “Pretty much.”

Penny’s stomach drops. “You’re leaving?”

“Yep. Moving to Bloomington.”

“Why?”

“Because it’ll be easier than staying here.”

Penny closes her eyes. His words make her feel as if she’s falling off a skyscraper: She’s terrified, and she’s alone, and nobody can stop her from hitting the ground.

“Please tell me the Council didn’t seal your magic,” Penny whispers.

Alonso’s face is red. He’s stopped trying to get into his car; he just stands there, arms limp at his sides.

That’s her answer.

This is Penny’s fault. Alonso will never have magic again, and it’s all because she came to the record store a month ago and asked for his help. She wants to say sorry, but it feels meaningless. What can she possibly do to make up for what he’s lost?

Eventually she says, “When are you leaving?”

“One week. On the first day of school.”

“But—” Penny tries to swallow her anxiety back down. Every nerve is going haywire, but she can’t run away without saying what she came to say, because what if this is her last chance?

Maybe it won’t be worth it. He could’ve been lying at the gala. Or maybe everything that happened since the gala has destroyed whatever feelings Alonso used to have for her.

Still. She has to know.

“I don’t want you to go,” Penny says, watching his face for any sign of emotion. Of love.

But he won’t look at her. And when he speaks, it’s so soft she barely hears it.

“You’ll get over it.”

And that’s what it takes, somehow. Penny grits her teeth together and marches up to him, grabbing his arm and forcing him to turn around.

“At least look at me when you’re rejecting me,” Penny says.

Alonso yanks his arm out of her grip. “I can’t look at you, okay? I can’t.”

But then he glances at her, and for a moment Penny can’t breathe. She wants to see his face every day. She feels more like herself around Alonso than she ever expected, and now he’s going away, and Penny’s heart can’t handle it. She’s already losing her mom.

Now, she’s losing the boy she loves.

Alonso presses the heels of his hands to his eyes. “I spent the whole summer trying to break this curse, and now my family is leaving the town we’ve lived in for a hundred years. None of them are even speaking to me right now. And without my magic, I don’t—I don’t know who I am anymore. It’s like they erased me, or part of me.” He laughs. “I can’t help anyone. Including myself.”

Alonso gets in the car, and the engine roars. Penny wants to follow him, but she’s shaking so badly. She realizes she hasn’t eaten since breakfast, and the world starts to go blurry, but she doesn’t go back to her car. She stands there, watching him drive away.

He doesn’t look back.
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Corey

COREY STANDS ON THE SECOND FLOOR OF MEREDITH HOUSE, LOOKING out the picture window. Across the street, moving trucks are parked in front of the De Luca home for the second day in a row. The lawn is crowded with a century’s worth of antiques and paintings and family heirlooms. Every time Corey thinks their house must finally be empty, the movers file out with even more crap. Donna De Luca directs the movers as they load the ratty couches, stained wooden tables, crates of plants and candlestick holders and dusty books.

No matter how much Corey tries to ignore it, he always drifts back to this window.

Corey hasn’t seen Penny or Alonso since the gala. Not in person. Instead, he dreams about the curse-breaker every night.

When they cast the spell, there was a crescendo. It built and built, but when Corey should’ve felt something—a breaking, a beginning, some sign that the curse was gone—there was nothing. Just a gaping hole where his future should’ve been.

Was it his fault the spell didn’t work? Maybe he didn’t want it badly enough. Maybe he never truly believed breaking the curse was possible.

“Sulking again?” comes a voice behind him.

“We’re not talking,” Corey mutters.

“That’s my line,” Julian says, coming up beside him. They stand on opposite sides of the window. Julian watches him while Corey looks outside, trying to see through the fog of his anger.

“Look,” Julian says, his voice soft, “I don’t agree with the whole house-arrest thing they’re doing to you.”

Corey’s muscles tense at Julian’s words. His cousin keeps acting as if Alonso tricked Corey into getting involved. As if he’s the victim, when nothing could be further from the truth.

“So did Grandpa reinstate you as the future CEO?” Corey asks.

Julian pauses. “It’s not going to happen.”

Corey knew that already. He just wanted Julian to say it out loud. He’s overheard his father and Grandpa Charles fighting in the library, with Corey’s dad arguing the company will fail in Julian’s hands. Grandpa agreed, but he added, “Make sure your son knows his place.”

Corey closes his eyes, as if that could make the memory disappear. “For the record, I never wanted it.”

“Right.”

“I mean it, Julian. Not that I want you to have it either, after what you did.”

Julian laughs. “At least you’re being honest.”

“When have I lied to you?”

“You mean besides the time you colluded with a witch?” Julian looks away. “You used to hold so much of yourself back, Corey. But now you’re all anger. You almost sound like him.”

Julian gestures out the window, where Alonso’s Shelby has pulled up. Alonso gets out of the car, and Donna De Luca shouts something at him about helping the movers. Instead of helping, Alonso flips them off. Then he marches inside, leaving Donna sputtering and yelling after him, her voice muffled by the glass of the windows.

Corey snorts.

“See what I mean?” Julian says.

But it doesn’t matter if Alonso has rubbed off on Corey. Being angry feels good right now. He nods at Julian’s almost-faded black eye. “She got you good.”

“And you think I deserved it?”

Corey doesn’t answer.

“Right.” Julian starts walking away before he pauses. “I heard the first football game is on Friday.”

Corey wishes he could forget about the game. Tomorrow is the first day of school—the beginning of his senior year. He thought he’d feel different. Better. But he only feels lost. “Don’t bother coming.”

There’s a smile in Julian’s voice as he says, “I’ll be in the front row.”







[image: image]

Penny

THE CLOCK TICKS, THE HEART MONITOR BEEPS. OCCASIONALLY THEY sync up before drifting apart again, filling Penny’s ears with an anxious chorus. Her backpack sits on her cot, where she’s been sleeping most nights since the gala. Penny usually reads out loud to her mom, but she hasn’t been able to force herself to open Practical Magic today. It’s one of her mom’s favorites, but the last thing Penny wants to think about is magic.

Instead, she’s free to dwell on the fact that tomorrow is the first day of senior year.

Will Naomi walk right by her in the halls? Will Corey acknowledge her? And worse—will Penny ever stop looking for Alonso around every corner? Tomorrow is the day he’s supposed to move. Or maybe he’s already gone.

Penny sighs, burying her face in her hands. She can’t sit around anymore; she’s been doing that for days, and she’s rotting away. She forces herself to take the elevator, get into the Prius, and turn on the engine. She tries to think of somewhere she can go where memories won’t haunt her.

She pulls out her phone, opening her photos. There are screenshots of articles from SkyCat. A photo of Penny playing bike polo, sent to her by Alonso. One discreet candid photo of Alonso and Corey in the café in case Penny ever needed proof they could be civil to each other.

And then, there’s the photo. The one that shows Giovanni De Luca at the Barrions’ gala, standing behind a smiling Charles and Ellie Barrion.

Penny pauses, staring at Ellie’s face. Because there’s one thing she hasn’t tried.

She googles the Thompson family, and sure enough, they’re still around. They own a bunch of storage units on the outskirts of town, and they’ll be open for another hour.

Penny puts the directions into Google Maps, and then she’s driving to the outskirts of Idlewood.

There’s a reason the curse-breaker didn’t work. Alonso said so himself after the spell was over—they were missing something. It’s a long shot, asking Ellie’s family what they remember and hoping it will give Penny the clues she needs. But what else is there to try?

The sun hangs low behind the storage units, which are deserted as Penny pulls up. The only sound when she opens the car door is crickets, and she tugs her jacket tighter around her as she looks for anything resembling a front office.

A door slams somewhere, but nobody appears. There’s an office next to the nearest unit, and fluorescent light cuts through the blinds. Penny walks over, knocking before she opens the door.

Country music plays softly from a speaker, and the computer monitor is bright with spreadsheets. The chair behind the front counter is empty.

“Hello?” Penny says, but there’s no answer.

There are two corporate chairs, so Penny sits in one of them, pressing her fingers into her knees and trying to look like she has honest intentions. But what questions is she going to ask? How will she explain her curiosity about a long-dead woman?

As the minutes pass, nobody appears. Penny looks out through the blinds, but the evening outside is quiet and empty. She gets up and wanders over to the counter, searching for one of those service bells. But there isn’t one.

Penny leans on the counter and rubs her temples. Her head has started to pound—how long has it been since she’s had a drink of water? She almost laughs. If she can’t even hydrate, how was she ever going to break a curse?

“What a joke,” she says. She shouldn’t even be here. She turns around, heading for the door.

Then there’s the tinkle of keys and the sound of something falling to the floor.

Penny whips around, hoping whoever has appeared didn’t hear her talking to herself. But there’s nobody at the counter.

Her heartbeat is suddenly in her ears. Will she go through life wondering if every unexplainable event is because of magic? She needs to calm down.

Slowly, Penny leans over the counter. On the floor, next to the desk chair, is a key ring with a single key and a name tag. Penny walks around the desk and picks it up. She’s halfway to setting it down when she reads the name on the tag: ANNIE THOMPSON. A relative of Ellie’s?

Penny shifts the key ring, examining the key. It looks too smooth, like it’s only half made.

But it’s not half made. It’s a skeleton key, which must mean it will open every single storage unit.

Penny clutches the key to her chest.

“Ellie?” she says. “Are you here?”

She turns around, half expecting to see the Shadow standing in the corner. But the only shadows are cast by the harsh overhead light and the cheap IKEA furniture.

It’s a stretch. Maybe the Shadow isn’t trying to tell Penny anything. But she’s here, and she has the key, and she could peek at the computer and see if the Thompsons have a storage unit. What if they kept any of Ellie’s things? Breaking and entering isn’t on her bucket list, but she’s just dehydrated and desperate enough that it sounds reasonable. She’s not going to steal anything after all. She’ll only look around.

Penny grabs the mouse and starts clicking through the spreadsheets, looking for a list of the tenants. But they’re all budgets or accounting reports.

“Come on,” Penny whispers, minimizing all the windows so she can look through the documents on the desktop.

There. A customer log, updated yesterday.

Penny scrolls through the list, past many names she recognizes and a few that she doesn’t. None of them are Thompson. She scrolls through a second time to make sure, and one row catches her eye.

Not for rent, it says.

Then Penny is out the door. Gravel crunches underfoot as the buildings loom on either side, silver garage doors dull in the evening light. The unit is at the end of the farthest row, near the woods. Penny fumbles with the key, but it slides easily into the lock. The sound of the door sliding upward is like a scream, so she only opens it enough so she can crawl inside.

In the storage unit, Penny turns on her phone’s flashlight, which reveals a room the size of a walk-in closet. There’s an old dresser, a coatrack filled with purses and a dusty winter coat, and lots of disintegrating boxes. She holds her light to the labels on each box.

DENNIS/OLD FISHING GEAR.

SCRAPBOOKS—BETHANY.

HIGH SCHOOL CLOTHES FOR AMOS THOMPSON.

Thompson! Penny’s heart lifts. So this is their family’s unit after all.

She goes through the labels more carefully, looking for “Ellie” or “Elena.” But this is where her luck runs out, because none of them have Ellie’s name.

Then Penny sees a familiar purse on the coatrack.

It’s in the shadows, so she almost misses it. But the light from her phone catches on a painted blue flower, and that’s when Penny remembers.

In her visions, Ellie always carried a shoulder bag with blue flowers.

Outside, the cicadas get louder. Penny takes the purse off the hook and shines her light on it. It’s made of vintage-looking leather. The painted flowers are flaking off, but it’s unmistakable: This is the bag that belonged to the woman who has been haunting Penny all summer.

Penny opens it and a cloud of dust emerges. Inside is an old compact with disintegrating face powder. A wallet full of yellowed photographs. Penny looks through them. They’re mostly of two young kids, both blond. Penny recognizes the baby boy’s smile, because it’s exactly like Corey’s. These are photos of James and Helen Barrion. There are no photos of Charles Barrion.

Interesting. But not helpful.

Penny is putting the wallet back when her finger brushes a zipper. There’s a small pocket on the back of the purse. She tries to undo the zipper, but it’s rusted shut. She presses her fingers to the pocket instead, and it bulges with something. Maybe paper.

Penny sucks in a breath and pulls at the zipper with all of her strength. It budges one inch. Two inches. Almost three—and then the zipper pull comes off.

But it’s enough. Penny digs into the pocket and gently frees an envelope.

It’s yellowed and crinkled. Penny swallows as she opens the flap, which threatens to disintegrate in her hand. There’s a piece of paper folded into thirds, and a small scroll that feels soft to the touch.

It’s animal skin.

Penny scrambles to open the letter. It’s written in messy cursive, and it reads:



Darling Ellie,


You’ll never read this letter. Maybe you haven’t read any of my notes in a long time, but I had to try.

You know by now that my magic has helped your husband’s company over the last three years. You also know that it wasn’t enough. I’ve done everything I could to tame his greed, but I failed. I kept my promise to you, and I never used magic on him, but I’m regretting that now. Why keep a promise if it only hurts you?

Whatever happens next, he’s going to blame me for it. Your family needs to know the truth. Now that they know what I am, they’ll know that I can prove my innocence.

I hope you find peace. I’ll be searching for the same.


Gio





Penny rereads the letter, trying to make sense of it. Then she takes the scroll in her hands and slowly unrolls it.

These words are written in a different ink. It’s messier and lighter in color than the rest of the letter. It’s almost dark red—

Is this blood?

It reads:


By the power of my blood, I will shine light on the truth.

When I was fifteen years old, I cast a love spell on Elena Thompson. I continued to feed the spell until I was twenty-two. I never cast another spell on her again.

I have not and will never use magic to harm the Barrions.

I swear this on the moon, on my ancestors, and on my life.

Giovanni De Luca

August 17, 1979



Penny reads it one more time. Then she pulls up Ellie’s obituary, her eyes searching for the date of her death.

August 18.

Ellie died the day after Giovanni wrote this blood oath. And Giovanni didn’t die by any magical means—he shot himself. Which means he was telling the truth in this blood oath.

She squeezes the skeleton key to her chest. She was meant to find this. Because this means Giovanni didn’t curse the Barrions—and it changes everything.

Penny tucks Ellie Barrion’s purse under her arm and crawls out of the storage unit. She locks the door and drops the key into the gravel, silently apologizing to Annie Thompson and hoping she finds the key sooner rather than later.

As she makes her way back to the car, Alonso’s words from the night of the gala come back to her. He told me… it wasn’t a curse…

The face of Charles Barrion appears in her mind. The way he threatened Giovanni De Luca. His condescension toward Penny. His self-satisfied air that night at Elkie Lake.

Penny doesn’t know the details, but Corey’s grandfather must’ve had something to do with this. Penny will figure that out later. Right now she needs to talk to Milton Pierre.

As soon as she gets back into her car, Penny dials the number. The phone rings and rings and then goes to voice mail. “Hi, you’ve reached Second World Emporium, your number one source for herbal treasures and antique religiosity. Please leave a message—”

Penny hangs up and calls again. And again. And again. She’s seriously considering a drive to Bloomington when the line clicks to life on the other end.

“Second World Emporium, this is Milton.”

“Milton! This is Penny Emberly. Do you remember me?”

“Penny?” Milton says, and then he lowers his voice. “Hey, hold on, hold on.” There’s some shuffling, and then he says to Penny, with theatrical volume, “Yes, miss, we have witch hazel mixed with lamb’s blood. Which concentration are you interested in?”

Penny doesn’t answer until he clears his throat. “I want… strong. All the lamb’s blood.”

“Cool, yeah, cool. Let me check the back for you.”

Suddenly Penny is listening to jazzy Muzak. After a few seconds, it cuts off, and Milton speaks in his regular voice. “It’s fine, my grandma left. Had to check the stockroom to make sure. Sometimes she uses the phone in there to listen in on our calls so she can give us ‘performance reviews.’” He sighs. “I’m guessing you heard about the De Lucas. I’m sorry about Alonso’s magic. I really respect what y’all did, and I wish I could’ve—”

“Milton, I have to show you something.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Can I FaceTime you?”

“One sec.”

A few seconds later, Penny’s phone rings with a FaceTime request from an unknown number.

“Did you use magic to get my number?” she asks as soon as Milton’s face appears on the screen.

“Caller ID. Magic straight from the 1990s.”

“Right.” Penny flips the camera. “I just found this.”

After Milton has a chance to read the blood oath, there’s a long, pained silence.

“This is bad,” Milton mutters.

“No, it’s great! It’s…” Then she realizes what he means.

“The whole Council…” Milton sighs. “We punished the wrong people.”

“But nobody knew this blood oath existed. Now that we do, you’ll do something about it, right?”

“Yes,” Milton says. “I’ll make sure of that.”

Penny’s heart soars. Alonso will get his magic back, along with the rest of his family.

“But, Penny…” Milton’s tone is dark. “This means that we don’t know where the curse came from.”

Penny glances at Giovanni’s letter to Ellie Barrion. “Is it possible for a mortal to curse someone?”

“It’s complicated,” Milton says.

“Now would be the time to let me in on it.”

Milton sighs. “This is sensitive info, so don’t go spreading it around. But a mortal can kill a witch and drink their blood. They’ll get access to that witch’s magic for a few minutes, but that’s a short window. Even then, that mortal would have to have access to spell books, and if they want to curse someone, they’d have to write their own incantation. That’s a delicate process, as you now know.”

Penny bites her lip. “What if it wasn’t a curse?”

“What else would it be?”

“I don’t know.” She picks at a thread on the frayed hem of her denim shorts. As soon as she pulls it free, she freezes, staring at it.

She has an idea.

“Alonso said the curse-breaker was supposed to cut the ‘threads’ of the curse,” Penny says. “So is there anything stopping us from cutting a single thread?”

Milton pauses. “Explain.”

“What if we could save my mom without breaking the entire curse?”

“Nah, impossible. Someone would have to cross the Veil, cut the connection between the curse and your mom, and get back to the Primary World. And the curse has that Shadow protecting it. That thing will be way more powerful across the Veil, and it’ll come for whoever is messing with its power source.”

Penny pictures Ellie’s face. “What if the Shadow is on our side?”

“Wait, what? How do you mean?”

“Remember how I asked about the Shadow? About why it might appear in dreams? It’s because I’ve seen the Shadow in mine. It’s happened a few times now, and the last two times, it’s shown me some stuff.”

“Some stuff? The Shadow was communicating with you?”

“I think it showed me memories involving Corey’s and Alonso’s grandparents.”

Milton breathes out. “Shit. You should’ve told me sooner.”

“What does it mean?”

“Sounds like you already have an idea.”

Penny considers Giovanni’s letter. This confirms that Corey’s grandfather blackmailed the De Lucas, which means everything Penny saw was probably real.

“It felt like Corey’s grandmother was trying to tell me something important.”

“If this is true, it would mean that Corey’s grandma found a way to rebel against the binds of the curse. Her spirit is controlled by it, but she’s pushing the limits. That’s not normal, but I guess it could be possible if there’s enough emotion behind it. She must be one powerful spirit.”

“Hear me out,” Penny says. “What if I cross the Veil and try to… I don’t know, communicate with Ellie Barrion? If I got the Shadow to stand down, would we be able to cut the thread between the curse and my mom?”

“It’s a great idea if you don’t mind the strong possibility of dying.”

“But is it also possible that I would survive?”

“Man,” Milton mutters. “Yeah, it’s possible. But crossing the Veil is different for mortals. It’s easy for you to lose your way back to your physical body. You would need to cross the Veil with a ton of living people around you. Like at some sort of event. Their energy will act like a beacon to lead you back to the Primary World. That alone will make the spell—or spells plural—more complicated. It could work, but the odds are against you.”

“Maybe I can use a protection spell across the Veil? Something like the ward?”

“I don’t have time to make another one.” Milton presses his fist to his mouth. “There’s a workaround. You’d need to find a pure silver necklace. I don’t care if it’s hundreds of dollars, just buy it and return it later. Then soak your mom’s ward in honey so that it absorbs some of its magic. Put the honey in a vial and hang it from the necklace. It’ll protect you, but not for long.”

“And you’ll help me cross over?”

“If you’re determined to do this, I can’t stop you.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Fine.” Milton groans. “Consider this my penance for binding Alonso’s magic. That li’l bitch is never gonna let me hear the end of this.”

In the distance, a figure appears outside the office. It’s a young woman with short dark hair, not unlike Ellie Barrion’s. She looks around, and when her eyes land on the Prius, they narrow in suspicion. She starts walking over.

“I’ll call you back,” Penny says, hanging up before Milton can ask any questions.

Penny should stay. She should tell the woman where her key is. But she has Ellie’s purse sitting in the passenger seat.

So Penny turns on the car and speeds out of the parking lot. The girl runs after her for a moment, but soon she’s out of sight.

There’s this idea that summer changes people. A few months out of school and you can come back shiny and new. People will watch you walk down the hallway, wondering who you’ve become. Because they can tell you’ve grown.

This summer has changed Penny. But she’s not sure if it’s changed her in a good way, because she no longer feels like herself. Instead, she’s made of desperation.
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Alonso

THE NIGHT BEFORE THE DE LUCAS LEAVE IDLEWOOD FOREVER, ALONSO has a weird dream. To be fair, his dreams have always been weird. Some are about adventures on alien planets. There’s another recurring dream where he keeps looking in the mirror and seeing faces that aren’t his. But lately, his sleep is haunted by reality.

Specifically, he’s haunted by Penny.

The dreams are usually supercuts of moments from this summer, and somehow this is worse than any nightmares his brain could make up. Alonso always wakes up sweating, because they all end with the way Penny looked at him the last time he saw her. Like he was breaking her into pieces.

But tonight’s dream is much worse. In it, Alonso sits in the bleachers at Idlewood Central’s football field. It’s completely empty except for him. The sky is a bright, hazy purple.

Alonso leans forward on his knees and sighs, but there’s no sound. He tries again, clearing his throat, then speaking, then shouting. Every time, his voice is lost in this vacuum. Then his eye catches on something above him, and he looks up.

It’s Anita Emberly. She’s floating upside down, like she’s walking on the clouds, but she’s close, and she’s looking right at him. Her mouth moves in quick, silent words.

“Alonso! Alonso!”

Sound hits him all at once, and he hears himself screaming. He sits up in bed, his throat raw, tears running down his face.

His mom sits on the edge of his bed, her face lined with worry. She grabs his chin and forces him to look at her. “You were having a bad dream.”

Alonso’s body shakes with sobs. His mom puts her arms around him, and he cries into her shoulder.

“I messed up, Mom,” he keeps saying. “I messed everything up so bad. And now Penny, and Mrs. Emberly… oh god, it’s all fucked up.”

She shushes him. “Breathe with me.”

Alonso tries, closing his eyes and syncing his own breathing with hers. He doesn’t even notice that he isn’t crying anymore until his mom pulls back and gives him a soft smile. It’s the first time she’s smiled at him in weeks, maybe months, and something unwinds in his chest.

“Do you want some tea?” Vera asks.

Alonso isn’t going back to sleep anytime soon, so he follows his mom downstairs and sits at the kitchen island as she boils water. The house is full of boxes, and most of the cabinets are empty, but Vera left out the essentials they would need for breakfast before they leave for Bloomington.

Alonso glances at the clock. “It’s eleven thirty? I thought it was later.”

“You’ve been sleeping early. It’s not like you.”

“I’m tired all the time.”

“From the curse-breaker?”

Alonso nods. Even without his magic, his body has had a hard time recovering from the spell. But it’s also depression. He’s barely been able to get out of bed since his last day of work at the record store a few days ago.

His mom pours hot water over a strainer of tea leaves. “You’ve been having a lot of nightmares.”

“I guess so.” He glances up at her. “You gonna tell me what a shithead I was? Because I already know, so you don’t have to remind me.”

“Actually,” she says, “I was going to say that I admire what you did.”

Alonso’s head snaps in her direction. “Sorry, what?”

“You heard me.”

“But—but I’m the reason we have to leave Idlewood.”

“I can leave this town behind, but not you. Never you.” She ruffles his hair. “You’re a good man, Alonso.”

His mom has never said that. Not once. She’s hated him for the longest time, hated the talks with principals and guidance counselors, hated the way he refused to go to therapy until he started high school.

But she said that Alonso is good. Something he’s wanted to be for a long time. And even though it’s an entirely normal thing for a parent to say, Alonso’s vision goes blurry with tears.

He quickly looks away from her. “Good to know,” he manages to say.

“Get some sleep, okay?” She pauses. “I love you.”

“Love you,” Alonso says, his voice small.

When Alonso is alone, he pours himself another cup of tea and goes into the solarium. All their plants are gone now, and the place looks wrong. But for the first time in his whole life, the windows are clean, and Alonso can see into the backyard.

Nimble sidles up to the window and starts yowling like a baby.

“Stop,” he hisses. “I’m not letting you out.”

She looks straight at him and yowls again. The hair is standing straight up along her spine. Alonso frowns and steps closer to the window, looking outside.

“There’s nothing there,” he says, and then his eye catches on something.

There’s a manila envelope on the back porch.

Alonso pushes the door open. “Hello?” he shouts into the dark.

No answer.

Alonso picks up the envelope gingerly, in case there’s poop inside, or a pipe bomb. That feels like the kind of goodbye present Idlewood would give to their least-favorite family. When it doesn’t explode, he opens it.

The first page is a letter in loopy handwriting:


Dear Alonso,

I found this today. It’s a long story, but I wanted to make sure your family had it before you leave.

I also wanted you to know that I’m trying one last time to save my mom. See page two for details! I know you’re probably freaking out. So am I, but I’ve already made up my mind, and you can’t stop me.

I know I have no right to ask for your help anymore. But if you want to be there, come to the football game on Friday.

Love,

Penny



Alonso reads the letter again, and again, and again. His eyes keep finding her signature.

Love. Penny said love.

Then he looks at page two, and he wants to punch something.

This is bad. Penny is attempting some sort of spell. She’s going to cross the Veil.

“She can’t,” Alonso says. “She doesn’t even have a witch to do this spell. There’s no way.”

“Meow,” Nimble says, standing on her hind legs and reaching for the envelope.

“This is mine,” Alonso says, tilting the envelope and letting the final piece of paper fall into his hand.

But it’s not paper. It’s a soft roll of parchment.

He unrolls it and reads it. Then he reads it again.

This is real. He can feel it in the words, in the signature written in blood.

This is Giovanni’s blood oath.

Just like that, Alonso finds himself in a brand-new after.
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Penny

IT’S THE FIRST DAY OF SENIOR YEAR, AND PENNY HAS SPENT MOST OF it stalking her ex–best friend.

She walks by Naomi’s locker between classes. She sits at their old table at lunchtime and spends extra time hovering around the art classroom, hoping Naomi is taking another painting class. But she never shows up. Penny wishes she could text her. Could Naomi be sick? Or is her schedule really that different from years past?

After the last bell, Penny finally gives up. As people are packing up and migrating toward the parking lot, Penny pushes into the girls’ bathroom, sits in a stall, and finally lets herself cry.

She wants everything to go back to normal. Except what is normal? Before this summer, “normal” was Penny and Alonso never speaking. It was picnics at the cemetery with Penny’s mom. It was Naomi always texting back.

Penny did everything she could to keep her life the way it was. And now it’s unrecognizable. She isn’t even sure what she’s longing for anymore.

She stays in the bathroom stall until the halls outside grow quiet. But when Penny opens the door, she freezes—because Naomi is there, reapplying liquid lipstick in the mirror.

“About time,” she says. “I’ve been in here for twenty minutes.”

“You have?” Penny whispers.

“Yep.” Naomi glances at her in the mirror. “You’ve got a dried booger on your cheek.”

Penny retreats into the stall and slams the door. As she cleans her face, Penny blurts out, “I miss you.”

Naomi sighs. “I miss you, too.”

Penny opens the stall door. “But you blocked my number.”

“Yep.”

“And I’ve been such a bad friend.”

“And maybe I have, too.”

Penny’s eyes well up again. “No, you haven’t.”

“I mean, I haven’t been as bad.” Naomi holds out her arms. “Hug?”

Penny starts sobbing again, and she basically throws herself at Naomi, crying into her shoulder and mumbling, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Naomi holds her tightly and wards off anyone who comes through the door with tactful side-eye.

Eventually Penny steps back, and she grabs Naomi’s arms. “I should’ve told you everything from the start.”

“True, but we both went through a lot this summer. I was thinking about it, and—god, Penny, I don’t know what I would’ve done in your situation. But!” She points a finger in Penny’s face. “If there’s any more magic going on, you are obligated to keep me informed.”

“Right.”

Naomi examines her. “You’re making a face that says there’s more magic going on.”

This time, Penny tells Naomi the truth. After she explains the basics, Naomi looks mildly terrified. “Are you sure you want to do that? What we saw last time, in the woods… it was scary, Penny.”

“I’m sure.”

Naomi nods. “Then I’m helping.”

“Naomi—”

“Remember that argument we had about letting me make these decisions for myself?” Naomi slings an arm over Penny’s shoulder. “This is one of those moments.”
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That evening, Penny writes Corey a long text detailing her plans to cross the Veil. She tells him about the blood oath. About the plan she’s created with Milton. That they’re going to do the spell during the football game in two days—and that they need him.

Penny presses send and waits to hear back. And waits.

But Corey ignores her in math class. He moves past her in the hallway without making eye contact. At lunch, he doesn’t even glance up when Penny walks by his table.

Whether Corey joins them or not, they’re doing this spell, so Penny distracts herself from his silence with preparations. She buys a pure silver necklace on Etsy with her emergency credit card. She soaks her mom’s ward in honey. And she repeats the words to five different unraveling spells until she has them memorized, in the hopes that one of them will sever the link between her mom and the curse.

And then, on the day of the football game, she’s walking to homeroom when she gets a text. It’s from Corey.


I’m in.



Penny presses the phone to her chest, breathing out a sigh of relief. Now they need one more person to make their circle.

Penny knows exactly who to ask.

It might be foolish, but the spell will be easier if they have another witch. And, unfortunately, there’s only one other coven in Idlewood.

At lunchtime, Penny waits at Dylan Mayberry’s locker.

“This is a surprise.”

Dylan is in her maroon-and-white cheerleading outfit, sticky gems on the outer corner of each eye. She stares at Penny with enthusiastic disinterest.

“So much school spirit,” Penny says.

Dylan narrows her eyes. “Did you need something?”

“Yes, actually.” Penny fills Dylan in on their plan. Dylan’s expression stays grumpy the entire time.

“I could sabotage you,” Dylan says when Penny is done with her speech.

“True.”

“So why ask me? Seems like a bad idea.”

“Because, deep down, you’re—”

“Please don’t say a good person.”

“Never! I was going to say you’re a witch.” Penny leans in. “You wanted access to spells, right? This time, you don’t have to send any nudes to strangers on the internet.”

“It was foot pics.” Dylan rolls her eyes. “Never thought Penny Emberly would be the keeper of my darkest secrets.”

“There’s no way that’s your darkest secret.”

“Ooh, she’s got jokes.”

“You don’t have to help if you don’t want to,” Penny says, though her heart is racing. “See you at the game.”

Penny starts to walk away. Behind her, Dylan sighs. “Hey.”

Her expression hasn’t changed, which makes the next word she says even more surprising:

“Sorry.”

Penny gapes at her. “For…?”

“You know what for.”

“Right.” Penny considers her. “You look like you’re in pain.”

Dylan ignores her as she opens her locker. Penny takes the hint: Their conversation is over.

But as she walks to her next class, she feels a little lighter. Because she has a feeling that Dylan will be on their side tonight.
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Penny

LATER THAT DAY, THE BASS OF THE PREGAME MUSIC SHAKES THE ground all the way to Idlewood Central’s parking lot. People are dancing and shouting as they walk in groups to the football field, taking selfies and talking trash on the Muncie team going up against the Idlewood Central Tigers.

Penny and Naomi walk side by side, the crowd carrying them forward. Around her neck is the pure silver chain with a tiny, cold glass vial of honey. The football stadium looms like Mordor.

“When is Milton getting here?” Naomi asks, her white heels clacking on the pavement. Her dark red eye makeup is flawless, but Penny can see the exhaustion in her eyes.

“Anytime now.” Penny considers her best friend. “Didn’t sleep?”

“I’m glad my abuela died without knowing witches exist. This is going to haunt me forever.”

“Excuse me,” a voice says, “but that’s offensive.”

Dylan is walking behind them, clearly eavesdropping.

“What god did we piss off to deserve your attention?” Naomi asks without turning around.

“You know, Naomi, I can’t believe we aren’t friends. You are a supreme bitch.”

Naomi almost looks flattered, and then something clicks. She looks to Penny with wide eyes. “Please explain why she’s here.”

“Because I’m a witch,” Dylan says.

“You?”

“Yes, me.” Dylan forces her way between them so they’re all walking shoulder to shoulder. “I’m weak as fuck, though, so you don’t have to be scared of me yet.”

Naomi’s brain might be short-circuiting, but she manages to ask, “Does Corey know about this?”

“I texted him on the way here,” Penny says.

“Hope that didn’t throw off his game,” Naomi mutters.

The roar of an engine drowns out all the conversation, and Penny stops in her tracks. She recognizes that sound. It’s part of the soundtrack of this past summer—along with whispered spells, the squeaking of bicycle wheels, and the hum of the air-conditioning in Horizon Café. Penny needs to anchor herself on something, so she grabs Dylan’s arm as her eyes search the parking lot.

“Don’t touch me,” Dylan says. “What are you even looking—”

There’s a flash of blue and the Shelby comes into view, speeding around the circumference of the parking lot and pulling into a nonexistent spot right next to Penny, Dylan, and Naomi. The passenger-side door opens, and Milton stumbles out, looking carsick.

“Fuck that shit,” he mutters, slamming the door.

Then the driver’s door opens, and Alonso climbs out.

He’s wearing tiny sunglasses, John Lennon style. He whips them off, and Penny’s mouth goes dry.

“Hey.” He nods at Naomi. When his eyes find Penny, though, Alonso loses his nonchalance. He shifts awkwardly and tries to put his sunglasses in his pants pocket before he realizes the pants are way too tight. He hooks them on his shirt instead.

“Good job,” Dylan says.

“You’re here,” Penny manages to say.

Alonso shrugs.

“Aw, you two are cute,” Dylan says, looking from Alonso to Penny. “Have you bought your cemetery plots yet? Gonna intermingle your ashes, Heathcliff-and-Cathy style?”

Alonso frowns. “Why is Dylan Mayberry here? And why is she making Wuthering Heights references?”

“I’m from the Barnhardt coven, remember? Penny begged me to help you out. And Wuthering Heights is my favorite book. I’m basically Cathy, except with a skin-care routine.”

“Ooookay. Anyway.” Alonso digs into his jacket pocket and holds out his hand. “I made these for everyone.”

There are five necklaces, each threaded with a small glass vial of blue liquid. They also hold silver charms, each one a circle overlaid with a twisted shape that comes to three points.

“It’s a protection charm,” Alonso says, sliding one necklace over his head. “Corey has his already, so I need you all to take one. We’ll all drink the vials at the same time when we’re in position, before we say the spell.”

“Wait,” Penny says. “You made these? That means—”

Alonso nods at Milton. “My whole family visited the Council yesterday.”

“The De Luca coven officially has their magic back,” Milton says. “Don’t make me regret it.”

Penny’s heart swells. She wants to ask Alonso so many questions—How are his mom and aunts? Do they feel different now? Will they be coming back to Idlewood?—but it’s not the time. There may never be a time, depending on how this goes. But knowing the De Lucas have their magic back is enough.

It has to be.

Naomi holds up her necklace. “We’re supposed to toss this back without knowing what’s in it?”

“It’s water, with some lavender and basil and—okay, and a little ground-up bird feather. No birds were harmed in the making of this potion.”

“I’ve put worse substances in my body,” Dylan says, grabbing one of the necklaces. Naomi takes hers, too, though she seems more reluctant.

“Think of this potion like a tuning fork,” Alonso says. “It’ll get us on the same wavelength and solidify the boundary of the spell.”

“How do we make sure we’re drinking this at the same time?” Naomi asks.

“Watch your texts,” Penny says. “We’ll start at halftime.”

Dylan considers the necklace, and for the first time, she looks uncertain. “What if something goes wrong?”

A slow grin spreads over Naomi’s face. “You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared of anything,” Dylan snaps, but color rises in her cheeks. Something catches her eye, and she frowns. “They’re here.”

Penny follows her line of sight to see almost the entire Barrion family. James Barrion leads the pack, waving and saying hello to people as they make their way to the front row of the home team’s bleachers. Julian follows him, hands stuffed into the pockets of his black jeans and eyes cast downward. Helen is there, looking even more somber than Julian. Principal Ames runs to meet them, removing the RESERVED placards from their seats one by one.

“No grandfather?” Penny says.

“That’s good, but we still need to stay far away from them,” Alonso mutters.

After Dylan rejoins the cheerleaders, the rest of them find seats near the top of the bleachers. Penny’s hands are shaking. It’s only August, so it’s not cold that’s making her shiver. A second later, a weight lands on her shoulders. It’s Alonso’s leather jacket, which is entirely too heavy for the season, but he’s never been one to sacrifice aesthetics for the sake of weather.

“Thanks,” Penny says, but inside she thinks Please don’t let this be the last time I’m with him. Please let this work.

The music cuts off, replaced with the voice of the emcee over the loudspeakers. “Good evening, everybody! How are we all doing tonight?” The crowd roars in response, and he laughs. “Sounds like you’re ready for some football. I’m Jeff Riley, and when I’m not teaching history, I’m emceeing for our very own Tigers. Before we welcome them, let me introduce tonight’s visiting team, the Muncie Marauders!”

The Idlewood fans boo as the Marauders line up on the field, their white-and-yellow jerseys vivid under the floodlights.

“And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Please join me in welcoming our very own Idlewood Central Tigers!”

As every member of the team gets their own introduction, Penny tries to steady her breathing. Dylan is on the field with the other cheerleaders, shaking her pom-poms as everyone is announced.

“And, last but not least, give it up for our quarterback! Welcome number three, Corey Barrion!”

Penny’s ears ring with the crowd noise as Corey runs onto the field, high-fiving his teammates. Everybody stands and cheers, and even Alonso claps, his hands high above his head.

“And with that, let’s officially begin this year’s football season!”

Down on the field, the teams get into formation. Corey’s voice echoes as he calls out the first play, and a few seconds later, the teams are a blur of motion, crashing into each other. Corey dodges two members of the opposing team, and suddenly the football is sailing toward him. He jumps to catch it and then he weaves between the Marauders. He’s so quick that it almost looks like the rules of time don’t apply to him. He makes it all the way to the twenty-yard line before someone rams into him, knocking him over. The crowd holds its breath as the referee whistles. The Marauders disperse, and Corey is on the ground. At first it looks like he lost the ball, but then he rolls onto his back and—

The ball is clutched against his chest.

The crowd roars. “Would you look at that?” Mr. Riley says. “What a way to start off the game!”

“Damn,” Milton says as Penny and Naomi scream.

“I could do that,” Alonso says, but he’s grinning.

The first quarter passes in a blur, and the second goes even faster. The Tigers are winning, but Penny’s cheering loses its energy. It’s almost time.

With one minute left on the clock, Milton nods toward the opposite bleachers. “You should probably get moving, Naomi.”

“Pray that the Muncie fans don’t attack me.” Naomi’s smile fades as she pulls Penny into a hug. “You’ve got this.”

“Love you, Nay,” Penny whispers.

“Love you, Penz.”

When they’re alone, Alonso says, “So your week was… good?”

Penny’s throat goes tight. “Not really.”

“Yeah. Sorry, I say weird things when I’m nervous.”

Penny has been trying not to look at him, but now she has to. “That’s my line.”

Alonso stares back at her. His jaw is tense, but his eyes are soft. The feeling makes Penny feel like a liquid instead of a solid, like she’s discovering something universal but also entirely unique to them.

Still, there’s hesitation in Penny’s gut. Even though he’s here now, she remembers the way he looked at her in the record store parking lot. It was like he wanted nothing to do with her.

She can’t take that kind of rejection again. Not right now. But she has to tell him one last thing.

“Alonso… if something bad happens—”

“Don’t.”

“We have to talk about it.” Penny looks back out at the football field, taking it all in. Her school. Her Idlewood. Her home.

This could be the last time she sees it. The final late-summer evening of her life. Instead of fear, Penny is filled with something else. Maybe it’s love, or gratitude, or something greeting-card corny. Whatever it is, she’s ready to do this.

“If a poltergeist takes over my body, what do we do?” Penny asks.

Alonso won’t look at her. Instead he bites his thumbnail and stares out onto the football field. “I’ll figure it out.”

“If I’m dangerous, then… I don’t know. Do what you have to do.”

Now Alonso looks at Penny, and his gaze burns right through her. “No. Exorcism exists for a reason.”

There’s a sigh from Penny’s other side. “Sorry, but this isn’t some C-list horror movie,” Milton says. “If Penny’s spirit is lost across the Veil, performing an exorcism will leave her body an empty shell. She’ll die immediately.” He looks almost ashamed. “Sorry, Penny. Don’t want to give you false hope.”

“I’ll bring Penny back if it kills me,” Alonso growls, and he says the words with such force that Penny believes him. Despite all odds, he would find her.

A few people glance their way, probably because Alonso was kind of yelling. Penny isn’t even bothered by it anymore. She understands now that Alonso’s body is too small for everything he feels. He’s constantly bubbling over, sometimes with anger, sometimes with joy, sometimes with—

Love. This is what love looks like in Alonso’s language.

She grabs Alonso’s hand. He softens, and his eyes rove her face. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

“I’m not changing my mind.”

Alonso tears his eyes away from her. “I hate you for that.”

Penny can’t help it: She smiles. “No, you don’t.”

Milton clears his throat. “I’ll need both of you in front of me, inside the circle.”

“Both of us?” Penny says.

“Alonso is going to send you across,” Milton says. “It’ll be safer if he’s in the circle with you.”

They move down a row. Somehow, Penny feels better knowing he’ll be next to her body, even if she is somewhere else.

Alonso is still holding her hand. He brings it to his mouth to press a kiss to her knuckles.

“For luck,” Alonso says.

Briefly, Penny loses herself in this roller coaster. In the strange, unexpected adventure that happens when another person changes your life forever.

Then it’s halftime.

As the football team exits the field before the halftime performance, Corey breaks off, shouting something to his teammates. Then he runs to the left side of the field, turning back to look at the bleachers. Alonso waves, and Corey pumps his fist in the air before he takes his place by the concession stand. Dylan is on the opposite side of the field, standing beyond the goalposts, and Naomi is a spot of maroon among the blue and gray of the opposing team’s bleachers.

North, south, east, and west.

“Ready?” Milton asks.

Penny nods. And then she sends the texts.


COZY MYSTERY BOOK CLUB



AUGUST 22 6:44 PM


PENNY EMBERLY added COREY BARRION, ALONSO DE LUCA, NAOMI SALAZAR, DYLAN MAYBERRY, and MILTON PIERRE to the chat.





At 6:45, bottoms up.




DM

Dylan Mayberry



Is there alcohol in this?




AD

Alonso De Luca



no.




CB

Corey Barrion



Ready.




Naomi Salazar



ready!!!




CB

Corey Barrion



Good luck, Penny.




MP

Milton Pierre



After you drink, repeat after me.




NS

Naomi Salazar



we’re kind of far, i don’t think we’ll hear you.




AD

Alonso De Luca



trust us.




DM

Dylan Mayberry



I really don’t.






NOW!!!!!
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Penny

PENNY TILTS HER HEAD BACK AND DRINKS THE BLUE LIQUID DOWN. IT’S mild on her tongue, but as she swallows it, her eyes shoot open. Everything looks brighter and feels closer. There’s a gasp that sounds like Naomi’s voice, but that’s impossible. Naomi is too far away. But when Penny looks across the field, Naomi’s shoulders are rising and falling—and the sound of her breathing is in Penny’s ears.

“What the fuck,” Dylan whispers from far away.

Behind them, Milton starts chanting in a low whisper.



“Close the circle.



Open the door.



Close the circle.



Open the door.



We command you.



Show us the door.”




Corey’s voice joins in, then Naomi’s, then Dylan’s. Penny whispers along with them, their voices layering to cut through the sounds of the marching band and the audience’s cheers. The wind picks up, and the pastel colors of the evening sky disappear behind quick-moving storm clouds.

There’s a crack and a boom. Lightning? Up to that point, the crowd had paid no attention to the wind, almost as if they couldn’t feel it. But the lightning is very real, and it seems to wake everybody up. The tenor of the cheering changes to screams as people point at the sky.

“A storm is coming in fast!” someone shouts.

“We need to get inside!” says somebody else.

“Move, move!”

“Close your eyes,” Alonso whispers to Penny.

She does, and then Alonso whispers words Penny can’t quite hear. Because she’s drifting off to sleep…

Mom, she thinks. Where are you?

All at once, Penny is pushed forward, and her body rises into the air. She moves through something like cool mist, and it makes her blood rush.

The crowd goes silent. The bleachers are solid underneath her, but the air around her is not the same.

Penny opens her eyes.
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Alonso

ALONSO DOESN’T FLINCH. EVEN WHEN THE CLOUDS COME IN LIKE someone’s unrolling a violet carpet overhead. Even when people get to their feet and start shouting. Even when lightning hits a floodlight, sending it crashing to the ground and narrowly missing a few trumpet players in the marching band.

This is the power of the Second World leaking into their own plane of existence. The disturbance is increasing electricity tenfold.

But Alonso never looks away from Penny.

She’s unmoving, her head down. She looks tiny in his leather jacket. The wind is whipping her hair around her face, but she doesn’t react, because she’s somewhere else now.

Come on, Penny, Alonso thinks. Find her. I know you can.
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Penny

THE BLEACHERS ARE EMPTY, AND THE FOOTBALL FIELD IS QUIET. THE evening light is crisp, but the clouds are moving fast. The sky is an unnatural purple. Penny sits at the top of the stands, her eyes darting around.

Something isn’t right. It’s like the air is angry.

The answer comes to her immediately, as if someone is whispering it in her ear: You shouldn’t be here. This place isn’t meant for you yet. You’ve still got life ahead of you.

Penny blocks that out, focusing instead on the voices of her friends, chanting to keep this door open for her. It reminds her there isn’t much time.

Penny stands up. She’s not even sure what to look for. Everything about this duplicate reality is a threat; it’s like she’s stumbled onto a model of what the football field should look like, but it’s wrong. There are no scuff marks on the seats, and the grass is too even. In the distance, there’s no high school or parking lot. Instead, there’s only a faraway horizon.

“Penny.”

Penny’s breath catches. Slowly, she looks above her. Floating upside down a foot over her head, like a strange mirror image, is her mother.

“Mom,” Penny says.

“You found me,” Anita whispers.

Words catch in Penny’s throat. She wants to vomit, partly from relief and partly because this looks wrong. Unnatural.

“I’m asleep, aren’t I?” her mom says. “I don’t feel dead.”

“Yes, you’re asleep. You’re in the hospital right now. I’m here to bring you home.”

Her mom’s eyes look tired. “Are you sure I can go home? I’ve tried to find it so many times.”

Penny glances around them, but as soon as she looks away from her mom, she sees something out of the corner of her eye. It’s barely visible, but there’s a thin string tying her mom to something in the far distance. It looks worn, as if it’s about to snap.

“That’s my lifeline,” Anita says. “It won’t hold much longer.”

“Where’s the Shadow?”

“I don’t know. You shouldn’t be here, sweet pea. It’ll want you now. It’s hungry.” Anita whispers that last part, as though the Shadow is listening.

The air around Penny flickers like a flame, and a thin beam of light blooms from her own chest and extends all the way to the horizon. This is her own lifeline, and unlike Anita’s, it glows with strength. It’s like a ribbon showing them the way out of a maze.

Penny reaches her hand up to her mother. “Take my hand and don’t let go. Home is that way.”

Anita is uncertain at first, but then she smiles. “My hero,” she whispers, and she takes Penny’s hand.

On the bleachers in front of Penny, the Shadow appears. And with it, another string materializes between the Shadow and Penny’s mom, but this one is taut. Bloody.

It’s the curse.

Penny gasps. “Mom, run!”

But the Shadow doesn’t reach for Anita. Instead, it wraps its hand around Penny’s throat, just like it did in the pharmacy. This time, there are no visions, no voices.

Because it means to kill her.

Penny does the only thing she can think to do: She pulls the vial of honey free of her necklace and presses it against the Shadow’s chest.

The Shadow gasps, its voice high. Soft. Its face goes from blank nothingness to human.

It’s Tanya Barrion. Corey’s mom.

“Mrs. Barrion,” Penny says.

She gasps and lets Penny go. But the ward is still pressed to her chest, and she reaches with her Shadow hand to keep it in place.

“I remember you,” she says. “Penny Emberly. Anita’s daughter…” She glances up, and when she sees Anita, her face twists in agony. “Not you, too.”

Her face shifts again, becoming Jason Chaudhary, Julian’s dad.

“You’re not safe,” he says. “Get out as fast as you can.”

“I need your help,” Penny says, but the face is already shifting again. The Shadow becomes Ramón Hirsch, then a man Penny doesn’t recognize with a bushy mustache and sad eyes. Finally, it shifts again, and it becomes someone familiar.

Ellie Barrion.

“You made it,” Ellie says. “I was hoping you’d find a way.”

“You’ve been trying to tell me something about the curse, right?” Penny says. “I don’t understand yet, but I want to.”

Ellie closes her eyes. “You have to keep holding this right here.” Her Shadow hand squeezes Penny’s hand, keeping the vial of honey pressed against her chest.

“I will,” Penny says.

The world around them flickers, and once again, Penny is transported to the past.
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Corey

THEIR CIRCLE ENCOMPASSES ALMOST THE ENTIRE FOOTBALL FIELD, including all the people in it. According to Milton, this part is important—the energy of the crowd will help Penny find her way back across the Veil.

But Corey senses the panic in the crowd before he sees it. One second the weather is normal, and the next a menacing storm has rolled in. Mr. Riley’s voice is barely audible over the PA system:

“Everyone, today’s game is canceled! Please exit the field in an orderly fashion!”

In a rush, people start to leave the circle. Every time they pass through it, Corey stumbles as if he’s being shoved. It’s only been a minute, but if they wait much longer, there won’t be enough people in the field. And Penny could get lost.

No. He can’t think like that.

“Corey!”

Julian is jogging over to him. Corey’s head is too foggy from the magic to do anything but stand his ground. He’s being pulled in every direction at once, and one wrong move will disconnect him from the others.

Julian slows to a stop in front of him. Wind whips his hair around his face, and he pushes dark strands out of his eyes with both hands. “Everyone is going inside the school to wait out the storm. There could be a tornado…” He trails off when he notices Corey’s lips moving, his words too quiet to hear. “What are you doing?”

All Corey can do is shake his head. Something clicks behind Julian’s eyes.

Julian looks behind him, toward the bleachers. Alonso, Milton, and Penny are easy to find; they’re spots of stillness in chaos. Penny’s head is down, but Alonso stares out over the field, checking to see that everyone is in place. When his eyes find Corey and Julian, he does a double take.

Julian turns back to Corey, fury written across his face.

“Grandpa won’t forgive you this time,” he says.

At first Corey thinks Julian might hit him, but his cousin turns around, heading straight for the bleachers. Toward Penny and the others.

Before Corey has time to think of a contingency plan, Julian jerks to a halt. Aunt Helen has stepped in front of him.

“Julian,” Aunt Helen says, her voice stronger than it’s been in weeks. “You stay right there.”

“M-Mom?” Julian sputters, but Aunt Helen ignores him. Instead, she locks eyes with Corey and nods.

Corey grits his teeth as he speaks the spell, over and over. Finally, he thinks. Finally, someone in his family is standing with him. The isolation of this past summer had settled into his bones, and he’d grown numb to it. But this was what he’d wanted: the acknowledgment that he was right to try to break this curse. To save Mrs. Emberly’s life.

Julian spits some words Corey can’t hear, and he tries to move around his mom. But Aunt Helen is faster. She steps in front of him, blocking his path, and Julian stumbles back.

And then the sky breaks open.
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Penny

PENNY IS IN THE DE LUCA PHARMACY.

The second floor looks different. The floor panels aren’t sagging with age, and there’s a huge table of lush plants under the skylight. An armchair is in the far corner, and Giovanni De Luca sits in it, an animal-skin scroll in his lap. He writes slowly, his expression pained, and every time he finishes writing a word—or maybe a letter—he stops, gasping and shaking. When he runs out of ink, he opens his hand, revealing a long, bloody cut across his palm. He dips the quill into the dark red running down his wrist.

Giovanni is writing the blood oath.

Penny watches him struggle through the end. By the time he’s done signing his name, Giovanni has doubled over, the parchment rolling off his lap. Penny moves around the table to see him, and she wishes she could reach out, help him up. But everything she’s seeing has already happened, and she can’t change it.

There’s a sound below, and Giovanni sits up, his face panicked. As quickly as he can manage, he reaches for the parchment. He rolls it up, puts it in the envelope with his letter to Ellie, and seals it.

“Hollow,” he says.

There’s a rhythmic sound, like the beating of wings, and then a large crow lands on Giovanni’s shoulder.

“Take this to Ellie,” Giovanni says, holding up the envelope with all the strength he can muster.

Hollow takes the envelope and flies out of the open skylight. Giovanni looks after him, his face drawn.

There are footsteps on the stairs. Giovanni stands and quickly wraps his hand in a cloth bandage as the young Charles Barrion walks leisurely onto the second floor.

“There you are, Gio.” He looks around. “Why haven’t you shown me this room before?”

Giovanni cracks his neck once, and the gesture is so like Alonso that it makes Penny ache. “You don’t have an all-access pass to my entire life, Chuck.”

“Straight to the point then.” And from his jacket pocket, Charles pulls out a gun.

Penny gasps.

“What are you doing?” Giovanni asks.

“Letting you know that I’m serious,” Charles says.

Gio takes a step closer, a new desperation in his face. “I’ve given you every spell you’ve asked for. I’ve made your company profitable again. But I won’t go as far as you want me to.”

“Correction,” Charles says. “I made my company profitable again.”

“Using my magic!”

“Using my ability to artfully deploy information about my enemies.”

Gio sneers. “I thought we weren’t enemies anymore.”

“I hoped that would be the case, but then you went back on your promise.” Charles considers the gun. “I’ve found a way to kill two birds with one stone. You told me once when we were young that mortals can use magic by—what was it again? I’m forgetting.”

Except Charles’s gleaming smile makes it clear that he isn’t forgetting. He just wants Giovanni to say it out loud.

“You can’t,” Gio says. “Without me, you have nothing.”

If a mortal kills a witch and drinks their blood, they can use their magic. That’s what Milton said.

Penny presses herself against the wall. “I don’t want to see this,” she says, but no sound comes out of her mouth. She asked for the truth, and Ellie is showing her.

But the timeline is off. Gio wrote the blood oath the day before Ellie Barrion died—the day before he died. But this is where Gio’s body was found. Did the police or the doctors get his date of death wrong?

Penny’s eyes find Charles Barrion, and all the disparate pieces of the story click into place. Everywhere you turn in Idlewood, the Barrions’ name is on buildings. They’re in photos of ribbon cuttings. They employ most of the town. Knowing how entrenched they are in Idlewood, how difficult would it be for Corey’s grandfather to falsify medical records to fit a story everyone already believed: that Giovanni De Luca was a violent man who would stop at nothing to enact revenge on his former girlfriend and former best friend?

Penny wants to look away, but she can’t. She has to see how this ends.

Charles grins. “I think I can manage without you. After all, you conveniently forgot to tell me how easy it is to create an exchange. A bargain with the spirit world.”

A bargain. A bargain.

Immediately, Penny flashes back to the hours she spent on SkyCat. There was that story about the witch who cursed her lover. The article said afflicted spirits could be used to make curses more powerful, but it also worked for covenants. Is a covenant a bargain? Is this the answer they’ve been looking for?

“It’s not easy to create a bargain, Chuck. It requires a huge sacrifice.” Gio gestures at the gun. “You can kill me to use my magic, but that’s no sacrifice to you.”

“You’re right. But if I kill my wife?”

Penny lets out a soundless cry, pressing her hands over her mouth.

“I knew you stole my book,” Gio says, his skin gray from fear or blood loss or both.

“Fascinating stuff,” Charles says. “I’m honestly disappointed you never used it on me. I would’ve if I were you.”

“The bargains never stop at one death. If you do this, you’ve doomed your entire family.”

“And in exchange, we will gain stability. Wealth.” Charles shrugs. “There are always more women, Gio. More people to love. You never learned that lesson, though, did you? You were always stuck on mine.”

“She would’ve been better off with me.”

“Probably.”

“You loved her,” Gio says. “How did you decide this was worth it?”

Charles grins. “Thank you for everything, Gio. I’m sorry it had to end this way.”

Then Charles attacks him.

Penny is shaking, her knees threatening to buckle. Gio holds Charles off for as long as he can, but he’s already out of energy from the blood oath. Eventually, Charles raises the gun and hits him across the temple with it.

When Giovanni is unconscious, Charles finds the cut on Gio’s hand. He tries to drink from the cut, but it’s already clotting. With blood smeared on his mouth, Charles takes a knife from his pocket and slits Gio’s wrist. Then he bows his head and takes a long drink.

Penny’s stomach roils.

Charles drops Giovanni’s hand and takes a long, deep breath. For a few seconds, his skin glows from within as if he’s radioactive.

“Don’t!” Penny screams, tears rolling down her face.

Charles places the gun in Gio’s limp hand and raises it to the man’s temple.

He pulls the trigger.

Penny is still screaming as Charles draws a circle on the floor with Giovanni’s blood. He takes off his wedding ring and lays it in the circle, whispering the words of a spell.

The Veil appears. Penny sees it as Charles must’ve seen it—all gossamer air, a black-and-white tear in the world.

Charles defines the exchange: the souls of the Barrions’ loved ones for material success. Money. Power. The dominoes are set. The bargain will be complete when the first person dies.

Penny blinks, and she’s suddenly surrounded by tall, hungry flames. She’s back in Meredith House. In front of her, Ellie lies dead on the floor in front of her, eyes open and unseeing.

Ellie’s voice comes from all around: “If only I’d known.”

If only she’d known what her husband was capable of.

If only she’d known who to run from.
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Penny

THEY’RE BACK IN THE EMPTY FOOTBALL FIELD ACROSS THE VEIL. Penny is still pressing the ward to the Shadow’s chest, but she’s shaking. She feels tears rolling down her cheeks.

“That’s it,” Penny says. “All of this death so some selfish old man can be rich.”

Ellie watches her with sad eyes, because what else is there to say? Ellie was married to Charles Barrion, and now she’s spending eternity in service of a bargain that has taken so many lives—which makes another question burn bright in Penny’s mind.

“Why are you showing me all of this now?” Penny asks. “Why didn’t you show Corey’s mom, or his uncle, or anybody else?”

Ellie gives her a haunted smile. “In the Second World, there are poltergeists. They can’t move on, and so they gain strength, but they lose their humanity. I always wondered if the same would be true for me—would I one day stop feeling everything except anger? And that led me to wonder… could I get stronger? Could I defy the terms of this bargain and somehow reveal the truth?

“As the years went on, I did feel stronger. I managed to reach Tanya in her dreams, but I couldn’t do it again, so she never learned the truth until it was too late. But I didn’t give up. I could feel my humanity fading, and I knew I would only have one more chance. I saved my strength until I knew I would be able to visit the Primary World multiple times. When your mother became involved, I knew it had to be you.”

“But why me?” Penny nearly screams. “Why not Corey or Alonso? They want this to end as much as I do!”

“You’re an outsider to these families, like I was. I didn’t want you caught in the middle, unable to see the Barrions and the De Lucas for what they really are. For how dangerous they can be.” She leans closer, grabbing Penny’s hand tightly with her shadowed limb. “Learn from this, Penny Emberly. Stay far away from Alonso and Corey.”

Penny’s heart drops. It’s like what her mom told her that day at the cemetery—but now it’s too late. Penny is already part of their story, whether she wants to be or not.

And she wants to be.

Ellie’s face changes again. Tanya Barrion watches Penny with a warmth that so reminds her of Corey, she aches.

“I’ll find a way to stop the bargain,” Penny says. “I promise.”

“That will be a challenge,” Mrs. Barrion says. “Bargains can’t be broken, except by another bargain. An equal sacrifice.”

“An equal sacrifice…” Penny says, and then it clicks. “Somebody else would have to die.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Barrion says.

Penny swallows. “Could I end this right now?”

A hand grasps her shoulder. Anita is beside her, eyes wide. “I would never allow it.”

“It can’t be you, Penny,” Mrs. Barrion says. “It needs to be a Barrion. They need to find a witch who will help them make a new bargain, and they must choose a sacrifice.”

“But the point is to make sure nobody else dies,” Penny says.

Mrs. Barrion just watches her. Panic grows in Penny’s chest, threatening to steal her focus. She doesn’t want anyone else to die, but she has to solve that problem later. First, she has to get out of the Second World.

“You have to let my mom come back with me,” Penny says. “Please.”

Corey’s mom blinks, as if dazed, and then her face is swallowed and replaced by Ellie’s again. She reaches out, and a bloody ribbon appears in her hand. It’s the tie between the Shadow—the bargain—and Anita. The Shadow’s chest shimmers, and within it, there’s a huge, bloodied heart. It beats slowly, painfully.

As Penny watches, the ribbon grows shorter and shorter, reeling her mom in.

Penny gasps, instinctively reaching for her mom. Except she isn’t thinking about the ward.

The second Penny drops her hand, the softness in Ellie’s face disappears. She becomes all hard edges and gritted teeth.

“Ellie, hang on!” Penny says, but Ellie is already changing. Burns appear on her cheeks, and her eyes go white.

Her strength is gone. Ellie is losing herself to the Shadow—and to the Second World.

“When you die,” Ellie says, her voice raspy now, “it will be your own fault. I warned you, foolish girl.”

Her face disappears completely, layering under the faces of Tanya Barrion and Jason Chaudhary and so many others, until they’re all buried beneath featureless darkness.

And the Shadow attacks.

Dark nails grow from its hand and it swipes at Penny, its movements fast and fluid. She stumbles back, but the Shadow’s nails catch her thigh, and she starts to bleed.

Penny gasps, because blood isn’t just leaving her. Something in this world is finding its way in. There’s a buzzing in Penny’s veins and she feels lightheaded.

“Run, Mom!” Penny manages to say as she scrambles backward.

“I can’t.” Anita’s voice is soft. Distant.

The Shadow has forgotten Anita for now. Instead, it’s fixated on Penny. It pursues her, climbing the steps as Penny runs up and up and up. The bleachers stretch farther and farther, and Penny can always see the top, but she never reaches it.

They could keep going like this forever.

Something glints in the corner of Penny’s eye. There’s the bloody ribbon, connecting the Shadow to Penny’s mom far below.

Penny stops, and the Shadow stops, too, flexing its claws.

She feints to the right. The Shadow follows Penny’s movement, lashing out—and its nails catch the ribbon, cutting it down the middle as Penny dodges.

The Shadow lets out a deep reverberation that sounds almost like a scream. Anita sucks in a breath, the sound echoing throughout the football stadium.

She’s free, Penny thinks, but the celebration is short-lived. They won’t be safe until they’re out of the Second World. She leaps down the bleachers and grabs her mom’s arm, and then they’re running toward the horizon.

They seem to run forever. They’re passing through a twisted Idlewood, all the buildings mere shells, full of shadows. Ghosts.

“Penny,” her mom says, looking behind them.

A few of the ghosts have broken off. They’re pursuing Penny and Anita, limbs elongating as they reach for them. Penny glimpses their eyes—pure white like Ellie’s.

Poltergeists.

Penny holds out the vial of honey, and the poltergeists fall behind. Even from a distance, their strange eyes are bright. Hungry.

They keep running, Penny’s leg throbbing the entire time, her blood floating into the sky. Just when Penny is convinced that they’ll never reach the horizon, they do. It glitters with dust and diamonds and fog, and there’s no seeing beyond it, but it’s where Penny’s lifeline leads.

They have to jump.

No, whispers a voice that sounds like a hundred voices. Not that easy.

The Shadow is suddenly right behind them. It reaches for her, ensnaring Penny’s ankles. She begins to fall and in that second, she has one choice. Her mom is already turning around, her mouth open in a half scream, ready to fight the Shadow to save her daughter.

But Penny has come too far to lose her mom. All of this can’t be for nothing.

Penny reaches out and pushes Anita with both hands, sending her over the glittering edge of the Second World.

The Shadow lets out an inaudible cry, sucking up all the noise around them. The edges of Penny’s mind go fuzzy, but she’s conscious enough to recognize that the Shadow is distracted. She kicks out, and the Shadow’s grip loosens enough that Penny can throw herself over the edge.

The blue light disappears. The Shadow reaches for Penny and her mom, spindly arms growing faster than they’re falling. They’re so close to the Veil, so close to making it out alive—

And then the Shadow grabs Anita, and before Penny can do anything, the scene disappears before her eyes.
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Alonso

THE RAIN STARTS AS PENNY BEGINS TO FALL.

Alonso throws himself forward, catching her before her head hits the bleachers. Immediately there’s an electric snap in the air. The crowd stumbles together, some people clutching their chests, others holding their friends and family members in protective hugs. The rain stops as quickly as it started, like someone turned off a faucet.

Someone gasps. “The sky!”

The menacing clouds fold back as the sky fades to a soft pink. The wind becomes a breeze and then disappears. Crickets start chirping again.

The whole thing took three minutes. Maybe less. Most of the crowd hasn’t even made it off the bleachers yet, and they look up in wonder, completely silent.

Penny isn’t awake. Her face is gaunt and the circles under her eyes are dark purple.

“Penny.” Alonso pushes wet hair out of her face. “Penny, wake up. Please, Penny, please wake up!”

“Is she okay?” an old man asks. “Should I call an ambulance?”

Milton presses fingers to her neck. “There’s a pulse.”

The bleachers shake as Corey bounds up them. He falls to his knees on the bleachers just below the group, and he puts a hand to Penny’s head. “She’s bleeding,” he says, staring at the red blooming on her thigh.

“Come on,” Alonso says. “Come on.”

Half a second later, Penny’s eyes shoot open. She sits up, gasping for air. When she sees Alonso, she grabs the front of his shirt. “Are you real?”

“Yes,” Alonso says, pulling her to him. She hugs him back. Her grip is weak, but she feels solid. “What happened?”

Penny gasps, pulling away from Alonso. There’s a quiet devastation in her expression that makes his stomach sink.

“Did you find her?” Corey says.

Penny nods. “We were running away from the Shadow, and—” She stops, her eyes going wide. “I know why the curse-breaker didn’t work.”

Corey puts a hand on Penny’s shoulder, his face alight with hope. “You do? Then we should try again!”

Penny shakes her head. “It isn’t a curse, Corey. It never was.”

The words sound familiar, like Alonso has heard them somewhere before. Then he remembers: his grandfather. He said the exact same thing as he taunted Alonso from across the Veil.

Corey’s face falls. “What do you mean, it’s not a curse?”

Penny looks away from them. “It’s a bargain.”

The word rings like a bell, low and mournful.

“A bargain,” Alonso repeats. He looks to Milton, who presses a fist to his mouth.

Corey doesn’t speak, even when Helen Barrion appears. “Penny? What happened?”

Penny stands on shaky legs. “We have to get to the hospital.”
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Then they’re all running—first down the bleachers, then across the field to the parking lot. Alonso holds Penny’s arm, but her strength returns quickly and she’s so fast that her feet barely touch the ground.

Dylan and Naomi join them. “Did it work?” Dylan asks.

“I don’t know,” Penny says.

Alonso grits his teeth. They were so close. Her mom must’ve made it out.

“Corey!” James calls as they barrel past.

“Meet us at the hospital!” Corey says, and he doesn’t give his dad the chance to argue.

They pile into Alonso’s car, and he floors it.

“Watch yourself,” Milton says as Alonso’s tires screech around a turn. When they’re halfway to the hospital, a black Escalade catches up to them.

“Great,” Alonso mutters. “More Barrions.”

“Just get us there,” Corey says.

“Working on it, thanks.”

Alonso speeds into the hospital parking lot, leaving the car spread across three spaces. At the entrance, they wait for an excruciating moment as the revolving door moves in a slow circle, and then they shoot past the reception area to the elevators, where Alonso presses the button at least fifteen times before the elevator arrives. As they pile in, there’s a shout.

“Hold the doors!”

Corey’s dad appears. When he takes in the strange crew in the elevator, he pauses, expression darkening as his eyes dart from face to face. Helen appears behind him a moment later.

“Last call,” Alonso says.

Helen steps on and grabs her brother’s shirt, pulling him in after her.

The ride up is silent, but the second the doors open, they’re all running again, ignoring the nurses who shout at them to slow down. Penny reaches Anita’s room first, and Alonso stops behind her. The door is open, with nurses running in and out, frantic and speaking in low voices. One of them sees Penny and gasps. “Penny! We’ve been trying to call you.”

“What is it?” Penny asks.

The nurse notices how many people are there, her face growing more panicked. “Perhaps we should talk privately.”

But Penny is already walking into Anita’s hospital room, her hand alighting on the threshold. “Mom?”

There’s no answer.
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Penny

“MOM?”

Penny keeps expecting her to answer. She saw Anita a few minutes ago. She can still hear her voice, and she can’t reconcile that with what she’s seeing.

Her mom is in the hospital bed. Around her, all the monitors are dark, and she’s no longer connected to the IVs and wires. Her chest isn’t rising and falling and the color in her cheeks is gone.

“Oh my god, no,” Naomi mutters, her voice cracking.

Penny steps into the room. Alonso and Corey are close behind her, but they’re barely real. Nothing is real except the fact that her mom is gone.

Penny falls to her knees.
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Corey

COREY WAS THERE WHEN HIS MOM DIED. IT’S A COLD FACT. BUT HIS young brain blocked it out, and he’s never been able to remember the exact moment when it happened.

That changes when Penny starts to cry.

In his head, Corey is seven years old. He’s in the back seat of his mom’s SUV as it stops on the train tracks.

“Mama?” he says, but she ignores him as she keeps turning the key in the ignition. When the engine doesn’t turn over, she clutches the steering wheel.

“Why aren’t we moving?” Corey asks.

“Get out of the car, Corey,” his mom says, her voice shaking.

“But—”

“Out,” she snaps. “Now.”

In the distance, there’s a train whistle. Corey’s eyes well up with tears, because he hates it when his mom is mad at him. “I don’t want to.”

His mom sighs and then she takes off her necklace. When she turns to hand it to him, her expression is soft. “Can you take this for me? I don’t need it anymore.”

It’s the gold necklace with the crescent moon. Tanya never takes it off, but if she wants him to hold it, that’s fine. Corey shrugs and grabs it.

“Now do me a favor,” his mom says. “Take this phone and call your dad. Tell him you’re by the tracks on the east side of town.”

“Can’t you call him?” Corey asks.

“I need you to do this for me, okay?” She runs a hand over his hair. “I love you. Now get out and run as fast as you can.”

“Will you follow me?”

There’s a pause, and then his mom speaks the last words she’ll ever say to him: “In a minute.”

It isn’t until he gets out of the car that he sees the Shadow on the other side of the tracks and realizes something is wrong.

Standing in Mrs. Emberly’s hospital room, Corey can hear the crash of the train and the car in Penny’s deep, guttural sobs. He can hear his seven-year-old self screaming, and his dad’s panic on the phone, and the crows screeching and scattering into the sky as the train comes to a stop.

Not again, he thinks, but he must say it out loud, because his dad moves to his side. James doesn’t say anything; instead, he pulls Corey into the first hug he’s given him since his mom’s funeral. And Corey presses his fists to his ears, trying to drown out that damn train whistle.
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Alonso

ALONSO REMEMBERS THE FIRST TIME HE SAW PENNY.

They were in preschool, and she was on a swing, going so high that she blocked out the sun. He remembers the way she used to smile at everyone but him. Now Alonso is at Penny’s side, and she’s making a sound like her heart is being torn apart inside her chest.

The heart monitor is off. The nurses are somber and quiet. Penny is on the floor, clutching her mother’s hand, and her cries are so loud. In that sound, Alonso hears someone else’s voice, too—Milton’s.

If given the choice, I will give my life to save others from this curse.

That’s what Alonso wrote in the blood oath. And the only reason he didn’t die was because, deep down inside him, it was always true.

In some dark place in Alonso’s head, a switch flips. A memory takes over and suddenly, he’s somewhere else.

The woods.

Alonso is seven years old again. His tiny legs have taken him off the beaten path. The trees are closer together here, and that’s why he likes it, because he feels so small. Like he could get lost forever. In front of him, sprawled across the dead leaves with her head twisted at a funny angle, is Nimble.

Then Alonso is back in the hospital, staring down at Anita Emberly’s body, but his mind is in the woods.

There’s a way to bring Mrs. Emberly back.

The spirits will come for him, though. And Alonso isn’t powerful enough to bring a human back. Is he?

Alonso reaches for Anita and grabs the ward around her neck. He closes his eyes and there’s a tightening within him as his soul, his essence, detaches from his body.

The Veil appears before him. There are no spirits on the other side. No poltergeists. No Giovanni.

In a few quick steps, Alonso crosses into the Second World. He’s in another hospital room. It’s empty except for a soul hovering there, right across from him.

It’s Mrs. Emberly.

Alonso can only see her head and arms. She doesn’t even have the strength to move. The rest of her body is in the giant mouth of the Shadow, a mouth meant to consume and destroy. It’s chewing slowly. Now that the connection between Mrs. Emberly’s soul and body is broken, Anita is becoming part of the Shadow forever.

First step: Alonso needs to re-create that connection.

Even though he’s never read a necromancy spell in his life, his lips move with words that feel natural in his mouth. It’s not a spell written in any book; it’s instinct.

He reaches out to Anita, but the Shadow notices him. Its long fingers form into claws—but something else gets to Alonso before the Shadow has a chance.

“I was wondering when you would pay me a visit,” whispers a voice choking with malice, and then a hand wraps around Alonso’s throat and lifts him off his feet.

In front of him, Giovanni De Luca grins with black teeth.

In the Primary World, Alonso is still clutching the ward. He holds up that same hand, hoping it will repel the poltergeist—but Giovanni doesn’t even flinch. How is that possible? It should at least throw him off.

Except this is the poltergeist of a powerful witch. Could Giovanni be stronger than other poltergeists? As exceptional in death as he was when alive?

“You knew this would happen,” Giovanni says. “You love that girl too much, and that will only bring you trouble.”

There’s a roar, and then a strange creature—part cat, part darkness—is at Alonso’s side.

“Nimble,” Alonso chokes.

She looks up at him with eyes ringed by double irises. This isn’t the Nimble Alonso knows. It’s the Nimble that saved Alonso the day he brought her back to life. Her body is long and her claws are like knives. Her fur has turned from gold to pitch black.

Nimble roars again and dives for Giovanni, who is caught off guard. He takes a step back, loosening his grip enough that Alonso falls to the ground.

“Keep him busy,” Alonso tells Nimble, and she snaps her jaws in reply. Then he turns back to the Shadow.

All that’s visible now is Anita’s hand. The rest of her has disappeared inside the monster.

Alonso runs directly at the Shadow. He lifts the hand that’s touching the ward in the Primary World, and its residual magic is just strong enough. The Shadow is forced back, out of Alonso’s reach. As it moves, Alonso grabs Anita’s hand and pulls.

After an excruciating moment, she’s free, gasping and dazed.

Alonso’s magic reaches for Anita’s physical body. Words spring into his mind, arranging themselves into an incantation that leaves his lips repeatedly until the sounds melt together.

“New ties, new life, connect the body, bind the soul,” Alonso says over and over again.

Did he speak these words when he brought Nimble back and he doesn’t remember? Have they always been hidden in his mind, locked away until he needed them again?

No. The truth of it swells like a wave, and it’s terrifying.

It’s not the incantation that matters right now. Alonso could speak any words and imbue them with meaning, with magic, and he would succeed. Because his power is impossible to measure. It can’t be contained by his bones, his muscles, his skin. It’s aching to get out.

This is how Alonso’s magic broke free when he was young. It’s not simply part of him. It’s wild, like a wolf with no master. And if Alonso doesn’t learn to direct it, to make it bend or go silent, it will do terrible things to everyone around him.

Nothing like learning under pressure.

Alonso rises up, taking the reins of his power, demanding that it listen to the spell and to his intent. His magic flares as if bristling against his authority. But Alonso doesn’t back down, and finally, the spell takes what it needs from him.

The blow is intense enough to knock him on his ass for a decade. He falls to his knees as the spell drains him, but he doesn’t let go of Anita’s hand.

A pure white thread appears, connecting Anita to her body, unseen across the Veil.

“Go!” Alonso shouts, and Anita jumps through the door he opened in the Veil. He’s about to follow her when Nimble cries out.

She was holding Giovanni down with her front paws, but he managed to shift, and he’s sinking his black teeth into her right paw. She cries out again and lets go, and Giovanni launches himself toward the Veil.

He’s going to take Alonso’s body.

Alonso reacts the way he always does when he’s backed into a corner: He uses the last bit of his magic to give Giovanni a magical punch in the face.

The poltergeist flies back, but that second of time is enough. Alonso jumps through Veil. But at the last second, he feels it—a rumble so deep, so painful, that he can’t breathe. And he suddenly can’t fit in his own body…

Because Giovanni made it through. He tried to enter Alonso’s body at the same moment that Alonso did, and they’ve collided.

Alonso tries to push him out, but Giovanni pushes back. Alonso holds his ground and because his body knows him, pieces of himself are snapping into place.

But Giovanni won’t give in. Nimble injured him, and he’s almost weak enough that Alonso can push him out completely…

Until suddenly, Giovanni disappears.

Alonso’s magic grasps around for him, looking for a sign that the poltergeist is still there. But he can’t find him.

The Veil closes again. Giovanni is gone.

Alonso won.

Relief floods through him, and Alonso focuses until he’s fully settled in his own body. Then he opens his eyes.

He’s in the Primary World again. In the hospital room.

And when he looks down at the bed, Anita Emberly’s eyes are open.
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Penny

“WOW,” SOMEONE WHISPERS.

Penny doesn’t open her eyes. All she can see is the Shadow reaching out for her mom, wrapping its claws around her—

“Look at me, sweet pea.”

This is Penny’s imagination—Anita’s voice and her touch and the feeling of the bed shifting. A cold hand presses against her cheek. “Penny.”

She opens her eyes.

Anita is leaning on her elbow, watching her. Warm color has returned to her cheeks.

“Am I dreaming?” Penny asks, her voice a painful rasp.

“No, baby.” She runs a hand over Penny’s rain-damp hair. “My Penny.”

This is real. This is absolutely, undeniably real.

“Mom,” Penny says, and then they are in each other’s arms.

There’s a gasp and a crack as an expensive tablet falls to the floor. “Dear god,” says a nurse.

It’s like a bomb goes off. There’s a flurry of nurses around them, and then doctors, too, including Dr. Nussbaum, who tries to calm everyone down but is clearly just as shocked and confused as they are. The entire time, Penny cries into her mother’s shoulder as Anita rubs her back, whispering, “I know, I know.”

“Make way, make way! Big man coming through!” comes Ron’s voice. His face is red and puffy, and when he sees Anita, he gets redder and puffier. “Anita, you crazy bitch! They told me you were dead!”

Anita throws her head back and laughs.

The group from the football game is there: Naomi, Milton, Dylan, Corey, Alonso. James is shell-shocked, staring at Anita like she’s grown an extra head, while Helen shakes with silent tears.

“Ms. Barrion?” Penny says.

Helen steps forward, her lips parted, looking exactly the way Penny feels. Penny makes room, and Helen reaches out and takes Anita’s hand.

That’s when Penny finally sees Alonso.

His skin is luminous, his eyes bright and fixed on her. Something about him is different. He’s even more beautiful.

She throws her arms around him.

“Penny,” he whispers into her hair. “I did it. I didn’t think it was possible.”

Penny doesn’t get it. She’s about to tell him as much when it clicks.

She wasn’t imagining it after all. Her mom really was dead.

“Did you cross the Veil?” Penny asks.

A smile spreads over Alonso’s face, and Penny grabs his shoulders. “You said it was too dangerous.”

“But I’m fine,” Alonso says. “I feel strong. Like I could do it again.”

“But…” She looks him up and down, searching for signs of injury.

Alonso leans his forehead against hers. “Penny, I’m okay.”

As another sob escapes Penny’s throat, Alonso wraps his arms around her waist and buries his face in her hair.

Around them, the room is full of cheers and happy cries. Naomi is full-out sobbing, and Dylan dabs at a single tear as she shoves a packet of tissues at her. James grabs Corey’s shoulder, and something private passes between them. Ron is hugging Penny’s mom and Helen, snot running down his face. Alonso joins the group and lets Naomi cry into his shirt, and Penny kneels next to her mom, surveying the strange, beautiful scene.

That’s when Penny notices Milton. He’s staring at Alonso with a strange expression on his face. But when he sees Penny watching, his face softens into a smile.

Thank you, Penny mouths.

Then the room goes quiet.

Corey is tapping Alonso on the shoulder. Alonso turns away from Naomi, and when he sees Corey, his face falls.

“What?” Alonso says.

Then Corey pulls him into a hug.
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Penny

DR. NUSSBAUM SHAKES HER HEAD AS SHE LOOKS THROUGH ANITA’S test results. “It’s a medical miracle. It’s as though it never happened. There’s no damage from the near-drowning, or the coma. You’re completely healed.”

Anita nods sagely. “A true miracle.” When the doctor leaves, she winks at Penny.

Penny smiles back. She hasn’t left her mom’s side since she woke up yesterday. Ron closed the café for a few days, so he’s been there with them the whole time. His presence means that Anita and Penny can’t talk about what they experienced across the Veil.

Finally, when Ron steps out to get food, Anita says, “How did you manage it?”

“Honestly? With a lot of help.”

“My brave sweet pea.”

Penny stands up, stretching. “I think I need more coffee.”

“Me too, but not this hospital stuff. It’s disgusting.”

“Snob,” Penny says, and Anita smiles like it’s a compliment.

As Penny walks to the coffeepot by the nurses’ station, a crowd of people at the end of the hall catches her eye. They’re divided into two groups, one clad in black and dark purple, the other in floral prints and crisp white shirts. Penny stops in her tracks.

The Barrions and the De Lucas are here.

Alonso stands behind his mom, hands shoved into the pockets of yet another silk robe. The De Lucas have always been beautiful, in an overdramatic sort of way, but now they’re almost glowing. Vera De Luca’s hair is especially wavy under her wide-brimmed black hat. Emilia is standing taller than usual, her eyes bright. Even Donna is… wearing eyeliner? Maybe that’s the only change, but regardless, they look like a witch coven that could mess you up with a few well-chosen words.

Penny quickly searches for Charles Barrion, and she lets out a breath when she sees that he isn’t here. It’s only Corey, his dad, his aunt Helen, and Sofía. If Penny had to guess, Corey’s grandfather isn’t celebrating her mom’s recovery. But she’s the only one who knows that. She’ll have to tell Corey and Alonso the truth about what happened at the De Luca Pharmacy, but she hasn’t found the right words.

When Alonso sees Penny, he beams. “Look who’s here.”

“We’re here to drop off some flowers,” Alonso’s mom says, though she’s glaring at Corey’s dad.

“Actually, we decided to meet here because it’s neutral ground,” Sofía says. “We’d like to see the oath, please.”

Alonso hesitates, but soon he takes Penny’s manila envelope out of his messenger bag. Corey’s dad takes it from him, and he quickly unrolls it, all business. As his eyes scan the page, his face doesn’t change. Sofía and Helen crane their necks to see, and they both gasp.

“It’s true, then,” Helen says.

“Did you know?” Mr. Barrion asks Corey.

“For a few days,” Corey says. “The De Lucas want to move back into their house.”

“And we’re not asking permission, for the record,” Donna says. “But unfortunately, you have our keys.”

Sofía pulls James and Helen aside, and they talk in low voices while the De Lucas wait in tense silence. When they come back, Helen is smiling.

“We’ll give you the deed to your house immediately,” she says.

Corey’s dad clears his throat. “As soon as you return the money we paid you for it.”

“Take it all,” Alonso’s mom says, a smile on her bright face. “The soil under that house is worth more than any dollar you could give us.”
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Corey

SUN SHINES THROUGH THE OPEN WINDOW, FALLING ON COREY’S HANDS as he steers his car toward Penny’s house. The heat is dry and sleepy; it’s the last week of August, and these are the final gasps of summer before fall takes hold.

Corey is ready for the cold. It’ll be a welcome sign that they’re moving on from everything that’s happened.

He had tried to convince Aunt Helen to come with him. She was a frequent visitor as Mrs. Emberly recovered at the hospital over the last few days. But now that Penny’s mom has been discharged, Aunt Helen has started to withdraw again.

“I don’t want to risk it,” she told him as they sat in the library.

Corey was leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “The Council of Witches said Penny’s mom should be safe.”

Aunt Helen rested her head on her fingertips. The bright sunlight washed her in gold, but it also made the veins under her eyes appear darker. “I’m not sure I have it in me anymore. To love like that, and to lose it.”

Corey thought about arguing before he remembered his aunt had been through this twice already. What if the Council was wrong, and Mrs. Emberly got hurt again? Could Aunt Helen live with herself?

“I’ll tell her you said hi,” Corey said. It was weak, but it was the best he had.

Aunt Helen managed to smile at him. “Are the flowers for Penny?”

“Yeah.”

“What she did…” Aunt Helen shook her head. “What you all did was amazing.”

“Penny made it happen. I never would’ve worked with Alonso if she hadn’t convinced me.”

“I see.” Aunt Helen’s smile fell slightly. “I know how this sounds, but you might want to keep your distance.”

Since Mrs. Emberly’s recovery, Corey has felt light. Weightless, almost. The curse—no, the bargain, that’s what Penny called it—they’ll find a way to beat it. But Aunt Helen’s words brought reality crashing back.

“It’s not like that with me and her,” Corey said. “She’s with Alonso.”

Aunt Helen tried to smile. “I’m just paranoid.”

Now as he drives to Penny’s house, Corey’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. His aunt has put him on edge. He glances at the flowers on the passenger seat. What compelled him to buy flowers for Penny? Would he have done that if he truly saw her as a friend?

Corey isn’t sure. And that thought makes his heart thrum painfully in his chest. He isn’t in love with Penny, but maybe he could be if he lets himself get closer to her. Penny just got her mom back, and she went through hell to do it. He can’t put her in the crosshairs of the curse again.

When he turns onto Penny’s street, the blue Shelby comes into view. Alonso is in the front yard, bent over some unwieldy plants. The sun gleams off a pair of pruning shears, and that makes Corey sweat as an equally terrifying thought occurs to him.

What would Alonso do to Corey if he hurt Penny?

Corey runs his hands over his hair. His mind is a jumble of fear and anxiety, but one solution comes to the forefront, clear as day.

Corey has to stay away from Penny. And he can never tell her why.

A strange emptiness replaces the peace Corey has felt over the last few days. It’s dark, but it’s familiar. He lets himself adjust to this uncomfortable, unexpected new reality. Then he grabs the flowers and gets out of the car. There’s a trash can on the street, and as Corey walks by it, he lifts the lid and drops the flowers inside.

Corey walks up to Alonso, who doesn’t acknowledge him. Music is blasting in the witch’s earbuds and Corey smirks before he leans into his line of sight.

“Shit.” Alonso jumps. He takes out his earbuds. “You’re stealth, man.”

“No, your music is too loud.”

Alonso shrugs. “That’s the only way I can feel anything.”

“What about when Penny laughs at one of your stupid jokes?”

Alonso snorts, and he must see something in Corey’s face, because his smile fades. “It’s weird, right? Her and me?”

“Is it official?” Corey is smiling, but underneath, that emptiness rings in his chest.

But Alonso never answers; something in the distance catches his eye, and he grins. “They’re here.”
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Penny

“DOTH MINE EYES DECEIVE ME, OR IS ALONSO DE LUCA WEARING GARDENING gloves in my front yard?” Penny’s mom asks. “And Corey Barrion is here! Wow. And Ron was wasting time telling me about our profit-and-loss statement.”

“Those numbers are important, okay?” Ron says from the driver’s seat. “Anyway, I’m as curious as you are! Those boys are standing next to each other, so why don’t they look angry?”

“No idea,” Penny says, but she’s smiling so big that her face hurts. She rushes to get out of the car, waving to Alonso and Corey.

“I’ll grab your mom’s bag,” Corey says.

Alonso’s smile disappears. “Hey, no, I’ll get it.”

“I’m literally carrying it already,” Corey says as he hefts a duffel bag onto his shoulder.

“Gentlemen, please!” Anita says. “Don’t have a smackdown.”

“Mom!” Penny says, and Ron snorts.

As Corey heads into the house, Alonso shifts his focus to Penny. They lock eyes, and the unsaid words between them could fill a book. He takes off his gardening gloves and runs a hand self-consciously through his hair. His arms glisten with sweat, and Penny clears her throat and looks away.

“Welcome home, Mrs. Emberly,” Alonso says.

“Why thank you,” Penny’s mom says, her tone teasing. “I guess you were the one keeping my garden alive?”

“Penny mentioned that you’d be sad if you came home and realized they didn’t take care of it.”

“I watered,” Penny says weakly.

“We have a lot in common, don’t we?” her mom says, smiling at Alonso. “We both have green thumbs, a fondness for my daughter—”

“Mom.”

“Come on, everyone,” Ron says. “We can drag each other over glasses of lemonade in air-conditioning.”

“That sounds perfect,” Anita says, but her smile wavers. When Corey comes back outside, she says, “I thought your aunt might be coming? She’s welcome to join us.”

Corey’s face falls. “She couldn’t make it.”

Penny’s mom nods, smiles, makes some joke. The whole time, the heartbreak is visible. It makes her eyes go unfocused, like she’s not really seeing what’s in front of her.

Ron must see it, too, because he wraps an arm around Anita’s shoulders and says, “C’mon, ma’am. The lemonade is screaming your name.”

“I’ll bring extra chairs from the garage,” Penny says.

“We’ll help,” Corey says.

Once Anita and Ron are inside, Corey, Alonso, and Penny stand together on the driveway. This is the first moment they’ve had alone since Penny’s mom woke up. There’s so much that Penny wants to say, but now that she has her chance, the words won’t come.

Alonso breaks the silence. “Your mom looks like she’s back to normal.”

“She is! Physically, anyway.” Penny looks at Corey. “I thought the Council said my mom would be okay even if your aunt wanted to spend time with her?”

Corey shakes his head. “I think this whole thing has scarred her. She doesn’t want to see your mom until the curse is gone forever.”

“You mean the bargain,” Alonso says.

“Right.” Corey crosses his arms, as if he’s armoring himself against whatever he’s about to hear. “How is a bargain different from a curse?”

“You make a big sacrifice and get something in exchange,” Alonso says. “Think Faust.”

“So how do we know when it started?” Corey says. “We used to tie it to the falling-out between my grandpa and Giovanni.”

“That is when it started,” Penny says quietly.

Alonso’s face darkens. Corey looks between them. “What do you mean?”

“Think about it,” Alonso says. “When was there a seismic change in your family? When did your company start making a ton of money?”

“Money? That’s not what this is about.”

Alonso sighs, but for once, it’s not condescending. “Nine times out of ten, when mortals make bargains, it’s for success. That can look different for everyone, but for your family, you’ve got Barrion Heating and Cooling.”

Corey’s breath catches. “That… no. There’s no way.”

How do you say the words that’ll change someone’s life forever? How do you not feel culpable for whatever comes next?

“I saw your grandfather do it, Corey,” Penny says.

And she tells them everything the Shadow showed her, from the fight between Ellie and Giovanni at Elkie Lake, to the day Charles blackmailed Giovanni, and finally, the murder in the old pharmacy.

When Penny gets to the story about Giovanni’s murder, Alonso sinks into a crouch, threading his fingers into his hair. Penny waits for Corey to break down, to tell her she’s a liar. But his expression is unreadable, and his eyes are distant. It’s as if his body isn’t big enough to hold whatever he’s feeling so he’s resorted to feeling nothing at all.

“I’m sorry,” Penny says, and then she hates herself for it. She wants to say something that makes it all better, but there’s nothing she can say. That familiar feeling of helplessness creeps up her limbs to her throat, choking off whatever other words she might say out loud.

“My grandpa—” Corey trails off, as if he’s trying to wrangle his thoughts. “He’s always been condescending. He knows how to hit people where it hurts. And the company is more important to him than anything, but this…”

“He’s a piece of shit,” Alonso says. He’s still in a crouch, and anger radiates from him like heat waves.

Penny half expects Corey to jump in and defend his grandfather. He’s barely had a chance to process the truth, and Alonso is already slinging insults. But a small, twisted smile appears on Corey’s face instead.

“I should’ve known,” he says. “The curse never touched his kids or his grandkids. Just the people who joined our family. The people he saw as outsiders.” He scoffs. “He’s always been a racist.”

Penny’s nails dig into her palms. There’s a detachment in Corey’s voice; he almost sounds like a different person. A bitter, jaded version of himself.

Corey continues. “I tried to ignore it. It was easier to pretend he wasn’t, I guess, since I was around him all the time, and you’re supposed to love your family no matter what, right? But so many of the people who died…” He squeezes his eyes shut. “They weren’t white. And I guess that was fine with him.”

Penny sucks in a breath. Corey is right, of course. She once again has the absurd urge to apologize, but that would make this moment about Penny and what she’s feeling. And this isn’t about her. It’s about Corey, and his family, and their collective grief. It’s about Charles Barrion. It’s about the pain he’s caused, and the injustice he’s wrought.

Somewhere down the street, a sprinkler turns on. It’s a normal moment that feels wrong.

“Can we stop it?” Corey asks, his voice distant.

“We have to cancel it out,” Penny says. “With another bargain.”

Corey nods. “Fine. I’ll do it today.”

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” Penny says.

“Do you have the book, Penny?” Alonso says. “The grimoire?”

Penny reaches into her backpack and hands it over to Alonso. “I’ve been carrying it around with me. I’m scared to leave it alone.”

Alonso flips through the book once, twice, three times. “It should be right here… Wait.” He opens the book wider, and along the gutter are the remnants of four or five pages.

Understanding dawns on Penny. “The pages were torn out.”

“Someone took the chapter on bargains?” Corey says.

“Wonder who,” Alonso mutters.

Corey’s expression darkens. “I guess we know where to look.”

If Corey is this quick to believe his grandfather would hurt his family, what does that mean about how Charles Barrion has treated all of them? What else has Corey had to endure, growing up in that man’s shadow?

And, because of this bargain, Corey’s pain will get worse before it gets better. Penny steels herself for what she has to say next.

“There’s one more thing, Corey,” Penny says. “You have to make an equivalent sacrifice.”

“An equivalent sacrifice,” Corey repeats. “Are you saying I have to… to kill someone?”

“I don’t know, Corey. It’s what your grandmother told me.”

They look at each other. The dark circles under Corey’s eyes are prominent, and Alonso grits his teeth. Even after everything they’ve gone through, this isn’t over. Not by a long shot. But underneath their exhaustion and anger, there’s determination. It makes Penny stand taller.

“We’ll fix this,” Penny says. “Right?”

“No,” Corey says. “This is on me now. You two shouldn’t be involved.”

Alonso sighs and grabs Corey’s shoulder. “Respectfully, that’s stupid.”

Corey watches him with uncertainty. “How could you possibly want to help me after everything my family has put you through?”

“Because I’m a superpowerful witch and an altruist. Plus, the record store cut my hours when they hired me again, so I have a lot of free time.”

Corey frowns, but some of the tension disappears. “Can we talk about this in a few days? I need… I don’t know. To think, I guess.”

“Yeah, of course,” Penny says. “We should go drink lemonade anyway.”

Corey’s eyes linger on Penny, and her face heats up. There’s a look in his eyes that wasn’t there before—hesitation mixed with something else. Something warm.

Then it’s over, and Corey looks away. “Actually, I have to go. Football practice.”

“Oh,” Penny says, but Corey has already turned away from them. Penny and Alonso watch him walk to his car, all broad shoulders and words unsaid.

“Stoic fuck,” Alonso says as Corey drives away.

“That almost sounded affectionate.”

Alonso’s face softens. “I respect him, you know. For everything.”

“Me too,” Penny says.

She glances up at Alonso only to find that he’s already watching her. The energy shifts, and Penny steps closer to Alonso. It’s almost involuntary, and she can’t even tell who closes the gap between them.

“Are you—” Penny begins, but before she can finish her sentence, Alonso presses his mouth to hers.

There’s so much in this kiss—desire and fear and tenderness. Penny wraps her arms around his neck, and he deepens the kiss, coaxing her lips open with his tongue. All at once, the questions and hesitations disappear, and all that’s left is Alonso.

By the time they part, Penny is gasping for breath. She glances at her house. “I really hope my mom didn’t see that.”

Alonso laughs, kissing her one more time. “Do you think she’ll like me?”

“You did chores. She already likes you.”

Alonso pulls Penny close, resting his chin on her head. Penny closes her eyes and breathes in the scent of him—amber mixed with fresh soil. Somehow, they fit together. Everything makes more sense with him around. She’s about to tell him as much when he speaks.

“Would you be mad at me if I leave, too?”

Penny’s smile falls. “Why?”

“There’s something I need to do for my family. And the news about my grandpa…”

Of course. Penny feels selfish for even expecting him to stay. She puts a hand on his cheek, running her thumb along the sharp angle of his chin, feeling the stubble under her fingers. “I get it. You need to rest.”

Alonso watches her with bright gray eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Whenever you’re ready, maybe you can come over for dinner?”

“My mom wanted me to ask you the same thing.”

Penny is suddenly lightheaded. “So we’re doing this.”

Alonso puts a hand on her waist. “I want to,” he whispers. “More than anything.”

Penny flashes back to Corey’s Fourth of July party. The last thing she wanted was for summer to end, because that meant senior year and college applications and everyone becoming obsessed with whatever comes next.

After this summer, Penny understands that change is always on the horizon. And for once, she doesn’t mind. She actually wants to know what’s next.

As Alonso heads to his car, Penny’s phone buzzes with a text, and she checks it. It’s from Milton:


Keep an eye on Alonso. I’m worried about him.



Penny reads and rereads the text. Just before Alonso gets into the driver’s seat, she calls, “You’re okay, right?”

Alonso leans his arm on top of the Shelby. Despite everything Penny shared about his family history, there’s an ease to his posture. And there’s something else, too—a bone-deep self-assurance.

“I’ve never been better,” Alonso says.
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Alonso

AS ALONSO DRIVES HOME, HE GROWS ANGRY WITH HIMSELF. IT’S NOT A great look to ditch your new girlfriend in front of her family, but there’s something he needs to take care of. Immediately.

Why can’t he remember what it is?

Alonso parks at home and walks up the driveway, swinging the car keys around his finger.

“Meow.”

On top of a cracked garden globe sits Nimble, curled into a ball. She’s been limping ever since their adventure across the Veil, but she won’t let Alonso examine her right paw. She’s been weirdly skittish the last few days.

“Hey,” he says. “You gonna let me take you to the vet today?”

She glares at him, her ears angled back.

“Fine, be that way,” he says, and he starts up the stairs.

A blur jumps in front of him and then Nimble is blocking the door, hissing.

Alonso is about to roll his eyes and walk around her, but he feels a little… strange. His temples are suddenly pounding. And then his feet are carrying him away from Nimble, away from the house. A walk in the woods might help with his headache, so he walks into the trees.

And it’s like he blinks, and he’s in front of another house.

Corey’s grandfather’s house.

“What the hell?” he mutters.

A voice whispers in his ear:

“My turn.”
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He knocks on the door for a long time. Charles must be sleeping, but that’s okay. He can be patient.

When the Barrion patriarch finally opens the door, he’s in his robe, and his expression is cold. “Can I help you?” he says, putting on his glasses.

When he sees his visitor, Charles takes a step back.

“Hello, Chuck,” Giovanni says, and he pushes the old man to the ground.

Charles is too shocked to respond. He scrambles back, reaching behind a side table he keeps next to the door.

When his hand reappears, it’s holding a gun.

He’s barely lifted the weapon before Giovanni raises his hand and says, “Limbs loose, lips easy, eyes on the stars.”

The gun falls to the ground as Charles goes limp. He’s still conscious, his chest rising and falling rapidly, and he stares at Giovanni with unmitigated terror.

“You want to know the best part about being dead?” Giovanni says as he grabs the gun. “The blood oath I made to never harm anyone in your family no longer applies.”

“I…” Charles swallows and tries again. “This isn’t possible.”

“Isn’t it?” Giovanni says. “If anyone could do it, you know it’s me. After all, I do have my reasons.”

“Your grandson will end up in prison for this.”

“My grandson is even more powerful than I was. He and I are going to make a great team. This town destroyed Ellie, and it destroyed me, and I’d like to repay the favor.”

“We can make a deal,” Charles says. “I’ll make sure you never have to go back to the land of the dead. I’ll give you a stake in the company. Your family will never want for anything again.”

“Tempting,” Giovanni says, “but I’ll pass.”

Giovanni takes his time putting the gun in Charles’s hand, and he lifts it so that the barrel is pointing at the old man’s temple. By the time he’s done, Charles is sobbing.

“The only question I have,” Giovanni says, “is will you pull the trigger yourself, or will I have to do it for you?”
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